



[image: image]













[image: image]
















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2023 by Malavika Kannan


Cover art copyright © 2023 by Kemi Mai. Cover design by Sasha Illingworth. Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc. Interior design by Carla Weise.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


Visit us at LBYR.com


First Edition: July 2023


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Kannan, Malavika, 2001– author.


Title: All the yellow suns / Malavika Kannan.


Description: First edition. | New York : Little, Brown and Company, 2023. | Audience: Ages 14 & up. | Summary: Sixteen-year-old queer Indian American, Maya, who falls for her white, wealthy, and complicated female classmate, Juneau, is asked to join a secret society of artists, vandals, and mischief-makers who fight for justice at their school.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022031421 | ISBN 9780316447324 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780316447522 (ebook)


Subjects: CYAC: Lesbians—Fiction. | Artists—Fiction. | Secret societies—Fiction. | Student movements—Fiction. | East Indian Americans—Fiction.


Classification: LCC PZ7.1.K278 Al 2023 | DDC [Fic]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022031421


ISBNs: 978-0-316-44732-4 (hardcover), 978-0-316-44752-2 (ebook)


E3-20230524-JV-NF-ORI














To queer daughters of immigrants (who is doing it like we are?) and to my darling sister, Deepika.








[image: image]

























Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Little Brown Young Readers logo]




















[image: image]












chapter 1



The real kicker is that I wasn’t even supposed to live in Citrus Grove. I was supposed to live in Houston with both my parents in a house with a swimming pool. But things didn’t work out between them, so Amma and I moved to Citrus Grove—a sprawling suburb of Orlando with too many houses to count that has never actually felt like home.


It has two sides, like a coin. My side is filled with people of all backgrounds. There’s my mother, Sujatha Krishnan, and me. There’s Anya Patel, also Indian, next door to Ife Asefa, whose parents own Orlando’s best Ethiopian restaurant. Ife beat me on science tests six years in a row until we finally became friends. My best friend, Silva Rivera, moved from Puerto Rico the year I did from India. There are also Cubans and Koreans and lots of people who have thick accents and even thicker blood. Amma once joked that Citrus Grove was like the United Nations—that is, if the Security Council met in the Publix deli and instead of nukes, people hurled insults in multiple languages.


Juneau Zale was from the other side. She lived a mile away, but sometimes it felt more like a light-year. Her neighborhood had bake sales, church fundraisers, and Girl Scout cookies. Her parents even fostered dogs. At first glance, Juneau’s side was perfect. But then you saw the church ladies calling the cops on homeless people in the park. The realtor dads railing in their booming voices about the Immigrants and Newcomers Raising Their Taxes. Kids like Juneau roaming wild at night, smoking weed and raising hell. The white picket fences protecting their families from all forms of danger leaking from our side into theirs.


We all lived in Citrus Grove, but “we” looked very different depending on whom you asked.


I was always vaguely aware of Juneau Zale’s life because I ended up in it—briefly, mistakenly—when I was eight. I was running away from home. Those days Amma often fought with my father on the phone, their voices rattling the house like a snow globe, and I’d had enough. Before Amma could notice, I walked out the door. I didn’t really want to leave my mother, I just wanted to see how far I could go, if I could.


Unfortunately, I only made it a mile before the identical lawns started blending together like pages of an endless magazine. Deep in my belly, I knew I was lost. Amma had warned me that this could happen—it was all over the newspapers, TV, old bedtime stories dredged up from her childhood in India: Bad girls misbehaved and then they went missing, never to be seen again.


That was when I first saw Juneau. She was playing on the lawn of a massive house with pillars. The reason I’d stopped to stare at her house was because I thought it looked like the castles illustrated in fairy tales. Then I saw that Juneau was doing the kind of stupid shit Amma told me only white kids did. She had a pair of binoculars, and she was trying to stare directly at the sun.


I remember running up to her and saying, “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to stare at the sun?” or something panicked like that. Juneau Zale laughed at me, I think. She told me she was trying to figure out what color the sun was. “It’s the biggest mystery of our times,” she said. I had just read a book about the solar system, so I informed her it was actually just a colorless ball of gas. I asked her if she could see how many fingers I was holding up. At some point we both busted out laughing, and that’s when her parents came out.


Normally, being a kid, I automatically zoned out my friends’ parents, but I remembered Juneau’s vividly. One reason was that they were the first white adults, besides my teachers, to ever speak to me: officious and stern, like the porcelain couple atop a wedding cake. The other is that they called Amma and snitched on me, and she drove so fast she ran into their mailbox.


“Maya,” she snarled, gripping my arms hard enough to hurt. “What’s wrong with you?”


Mr. and Mrs. Zale were disturbed by the great Indian spectacle we were making. Maybe they’d heard that in immigrant cultures, runaway kids got their asses beat. Maybe they wanted to look out for me. “Are you new to town?” they asked Amma. “Are you okay?” they asked me, perhaps worried about my punishment.


“No,” said Amma shortly, answering two questions in one. She glared at the Zales and their lovely house, casting a curse with her gaze. “You’re lucky these people didn’t kill you!” she whispered, whisking me back home for a stern lecture about American stranger-danger.


I’m not sure who turned away first, me or Juneau. Because all I remember is looking back for one last glimpse of the girl with pickle-green eyes, but she was already gone. And I figured maybe I’d imagined her.


I forgot all about Juneau until she crash-landed back into my life in high school. In the eight years until then, we were occupied with other things. I was becoming a good daughter to Amma. Meanwhile Juneau was becoming a local legend: a rock star, minus the guitar smashing. Rumors followed her wherever she went—how Juneau painted portraits of each of her lovers, burned them in the dead of night. How she once hooked up with the whole football team. How she ran away the summer before junior year, possibly to hide a secret pregnancy. Lore swirled around her, and she never denied it, whether or not it hurt.


