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You know how in Bollywood movies, people sing and dance on mountaintops when they’re in love? I wonder if they do the same when they’re splitting up.

I walked my dinner plate to the kitchen sink, searching for the answer as I thought about all the Hindi movies I’d seen. The rules of classic Bollywood, from way back in the ’80s and ’90s, were pretty easy to remember: everything was loud, exaggerated, and colorful.

I scrubbed the miniscule remnants of green-bean shaak and daal bhaat off my stainless-steel plate. As the specks of spices, lentils, and rice slipped down the drain, I made a mental list of what you do when you’re feeling a certain way in an old Hindi movie:

When you’re happy, you sing, sometimes from a mountaintop.

When you’re sad, you sing.

When you’re really into what you’re wearing, you sing. Seriously. There are songs about scarves, bindis, bangles, anklets… any accessory will do. I’ll bet one day there will be a song about thermal underwear.

When you’re mad, nope, you don’t sing. But you can do an angry instrumental dance or scream while shaking in rage, and the soundtrack behind you will be full of dishoom dishoom as you beat up the bad guys and save the day.

And when you’re jealous, you can sing or take part in a bonus dance-off.

Basically, anytime you are feeling something, you show it. So, I guess, yeah, you would sing in a Bollywood movie when you were breaking up.

I dried my hands and walked past the window with the swaying jacaranda trees in our backyard. I glanced at the white house behind ours with the clay tile roof crawling with purple bougainvillea vines, my friend Zara’s house, and I headed into our family room. My grandparents’ four pictures hung on the light-gray wall there with dried sandalwood garlands around them, symbolizing that they had passed away. Across from the pictures, Mom and my little brother, Ronak, were already snuggled under a blanket on our long gray sofa.

“What are we watching tonight, Sonali ben?” Ronak asked, adding on the respectful Gujarati word for “big sister.”

“Something funny,” I replied, accidentally bumping into the stack of dusty books about the history of Hindi films on the end table. I straightened them out and opened the wooden armoire in the corner, which was covered in family pictures of us whale watching and at Sequoia National Park. I was extra careful not to knock over the new framed photo of my aunt Avni Foi, grinning with her fiancé, Baljeet Uncle, at their engagement party.

The armoire was stuffed to the max with old VHS tapes from when my grandfather owned Indian Video, a little store in Artesia that used to rent Hindi movie videotapes to people, before switching to DVDs. When Dada passed away last summer, he left all the store’s retired videotapes to me, because he knew how much I used to love watching them with him when I was little. Luckily, Dada had passed his old VHS player down to me too, or I’d have no way to watch the tapes at home. And now every Sunday, my family got together and watched an old Hindi movie.

I wasn’t sure how long this tradition was going to last, but I was going to enjoy it while I could. I moved the red, plastic, convertible-car-shaped VHS rewinder and grabbed a movie off the top shelf of the alphabetically sorted tapes. It was fun and silly, and from the lines in my mom’s forehead, which seemed to be permanent these days, it looked like she could use the laughs.

I put the videotape into the rewinder so it wouldn’t wear out the VHS player, popped it into the VHS player when it was back to the beginning of the movie, and settled in under the blanket next to Ronak as the ancient commercials that always played before these movies began. One was for a turmeric cream and featured a bride getting turmeric paste all over her legs before her wedding and a catchy song. Ronak sang along, tapping his toes. The next one was for a pain balm and also had a catchy song, of course, so Ronak kept singing. And then the censor certificate flashed, showing the movie’s rating.

“Wait.” Ronak reached for the remote in my hand and pressed pause. “What about Dad?”

“What about him?” I asked, swiping my silky black locks out of my eyes.

“We always wait for Dad.”

I sighed. “And he always works and makes us wait forever.”

Mom’s fingers were clenched tightly around one another as she squeezed her hands in her lap like she was trying not to say something. “I block my whole evening schedule off at the hospital for this every week. But clearly he doesn’t prioritize—”

Whoops. It seemed she didn’t squeeze her hands hard enough and something slipped out. Ronak’s eyebrows furrowed with worry, but Mom gave us a tiny smile with her chapped lips.

“Why don’t we start the movie, and if Dad wants to see what he missed, after his client dinner, we can always rewind it for him?” she asked.

