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The state of emergency is also the state of emergence.

—HOMI BHABHA



I don’t know what’s wrong with you young people. You think you just fell out of a coconut tree? Ha ha ha! You exist in the context of all in which you live and what came before you.


—KAMALA HARRIS







Part I
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Autumn


Listen: I am not ungrateful. I have always known I am the luckiest girl on earth. I was born in America, for starters, in the belly of the empire instead of its jaws—and I was even born at all. Right after she had me, my mother started having fertility problems, which means I am her only baby, only hope. (I feel the pressure like a life jacket sucked around my ribs. Sometimes I wish she could kill and reincarnate me again, just for a second try to get things right.)

It helps, of course, that I was born in a century when women can read, earn money, take pills for depression, and feasibly become just as powerful and evil as men, if we are motivated enough. If I had been born just a century earlier, I would be illiterate, married with kids by eighteen. A century later and the world will be choked up with greenhouse gas. But I get to attend college for the main purposes of reading books and kissing girls. Women used to get burned at the stake for that shit! My timing couldn’t have been better.

Most of my good fortune is thanks to my parents. They, too, were lucky, graduating from college at just the right time to win the lottery of immigration, finding well-paying IT jobs abroad. They were part of a sea of brown people rolling the dice in America—and they nearly lost it all. When I was eight months old, my dad had a conference in New York. Due to flight delays, he didn’t reach the Twin Towers on time. That day, both buildings went down in flames, blown up by another, unrelated group of suicidal brown people. My dad should’ve died, but he didn’t. (Later, my friend Kavya jokes that some people have plot armor: convenient un-killability because the story can’t happen without them.) So I know a thing or two about beating the odds.

I am thinking a lot about these things—luck and providence, parents and dying, the year I start college. It is my idiot year, my plague year, my pizza-crust year of odd ends and beginnings, and I remember it only more clearly as time passes. It is a year that asks questions, to quote my favorite novel. I am still waiting on some of those answers.

On move-in day, my parents and I fly across the country and then drive to Stanford University. It looks less like a school than a high-end resort. We crane our necks at the rows of palm trees lining the roads. They are towering and vaguely fascist. Somewhere, I read that palm trees are not actually native to Palo Alto. They were transplanted hundreds of miles just for the aesthetics, like me. Mom takes selfies outside the mission-style church, and Dad tries to pick fruit off the ample bushes. I wish they’d cool it with the immigrant behavior.

Reading my mind, Mom smiles. Didn’t I tell you, Rishi? she says. When I first came to America, I lived in Palo Alto. On weekends, I’d walk around campus and dream I was a student here. And now here I am with you. God is good, no?

God’s a real one, I agree. I’ll do my best to live your dream.

That is a lie, of course. I’ll say it up front: I am not trying to live my mother’s dream. Some days, I’m not sure if I want to live at all. Not in a self-loathing, suicidal sense—I’m not a skinny white girl, I don’t have that luxury. I mean that at age eighteen, I’ve already concluded that most things life has offered me (high school, activism, hard work, electoral politics, my parents’ entire American Dream) are shameless, jaw-dropping scams, and I want no part of them. But I am hopeful I can find a better way to live, a more artful and generous one.

On the flight this morning, I told my parents I was going to become a writer in college, both to temper their expectations and to try it on for size. The only problem is that until very recently—mere months ago, to be exact—I was a legal, honest-to-God child. I haven’t fallen in love or done hard drugs yet, two formative experiences I suspect Real Writers possess. In college, I intend to get my heart broken, literarily and expeditiously. I will be unspooled, rescued, smashed-up, burned-out. All this will happen, and I will come to understand.

Outside my dorm is a balloon archway and a welcome committee of RAs who swoop down to help with my luggage. To make the freshmen feel included, the RAs have memorized all of our names—or so I think, until Jeff, the smiling senior handing me my welcome packet, says with his full chest, Welcome, Roshini!

My heart gives an involuntary jump of recognition. I accept the packet, and my new identity, without question. But then Mom leans in and says, That’s the wrong one. Her name is Rishika.

Oh shit, Jeff says. I mean, my bad. I’m so sorry, Rishika. We’re still learning folks’ names! He switches out the packets. I understand that I haven’t entered a parallel universe, I’ve just been mistaken for another freshman. I am suddenly afraid the real Roshini will jump me. Quickly, I follow my parents into the dorm lounge. The centerpiece is a massive world map with pushpinned photos marking every freshman’s hometowns. My smiling face hangs like a ball sack from the Floridian Peninsula. I look away.

What is there to say about my hometown? In Okeechobee, I often felt, to borrow my mother’s expression, like a big fish in a small pond, except the pond was actually a swamp and full of racist alligators. Truly, the kindest thing I can say about Okeechobee is that it instilled in me a desire for revenge. (I suspect revenge drives any gay person who grew up in suburbia.) In Florida, those with social currency had spray tans and football boyfriends, far from the intellectual pedigrees and inherited companies that distinguish the Stanford elites. If high school was Little League, college is the motherfucking ball game.

My double is located across the communal bathroom. Mom says, People will be coming this way all the time, so it will be easy for you to make friends.

Mom is very excited about the prospect of me befriending Stanford students—hearty kids with strong SATs from whom I will gain, perhaps by osmosis, a sense of drive, or a STEM degree. On the plane, when I told her I was just Here For The Plot, she hissed. You can write all your story-gories later, Rishi, she said with a demeaning double-rhymed flourish. Right now, you worry about finding some ambition. And a job.

We open the door, and that’s when I first see Georgia Becker. Fate, via a Stanford algorithm, has assigned her as my random roommate. Her parents are bespectacled epidemiologists at the CDC, both Stanford alumni themselves. My dad, like me, distrusts most white people, but I think he likes that they are doctors. The grown-ups gravitate together to chat, leaving me with Georgia.

You’ve got to teach me to do my eyebrows like yours, Georgia says. She has orange hair, horse-big teeth, and a camp-counselor enthusiasm that is momentarily endearing but I fear will get grating. I promise her I will. I don’t want to give her any reason to kill me in my sleep.

The welcome packet includes introductory placards for us to fill out and hang on the door. According to Georgia’s, she is from Bangor, Maine, an environmental engineering major, and a Taurus. The last section is a conversation starter: Ask me about ___! Georgia’s list is lengthy: Infrastructure. Trains. Vegan tacos. The great state of Maine. Nature. The Green New Deal. Women’s soccer. White allyship. Sustainability. I have an inkling that we might have been matched as roommates because of our shared interest in, or perhaps fear of, death by climate change.

Georgia wants me to fill out my placard, too, but I have no idea what to write about myself that might catch someone’s eye en route to the communal bathroom. Ultimately, I keep it short but sweet. I like stories of all forms—novels, movies, confessions at 2 a.m., I write. Should I have said books instead of novels? Too late, I used a Sharpie. I add Bubble tea addict to humanize myself. Then I let Georgia hang the placard before I can agonize further.

The Beckers offer to help us unpack—since we’ve already got the lay of the land, Georgia says heartily. She helps the dads lug things up and down the stairs. I am always impressed by girls who can hold their own with grown men. Meanwhile, Mom and I get into a fight. It turns out Mom packed a handful of Hindu god figurines from our shrine at home, and she wants me to display them on my desk, beside my brand-new birth control pills. Expecting my resistance, she’s waited until the last minute to spring them on me.

You know I’m not religious, I say.

Do it for Amma, she insists. Mom always refers to herself in third person when guilting me. Pattu, I had them blessed by a priest.

People will think I’m a Hindu nationalist, I say. I won’t make any friends.

If you don’t make friends, it’s because of your attitude, Mom says.

As a compromise, I agree to keep only one figurine on my desk. You can even choose which, Mom says generously.

Which one’s this? I say, pointing to the one that appears to have breasts. Mom says it is Annapurna, goddess of food. Could be worse, I think. I could display Annapurna in a feminist way. Maybe girls will ask me about her when they come to the room to hook up.

I want her, I say.

Suspicion crosses Mom’s face. You only chose her because she’s a girl, ha, Rishi?

That’s not true, I lie. Are you telling me I can only worship men?

Luckily, Georgia returns, interrupting us. It is time for the parent send-off. We file downstairs into the cavernous lounge. It’s my first time seeing the entire dorm population in one place. It’s bizarre to think that once the parents disperse, we’ll be on our own, like the ensemble cast of some island-survivor show. I scan the room, trying to predict who will go feral first.

My parents are eyeing the crowd, too. I know who they are looking for: brown people. According to the admissions brochure, 20.5 percent of the freshman population is Asian. There are a hundred of us in my wing, so it stands to reason that twenty and a half of us are Asian. I try to count us off in my head. I try not to picture what the “half” is.

You should go talk to her, Mom says, waving at a tall Indian girl near the pool table. She’s wearing horn-rimmed glasses, a bold choice. I ditched my own glasses in favor of contacts after some jerk boy called me Mia Khalifa in the seventh grade.

The Indian girl catches my eye and smiles. Irrationally, my insides clench. In a movie, she’d be Roshini, my preordained nemesis, my foil, and one of us would have no choice but to kill the other in a climactic duel at the end of the year.

Do you know her, Rishi? Georgia says brightly, startling me. I forgot she was here.

Nope, I say. A silence spreads between us, and I predict correctly that Georgia will break it first.

Well, I don’t know anybody either. Except you, of course. She grins. Should we sit? I think the presentation’s starting.

We find seats and watch the RAs deliver a combination information session / standup set about the impending next stage of our lives. Your freshmen are in safe hands, they declare. We won’t let them do hard drugs … alone! The parents laugh at all their jokes, an easy audience. One RA announces there is a counselor for students struggling with homesickness. Mom touches her heart, and I am startled to see tears in her eyes. Maybe she secretly hopes I’ll be one of the students who needs counseling. To her, it would be proof that I love her so much. She’s the person who taught me to love like that. Wretchedly, pathologically, so deeply that it hurts.

After the presentation, markers are passed out so parents can write parting notes for their children on the whiteboard. I mingle with my new hallmates while Mom writes. There is a pretty half-Asian boy named Kevin who lives on my floor. (Found you, I think.) So, what sorts of things are you interested in? I ask. Irritatingly, the placards are starting to make sense now.

You want to know what I did to get into Stanford? Kevin says. Before I can respond (how can I respond?), Kevin answers his own question. I discovered an asteroid, he says. It’s named after me. I’m going to continue my research in the astrophysics department.

Wow, I say. Of course, later on, Georgia and I will laugh about Kevin, along with every other defenseless man in the universe. (There are a million asteroids floating in space, she’ll say. He should shut up until he finds a planet. And I’ll laugh—I bet he can’t even find a woman’s clit. And so on…)

What about you? says Kevin.

I know the answer he’s looking for. I used to be a well-known youth climate activist. A D-lister, to be clear—not like that Swedish girl you’re probably thinking of, whom I met only once at a conference, amid her security team. Last month, she sailed to America on a low-emissions boat to save us from ourselves; I, meanwhile, took a plane to college for the purpose, as I’ve said, of slutting it up. Still, I have a hefty online following, since I spent high school marching, organizing, and writing op-eds until it became apparent that nothing kids like me did could ever stop corporations and it was practically child abuse for adults to stand by and let us try.

I think I just got lucky, I say, though I know that women aren’t supposed to say that. I look for my parents, who are getting ready to leave.

When the parting moment comes, it is quick and tearful. I want to shake off my parents quickly, pretend I gave birth to myself—college is about me, not them. Predictably, Mom weeps, and Dad tries to take it like a man, but soon he is crying too. I do my best to stay dry-eyed, but after everyone leaves, I race to the whiteboard to see the note Mom left for me.

Dear Rishi, she wrote. We are so excited for you to experience all that college has to offer. I know things were not always easy at home, but we hope you can find strength in where you came from. Love, Amma and Appa.

She’s written our names in Tamil for privacy, perhaps overestimating my bilingualism, but I can’t help it, I start to weep. Of course I do! I’m not hard-hearted.



That night is our first dinner as a dorm. Standing there with my dinner tray, I feel a primal, pubescent anxiety. Where should I sit? My high school cafeteria had long, narrow tables that enforced a rigid hierarchy of who could sit where, but this dining hall is delightfully anarchic, the strangely shaped tables as yet unclaimed. Is this a universe in which I could be popular, even loved? To my relief, Georgia sticks with me; we find seats at a big circular table, where everyone goes around and introduces themselves in a dizzying spin of proper nouns. We are required to wear name tags, which helps. There is Pietro Lopez, a charming twink—there is no better descriptor for him—and his roommate, Imraan Ali, who uses they/them pronouns, which makes them the first queer brown person I’ve ever met, besides myself. I am instantly impressed by Imraan, how liquidly they move, how generously they laugh at everyone’s jokes.

Next to Imraan is Esme Bloom, a funky artist from Brooklyn. My evil twin, Roshini Pandya, turns out to be a computer scientist. We look nothing alike, but I sit far from her, forestalling further mix-ups. Then Jordan Harris, a Black studies major, who looks weirdly familiar to everyone until Roshini clocks him as that year’s Teen Jeopardy! champion. Despite Jordan’s endearing embarrassment, we egg Pietro on to pull up the YouTube clip of Jordan’s winning clue. (The answer is War and Peace.) Then Georgia Becker, who jokes that it is shit luck to have to follow a Jeopardy! champion, and finally me.

I’m a writer, I tell the group. In my diary, for now. But hopefully more substantively someday.

Everyone thinks that is really funny. I check my phone. I already have three missed calls from my mother.

The main conversation crumbles into smaller ones. I end up talking with Georgia, plus our next-door neighbors Imraan and Pietro. I can’t take my eyes off them. I haven’t had many queer friends before. (I know Georgia is queer because she’s hung Pride parade pictures on her wall—either that or she is a really aggressive ally, which we all know is the same thing.) Nobody was out in Okeechobee, of course. But either by coincidence or animal magnetism, there are four of us in conversation.

So, says Imraan, with mock formality. Where are you all from?

We talk about our hometowns viciously. I tell them that Okeechobee is going underwater, slowly but surely, and maybe that is good riddance. I learn that Imraan’s family taxi business in Queens was hate-crimed once. Pietro had his sexual awakening after sleeping with his SAT tutor in Albuquerque. What I learn about hanging out with queer kids: Nothing you could possibly want to say is off-limits. In Okeechobee, I was used to biting my tongue. You can’t compete with Southern white people by being funnier than them. But Imraan, Pietro, Georgia, and I have this spiky, mean humor in common. We reveal the sorts of things that other people would gasp at, but because it is between just us girls, we can laugh.

At the dessert station, I run into the girl with porn-star glasses whom Mom waved at. Her assumption rankles me, that I would befriend any girl just because she’s Indian, but the immigrant mind works in mysterious ways.

I’m Kavya, the girl says. Her name tag displays her full name: Kavya Varma. She is taller than I thought was genetically possible for a brown girl, which, combined with her close-cut hair, makes her boyish, alien. And you’re Rishika?

Immediately, I notice that Kavya Varma is actually from India, unlike me. I haven’t met any real Indians my age, unless you count my annoying cousins in Chennai who constantly mock my American accent. (Once I got my ass beat for retorting, At least I have a sit-down toilet.) Kavya’s accent is crisp and cosmopolitan. She is an international student, probably really wealthy. Mom resents families like hers, loaded up in the motherland. She thinks they are lazier than immigrants.

My friends call me Rishi, I say, then regret it. What if she thinks we are friends?

I’ve followed you on Twitter for years, Kavya says unabashedly. I saw the viral video of the die-ins. It was incredibly inspiring.

Kavya is referring to the biggest moment of my life, if you’re going by viewer count—when, at sixteen, my peers and I symbolized the climate crisis by lying, like corpses, in prominent locations: senators’ offices, the Capitol lawn, even the president’s Florida golf estate. This happens very occasionally—that I’m recognized from the internet—and I’m unsure how to respond. I don’t think the die-ins were inspiring. I would feel different if they had worked. Mostly, I feel embarrassed for pulling my teenage stunts in public, righteous as they seemed, instead of doing drugs or shoplifting like everyone else at my school.

To change the subject, I ask Kavya, Have you met my roommate? I point out Georgia across the room, who is pouring salsa on a second load of vegan nachos. I feel a rush of affection for girls like her who eat their fill.

No, Kavya says, but she’s envious; her own roommate deferred admission last-minute and now she is living alone. She is studying physics, which is already an isolating subject. And now I’m getting depressing, Kavya says. Anyway, how do you like it here so far? She answers her own question. Personally, I find everyone here is really interesting. Like, I hadn’t met a climate activist before.

I can tell Kavya wants to befriend me. The flattery, the self-deprecation; these are tricks I know intimately. But when I look at Kavya’s wide, expressive gaze, I feel uneasy. I have the irrational thought that she was sent to Stanford specifically to haunt me. Did Mom put her up to it?

Luckily, Georgia appears at my side. We have to finish unpacking, I say. But it was great to meet you! Kavya offers me her number, but I pretend not to hear.

Do you think that girl seemed gay? I ask Georgia as we head upstairs. It’s the hair, right?

Georgia considers, then says she didn’t look long enough to be sure.

Inside the room, we empty the last of our suitcases. Our double has become cozy; we have cloaked its standard-issue furniture with rugs and posters. As a finishing touch, Georgia puts a big glass jar on her desk. It is going to contain all the waste she produces this quarter. Her goal is to quit single-use plastics. Georgia doesn’t believe the burden of climate justice falls on individual consumers, but it feels, to her, like a test of discipline. A practice of alignment with herself. My heart softens when she says this.

What about you? she asks. Do you have a goal you’re working on?

I show her my new journals, tell her, Right now, I just want to take notes and observe everything.

I feel pretentious, but I explain how all my literary icons, like Virginia Woolf and Alison Bechdel, wrote journals that they referenced later, excavating the ways they’d changed. I want to do this too: leave breadcrumbs for myself, just in case in college I become somebody with something to say and I need to find my way back to myself.

You take your plans very seriously, says Georgia.

So do you. I look at the jar, but Georgia doesn’t seem to be judging. She puts on Spotify and rolls a joint. Her music taste is folksier than mine, but I like it. It reminds me of who I could be if I had a better relationship with my mother. Then Georgia looks back at me.

Sorry, I should’ve asked, she says. Where are my manners? Do you want some?

Why not, I say. My parents are gone.

No parents! Georgia cheers. Are you a smoker?

I tried once, but I didn’t feel anything, I say, and Georgia says, I can teach you now, if you want. Oh, God. I’m being a bad influence, aren’t I? You’re going to tell Jeff.

Fuck Jeff, I say, and Georgia laughs. She instructs me to hold the smoke in my lungs; I cough horrendously, and she thumps my back. We smoke in silence for a while, and finally Georgia says, I think we are destined to become best friends.



The ensuing days of orientation are like an unwieldy exposition dump. There are campus tours and stressful icebreakers where we recite fun facts. The forced bonding proves highly effective: I begin making friends at an unprecedented rate of one or two per day. Georgia keeps our door open to maximize our chances of meeting new people, but mostly we talk to each other. I thought she was just being kind when she said we would be best friends, until I realize what we have in common: the ability to talk for hours on end. There are no awkward silences. She keeps me on my toes.

That weekend we have sex education. They shepherd the entire freshman class into an auditorium, all these supposed future movers and shakers of the world. Following that logic, you could radically alter the course of history with a single bomb if you dropped it right here. It reminds me of the old rhetorical question, would you kill baby Hitler in the cradle? Surely this room contains enough future war criminals that it would be the right thing to wipe us all out now—who cares if you take a spare novelist or environmental engineer out too? Looking at Georgia, I feel certain she’d agree to make the sacrifice.

My belief in the freshmen’s collective greatness diminishes throughout the program. They play videos in which upstanding young men decline to fuck drunken women, and to be inclusive, even drunken men and nonbinary people. The boys watch the videos, but I watch them, their eye rolls, their boredom. I’d bet a vital organ that some of them are already rapists. If not, they will be soon. Especially the ones condemned to celibacy by the pursuit of computer science—I bet they’re just chomping at the bit. (I have a diminished view of men. I can afford to because I’m queer; I would probably kill myself if I weren’t.)

The sex educator onstage has a PhD in adolescent sexuality. She tells us we are embarking on exciting journeys with pleasure. As long as we are consensual about it, our desires are valid. We’re animals, we all crave being touched, she says. We’ve all got skin hunger.

I picture ravenous tongues sprouting from my palms. I’m not alone: Others start snickering at the image. The sex educator holds her ground. I know it’s a funny concept, skin hunger. But lean back, wrap your arms around yourselves. Feed yourselves! Doesn’t it feel good?

Next to me, Pietro crosses his arms over his chest mockingly, like he is preparing to lie in state. I don’t want to think about my hungry skin, so I look at every girl in my row and try to guess who is still a virgin. I know Georgia is, and probably Kavya too. I lost my own virginity swiftly and summarily this summer at Climate Rising, a summit for young activists in DC. It’s a story I savor each night before bed, when I catalog past events and convince myself I am interesting.

The boy I chose for the task—I wasn’t smooth enough for girls—was Trevor Yates, a climate activist with a British accent. He, too, was internet-famous—the son of a fossil-fuel executive whose video promising to donate his inheritance went viral, apparently prompting death threats. Our first conversation was at a fundraising gala at the Natural History Museum. I was convinced he was faking his British accent, so I tried to trip him up, making him read aloud words like “Anthropocene” and “emu,” but he never slipped, and that’s what put it in my mind to fuck him.

I had never seduced anyone before Trevor Yates. In retrospect, I was a little heavy-handed. Quite literally, I started with a firm handshake. Your hands are so big! I remarked, unaware that was the oldest trick in the book. After a lobbying session, I invited him up to my sponsored hotel room to watch that night’s presidential debate. As we climbed the stairs in silence, I feared that we were, indeed, going to watch the debate. I didn’t like any of the candidates. But when I opened my laptop, Trevor spoke up. What do you want, Rishi? He said it in his British accent, so I didn’t immediately register the question.

Don’t make me say it, I said, because I actually was too shy to say it.

I didn’t know what would happen next. I was out of moves. But I needn’t have worried: As the hype music for the Democratic Party blared, Trevor touched my breast, and I climbed on top of him. Thus began my first-ever kiss. I thought, I made Trevor kiss me. He is kissing me now! It was my first time feeling that way: like I was writing my own story in real time. It was this new sense of power, rather than Trevor’s inexpert maneuverings, that made my body thrum like wire.

All that happened over the summer. Trevor has since returned for his junior year at Brown, so we no longer interact outside of the internet and, I guess, our imaginations. That is fine with me. Another girl might wait to lose it to somebody she loved, but I’m realistic; I’ll take what I can get.

Midway through the program, my hallmate Esme Bloom taps my shoulder. It takes me a moment to identify her because she is too cool to wear her name tag. With her patched-up jeans, Esme strikes me as the kind of anti-popular white girl who has everything you need to fit in—nice teeth, brand-name clothes, and skinniness, which trumps all else—but somehow does not. (I mistrust girls like that, because if you’re white and marginal, there’s a good chance something’s wrong with you, just like if you see a white guy imprisoned for a crime, you know he actually did it.) Esme whispers in my ear, Wanna get out of here and smoke?

I don’t—yes. I change my answer midway. Who am I to turn down a chance to do drugs? Esme grins, and I follow her out of the auditorium, right in the middle of the presentation. White girls are amazing like that. It never would’ve occurred to me to just get up and leave.

Esme passes the joint back and forth with me in the lazy afternoon heat. She smokes like a man—not with ladylike puffs but voraciously, like she’s slurping up a juice box.

So. Rishi. Sex, says Esme. I like the worldly way she says my name.

Consent is key, I say. Or so I’ve heard.

Esme sees me struggling with the lighter and sparks up for me, singeing her thumb in the process. I rub my ChapStick on it before it occurs to me that she might care about germs. She sticks her greasy finger in her mouth.

Are you having sex with anyone here yet? she asks.

People are having sex already?

Esme rolls her eyes. My roommate, Celia, sexiled me last night. Her boyfriend’s a sophomore here. It was brutal, I wandered campus for hours. But now I know where all the dining halls are located.

My limbs loosen as she speaks. I am still new to the sensation of being high, but I like it. I feel bolder. I ask Esme if she’s had sex with anyone, and she says she had a sometimes-boyfriend in high school in New York.

What about you, who have you had sex with? Esme asks. I am thrilled by her forwardness, flattered by her assumption that I have, indeed, had sex. Girls in Okeechobee never talked about sex, at least not openly.

I hooked up with a British guy this summer, I say. For the record, I chose him in a subversive way. He mostly just pleasured me. In fact, the whole thing could be viewed as colonial reparations.

Esme laughs. We are failing the Bechdel test, but I don’t care. Already college is off to a swimming start.

Really, I hate men though, I say. I’m not having sex with anyone here. Yet.

I’m looking to branch outward, Esme says. To girls, I mean. I’m bi. You know the vibes, I’m assuming?

How did she find me, echolocation? I wish I had a handkerchief or something inconspicuous to signal my allegiance, because it feels silly to say aloud.

I have reason to believe I might be a lesbian, I say, constructing the sentence to maximize plausible deniability.

And the British guy?

Esme is challenging me. This is banter; I know it. She’s taken an interest in me, and I can’t squander it. I hesitate only briefly before telling Esme that my first time with Trevor counted as lesbian sex, because I only cared about the pleasure of the woman, and that woman was me.

Now Esme really laughs, maybe harder than she would if she were sober. The California sun is perfect, makes everything cinematic. You’re hilarious, Rishi, she says. You should start a podcast or something.

I save this, and the rest of my conversation with Esme, in a little pocket in my mind. I will debrief with Georgia later; clear evidence of someone flirting with me is my favorite subject to analyze.



The first day of school is sunny and clear. I wake up early to perfect my outfit. My first class is the one I’m most excited about: Asian American Autofiction. It’s taught by Easha Parwani, a young Indian American novelist I’m obsessed with, the reason I applied to Stanford in the first place. Easha wrote an eponymous novel about Leela, a millennial brown woman who, as far as I can tell, does nothing but mope and sleep with white men, but it is cool and literary, so Leela was a bestseller. Hers is the only class that required an application to enroll, but because she is Easha, I don’t mind.

When I get to Asian American Autofiction, the room is so crowded, I worry I’m in the wrong place. I luck out and get a seat in the back among some serious-looking poetry students. Latecomers are still trickling in, searching for openings in the chairs. But everyone goes silent when Easha Parwani stands up. I have never seen people shut up out of respect for an Indian woman before. In college, it seems, wonders never cease.

Thank you, she says, for making precious time to attend our first session of Asian American Autofiction. I regret that I will have to ask the majority of you to leave. This class was application-based, she adds briskly. Will those of you who were accepted please raise your hands?

I put my hand in the air and am shocked that nobody around me does the same. Only eight people in total have gotten in, I realize. And one of them, smiling widely as she tries to meet my eye, is Kavya Varma. I didn’t know she was a writer, let alone among the top eight of our kind.

Excellent, says Easha. The eight of you will come to the front. Make room for them, she adds; the students who arrived early seem reluctant to relinquish their seats. I can accept two more of you now …

She surveys the pack of students in front of her. The tension grows unbearable, and Easha seems content to let it mount until some girl points to her friend and blurts, We’re seniors! This is our last chance to take your class.