Regardless, I fell in love with her. I did it the way I learned to swim—quickly, recklessly, no lifeguards or life vests: just straight into the deep end, my lungs straining from the depth. Amma thought it was the quickest way for me to learn. I’ve been taking blind leaps ever since.
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I was with Silva the night before I met Juneau all over again. It was the last night of summer before sophomore year. Anya and Ife traveled all summer, returning to their motherlands, so it was quiet at home, just the two of us. That night started like most nights—rented movies at his house, wine stolen from his brothers—and ended with our lying side by side in the yard, talking about our plans in the abstract way you do when you’re half sober beneath the stars. Mine, as always, was to move to New York and open an art studio for women of color. Silva’s was more practical: make a shitload of money, enough to take care of his parents for years.


We were sprawled across his lawn, sharing his headphones. Violin burst into fireworks of sound, and I resisted the urge to seize my sketchbook. We often spent hours like this, connected by the ear, but this time was different, because this music was written by Silva.


“I can’t believe it,” I said when the music ended. “I can’t believe you composed music all summer and didn’t tell me. It’s just so—” I searched for a word vast enough to hold Silva’s music, but I came up short. Everything was floating past the finish line of this summer. We had yet to find out where our lockers would be, whom we’d watch football games with, or whether we wanted to fall in love. But there was time to decide before tomorrow. With Silva, there was always time.


“After spending the whole summer together, I think we’ve transcended verbal communication,” Silva said, smiling. “We’re functionally telepathic.”


“That’s true. You always bring the exact snacks I’m craving, even before I realize I’m hungry.”


Silva smirked. “That’s because I know when you get your period.” I laughed, and he sobered. “But the violin stays between us. I don’t want everyone to know I’m working on all this.”


“What? Why not?”


I still remembered finding the violin at a garage sale in the sixth grade. Silva picked it up, and something inside him seemed to soften.


“I just don’t want it to become a big deal,” said Silva.


“Is this about your parents not supporting your music? There’s that conservatory I researched, they have scholarships for low-income students—”


“You know what my parents are like,” said Silva. “Music doesn’t pay the bills, that’s what they said. I have to think about them, too.”


“Maybe if your parents heard your music, they’d think differently,” I pressed.


Silva was already putting his headphones away.


“Maya, can you not fight me on this?”


“Silva, I don’t understand,” I said. “You have a chance to get out of Citrus Grove and have the world. Why are you giving up?”


“Because not all of us want the world,” he said, closing the box. “I think you should go home. There’s school tomorrow.”


I knew better than to argue with him, not even telepathically. So I walked home alone. When I got inside, Amma was gone—she worked as a nurse, and her hospital shift started at night. I barely saw her outside of weekends, and even then, she was often too tired to hang out. There was an opened Chinese takeout box with lipstick on the fork, abandoned mid-bite. Amma rarely stayed in one place after my father left—or, more accurately, never arrived. Instead, she circled between home, work, and men: a never-ending midlife merry-go-round. You’d think if she didn’t stop moving she’d vanish.


Amma’s mistake was falling in love with an artist. My father, Rajendra Krishnan, is a famous painter, and when he joined us from India, we were going to move to Texas. But then my father’s visa got denied. His career took off in India. He and Amma fought for years on the phone, until one day the phone stopped ringing. There were no birthday cards, no video calls, just silence, until even my memories of him faded. I forgot the sound of his voice. He forgot he had a child.


We never moved away, but we eventually had to move on. Amma did her best to raise me in this strange country alone, but I knew she really missed my dad. Once, when I was thirteen, I tried asking about him.


“I have a question,” I said. We were eating dinner: homemade tacos, because Amma was feeling culinarily adventurous. We’re all brown-skinned people, she’d said. How different can Mexican food be from our own? She ended up burning the tacos, but I ate them without complaint, because I wanted her to lower her guard.


It worked. “What is it, kanna?”


“Why doesn’t my father call anymore?”


Amma didn’t say anything, but the taco shell cracked in her hands, spilling onto her plate—undercooked beans, soft lettuce. “Am I not doing enough for you?” she asked.


I stared. “Of course you are,” I said.


Amma’s eyes flickered, and it felt intrusive to see her pain. Sharply personal, like reading her diary.


“He loves you, Maya,” said Amma. “But he knows he can’t be a stable, present parent for you. That’s why he’s stayed away.”


Something tipped over inside me. “He can’t?” I said. “Or won’t?”


Amma set down her taco. “Rajendra is a brilliant man,” she said. “But his true love is his art. He made his choice when he stayed in India.” She smiled sadly. “Genius takes sacrifice, Mayavati. I’m just so glad he passed his talents to you.”


“Why aren’t you angry at him?” I demanded, surprising her. I was younger then—I rarely challenged Amma.


“Are you, Maya?” said Amma. “Angry, that is.” She was using the calm, even-tempered voice she used on her patients. Rather than soothe me, her voice irritated me. I often felt this way—ignited for no reason, when nobody else was. I didn’t know where my rage came from, but I knew better than to let it show. I just stayed inflamed, like a bruise that wouldn’t heal.


“Of course I am,” I said, and Amma frowned.


“I’m only going to say this once,” she said. “When you love someone, there’s no place for anger. You accept them as they are, even if it hurts. Do you understand?”


She didn’t wait for my response. “But we cannot accept these burned tacos,” she said. “They taste horrible.” Amma dumped our plates in the trash, offered me her hand. “Come, Maya,” she said. “Let’s get pizza.”


Amma believed that love had no place for anger, but I had plenty of room for both. I could resent Amma for excusing Rajendra and still love her more than anybody on earth. I could hate Rajendra for leaving us and still grow obsessed with his art. For years I watched him from afar, like a patron in a gallery. I started googling him, following his famous portraits of brown women, imagining the world through his eyes.


After my outburst, Amma began dating other men, but more often she rearranged the furniture. I’d come home some days and find the couch upside down on the porch. Amma said this was to prevent spiders.