“But you always tell us to think about how we would feel in someone else’s shoes, and I would feel sad if you started the movie without me,” Ronak replied.

Ronak was sensitive and kind and not afraid to show the world how he felt. He would be a perfect fit in a Bollywood movie.

“Well, we don’t wear shoes in the house,” I said. “So don’t pretend you’re in anyone’s shoes right now and just enjoy the movie.”

I clicked play on the remote that Dada had always kept wrapped in plastic to keep it clean. It may have saved the remote from sticky fingers, but it meant I had to press extra hard to make the buttons work.

“You have no feelings,” Ronak muttered as the colorful titles began.

“You have too many feelings,” I retorted.

“Shh,” Mom said as the opening scene played. She smiled as Ronak giggled uncontrollably at Aamir Khan’s antics.

I let out a puff of air through my nose at a particularly hilarious line. “That’s funny.”

Mom raised an eyebrow at me. “Is that your laugh? ‘That’s funny’?”

“Wouldn’t want anyone to see your emotions or anything,” Ronak said, before laughing loudly at the next line.

“Stop fighting, you two,” Mom said gently, leaning into us.

I gave Ronak a small look out of the side of my eye. He was two years younger, but even at nine, he understood the irony of Mom telling us not to fight when she and Dad fought all the time. His eyes glistened, and I was afraid he was going to start crying.

I poked his arm. “This is the funniest part, remember?”

“Yeah.” Ronak smiled, wiping his eyes. “You might even actually laugh out loud instead of just saying, ‘That’s funny.’ ”

But I didn’t, even as Juhi Chawla made the most hysterical expressions at Aamir Khan on-screen. “That’s funny.” I said, and smiled with a small puff of air.

Ronak was holding his belly and laughing as loudly as Mom when we heard the garage door open, and Dad walked in, his briefcase full of papers from work.

“Hey, Rony-Pony and my little Soni,” he said to us, setting his briefcase down and taking a seat on the other side of me without a word to Mom.

Mom suddenly stopped laughing, and those laugh lines that were on her face were outnumbered by the frown lines between her eyebrows as she stared hard at the screen.

I guess, unlike in Bollywood, in real life, people don’t sing when they’re growing apart. Nope. They’re just silent.
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The next morning, with the late-January air still heavy with mist, Zara and I waited at the top of my driveway, backpacks on, passing a basketball back and forth.

“Do you think if this acting thing doesn’t work out for me, I could be a choreographer?” Zara asked, chasing after the ball as it bounced into the garage around my parents’ white sedans.

My belly did a nervous twitch. It was not only the start of the new school week. It was the start of the new semester, which meant new electives. So Zara was about to get a lot of acting practice in, because today we started drama. “You’re an awesome actress,” I replied, skipping over how having to act in front of everyone made me want to hurl. “It will totally work out.”

Zara gasped from the garage. “Oh my god. Whose are these?” She emerged with a dusty pair of roller skates with faded red wheels and teddy bears painted on the sides.

I grinned. “They’re… my dad’s.”

“Your dad wore these? As an adult?” Zara slid her shoes off and slipped into the skates that were way too large for her. And then she immediately fell forward.

I dived and grabbed her arms, steadying her.

“That was so Suraj of you,” Zara laughed, referencing the old Hindi movie hero who roller-skated to defeat the bad guy and save the day.

A cool breeze swirled past us, fluttering through my long black waves, and Zara flipped her own curly black hair like she was in a Hindi movie. “Hawa ke saath saath,” she sang. It was a line about going along with the wind, from an old roller-skating song.

I glanced around us. Our street was empty.

“No one’s looking. You know the rest.” Zara put her hand to her ear. “I’m waiting.”

“Ghata ke sang sang.” I said the line about going along with the clouds, in monotone.

Zara dramatically kicked herself back, rolling toward the garage with her hands outstretched. “O saathi chal!” she sang loudly, telling me to go along with her.

Just then the door slammed and Dad and Ronak rushed out. The gust from the door caused Dad’s thinning hair to fly up off his bald spot.

“I think we have everything,” Dad said, patting his hair down while glancing at his briefcase, a stack of papers, and Ronak’s bag. “Come on, everyone. We’re late!”

Zara bugged her eyes out at me, mouthing, “Busted,” as she pointed to the skates.

I stifled my laughter, grabbed Zara’s shoes off the driveway, and got into the car.