Okay, then. You’re in, says Easha. There is a collective sagging in the air, but nobody dares complain. I will be offering this class in the future! she calls after the retreating losers. Please reapply!

I adjust to my new seat up front. Kavya sits next to me, choosing her place only after I’ve sat down; I feel her gaze raking over me like a brown-eyed X-ray.

Easha’s lecture begins with the difference between autofiction and memoir. She says the fictional premise gives authors the freedom to reimagine their lives, consider alternate endings, turn everything up to the max. Through autofiction, Easha says, we can build our lives anew. Please, feel free to push back.

Kavya is the first to raise her hand. Isn’t there a risk of the author changing facts to make themselves look good? Especially if there’s no commitment to the truth?

Kavya’s question would never occur to me. I don’t often consider whether people look “good.” Interesting, enviable, yes, but even I know, in this world, it is impossible to keep your hands clean.

Easha shrugs, and a shiver passes through me. I can see that her ears are punched full of holes but currently bare of jewelry. My mother considers it the height of incivility to go out without earrings.

I don’t know, Kavya, says Easha. What would you write if you knew you could get away with it?

My heartbeat quickens when she says that.

What about the risk of being self-indulgent? says a senior named Michael Truong. Like navel-gazey?

I raise my hand. I think there are probably worse crimes on earth, I say. It seems to me like many people are assuming the perspective of the reader, what they would hypothetically want. But this is a class for writers. Now we play for the other team. Should we maybe wonder what’s good for us? I don’t mean to sound combative, but the words slide out sharp. Kavya’s eyebrows raise, and Easha’s eyes flick toward mine. Like two candle wicks touching, I feel myself ignite.

Interesting perspective, she says. The assumption of a hostile reader is certainly a unique preoccupation for marginalized writers. What do we owe them? What do we owe ourselves?

The syllabus is handed out: During the term, we will each write two pieces for workshop by the class, plus have a one-on-one meeting with Easha. I hang back after class, hoping to thank Easha, but she teleports away. I need to write something to impress her. I need to live my life.



The opportunity to live presents itself remarkably quickly, for that weekend is the first frat party of the year. Seemingly overnight, all our brand-new consent education flies out the window. Bodies are touched and skin hunger satisfied in ways I’ve never seen. Parties are preambles for hookups, I learn, and everybody wants to get laid. That night, I download a dating app to scope out options. It is the curse of my generation, I know, to see all my potential sexual partners on my screen. But fuck it—I like online shopping.

The first woman to pop up on my feed is none other than Kavya Varma. She has Superliked me—a bold move, even if it’s ironic. Her profile is mostly hiking shots. Masc lesbian (endangered species, I know.) Let’s go to a bookshop:), she’s written. I quickly swipe left. Then, as if she’s watching, Mom calls—again.

Mom called me eleven times that morning while I was sleeping. Eleven! I figured someone died at the very least—so far, she’s only called once or twice a day. But when I pick up now, Mom says she just wanted to hear my voice. She had a dream in which I wasn’t eating well and my teeth were falling out of my mouth.

Irrationally, when she says that, my gums start to ache. I tell her about that day’s classes, playing up the fact I have an Indian professor. Then Dad joins and I have to start over from the beginning. He asks if it is too late to add a CS class. Send a picture of your coat, Mom orders before I hang up. I will see if it is warm enough. It will be winter before you know.

And that is that. My parents disappear with a tap of a button, and I am back on the app. I decide that I really want to drink tonight.

How often does your family call you? I ask Georgia that evening as we dress for the party. I do the makeup, and she rolls the joints; in this manner, we are self-sustainable.

I don’t know. I feel like I call them more, says Georgia. Like twice this week, I think. And my brother, Jasper, likes to act like I don’t exist, but he’s a teenage boy, so whatever. How about you?

My mom and I talk every day, I say, embarrassed.

That’s very sweet, Georgia says. Can you do my lips? I suck at that.

Pucker up, I say, leaning in with my lip gloss.

Georgia giggles. Are we about to kiss?

Darling, we’ve only just met, I say.

By this point, we are higher than the military budget. I look into my mirror and like what I see. I have plenty to work with: thick lashes, strong brows, and pouty lips, so-called ethnic features that make me feel undeservedly accomplished because some women have to pay for them. Due to my ethnic ambiguity, men of all races catcall me, and maybe this should get my feminist card revoked, but I’m not as offended as I pretend to be. Beauty is a social construct, beauty should be abolished, I know this. But also, when the climate apocalypse comes and I need a man for protection, I’ll easily bag one. Which means, in a primordial sense, my body is a resounding success.

We roll out to the party like a glittery tidal wave: me, Georgia, Pietro, and Imraan. I hoped Esme Bloom would come too, but she doesn’t. Imraan is still waiting on their fake ID from their cousin in Pakistan, so Georgia scours Snapchat for alcohol opportunities.

It appears that Jason Ryan has tequila shots, she announces, so we traipse across the dorm into the room of a popular lacrosse player. Inadvertently, our entry shatters the glass ceiling, since Georgia and I are the only girls there. Jason’s athlete friends greet us affably, and we help ourselves to their tequila because they are too drunk to care. It smells like nail polish remover; I gag.

Do you have chasers? Imraan inquires. I can’t drink this stuff straight.

Naw, man. That’s pussy shit, says Jason Ryan. Georgia and I stare at Imraan, awaiting their response to not one but two gender-based slights within five words, but they shrug and bend to inspect Jason’s drinks. Let’s just go, they say. It is only when we are in line outside the frat house that Imraan reveals that they have slipped the rest of Jason’s tequila under their shirt. We all cheer. Then a familiar voice calls out, Rishi? Girl, is that you?

I turn and see my old friend Clara Green waving at me. CLARA! I yell. I absolutely adore Clara Green. We’ve been Twitter mutuals for two years after meeting at a climate march in DC. I organized the Florida delegation, and Clara led Colorado’s. All summer, we DMed about our upcoming college lives. Even though we’ve only met once, I feel a blood loyalty to climate teens like Clara. We share a world-weary sense of humor, like veterans of the same war.

I introduce Clara to my friends. Georgia’s eyes get really big. Sorry if this is prying, she says. But are you Marcy Green’s daughter?

Clara nods modestly. I figure she is used to fielding such questions. Clara’s entire family works in politics, and her mother ran a high-profile but unsuccessful campaign for Senate last year. If elected, Marcy Green would’ve been the first Black woman to represent the state.

My entire family phone-banked for your mom, Georgia says. I really thought she’d win.

I can’t imagine members of my family phone-banking for anyone, let alone my own mother running for public office. What would she even do, guilt-trip the electorate?

I have to pee, but the entry line is not budging. My bladder aches, and I pray for deliverance—to God, or whoever handles such mercies. To my surprise, the Stanford University Police Department answers the call. They wheel in, sirens flashing, eliciting massive boos. The cop who climbs out of the car looks so puffed-up on self-importance, I think for three seconds he is a paid actor, part of yet another Stanford tradition. But then he starts yelling through his bullhorn about underage drinking and tells us all to go home.

We didn’t even make it inside, Georgia pouts, pulling out her phone to film.

This place is lamer than Colorado, Clara says. As if on cue, a six-foot frat guy wearing a toga barrels out of the house. He looks like he fell out of a Greek myth and hit his head on the way down. As everyone watches, he runs down the lawn, dives, and tackles the cop.

It is pandemonium. Georgia grabs my hand, I grab Clara’s, and we backpedal through the crowd, toward the safety of the freshman dorms. I like that it is socially acceptable for girls to hold hands in these circumstances. Imraan and Pietro lead the way gallantly, but they miss a turn, and we end up in the school diner.

This is not bad either, says Clara. The five of us are eating cheeseburgers; Georgia’s is vegan. I am coming down from my high, but everything is perfect. Later, the story of that night will be retold so many times that my real memories merge with the narrative—how a drunk boy broke a cop’s hip; ACAB all the way, baby; the party was shut down; and eleven inebriated freshmen ended up in an ambulance. By the month’s end, I’ll learn that the only good reason to attend a frat party is the thrill of discussing it later. We’ve scored an epic anecdote without paying in hangover or grime. Which means our night was unexpectedly fruitful.

American Dream, I agree, and Clara laughs. I’m being sarcastic, but I am secretly overcome by our good fortune. How lucky are we to have each other to keep the darkness and boredom at bay?



It turns out Stanford has no shortage of character-building traditions. In the first month alone, there are dorm-sponsored taco nights, binge-drinking games, and expeditions to jump in the decorative fountains that adorn the campus wherever you turn.

They’re trying to make us all into friends, Georgia says, so we’ll have fond college memories and donate a million dollars once we make it rich.

We both giggle. Neither of us plans to be rich.

Or worse, says Clara, they’re hoping some of us will mate and make privileged little alumni babies.

I look at Georgia, herself a full-blooded alumni baby, but she doesn’t seem offended. I appreciate her ability to roll with the punches.

The next tradition presents itself in an envelope slipped under every door. Georgia tears ours open eagerly.

My dad told me about this one! she says. It’s called Dare Devil. We get points for every dare our team members complete.

I scan the list. The dares range from stripping in public to getting your first tattoo. Georgia is right: You are supposed to rack up points, which can be cashed in for dorm privileges such as cutting the taco line. Why does everything here feel like a metaphor for capitalism?

We are supposed to form teams of five. Georgia calls across the hallway, and Pietro and Imraan crawl groggily out of their room. I would invite Clara, but she doesn’t live in our dorm. After two seconds, I summon the courage to invite Esme Bloom. Soon the five of us are holding a war room on Georgia’s rug.

We’ve got to go for first tattoo, says Esme, surveying the list. It’s worth the most points.

Who’s gonna get the tattoo? says Georgia.

Esme says, I would volunteer, but I already have like six. She raises her sweater to show a constellation of flowers across her hips. She glances at me, as if daring me to look. Pietro, ruefully, unveils the birds on his skinny chest. Same here.

He turns to Imraan, but they shrug. Don’t look at me. Tattoos are haram.

I so badly want a tattoo, says Georgia, but I have to wait until I’m off Accutane.

Everyone turns to me. The soundtrack in my head turns up. Jesus Christ, I say. If we need it so badly to win.

Georgia whoops, sticking her head out of the window like a dog as Imraan drives us dangerously to a tattoo parlor their TA said was cheap. We coast down the freeway, past the mountains and bay. I DJ from the passenger seat but watch all three mirrors, oversee lane changes, and fear for my life.

The tattoo parlor is run by a menacing man with thirty piercings in his face. He scoffs at our budget of fifty dollars. You can pick something small, he says. I tell the scary man what I want. I wish they would hire more maternal figures for the job.

I am only allowed to bring one friend inside the actual tattooing room. I make an apologetic face to Georgia and pick Esme as the lucky winner, but Georgia winks like Go get your girl. Esme helps me remove my shirt and I lie under the fluorescent light. I imagine what my mother would say if she could see me now.

Close your eyes. I’ll count to five before he starts, says Esme bracingly. Ready? One, two—oh, there he goes. Ouch.

The sting is sharper than I expected. I want to quit after the first stroke, but it’s too late—we’ve already paid the deposit. Fuck, fuck, fuck, I say.

You’re doing great, Esme says, but she is laughing.

Twenty agonizing minutes later, it is over. I go back to the lobby, shirt lifted triumphantly to display the newest addition: a tiny kitchen knife nestled between my ribs, pointed up toward my heart.

Badass, declares Imraan. What does it symbolize? Georgia asks. Esme snickers. She thinks it’s pedestrian to believe that tattoos must symbolize anything.

For a moment, I consider telling the truth. The pain has given me a rush of adrenaline; I feel porous and brave. But then I remember that I’ve known these kids for less than a month. There are some things you can’t share with strangers—some things take a lifetime to understand. And besides, I moved to California to get away from Okeechobee, from life lived on the edge of the blade.

It’s a long story, I say, more to Georgia than anyone. But I promise I’ll tell you sometime.



That night, Georgia delivers some good news. So Esme pulled me aside earlier, she says. And guess what. She asked me if you were seeing anybody. Or if you’d mentioned anyone you liked.

My heart pounds. She did? What did you say?

Georgia laughs. This isn’t middle school. I’m not getting involved. But if you needed more evidence, here it is. Crush confirmed. You’re welcome, babe.

I love you so much, I say. It is the first time I’ve ever said it to someone who isn’t my parents. I know when I say it that I mean it.

We don’t end up winning the Dare Devil contest. Jason Ryan’s team each gets the Stanford crest tattooed on their ass, plus, they hire a mariachi band to accompany their strip show on Main Quad. Georgia is outraged that there weren’t more equitable budgeting rules for the game. But I don’t care. I feel a lightness in my chest that eases the sting of my tattoo.

As a girl, I used to read a lot. I’d burn up with envy toward characters from children’s novels, kids who did nothing but attend magical boarding schools, travel in packs, and complete awesome quests. They didn’t have to worry about career paths or pleasing their mothers because they were orphans and their job was to fight a supervillain. (I used to think that fictional death wizard was a loser for bullying kids, but that was before I became a climate activist and met Republican politicians.) Now I am grateful for the quests of my life: going to interesting classes, reading books, discussing them with friends. Looking at Georgia, I think it is strange how entire years flutter by without leaving anything behind and then one place explodes with such vibrant texture. These days I feel I live the truest, most shimmering life in the world.



Slowly, college swallows me up. Weekdays and weekend nights, up and down to violent extremes. Each day leaves an impression on me. I shake them off me like dust.

By October, Clara and I figure we’ve been on campus long enough to consider giving back. We sign up for the Stanford Leftist Caucus, since agitating is one thing we’re good at. But neither of us is really an activist anymore. The posters, the Twitter threads—we’ve hung up our weapons, retired. Burned-out at eighteen, we joke. At least that’s better than pregnant.

As we walk to the first meeting, Clara and I debrief our years of disillusionment. We both grew up in the same Political Moment, to borrow the language of adults. We learned about rape from the internet, not our mothers. We were babies during the Obama presidency but wide-awake during the next one, our teenage years marked by Women’s Marches and #MeToos and tidal waves of mass shootings. Despite warnings of stranger danger, we formed life-altering friendships online—how Clara and I met. We joined a generational climate movement to make the world livable for our kids, like we weren’t still kids ourselves.

How’d you get into climate stuff, by the way? I never asked, says Clara. Was it the Al Gore documentary? I swear those polar bears radicalized half of Colorado.

I consider. The hurricanes in Florida really scared me, I say. And maybe protests gave me an excuse to leave the house and do my own thing. But really, I thought I was helping. Doing my part.

I fell for that shit too, says Clara. I mean, did you even party in high school? Or were you too busy trying to Be The Change?

I blush. It’s that obvious?

It’s okay. Clara smiles. That’s why you and I got into this school, anyway. I’m guessing you wrote your Stanford essay about climate activism?

No, I wrote about Indian food. And Being American, I guess.

Profound. Clara laughs.

I did, in fact, want to write about climate change, but my mother didn’t let me. She always hated that I was politically active, that I took to the streets and mouthed off on social media instead of committing myself to science or music like all my Indian peers. I used to forge her signatures on the contracts to publish op-eds in the Orlando Sentinel, since I was a minor. Once, when I went on an overnight trip to protest in Tallahassee, she refused all food or water until I returned.

To be clear: Mom isn’t some Republican freak. That would be too simple. In a strange way, it’s more like she doesn’t believe I can have opinions independent of hers. Love and control, two sides of the same coin, blur when girls like me call attention to ourselves. Or, at least, these are the reasons I’ve devised to explain her anger.

Clara tells me about her mother’s Senate campaign. Marcy Green was supposed to make history for Black women. So many people supported her mom’s unprecedented run, she got profiled in magazines and popped off on Twitter, and every night, the Green household felt incandescent. But then the primary came and her mother lost badly. Not even 30 percent of white voters showed out for her. After that, the cameras rolled away, the retweets slowed, and now Clara’s mom is depressed and fights with her dad a lot.

That’s what I wrote my essay about, Clara says. I said I wanted to win the Senate race one day because my mom couldn’t. But I lied. I would never put any Black woman through that again. I just want to be happy.

Clara has a point: Changing the world is joyless business.

The meeting is inside a student co-op. People are gathered on mismatched furniture beneath murals painted by student activists in the sixties. It looks like we’re the only freshmen. After the land acknowledgment is read, a randomly selected member—the group is anti-hierarchical and leaderless—stands up to voice their concerns. Today it’s a skinny Asian girl with a mullet.

I can’t help but observe, she says, that there are a lot more white folks here than usual.

Some people mmmh. The girl nods graciously before continuing, I want to make sure we are mindful of the space we are taking up and that we are centering the voices of people of color above all.

Clara and I glance at each other.

I am proposing that all white folks here, out of respect to people of color, give up their seats and stand at the back of the room, finishes Mullet Girl.

No way, Clara whispers. This bitch wants to Rosa Parks in reverse?

We end up having to settle her proposition by committee. This takes forty minutes. One boy wonders aloud whether by moving back, white students are metaphorically abdicating their responsibility. Someone else complains that the whole process inadvertently re-centers attention on white students. At last, it’s decided that white students can voluntarily give up their seats, but nobody is judged either way. We all clap. It is time to choose this year’s priorities. Post-its are handed out so everyone gets a chance to share the cause that is most important to them. It can be as big or small as we desire.

I quickly scribble, Student happiness. I have Clara in mind when I write it.

All the Post-its are gathered and read aloud by a volunteer.

Land back, she reads; everyone snaps. Prison abolition, she says next, and I realize I fucked up. Then: Fossil fuel divestment. University-wide reparations. Title IX reform. Solidarity with the Global South. And so on. I feel my heart rate accelerating when my Post-it is read, and nobody claps. But it’s not embarrassment I am feeling; it is anger. Anybody can use lofty words. Anybody can bully white people who’ll let them. Anybody can throw themselves repeatedly at their congressman—not just online but in his office, until his secretary knows and hates you by name—and ultimately nothing matters. Once I had big words too. And now I am learning to speak again.

At last I turn to Clara and make a confession.

I don’t think I can care about every issue on earth, I whisper. Does this make me a bad person?

She takes my hand. It is us against the world. Nah, Rishi, she says. Neither can I.



I came to college to “find my people,” whatever that means. The Stanford Leftists, I have gathered, are not mine. Nobody can tell just by looking—I hope—but back in Okeechobee, I didn’t have many friends. There were my parents’ friends and assorted children, but I had not chosen them. I had one close friend, Paola Mendoza, since middle school, and I liked some girls in the AP program, but it never felt deep—we huddled in packs to study for tests and survive social functions, that was it. Since graduation, we’ve lost touch.

Paola is more like me in that she is brown-skinned and weird as hell. Probably also gay, although we never discussed it. She goes to a cool beachside college in Florida where they don’t believe in grades. If there is anyone I could’ve confided in back in Okeechobee, it was her. But I kept Paola at a distance: studying at Starbucks, hanging at the mall—I never invited her to my house. College, however, is different. There are no home lives in sight. We can bike to each other’s dorms, assert our principles, and decide how we want to live.

Georgia and I discuss our theories about friendship. Have you noticed how all the rich people are friends? There’s a secret sonar they use to find each other, Georgia says. They were all hooking up by the first weekend. And Evie Rimer invited me onto her yacht during orientation. She thought I was, like, one of them.

She invited you yachting? I say. You said yes, right?

It is an easy mistake for Evie Rimer to make, fooled by Georgia’s pale skin and upper-middle-class smile, but the second Georgia opens her mouth, it’s clear she isn’t one of the rich white girls. She, too, went to a private high school, but hers was founded by Quakers, taught woodworking, and required a yearly workshop on white supremacy.

Of course not, Georgia says. I think that yachts have unconscionable carbon footprints. And I told her that.

This is something I find alternately endearing and infuriating about Georgia: her principles of steel. By now, friend groups have formed in our class, divided on lines of race and vibe. I am friends with the queer immigrant underdogs, Clara has her cohort of smart Black girls in STEM, Esme knows rich artists, and the heiress girls, of course, have each other. Georgia, however, is a wild card. On Instagram, she appears in the heiresses’ group photos from the first week of school, back when they considered her a potential recruit. Since then, she’s been gently excommunicated for her radical views, removed from group chats and yacht invites revoked.

What is the point of being algorithmically assigned a white roommate, I say, if mine won’t take me boating?

Georgia scoffs. I’m sure you can find nicer friends outside the ruling class.

I don’t need more friends. I have you, I say.

But no yacht, sadly, says Georgia, and we laugh.



Workshops are in full swing for Asian American Autofiction. Common topics include instances of childhood racism, the bilingual struggle, and the passing of grandparents. One girl writes an extended meditation on anorexia in which she compares her arms to unruly chopsticks.

I am getting tired of hearing about trauma. I wish I wasn’t responsible for racism, could ditch it like a used shopping cart in the parking lot. This isn’t something I can voice aloud, but still I suspect: If we think school bullies are so bad, how will we contend with climate change? I believe in the power of literature as entertainment, but not as a moral weapon to vanquish our enemies: In that regard, Florida public school taught me, we’re better off punching people in the face. I don’t want to be a hater. And yet. In class I catch myself combing my brains for something funny to comment, anything to provoke Easha’s interest. She finally laughs brilliantly when I suggest instating a blanket ban on using lotuses, tigers, or mangoes as a metaphor for writers of the South Asian diaspora. You can be so dangerous, Rishi, she says. I clasp her words to my chest like a medal.

One week, Michael Truong reads a story about embracing his masculinity as a short Asian man. Easha applauds when he’s finished. This is the kind of courage that gives me hope about your generation, she says. So now Michael Truong is Asian of the week. My heart beats as Easha turns to me. You’ll be workshopping next week, she says. Let’s see how you build on these revelations.

After class, I feel a tap on my shoulder. But instead of Easha, it is Kavya standing behind me.

I was wondering, she says, if I could take you to brunch on Saturday.

It is the first time in my life I’ve been asked on a date—at least, I assume that is what Kavya is doing. I’ve felt her gaze on me for weeks. Until now, I’ve resented her attention, but suddenly I feel a heady rush. Is this how dictators feel on a daily basis?

Still, I hesitate. I don’t want to date Kavya, and part of me wants to spare her feelings. But I’ll admit it: I am flattered and kind of impressed.

That sounds lovely, I say. I type my number into her phone; she holds it in her hands like a flower.

We smile at each other for a few more moments than feels necessary. I feel a squirm of unease. I know it is only because Kavya is Indian; I never know what to do around other Indian girls. Each time I meet one, I catch myself freezing in place, performing an instant, silent assessment: Is she prettier than me, does she seem more loved, is she doing it right? It is a calculus in which I’m always on the losing end. I don’t feel that way about Kavya, though. If she likes me, that means I have the advantage.



The deadline for Easha’s workshop is looming, but I still don’t know what to write. I bring my journal onto the soccer field and watch Georgia practice with her new intramural teammates. Her red hair makes her easy to follow from afar. She is dynamic, in ever-accelerating motion. My tattoo twinges as I pull out my phone to call my mother.

I had another dream about you last night, Mom says after informing me that Dad is well, my home friend Aarthi bought a car, and my grandmother in India is removing her rotten tooth. I dreamed that I was trying to wake you up from bed, but when I pulled off the covers, it wasn’t you—it was piles of things. When you were little, you used to fall asleep reading. You’d leave a stack of books on your bed. I always worried they would crush you in the night. I thought that had happened, so I kept digging, but you were gone.

I don’t know how to respond. Georgia really believes in psychoanalyzing dreams and is taking a class on the subject. I can guess what her interpretation might be: that my mother, in her roundabout way, misses having me around.

California is too far, Mom complains. All the other moms, their kids are an hour away. Even living at home. And Aarthi drove home from Gainesville for Karpagam Aunty’s birthday.

So sweet, I thought.

I’m sorry, I say. Is that what you want me to say? I’m sorry I moved away. I thought you were proud of me.

I know better by this point than to take seriously my mother’s ever-changing moods. Still, I think about her whiteboard message from drop-off day, now faded beyond legibility. I wish I had taken a picture of it. Then there would be physical proof to savor her acceptance, her love.

I am proud, baby. Mom sounds surprised. I keep imagining what you must be doing there. Everyone keeps asking me, too—even Karpagam Aunty, she was curious what classes you were taking. I couldn’t remember the names! I said economics, something like that, and she was so impressed. I keep thinking, whenever I miss you. There’s so much you have to do.

Just like that, I sit up straighter. It took my mother to remind me: I am a lucky girl, and the world has offered itself to me like a gift—my new life, college, is proof of it.

I go to my desk to write my first autofiction piece. Probably, I should’ve saved this class for senior year, once I’d actually lived more life to reminisce upon. But I remember Easha’s face, the way she called me “dangerous.” I won’t let her down.

In order to write, and write well, Virginia Woolf said a woman needs a room of her own. I look around the room I share with Georgia, her zero-waste jar and my busty Hindu goddess, and my heart swells. It takes me a moment to place what I am feeling: purpose. Or maybe it is vision, belonging, one of the buzzwords they use on the Stanford brochure. All I can think is that only two generations of women before me even went to school; here I am, only eighteen, already called to write my story, stake my claim. How is this historically plausible? Why me and not anybody else?

I muddle through a draft about climate activism, how I felt at sixteen as the world was burning down. After a few pages, I start to hate it. I imagine Easha marking my paper late at night, her dark eyes dimming with each lame-ass sentence. Her breasts squashing inward as she slumps over in boredom. My heart starts to pound, as it often does in her presence. No, this will not do.

Georgia is still at soccer. I’ve grown accustomed to, even fond of, the grassy stench of her cleats. Still, it’s a good thing she isn’t here. I lie in bed, unbutton my pants, and open a new Google Doc. I am going to write the story of Trevor Yates. The night I manifested my own fate.

The sex with Trevor wasn’t mind-blowing, but suddenly it feels like the most meaningful event of my life. Even more than the die-ins. I didn’t tell anyone I was going to fuck him—not even my best friend Paola, and certainly not my mother, who never taught me about sex in the first place—I just decided. It didn’t occur to me then, but I became the first woman in my entire lineage to express free sexual will. In fucking Trevor Yates, I single-handedly beat the odds of history.

The story flows easily, almost liquidly, out of me. I wonder what Easha will think of it. Maybe she will recognize the power in me that even my own mother didn’t notice. To Easha, it will be obvious as the light of day.

Somehow, imagining Easha reading my story is the most sordid thing I’ve ever done. It is like I am stripping myself naked for her—in fact, it’s even more intimate because I am dredging off my skin, showing her my heart. My hand finds its way through the gap of my unbuttoned pants. I feel a strong appreciation for the formal structure of a narrative: beginning, middle, climax, repeat. Nothing has felt so natural. I am full of potential, a supernova roving to burst.

Right after I submit, my phone buzzes. It’s Esme. I couldn’t have written it better myself.

wanna go for a late-night walk? Haven’t seen u in ages. Wanna see how the tat’s healing:-)

I wait exactly seven minutes before replying. down. meet you outside the dorm?



Esme is waiting outside. I missed you, I say, and she smiles in a way that confirms my suspicions. Wanna walk to the lake? she says. I still haven’t been.

As we walk, Esme tells me about her pottery classes. She is really interested in female anatomy, and she is creating a line of functional dishware shaped like vaginas. I look at the pictures of twisty, gelatinous genitalia on her phone but can’t think of anything funny to say.