But I knew better. I knew about immigrant mothers and the ways they exerted control in a changing world. Besides, I really liked spiders. Once, I watched a spider build its nest under my windowsill. I let it live, despite Amma’s orders. Who was I to deny anyone the chance to choose their home?








[image: image]











I must’ve fallen asleep at the table, because the next thing I registered was Amma’s prodding me awake.


“Maya?” she said. “Why aren’t you in bed?”


Amma had her work face on—hair twisted back, lipstick fresh. On her name tag, the As in Sujatha had smiley faces drawn in. I checked the kitchen clock: 3:00 a.m.


“You worry me, kanna,” she said. “I’ve got a date visiting tomorrow and this house needs cleaning. God, I’m hungry.” She reached for her takeout, but I’d already finished it. “Did you save me the fortune cookie at least?”


I slid her the cookie. “Who’s the date?”


Amma cracked the cookie to find the message. “What we spend our lives outrunning is what brings us true peace,” she read aloud. “Isn’t that lovely?”


“Amma,” I interrupted.


She flushed. “His name is Ramesh and he owns a car dealership in Kissimmee. You remember him, from the Patels’ Diwali dinner? He’s very respected in the community.” She crunched the cookie. “They should just sell these in plastic boxes at the grocery store. People would line up for all this luck.”


Amma’s voice swelled with an emotion I couldn’t pinpoint. It took me a second to recognize it: hope. The same hope from back when she worked day shifts and could take me to restaurants at night, would ask me to dance after her third or fourth drink. We fought less back then, and our movements felt easier. She’d shimmy slowly, her arms linked with mine so hard our elbows poked. In those moments, I wasn’t her child, I was the life she could’ve lived.


“I hope it goes well,” I said.


Amma smiled. She was beautiful, all curves, soft laughter, easy smile, so unlike myself—I scowled too much, slouched, bounced on my feet like I wanted to make a run for it. Amma liked to joke that I got my ornery traits, including my thick wild hair, from my father. My friends loved Sujatha Aunty for her endless warmth. Sometimes I wished she wasn’t mine so I could love her so easily, too.


“Go to bed,” said Amma. “You have school tomorrow.”


I slipped out from under her outstretched arm, headed for my room. Then I remembered. “Amma?” I said. “Can you drive me to school?”


She looked up from the kitchen table. “Isn’t Silva driving you to school?”


“Not anymore,” I said.


“Is everything all right between you two?”


“We had a disagreement,” I said. “But hopefully we’ll fix things soon.”


“Of course you will,” Amma said. She patted me on the shoulder but didn’t say anything else. She didn’t tell me what to do or pick me up while everything sank—she never did. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had a full conversation. Instead she floated off to the living room, which started to creak and groan. She was moving the couches around again.


Unable to sleep, I checked my phone in bed. There was a text from Anya, finally back home from India—I responded with a proportionate number of exclamation points. Another from Ife wondering whether I’d completed the summer homework, which made me laugh. Ife knew full well that I’d finished in the first week of summer, because she’d done the same.


I checked Instagram next. I was a pretty private person online. There was only one person I logged into Instagram to see anyway. And that was my father.


A photo of him loaded onscreen. His dark hair, unruly like mine. His wide nose, which I’d hated on my face until I saw it on him, crinkled from smiling. I glanced at his caption: TOUR.


According to the post, Rajendra had won a prestigious fellowship for the arts—I didn’t need to google it to know it was big because of the thousands of adoring comments. His work would be shown in galleries across the United States. He’d give lectures at museums and universities. This autumn, he’d be the artist-in-residence at the Orlando Museum of Art.


I had to reread for a few minutes before it sunk in. After all these years, he was back.


“Amma?” I almost called, but then I remembered what Amma had advised, years earlier: You accept people as they are, even if it hurts.


The problem is, that’s not what artists do. We imagine people as the portrait versions of themselves—smooth, ideal, never disappointing. I was tired of waiting for Rajendra. It was terrible to do alone.


So I went to bed, and as the furniture scraped the floor, I wondered how life would be if I, too, like Amma, believed in fortune cookies.




















[image: image]












chapter 2



The next morning, my mother drove me to hell. Citrus Grove High School, that publicly funded purgatory, was equally known for our town’s lone football team and its propensity for brawls and mayhem. It reminded me of a medieval fortress, because the buildings were surrounded by a massive tar-black moat that was the suburban parking lot. Four thousand of us arrived from all corners of town to do daily, tireless battle. It wasn’t clear if there were ever winners.


Inside the cafeteria, I opened my sketchbook to illustrate my first impressions of sophomore year.


I already knew that Citrus Grove could not be painted into submission. In seventh grade, Amma sent me to art lessons in Orlando. My teacher had studied yoga in India, but she actually had a license plate from Vermont. “Find your home,” she advised, so I tried. I tried sketching the textures of our food, the footprints of mothers who worked night shifts. But the paints sneered at me. Little brown girl plays artist, they whispered. Your home is not here.


Still, the art teacher took a liking to me. She offered to drive me home in her car with the Vermont plates. But when we pulled into my neighborhood, she rolled up the windows and locked the doors. “What a dump,” she said. “They ought to fix this area up.”


I followed her gaze and saw squat, ugly houses. I saw Amma waving at me, but I pretended not to notice her.


My teacher smiled at me. “How much farther do you live, Maya?” she said.


“Take a right.” I smiled back. She took a right, then another, dropping me off outside the house I pointed to, which was red-tiled, shiny, and also a mile away from my actual house. I walked the mile back, feeling like I’d finally found my home, but not the way my teacher wanted.


But now I was older and smarter. I knew who I was. I tried to capture the energy in the cafeteria: girls in ripped jeans, jostling, gossiping, trying to make their summers sound more exciting than they actually were. I always drew girls, because they were the most interesting.