Dad opened the other door for Zara. She gave him a big, goofy grin to distract him from his skates on her feet, and tumbled in. Dad was too busy reading a work email on his phone to notice, so Zara hurriedly kicked off the skates as I passed her shoes across Ronak.

“You’re not going to be driving any clients around today, are you, Kirit Uncle?” Zara asked, pointing to the skates for me and Ronak to see as we all buckled up.

Ronak laughed, despite trying not to, as Dad said no and put his phone away. He then gave us a brief but boring overview of his day as he pulled out of the driveway and headed for Oceanview Academy, which, despite its name, did not have a view of the ocean.

“Do you think Ms. Lin is going to have us sing and dance in drama?” Zara asked, throwing the back of her hand to her forehead and making over-the-top Hindi movie faces as the two gold bangles from her last trip to Pakistan jingled against each other. “Bollywood-style?”

The reporter on the car radio began talking about a squirrel stuck in the tar pits, and Dad quickly switched to the LA traffic station.

“No way. There’s no way she would do that.” I sank in my seat. Would she?

“Why? We just had an awesome Bollywood performance,” Zara said, making the roller skates dance out of Dad’s view, trying to make me laugh.

“No matter what, Sonali, you have to do your best, right?” I saw Dad’s eyes look my way in the rearview mirror. I bit the inside of my cheeks. I knew he was trying to remind me to get good grades this semester, after my last report card was less than stellar.

“Speaking of dance,” Dad continued, “Avni Foi called this morning. She wants you and Ronak to do a dance at her sangeet with all your cousins, Sonali.”

Zara squealed in excitement for me. A sangeet was an event before a wedding where everyone sings and dances. Her black curls caught the light from the window, turning a golden brown. “Oh, that’s going to be so awesome!” She gasped. “You could totally do ‘Dil Le Gayi Kudi Gujarat Di!’ You know, since he’s Punjabi…”

“…and she’s Gujarati,” Ronak continued, as excited as Zara. “This is going to be so cool.”

“Not really.” I frowned, pressing down hard on the button to lower the window, letting in the sounds of the sparrows and warblers and traffic from outside. I always felt a little bit of motion sickness in cars, but this dancing-in-public talk made me feel even more nauseous than normal. I loved watching all the songs and dances in Hindi movies but felt ridiculous dancing to them in front of witnesses, grinning super cheesily at a romantic line or exaggerating my eyebrows at a sad one.

“You’re as good a dancer as Parvati,” Zara replied, talking about my super-talented cousin, who would be choreographing us just like she always did at family party performances. “You should totally practice when we’re on the mountain for our field trip next week. Sridevi-style.”

The thought of dancing on the little fire-scarred mountains over the 405 in front of everyone was mortifying, and a far cry from the snowcapped mountains or lush green mountains peppered with bright wildflowers that Hindi movie stars danced on. “You know I hate dancing in front of people,” I replied as we waited forever at a red light on Wilshire. “And it’s for sure going to be a medley at the sangeet. I’ll bet Parvati will cram in, like, ten songs. My cheeks will hurt from smiling that long.”

“Your cheeks can handle a ten-minute smile,” Zara laughed.

“She’s right, robot-sister.” Ronak grinned just as the car speakers began to ring.

Dad pushed a button. Before he could say a word, Mom started talking, and I could hear her frown in every syllable.

“Tell me you remembered to pack Ronak’s water bottle and didn’t forget again?”

“Oh no.” Dad groaned as he turned toward our school. “I have a morning meeting.”

“Yeah. I know. So now I’ll have to leave the hospital between patients, go home and get it, and take it to school. Because you can’t be responsible and complete a simple job.”

“Speakerphone on chhe.” I saw Dad’s ears turn red as he switched to Gujarati, letting Mom know she was on speakerphone. “Jara relax tha, okay? Mhari meeting bhaley chuki jaaye, hoon kari daish. Taari eklinij nokri bahu important chhe ne?”

Zara, who couldn’t understand Gujarati but could definitely understand the tone being used, looked out the window, pretending the white-barked fig trees next to the sidewalk were the most fascinating things in the world. I looked at Ronak, who was staring at the cheerful teddy-bear roller skates on the floor as my dad told my mom he would miss his meeting and take care of it because she was the only one with an important job.