Do you, um, use models? For the anatomy?

Only my own, Esme says. Unless somebody else offers.

The night is colder than I expected. Nights in Okeechobee are muggy, but here the sun clocks out right before five, like an unenthused employee, and then you have to fend for yourself.

Esme, I think I need to grab my sweater. Can you wait?

Just wear mine, Esme says in a show of chivalry I’ve never experienced before, let alone from a man.

Campus sprawls for miles around us, endless Frisbee lawns and groves of trees. We head toward the lake. I’ve seen the big blue splotch on the campus map, but when we arrive, the lake is nowhere in sight, just an empty crater. Esme looks it up on her phone. Drained in the eighties to protect endangered salamanders, she informs me. Lucky fuckers.

Our legs dangle when we sit on the bench. Every cell in my arm surges with the intention of holding her hand, but my stupid body doesn’t move.

As if reading my mind, Esme looks at me. It’s kind of late, she says. What should we do now?

What do you mean? I say. It comes out too aggressive.

I mean, should you kiss me?

Everything is moving too quickly. I’ve imagined this for weeks—the slow burn, the buildup—but now the moment has come, and I am fumbling.

I don’t know, I say. I’m just—like, we’ve been here for less than a month. And we’re neighbors, and people will say we’re having “dormcest” or whatever …

I wish the lake were full so I could drown myself in it.

We don’t have to announce it, says Esme. I just think you’re hot, and we should kiss.

The voice in my head: What are you waiting for? All these years I’ve been gay in secret, watching and waiting for something I couldn’t imagine, let alone describe. That moment is here, and how could I say no?

I turn slowly and Esme kisses me. I close my eyes and kiss back, and just like that, we are making out. Almost immediately, I taste water, trickling from her mouth into mine. Is she salivating? For a second, I think I am a kissing god. Then Esme recoils like she’s been shot. I see water arcing overhead and realize that the sprinklers have turned on.

How did that happen? Esme ducks from the spray.

They must be on a timer, I say. It sounds reasonable when I say it, and Esme says, Isn’t there a drought in California? And I say, Shh, don’t spoil the magic. In my head, the scene is writing itself; I am telling the girls in the group chat how the sprinkler gods endorsed my first gay kiss. Wet, goose-bumped from cold, we half run back home, but instead of splitting off into separate rooms, Esme invites me to hers.

Esme’s walls are covered in her art. I want to stop and look, ask questions about it, but there is no time—we are already in her twin bed.

Where’s, uh—I can’t remember Esme’s roommate’s name.

Celia? Esme laughs. With her boyfriend, remember? She will not be bothering us tonight.

Panic strikes: I have no clue what Esme expects in circumstances like these. All the jokes about men who can’t please a woman—what if that is me? I am glad when Esme takes charge. She does all the kissing, all the touching. She takes my clothes off, but I’m not smooth enough to remove hers. I feel silly, like a peeled banana.

Can I, um— I reach in the direction of her jeans, but Esme says she’s on her period, so she can just do me.

Does that feel good? she keeps saying. Touching me like she is sculpting me for her dishware line, with purpose and commitment. Do you like how it feels?

I have no idea how I feel. The giddiness I’d felt around Trevor Yates has deserted me now. But maybe that is normal with women. How would I know? I have never gotten this far, in my imagination or otherwise. On TV, they always cut the camera right after the women disrobe.

This time, the scene continues. It isn’t “fucking,” whatever that means—what happens is gentler than that. Esme touches me for minutes or hours. Her body draped over mine like a blanket. I don’t orgasm, which surprises me, given the statistics. But maybe that’s because this doesn’t feel hot so much as warm. Safe. Oh God, I think. I didn’t know sex could feel this way—someone touching me like I touch myself, her body an extension of mine.

Afterward, Esme lets me sleep over—it is late, no need to wake Georgia. I work up the courage to put my arm across her, and for several minutes, I watch her sleep. It will hurt Esme if I say it aloud, so I won’t. But more than sex, I think this is what feels good to me: sleeping with a woman, in the purest sense. Letting her let down her guard. It is still early in the game, but I don’t think I will ever feel this way about a man.

Maybe it is apples and oranges, but I keep comparing Esme with Trevor Yates. My data set of two. After Trevor Yates, I’d stayed up all night, but now, with Esme, I drift into sleep like a duck on the tide.



I wake with the nagging sense I am missing something. I check my phone and see a bunch of texts from Kavya. Fuck! Today we’re supposed to get brunch.

Esme is not in bed anymore. I remember she has film society on Saturday mornings. A text from her: That was fun, I hope you have a good day. This written proof, more than anything, makes it real: As of last night, I am an official, card-carrying queer woman! Not just in theory but in practice. Of course, nobody in my family ever talks about queerness, but statistically, some of my ancestors had to have been like me; I’d like to think that I’ve secretly made them very proud.

I text Kavya that I am running late as I wriggle back into my clothes. My hair has a just-fucked texture that I don’t bother brushing out. I feel like a new person. Will Kavya be able to tell what I’ve done?

She is standing in the quad, reading a book. I feel certain she is posing for me. Nobody reads upright like that! Maybe this makes me a horrible person, but I hide behind an archway and watch her for a bit. She keeps glancing around and adjusting her position, and I know I was right. I imagine her imagining me seeing her through my eyes and feel embarrassed.

Kavya! I call, to spare us both.

She flutters her book in surprise. She is dressed in that slouchy, expensive style they call athleisure. She tells me my hair looks really nice today, and I say, Really? I swear I just woke up like this. (So maybe we are both performing a bit.)

We walk to a café in Palo Alto, down the endless avenue of palm trees separating campus from the real world. I’m still buzzing from last night, so I just keep asking Kavya questions as we eat, letting her do the talking.

Do I like America? Well, it’s all right, I guess, Kavya is saying. I mean, it has unparalleled resources, so it was the natural place to apply for someone of my ambition. But the standard of living is terrible. People live impoverished lives, and I mean this culturally and socially too. It cannot remotely compare with, say, Japan. Or anywhere in Europe.

You’ve visited Japan?

I was born there, Kavya says. She tells me that she spent her childhood in multiple countries, including Switzerland and Hong Kong. She speaks five languages. If I needed any confirmation, it is apparent from the casual way she speaks about her upbringing that she is rich.

But of course there’s nowhere I feel as at home as Mumbai, Kavya finishes. It is literally home.

What was it like growing up in India? I ask.

Kavya gives me a funny look, and blood rushes to my face. I sound like a white person, full of stupid questions. I thought I’d have the upper hand with her. I am an American girl, trialed by fire and cool as hell. But now, talking to Kavya, I see I’m actually on the losing end. How could I be if I hadn’t grown up in America? Kavya walks like someone who has never been a minority. It’s the confidence I’ve observed in Georgia and Esme, and I envy it.

It was mostly really nice, she says. But it’s a lot harder for me to be gay in India. In America, everyone’s so open with their sexuality. Almost, like, entitled about it. But most of my friends back home aren’t out to their parents.

She gives me a half smile when she says this. This is her way of making a move, I know, but the “entitled” comment rankles me.

I’m not out to my parents either, I say. But I try not to let that stop me. By the way—I hesitate for half a second before saying it. I started dating someone last night. Esme Bloom. I’m sure you’ve seen her around? She’s an art major.

It’s a lie but not a blatant one. Esme had sex with me, and that is the operative part of dating, right?

Kavya processes this information.

Wow, she says. Last night?

It’s hard to keep the details from tumbling out—I haven’t told anyone yet, not even Georgia, and if I don’t announce it soon, I think I’ll burst. Kavya looks resigned, but I pretend not to notice. Now that she’s stopped actively flirting with me, she isn’t bad company. In fact, I like her strong opinions, which she lays down like law. We talk about high school, the only meaningful experience of our lives so far. It is my litmus test for fellow freshmen, asking whether or not they enjoyed high school. Because Kavya is queer, I assume she hated adolescence. Once more, I am wrong about her.

I went to an all-girls international school, Kavya says. It was incredible. All my friends’ parents were diplomats or businesspeople from all over the world, and I miss them every day. What was high school like for you? I’m speaking with Florida’s finest, I assume.

I tell her about my years of climate activism, the brain-breaking task of begging adults to care. (There’s no sense of collective well-being in this country, Kavya says passionately.) We talk about the authors we like, specifically Arundhati Roy, and compare women artists from the subcontinent (baddies) with those from the diaspora (clearly have something to prove). I wonder which side of the spectrum she thinks we fall on.

When the server brings the check, Kavya pulls out her credit card to pay.

No, no, hang on, I say. We’ll split.

Kavya gives me a look, and my heart twinges. As much as I believe in accepting money from those with considerably more of it than me, I don’t want Kavya to pay for what was never a date. It’s just my annoying American individualism, I say. Then, in a fit of generosity, I add, You can get me next time. She smiles, and I know I’ve said the right thing. I think about calling Mom and delivering the good news: I’ve made the first proper Indian friend of my life, and it’s the girl she picked out for me. Who knew Mom was so good with first impressions?



Every night that week, I go to Esme’s room to have sex. I’m not fully sure why I’m doing it. I am certain that Esme and I don’t love each other and we aren’t dating, despite what I told Kavya. It is just that, from a literary standpoint, sleeping with someone is better than sleeping with nobody at all. So each night after homework, I bid Georgia sweet dreams, she laughs, and next door to Esme’s I go.

Sex with Esme is a whole different beast than sex with Trevor Yates. There is no sweaty thrusting, no penis like a secret, sentient little alien. Instead our sex feels more familiar, a little lazy. My body like the photo negative of hers; I know what will make it feel good. What’s more is I like to please her, to follow instructions, tie up my hair and get to work—it’s like a reward when she gasps, grabs my arm. Tells me I’ve done well. Gay sex makes me feel honorable, like a soldier in the trenches. Sometimes we talk about our days after we do it. Since I already debrief my days with Georgia, I have perfected my anecdotes by the time I get to Esme, and now she thinks I am outrageously funny. I notice I’m writing less in my diary; instead, I empty myself out for those girls.

It is all smooth sailing until the night Esme asks me to choke her. I almost refuse right off the bat because it is so absurd. Then, almost like a movie, I see all the historical forces that led me to this moment. I see the Industrial Revolution, British colonialism, Stonewall. My forebearers living and dying in rural India. Young Mom, lonely and fierce, boarding a plane to America. All of these bizarre and improbable narratives that culminated in Esme’s proposition. Can I even call myself a writer if I don’t answer the call? I say a prayer to my ancestors, and I take the plunge.



Before my workshop for Asian American Autofiction, I feel anxious on so many levels. I’m not the first person to submit borderline-blackmailable stuff about sex, but what if it turns out I’m a shitty writer who showed her ass and flopped? Luckily, people say nice things about my prose. A few girls say my story is relatable. I like how you subtly bring up the racial dynamic between you and Trevor, Annie Xiang tells me. Your observations felt so true.

Some people find certain metaphors confusing. Kavya says that climate change deserved more of a spotlight in the piece. It adds a palpable urgency to this collision of bodies, she says. The sense of ticking-down time. What if you leaned into that?

I look at Easha, but she never says much because she doesn’t want to influence the class’s opinions. We are scheduled for our private meeting next week. I write the date in my calendar and circle it a few times in red. I was never one of those teenage girls doodling hearts in her notebook, but now I understand the impulse. I want Easha to love me, and what is the harm in putting that wish, in hand-scrawled ink, into the sly, loving hands of the universe?



As the days grow shorter, there is a terrible wildfire. They have been raging across California all summer but never so close to us; suddenly, across campus, the air is tinged with smoke, like the Fourth of July minus the barbecues, everywhere orange haze. We gather on the lawn to take pictures of that eerie sunset. Somehow, it is beautiful, the sky’s last curtain call. Then we receive a schoolwide email asking us to stay inside and close the windows because the Air Quality Index is unbreathable. Like ten packs of cigarettes per day. Our RAs hand out special masks meant to filter out smoke particles, but I notice nobody wears them.

I hope they are giving masks to the dining workers, too, says Georgia. She goes to the kitchen to investigate.

The next day, a panic attack comes out of nowhere. They always remind me of hurricanes. The warning sign is when the birds leave. Then a too-warm breeze, a wind that gets harder and faster, until it’s a violent relief when the rain finally falls. I wake up and know immediately that I am screwed. I start crying uncontrollably. Georgia wakes up, too, from the noise. Rishi, girl, what is wrong?

I don’t know the answer until it comes out of my mouth: I missed my mom’s birthday. It was yesterday. The fires—I forgot.

Relief spreads on Georgia’s face. Oh, Rishi. That’s okay.

No, it’s not. I’ve been gone for one month, and I forgot all about her—

There are much worse things, Georgia says.

Are there? I think of worse things you could do to a loved one—physically hurt them, maybe—but even that would require effort and probably a good reason somehow based in love. What I have done is worse because I didn’t think about her at all.

You can just call her now, says Georgia. I’m sure your mom will understand.

My mom isn’t like other moms. I take deep breaths. There’s, like, some stuff I haven’t told you.

Georgia looks at me, and I feel bad to leave her hanging like that, so I say briefly, My mom has a history with some mental illness. And I feel really guilty about letting her down.

I have a flash of a jagged knife, my mother’s own mortality. She’ll be fifty in a few years. At that point, statistically speaking, your life is more lived than unlived. I can’t fathom how it must feel to see so much of your life in the rearview mirror. I like seeing the wide paths in front of me, yet-unmet friends and lovers like gifts waiting to be unwrapped.

Just call her, Georgia says. I think it won’t be that bad.

So I get under my covers with my phone. The weighted blanket my mother bought from Costco holds me down.

Hi, Rishi. One second, Mom’s muffled voice sounds immediately after the first ring. I’m just pulling into the driveway. Hold on.

I hear the familiar creak of our garage door. It is always rusting from the humidity; Mom is always bullying Dad about fixing it. I close my eyes and imagine myself in the passenger seat. We are coming back from my climate club meeting. My mother has driven thirty minutes in traffic to pick me up.

Okay, baby. I’m inside now. How are you? Mom’s voice cuts in and out.

I—I’m okay, I say. I just wanted to say happy birthday. I’m so sorry I didn’t call yesterday. So much was happening and—

Oh. Thanks. A pause, and I don’t know who will fill it. Then she does, she always does. It’s okay, Rishi. I thought as much. Appa and I were talking about it last night, how hard you must be working. Kaveri Aunty’s daughter Richa is in MIT, you know, she said Richa sleeps two hours a night. Somebody from her dorm got stressed and tried to kill himself. They installed nets under the windows. Can you imagine?

I feel like I am swallowing something spicy. Did you do anything special with Dad? I say.

He cut me a fresh mango from the garden, Mom says. And for lunch, I made all the foods you don’t like to eat. Like salty upma. Appa was so happy. We are free now to eat whatever we like.

I imagine my mother and father at our four-seater table. A feast of my least favorite foods. And this makes me sound like a diasporic poet, but I wish I could make her happy like a round yellow mango. I can’t remember the last time I did that.

My mother thanks me for calling her with a formality that makes me want to cry. I say, Happy birthday again, Mom. I love you. And she starts to say, I love you too, but by mistake, one of us hangs up mid-sentence.

That is the first afternoon I start biking alone into Palo Alto. The smoke hasn’t fully lifted, but I risk it. For Stanford is growing familiar, the air settling on me like old clothes, and I am starting to feel suffocated. I call those feelings bolting urges. When I feel them—when the edges of my vision start to cramp and my breathing grows shallow—I don’t question my body, I simply transpose it. I like the feeling of being a stranger passing through town. Without my college sweater, plucked out of age-appropriate context, I could be anybody at all. I roll past boba shops and Apple Stores, two institutions that Palo Alto possesses in abundance. I buy myself drinks priced at a day’s wages for a Third World garment worker. I smoke Georgia’s weed and read my books in the park, feeling the lines between real life and fiction blur around me.

Sometimes I see young Indian families in the parks, tech employees holding tiny brown children, and something inside me softens. I never knew Mom as a young woman, but I imagine Palo Alto through her eyes. Like me, she once had bolting urges. Those urges brought her to America. She often cries that all of it was a mistake. Coming to this country, giving birth to me; all of it has left her bitter. But clearly nobody warned these new moms, because they are still coming, they are eating ice cream and keeping a watchful eye on their babies so they don’t get hit by Teslas.

I watch their kids closely, too. It feels unfathomable to me that children of immigrants are still being born, that the experiment didn’t end with my generation, that they, too, will struggle and gain trauma to write about in their Stanford applications. The end of the cycle is near, though. Climate change and other existential threats forestall the possibility of too many more generations of diaspora kids. For better or for worse, history ends with us.



I read another article about birth control, Mom announces on the phone. Apparently, it could increase your risk of cervical cancer. Rishi, I wish you hadn’t made me buy you those pills.

Everything in this country could increase your risk of cancer, I say. Even attending Stanford University. All that wildfire smoke.

I am loafing with Georgia and Esme on the grass. To Georgia, I mouth, MOM. She wrinkles her nose sympathetically.

Still, Mom says. Why the unnecessary risk?

I convinced Mom to take me to the gynecologist after my sexual debut with Trevor Yates. Of course, she doesn’t know I’m no longer a virgin. When I came home from Climate Rising, I couldn’t meet her eyes, afraid she could intuit what I’d done the way dolphins can detect pregnancies through echolocation. But Mom didn’t say anything. She just fed me okra curry and noted I was getting fat. I guess her omniscience only went so far.

Well, a lot of girls my age are on it, I explain again patiently—we already went through all of this in Okeechobee.

She scoffs. Girls your age do all sorts of things.

Well, I need to be prepared. Just in case.

In case of what? Mom pushes. Are you planning to have sex?

I flush. I’m not planning on it. But you never know what could happen—

What do you mean? Mom’s voice raises an octave.

I play my trump card. I mean, boys have their own ideas. Just because I won’t have sex doesn’t mean they won’t have sex with me. Bad things happen in college, you know?

I’ve gambled and I’ve won; I know it when Mom hisses in defeat. But then I feel guilty for scaring her.

Actually, I think you’re right, I say. I haven’t taken the pills in weeks. I won’t have sex with anybody. (The first is the truth, the second is a lie, so I figure it karmically balances out.)

You’re a smart girl, Rishi, Mom says at last, sounding on the verge of tears. Smarter than me. What do I know about anything?

Is everything okay with your mom? Georgia asks after I’ve hung up.

She and Esme maintain a culturally respectful composure when I explain the situation: that my Indian mother finds it more comprehensible that I could be raped than choose to have sex of my own accord. I start laughing because it is so absurd. After a moment’s hesitation, Esme laughs too. I figure she is smug to be the reason I’ve quit the pills.



I go to Easha’s office hours to discuss my story about Trevor Yates. I’ve had a hard time meeting her eyes since that transcendent night of writing. I don’t enjoy thinking like a man, even though it is probably flattering when I do it. Still, it is exciting to walk through the English building, the shelves boasting books by faculty and alumni. While I wait for Easha I thumb through a glossy copy of Leela, read the blurbs by her famous friends, and if I squint my eyes, I can pretend her photo is me, I am thirty-four and I’ve made it, everything is okay.

Easha is late to our meeting. She is eating a granola bar and her hair is messy. I adjust my posture so that my breasts sit better.

So I’ll start with the positives, Easha says, flipping through my paper. Let’s see. You’re really funny. That’s a good thing, it can’t really be taught, she adds with a glimmer of a smile. I note these things down and wait for her to continue. But Easha doesn’t. Instead, she sets my paper aside.

I think you have potential, Rishi, so I’ll level with you, she says. I think this piece has its merits. But if I were an editor, I don’t think I would publish it.

My mouth falls open. I quickly shut it and assume a scholarly expression. Um, could you tell me why?

Easha sighs. Honestly? she says. This narrative of women of color sleeping with white men to subvert their powerlessness—it’s so overdone. I’d encourage you to dig deep for something more original. I know you have it in you.

I write down, White men overdone. White men—the central subject of my entire literary education—are now out of fashion? Still, Easha knows better than me. I can take criticism.

Okay, I say. Anything else?

I regret saying this, because Easha looks like she is just getting started.

I liked your writing best when you were making honest observations, she says. But often, I got the sense you were trying to force a meaning out of your experiences. You were looking for a point to the story. And maybe that’s what they teach you in AP English, that stories have to mean something. But they don’t.

Overdone and now meaningless? I slouch into the chair.

It’s not your fault. You’re eighteen years old, Easha says, seeing my expression. You’re still looking for something to say and a voice to say it with. But it’s okay to be bewildered, Rishi. You don’t have to reach conclusions yet.

I feel like I will vomit. Her tone is gentle, but the criticism is inescapable: Easha thinks I have nothing to say.

I’ll keep that in mind, I say as evenly as I can. In my notes I write, Be bewildered. That’s it? My parents took out a mortgage to pay for this?

Easha takes a big bite of her bar, and when she opens her mouth, I see granola in her teeth. The embarrassment curdles in my stomach, turns into rage. In this moment, Easha looks less like her Leela author photos and more like Mom or any aunty off the street. That’s all she is: an Indian woman trying to figure it out. There are half a billion of us trying our best on this planet. She isn’t special at all.

Remember you’re just getting started, Easha says at last. I’m excited to see how you develop in your future work.

My face burns as I leave her office. The more I think about it afterward, the angrier I feel. We’ve both written stories about sleeping with white men, except I am younger, so old hags like her have already gobbled up all the room—how is that fair? Easha is the reason half my experiences are already clichéd. In any case, this is the last day I dream of Easha Parwani. After this meeting, I want to beat her.



The hour is nigh: Georgia is going to lose her virginity tonight. She wants to get it over with. All of high school, she waited to get into a relationship before having sex. But only two months into freshman year, she’s reached the same conclusion I did, which is that if girls like us wait for men to get serious before sleeping with them, we’ll die fully flowered.

Over meals, we hatch the plan to get her fucked. Step one: make an online dating profile. We spend hours selecting Georgia’s pictures. In my head, I pick her apart categorically: her big toothy smile, the calves she’s built up over years of soccer. It feels strange to objectify Georgia like a man, even though it’s for her own good. You’re a catch, I tell Georgia, and she looks relieved.

Step two: match with men. (Georgia doesn’t try to match with girls. I suppose her goal is just to pop her cherry, and men are more efficient.) At first, we laugh while we swipe. But then I grow annoyed. The horrible truth: Georgia is not as pretty as me—this is an objective fact. And yet she matches with more men than I ever did. Why do I only match with men my color or darker, whereas Georgia racks up the entire United Nations? Why do the men of Stanford prefer a girl with no lips? Then I remember that I love Georgia, more than any man, and I shouldn’t feel jealous of her. It isn’t her fault she is white.

Step three: seduction. I look at the men in her inbox and craft pickup lines, straddling the border between punny and pornographic. Soon I am managing a roster of half a dozen candidates. None of the men know that when they are corresponding with Georgia Becker, they are actually corresponding with her Indian ghostwriter. But I am glad to lend my services. What else will I do with my English degree?

At last, we pick a guy. His name is Derek. Last name unknown. He is sandy blond and seems a little gay, but I think that’s what Georgia likes about him. When we first match with Derek, Georgia makes a noise of longing, but I don’t. I hope you don’t hate him, she says. We both smile because we know on principle I am going to hate him. I don’t like men at all. But I want Georgia to be happy, so I give her my blessing.

He does have a kind of simple countenance, says Georgia, looking at a blank-faced selfie of Derek’s.

His face looks Neolithic, I say. Like he hasn’t seen the wonders of modern machinery.

Georgia nods slowly. He looks like he has nine siblings, she says. And they’d all show up at your door to preach the word of Jesus Christ.

We both laugh a lot at that. I think this is the entire point of men: To provide amusement for me and my girls. That and to lift our luggage into the overhead bin.

Georgia and Derek make plans to meet that very night. After my James Baldwin class, I go to the student clinic to get supplies. Condoms are free, lube is not—undoubtedly misogyny at work—so I take the bottle without paying. At lunch, I give Georgia a crash course on the mechanics of sex. I tell her about Trevor Yates, and we spend several minutes trying to approximate his size using a garlic breadstick.

Pietro comes over with his tray. What’s up, sluts, he says. Are we talking about dick?

Tragically, we are. Pietro nods his approval at Georgia’s phone. You ready to give Derek some sloppy? he asks. You’ve got a great mouth for it, Georgie.

You should try not to suck his dick if you can avoid it, I say. Don’t get him off. He’s not worth it.

Are you joking? Pietro says. Sucking dick is life-affirming. Rishi’s just a big lesbian. No offense, Mama, he adds.

Georgia looks between us for a few moments. Then she laughs. Sorry, Rishi, she says. I’m with Pietro on this one. I think I want to have that experience.

I pretend to laugh too, even though I am a little disappointed in her.

After Georgia leaves for her hookup, I do various things to amuse myself. I reread Emergent Strategy. I let Esme eat me out. I figure out when Georgia and Derek are having sex because I have Georgia’s location on my phone and she becomes stationary for a while. She is a prone blue dot, unavailable to respond to my texts or make jokes about his dead-fish face.

Esme looks at my phone and smiles. George is really lucky, she says.

Why? I say, more sourly than I intended. Because she’s using CPR to resuscitate Derek’s limp dick?

No, dumbass, says Esme. Because she has you watching out for her. You’re a really good friend.

I look back at Georgia’s blue dot, currently in sexual congress, and feel a strange premonition. Even though Esme is right there, I have the funny sense that Georgia is my soulmate and one day she will tell the story of this at our wedding, how I helped her hook up with some man.



It was all right, the dick. I kept trying to get a proper look, but it was dark. So I didn’t get a good size estimate, Georgia says the next morning. How am I supposed to compare it with dicks in the future?

Did it feel good, at least? I ask. We are sitting with Esme at breakfast. This is the start of many morning-after debriefs, I figure. I want all the details.

Georgia considers. Not as good as my own fingers, she says. I’m worried about that, actually. What if I’ve masturbated too much and now I’m desensitized?

I can’t help myself. Do you masturbate in our room? I say, and Esme snickers.

Where else? Georgia smirks. The communal shower? Main Quad?

Well—

Yes, I do, says Georgia. And if you must know, I usually do it at night when you’re with Esme or when you’re in your James Baldwin class. It’s perfect because it’s in the morning and I’m too bloated after lunch. Are you satisfied?

I—forget it. Good for you.

If you ever need to jerk off and I’m in the room, you can let me know. Georgia smiles. I’ll go run a mile or something. I’m not unreasonable.

Thank you, Georgia. I’ll keep that in mind.



As the weather turns cold, trouble starts brewing on campus. This time, it arrives in the stringy shape of Collin Barnett, a conservative agitator who got famous by mocking school-shooting survivors. He is addressing the campus on Friday. We can never catch a break!

I watched Collin’s videos religiously in high school. This was back in the early years of the Bad Man in Power, the high-water point of Twitter discourse and late-night comedy. In the mornings before school, I would stand at the mirror, straighten my hair, and rehearse the retorts I’d say if I had the chance to fight him. Before I got into activism, I had all this rage and nowhere else to funnel it. Collin Barnett doesn’t know it, but in my mind, I ate men like him for breakfast.