“Miss me, bitch?”


I turned to see my friend Anya Patel racing toward me, a blur of dark hair and floral skirts. There was no chance to brace myself before she threw her arms around me.


“Seriously. Did you miss me?” Anya asked, coming up for air between hugs.


“Not a chance,” I said, and she smothered me again. “Of course I missed you. I could barely function without you. How was India?”


Anya grinned. “My mom didn’t try to find me a husband, but she did unfortunately consult astrologers about my SATs.” She rolled her eyes. “How was your summer?”


Sometimes I envied Anya, with her unbroken family and frequent trips to India. She didn’t know how it felt to be alone, abandoned, or stuck in place—all experiences with which I felt achingly familiar. “I just got drunk with Silva,” I said. “Tried not to murder any of my mom’s boyfriends.”


“Citrus Grove is the armpit of Florida,” Anya agreed. “It was good to get out of here and stop thinking about Sam. I deserve better than cheating white boys.”


“Good riddance,” I said.


“Anyway.” Anya laughed. “I was thinking we should seduce a senior this semester so we get invited to parties. Actual parties with drugs, not just wine and Capri Suns from your mom’s pantry. No offense to Sujatha Aunty’s pantry.”


I smirked. “It would be nice to put our juice box days behind us.”


“Well, who are you interested in, then?” Anya asked. “And I can help you with makeup, if you want. I notice you’re a little heavy-handed.”


“I think you’re better qualified for the seduction,” I said, sourer than I intended. Over the past few years, guys had started noticing Anya, following her around like hired bodyguards. She knew things I didn’t, like how to kiss boys without ever being taught. Standing beside her, I doubted I’d ever be seen at all.


“It’s sophomore year, Maya,” Anya said. “This is the dawn of our womanhood. We’re not freshmen anymore, but we’re not old and jaded, either. You could loosen up a bit.”


Just then, Ife Asefa grabbed me from behind, squeezing me so tightly I was sure I’d grown a much-needed inch by the time she released me.


“I can’t believe this,” she said. “My two favorite brown girls. I lose track of you for one summer, and you both come back indiscriminately hot?”


“Oh, shut up, Ife,” said Anya. “We all know you’re the most beautiful girl in all of Florida.”


Ife blushed, but Anya was right: Ife had unlocked herself two years ago in a dramatic rebirth as a pouty-lipped model, turning heads wherever she went. What exactly happened to some girls over the summer and not others? While Ife’s and Anya’s bodies molded into maturity with the ease of clay sculptures, mine did so awkwardly. As an artist, I lived only in reflected beauty, never my own.


“By the way, Maya,” Ife said, turning to me. “Is everything all right with you and Silva? I saw him a few minutes ago and he seems even quieter than usual.”


I told them about our fight the previous night. Anya clicked her tongue. “Lecturing Silva about his ambition like that?” she said. “You kind of sound like my mother.”


“That’s not true,” said Ife. “Maya was just trying to help him get his shit together. I’m sure he’ll come around.”


I tried to return her smile. “I hope so,” I said. “I would do anything for any of you. Like, I would beat up grown men of any size. You know that, right?”


“Of course we do,” said Anya firmly. “And so does Silva. It’ll all be fine once—”


We turned around at the sound of boys yelling. A fight was breaking out.


“Holy shit, is that Squash?” said Ife.


The louder of the boys was, indeed, Anya’s ex-boyfriend, Sam “Squash” Harvey, so nicknamed for the football accident that left his nose permanently askew. Squash pushed someone to the ground, his blond hair shining. Both guys were massive and well matched, like Titans. The nearest onlookers formed a human ring around them, hooting and cheering.


“It’s not even Fight Week,” groaned Ife, referring to CGHS’s long-standing tradition of student duels the week before homecoming.


“Seven minutes back from summer break, and there’s already a fistfight,” I said. “When is the male species going to evolve?”


To be fair, Squash Harvey had never been the poster child for human evolution, despite being the principal’s grandson and football captain, all while owning the largest house in Citrus Grove. He and Anya had dated in secret from their families for months. He’d been an exceptionally bad boyfriend, cheating on her last year. It was among my dearest desires to punch his twisted nose.


“What did you ever see in him, Anya?” I said. “Besides the football body, I guess. And the fact that he drives a Porsche.”


Anya bit her lip. “Sam wasn’t all bad,” she said. “He snuck me into his family’s condo in Sarasota. He even bought jewelry for my sisters. He took care of me.”


“Remember the time he called me the student council’s diversity pick?” said Ife indignantly. “He’s a racist dick. I hope the other guy beats him up.”


Anya was covering her face—she couldn’t bear violence, not even on TV, so I stepped in front of her. This gave me a close-up view of the combatants. I recognized the tackled figure to be Mateo Chavez, CGHS’s quarterback. His lip bled freely as he delivered a kick.


“Let’s go,” I told Ife. “Before the cops get here and make a scene.” We seized Anya’s arms, but we’d barely waded out of the crowd when an elbow hit my jaw. It was so painful that I did an involuntary karate kick and yelled, “Fuck!”


Eyes watering, I caught sight of the offending elbow, which was connected to a pale arm, which was connected to the body of my erstwhile savior Juneau Zale, who’d appeared out of nowhere.


“Maya,” she said, unsurprised, like she’d run into me at the grocery store. “You should watch where you’re going.”


Ife hissed in my ear, “Juneau Zale knows your name?”


Juneau strode purposefully toward the epicenter of the fight. The whispers spread like wildfire—Juneau Zale was here.


That was just the way she made her appearances: descending like a UFO, spreading shock waves in her wake.


Juneau shoved onlookers aside until she was standing on top of the boys, somehow immune to their violence. “Mateo, stop it,” she snarled, dragging him to his feet.