“Relax?” Mom snapped.

My ears burned, and I hoped the rest of my face wasn’t as twisted as I felt. Why did Mom have to start this fight when she knew Zara would hear it? Didn’t she realize how embarrassing this was?

“I’ll call you later. I’m turning in to the school,” Dad replied, hanging up. He pulled to a stop in the drop-off line for middle school.

“Bye, Ro. Bye, Kirit Uncle,” Zara said as she got out of the car. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Of course,” Dad replied warmly, even though I could tell he was still mad from the call by how red his cheeks remained.

“Bye,” I said softly, following Zara as my dad headed down the road to take Ronak to the elementary school on the far end of campus.

“Smile,” Zara said to me, linking elbows as she practically bounced. “New semester New beginnings. In just a few hours we will be in drama!”

I clearly had enough drama at home, so I wasn’t sure why I had let Zara convince me to sign up for drama at school. But I took a breath and faked a smile as we entered the building, pretending, like always, that everything was going to be okay.

Maybe I would be good at this acting thing.
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With English and history having gone by way too fast, I walked down the hall to the amphitheater by the cafeteria, my feet dragging. Each step was a huge effort, because I knew I was going to be miserable in class. And it wasn’t just because of what I was going to have to do there, losing my cool to act ridiculous with over-the-top tears for everyone to see. It was also because I knew Zara was going to be acting ridiculous in there too.

Despite our love of Hindi movies, lately Zara had been more interested in Hollywood than Bollywood. Well, one particular member of the Hollywood family: Airplane O’Neil.

A lot of kids at our school had famous parents. This was LA., after all. But Airplane, who went by “Air” because there was nothing “plain” about her, was different: after being partnered up for a history project and hitting it off last month, Zara had zeroed in on Airplane for co-best-friend status.

I wasn’t sure I was willing to share that title. It was like when two people tied for a category during the movie awards shows in India, awkwardly sharing one trophy, and one person always got less time for their speech. Who wanted awkward sharing and less time to talk to each other? Not me.

I entered the round room full of familiar faces, kids I had gone to school with since elementary school. Zara was giggling on the side with Air. I walked past the props to the side of the dark-gray stage, made my way around a large, plastic jacaranda tree with purple flowers always in bloom, and took a seat next to Zara.

“Hey.” Air smiled politely, noticing me a split second before Zara.

“Oh, phew!” Zara exclaimed. “I was afraid you weren’t going to show up!” She handed me a neon-green sticker. “Here. I got your name tag for you.”

I stuck it on as Zara squealed. “This is going to be amazing.” She squeezed my hand.

Air looked down at her feet. Clearly, she wasn’t into sharing Zara either.

A loud clapping stopped me from focusing any more on the BFF drama, as Ms. Lin entered the room. She brushed her graying bangs off the black frame of her glasses and took her spot on a big X in the center of the stage. “Greetings, future Broadway stars, future Academy members…”

Zara nudged me. “Like Air’s mom,” she whispered.

I nodded as Ms. Lin continued. “…and future amazing kids who are in touch with their feelings and not afraid to show it.” Ms. Lin added a flourish of the hand. “I want to let you know how this semester is going to work. Each week we are going to do little exercises to loosen up and get comfortable emoting.”

Zara raised her hand. Ms. Lin pointed at her. “Will we be doing the show in spring?”

Ms. Lin shook her head. “I’m afraid the spring musical is for eighth graders who have had lots of drama classes. But you will be putting on a solo show for your midterm.”

My throat felt dry. If I wanted to put on a show, I’d join Ronak in crying or saying I was sad every time our parents got into a little argument.

“You’ll be doing a monologue,” Ms. Lin continued.

My legs felt a little weak. A monologue meant it would be just me onstage. I had done school presentations before and it was fine. But school presentations didn’t require emoting. They didn’t require showing your feelings to the world. I had sworn off that years ago.

Ms. Lin grinned like this awful assignment was a little puppy to be adored. “For your midterm, you’ll each be taking on the role of a mythical creature and showing us, through your expressions, gestures, and words, what that creature is feeling.”

Ms. Lin approached us with a glittery purple top hat. “I want you to know now what character you’re going to become, so you can think how to apply every lesson to that midterm. It will be worth a quarter of your grade. The rest will be based on class participation and the final.”