Clara joins us with her tray. It happens every fall like clockwork, she explains: The student Republicans invite someone stupid but inflammatory so the rest of us get riled up, yell back, and convince them of their victimhood.

It’s just a strategy to bring the fight to their turf, Clara says. Such a waste of energy. Like, excuse me, bitch. I have a chemistry midterm.

Unfortunately, Clara is right. Across campus Collin Barnett is all anyone can talk about. Even Easha takes a moment in class to tell us that our anger is valid. How can we make our anger generative? she asks. Even creative?

Right there, in the middle of Asian American Autofiction, it clicks. I understand what a serious writer is supposed to do in times like these. Not just gossip with her friends in the dining hall but write.

The second class ends, I open my laptop. It takes me a while to think of what to say. Every woman on campus has already met Collin Barnett, I type. Or someone just like him. I have no idea where I am going with it. I know I just have to type and keep typing and the truest version of myself will emerge on the paper: confident, articulate, right.

Georgia arrives two hours later with a gift of boba. I’ve never seen a real writer at work before, she says. Can I see?

I’m hardly that, I say, embarrassed but also secretly pleased.

The essay I show Georgia is inspired by what Clara said, about guys like Collin who are inflammatory on purpose. I write about the sort of vile, immature misogyny I faced from boys in high school. How they liked to try to get a reaction out of me, purposely putting ketchup in the recycling bins my climate club had fundraised for. My freshman history teacher who played the devil’s advocate with relish, arguing that colonialism actually benefited the developing world. When I called him out in class, he began to cry—a sixty-year-old man—and then I became the bitch who tried to cancel Mr. Griffins, our beloved volleyball coach.

I wait as Georgia reads. She laughs at the lines I hoped she would. I realize that everything I wrote, I wrote for her. Like we are still chatting over dinner.

I email my draft to a student editor for The Stanford Daily, who responds, Thanks for sending, RK. Will read over tonight but leaning yes already. Strong voice.

He’s referring to you by your initials, says Georgia. That means you’re a real writer.

For two seconds, I submerge myself in the fantasy: A shelf of my own books like Easha’s. Making a scrappy living off my pen. I have not written anything approaching a book, and right now it feels laughable that anyone would pay for my opinions. But when Georgia vocalizes it, anything feels possible. Only she can help me see.



If I had any doubt I am a real writer, it’s squashed the next day. In the ensuing twenty-four hours, I accrue my first fans and critics. The reason is that the Daily publishes my essay one day before Collin Barnett is set to arrive, it blows up on Twitter, and suddenly everyone has an opinion on whether they are a woman who has met Collin Barnett before, literally or metaphorically.

I don’t realize any of this until Mom calls that morning. Why did you write all this? she demands. You named your teacher. That bald tha-tha, Mr. Griffins. What if he sees, Rishi? You know, Karpagam Aunty called to congratulate me. Aarthi saw your article in some newsletter—

A newsletter? I say. I’ve put Mom on speaker while I get dressed, and Georgia mouths, Wow! She shows me her phone—seven hundred retweets on the Stanford Daily’s post. You’re going viral! Georgia gasps once I hang up. Oh my God, Rishi. Thousands and thousands of people are liking this.

That’s not actually that many, I say automatically. Right?

Can you imagine if each of those people lined up outside the window? says Georgia excitedly. It would stretch out to, like, Berkeley.

Celia Chan hugs me at lunch and says they discussed my article in her Rhetoric & Composition class. Of course, like half the class was pissed at you, she says. But I think you have some serious fans now, Rishi!

It’s hard not to compulsively read the comments. Celia is right: I do have fans. Thank you for your clarion call, Rishika Kumar. The indoctrination of young men is chilling, somebody opines. Someone else comments, If I see Mr. Griffins, it’s on SIGHT, and I pray the old man doesn’t get doxxed. There are others, presumably men, calling me a hopeless libtard dummy. To my immense amusement, Georgia prints out the ugly comments for all eternity.

I said you were gonna crush this, didn’t I? Georgia says, admiring her printout hung over my bed. Rishika Kumar, you make me afraid for this country’s future, some dude says. I smile. It is Georgia’s faith in me, even more than being called “a compelling case against affirmative action” by @IronMan1971, that makes me feel like I can fight a bear.



I decide to stay on campus for Thanksgiving break. I spend a week easing my parents into it. First I drop hints in early November about how tough my workload is. Then I send Dad screenshots of the exorbitant flight prices. When I finally break the news, Mom bursts into tears. She and Dad take turns calling me all day. Mom says that she is planning on making sweet potato curry for me, and Dad will get fat if he eats it alone. Dad says he might develop an ulcer if Mom spends the whole week crying for me. Then Mom takes his phone to remind me she could die any day now. But I hold firm until they have to accept I am not coming home until Christmas.

Luckily, my friends are staying too. Georgia is organizing a Friendsgiving picnic and puts Esme and me in charge of vegan desserts. In our dorm kitchenette, she teaches me to knead the dough for raspberry challah, her fingers interlaced with mine, and I feel a wave of warmth. We aren’t dating, aren’t in love, or whatever sex is supposed to signify. But for a moment, I imagine how it would feel to call Esme my girlfriend. We could hang out in my room and watch movies: me, her, and Georgia. It could be nice, I think, belonging to Esme. Being somebody’s girl.

Do you think we’re acting like a real couple? I say. There’s actually a literal epidemic of Indian girls dating Jewish people. My mom thinks we get along well with you guys. Like, we have similar family values, apparently.

I expect Esme to laugh, but she doesn’t. Instead, she puts the challah in the oven. You’re a lot of fun, Rishi, she says at last. I just—I don’t know that I’m thinking about that right now.

Oh, no, that’s okay, I say automatically. I was just observing.

Can you keep an eye on the timer, please? Esme says. I have studio hours, but I’ll be back for dinner. She smiles at me, but it doesn’t cushion the blow: I have been curved.

I stand there watching the oven timer tick down and feel sick. The feeling is an old friend: injustice. Why doesn’t Esme want to date me? I am nice, I am funny, I went viral on Twitter—or am I the unreasonable one for wanting to turn a hookup into a relationship? Everyone here is having easy, meaningless sex; why can’t I do the same?

In the evening we gather for our picnic outdoors. I would bottle that night if I could: California in the autumn, deep wood and cold air. When we sit down to eat, I half expect a photographer to jump out to record us for the campus brochures. Here we are, all my queer and diverse and fascinating friends, our collective presence a historical anomaly, sitting down for a homemade, vegan, intentionally non-imperialist feast. Georgia asks us to each name something we are thankful for—her mom does it at Becker holidays; old habits die hard.

I’m thankful for all of this food, she says. And for your friendship.

I’m grateful to you for organizing, Georgie. And to my co-chef, Rishi, Esme says, bumping my arm, so it seems this morning’s mishap is forgiven. Imraan says they are thankful to live in an age with streaming services and modern medicine. Clara is grateful for her family. Pietro thanks God for no student debt.

When it is my turn, I think about the poem by Rilke: “Here there is no place that does not see you. You must change your life.” I don’t care that he was writing about some old statue I’ve never seen. This is the first time in my life that poetry feels like it was written for me, like my life befitted it.

I’m glad my friends and family are healthy, I say quickly, because I am too embarrassed to quote the poem. How could I find the words to say it better myself? I am grateful for the chance to change my life.






Winter


The days get rainy as the end of term draws near. At night I lay my damp socks out to dry. Georgia and I paint our raisin-wrinkled toes.

Looming ahead is my final story for Asian American Autofiction. It takes me weeks to start writing, since I am mildly traumatized by Easha’s office hours. But then I remember I have something she doesn’t: I am gay. There lies a whole literary universe in which I can trounce her.

A lot of people have written about their sexual awakenings. Easha’s classroom is a rare place where it is normal, even expected, to discuss your classmates’ sex lives in a Socratic circle. I smirk, imagining Easha going about her days burdened with the sordid details of Vanessa Chang’s first orgasm. As rain slips down my window, I close my eyes and type.

The piece I write is about discovering I am gay. It is also about my female ancestors, their childhood marriages to men who didn’t love them. An ungenerous person might call it trauma porn. But I feel entitled to it: Being queer in Okeechobee was not easy. Nobody was out in my high school of four thousand students, and when I first felt the twinges of desire, I laid up in bed, praying to God to make me normal. I dreamed of awakening in the bodies of my cheerleading classmates, who somersaulted, birdlike, across the gym. Eventually I saw those same girls sporting red MAGA caps, crying over the thirty-year-old army guys who’d dumped them. I didn’t want to be like them anymore; I wanted to bury them.

George? I say when I finish the draft. Can you look at this?

I was too shy to show her my first piece about Trevor Yates, even though she offered to proofread it. Letting her read my work feels like relinquishing my mystery. But when Georgia finishes, there are tears in her eyes. Rishi, she says. That was beautiful.

And the ending with your mom? I loved it.

The story ends with my high school graduation, where I come out to my mother. Although she is shocked, and initially furious, my mother promises she’ll slowly grow to accept me.

You’re being kind, I say.

No, I mean it, Georgia says. I’m so proud of you, Rishi.

I feel guilty when she says that, because I made up that ending. In real life, of course, Mom doesn’t know I am queer.

In my defense, I spent so long on the ending, trying different options. In one, my mother outs me dramatically, either by reading my diary or catching me in a lesbian act—if I should be so lucky! She says terrible things, forcing me to make the sad but brave decision to never speak to her again. In another ending, Mom and I have a near-death experience that puts everything in perspective, and we resolve to better understand each other.

My favorite ending is the least realistic: My mother, buoyed by my courage, confesses her own long-lost lesbian crush from girlhood. Moms are supposed to teach their daughters things, but in this version, I finally repay her, give her language for experiences she never got to have. Even as fiction, it feels ridiculous. In literature and life, I know there are no happy endings; the best we can hope for is ambiguity.

For a wild, irrational second, I want Mom to read this piece. That night, I even draft an email with the attachment. My finger hovers over the send button for several moments. Then I think about Aarthi’s MIT classmates hanging from the ledges of buildings, hoping, deep down, for somebody to see them. I’m not desperate; I delete the email. Some secrets are still mine to keep.



The more I think about it, the more I fear I am in love with Esme. It isn’t a burning, all-consuming, wedding-bells sort of love. More like I just want to hold her hand. I want to post her on my Instagram story: Look who loves me, who is mine.

But I have never pictured myself as somebody’s girlfriend. In high school, “girlfriend” meant blow jobs in movie theaters and dates at Chipotle. What makes “girlfriend’” more serious than “best friend,” aside from the occasional swapping of spit? If I date Esme, does it mean I love her more than Georgia, who is incontestably my favorite person at school?

I decide to act. I ask Esme to do something we have never done before, which is go on a dinner date, just the two of us, like real adults in town.

aww that sounds fun, she texts back.

I send her a link to an Italian restaurant. She responds that it is overrated. But then she doesn’t suggest an adequately rated restaurant, so I send five more. Finally she texts, in studio, can i get back to you later?

She doesn’t text until it is almost dark outside. We decide to bike to a popular ramen spot. I wait for her outside the art building, and when she comes out, my heart swells. Esme is wearing her glasses, tired, annoyed because two of her pieces blew up in the kiln. The whole ride she complains about the rookie who oversaw the firings. Then she says she plans to reglue the shards with rims of gold, which is the Japanese style of repairing things.

That’s beautiful, I say.

What can I do? Some idiot combusted my final exam.

The ramen line stretches down the block, which annoys Esme. Every single person standing in front of us is homophobic, I say, and Esme laughs. She puts her head on my shoulder, and I know all is forgiven. In the booth, Esme takes a photo of me making the chopsticks scissor. I can always make her laugh; I am grateful for this, although I notice Esme only toys with the noodles.

Back home, Esme lies in bed and watches me get changed. By this point, I have spare pajamas in her room. Could we do this until we’re eighty years old? When I lie beside her, I feel her cold legs. We kiss like that for a minute. I take off my shirt and Esme undoes my bra, like routine, and we are kissing, kissing. I slide my hand down Esme’s pajama pants. I like the way her breath hitches. Then I hear Esme’s voice in my ear: Actually, Rishi, can we not?

I jerk my hand out like I’ve been caught in wrongdoing. Esme is not looking at me. I follow her gaze to her bedside clock. Oh, it’s late, I say. Do you want to sleep?

I think so? Sorry, I need a grandma night, Esme says, so I kiss her nose and switch off the lights. As we lie there in the dark, I have a funny feeling I have lost my sense of object permanence. Like if I can’t see Esme, she might not be real, and for all I know, the person beside me could be Celia or Georgia or a stranger, and I should turn on the light to make sure. But I don’t. I lie beside Esme (?) and drift asleep.

Seemingly immediately, Esme stirs me awake. I open my eyes a crack and check the clock—almost 7 a.m.

Rishi? Esme says. Can you go? Like, back to your room?

Now I am fully awake. Right now? My voice sounds tinny.

I’m sorry, Esme says. I actually didn’t want you to sleep over. Last night, I was supposed to end this.

It’s like the old childhood nightmare of showing up to school naked, completely vulnerable, totally unprepared. Except it isn’t a nightmare—as I try to sit up, I feel Esme’s comforter against my bare chest. I realize I fell asleep not wearing my shirt.

Fuck. I spot my T-shirt on the floor. Rishi, Esme is saying, but I am still hyper-focused on my shirt. I can’t figure out how to retrieve it without getting out of bed and exposing myself. If I get out of bed, can I even come back?

I don’t understand, I say. What happened?

I think we should just be regular friends, Esme says.

If I were prepared, if I were wearing my shirt, I could think of follow-up questions. All those come to me afterward, like Why did you sleep with me, then? And Why do you think you can treat me like this? and Did you know that this meant something to me?

But I am unarmored, so instead I say, Did I do something wrong?

No? I don’t know, Esme says. I just—I sometimes feel overwhelmed by your presence. You’re always talking about something, your phone is blowing up, and, like, it’s a lot, when you sleep over every night—

I thought you wanted me over, I say.

I guess when you’re around, it’s suffocating, Esme says at last.

Except right now I feel like I am the one without air in my lungs. I bolt out of the bed, the air conditioner harsh on my bare nipples as I pull on my shirt—inside-out, but who cares? I find my phone, my toothbrush. There is more I am forgetting, but I will figure that out later. It is only seven in the morning. I walk as fast as I can out of Esme’s room, and as soon as it’s safe, I burst into tears.



It is cold outside, but my tears are hot. Is this is how it feels to be hate-crimed? As I walk, I replay the previous night in my head. The vibes were off since Thanksgiving, but I feel in my heart I’ve been generous to Esme, as caring as a friend with benefits could be; why did she feel suffocated? I try to put myself in Esme’s head, but it feels impossible.

I don’t really know her, I conclude. I never did.

The truth of the statement settles on me. Because the reality is that I’ve only known Esme for two months—admittedly twice as long as my parents’ courtship but shorter than the duration of a season on TV. The more I think about it—and I think about it for several hours as the morning brightens outside—the more I’m convinced that I’ve been played. After all, she orchestrated everything: our first kiss, first sleepover, now even our breakup. Now my confusion hardens into rage. It’s not my fault this white girl can’t handle me! I don’t want to speak to her again. But who do I talk to? There is only one person I really want to hear from. As I walk back home, I compose a text. We went on a date and esme decided I am “suffocating,” I type. So now I’m embarrassed. LOL.

Minutes later, Georgia texts me back. I know, she told me:(Lmk if you want to talk. I’m here for you both.

I’m taken aback. I expected outrage and commiseration from Georgia, none of this both-sides nonsense. And I certainly didn’t expect that Esme would reach her first. Wait, when?? I start to type. How did Esme beat me to the punch?

Then I remember that Georgia and Esme kickbox together at the gym Friday mornings. My stomach hurts. I realize that in a custody battle for Georgia, Esme will win. I love Georgia, but white girls always choose each other—a fact of physics as inalterable as gravity. My eyes land on the goddess Annapurna, standing proudly on my desk. Beneath her big copper breasts is her stoic, unbeating heart. I understand that the only solution is to harden myself, so I won’t need Georgia at all.

With my copper-hard heart, I go to breakfast. Almost immediately, I spot Kavya. She is wearing oversize basketball shorts and a sports bra, her hair slick with sweat. (Am I the only queer woman without a morning gym routine?) I used to think it was strange how Kavya often eats alone, but suddenly I appreciate her. There is something un-fuck-withable about not caring whether people sit with you or not.

I set my tray down beside her. She smiles and moves her gym bag out of the way.

How are finals going? I ask. What are you writing about for Easha’s class?

I don’t know, Kavya says. I don’t think Professor Parwani likes my style. She said during office hours that my writing about science is too “pedantic.”

Kavya cracks her hard-boiled egg decisively, begins peeling the shell.

She did? I say. Well, she shit all over my work too. It’s got to be some sort of weird self-loathing complex.

I’m sure she wants what’s best for us, but I see what you mean, Kavya says diplomatically. She gathers the eggshell into a neat pile.

Screw her, I say. Write what you want. I think you’re a great writer.

Kavya smiles, and I think, This is somebody who will never hurt me. It could just be because Kavya has a crush on me, or because she is brown, but unlike Georgia, it is nice to feel that Kavya’s loyalty is assured.

How’s finals week for you? Kavya says.

Honestly, kind of shitty, I say. Esme broke up with me.

Kavya has a terrible poker face. She quickly swallows her egg. What? What happened?

This is the energy I wanted from Georgia. Kavya sounds genuinely concerned but also—am I imagining it—eager? Even in my breakup, I am interesting to her.

It’s okay. I don’t want to burden you, I say, because it feels good to make her work for it, and Kavya says, No, it’s fine. You can tell me.

She wasn’t right for me, I say. I felt like all she ever wanted was just sex, and I wanted better. I wanted, like, to be really loved.

None of this is a lie. Kavya’s eyes soften. It feels perversely good to unburden to Kavya, because I suspect I have just made her day. It is nice to please somebody, even indirectly.

I’m really sorry, says Kavya. She tells me that I am a really cool person and it’s Esme’s loss if she can’t see it. There’s someone on this campus who will really value you, she says. I’m sure of it.

Thank you, I say. You’re very sweet, Kavya.

I remember how, back in middle school, when I was pathetic, I’d have crushes on boys who didn’t like me back. Still, I would befriend them, give them advice for how to woo their real crushes, girls on the cheer squad, because I wanted so desperately to feel loved, even secondhand. These are memories I repressed until this moment, seeing Kavya’s eager face.

Just then my email app pings. Dear Rishika, it says. We are pleased to inform you that your essay, “Collin Barnett and Me,” will be honored with the 2019 Stanford Women’s Prize in Writing.

I reread it twice to make sure I’m not tripping. The email says that I’ve been chosen from hundreds of public-nominated essays, written by everyone from undergrads to professors. As per tradition, I am going to win the collected works of a Stanford alumna—this year, bell hooks—and a thousand dollars. It is my first time being paid for my writing! I mentally calculate how many iced matchas I can buy.

Oh my God, Kavya says, not disguising that she read over my shoulder. Congratulations, Rishi. You just won the Women’s Prize—and you’re a freshman. This is such a big deal!

I feel giddy, almost sick. I don’t understand, I say. How did this happen? I can’t believe—

I stop when I see the bottom of the email. They’ve included my nominator’s email so I can thank them: gmb2023@stanford.edu. Georgia Marie Becker, class of 2023. My heart clenches.

Because your essay was amazing, that’s why. Kavya squeezes my shoulder. It’s the first time she’s physically touched me; maybe my breakup emboldened her. But I don’t react, because, to my massive humiliation, tears are rising to my eyes. I never believed in signs from the universe, but it feels like a higher power is looking out for me, reminding me of who I am.

Do you know who else is an alumnus of the Women’s Prize? Kavya is saying. She starts rattling off authors I haven’t heard of—she is better-read than me. It’s amazing how quickly a morning can change. Was it only three hours ago that I was crying over Esme Bloom?

I have to go, Kavya, I say. Thanks for letting me vent. See you in class?

I head to the library to revise my final for Asian American Autofiction. Just because she didn’t let me speak this morning doesn’t mean I have nothing to say. Esme threw the first punch, but the Women’s Prize has reminded me that I am a writer, which means I’ll always have the last word.



For the final reading of Asian American Autofiction, the department staff rearranges the classroom into an auditorium. There is a lectern at the front and a little snack bar with fruit, cheese, and real wine, even though it is ten in the morning. Everyone pulls out all the stops. Eva Rattanakosin includes an entire poetic interlude in the middle of her story. Kavya writes a lengthy essay comparing her family to the roots of a banyan tree. She turns a lot of nouns into verbs, such as My grandmother forests us with her love. I pray I can un-woman. At some point, everything just stops being embarrassing. This is how they brainwash people into joining cults.

We draw slips on the order, and I end up reading last. I can feel everyone’s eyes on me as I approach the podium. I have listened to Beyoncé in preparation. Before I can second-guess myself, I read.

My story goes like this: I grow up in a lineage of women who hid their queerness in side-glances and soft touches. I learn to content myself with longing, looking from afar. Then I go to college and meet a rich white girl. I feel like her dark shadow, her comet’s tail, even when she won’t date me in public, then dumps me, because she doesn’t know what it means to long, to look and want but never be seen or wanted.

I guessed, while drafting the story, which lines would get the hisses, the groans, the ba-dum-tss! I was guessing, but now I see I was right. When I get to the part when Esme—renamed Emily—calls me “suffocating,” people gasp. At the end, when everyone applauds, Easha gives me a terse little nod, and I know I’ve done well. Maybe even beaten her at her own game.

After class, Michael Truong shakes my hand and tells me I’ve changed his entire perspective on interracial relationships. There’s so much pain that goes unspoken there, he tells me. But you spoke it! Well done, Rishi.

I walk outside with Kavya. My first real writing class has concluded successfully, and now the sky feels limitless, like the first notes of a song.

That went way better than I hoped, I say.

Kavya doesn’t say anything. I see she is frowning.

What? I say.

Kavya hesitates. I’m the only person in the class who knows, right?

Knows what?

That your story was about Esme, Kavya says. I’m the only person who can connect the dots to her.

I guess, I say. I didn’t use her name.

Did you ask her first? Kavya says.

Well, no. She broke up with me, I say. I sound defensive, but I wish Kavya would turn off her eyes for once. I am tired of her discerning gaze, stripping me down like a patient on an operating table.

I think you wrote the story as revenge, Kavya says matter-of-factly. It is her cool tone, more than her assumptions, that angers me. I feel myself stand taller.

No, I didn’t, I say. I wrote it as art. If I wanted revenge, I would’ve popped off on Twitter. Or, like, slashed a hole in her bike tires. Besides, I thought it was fair and—

But that’s not the point. Kavya surprises me with her resistance. It doesn’t matter if your story was fair. It’s that you turned a real person into a character, and—

Well, I’m a writer! I say. I realize it’s the first time I’ve said it aloud, with my full chest, minus qualifiers like “aspiring” or “studying to be.” I press on. That’s just what writers do. That’s the whole point of Easha’s class, turning our lives into stories. I have the right to tell my story. And Esme is free to write hers.

I suppose, Kavya says.

And so what if I used Esme’s real name? I say. What’s the big secret I’m supposed to be protecting here? That she was shitty to me and I was shitty back? That people are sometimes shitty to each other? We all know that. Why can’t I be honest about it?

My heart is pounding, like it often does in Easha’s class. I feel like I have articulated something so personal about myself. My aims as an artist. My entire theory of how to write. Shame, hurt, bitch-ass behavior—why are we so private about it? What makes my stories about sex less noble than Kavya’s grand vignettes about trees? I want to go back and tell Easha what I’ve realized. That I finally understand why she said my stories don’t have to mean anything. They can be sharp-toothed and honest, just like real life.

It just made me feel disappointed, Kavya says. That you’d use your writing against someone you cared for. That’s all.

I feel a cold fist close over my heart. I guess we’ll agree to disagree, then, I say.

All the victory of the afternoon has faded away, sucked into Kavya and her all-knowing gaze. Which is more surprising: that Kavya is defending Esme or that she is challenging me at all? I think of that scene which always crushed me as a child, when Dorothy sees that the Wizard of Oz is just some dude behind a curtain. What if Kavya doesn’t like me anymore?

The thought fully vocalizes itself in my head before I decide I don’t care. I don’t owe Kavya anything. Good luck to her, I think, with her ethics and morals and trust-fund money. Those are the marks of a good life but not necessarily an interesting one. Writing isn’t a competition, of course. Neither are love nor life. But when it comes down to it, I, unlike Kavya, am playing to win.



I avoid Georgia for a full thirty-six hours after Esme breaks up with me. I am surprised, then, when Georgia ambushes me on the last evening before winter break. She has two cups of chamomile tea, one of which she offers to me.

I miss you, she says. After tomorrow, I won’t see you for a month.

I’m sorry. I got busy, I say.

Georgia gives me a knowing look but doesn’t contradict me. Instead, she says, Do you want to talk about what happened with Esme?

No, it’s okay, I say. She’s your friend.

You’re my friend too, says Georgia. Wanna go for a walk?

Okay, I say, still feeling guarded. She puts on her high school hoodie, and we walk together for the last time all year.

I’ve been so afraid of losing Georgia as collateral in the breakup. I’ve braced myself for her departure, but it doesn’t seem to be happening. Instead, as Georgia and I walk around the darkening campus, she talks to me in her usual nonstop, up-and-down way. She tells me about all the classes she’s enrolling in next semester, including Feminist Art History, to broaden her horizons. She says her little brother, Jasper, just got his first girlfriend—before her, how unfair! And her parents have both gotten promotions at the CDC. There are going to be many changes when she goes home.

How do you feel about going home? she asks. I know things are complicated with your parents.

Georgia smiles, and the last defenses around my heart melt.

There are so many types of relationships, I think. So many ways to approach the terrifying task of entrusting your heart to another. You could shield yourself like I did in Okeechobee, not letting anyone close. You could discard people the moment you stopped liking them, like Esme did to me. You could judge people on their moral goodness, as Kavya seems to believe. Or you could be generous and accepting of people as they are. That’s what Georgia is like. With the exception of men, who don’t count, there isn’t a person whom Georgia doesn’t like or a cause she doesn’t care about. Suddenly, all I want is to be more like her. How did she turn out like she did?

It’s not very interesting to talk about one’s parents, I say. I think there is a reason they are killed off in children’s books. Because how are you supposed to change your life if adults are on your ass?

I am interested, Georgia says. And I can tell you about my parents. I can tell you my entire life story if you want. So it’s equal.

I look at her. I have never talked to anybody like this before. With the majority of people you meet, you never get past small talk, how was your day. I know so little of my own parents’ lives back in India, and they are the people I supposedly know most intimately in the world.

Will you go first? I say. I feel shy.

Georgia blushes. I’m worried mine will be boring. But buckle up. Are you ready?




Georgia Becker’s Entire Life Story

Wow. It’s kind of terrifying, telling my entire life story to a writer. Like, what if one day I see it in one of your books? Promise you won’t? Okay, well. Let me think of where to start. I don’t want to be that kind of white person who goes into the whole percentage breakdown of where she is from. But one fun fact is that my earliest American ancestor fell off the Mayflower. He was an indentured servant, which is not as egregious as a whole-ass colonizer. Still, that’s his entire claim to fame. That his dumb ass fell off. Can you believe it?