Swearing, Squash stood up. I felt a sudden spike of fear for Juneau. Her back was turned as Squash towered over her. My legs thrummed with momentum. For a second, it seemed to me that Squash would hit her, and it was up to me to stop him. But then Juneau whirled back around.


“Sam Harvey, right?” she said. Squash opened his mouth, and Juneau said, “That was a rhetorical question. We all know each other’s names. What I want to know is why you were astride your illustrious teammate Mateo Chavez. You looked like a pair of fumbling virgins.”


The crowd laughed, and both guys reddened.


“Stay out of this, Juneau,” Mateo said. “This is between Squash and me.”


“It’s our first day of senior year,” said Juneau. “Isn’t this the time we promise to be friends forever, or sappy shit like that?”


“I sold Chavez some items,” Squash said meaningfully. “He owes me several hundred dollars. The debt has lasted too long. I’m here to collect.”


Juneau laughed. Haughty and dispassionate, she had the kind of laugh that could never sound respectful. She seemed unfazed by all the attention—or she was enjoying it.


“Come on, Squash,” she said. “You’re way too rich to be selling weed. I’ve seen your mansion. Are you sure your family can’t just plow down some more endangered mangroves to make it up?”


Squash opened his mouth angrily, but she cut him off. “That was another rhetorical question, asshole. Mateo, let’s go.”


Then Squash stood up. “At least I’m not opening my legs for any guy with a pulse,” he spat. “Mind your business and have some respect for yourself. You slut.”


Around me, people gasped. Juneau looked like she’d been slapped. Her mouth opened, but no response came out.


Mateo twisted out of her grip, snarling. He jumped on top of Squash, punching him until I couldn’t tell what was his arm and what was Squash’s face. The crowd started to shout—someone shouted that a teacher had called the police, but Mateo didn’t hear them.


“Call her that again!” Mateo shouted. “I dare you.”


“Why?” said Squash. Despite his bloody face, he was grinning. I knew right then that some men get their rush from inflicting pain. “Are you fucking her, too?”


Mateo lunged again, but our principal, Dr. Harvey, appeared, flanked by the football coach and the school police officers. They wrestled Mateo to the ground and tried to handcuff him. Juneau gasped. “You’re hurting him!” she screamed.


Ife tugged my arm, but I was rooted to the ground. My heart was pounding.


Juneau knelt by Mateo, cradling his head in her arms as the police tried to drag him away. She was arguing loudly with Dr. Harvey; I couldn’t believe her nerve. “Are you seriously arresting Mateo?” she said. “He was provoked. You can see his bruises! Your grandson started this—”


“This is a high school campus, not a fight club,” Dr. Harvey said. He looked strained, like he was trying not to make a scene. “Juneau, please go to class. I’ll handle them both in my office.”


“Then why is Mateo the only one in handcuffs?” I called before I could stop myself.


Everyone, including Juneau and Dr. Harvey, turned to stare at me. I couldn’t blame them: Even I half expected to turn around and see a different, braver girl talking behind me. The sort of girl who could raise her voice to the principal, startling even Juneau Zale.


“There is a cafeteria full of students who can tell you Squash attacked Mateo, and not the other way around,” I said. I was surprised by how steady my voice sounded, because inside my sneakers, my feet were shaking. “The entire school just watched you treat Mateo like a criminal. If you arrest him, I know they won’t accept it.”


Juneau stared at me, her eyes sharp.


“Let Mateo go,” she told Dr. Harvey. “I’ll come with you. I’ll write statements. Whatever you need.”


Dr. Harvey looked around at the students, and it was like he suddenly remembered where he was. He nodded at the police officer, who released Mateo. Then he turned to Juneau. “All right, then. Juneau, come with me. You, too; you’ve officially volunteered as a witness,” he told me. He raised his voice to address the cafeteria. “The rest of you, get to class!”


I gaped at Anya and Ife, but they shrugged. “We’ll wait for you,” Anya whispered, so I followed Dr. Harvey away.


The five of us made an unlikely procession through the hallways—Dr. Harvey walking briskly, followed by Juneau and Mateo, then me, with Squash lagging angrily behind. Though she held the doors open for me, Juneau barely looked at me as I passed.


The principal’s office, like the rest of CGHS, was drab and unwelcoming. The glass trophy case was sparse, except for a football championship from the eighties and a smattering of academic trophies, mostly won by Ife and me.


“All right. What on earth is happening here?” said Dr. Harvey.


“Squash,” Juneau said, “attacked Mateo unprovoked. Mateo was just defending himself.”


Squash wiped his nose. The tissue was red with blood. “You weren’t even there, Juneau.”


“This is really messed up,” said Mateo. “I get attacked, I protect myself, and the police come for me? Since when did the cops start cuffing students?” He was using a measured talking-to-adults voice that felt startlingly familiar—I had one of my own. Still, I sensed his anger, like a rubber band about to snap.


“I’ll be having a word with the officers, Mr. Chavez,” said Dr. Harvey. “Clearly they didn’t see how it started. All they saw was you attacking Sam.”


“I saw,” I said. My voice had sounded deafening in the cafeteria, but now I felt small. I tried again. “I mean, I saw from the beginning. Squash attacked Mateo, so he fought back. And then the police just jumped on Mateo, without giving him a chance—”


“Who are you?” said Squash, not bothering to hide his contempt. From the look on everyone’s faces, he wasn’t the only one wondering. My face burned.


“Maya Krishnan,” I said. “We’ve met. I’m Anya Patel’s friend.” I mentioned his ex-girlfriend to make him flinch, but it barely registered.


“Right, okay,” said Squash. “So you also saw Mateo taking free throws at my face?”


“This is stupid,” Juneau interrupted. “Dr. Harvey, nobody got seriously hurt. Can’t you just give them both detentions and call it a day?” She had a directness that shocked me, that I’d never dare imitate. Things that should get her punished somehow seemed okay because her voice was nice and her eyes were pickle green.