Air reached in and unfolded the yellow piece of paper. “A unicorn.”

Zara reached in next. “Mermaid.” She nodded. “I can work with that.”

“I hope I get narwhal,” said Landon, a tall kid who played violin in the school orchestra.

“A narwhal isn’t mythical.” Air frowned.

“What?” Landon’s eyes went wide.

I smiled. Despite how clearly jealous Air was about me being friends with Zara, I kind of liked her. Maybe Zara was right, and we did have some stuff in common. I pulled out a slip of paper from the hat. “Werewolf.” I forced a smile on my face for Ms. Lin. “Neat,” I lied, like I was thrilled to pretend to be a furry wolf-person, as the rest of the class picked from the hat.

With all characters assigned, Ms. Lin came back to the X on the floor. “Now let’s make a circle.”

I joined the herd around Ms. Lin, like a good sheep.

“Acting is sometimes over the top,” Ms. Lin proclaimed.

“Like in Bollywood,” Zara said.

Ms. Lin nodded. “Some Bollywood films are over the top, aren’t they? But that’s why we love them.”

“Over the top?” Landon asked. “They’re so out there, they’re hilarious.”

I looked at Zara, my eyebrows narrowing at Landon’s words. “It’s not okay to make fun of someone’s culture,” I snapped. I turned to Zara for some support, but she was busy giving Air an annoyed look at how ridiculous Landon was. A look she would normally share with me.

“Sonali is right,” Ms. Lin said, reading my name tag. “Let’s be kind and respectful. No matter what kind of style an actor performs, be it Bollywood, Broadway, or a TikTok video, the emotions actors portray are based on real-life emotions. You have to be able to channel that by reaching into something real and connecting to your audience. So let’s start connecting right now by digging deep inside and playing… ‘The One Thing You Don’t Know about Me.’ ”

I didn’t like the sound of this game. There was a reason Zara and I worked so well together. She liked to talk. She loved to share and overshare. And I listened. I knew what happened if I put myself out there: nothing good. So if I didn’t share my deepest thoughts with my best friend, how would I share them with this room full of people I knew, yet didn’t?

“We’ll take turns sharing something, and if anyone else has that thing in common, they will stand next to the person sharing. Xiomara, why don’t you start?”

Xiomara, a few kids down the circle from me, spoke. “The one thing you don’t know about me is my neighbor is Aashi Kapoor.”

Zara gasped but then immediately tried to play it cool when Air looked at her. But I knew she was thrilled. Aashi Kapoor was a Bollywood actress who had crossed over. She was now a platinum-selling singer here, despite never having sung for the songs she lip-synched to in India.

“That’s great, Xiomara,” Ms. Lin said. “But is there something deeper there? What does a singer being your neighbor mean to you?”

Xiomara paused, pulling at her fingers.

Ms. Lin nodded. “There are no wrong answers to emotions. Are you proud of that fact? Do you wish you could meet her? Do you wish you could sing like her—”

“I sing better than her,” Xiomara said, her curls bouncing defiantly. “I do. But any time I’ve auditioned, they say I don’t have the right look. But Aashi Kapoor does? Her ‘look’ is just staring into the camera while wind machines blow her hair.”

“The industry is hard, Xiomara. I get that. But your voice is important, so don’t give up. Use that hurt and apply it to your centaur character. Maybe it’s a singing centaur?”

Xiomara nodded, some of the angry red leaving her face. “A singtaur.”

“Excellent improvisation! Now, let’s all keep going, clockwise.”

That meant I’d be up in five turns. What was one thing people didn’t know about me?

“The one thing you don’t know about me is my mom’s getting married this weekend,” Davuth, a tall boy next to Xiomara, said. “And I kind of hate the guy she’s marrying, so my vampire is going to be full of resentment.”

Winnie, the school’s star basketball player, rushed across the circle to stand next to him, making cheesy heart hands.

“I’m so sorry, Davuth,” Ms. Lin said. “And Winnie. Sometimes actors can find something really helpful in pain. And sometimes it’s hard to deal with. You know you can talk to me or the school counselor anytime. Both of you.”

Davuth nodded. Winnie wiped her teary eyes and gave Ms. Lin a hug before heading back to her spot. I cringed, embarrassed for Winnie. Everyone must have thought she was such a baby. But I had to get over my mortification fast and rack my brain for what I was going to say when it was my turn. What was deep down, so far down that no one knew it?