(Rishika Kumar: Wait. What? How do you know this?)

My parents did an ancestry project a while back. And I should say, for context, that by this point, millions of Americans are descended from that guy. Including, disgustingly, both George Bushes. So it’s not something I particularly claim.

Okay, so. Maybe I should fast-forward to the family members I am actually proud of. I guess I’ll start with my mom and dad. I know everyone in college is obsessed with talking about their parents. But mine are actually really cool, so I hope you don’t mind.

The first thing you need to know is that the Beckers are hardcore. They’re old-school epidemiologists who roll their sleeves up and find random diseases in the jungle. They fell in love in college, but they didn’t get married for a very long time out of protest, until their gay friends legally could, too. When they finally did cave and marry, it was for tax reasons. I was nine and I had a blast at the ceremony! We had it in our backyard and my dad let my brother and me toast marshmallows on the barbecue. Jasper set his hair on fire. I always felt so lucky because most kids don’t get to throw confetti at their parents’ wedding.

Let me back up a bit. I was born on a tiny island off the coast of Maine. My parents were there to study this very specific elk called the North Atlantic bighorn. The reason was that it hosts a parasitic tick that was causing encephalitis in newborns across rural Maine and Nova Scotia. They chased the bighorn obsessively, and they got so caught up that Mom didn’t make it back to the mainland hospital in time and she popped me out right there. She’s really badass like that.

(RK: I can see where you get it.)

Yeah, well, during summers, Jasper and I would run after our parents across the island like wild children, but when it was time for school, we moved back to Bangor. And let me tell you—regular kids are merciless. For Career Day, my parents showed up with—I kid you not—a giant stuffed elk head. I used to call him Gregory. They gave a presentation on zoonotic diseases like we were their CDC colleagues and not a bunch of snotty-nosed sixth graders. After that, everyone called me Elk Girl. They said Mom had fucked an elk and kept asking when my antlers would grow in.

(RK, angrily: Fuck those kids.)

Oh, I know. That afternoon, I had a talk with my parents. I had this crazy existential angst. I was like, “Why the hell are we all so obsessed with elk?” And “Why can’t we just be normal?” And my parents finally properly explained to me that they were saving lives. And right then, I understood that was what was expected of me, too. I had to help the world, even if people thought I was crazy for doing it.

I don’t know if I’ve mentioned, but Mom used to be in a band back in her hippie days. (She used to have a bunch of boyfriends in college—and I honestly think some girlfriends, too—and sometimes she’d tease my dad about it, like, Watch your back! But I digress.) The month I got my period, when I was fourteen, Mom had a reunion scheduled with her band. They played a show in our backyard. At the very end, Mom revealed that she had written a special song about me.

The song was about my period, how I was growing from a girl into a real woman. She had verses about my summers on the island, the trouble with Elk Girl, all of it. She sang about how I was entering womanhood and she wasn’t ready to let me go.

(RK: That’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.)

Are you kidding? I was so embarrassed I cried. I couldn’t believe Mom had outed me for getting my period in front of everyone. But that’s just what my family is like, I guess. My dad’s mom was this fierce old woman named Becky Becker. You can laugh, we all did. Mama Becky would babysit us often, and I didn’t realize it at the time, but she was always stoned! She had this vape, she called it her pipe from God. She would take a few hits and fall asleep on the couch, and then Jasper and I would run amok. But one time Jas jumped his dumb ass into the lake, and I tried to wake Mama Becky up so she could change his clothes—and she didn’t get up.

(RK: What?)

Yeah. Mama Becky had transcended her mortal coil, piped straight up to God! Believe it or not, we weren’t traumatized. We knew about the cycle of life, the elk and ticks and stuff. My dad somehow got her body converted into fertilizer, and we planted a willow tree in our backyard. We still talk about her like she is that tree, like she lives permanently in our yard. And that’s all I want, honestly. I want to smoke weed and turn into a motherfucking tree. I can’t think of a better way to go.

Anyway, how’s that for a life story, Rishi?



I loved it, I tell her. I want to add that I really like hearing her talk. Her sentences remind me of origami, these little gifts of insight that she folds into my palms. I could line a shelf with them, keep them forever. But I fear that will be excessive, so I keep it to myself.

It felt nice to tell you, Georgia says. But to be fair, I have thought about this before. In my high school, every senior had to take this racial justice class, and for the final paper we wrote a racial autobiography. Accounted for all our ancestors and the reasons we are where we are.

I gape at her. You had that in high school?

It was this hippie-dippie school, you know that. Kind of stupid, except that Ta-Nehisi Coates gave our commencement address.

So it was, like, allyship bootcamp, I say.

Georgia says modestly, I am privileged.

So am I, I say, wondering when we replaced the word “lucky” with “privileged,” why being happy feels like we have gotten away with something. Girls like Georgia and me: How many things are we allowed to want?

Georgia says, That’s enough about me. I want to hear yours.

Okay, but I’ve never done this before, I warn. And it is true that I have not told another person about myself so explicitly, laid myself out like a puzzle to solve. Everybody at Stanford seems like they were born and raised here. Admitting you used to be someone else—that you fled from yourself, even—is like breaking the spell. It was different in Easha’s class, constructing myself on paper; the act of telling protected me. But I look at my roommate, descended from a willow tree, and I remember what I told Kavya: What’s the big secret I am trying to keep, all creased away in my heart? I tug on a corner; it begins to unfold.





Rishi Kumar’s Entire Life Story

I guess I should share the truth about my mom, which is also the truth about me. I’m not entirely honest, I guess, when I talk about why I came to Stanford. It isn’t untrue that I am looking for something to write about. But it is more true that I am looking to escape from her.

(Georgia Becker: I’ve always wondered about your mom.)

Yeah, well. How do I start with my mother? I know mothers always get a bad rap in their daughters’ stories. And immigrant moms get it even worse. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, especially because my mom grew up with so much less than I did. But she was smart, read all the books her small hometown library had to offer, and when she turned seventeen, she scored so high on her exams that she could study at any college in India. In college, she let loose a little bit, joining a women’s chorus and occasionally cutting her programming classes to catch concerts in the city. Sometimes, I try to imagine her at that age, but all I can picture is myself. She always looked young. Even today, aunties like to joke that she looks like my sister.

(GB: It’s true. I saw her at move-in. She’s so beautiful. Like you.)

You’re too kind. Anyway. My mom touched down in California when she was twenty-two. She told my grandma she would move back eventually, but that was a lie; she didn’t have the heart to tell her she was going to grow old alone. Or maybe she wasn’t even thinking about her mom—back then, everyone’s hair was still black, the world was hers for the taking. She lived in Palo Alto for exactly one year, until her mom rang her landline and told her, as quickly as possible—international calls were expensive—about a suitable young man named Kumar. He was like her: ambitious, educated, already living in America. After two meetings, she agreed to marry him, and he became my dad.

(GB, respectfully: That’s actually a very sweet love story.)

I wish it had been smoother for them, but it wasn’t. I think my mom has always had a tough time mentally, like me, but something bad happened. We lost my younger sibling when I was four. That sibling was born and all—no it’s okay, really, this happened long ago—but then died. Mom spent months lying in bed. She eventually got through her depression and poured herself back into me. There were piano lessons, tennis, and swim. My mother behind the piano bench, keeping time on my back with soft fingers or, if I played poorly, on my knuckles with a ruler. Those were good days. When I got my first period, things really changed.

We started fighting a lot: over my body, mostly, but also clothes. I couldn’t wear anything too short, too revealing. My mom personally drove me to school every day because she didn’t want me to, like, get raped on the bus. My eighth-grade history teacher got arrested, did I tell you that? For child porn, what a freak. After that, she didn’t let me go to school for a week. Sometimes, I would sneak crop tops into my backpack, change into them at school. When she caught me, there was a meltdown. So many meltdowns. Stuff like that. I didn’t really have anybody to tell.

(GB, gently: Oh, Rishi. Wow.)

The crazy night was my senior year, when she pulled a knife. That was over my prom dress. I’d gone shopping with my best friend, Paola, and snuck home with a clingy gown. I looked the hottest I’d ever looked. My mom didn’t see me leave the house on prom night. But when I came back, she was waiting for me, washing the dishes. She saw what I was wearing; there wasn’t time for me to hide. She grabbed the knife from the sink and held it out to me. She said she was so ashamed, she wanted me to kill her myself.

(GB: I’m sorry. What?)

I know that she didn’t actually mean to die that night. But I freaked out. I tried to snatch the knife, and somehow, she got cut on her hand. I don’t know who cut her, me or her, or if it matters. Dad came running into the room. Mom fell into his arms crying, and he put the knife in the dishwasher. He didn’t acknowledge what had happened—he never did—just played it off as an accident, like my mom got sloppy while washing the dishes. But my mom was sobbing uncontrollably and telling my dad what a horrible girl I was, how she would be better off dead. And my dad was like, What did you do? And I said, Nothing.

This whole time, I didn’t cry, because she was crying, but I felt so responsible for her pain. Then the moment passed. My mom’s been normal ever since, we never discussed what happened. I committed to Stanford the next week. I was getting the fuck out of there.

What really kills my mom, though, is that one day I’m going to grow up and write about her. Once, when I was fourteen, she snooped in my journals to find a shitty, melodramatic horror story I’d written about a mom who eats her kids. She puts curry powder on them and eats them. Underneath was a comment from my teacher: Very inventive! Keep pursuing this! Mom’s heart seized, and she confronted me. It wasn’t about you! I’d insisted. I swear!

But it was always about her. Even now, I am writing around her. Each time I try to find a new way forward, I end up discovering all roads swerve back to her. Sometimes, I feel like the only way our story could end is with a knife. Nothing else would honor the intensity, the brutality with which we love each other. But all that shows is that I need to be more creative. I can tell a better story for myself. With time, I think I will come to understand.



Georgia is quiet for several moments. That’s your tattoo, isn’t it? she says. That’s why you chose a knife.

It was stupid, I say.

Georgia says nothing, so I keep talking. I say, I didn’t have, like, an abusive childhood, my mom loves me very much. It’s just been crazy my whole life. I don’t know how much of it is cultural, or mental illness or what. Losing a kid can fuck you up, you know? Sometimes, I think this is it. This is the biggest challenge that life has given me: a mother who loves me who also sometimes hurts me. It’s not homelessness or cancer. It’s just a shame, how everything always hurts so bad with her. I’ve spent my entire life imprinting on my English teachers because I just want some woman to tell me I’m good. Not the reason they want to die.

Rishi, Georgia says.

I haven’t told this to anyone before, I say. I’m sorry I talked so much.

Why haven’t you? says Georgia. Told anyone, I mean. Told me.

I consider this. Maybe because there are bigger problems? I say. I am in college now, and my job here is to become, like, a serious adversary to the world’s crises. Not keep blaming my mom.

I don’t think you’re blaming her, Georgia says. You really love her.

I don’t want to be ungrateful, I say at last. Like, she’s doing her best. I know I’m not an easy child either. I want to find forgiveness, now that I never have to live in Florida again.

I think what you said earlier makes sense, Georgia says. That everybody gets at least one struggle in life. And, yeah, some people get worse ones than others.

Like ugly people, I say, and Georgia smirks.

I guess what I am trying to say is. If this is your challenge, this stuff with your mom, I think you will certainly meet it.

We’ve been walking without aim. I do not realize until we reach a road I can’t recognize. The sudden absence of Stanford’s streetlights, evenly spaced and institutional, marks it as outside our territory. The end of our known world.

Should we turn around? I ask Georgia. This is Palo Alto, but I think of what dangers could lie in the dark: luxury-car thieves, coyotes.

Not unless you want to, says Georgia. But she fiddles in her pocket, and I know she’s checking for her carabiner with her tiny camper’s light. Her fist closes around it. She walks onward. To know the contents of someone else’s hoodie pocket, I think. To be known by its wearer. It is all too much. I am thinking these strange thoughts as I follow her into the dark.



Eight hours and three time zones later, my parents are waiting at the airport baggage claim. I see them before they see me, Mom watching for me attentively beneath the wrong staircase, my dad checking something on his phone. A lady taps Mom’s shoulder because she is blocking the way. My dad pulls her gently by the hand. I feel an outsiderness, a tenderness watching them. The three of us, supposed grown-ups in the supposed real world.

Mom! I call, and they both turn around. Mom hugs me first, then Dad, both smelling like our house. Take off your jacket, you will be sweating in the car, Mom tells me. Such a warm winter. If you want, this weekend, we’ll go to the beach. Does that sound nice? Yes? Okay. Polam.

It has been three months since I sat in the back seat of my parents’ car. It is filled with the tiny debris of our life, balled-up Costco receipts and takeout napkins diligently hoarded in case of spills. Classical Indian music comes softly through the speakers. I feel sleepy and content, Mom chattering about Okeechobee’s latest, my father’s garden, all the things we will eat for dinner.

That week, among the Tamils of Okeechobee, I am treated like a visiting rock star. Mom takes me on a tour of all my aunties’ and uncles’ houses. The exact phrase she uses, in Tamil, is “show your head.” It is like by visiting everyone’s houses, she is racking up blessings to counteract all the sins I’ve undoubtedly incurred in college.

I text Georgia and am shocked that she hasn’t heard of aunties. Like your relatives? Georgia replies. And I have to explain, no, we are not blood-related, but I grew up under their collective, watchful, kajal-lined eyes, driving us to swim meets, herding us through the temple or forcing us to finish too-spicy dinners with guns to our heads.

During Christmas week, we drop in for chais and dinners. Everyone is thrilled to see me. Little kids wrap their arms around my waist, scream, Rishi Akka! The uncles shake my hand, adult-to-adult, and advise me to major in economics. My aunties knock my smart college head with their knuckles to bless me.

My cousin’s daughter from Texas is starting her PhD in Stanford, Mom’s best friend, Mythili Aunty, tells me. I will give her number. You text her if you’re homesick, okay?

This is what I love about Tamil people: the deep-held belief that a total stranger could feel like home to me just because we are loved by the same person.

Mythili Aunty has a son my age, Chinmay. He was a loser in high school, fearful of girls, but when the newly collegiate Chinmay comes loping out, it’s like we’re greeting the prime minister. He shakes hands with everyone, asks how Stanford is treating me. When we are all sitting on the couch sipping chai, Chinmay spreads his legs a bit, and I can see the shape of his dick. We make brief eye contact, and Chinmay grins, as if reading my mind. The grin is so lewd and unexpected that I drop the plate of air-fried samosas from my lap, and Mom pinches my ear.



I garden with my father. It is the season for tomatoes. He is a man of few words, so we transmit our feelings through the leaves. He tells me how the tomato plants central to our cuisine were actually imported by the British—“Britishers,” he calls them—and I say, Thank God for colonialism. I can’t imagine a world without ketchup.

I think it is time to start acclimating my parents to my newfound adulthood. As we harvest tomatoes, I tell Dad that I have started smoking weed. I phrase it carefully: It is legal in California. My friends sometimes smoke weed. Incidentally, so do I.

Dad takes a few moments to process this. He says, Just because others are doing something doesn’t mean you should, Rishi.

I am glad he doesn’t, and will never, know about my tattoo.

What about having children? I say. People only do that because of peer pressure. And the human species depends on it.

You are too young to decide about children, Dad says after consideration. And you are also too young to decide about weeds.

At dinner, I tell my parents I have drunk alcohol. It is part of the college experience. To my surprise, Mom says, I know. College kids in India these days are drinking too. Then, before I can get my hopes up, Mom adds, And it breaks my heart how far this American disease is spreading. All these kids want to be cool and Western, their livers and mothers pay the price.

My mother can be so pithy when she is vindictive. Sometimes I think she should open a Twitter account.

Later my father does something serendipitous: He finds the long-lost camcorder containing all the home videos from when I was a kid. After dinner, we watch everything in order. It takes hours. We essentially re-attend all my childhood birthday parties because Dad recorded them entirely. We all yell when we see tiny versions of kids we know today, like famous actors making cameos. Mom starts crying. She is pregnant in a few of the videos.

How can you ever know your parents? Back in Easha’s class, everyone wrote about their parents’ immigration journeys, what motivated their leaps into the dark. There was a narrative we repeated about sacrificing for one’s children, a shared story that felt hopeful and good, although when I consider it now, I can’t remember my parents ever saying so themselves.

I decide to get to the bottom of things. After the home movie ends, I interview my parents about their immigration stories, using my iPhone recorder to make it official. They tell me the same story they always do, about H-1B visas or whatever, but I press hard. What did you dream of when you came here? I ask. What did you want?

My dad says, It was just the thing to do.

Like, all your friends were doing it?

I suppose, yes. Back then, everyone wanted to go to America.

And you just lectured me about peer pressure. I roll my eyes. What about you, Mom?

She looks defensive. What do you want me to say?

Like, what were your impressions of America? Did you know about, like, racism beforehand?

I knew nothing about America, my mother says. The Tamil expression she uses: I walked blindfolded into the forest and grabbed the first tree I saw. I was stupid. Is that what you think of me?

I’m asking. Jesus.

I don’t know, Rishi. I don’t know what you want me to say.

It’s an interview. You can say whatever you want.

It was different, Rishi, Dad says. We were not like you, with a million different opportunities. There was just a path, and we followed it.

What about a better life for me? I say. Were you, like, thinking about my future?

I turn to Mom, but she has fallen asleep on the couch. Later, when I ask her again, she laughs. Who gave you that idea? she says. I was twenty-two. I wasn’t thinking even five years ahead. I wasn’t thinking about you at all.

You didn’t think of what it would mean to have a child in America? I say. And Mom says, Clearly not, or I wouldn’t have made that mistake. It is unclear whether she is referring to America or me. I cannot comprehend my parents’ inattention to their own plots. I feel disserviced in my future writing career, by the lack of narrative urgency in their choice to immigrate.



Happy New Year, Paola texts me, so we make plans to meet at the Okeechobee Mall, our old stomping grounds. For one glorious preteen summer, Paola and I got to hang at Disney, because Paola’s sister, Diana, was a cashier at the Tomorrowland pretzel booth. But then Diana got pregnant, so it was back to the mall.

I drive my parents’ old Toyota through the sprawling parking lot. Here, my mother once stormed barefoot out of Macy’s because the shoes she’d purchased couldn’t be traded for a bigger size. You can return them for credit, the employee said, so she removed them right then and there. She marched back to the car, and I’d trailed behind, afraid to be associated with her, even though we were the only Indians in sight. Some of the mall-goers were laughing. I couldn’t decide who I hated more: them for judging, her for making it easy. Locals, I called them privately: Florida lifers, with their squinting, sun-bleached faces and stupid, stagnant lives. I would never, ever be one of them.

Paola is picking up shifts over winter break at the same Claire’s that hired her in high school. We are grabbing coffee after her shift. Paola has three new piercings, and I think of asking if she’s queer. The first thing she does is hit the vape inside her hoodie. She doesn’t offer it to me, which feels awkward. Since when did Paola vape?

Starbucks is around the corner, she says, like I might have forgotten.

Paola orders her usual plain iced coffee—black, she used to joke, like my soul. I make the joke this time, and she blinks. She doesn’t remember.

How is college? I ask her, and she says, It’s okay. Harder than I expected.

And how is your family? I say. Diana and the baby.

Paola gives me a strange look, and I worry I sound too formal. I’ve never asked her these questions before—but high schoolers don’t normally inquire about each other’s relations, do they?

They’re fine, she says and hits her vape again. This time, she offers it to me.

I’m good, I say, thinking of Clara, a premed, who lectures us about lung health. Paola shrugs and puts it away. I wonder if she’s sizing me up, too, all the ways I have changed.

I ask to see pictures from college. Paola swipes past a photo of herself hunched over a countertop, snorting coke.

Was it fun? I ask.

Yeah, I guess. It’s gotten better. I’ve done it a few times. My friends—well, I love them. They’re idiots. We have a good time.

I look at Paola and try to discern whether she has a coke problem. If she does, is it even my responsibility to intervene? I have the bizarre urge to text Georgia for a second opinion. Lately, I’ve grown accustomed to consulting her on interpersonal matters. Calibrating my sense of normalcy alongside hers.

Oh wow, I say, and maybe Paola feels defensive, because she says, It’s probably not what you’re used to at Stanford.

Oh—I wasn’t judging, I say. Paola just swirls her coffee straw. What did we ever used to talk about? I guess mostly we complained. About our teachers, the SATs, the humid stink of Okeechobee, growing hotter year after year. When did our lives diverge? Maybe in senior year, when I started applying to schools out of state. I’d tried convincing Paola to apply, too, but she didn’t. In the end, I left Okeechobee, and she stayed.

A group of blond preteens slinks past us and gives Paola’s piercings a twice-over. Paola notices but says nothing. I suddenly want to shake her. Or maybe it’s a bolting urge building up inside of me. Why are we still at this stupid mall? I look at Paola, the sullen line of her mouth, and the awful word comes to me, unprompted: Local. Paola is a local. She is part of the life I left behind.

Georgia tells me later that it is natural to grow apart from friends. I know she’s trying to comfort me, but it makes me feel unboundedly awful. And it’s not just because I feel guilty about Paola. Rather, it occurs to me, then, that Georgia will not be my roommate forever, and we are only just beginning to grow, so one day, years down the line, she might not need me anymore.



The cheapest flight to California leaves at three in the morning, so when I reach campus, it is still early. I use my student ID to swipe myself into that mind-bending institution known as Green Library, where I can get lost for hours. In the Asian American section, texts from Easha’s class wink at me like old friends. I say hello to Jhumpa, Maxine, Amy. I am trying to finalize my classes for this term. Easha forwarded us all a list of creative writing courses, but I don’t want to make things up anymore. I want to learn things that are tried and true. For once, I want somebody else to tell me what to do.

I look for the assigned texts for the courses I’m shopping on gender theory and ethnic studies. As I scan the titles, I remember this moment when I was thirteen, watching a YouTube video about climate change. Somebody had posted a comment about the old men in power ruining everything, and my jaw dropped. Someone else thought that? For so long, I felt alone in my conspiracy theory that my life was worse because I was a girl—but there it was, proof in writing, that other people felt things were unfair. I fell deep down a rabbit role that taught me words like “patriarchy” and “white supremacy.” These were not words I could use with my parents. Until the climate marches, I never heard them spoken aloud, just typed out by strangers on Tumblr. But here at Stanford, entire majors exist to give words to the injustice that boils in my gut. I can study it, even. Learn it so well I can beat it at its own game.

But then I imagine explaining my transcript to my mother, and my excitement wilts a little bit. This is why I can’t be left alone in the library.

Luckily, Imraan texts me that they’ve reached our dorm, so I go to hang out. Imraan seems a little depressed after break—they have wildly queerphobic parents—so I try to cheer them up. I paint their toes, and we trade notes about all the crazy things our parents said over winter break.

Have your parents, I say, then hesitate. Has either of them ever, like, threatened to kill themselves?

My dad took a bottle of sleeping pills when I was fourteen, Imraan says. Or so he said. Dumbass actually took melatonin. He didn’t die, he just took a really long nap. My mom kicked his ass for it.

Fuck, I say. Were you traumatized?

I don’t know. Nobody’s ever asked me that, Imraan says, surprised. It was a cry for help, I guess. My dad works so hard. Maybe we all convinced ourselves he really just needed that nap. But that’s why I’m not out to my parents. I don’t want to, like, kill them.

If both of us are single in, like, twenty years, I say, we could get married, just to please our parents.

I don’t think that’s gonna work, babes, Imraan says. Unless we solve India–Pakistan first.

Fuck. I forgot about that.

This fucking world, Imraan says.

Georgia texts that she’s about to arrive, so I tidy our room. When she knocks, I feel a strange bout of shyness. I’ve plucked her a bouquet of wildflowers, but at the last minute I chicken out of giving them to her directly; instead, I put them on the more neutral windowsill. When Georgia sees them, she squeals. So chic, Rishi, she says. This is our semester of blooming, I know it.

At dinner that evening, I spot Esme with her art friends. She’s cut microbangs over break, and they look ugly. We smile at each other but then look away. Esme probably hasn’t heard about my Asian American Autofiction final, or she wouldn’t have smiled like that. I am pleased to notice that I am not really affected by seeing her. I remember the scene from The Bell Jar where Esther looks up at the fig tree that represents all her possible life choices, unwilling to actually choose. But I’ve been brave. I plucked a fig and tasted it, and Esme wasn’t the one. So I wish her the best and mentally send her on her way.



Winter has barely begun, but it’s already time to start thinking about the summer. It goes without saying that everybody will be doing something prestigious. One night there is a collective cheer in the dining hall because half the freshman class has gotten internships at Facebook. Clara gets a research assistantship studying maternal mortality rates. Pietro is hired to tutor undocumented Oakland teens. Imraan gets into a Mandarin immersion program in China. Soon Georgia and I are the only ones without summer plans.

Honestly, I feel deep dread toward employment, Georgia says. I think it’s because of my parents.

Why? I say. Your parents’ job is badass.

Yeah, but they work too hard. Like, growing up, my parents were barely around, disappearing to cure diseases in Belize or wherever, so we had babysitters constantly, Georgia says. This whole Christmas, they worked overtime because of some new virus in China. Jasper got pissed because they missed his lacrosse qualifiers. And honestly, I don’t blame him.

Sometimes it annoys me when Georgia complains about her parents, like the time she called her father’s queer allyship overkill. I would give anything to have parents I related to. But I don’t want her to stop confiding in me, so I listen.

Maybe I could chill in Bangor, says Georgia. Just knock doors for Bernie’s campaign. I love Maine summers. And you, worst case, you could stay in California, maybe pick up barista shifts, work on writing—because fuck prestige, you know? she says. You want to be a writer, so write.

Maybe, I say. But privately, I know I’m not going to be a barista. I know how spoiled I am, but I have never, and will never, hold a service job because my parents would rather sell their organs than see me distracted from my studies. You don’t need money, Mom once told me. What for? To buy drugs? Anything you need, you tell Appa or me.

I consider calling my parents for advice, but I don’t want to confirm Mom’s fears about my destined unemployment. Instead, I sign up to meet a peer career adviser. It’s here that I’m offered the flier for Stanford’s humanities corps. They are organizing a summer trip to Moscow to study Russian literature. Calling all with a desire to ponder the historical narratives that connect us, it says.

I turn to my adviser, a history major named Jean. Is this a real thing I could do this summer? I ask her. Just ponder historical narratives?

I’ll let you in on a secret, Jean tells me. You go to Stanford, so as long as you take yourself seriously, others will too. It’s all about confidence.

That night, I apply for the trip. I actually pray to the goddess Annapurna before I submit—despite what Jean said, I fear confidence can only take you so far, and I’ll take any divine help I can get. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.



I turn nineteen quietly. The night before I call my grandparents in India, where it’s already my birthday. I promise them I am eating well, studying hard, etc. They seem satisfied with these updates and bless me with good health. There is never much else to say.

In the morning, I call my parents. Mom tells me she prayed in the temple on my behalf. And what will you be doing today? she asks me. Have your friends made any plans?

I—I think it will be something small, I lie. Dinner, most likely.

I haven’t told anybody about my birthday. It feels embarrassing to be celebrated for something so unearned. It is also true that I’ve never really had a group of friends to celebrate with. In high school it was just me and Paola, and our idea of a party was jumbo Froyos at the mall.