“Listen.” Dr. Harvey sighed. “At CGHS, there are rules. Students can’t just pummel one another in our hallways. Sam and Mateo, as varsity teammates, I’m disappointed with you both.”


Mateo set his jaw, but Squash stared away, scowling. If I didn’t hate him on principle, I might actually feel sorry for him—it sucked for your grandfather to run your school.


“Citrus Grove needs law and order,” Dr. Harvey continued. “We’re trying to protect our students.”


A familiar feeling pulsed through me. Sharp, like a muscle flexing. It only took me a moment to identify it as anger.


“I have a question,” I said. “If you’re trying to protect students, why are you letting the police go after them? And why do they only come for students of color?”


Juneau raised an eyebrow. Mateo nodded his agreement. Dr. Harvey leaned forward. I watched him choose his words.


“Our officers keep students safe,” he said. “Sometimes students are a threat to other students, and we need to maintain peace.”


Mateo scoffed. “You seriously think I’m a threat?”


Juneau chimed in. “What I saw was that the cops were roughing Mateo up. That couldn’t have possibly made him safer.”


“I think the cops are dangerous,” I said. “They’re going to target students of color if you don’t stop them. I think—”


“Enough,” said Dr. Harvey, startling me. “I appreciate your input,” he continued. “But this is a disciplinary matter, not a forum on police. I think you’ve said your piece, Maya. You should head to class.”


“What?” I hated how my voice shook, undermining any credibility.


“Close the door behind you,” he said.


Mateo nodded to me as I left. Right before I closed the door, Juneau gave me one swift look up and down, finally nodding brusquely.


My heart raced on the walk back to the cafeteria. It had taken all of my willpower to sound so confident, and now I started to shake, unable to believe what I’d just done.


In the cafeteria, Ife and Anya were waiting for me to fill them in.


“I can’t believe Juneau Zale just handed Squash and Dr. Harvey their asses like that,” Ife said. “She deserves a public service award. And you!” she added. “You talked back to Dr. Harvey, the most casually racist principal in CGHS history. You, the most law-abiding nerd I’ve ever met in my life.” Ife looked torn between disapproval and pride.


“That’s not what I am,” I protested.


“Oh, Maya!” said Anya suddenly. “Look at your face!”


In her hand mirror, I saw a bruise on my jaw the precise shape of Juneau’s elbow. I groaned. It was the last thing I wanted: a reason for people to stare at me. A strange, skin-deep connection to Juneau Zale.


“I can’t believe Juneau knew your name,” Ife said. “She’s a living legend in the senior class.”


“More like a living sex symbol,” said Anya. “I heard Juneau’s fucked every varsity athlete at least once. And honestly, I respect the hustle.”


“Of course that’s not true,” I said, momentarily forgetting my bruise. “And Juneau and I go way back, but I don’t know how she remembers me.”


The bell rang, and students surged through the halls. It reminded me of Goya’s wartime paintings, the wonderfully disorganized tangle of limbs. I imagined that I, too, was wild and brave like Juneau Zale. Then I walked to class.
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chapter 3



My first class, AP Calculus, was as lively as a graveyard. When I entered, most of the desks were already occupied by skinny senior boys. Nobody acknowledged me, which I was grateful for. After a lifetime in advanced math classes, I’d grown accustomed to the staring, but it was nice to not be an instant Indian stereotype.


I found an empty seat near the back. Mr. Taylor began taking roll. The seniors tittered as he stumbled through the ethnic names, his face reddening with each successive syllable. By the time he reached my name, Mr. Taylor was a vivid maroon.


“Mayav—May—”


“You can call me Maya,” I said.


Mr. Taylor’s face broke into relief. “Much better,” he said. “But I don’t think you’re supposed to be in this class. My roster lists you as a sophomore.”


The boys stared at me, and I felt my face flush to match Mr. Taylor’s. Before I could speak, the intercom crackled. Dr. Harvey’s voice blared through the classroom.


“Good morning, CGHS!” The sound of his voice made my stomach tighten. “For announcements: Football tryouts will be held tomorrow afternoon…”


I zoned out when Dr. Harvey droned on about parking violations, but his next announcement made everybody sit straighter.


“And lastly, a warning,” said Dr. Harvey. “As some of you may already know, CGHS has been dealing with gang activities. This morning, police investigated a broken lock on the library and spray paint graffiti.”


He cleared his throat impressively. “Should I discover that Citrus Grove students are responsible for these acts,” he said, “these students will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. You have been warned.”


The intercom clattered into silence. Mr. Taylor pointed at me. “Perhaps we should reevaluate your placement in this class,” he said. “The math is quite advanced. You may find Precalculus more suitable.”


“I already passed Precalculus,” I said just as the door banged open and a girl burst in carrying a skateboard.


“Can I help you?” Mr. Taylor said.


“Sorry I’m late,” the girl said. “My car stalled and I had to skate here as fast as I could. Can I leave the board by the door?”


For a moment, Mr. Taylor simply gaped at her. The girl looked straight out of a magazine: She had silver spikes on her nose and ears, matched by long silver box braids. I liked her tattoos, sharp against her dark skin.


“Do you need help finding your class?” said Mr. Taylor.


Maybe I just imagined it, but the skater girl tensed. “I’m in this class,” she said slowly. “This is AP Calculus, right?”


“AP Calculus?” repeated Mr. Taylor. “Is that what’s printed on your schedule? Can I take a look?”


The girl’s eyes flashed. “Yes, it is,” she said. “Maybe you don’t think I look like I belong here. It’s the tattoos, right?”


The entire class stared at her. The girl crossed her arms.


“I hope it’s the tattoos,” she said coolly. “And nothing else about me. Now is this AP Calculus or not?”


The classroom fell silent. “You’re in the right place,” I said, ignoring people’s stares. I met the girl’s eyes, and she held my gaze.