My parents fight all the time.

No. I was not going to say that out loud here.

Kiersten, the short girl with wavy red hair next to Davuth, was next. “The one thing you don’t know about me is I love the turmeric chai Froyo in Brentwood.”

A handful of kids walked next to Kiersten. I tried to be kind and resisted the urge to give Zara a look over the Desi ingredients like turmeric, chai, and holy basil that were suddenly as popular as yoga in Los Angeles. Oh, wait, yoga was also a Desi thing.

“And if you want me to dig deeper,” Kiersten added, “all I can say is, my dad makes cereal for dinner every weekend and it really stinks when I see everyone else eating cool stuff on social media. So, my tooth fairy collects teeth because she’s sick of everyone eating good food without her.”

Ms. Lin nodded. “Fascinating. Air?”

Air cleared her throat. “The one thing you don’t know about me is I like the stock market.”

“Okay,” Ms. Lin began, but Air wasn’t done.

“No, like, I really like it. Like, I wish I could have taken mock market, but my parents wouldn’t let me.”

Awkward. That was the elective that took place at the same time as drama. I watched Ms. Lin’s smile get a little smaller, but Air didn’t notice and Air wasn’t stopping.

“I love figuring out what the abbreviations stand for. I love that you can use math and make money with it, so my unicorn wants to be something other than what her parents like.”

“Very good,” Ms. Lin said, smiling, acting like her feelings weren’t hurt at all. “Zara?”

I was next, and I still didn’t know what I was going to say.

“I haven’t ever told anyone this before. Well, other than Sonali because we tell each other everything. But the one thing you don’t know about me is… I want to be a movie star,” Zara announced, looking at Air like she was hoping she could help make it happen.

Air gave her a tiny supportive smile, but from the way her eyes were shifting to the sides, Air almost seemed uncomfortable with the Hollywood talk.

Several kids left their spots in the circle and stood next to Zara.

“Maybe your mom can put us all in the next movie she directs,” Landon said to Air, who just twisted her lips to the side like she was biting the insides of her cheeks.

“Landon!” Zara admonished. “That’s not cool. Sorry, Air,” Zara said, as if she didn’t desperately want Air’s parents to help her become a movie star too.

Air shrugged, and I felt a little bad for her, like everyone was always talking about her famous parents and she was always stuck in their shadow.

“Anyway,” Zara said, changing the subject protectively, “everyone expects my mermaid to be a typical mermaid, but she wants to stand out from the crowd.”

“Good,” Ms. Lin said. Then she turned to me. “Sonali?”

My insides felt shaky. What was I going to say that was from “deep within”? My parents snap at each other all the time when they’re not giving each other the silent treatment? My brother looks like he is going to cry any time they get into an argument over nothing? My jaw gets really tight whenever my parents bicker, and it’s like I’m the parent trying to break up an argument between kids and I hate it?

No. None of this was okay to say out loud. I had learned that the hard way years ago. We didn’t talk about divorce in our family. I only knew a few Indian American kids with divorced parents, and even though many family friends were supportive and helpful during the split, I remember some aunties and uncles gossiping about it any chance they got. I wasn’t going to say this out loud, and I wasn’t going to bond over this with other kids in class.

“The one thing you don’t know about me is I…” I looked at Zara. She nodded at me, like she was a parent encouraging her terrified little kid to jump off a diving board at swimming class. “I…” I tried to stop the words that were trying to escape my throat. The words that might become true if I said them out loud.

“You’ve got this,” Ms. Lin said gently.

No, I didn’t. “I love Bollywood,” I mumbled, stifling my secrets.

Zara, Landon, and a few more kids moved toward me.

Ms. Lin opened her mouth, and I knew I had to say something that involved more feelings before she made me accidentally start crying like Winnie.

“And I don’t like it when people make fun of it.” I looked at Landon for good measure.

He shrugged. “I said I liked it, didn’t I?”

Ms. Lin shook her head. “You did, but you also were mocking it, and we respect everyone’s backgrounds and cultures here.”

Landon nodded, his forehead beading with nervous sweat. “Sorry.” He looked my way. “Sorry to you, too. I really do like it,” he mumbled as I gave him a forgiving look.