We miss you, chellam, Mom says, and I swallow hard. I don’t want to be a teenage girl stereotype, crying on my birthday.

We’ve sent you an envelope with money, Dad says importantly. One hundred and one dollars in cash. Don’t lose it. We want you to buy yourself something nice.

Like maybe a proper pair of jeans, Mom supplies. Yours are full of holes.

The holes are intentional, Mom, I say just as Georgia unlocks our door. For you, she says, handing me a vegan doughnut from the campus café.

What’s this for? I say, irrationally afraid she was tipped off by my parents.

Buy one, get one this morning, says Georgia to my relief. The day passes like any other—nobody is meaner or kinder than usual, and I don’t wear a glittery sign on my forehead that says I need today to be all about me. By night, I think I’ve made a clean break.

But then there is a knock on my door. I open it in pajamas—my too-small shorts and Georgia’s high school T-shirt—and see my RAs Sloane and Jeff, flanked by Imraan, Pietro, Celia, Jordan, Roshini, Eric, and other hallmates I am friendly with. Georgia is holding a cake. Happy birthday! everyone screams.

I remember, too late, that the RAs have a master list of everyone’s birthdays, and there is a tradition of surprising freshmen with cake.

Oh my God. Thank you, I say, wishing I were wearing a bra.

Everybody sings, and I blow out the candle. Other people start coming out of their rooms, curious about the commotion or hungry for a nighttime snack. People I’ve never spoken to wish me a happy birthday. Is your T-shirt vintage? one girl asks me. It’s really cool.

Georgia presents me with a pine cone she gathered from the woods. Why didn’t you tell me it was your birthday? she says. I could’ve planned a party. I love birthdays so much!

I shrug. The cake committee disperses quickly around us, the hall returning to its normal state of affable quiet—it is, after all, a weeknight during midterms. I just don’t believe in birthdays, I say. It’s a silly reason to celebrate. I haven’t done anything special.

That’s exactly why I love birthdays, Georgia says. Because they’re the one time we get to celebrate our friends just for existing, not achieving. If you think about it, it’s fucking anti-capitalist.

I never thought about it like that, I admit.

For a very smart girl, says Georgia, you can be so stupid, Rishi Kumar.



On Instagram, I get targeted ads for lingerie and perfume, modeled by women who are kissing; it is almost Valentine’s Day, and my algorithm has clocked me as queer. I have nobody to wear the lingerie for. I message some girls on dating apps, but the conversations lead nowhere. You are cute, haha, thanks you too. No, girl, that’s you. Aww, stop. You are pretty. Hey, girl! We will do this dance until we die.

In the meantime, I meet my needs by finding men at frat parties. Once I identify a man and lock eyes with him—it is pathetically easy—I go back to his dorm. Sometimes the boys will go down on me in a swaggering show of masculinity (how society has changed!), but I never let them get past second base. I stop taking off my shirt, after some guy says he likes my tattoo, and I think, It’s not for you. After fifteen minutes of tomfoolery, I leave. Nobody comes. I don’t even mess up my lip gloss.

One night, I do something bizarre to a man. The only person I tell is Georgia because I’m afraid that to anyone else it will sound like assault. What I do is I kick him while he’s down, literally down there. The first time it seems accidental, like my legs got caught in throes of passion. But the second time, I lift my feet and I kick him hard. I want to know if he will cry out, or if his maleness will prevent him. At first, he says nothing, still aggressively licking my inner thigh. Then he meets my eyes, looking plaintive and foolish, like a dog.

Why even mess with them? Georgia asks. If you hate men enough to kick them?

Collecting data points? I say. I don’t know. I keep thinking that maybe one of them will be mind-blowing. Like I will go back to his dorm and see a bookshelf of feminist literature and then we can fall in love.

You always joke you’re a lesbian, Georgia says. Maybe that’s just it.

It’s still a hypothesis, I say. Experiment underway.

Ergo, the data points, says Georgia. I get it. I see.

On Valentine’s Day, Georgia receives a mysterious package from her parents. We shake the box to guess what’s inside. It sounds like plasticky rainfall, so I guess a shipment of condoms. Maybe your parents are advocating for safer sex?

I wouldn’t put it past them, Georgia says. Unfortunately, they have a national platform at the CDC.

Inside we find a bunch of plastic-sealed face masks, like the kind we received during the wildfires. Georgia unpeels one and wears it. When she smiles, I can only see her crinkling eyes.

Are you going to rob a bank?

Ha ha. Georgia shows me the note her parents have enclosed: N95 masks to protect your respiratory systems. Might be extra safe for classes and travel. Keep an eye on the news, and share with your friends. Xoxo Mom and Pops

Dear God. This is about their virus in China, Georgia says. I guess this is for you, then. She passes me a handful of the plastic packets. Damn, I’m going to have to put the packaging in my waste jar. Not particularly plastic-efficient.

They’re supposed to be sterile, George, I say, my stomach sinking. Do they think it’s, like, a serious problem?

Georgia shrugs. I mean, they’re scientists. But they’re also smothering parents. This is just how they show love. She shoves the box under her bed. Rishi, maybe we should wear these at those frat parties you like. Protect ourselves from airborne toxic masculinity.

She laughs at her own joke. Still, I Google the virus. It turns out that a whole city in China is under quarantine. I see pictures of huddled Chinese people wearing masks like Georgia’s. A picture of a bat cooked into soup.

Hey, don’t doomscroll, Georgia says. There’s only like six cases in the US. That’s fewer people than in a K-pop group.

I think about other viruses I’ve read about: HIV, Ebola. In second grade, there was a big scare about the swine flu. A girl in my class got sick and disappeared for weeks. There was a rumor that she died. But then it turned out her parents had divorced and she’d moved to Tennessee.

I am distracted by a ding on my phone: results from the Moscow application. An email announces that I’ve been accepted. I look at the financial award: All expenses covered.

Fuck yes! I do a karate chop without meaning to, and Georgia cheers. To my amusement, she retrieves our handle of vodka from under her bed and pours me a shot. We only have one shot glass, so she pours a second into her contact lens case.

It’s 4 p.m., Georgie.

It’s like midnight in Russia, she says. And I think they are big vodka people, heavy drinkers, you shouldn’t look so obviously American. Rishi, you’re going to Russia!

I am going to Rahhhssia! I declare in my most offensive accent. We tap our shots together and drink.



I call Mom to share the good news. She doesn’t seem particularly excited. Are you sure it’s free? she keeps saying, and I keep repeating the magic words, “all expenses covered.”

Then when will you come home? She asks, Is there time after the trip?

Probably not, I lie. The last thing I want is to spend even a fraction of my summer in Okeechobee.

Dad joins the call. The trip is free? he asks again. What will you be doing?

Research, I say, as officially as I can.

It does sound very interesting, my dad says. We’ll discuss it when you’re home for spring break, okay? When do you need to commit to the program?

I already committed, I say, and my parents fall silent.

I know what they are thinking. It isn’t that they won’t let me go to Russia; it’s that they want to let me go to Russia. To grant permission where it isn’t needed, even when my decision is made. These are things that Georgia’s parents never ask of her—and maybe that’s why she is still willing to live at home.

Rishi, Mom says at last, and there is anger in her voice.

What? I pretend not to understand. Quietly, I swallow my guilt, but deep down, I know I’ve won. I never rebelled like this before. All my life, I’ve toed the line, always coming straight home after school, getting straight A’s, serving my time. And now I am leaving the country, with or without their blessings. They have no way to stop me, short of petitioning the American government to confiscate my passport.



I can’t crow about Russia for long, though, because Imraan is in crisis. They get an email that, because of the bat virus, our government has issued a notice against “nonessential” travel to China for the foreseeable future. This unfortunately includes Imraan’s summer Mandarin immersion program.

It is essential for me to leave this country or else I will kill myself, Imraan moans.

It’s only temporary, Clara comforts them. And if it isn’t, we’ll find you another language to immerse in. Maybe, like, Finnish.

Imraan isn’t the only person worried about the virus. In the week since Georgia’s Valentine’s gift, more people have started talking about the situation in China. As a topic of conversation, it ranks alongside summer internships, the presidential primaries, and the weekend’s upcoming parties. My news app pings daily, reporting that Italy is under lockdown, too, that the virus is killing elderly people. Its name reminds me of the lukewarm beers floating in plastic pools on fraternity row.

A week later, there are a handful of cases in California. Mom forwards me pseudo-scientific articles on WhatsApp, urging me to up my turmeric intake. Before meals, Georgia makes sure everybody washes their hands.

Why are you bothering? Half these assholes don’t wash their hands, Pietro informs us—he is our only friend with insight into male bathroom culture. They touch their dicks and then they touch the dining hall tongs and beer kegs. This campus is a petri dish. We’re screwed.

Pietro has a point. Privately I feel relieved that the virus only kills old people. Then I think about my elderly professors, including Dr. Goldberg, the septuagenarian second-wave feminist who teaches my gender theory class. But I feel confident that most of my classmates are washing their hands. It helps that there aren’t any men in Dr. Goldberg’s class.



The next morning, I receive an email from a girl whose email ends with brown.edu. I click it idly in bed.

Hi Rishika, it says. My name is Emily and I’m a senior at Brown and volunteer for Extinction Rebellion. I’m sorry for doing this over email but it felt too intrusive to DM you. I wanted to ask you about your sexual history with Trevor Yates.

My heart starts pounding. I read the rest of the email as quickly as I can.

I dated and was sexually assaulted by Trevor Yates last semester at Brown. While working with the Title IX department, I came to suspect he has a pattern of abusive behavior. I have since made contact with at least three climate activists who say that Trevor assaulted them. Given his status as a prominent Gen Z climate activist, we feel that his abusive behavior cannot go unnamed. We intend to publish a statement about Trevor Yates.

I understand that you and Trevor shared an intimate relationship in the past. I wanted to ask whether you also had a harmful experience. If so, you are invited to join our statement.

Georgia? Are you awake?

She turns over blearily, and I shove my phone in her face.

Fuck. This is about Trevor Yates? Like, that Trevor Yates?

We Google Emily’s email address and find Emily Zhou, a pink-cheeked girl who works in climate advocacy. At least three others, she said. So Trevor tore his way through the entire youth activist circuit? How did he find the hours in the day?

This is so serious, Georgia is saying. We’ve got, like, a proper #MeToo situation on our hands.

It doesn’t even occur to me to question Emily. Of course the first boy who ever slept with me was some sort of rapist. The worst part is that I liked him—not him-him as a person but the way he made me feel. For weeks after Climate Rising, my heart thumped whenever he liked my Instagram pictures. I even wrote about him! How was I so foolish?

Are you okay? Georgia says. What are you thinking?

My pussy is tainted! I burst out at last. Fuck, Georgia—

Rishi. Georgia’s voice is concerned. He didn’t hurt you, did he?

Of course not! I say. I thought he was a whole-ass feminist, can you believe it? I was the one who wanted him, I pursued him—

I can’t continue because it is too embarrassing. I have roiling, irrational thoughts, like: Trevor didn’t even have to rape me because I made it too easy. My want written all over my face, my body like a cereal bowl waiting to be filled.

Wow, says Georgia darkly. You really can’t trust any of them. I hope Trevor Yates’s dick gets stuck in a vacuum cleaner.

She is medieval with her punishments. Many times we’ve railed against bad men, but they’ve never been real to us, they’ve lived only on the internet. We’ve elaborately detailed the revenges they deserved—the more creative in scope, the more we’ve had to smoke. Men who hit women deserve to be sewn into punching bags. Or Men who cheat should be denied sex for the rest of their lives. Such outcomes are possible through collective action. We relish symbolic justice.

I want Trevor Yates to suffer. I know I shouldn’t make a big milestone out of my virginity because all that scorekeeping is bad for the feminist cause. Still! It was my first moment of literary agency, and now it is a scam. My dignity wilts and flutters away.



It feels like everything is falling apart. Over the next week, I start having nightmares. I read online that the average person walks past seven murderers in their lifetime. But how many rapists? Is there a rapist lurking in Steven Lee, the friendly RA who greets me at breakfast? Or Dr. Perez, who teaches my ethnic studies class? Think of the ineffectual phrases they taught at sex ed: I’m not feeling it tonight. Can we slow down? Imagine wielding those words like a bat against Trevor Yates. What would he do, back down with a bow, moonwalk away mid-rape, throw up his hands, and give a resigned Aw, shucks! like Wile E. Coyote? Men don’t quit that easily, do they?

I haven’t had nightmares like this since high school. I used to dream about great fires, biblical floods, greenhouse gases descending and choking my parents. I went to a psychologist in Okeechobee who diagnosed me with general anxiety disorder. Me and everyone else, I thought. I had enough to contend with, so I ignored the diagnosis. I became a climate activist. I learned to transmute my fears into humor, and I was just fine. But now the nightmares are back, and unfortunately, rape isn’t a subject I can joke about.

On top of this, I become obsessed with the online takedown of Trevor Yates. I search his name on Twitter daily and watch the buildup, the burial. Emily Zhou asks me to post a PSA warning other climate activists about Trevor, and my DMs flood with responses. Thanks, girl! says one fellow girl. God its about time abusers like him get dragged, says another. Typical man-hating cancel culture campaign, says some boy I’ve never spoken to. What happened to due process?

I’m worried about you, Rishi, Georgia says after I call her for the third time to show her new tweets about Trevor. Even more girls are coming forward—climate organizers, Brown students, even girls from his hometown. Lara Abdullahi, from Fridays for Future, tweets that Trevor rubbed up on her ass at a protest. A fifteen-year-old activist from Flint, Michigan, tweets screenshots of Trevor soliciting her nudes from his verified Instagram account.

Despite everything, I feel the tiniest bit sorry for Trevor. I know he will be okay in the long run, and at least he isn’t in jail. But I imagine he’ll shiver in fear before ever touching a woman again. He made a grand miscalculation fucking with Twitter activists.



The last resort of the floundering: I see a therapist. The reason is that several grad students attempted suicide last month, and now Stanford is offering free counseling. You need to expunge the shit with Trevor, Georgia insists. Not with me but with someone with an actual degree.

It turns out therapy is in high demand, booked nearly solid until the end of the year. I can only find a fifteen-minute slot that starts right when gender theory ends, so I show up out of breath. The other girls in the waiting room—why are there only girls?—stare at me. They must think I am really fucked-up. Molested by my childhood pet.

My therapist, Dr. Ibarra, welcomes me into her office. The room is cozy, but there is already a box of tissues positioned unassumingly by the couch. Preemptive flood control, I think. I wonder if she also has barf bags.

Dr. Ibarra asks if I am comfortable. What would you like? Can I get you anything?

What an existential question, I think. There are many things I would like, not many of which she is likely to have in her mini fridge under the poster of Freud with tape on his mouth reading NO MALE JUDGMENT. I snicker, wonder if I can sneak a picture for Georgia.

I’m okay, thank you.

Dr. Ibarra flips open her iPad and puts on some MILF-y glasses. So I read your intake form, she says. You’re remarkable with words. Very descriptive and self-aware.

Pathetically, I glow from the praise. Dr. Ibarra says, Let’s open with how you’re feeling right now.

I feel this existential anxiety about men, I say. Somebody I trusted turned out to be a serial rapist. Now I can’t sleep. My parents are coming for Family Weekend, and I want to be, like, normal by then.

Your parents are coming? says Dr. Ibarra. That’s wonderful news. Talking to trusted adults can be a great way to process feelings about sex.

I can’t tell them, I say. If I hadn’t been born I’d be pretty sure they’ve never had sex in their lives. No way can they know I accidentally slept with a rapist.

Maybe not the details. But it could be helpful to have a general conversation with, say, your mom about intimacy and relationships.

I feel myself getting heated. I’m telling you, I can’t talk to my mom. Besides, aren’t you supposed to be a trusted adult? Even if I only get fifteen minutes with you?

Dr. Ibarra doesn’t flinch or snap back at me about what an insolent child I am. She is a trained professional, she nods. Okay, then. Why don’t we unpack that anxiety around men and sex?

Well. I’m having nightmares. And I feel pure hatred for my male classmates. If there were no witnesses, I would punch them. That’s not a threat, just a hypothetical. Don’t write that down.

Do you have a boyfriend? Or have you ever? Dr. Ibarra is smiling slightly.

I’m gay, I say. I’m not strict about it. I still have sex with guys.

Why do you think that is? Dr. Ibarra says. That you sleep with men, I mean.

I stare at her. Because I’ve barely gotten to sleep with anybody, I say. And, I don’t know, men are generally easier to come by. But is that really the point? What I’m trying to say is that now I’m afraid of them.

Finally, Dr. Ibarra removes her glasses.

I’m sure you know that sex always requires vulnerability, she says. It can be nerve-racking, but ultimately that’s what makes sex so fulfilling.

I’m not talking about butterflies in your tummy before a first kiss, I say. I’m talking about the entirely founded fear that even nice guys are going to assault me and my friends. It’s not thrilling. It’s fucked-up.

As I say this, the floor gives out in my mind. The free fall of realization: Everything I thought I knew about sex was wrong. I thought sex was supposed to be a little scary. A high-stakes endeavor, not a foregone conclusion. That’s why I viewed sex with Esme as less serious: it was too easy, it was kissing and giggling under the covers with a friend. But now I see I’ve fallen for a scam. Men like Trevor want girls like me to mix up desire and fear.

When I explain this to Dr. Ibarra, her eyes soften in a way that reminds me of Georgia.

Ah, she says. So we’ve realized that every human interaction is a gamble. You don’t know when you sleep with a man if he’s going to get aggressive. You don’t even know when you make a dear friend if she’s someday going to break your heart. It’s not easy, but trust is your only way forward.

Trust? I repeat. I am going to tell Georgia she was wrong about therapy. Therapy is for women with problems with themselves, not with the world. This is why they didn’t used to educate girls. Knowing and thinking cause so many issues!

Now I want to return to what you said about sex with men being inherently scary, Dr. Ibarra continues. I’m not denying the real threat of assault. But I want to separate what is true about men from what is true about you. As you develop into your queerness, it’s natural to feel confusion, dissatisfaction with sexual norms in our society. Maybe some anger is even directed at yourself, for struggling to accept what your heterosexual peers can. What if your rage is not pathological, but a natural stage in your sexuality?

I blink. Is Dr. Ibarra calling me a man-hating lesbian? Like that’s a bad thing?

What if the answer isn’t learning to accept men but rather to accept yourself? continues Dr. Ibarra. Over Family Weekend, would you consider having an honest conversation with your parents about who you are and how you feel?

You think I should come out to them? I say, thinking, How is this the conclusion of our session?

Sometimes the only antidote to fear is truth, says Dr. Ibarra. She smiles and says our fifteen minutes are up. Then she hands me a card for our school’s LGBTQ counselor. I chuck it in a recycling bin on my way out. When have adults ever managed to solve anything?



I am so upset after therapy that I forget my lunch date with Clara. But then she texts me a picture of her cheeseburger with ketchup applied to look like an angry face. Where are you, tardy bitch? I bike over in a hurry.

Family Weekend is making me crazy, she announces. My mom is coming and so is my dad, but technically they’re fighting. Between you and me, they need to divorce already. So now they’re both texting me with separate flight itineraries and on top of that Mom’s visiting the Black Student Union, and I’m worried she’s gonna keep flexing her selfie with Obama.

That’s kind of cool, I say.

Clara rolls her eyes. I think my mom wanted me to go to Harvard to become best friends with Malia. Bless her heart. Instead, I got stuck with you. How’s the situation with rapist boo, by the way? I see you’ve been dragging him online.

He’s not my boo, I say sourly. I tell her about my therapy session, my existential hatred of men.

Clara is pensive. You know, a very similar thing happened to my cousin, she says. There was this guy she dated through law school. They were even thinking about marriage. But then some girl DMed her screenshots of him sending dick pics to other women. He was a combo cheater and perv. It was terrible. My cousin had to dump his ass, and now I’m pretty sure she’s in therapy.

Great. I ball up my napkin. Another good woman screwed by shitty men. When does it end?

That’s what I’m trying to say, says Clara. It happens to everyone. You think your pussy is tainted? This whole world is tainted. You can’t just sit around feeling sorry for yourself. You’ve had tons of sex since Trevor anyway. Why are you letting him define you?

I think about it. It is tragic to join a sisterhood I didn’t know existed, women afflicted by shitty men. At the same time, the massiveness of the problem lends a certain comfort.

You give better advice than an honest-to-God therapist, I say at last. Clara laughs. You should tell that to my mother, when she gets here, she says. That woman keeps nagging me for “lack of direction” and “general unseriousness.” Can you believe that? I am fully a premed major. And I’m not the one who lost a Senate race.



The dreaded hour is nigh: It is Family Weekend. Overnight, campus transforms. Pietro says they must’ve hired someone to come out under the cover of darkness and paint the grass greener. The quality of the food skyrockets. I pack fancy pastries in a Tupperware so Mom can eat them when she arrives.

Both Mom and Dad were supposed to come for Family Weekend, but at the last minute something came up in Dad’s office, so now Mom is coming alone. On Friday night, instead of going out, Georgia and I sweep our room to hide all evidence of wrongdoing. I move Annapurna, goddess of food and big breasts, to a prominent location on my nightstand. I want Mom to think she is the first thing I look at each day.

If u see my parents I’m a boy, Imraan texts moodily to our group chat. I text them back a heart and the most gender-affirming emoji I can find, which is the little alien face.

If u see my parents—hahaha you won’t see them cuz flights are fucking expensive, Pietro replies.

Mom’s Uber gets in around noon. When she texts me that she’s outside the dorm, I run to the front door. I practice the smile I will greet her with. I’ve never opened a door for my mother before. It feels like breaking some sort of rule.

But when I get to the door she’s not there. On cue, she calls me. Where are you? I am waiting.

I’m at the front door. Where are you?

I’m at the front door. Where we came in for move-in.

No, you’re not. Maybe you’re at the side door. There are a hundred doors. What does it look like?

There is a bush, Rishi. It’s okay. I will wait here. You can find me.

My stomach churns, thinking of her waiting all alone. I run around the building at top speed, trying to project myself into her mind to divine the exact bush. Then Mom calls me again. I’m already inside your room. Some boy let me in. I think he had me confused for a student!

So I go back inside, out of breath, and Mom ends up opening the door for me, the universe restored to its natural order.

She spots the goddess gleaming on my bedside. Her eyes narrow.

Your room is not always this tidy, she says. You can’t fool your mother.

Don’t be grouchy, I say. Here’s a croissant. Are you ready for a walk?

I take Mom around campus to see the sights. We ride the elevator several hundred feet to the top of the Hoover Tower, our local penile landmark, for glorious views of the Bay. At her request, I point out my dorm, the English building, the jogging paths where tiny people move like ants far below. Mom takes pictures with her phone held two inches away from her face.

My eyesight’s not what it used to be, she says, defensive. Come, take a picture. You’re good at selfies, no?

She immediately texts the photo to me and Dad. We both are smiling shyly, our lips firmly closed—I inherited that smile from her. Only Americans smile with their teeth, like horses, she says. In the picture we look like sisters. While Georgia’s parents are counting the years down until retirement, my mother isn’t yet fifty. Even if she didn’t color her roots, she could probably pass for a PhD.

What was college like for you? I ask as we ride the elevator down to the mortal world. There is a photo of my mother with her graduating class. Even then, she looked young for her age, like someone’s little sister, not among the first female programmers of her generation.

It was the best time of my life, Mom says. We studied so hard, but we had so much fun.

What sort of fun did you get up to? I say. I must sound sly, because Mom gets defensive.

Not like that, she says, condemning all sorts of real and imagined debauchery with a single word. Not with drinking or drugs or any of the things you do. It was simple fun. We were different.

Not one person drank alcohol in your college?

All these questions of yours. Ask your dad. He’ll know better. Mom goes to take a picture of a random statue. I feel annoyed. I remember how I asked her for her immigration story, and she fell asleep.

A group of cross-country boys runs past us at the Oval, bare-chested as always, gleaming with sweat. Georgia and I joke that they must be running so fast their shirts can’t keep up with them.

Mom follows them with her gaze. She says, The boys are different here. Look at them. They are confident.

I can’t help it. So boys can show skin, and that makes them confident? Why not girls?

Mom shakes her head. It’s not the same, Rishi. Girls have different intentions than boys. Don’t make me explain.

In college, people don’t say that kind of thing, I say. Everyone is supposed to be equal.

Pah. You make me sound backward. That’s not what I’m saying. Everyone is equal. Look at me, I am equal to Appa. But I see him one way, and he sees me another. You won’t understand until you have known a man.

She looks at me when she says this, like I am supposed to respond. When I don’t, she says, Are you friends with any boys these days?

A few, I say. I am thinking of Pietro when I say this, though by some measures, I am more of a boy than him.

We walk through the Oval in silence. Around us, families admire the gardens. Asian tourists photograph the bushes pruned in the shape of Stanford’s logo. Mom says, You’re older now, Rishi. If you like a boy, if you are seeing someone, you can tell me. I will understand.

I think of what Dr. Ibarra said about trust, all that bullshit—but maybe she was right about something, which is that I know who I am. There’s no point in putting it off.

Actually, I’m gay, I say.

Mom doesn’t respond. We keep walking in silence, three, four, five more paces, and I wonder if maybe I didn’t say anything at all. This happens sometimes; I’ve gotten annoyed at Georgia for forgetting an important detail I told her only to realize I told her in a dream.

Mom, I’m gay, I say again after a beat. I’m—

Stop it.

There is genuine anger in my mother’s voice. When I look at her face, her mouth is a flat thin line, like the em dashes I pepper into my school papers.

Um—

Why are you saying this? What are you trying to—

I’m saying it because it’s true, I interrupt. I’m nineteen years old, and I know that I’m gay.

No, you’re not. Mom no longer seems angry; she seems dismissive, which is somehow worse. Now that she’s gotten a handle on the problem, she thinks she can fix it. How can you know that? You don’t know anything about boys—

I know some things. I wince, struggling to avoid this second trapdoor, but it’s unavoidable. I’ve—I’ve dated boys, Mom. This is the closest I can get to the truth about hookup culture without causing her an aneurysm. I add, And either way, I’ve known for a long time.

I see different bombs exploding inside my mother’s head.

When did you decide all of this? she says at last. Is it when Appa and I sent you all the way to California for college—or was it all of this activism, where everybody’s gay—

You don’t just decide to be gay. God, Mom. It’s 2020. Don’t you know that? I sound American, so bitchy.

You think you go to college and now you are smarter than me? Mom says. Awful girl.

I read some articles about coming out last night. Writers recommended choosing the location ahead of time: either your home, if you were shy, or a public place, if you thought you might get beat. You had to prepare yourself for shock, grief, intrusive questions. But what about all-out epistemological warfare? The idea that my mother could simply deny my reality had not occurred to me.

Your classmates might think all of this, being “gay” and “queer” or whatever, is very cool of them, Mom says. But you’re smarter than that, Rishi. People have all sorts of unnatural ideas when they’re young—

I half expect someone to jump out from the bushes and cancel Mom for the blatantly homophobic things she is saying. But this isn’t the internet, this is real life, and my mother can say whatever she wants.

You know what I think is unnatural? I blurt. The fact that you had an arranged marriage. You didn’t even date Dad first. That means I’ve dated more men than you have.