“Mark me present on the roster,” she said. “My name’s Patricia Lloyd.” Then she added, loudly enough for everyone to hear: “And for those who were wondering, I have the quadratic equation tattooed on my ass.”


Patricia rolled her skateboard across the classroom, unbothered by the stares. She sank into the seat next to mine. “Thanks,” she murmured. “I’m Pat.”


“Maya,” I whispered, and she brightened. “I heard what you did this morning,” she said. “Standing up to Dr. Harvey.”


“You did?” I said. “Are people… aware of it?” I trailed off lamely.


“You’re infamous, babe,” said Pat. “At least for today.” She opened her notebook, and I saw it was filled with drawings, sharp and layered—a rose, a face, an eye. She saw me looking and grinned. “I drew these,” Pat whispered. “If ever you need a tattoo design, hit me up.”


I tried to pay attention as Mr. Taylor lectured about functions and limits, but my mind drifted to Juneau—how she’d descended into the fight, emerging from her mystery to meddle in mortal affairs. How she’d frozen when Squash Harvey called her a slut. I mean, we’d all heard plenty about Juneau’s reputation with guys, so her reaction surprised me.


It occurred to me that I hadn’t spotted Juneau in months before today—not even at the movies or mall, and Citrus Grove was a small town. To be fair, I’d never spoken to her, barely existed in her social proximity. I’d always considered myself invisible, but Juneau was a master of the art. She knew how to make an entrance, how to disappear.


When Calculus ended, I went to Spanish after which I nearly collided with Silva, waiting outside. I was surprised to see he’d brought his violin.


“I’m trying out for the school orchestra this afternoon,” Silva said. “I think you inspired me.” He smiled, and I recognized the peace offering. To know someone from childhood, to know their mind like your own, this was something I hadn’t yet realized I’d taken for granted.


I knew we were okay again. “You’re going to crush it,” I said, and I meant it.


We crossed the hall. “Did you hear Harvey’s announcement this morning?” said Silva. “I saw the library vandalism myself.”


“Yeah, what even happened?”


“The school usually keeps the library locked up over the summer,” explained Silva. “But someone broke it open and painted Free our minds over the door. People from town started using the library until Harvey shut it down.”


“Why would anyone do that?” I said.


“I guess they thought that the books should be free,” Silva said. “Kids whose school libraries close for the summer, or people without Internet at home, or homeless people without library cards, could finally use it.”


“That’s actually kind of brilliant.”


“Brilliant, but risky,” Silva said. “Whoever did it, they have guts. Where are you headed next?”


“Art Studio.” I grinned.


“Is that the class you applied for?”


I nodded. Ever since I heard of it, I’d yearned to join CGHS’s independent art class. The studio was designed for graduating seniors, though I’d managed to get in as a sophomore. Silva had helped me select my portfolio submissions over the summer.


“I’m so proud of you,” Silva said. “Go show them for us, okay?”


I didn’t have to ask him what he meant. Silva, more than anyone, knew what this studio meant to me. He’d been there for it all—the years of doodling on my bedroom floor, the 24-pack of Crayola paints Amma bought when she noticed my talent, the stacks of self-taught sketchbooks, the unquenched longing to fully be seen. I promised him I’d do my best.
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The art studio was windowed and spacious, unlike most of CGHS. I searched for an empty easel. Everyone looked intimidatingly artistic. Even Ms. Meyer, the teacher, wore a hand-patched beanie.


To my pleasant surprise, Patricia Lloyd waved at me. I should’ve guessed she’d be in this class, too.


“Can I join you?” I felt like the new girl, the immigrant all over again. But Pat pushed her stuff aside, making space for me.


“Sit down,” she said. “But save one spot. Put your bag down so nobody takes her seat.”


“Whose seat?” I said, just as Juneau Zale walked up and hugged Pat.


My first thought was this: I would give anything to sketch her.


Because up close, Juneau’s portrait features were even more pronounced: the architecture of her throat, her unconscious smirk, the quiet challenge of it all. My hands moved to my sketchbook, catching Juneau’s attention.


“Hello again,” she told me, taking the seat I’d saved.


I slowly registered the fact that Pat and Juneau were friends. Was that how Pat knew about this morning—had Juneau told her? Meanwhile, Juneau was whispering to Pat.


“Mateo’s okay for now,” she said. “Harvey didn’t ask too many questions. Crisis averted.”


I tried not to eavesdrop as I unpacked my art supplies, plus my favorite novel, for spiritual guidance. But I couldn’t help it. I’d been there, so I felt invested. “What was the fight about, anyway?” I asked. “And how do you know Mateo? Isn’t he a football player?”


Juneau raised an eyebrow. Right away, I regretted my childish question. This was Juneau Zale, after all, who had seen and done it all. Juneau, who’d ditched town the summer before her junior year: a mysterious sabbatical whose intent remained unknown to CGHS gossips. Juneau, who knew everybody’s darkest secrets—though nobody, it seemed, knew hers.


“Mateo’s an old friend,” she said vaguely. She smiled, all teeth. “What are you reading?”


“Midnight’s Children, by Salman Rushdie,” I said. “It’s my favorite book. I know it sounds superstitious, but I bring it for inspiration.”


“I have been a swallower of lives. To understand me, you’ll have to swallow a world,” quoted Juneau.


My jaw dropped. “You’ve read it?”


“Nah,” said Juneau. “I’m just a fan of pretentious quotes.”


“Then I think you’d love it. It’s full of them. You can borrow it if you want,” I added.


“Sadly, I never learned to read,” Juneau said. “I survive solely on my sex appeal.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’ve already heard that about me.”


“I haven’t heard anybody say that,” I lied immediately. I remembered the rumors Anya and Ife had repeated this morning, what Squash had called her during the fight.


Juneau actually laughed aloud at that. “Hold on to your kindness while you can.”