“Thank you, Landon.” Ms. Lin gave me a smile. “Sonali, you’re passionate about Bollywood. Maybe that will help you figure out what your werewolf is passionate about.”

“Not sharing,” I muttered to Zara with a nervous chuckle, thinking about the last time I really put myself out there to share something and what a disaster that had been.

I had spent the first week of winter break in first grade determined to stop my parents from arguing. They fought differently back then, loudly arguing their case, all the time. I had gone to the craft closet in our guest room and pulled out a pack of small poster boards, glitter glue, and colored pencils. I went to the dusty bookcase in the den, full of my parents’ childhood books, and grabbed a bunch of Mom’s old nonfiction books full of facts. I researched and wrote and drew, putting to use all the skills my parents had taught me on the weekends, when I wasn’t in school but they made me study anyway. After days my project was done, and just in time, because we were having a big party at our house with Dada, Avni Foi, and all my extended SoCal family.

After Parvati ben finished dancing in the impromptu postdinner talent show, it was my turn to show off. I grabbed my poster boards and began my presentation titled, “Why Parents Shouldn’t Fight.” I went over a glittery drawing of what happens to your brain when you get mad, and spent a lot of time on a sketch of my parents fighting while crayon-me held little Ronak with sad looks on our faces. When I was done, I turned to my parents, expecting them to have been totally convinced by my art and ready to change their ways. But, instead, they both looked appalled and started arguing under their breath with each other. The rest of my family just stared at me in shock until Dada began to laugh his gravelly, contagious belly laugh.

He clapped his hands, chuckling and saying it was so cute and sweet and not just parents but all the siblings in the room should stop fighting as well. He laughed at me and soon my aunts and uncles and cousins were all laughing too. Embarrassed, I threw the poster boards down and ran upstairs.

Dad had run up after me. But instead of consoling me, he yelled at me for three long minutes. I stared at the clock as he told me how I had humiliated him and made everyone think bad things about him and Mom. Mom finally came up and apologized for making me think I had to try to teach them how to behave and said she was proud of me for sharing. Dad immediately snapped at me that what I did wasn’t a good thing. It was showing everyone our bad side and it wasn’t okay. He was always strict about not lying, but I guess in his mind it wasn’t lying to just not show the full version of yourself to the outside world. I was sure everyone downstairs heard his yelling lecture, because when he made me go back down to join the party, they all were giving me looks of pity. From that moment on I decided I’d be strong, never sharing my feelings since all it led to was uncomfortable stares, being made fun of, upset parents, and nothing changing anyway.

“What’s that?” Ms. Lin asked. “ ‘Not sharing’?”

I felt my face grow hot. I needed to stay on Ms. Lin’s good side to get a good grade. “Sorry,” I said quickly, probably looking as flustered as Landon had when he apologized to me.

Ms. Lin raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to have a lot of trouble in this class if you can’t share.” Ms. Lin turned to face the rest of the circle. “That goes for all of you. Remember to get those metaphorical shovels out, class. Dig deep.”

As Ms. Lin moved to the kid next to me, I swallowed hard, pushing those words that almost got out back down. I wasn’t interested in digging them out. I wanted to keep them buried forever.
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The following Saturday I walked over the skeletons of a bunch of extinct animals that had been buried probably as deep as my words. I was at one of my favorite places in town, the La Brea Tar Pits, with Mom, Ronak, Baljeet Uncle, and one of my favorite people, Avni Foi.

My aunt worked there and it was her job to dig up bones and catalog them. She clearly didn’t mind the farty smell of the active tar pits surrounding the museum, or she wouldn’t be able to handle digging through the stinky, fossiliferous dirt to find the bones.

“It’s amazing,” she said, practically skipping around a pit. “These tar pits are just a few inches deep. But sometimes little things can add up to a lot.”

We walked toward the sprawling, bubbling tar pit at the front of the museum. It was fenced off to keep people from falling in.

Baljeet Uncle eyed the growing traffic on the road ahead. “What time did you want to head over to Hugo’s?”

Mom shrugged. “Kirit’s still at work. He’s not picking up.”

“No worries,” Avni Foi said. “I’ll just finish our tour and then we can try my brother again.” The smell of the natural asphalt from the pits made my head hurt a little, but Avni Foi was unbothered as she pointed to a spot next to the towering statue of a mastodon stuck in the pit. “Right there is where the squirrel fell into the pit,” she said, mentioning the squirrel from the radio.