I have to hand it to myself: It is a brilliant clapback. I am ringing with truth when I say it.

Mom is in tears now. People continue taking photos around us—it’s a perfect day, a beautiful space. I am terrified that someone will see us. The way she is sobbing, I will be arrested for elder abuse.

Let’s just go back to my room, I say. We are making a scene.

No, you. You have broken my heart.

Oh my God. Please.

Under her breath: I wish I hadn’t come.

I wish you hadn’t too.

If I was older, more generous, maybe I would feel sorry for her. Mom was raised to believe that her love was something to be served on a plate to a man. Queerness as resistance, liberation, these are things I can quote from books—the knowledge that, as a gay person, I have a gift my mother was denied. She will never understand the thrill of sculpting herself. Saying Thanks, but no thanks to the bullshit life offers you. I live in a different world than my mother, and that’s the tragedy. Who could’ve foreseen these consequences of the Industrial Revolution?



That night Mom and I have dinner with Georgia’s family. We are fighting, but these plans have already been made. Georgia’s parents introduce themselves as Lucy and Ron, correctly assuming that Mom has forgotten their names since move-in. My mother says, I’m Shalini, very nice to see you again. Instinctively, I look around, thinking she is talking about somebody else. I’ve never heard her introduce herself by her first name.

Shalini, your daughter is a literary genius. Or so my daughter tells me, says Georgia’s dad.

I look at Mom, who has been surly all afternoon. Oh, not a genius. Rishi is still trying things out, she says modestly. Her dad and I can’t keep up. But parents, what can we do? Just hope for the best, watch them go.

She has a way of saying depressing things that makes them plausibly sound like jokes. It is only when I see Mom through the Beckers’ eyes that I see these things I have inherited from her.

I will drink to that, Lucy says. And yes, you can have some wine, George, don’t make that face.

I never drink. Georgia giggles. Right, Rishi?

I kick her under the table, but Mom just says, Rishi has told me so much about Georgia as well.

Mom pronounces Georgia’s name carefully, emphasizing every syllable. That is something I love about my mother’s accent, how it is never lazy. For a moment I feel warmly toward her. Then I reach for a spring roll and Mom says sharply in Tamil, Stop, you are eating too many.

As we eat, the Beckers tell us about the ways that Stanford has changed since their undergrad days: fewer people with hippie-long hair, more people majoring in computer science.

Dr. Becker and Dr. Becker, I say.

Oh, so formal! Georgia’s mom waves her napkin.

Sorry. Lucy and Ron—how did you meet? I say. You fell in love here, right? I look at Mom when I say this. I want her to know that of every adult at this table, she knows the least about love.

Georgia rolls her eyes. They are Stanford lovebirds, that’s what. Putting the pressure on for me.

I was Ron’s chemistry TA, Lucy says. He was a sophomore, I was a junior. But it was very professional. Ron didn’t ask me out until after finals. By which point I had actually failed him.

Let me say that I was very mature for a sophomore, Ron jokes. I had a taste for older women.

Georgia says, Dad, please! I expect Mom to be scandalized, but she just laughs. She looks straight at me and says, Rishi, maybe there is hope for you too. And I know exactly what she means.

When the server brings out the check, Georgia’s dad picks it up without asking. I expect Mom to fight, as she always does with Indian uncles and aunties, sometimes causing a scene. But my mother, like me, knows how to code-switch. She accepts Ron’s generosity without complaint.

That night I stay in my mother’s hotel room. In the morning we are supposed to hike before she leaves for the airport. I expect she will wake me up for the hike, but she lets me sleep. I wake to her coming back to our room, covered in sweat.

Wait. I sit up straight. Did you go hiking without me?

You were sleeping, Rishi. What could I do? Mom unlaces her hiking boots, packed specially for the occasion. I look at the clock: It’s past noon.

You could’ve woken me up.

I can’t do anything, she says, in a tone that smarts. You make your own choices. Isn’t that right?

Seething, I pack my backpack to return to school. She has already, of course, packed hers. We ride the elevator to the lobby in silence.

Okay, Mom says, scanning the street for her Uber. I will see you for spring break. Be safe, be good.

Are you going to apologize to me? I say.

I am trying to forgive you, Rishi. You are young. You will change.

As Mom gets into her Uber, my entire body buzzes with rage. At the last minute, I stuff one of Georgia’s surgical masks in her hand. You should wear this on the plane, I say, instead of I never want to see you again. Text me and Dad when you land. Stay safe.







Spring


It’s like my mother’s visit plunges Stanford into an alternate universe. Over the next week, bizarre things begin happening.

First, Dr. Goldberg sends an email that our last four classes before spring break will be happening over video call—out of an abundance of caution, she writes. Immediately I Google the bat virus again. The Bay Area cases have hit double digits. I remember Georgia comparing the virus numbers to a K-pop group. Now there are enough sick people to fill a gender theory seminar.

Second, Dr. Becker and Dr. Becker call Georgia during dinner. They ask to be put on speaker so that Clara and I can hear.

Girls, I know you have smart heads on your shoulders, so you’ll be following all the school guidelines, even if your classmates don’t, Lucy says. I want you to minimize contact with others, okay? It’s a no on parties, and now’s also the time to start skipping lectures if you don’t feel well.

Clara and I look at each other.

There are no “school guidelines,” Mom, Georgia says, in a tone that would get my ass beat. It’s, like, almost spring break. What are you talking about?

There will be, once we issue a statement.

That’s Georgia’s dad. I remember Ron joking with my mother at dinner; he sounds impossibly serious now. He continues, Ladies, it’s probable that we’ll be looking at online classes for the foreseeable future, until we lower the infection rate. We just want your promise you’ll take the guidelines seriously. They’re for your own good.

Georgia promises on everyone’s behalf, and her mom says, Okay, girls. We’ll get off our soapbox now. Then Georgia leaves to give her mom a play-by-play of last weekend’s intramural soccer game.

What the fuck? I say.

I don’t know, man, Clara says. This feels like the beginning of a really bad horror movie.

She’s right. Things become worse the next day. We receive a schoolwide alert that somebody on campus has contracted the virus. We are at dinner when the email hits. Our hallmate Eric starts panicking right then and there.

Oh my God, I think I might have it, he is saying. I’ve been feeling bad all day—

Instinctively, I shrink away. But Georgia gives Eric a hug. It’s okay, it’s okay. It’s just one person. You’re probably fine. Wanna go outside and talk?

After Georgia walks Eric outside, I toss his half-eaten plate without touching it. I wash my hands twice to be safe.



I struggle to study for exams that night. I refresh Twitter manically instead. Trevor Yates’s cancellation continues, but it is the virus that has infected the top of my feed. The internet provides a laundry list of telltale symptoms. Shortness of breath—check. Fatigue—check. Muscle aches—does my heart count? Refresh, refresh. Until Georgia says gently, Rishi, I think you should stop.

Can we watch a movie? I need, like, external stimulation.

Georgia gets into my bed, and we put on Contagion, which has been trending online for its newfound relevance to our current times. We smoke first. This is a mistake, because the movie is horrifying, also about a bat virus from China that slowly kills millions worldwide.

Oh, this is definitely inspired by the Nipah outbreak, Georgia says excitedly. It was the subject of my mom’s PhD.

As the movie unfolds there is mass panic, looting of stores, misconduct from public officials. The real heroes of the story are the CDC scientists—Georgia cheers when she sees them—but the protagonist we’re supposed to root for is a plucky all-American dad. He loads a shotgun to protect his teenage daughter from looters. Compared to him, my dad is a string bean. He is a survivor of scoliosis.

Does your dad own a gun? I ask Georgia.

Actually, yeah. He used to keep one on the island for bears. But we’re not those kinda white people. I swear.

Mine doesn’t. I’m screwed.

But your dad gardens, right? That’s way more useful in an apocalypse. They just wouldn’t show it in a movie.

I feel high and paranoid. I am not sure which character I am supposed to identify with: the scientists, the dads, the daughters, the victims. Which is to say, at the end of the world, I am not sure who I would be.

George, I’m scared, I say. I think Contagion was a bad idea.

Georgia checks Wikipedia. Apparently, it will have a happy ending. If that helps.

What happens?

Um … I guess it’s more of a nuanced ending. Millions of people die, but order is restored. Oh, and the teenage girl finds love. That’s nice. Want me to spoil the rest?

That’s okay. I think I should sleep.

Georgia laughs. Should I tuck you into bed? Coward.

I am no coward, I say. For you, I would wield a shotgun. I would shoot to kill.

Georgia fluffs my sheets, and I feel a pinch in my sinuses—a tear, a sniffle? She tucks the sheets under my arms. I lie perfectly still. Try my hardest not to sneeze.



We learn of the end of the world via email. What did they do in the olden days, before these things were heralded by official, primly worded announcements? Angels, maybe, or harbingers of doom. Georgia once told me that Stanford employs three administrators for every student on campus. There is an entire office that writes the president’s emails, including attorneys who check for legal liabilities.

The president’s email comes in the morning—all classes and exams, it announces, are canceled until spring break. The mood in our dorm is festive until the second email hits, telling us to cancel our plans to return to campus in the spring.

I am with Clara when it comes. We can’t come back? I scan the subject line.

Spring term will be online for the first three weeks, Clara reads quickly. Then we can come back. Public health guidelines permitting. Shit.

I imagine the upcoming month at home. It feels like looking into a black hole. How am I supposed to live with my mother? Since Family Weekend, she has not called. She is still texting me twice a day: Good morning, how are you. Good night, sleep well. The texts are cordial. It’s easy to pretend that everything is normal. But I am her daughter, so I know hers is a vengeful silence, like the calm before a storm.

I’ll FaceTime you every day, Clara says. We’ll be back before you realize.

She sounds like she’s also trying to convince herself. I remember that Clara, too, has a strained relationship with her parents, and I feel guilty for being so self-centered.

The sky mocks us with its blueness for the rest of the week. Jacarandas in brilliant shades of pink and purple, like a gay celebrity’s eye shadow palette, erupt around campus.

Indoors, however, campus is bunkering down. Hand-sanitizer dispensers have appeared, like bouncers, outside every doorway. There is no longer a deadly crush of bikers running late to class. To avoid contamination, the dining hall buffets are replaced by plastic-wrapped grab-and-go meals.

I consult Google with my questions. Q: Why must we all stand six feet apart? A: Because that is as far as the virus can fly. Q: How long until a vaccine is made? A: Ten to eighteen months. Q: What happened to Trevor Yates? A: Nothing. He has deleted his accounts, and you will never hear from him again. You have bigger issues to worry about.

We are supposed to eat inside the safety of our rooms, but it is gorgeous weather, so everyone is outside, just like with the wildfires. Instead of studying for exams, people are getting openly drunk. There isn’t any good reason not to—the world hasn’t ended yet, and there are still three days before spring break, that point of unknown return.

My last week of high school felt something like this. As graduating seniors we were invincible, magnificent. Girls wore flip-flops and booty shorts because nobody could make them change. Flipped off bitches and told losers to have a nice life. On the very last day someone set off unauthorized firecrackers, causing an active shooter alarm. I sat in the pitch-dark closet during lockdown and knew I would not die. It was only a dream, and soon I would be free.

Q: What do you do when the world is going to end?

A: There is nothing you can do. You blink, and everything disappears.



Four, three, two days until “spring break.” That phrase is now a euphemism. By this point, our government has declared a nationwide emergency for the virus. My dad sends dire texts punctuated with inadvertently sexual emojis. Avoid sneeze and cough! (Squirting emoji.) Stay inside Rishika, eat enough fruit. (Banana emoji.) I wonder aloud how the dinosaurs felt when the meteor hit. Imraan, an astrophysics major, says the meteor would’ve been visible for days before impact, growing larger and larger until it swallowed the sky.

I think, All the dinosaurs have turned into fossil fuels. We are building our apocalypse with the bones of the old.

Yeah, that’s not true. Georgia laughs when I tell her this. Most fossil fuels are made out of prehistoric swamps. Algae and plant matter. Not literal dead dinosaurs.

It was a nice metaphor, I say, embarrassed, and Georgia says, It was, and that’s why you’re an English major. And I’m in environmental engineering.

You will be useful at the end of the world, I say. I will not.

Georgia considers. We will need somebody to tell stories around the campfire, she says at last. That could be you. For all we know, that is what will keep us alive.



That evening, I receive an urgent email about my twenty overdue library books. So I haul ass to the library and of course I drop my books. A familiar brown hand appears to pick them up. I look up and see Kavya Varma.

What are you doing here? I blurt.

I haven’t seen Kavya, not even in passing, since December. I sort of forgot she existed. There are simply so many faces that have come and gone since school began that I’ve accepted I will lose track of most of them. I have numbers in my phone saved from people I met at very specific moments, like Jessica (Planned Parenthood Student Committee) and Elke (Laundry Room). I haven’t seen those people ever again, in the laundry room or otherwise.

I have a library card too, says Kavya mildly. She unloads her books. The cover of Easha’s book catches my eye.

Did you like it? I ask.

Kavya shrugs. Yeah, but you’re funnier than her. Though maybe I’m biased.

She smiles at me, and I feel our old friendship return.

I haven’t eaten yet, I say. Do you want to get dinner?

Kavya looks into the library. I was going to study, she says. I have one p-set left.

My face falls before I catch myself. But then Kavya shrugs. Actually, why not? The world is ending. You pick the dining hall.

I’m relieved finals are canceled, Kavya says as we eat. There was going to be a group project for my thermodynamics class and the guys on my team were not pulling their own mass.

Kavya is often the only girl in her physics classes. My classes are chock-full of girls and queers, but then again, my classes are all about oppression, which is considered less academically rigorous.

How are you handling—everything? Kavya sweeps her hand vaguely in the air to indicate our imminent societal collapse.

I’m kind of dreading going home.

I shrug. My mom is currently throwing a tantrum because I’m gay.

I’m sorry to hear, Kavya says. What happened? I had the idea you were close.

I remember, belatedly, that Kavya has read my piece for Asian American Autofiction in which my made-up mother is an emergent queer ally. I backpedal.

No, it’s just complicated. It always is.

I’m actually planning on coming out to my mom too, Kavya says. Any advice?

I stare at her. Right now? Why?

I mean, I’d like to tell my parents I have a girlfriend, Kavya says.

It’s so casual I almost miss it. I wonder if she has practiced this, slipping it into conversations, like the boys in the dorm who unsubtly bring up their SAT scores.

Oh wow, I say. Who?

Kavya opens her phone to show me a picture. Her camera roll is sparse and has more pictures of trees than people. This is Kristina, she says.

My first reaction is relief: Kristina is white. If Kavya was dating a woman of color, I would be forced to take her seriously. And on closer inspection, Kristina doesn’t even look American. I am pretty good at telling the difference between Americans and Europeans just from their expressions. American faces are complacent, whereas Europeans look haunted by their past.

We met at the international students’ association, Kavya says, smiling at her phone. She’s from Poland.

Wow, I say again. How long has it been?

Like, two weeks? We went on a night hike as friends and ended up kissing at the top. I will miss her when we all leave campus.

At least you get to go back to India, I say, taking a mouthful of bland tofu. I’m sure you’ll be eating a lot better than this.

Actually, I’m staying in the States, Kavya says. My family has a property in Manhattan. It’ll be quiet there, and the time difference won’t be too inconvenient for online classes.

Your parents are letting you stay? I say. Isn’t Manhattan, like, disease central?

Yeah, but we think things will be even worse in India. There will be a very strict lockdown, none of this half-ass American business.

But won’t you be lonely? I say. That’s four whole weeks without your family.

Kavya shrugs. I have friends and cousins in the city. I can visit them once the panic dies down.

Outside the window, kids play Frisbee on the lawn. A small hummingbird dips into a bush. In two days the clock will strike midnight, I will be returned to my past.

You can call me whenever you want, I say. Or—I swallow hard. Do you—do you want to come to Florida with me? I’m sure my parents will be happy to have you.

I have a vision of Kavya slotting into our house like a visiting cousin. Or the second child my parents never had. The four of us could drink tea on the patio in the evenings. The swampy green climate, maybe it will remind her of home.

Oh, says Kavya. That’s so kind of you to offer, Rishi. But I’m okay.

I feel punctured but cannot explain why. Then I imagine my mother’s reaction if she learned Kavya is gay. I picture Kavya at the supermarket, driving past the crab shacks and megachurches. Okeechobee isn’t London or Tokyo, the places Kavya is used to. What I imagined could never happen in Florida. I am thinking of India, a life I’ve never lived.

But I’ll stay in touch, Kavya is saying. I am glad to have your friendship, Rishi. You are very sweet.

I replay this compliment on my walk home. Nobody has called me sweet before, except for patronizing men calling me a “sweetheart.” Am I sweet? I don’t know the person that Kavya is referring to, but I would like to meet her.



On the final day of our lives as we know it, Georgia wakes with a start. I wake up too, because we are telepathically connected like that. She sits straight up and says, I want to go to San Francisco.

Right now? I say.

Yeah, says Georgia. Let’s go see the Castro. It’s the gay neighborhood, you’ll like it.

I remind her that our flights home are early tomorrow morning and neither of us is packed.

Georgia shrugs. We’ll pack tonight. Come on, it’s our last day!

So I get dressed and Georgia buys us tickets for the Caltrain. At the very last minute she grabs two masks. Just in case, she says, looping it over her ears.

I worry that the train will be eerie-empty, like in Contagion, but when we board at Palo Alto, there are plenty of commuters to work. Nobody else is wearing a mask. After thirty seconds of deliberation, I remove mine. How much longer will this familiar world remain? It feels like this virus exists only on my phone, with its constant pinging of emails. Like I could throw it in the Bay, and my life could go on.

We get off at the 22nd Street Station. Immediately I am overtaken by the cold—it is at least ten degrees colder than ever-pleasant Palo Alto, and foggy, too. I hug myself and feel impressed by San Francisco for having a real climate to deal with.

Georgia and I decide to walk to the Castro to stay warm. We climb forty-five degrees uphill and gape at the gabled houses. The ache in our legs is sour and sharp; when we finally reach the top, we are panting. But then we see the entire city sprawled around us. The bay in the distance, cold and blue, hills dotted with buildings, like a spread in a storybook, all watercolor and ink.

As we get closer to the Castro, we notice more people wearing masks, so we put ours on too. We can’t see smiles, but we exchange thumbs-ups with our fellow mask-wearers. It is freeing to walk down an unfamiliar street with my face covered. I feel the urge to scream because nobody will ever know who I am. But I don’t, because I am still too bound by social norms.

I know we have reached the Castro because it is my first time seeing gay adults in the flesh. I see a pair of men holding hands, walking a dog. Another man turns a corner wearing nothing but a cowboy hat.

This is like gay Disneyland, says Georgia, and she is right. Even the crosswalks are painted with rainbow stripes. We duck into a sex shop selling dildos for men and women. The dildos for women are cutely amorphous and pink, with names like the Rabbit and the Pussycat. The ones for men are veiny and lifelike, called Handyman Harry and the Plumber. The modern gender binary: tiny mammals and the working class.

Um, I say. Why is that one the size of a fire hydrant?

Think it will fit in my carry-on? Georgia swings the Plumber at me like a sword. The gay shopkeeper comes over and tells us that our two options are either to shut up or buy penises elsewhere. So we leave.

He’s a misogynist, Georgia says, as she does whenever our actions have consequences.

I know, I say. That’s why he won’t even fuck women.

And that’s the truth. Georgia laughs. Come on. I want to see Golden Gate Park.

Underneath the awning of Castro Theatre, I spot a rowdy group of butches. They are wearing matching outfits for a bachelorette party. One of the brides meets my eye and gives me a wink. It doesn’t occur to me until later that maybe she thought Georgia and I were a couple.

Inside the park, we wander into a hushed grove of trees. The city disappears around us; we see rocks engraved with names of deceased people. This turns out to be the National AIDS Memorial Grove. We are the only people there, but there are some votive candles still burning. One features the face of Barack Obama, and several feature Madonnas, both the pop star and the virgin.

A signpost about the AIDS epidemic displays the total death toll: over half a million in the US alone. A small number compared to, say, victims of the Holocaust—and there is a memorial to them, too, in the Castro. But still, think of what it did to the community, Georgia says. All their friends, lovers, even exes at risk. It must’ve been like their entire world fell apart.

I can’t imagine, I say.

I have a gay uncle. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned, Georgia says. He met his husband working as a doctor in an AIDS ward in New York. He has some really grim stories. Having sex was like committing suicide. Before they had PrEP and stuff, my uncle had to help people literally choose between love and death.

He sounds like a hero, I say. A breeze passes; the trees nod their agreement.

My mom actually says that’s why she went into public health, Georgia says proudly. To honor her brother.

We follow the creek back into the real world. A couple of bikers zoom by without a second look. I think randomly of the American Girl books I loved as a kid. Each story is set during a major historical period, such as the Great Depression, or slavery, so each girl has a social trauma to underscore her coming-of-age. Compared to them, compared to the young AIDS-era gays—and most people in history, really—I have lived a life untouched by calamity. Is it finally my turn?

How are your parents handling things? I say. Is the CDC like in the movie?

I thought they were overreacting before. Georgia shrugs. But they’re not.

It’s not going to be over in four weeks, I say. Right?

No. Georgia agrees. We have a whole-ass pandemic on our hands. And regardless of how the world’s governments handle it, millions of people are likely to die.

Millions of people? I repeat. Life and death, love and death. All these concepts are too enormous to fathom.

Yeah, but it’s not going to be you and me. Georgia shoves her hands into her pockets for warmth. We’ll be okay. It’s going to be the most vulnerable people who will die. The ones who can’t quarantine, the ones who are poor. I couldn’t sleep last night. I don’t know how I’m supposed to live.

With her mask on, I can’t see her lips moving. Her voice like the voice of God. You hear all these clichés about times of crisis, how it separates the good from the weak. In Florida, before hurricanes, some people panic-buy water at the grocery store. I’ve seen videos of people fighting over bread. But there is the flip side, too—people wading through stormwaters to rescue their neighbors. Going door-to-door with flashlights in the dark. Who rises up when everything falls apart? Will I be one of them?

Beneath my mask, I mouth to Georgia, You are the most special person I’ve ever met. I don’t know why I don’t say it aloud. I just know it is true as I say it.



When we return to campus, Pietro invites us to help him smoke all of his weed—Clara, Georgia, Imraan, and me. I can’t take it home, he says, and who knows when we’ll all be together to light up next? Normally, Clara makes a big deal out of protecting her lungs, but even she joins in. Our RA Sloane knocks on the door and tells us to stop hotboxing the place. Then she asks for a hit.

I have never been higher in my life. I feel like I’ve achieved a different level of consciousness. But the others still have bodily concerns. Imraan and Clara begin complaining that they are hungry. Clara says, I could die from munchies. Oh my God.

I have like a hundred dining dollars left over in my account, says Georgia. We could order something from the diner.

How do you have that many dining dollars? demands Pietro.

I guess I never really spent them, Georgia says. Order whatever you want. Spend it all. My treat.

She tosses her phone to Clara, who opens the mobile ordering app.

Are you sure? I ask her quietly. It’s supposed to last the whole year. You don’t have to spend it all on us.

Nothing ever lasts, Rishi. Georgia squeezes my hand. Just think of it as reparations, yeah?

I know she’s joking, but I nearly burst into tears. I think, Georgia, you don’t owe me anything. Truly, I am the one in her debt, for being my friend—and not just any friend, but my first best friend, the one who’s set the bar so high I might live the rest of my life in comparison. But I don’t have the words for any of that, and like I said, I am really high.

Georgia and I go to pick up our order. On the way back, I spot Kavya watching a movie in the lounge. I call her name. Then I realize she is accompanied by none other than Kristina, the Pole. As if on cue, Kavya says, I was just telling Kristina about you, Rishi. Come say hello.

Coincidences like this always happen when I am high with Georgia, and everything feels so preordained. Oh, hi, I say, trying my best to sound sober. How are you? Have you met Georgia?

We sit on the couch with the lovers. Kristina knows Georgia from their feminist art history class. Georgia starts talking to her about medieval virgin motifs, which I am grateful for because I am struggling to socialize. I look at the TV, which is currently playing a Bollywood movie.

I know it’s cheesy, Kavya says, following my gaze. But Kristina really wanted to see the movies I grew up with.

It izz a very colorful style of cinema, Kristina says, with the slightest accent.

Rishi has never shown me a Bollywood movie, Georgia says, poking my arm.

I’m Tamil, I say. Bollywood’s, like, not really my culture.

You never show me Tamil stuff, either, Georgia complains.

Because I don’t really speak it.

You don’t speak Tamil? Kavya sounds surprised.

I think we’re crashing their date, George, I say.

No, no, watch with us! We’re almost finished anyway, says Kristina.

So we watch the final act of Jab We Met with Kavya and Kristina. They are watching the movie, but I am watching them. It is more entertaining than the movie itself, the way Kavya pretends to fix her hair before stretching her arm around her girlfriend. I can tell she is putting at least 10 percent of her energy into maintaining her arm posture.

The film reaches its climax. The music swells. But just when it seems that the hero and heroine will kiss, the door bangs open, and the projector taps out—someone’s tripped over the cord. I turn and see Imraan, Clara, and Pietro, whom I had completely forgotten about.

Where did you go? We are hungry, Clara demands. She sees the food and forgets her anger. Meanwhile, Georgia is on her hands and knees trying to restore the projector cord. I have to see what happens, she says. They were going to fuck—

No they weren’t, Kavya reassures her. This is Indian cinema. It is very chaste.

We can’t finish the movie, so Imraan brings out a game of Monopoly. Everyone is anti-capitalist, so we tweak the rules randomly, bending the universe in accordance with our beliefs. Pietro is the banker, and every twenty minutes, he throws paper money freely in the air, yelling, SOCIALISM! Georgia buys a house and immediately donates it to the public commons. Nobody is ever allowed to go to jail.

I look at my friends as if through a window. I realize that I have everything I’ve ever wanted. If my life had a pause button—if I could press it just so—nothing would ever have to change. I imagine that my eyes are remote controls. I blink them once and I stop time. At least, time stops for me.



Somehow it becomes four in the morning. Kavya says she will walk Kristina home. It is like her departure breaks a spell. One by one, my friends hug goodbye, promise to call and text.

There is no point in sleeping before Georgia and I must leave for the airport. So instead, we lie on the floor, our bodies touching, limbs stacked. When I was a child there was this book about Flat Stanley, a boy so thin he was shippable by mail. He could travel the world for the price of a postage stamp. Why am I remembering all these children’s books today, why are they my deepest point of emotional reference? How would it feel if Georgia could slide me between the pages of her journal, press me face-to-face with the innermost feelings of her heart?

We wait until the very last moment to pack. I leave behind all my sweaters, but at the last minute, double the quantity of underwear. I am still high as I stumble out of the dorm. For this reason, I forget to take a good look around. I don’t pray to the goddess for a safe flight, as Mom always insists. When I close the door I don’t look back.

Georgia has gotten us two seats in an airport-bound Uber with a motley crew of people, including our RA Jeff, his girlfriend, her roommate, and Teen Jeopardy! champion Jordan Harris. I am smushed between Georgia and the car door, but at least Georgia’s arm is soft. Soon, the sun will rise. Soon, my life will change.