It took me a moment to realize she’d derailed the conversation about Mateo, turning the heat onto herself instead. She was a master class in changing the subject. But now Ms. Meyer was giving us all instructions.


“Each of you was chosen because of the talent in your applications,” Ms. Meyer said. “During this class, you’ll be working on a portfolio exploring a theme that matters to you.”


I glanced at my two new seatmates. Patricia was blowing gum in perfect, ever-growing bubbles, miraculously unhindered by her lip piercings. Juneau was thumbing through Midnight’s Children.


“I was kidding before,” she whispered. “I actually love to read.”


“Please borrow it,” I offered, but Ms. Meyer called, “Stop chatting, ladies!”


I jumped, but Juneau rolled her eyes.


“Over the summer,” Ms. Meyer continued, “you all planned your portfolio theme. Please share those plans with the artists seated nearest to you.”


“I can go first,” Pat said. She emptied a Ziploc bag filled with magazine clippings: shuttered windows, sidewalk outlines of human bodies, the inside of an eye. “My project is about race, death, and police brutality,” she said. “I’m calling it Dying of the Light. After the poem by—”


“Dylan Thomas,” Juneau and I said together. I glanced at her, and she busied herself with her sketchbook.


“Mine’s less exciting,” Juneau said. “It’s called Facades. It’s about the exteriors that this world requires us to present, and all the shit that lies underneath.”


Juneau’s sketchbook was filled with evocative sketches of buildings, herself, and glass, always broken. Girls screenshotted from Instagram, posing in various levels of dress. A map of Alaska.


“Have you been?” I asked, pointing.


Juneau shook her head. “I was conceived in Alaska,” she explained. “My parents were really young, so they weren’t prepared with baby names. They ended up naming me after the city I was made in, Juneau.” She rolled her eyes. “It could’ve been worse. They could’ve done the nasty in, like, Tacoma. What about your name? It’s pretty.”


“My dad named me,” I said. “I don’t know why he chose Maya. It means illusion, deception. Kind of like your portfolio theme.”


“Why haven’t you asked him about it?” said Juneau.


My face reddened. “My dad left us when I was a kid. So he’s not really part of my life.”


“Mine neither,” said Juneau, surprising me. “Not for years.”


“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know.”


I remembered her parents: a churchgoing, respectable suburban couple. I’d assumed that Juneau’s home life was accordingly picturesque.


“You couldn’t have,” said Juneau. It was true. Her life was so removed from mine, we occupied different solar systems entirely. If I were a minor planet, Juneau was a comet streaking by—a once-in-a-lifetime sighting was the most I could hope for.


“What happened?” I asked. “If you don’t mind sharing.”


“Divorce, when I was in middle school,” said Juneau. “Despite their impeccable religiosity, my dad cheated. Not even Jesus could save that marriage.”


“I’m sorry,” I said.


“Don’t apologize,” said Juneau. “What’s your theme?”


“I’m calling it Femininity in Color.” I opened my sketchbook, heavy with paint: sharp brown eyes, pink petals, sunbeams. The entire conversation I’d felt like I was in over my head, but now my voice gained steam. “Affording flowers and sunlight to the women who usually get forgotten. I haven’t figured it out entirely, I just want this art to disrupt narratives.”


Patricia whistled softly as she and Juneau flipped through my sketchbook, filled with drawings of strangers, the reimagined anatomy of women who’d caught my eye. Fists in the air. Burning buildings. Resistance. As the sketches intensified, I watched them exchange careful glances. A silent conversation so fast and private I nearly missed it.


“This is brilliant,” Juneau said at last. Her voice was filled with begrudging awe. She didn’t like being out-shown.


“And incredibly important,” said Pat. I felt a little thrill of victory.


Ms. Meyer clapped her hands. “Supplies are in the cabinets,” she announced. “When you’re ready, you can start working.”


I had to restrain myself from leaping out of my seat. To work in an actual studio was everything I’d wanted for years. By the time I’d chosen my supplies, Juneau was already working, assembling what looked like a plexiglass frame for her charcoal self-portrait. At first we worked in silence, but I couldn’t stop sneaking glances. Finally, Juneau turned to me.


“Do you have anything dangerous in your backpack?”


“Dangerous?” I said.


“A hammer, maybe?”


“I have a hairbrush.”


“That’ll do.” Juneau held her hand out. Feeling foolish, I rummaged through my bag and handed her my hairbrush, hoping it wasn’t snarled up with hair. Juneau fitted the plexiglass over her portrait, pounding it with the hairbrush handle until the glass cracked inside, lines spiderwebbing from her face like a bullet hole.


“You like it?” she asked. She asked questions in the same tone as pronouncements—soft and Southern, like sweetened tea, so it took me a moment to realize she wanted a response.


I considered. The portrait was still a sketch, but I could already tell it would become magnificent: Juneau’s face was warped by the shattered glass, like she’d escaped from a fun-house mirror. Facades, I realized. I felt jealous, for an instant, of her creativity. In comparison, my art felt so predictable.


“I don’t think like is the right word,” I said. “It’s haunting. It’s so—you.”


Juneau’s eyes met mine. I knew I shouldn’t keep staring at her, but if I looked away, it felt like admitting wrongdoing. So I held her gaze. But before I could think of something to say—a compliment, a comeuppance—the bell rang.


I grabbed my things and chased her and Pat into the hallway.


“Can I sit with you both again tomorrow?” I said.


“You don’t have to ask,” said Pat. “Of course.”


Juneau touched the bruise on my jaw. My entire heartbeat seemed to pulse toward the point where we touched.


“Is that from my elbow?” she said.


“Yeah, but it’ll heal.”


“It’s actually cool,” said Juneau. “It makes you look strong.”


Without waiting for my response, she walked away. My entire jaw was burning.
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chapter 4



You seem distracted,” said Anya after school. We were waiting for Ife and Silva in the parking lot. It was so hot that buses were stalling and the pavement shimmered.
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