Ronak’s smile quickly vanished. “Is she okay? My friends saw a picture of her covered in tar.”

“Uh,” Baljeet Uncle, who clearly wasn’t used to being around kids, looked nervous.

Avni Foi patted Ronak’s head. “She’s totally fine. A wildlife rescue center took her.”

“Oh, phew.” Ronak sighed, turning back to the tar pit as Baljeet Uncle breathed easier.

Avni Foi turned to me and Mom and mouthed, “Actually, she died.”

I nodded. I felt bad for the squirrel, but Ronak would have felt really bad. Like, sobbing, snot-dripping bad. No one needed to see that, so even though Avni Foi was protecting him, she was also protecting us and our clothes by telling him the squirrel survived.

“Anyway,” Avni Foi said, “I’m dying to know what songs you’re dancing to at our sangeet!”

My back suddenly felt heavy. I had almost forgotten that I would have to dance in front of the five hundred people Avni Foi and Baljeet Uncle were expecting at their sangeet.

“I’ll bet I know one of the songs you’re doing,” Baljeet Uncle added, grabbing Avni Foi’s hand as he loudly sang the song Zara had mentioned in the car last week about a Punjabi man who fell in love with a Gujarati woman.

Avni Foi laughed and sang along with Baljeet Uncle. My ears grew hot as my aunt shook her hips and spun around Baljeet Uncle. My hands got sweaty as Baljeet Uncle thumped his heart with his hand. I knew our culture was all about singing and dancing, but why were my friends and family members putting on so many spontaneous public performances this week? This was like the poster-board presentation all over again, except this time I was the audience.

Utterly mortified by the spectacle, I looked at the tourists and locals taking pictures, expecting to see smirks. But they started clapping. And then some people whistled and cheered when Ronak joined the dance.

I looked at Mom, knowing she would be as aghast at the lovebirds as I was, but she was smiling and clapping too. Despite her expression, her eyes brimmed with sadness, and I could tell her mind was elsewhere.

The peaceful sound of an Indian flute began to play over the family sing-along. Mom pulled the source of the song, her cell phone, out of her purse. Her mouth formed a tight line as she swiped to take the call.

“Where are you?” she asked, and I immediately could tell she was talking to my dad.

Mom took a few steps away from my aunt and soon-to-be uncle, who were now holding hands and looking at the gassy tar pit like it was a beautiful neon-pink and -purple sunset over Venice Beach.

“You’re stuck at work? But she’s your sister. We’re celebrating your sister’s promotion,” she said irately, chewing on her chapped lips.

My jaw tightened. My lips were scrunching up like I was angry for no reason as I heard Dad’s frustrated voice on the other end but couldn’t make out the words.

Mom listened, rolling her eyes. “Well, get unstuck. You should be here too.” She swiped her finger over her phone and dropped it back into the depths of her purse.

“Should we just meet him at Hugo’s?” I asked, my embarrassment and resentment dissolving a little at the thought of the creamy, steaming bowl of mac and cheese I would devour there.

But Mom didn’t hear me. She was just staring straight ahead at the mastodon statue and muttering under her breath, “You’re stuck? I’m the one who’s stuck. I’m the one who’s stuck….”

I didn’t know what she was talking about, but I didn’t like the sound of it. It made me feel uneasy and trapped, like I couldn’t get out of what was to come. I stopped the concerned frown that was threatening to wrinkle up my forehead and forced my face back to neutral. The last thing I needed was Ronak asking me what was wrong and trying to talk it all out right now. He was too young to remember what had happened when I’d tried to convince my parents to stop fighting. So he never understood that there was no point in talking about upsetting things. It didn’t make it go away. It was always there, surrounding you like a few inches of gummy tar, and if you talked about it, constantly reminding yourself about the bad stuff in your life, it just made it worse until you were sinking deeper and deeper into the abyss.

So with my face as nonchalant as it could be, I watched Mom mumble to herself while shaking her head and blinking away tears. And even though the mastodon statue was actually stuck in the tar and my mom was the one saying she was stuck on repeat, I couldn’t help but feel like I was the one who couldn’t move and was about to sink into a pit of toxic goo.
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