I am looking at the black sky and waiting for the sun; I accidentally doze off until Georgia squeezes my arm.

Wake up, Rishi, she says. We’re at the airport.

The Uber driver opens the door without warning, and I nearly fall out. In the departure hall, everyone bids each other a safe flight. You too. Thank you. Okay, I’ll see you soon. So soon. Yes.

To Georgia, I say, What gate are you at? I am trying to push off the inevitable.

That way. You?

Oh. I’m the other way.

We look at each other for about three seconds. I cannot read her expression through her mask.

I’m going to hug you now, okay? She holds me and I have a crushing sense of finality. The way you feel when a party is over, and it’s time to reenter the harsh, bitter world.

I don’t want to leave you, I say at last.

Georgia gives me a specific look. She seems to ooze with sadness and knowledge, like the female prophets she studies in art history. In Hinduism, there’s this concept called “darshan,” or vision. It’s a visitation from a god after months of penance. People strive for lifetimes for a single glimpse. A mental picture for when things get hard. I know right then that no matter how long we’re apart, that look of Georgia’s will stay with me.

It’s not going to be forever, she says. I love you, Rishi.

I love you too, George.

I hold it together and don’t cry until I am seated on the plane. A handful of people are also wearing surgical masks. One man is wearing an honest-to-God gas mask like Darth Vader. The woman seated next to me begins sniffling, and I jerk away from her. She’s not wearing a mask. I think, What kind of sick fuck—literally—is boarding a plane?

Then I see she is crying, and I feel like an asshole. I offer her a tissue.

Thanks, she says. My mom is sick.

I look at the strand of mucus glistening from her nose, imagine the horrors it could contain. I can’t help it.

Is it—is it, uh, the coronavirus?

Thank God, no. Cancer, the lady says. The plane takes off, but I feel like I am free-falling. It hasn’t felt real until now, what Georgia said at the AIDS memorial, about the ways the world is going to change.

All my life I’ve known exactly what I was supposed to do at any given point. There’s been a schedule, rules, adults telling you when and where you could pee. But now no rules apply, and everyone, literally everyone, is making things up. Nobody knows what is happening. Nowhere is safe.

How to sit with the fact that people are going to die, lots of them? And what’s more, that people die all the time—literally and metaphorically, sometimes in tiny paper-cut slices, sometimes in acts of life-altering violence? I think about the girls that Trevor Yates assaulted, flipping their worlds upside down. You try to feel safe, but the universe doesn’t hold punches—viruses, cancers, mothers, men, and who knows what else is coming? This is why people pray, I know: to quiet the fear.

I imagine the hands of God herself reaching down from the sky, saving every person in this plane. Thin and brown, with gold bangles around the wrists.

Amma, Amma, Amma, I think. I’m not ready for this. The words appear, fully formed, in my head. I am not ready. My life has just begun, and now it is changing again, so fast it leaves me dizzy. Can I be a kid again, trust the adults in charge? This is what I want: to fall asleep on the couch and be carried to bed while the party continues downstairs. To hear their laughter from the next room. At the end of the day, at the end of the world, I need my mother.






Part II
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Let me start from the beginning. The first time the world ended.

I am four years old, small for my age. Nothing bad has happened yet. For a few hours of my life, I have a sister. She lives a brief life in the hospital before dying of a congenital abnormality. This, despite the wonders of modern medicine. This, despite living in the richest country in the world. I don’t remember much because I am too young. All I know is that I am the one who lived.

I become prematurely obsessed with premature death, all the ways it can be wrought. There is the way of wildfires. Of tides encroaching, foot by foot. Hurricanes so strong they knock down your front door. The ozone layer and too-harsh sun, charring your father’s tomato garden into wasteland. The poet Mary Oliver says, “Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and precious life?” The answer that arrives to me: I will fight to see it through.

When I am sixteen, I help plan a walkout at my high school. It is happening in coordination with student organizers across the world, mobilized by the internet. We’ve seen the tweets, the articles, the calls for action, and we feel that they are speaking directly to us. We form committees on the national, state, city levels. We’re marching about so many things that are technically different—fracking, mass shootings, police at our school—but feel the same in our bodies, which is to say like a punch in the gut. We spread the word in group chats, DMs. We don’t tell any adults what we are planning, not even our parents.

The day of the walkout is so lovely and temperate, it is like the climate is conspiring to undermine us. In the class periods before, I am on edge, looking around the hallways, afraid that, when the time comes, nobody will rise to their feet. But at the chosen hour, hundreds of us walk out. We gather on the football field, beneath the faded banner of our school’s Native mascot, flattening the turf with our collective feet. We recite poems and make speeches, and I feel hope, in that moment, for kids my age—the way we bear each other’s witness, even when most adults have no reason to care.

My mother finds out that night when Mythili Aunty calls and tells her to turn on the evening news. There I am, being interviewed by the local TV channel. I don’t remember giving the interview—the walkout was a blur—and my name is misspelled, but who cares? Mom yelps in surprise and nearly drops the phone. You did this, Rishi? she says. Why?! And I think of saying, Because the sky has teeth, the ocean has fingers, the men have guns, all of them coming to kill us, but I know that will prompt a fight. I tell her, It will look good on my college applications.

A month later, the climate groups plan a die-in, inspired by the AIDS activists of generations past. We let it be known: The people in power are actively killing us. Those of us near Orlando organize a die-in at a Publix supermarket, whose CEO recently donated millions to a pro-fracking candidate. I am awake for forty-eight consecutive hours organizing the protest. Instead of dying on the cold linoleum, I accidentally fall asleep. I startle awake, not when the others start chanting but when a shopper’s flip-flop-clad foot narrowly misses my face.

Later the video goes viral, of dozens of teenagers lying dead in the dairy aisle. That is how I gain my first ten thousand Twitter followers. I shoot off a half dozen tweets each day. When trolls send angry messages, I clap back. I do not lie down and take bullshit. I do not lie down unless it is part of ghastly protest art, mimicking my own death for attention. Soldiering onward, trying not to scream when somebody calls my generation inspiring, or social media–savvy, because is it terrific or tragic that we’re so good at live-tweeting our own deaths?

That is how years of my life go by, in a breakneck race toward adulthood, against apocalypse. It is only after the world ends anyway that I think of what it did to me, how it built my sense of narrative. If I could write this as a novel, here’s how it would end: The climate kids would win. People would tire of our pain, and their hearts would change. Republicans would vote in droves for climate reform, and men would go to therapy—either that or they’d spontaneously combust—and we could melt down all the firearms and use them to build high-speed public railways. I’ve imagined this fictional version so many times, it feels like a memory, sitting as a neighbor to the real story in my mind.

The real story is less satisfying. It goes like this: For two years of our lives, the climate kids were in frenzied motion. We wrote bills, we published op-eds, we tried to live our lives as if the world was already healed. But when the dust settled, nothing changed. No major legislation was passed on climate; no candidate endorsed our cause; the companies we boycotted reported record profits. Our bills, too, died prematurely. The world we fought for never came. And the loss of something you dreamed of—something you intended to hold in your arms—felt like a story I’d already been told.

I am not trying to equate this loss with my mother’s. I did not carry my future in my womb; I lost something I had never known. My grandparents, too, lost siblings. It was common back then. Dad once told me that women of the “olden days”—this is the phrase he always uses—did not hold their babies for the first twenty-four hours after birth. This to protect them from the inevitability that if the child died, it would break their heart. This in order to survive.

What I am trying to say: The end of the world came and kept coming, and my family moved on. I rarely discuss this sister with my parents. It has never occurred to me to write about her. What claim do I have to her story? Absolutely none. I think of her from time to time. But not nearly as much as I think of my mother.



She doesn’t pick me up from the airport. My father stands alone in the baggage claim. He is wearing the Stanford Daddy sweatshirt that he doesn’t know Pietro wears ironically. A bandanna across his nose and mouth.

Where’s Mom? I say.

We thought it was safest for only one of us to come to the airport. She said we have to be really careful, and I shouldn’t even hug you, but—oh well, we’ll just not tell her—

Dad pulls me into his arms. What is happening? I say. What are we supposed to be doing?

Eat this banana. This morning I bought four dozen, Dad says. The shelves were nearly empty, like a hurricane. And your grandparents are quarantining in Mama’s apartment. All across India, there is a serious lockdown. At least here in Florida we can still go outside, but we’re worried about Thatha particularly—he has bad lungs, and he and Paati are getting old. We’re going to call them twice a day to keep their spirits up. Your mother has disinfected the entire house, and, listen, she is very worried. Don’t say anything that will upset her.

Like what?

Dad briefly meets my eyes. He looks like he’d rather discuss anything else in the world. Finally, he says, Whatever you told her at Family Weekend.

I swallow my banana too fast. She told you about that?

It doesn’t matter right now. Please don’t bring it up, kanna. Not now.

Not now? I say. Or not ever? All the courage I’d felt when my mother visited campus has deserted me. This is what happens when you’re back in the passenger seat of your parents’ car.

Dad pulls into our exit. You are very young, Rishi, he says, echoing Mom. All of this—gay—it is not the time to be discussing these things. We are not ready. For my sake, can you understand?

I don’t understand. My father, unlike Mom, is not angry with me. All our lives, he’s been this way—gentle, the go-between. Sometimes, with men, the best you can hope is that they do no harm, but Dad, I know, has tried his best. Has sat up with Mom late at night as she wept; handed me his car keys to visit Paola, or drive to climate meetings, when the heat in our own house started to rise. A moment I’d imagined with my father: Down the line, at twenty-five, I’d look him in the eye, take him to dinner, tell him who I was. A whole different timeline, foreclosed. What life will take its place?

As if reading my mind, my father says, When you are older, Rishi, we can talk about this. But now Amma is scared. Please just be nice to her, okay?

Sure enough, when we step into the house, Mom lies in wait. She, too, is wearing a bandanna across her face. Rishi, don’t come any farther, she commands. Then she spreads a towel wide, blocking me from view, and instructs me to take off my clothes.

Are you serious? I just got here—

Rishi, don’t be annoying! You’ve been on a cross-country flight, and that virus is all over California. Take this towel and go straight to the shower.

It is too early—within the first thirty seconds—to fight. I remember Dad’s request to be nice, and though I hate to establish the precedent, I obey Mom. Mom has laid out an outfit for me in the bathroom. I am dismayed to discover that my high school clothes no longer fit me. I force myself into an old pair of shorts and my climate club’s T-shirt. I understand why they give prisoners ill-fitting uniforms to humble them. My face is scrubbed so red, I look like a sausage squeezed back into its bag.

We sit down for dinner and Dad informs me that due to a recent health documentary Mom saw, we are now a rice-free household. Instead of steaming basmati with my rasam, Mom offers me a heap of riced cauliflower.

What’s wrong with rice? I stare at her.

Dad makes a pained expression, but Mom says, Too many carbohydrates.

But rice is our whole culture. Racist people call us rice eaters. Not veggie-based alternative—

Culture, bulture, Mom says. You see, Indian uncles and aunties are dropping dead left and right from obesity. And even you, Rishi, I can see your clothes have gotten tight.

I cross my arms over my T-shirt. My dad says, Try the cauliflower, Rishi. You won’t taste a difference.

You can’t call me fat, I say, and Mom frowns.

Cha. It’s not to hurt your feelings, okay? It’s very common. They call it the “freshman fifteen,” Mom says, pronouncing the f’s with a decisive exhalation. I’ve seen so many of these college girls come home looking like winter gourds. It’s okay, Rishi. You can still reverse it. We can do indoor exercise videos together if you manage to wake up in the mornings.

I refuse to eat the alternative rice. I tell her I am justified because even Gandhi went on a hunger strike. She tells me, Go ahead, starve. See if I care.

But we both know that is a lie, and soon she is searching the fridge for some rice for me. I eat it with my fingers, filling my belly properly for the first time in weeks. Mom says nothing but watches with fire in her eyes. I fear it is going to be a very long lockdown.

When it is time to sleep I go to my room. I have outgrown it, like my clothes. I brought my favorite possessions with me to college, so those left behind form a sad, dusty museum to the girl I used to be. A smattering of trophies I won in middle school. Hanging above my bed, the hand-painted banner we made for the climate march on Washington, the one where I met Clara. YOUNG PEOPLE WILL SAVE THE WORLD, it shouts. A mean laugh bubbles in me when I see it.

My room smells like cleaning supplies—Mom has been through. She’s made my bed with a comforter I don’t recognize. In the center of my bed is my old stuffed pony, Kudhirai. I didn’t know she was still around.

I thought your old comforter was getting ragged, Mom says, appearing behind me. And I found a candy wrapper inside the lining. Dirty girl.

Thanks, Mom. I like it, I say. Dad appears and flops onto my bed, spreading his arms wide. Just testing the new comforter, he says. Oh, very nice. Soft.

Kumar, your back, Mom yells in Tamil, and Dad leaps back up. Ever since we discovered Dad’s scoliosis, he is only allowed to sleep on expensive Tempur-Pedic mattresses.

Don’t stay up all night on your phone, Mom warns. Here, you can give it to me if you want. To avoid the temptation.

No thank you. I duck her outstretched hand. Good night.

The second they leave, I check my phone. Messages from the group chat flood my screen. Everyone has reached their homes, everyone is safe. Georgia says she’s happy to see her dog, Gandalf, again. Clara says her parents prematurely converted her bedroom into a second office space and until they fix it she has to sleep on the couch. Imraan says that after months of the dining hall, they can no longer tolerate their mother’s spice. Pietro says he is looking at hometown Tinder to see who else has come out. I read the texts in their voices and feel reassured.

For several minutes, I look at their locations on my phone map, like marbles scattered across a board. I zoom into Georgia’s icon. Last night our small blue dots slept on top of one another. Now she is one thousand five hundred and thirteen miles away.

I video-call Georgia, but she doesn’t pick up—probably asleep—so I scroll way down in my message history.

did you reach New York? I text.

Kavya responds almost immediately with a photo of what seems to be the view from her window. A skyline of buildings, a near-empty street.

yeah. it’s surreal, nobody’s outside. I grew up coming here but it’s never been this quiet, she says. How are things with your mom?

We are already locked in mortal combat, I say. We are fighting about rice.

rice but really the fact that you are gay, Kavya says.

lmao u know indian moms so well …

A lifetime of reading between the lines, Kavya says.

I hope u can sleep well, I say. please catch up from last night lol

Then, without knowing why, I text her a photo through my own window, which faces our backyard. My father’s hibiscus bush grows directly outside, shadowing my bed. When I was younger, I’d pretend the branches tapping the glass were the fingers of handsome men clawing at my window to ravish me.

Kavya’s typing bubble reappears.


You too. Sleep well <3



But I don’t sleep, not immediately. Instead I turn on my front-facing camera and look at myself. I look beautiful, my breasts full and fat from all the dining hall food. Shameful how nobody is going to see this for a while.

I wriggle out of my too-tight shorts for relief. I unearth my vibrator from high school, but the batteries are long dead, so I do it old-school. My free hand grips the new comforter. I feel Kudhirai, my old friend. I had forgotten she was here.

At some point, I squeeze Kudhirai between my thighs, riding up against her. I feel like I am charging up a hill and if it doesn’t break soon, I will. Sweat moistens my inner thighs. I can hear myself panting in frustration. I push in one finger, then another, but the feeling stalls, so I ball up my fist. I punch Kudhirai in the face.



In the early days at home, all I do is sleep. I nap for long, thick hours; they spread across the day like jelly. The first week is technically my spring break, so I am allowed to sleep unbothered. But on the second, Mom takes to banging pots and pans if I’m not up by early afternoon. Who is this lazy sleep-demon, she demands, and what have you done to my daughter?

But what should I wake up for? I have no classes to study for. Stanford pushes back the start of the spring term for an extra two weeks. Someone tweets, It’s time to cancel your summer vacations, you privileged fucks. I count down until my departure to Moscow—only three months—and feel sick. The finish line is nowhere in sight. So to pass the waking hours I read. To challenge myself, I download a sprawling PDF of Boccaccio’s Decameron, the Great Plague epic. It is set during the Black Death and follows ten young Italians who seclude themselves in a villa on the edge of town. For ten nights, they tell a hundred fireside stories about love and death, the tricks of fortune, fortifying themselves with collective wisdom. (Oh, Boccaccio, you would have loved the queer group chat!) I find it interesting that, although the kids run away, they ultimately intend to return to Florence to rebuild it. As if they owe the old world anything. I used to feel like them. But now—now!—if I could flee to a house with my friends? You could bet your bottom dollar that I wouldn’t look back.

At night, I watch Tamil movies with my parents. Optimistically, Dad keeps the English subtitles off, but then he gets tired of me asking him what is happening, why they are yelling, so he turns them on. Like clockwork, my mother falls asleep by the second act of each movie. No amount of banging pots or dishoom-dishoom on-screen fighting can wake her. She snores softly through the climax of the film. I do not understand her. It requires an extraordinary sense of assurance to fall asleep during a movie, trusting that everything will turn out okay in the end with or without your watchful eye.



The alligators are the first to emerge from lockdown. A few days into quarantine, a gator with her baby, scooped tight inside her jaws, crawls down the street near our house, for once free of traffic. Where is she headed? There is nothing but subdivisions for miles. Maybe she is following a childhood memory of a green stream. A pond since drained and studded with sidewalks, fences. I watch her from the window and weep. My reptile brain is mourning for something—an untouched world, a different landscape, a simpler time that I am not sure exists.

For the blink of an eye, everywhere is quiet. Online I see photos of empty landmarks, graphs of declining carbon emissions, reports of whales returning, after generations, to the polluted waters of the Hudson River. Whenever I feel like I am dying, I try to remember that the Florida manatees are exceptionally happy.

And I feel like I am dying, starting with April’s email. Three days before the spring quarter begins, Stanford makes it official: We will be online for the rest of the year. And as if they’ve coordinated the attack, the Moscow program emails next that, obviously, unfortunately, our trip is canceled. Stay home, good luck, try not to die.

Clara immediately texts the group chat: a whole quarter online. what the actual fuck

Imraan: aight I guess imma just off myself right now. It was nice knowing you guys

Georgia: here if u want to call and process!! Ily

By this point most schools and offices have shut down; public health officials announce that several hundred thousand American deaths are inevitable, even if we all stay home and follow the rules—even then, it’s too late. We cannot go back. That world is gone.

Still! It is like looking out the window and seeing a black hole. How I had dreamed for this spring! I was going to wear dresses and dance with my friends. I was going to live in Russia, land of vodka and literature. All this would happen, plus a million other things that I couldn’t have planned. This, more than any specific experience, is what I have lost—the feeling of anticipation, the butterflies in your stomach, like you could wake up in the morning and anything could happen.

And it is so selfish to mourn my own lost year. Criminal, even, when Imraan texts pictures of body bags being loaded near their apartment in Queens; when millions of displaced Indian laborers are dying in the heat; when domestic violence is rising from women locked home with abusers. The uncomfortable truth: All my life, there has been suffering. Until now this pain was mere comparison for mine, fodder for threats by my mother—finish your rice, children are eating worms in Africa; do your homework, girls are toiling in sweatshops. When it comes to violence, this pandemic is nothing new; it’s just that my luck’s run out, and I am the stupidest girl in the world—

I look up at the ceiling fan. For a bizarre moment I feel sorry for it—brave, lonely, spinning in place. A writing exercise from Easha’s class: Put yourself inside an inanimate object. Describe it. For weeks, I identified with the radiator, Georgia’s waste jar, the jacaranda outside our dorm. What was she teaching us? How to step outside of ourselves. For a moment now, I leave my body. I channel the ceiling fan, and I say goodbye to the spring. None of it was mine to keep.

That night I dream of the old world. I am pregaming for a party in me and Georgia’s room. She’s opened her big handle of vodka, and we are drinking it like water. I twist my hips and shake my head to speed up drunkenness. Incoherent thoughts, like: If we were siblings, this is how we’d vibe in the womb. Or I wish I knew Georgia as a little girl so I could better protect her. I don’t even want to go to the party. Just being with her in our room is enough.



My parents begin working from home. Mom claims the home office, so Dad takes the second bedroom. We have this big suburban home, the kind you are supposed to stuff to the brim with children, but it is just the three of us. Mom prepares the spare bedroom for quarantine in case one of us gets sick. I read that, once infected, the virus will stay in your RNA forever. It becomes part of you, along with everything you’ve inherited from your mother and father. I imagine it taking up residence in our home. Lurking in the spare bedroom, like the fourth member of our family.

I get the funny feeling I am living in two places at once. There is the home around me, which I share with my parents: our rattan sofa, the whirring dishwasher, daily lunches of yogurt rice and lemon pickle. High school T-shirts and mismatched socks—we haven’t worn shoes in days. My parents and their outsize voices, yelling on the phone to my grandparents, as if trying to call across the ocean itself. I am physically trapped in this place, but I don’t inhabit it. The only place I feel like myself is inside my phone. For hours each day I stare into it like a crystal ball. It contains my friends, my entire world, the pixels that form the image of Georgia, who video-calls me daily to share the latest thoughts that cross her mind. Some things she reports:

A bird has built a nest on her windowsill. She is downloading an app to identify it.

She accidentally saw her brother Jasper’s dick because he keeps leaving the bathroom door open when he pees. He is unused to having her back home.

She is eating a bagel for dinner. Her parents are not big into cooking. They are also particularly busy saving American lives. It really puts everything into perspective.

She thinks she ought to learn a language next quarter. Maybe Chinese, which seems statistically significant. She could practice online with Imraan.

Actually, she is going to take three math classes. Because if she can’t get dick for the rest of spring, she might as well get fucked over by her p-sets.

The bird is a common grackle!

What about me, what am I doing?

Not much, I say. Eating food?

Inside our freezer, we have months’ worth of vegetables, three dozen bananas, and frozen parathas that Mom presses, bare-handed, onto a hot skillet each evening. Our guava tree ripens—earlier and earlier each spring—fruit dropping like bombs, faster than we can harvest them. One guava drops so hard that it bruises Dad when he is weeding nearby. It could have concussed him. Mom cuts the offending guava into slices and feeds it to me for breakfast with chili powder. It gives me the shits.

Hold strong, soldier, Georgia says, but she is laughing.

I am trying to hold strong. On Twitter, I follow a bot that posts daily quotes from Susan Sontag’s diaries. In 1949, she wrote, “I want sensuality and sensitivity, both. I want to err on the side of violence and excess, rather than to underfill my moments.” And I think of how the past six months of my life were filled to the brim, spilling over into art. Newness poured itself over me, sometimes too hard, always too fast, and I wish I had savored it more. For these next months, I know, will be so underfilled, so gouged with longing. Like staring at curtains that are never going to rise.



Florida is among the last states to issue a stay-at-home order to stop the spread of disease. The calculation between human lives and good old-fashioned Florida freedom has always been contentious, but now it takes on existential proportions. On the national news, red-faced Floridians refuse to wear masks, blaming the Democrats, Chinese, and CIA. My old climate group chats are reactivating. Some of the climate kids want to start pushing for decisive action against fossil fuels. Florida’s governor issued a stay-at-home order, someone tweets. Don’t ever let anyone tell you that executive action is impossible. Green New Deal now!

I start to type but delete it. I switch to Snapchat and see Mythili Aunty’s pervy son Chinmay smoking weed.

Hey can I get some of that, I type.

He replies almost instantly: Lmaooooooooo didn’t know u were chill like that rishi.

I think of responding, I literally get more pussy than you. But I want his weed. We meet at a gas station, where I pop the trunk and he slides it in from a safe distance, and the second my parents are asleep, I open a window and light up. Thank God, I think as my mind quiets. Mommy’s home.

I FaceTime Clara to discuss the climate group chats. Whether we will join the next wave of protests.

It’s a good idea, Clara says. They’re absolutely right. Like, the government just showed its ass about what it is willing to do for the common good. We should be harnessing that energy toward the climate crisis.

The world is changing now, I say. People are angry but also hopeful.

Sometimes it makes me giddy to think about it. That apocalypse is not a noun but a verb, a process that can be negotiated and resisted and stopped in its tracks. A Native poet I like tweets, Our American apocalypse is maybe the best way to start new. It’s morning now, morning is when revolutions start.

Not me, says Clara. I feel like something is wrong with me.

You’re not angry? I say. Or not hopeful?

I feel a lot of things, Clara says. But none of those right now.

But you used to care so much, I say. So did I. We felt like the house was on fucking fire. We kept pointing it out and screaming and everyone else just stood and stared.

I start feeling sick in my belly again, the way I do when I remember the die-in at the grocery store. I feel bitter that Clara and I skipped class to fight politicians instead of smoke weed or have sex or whatever normal people do in high school. All this to get into Stanford, where we will read and write about people who are dying in theory. Where entire academic departments, like economics, exist to gaslight us. To trick us into competing for consulting jobs, when the most useful task was actually to sew ourselves fire-proof skin.

Clara says, I didn’t stop caring. You just have to get used to it.

I realize there is a viral meme encapsulating exactly that sentiment. The dog sipping coffee in a burning house. This is fine, he says. This is fine. His face starts melting off.

Is this the only way to endure, to live to fight another day? I look at Clara through the phone and think, I cannot save you, dear friend. I used to think it was possible. I used to believe the universe would measure each person’s level of effort, take note of what we wanted, and dole out good fortune accordingly. I don’t know what I believe anymore.



At some point, Georgia begins writing me letters. The first manila envelope arrives in the mail, like a souvenir from another world. My mother makes me spray disinfectant on the envelope, and I wave it frantically in the air to dry it, but inside, the letter is intact, filled with Georgia’s loopy writing.

Hi Rishi!

Surprise! Here is a letter for you. How did people ever manage to communicate like this? I feel like I’m a housewife in the 1930s writing missives to her lover on the warfront. Though, honestly, if I was a woman back then, I don’t think I would mind too much if my husband got killed. Especially if he left me a lot of money. I actually think that situation would be ideal.

I have been reading a lot of books lately. They make me think of you. Sometimes I read a sentence so beautiful that I copy it down into my journal just so I can know what it feels like to write so well. There is this book I am reading called Braiding Sweetgrass, which is all about how we can follow the model of Indigenous people and languages to grow closer to the land. I feel like the earth is trying to tell us something with this pandemic, and it’s pretty obvious what—that we’ve fucked things up beyond repair and now the chickens are coming home to roost—but I don’t know the way forward. I wish this was the kind of thing we could learn about in school. I hope that I can figure something out by reading. Maybe I can mail you my copy of the book when I’m done.

She includes drawings she has made of her house; her dog, Gandalf; the common grackle; her grandmother Becky in willow form. I didn’t know that Georgia draws. How did I not know?

Anyway. The world is in its worst era ever which means my parents are having the peak of their careers. They are working overtime. Last night I caught my dad playing the violin song from Titanic on repeat. It is eerie to feel like we are on a sinking ship. Oh, Mom is here! She says hi to you. Lol. How are things with your mom?

I am enclosing a strand of my hair.

Your friend,

Georgia Becker



We begin classes on what is ostensibly a Monday but could be any day of the week—time has become meaningless. I sit sort of upright in my bed and join a video call for my American Poetry seminar. I click through the faces of my classmates on-screen and imagine who, if we were on campus, I would’ve tried to fuck. One boy, Toby, has his laptop positioned on a low surface—maybe a coffee table—so that the camera is pointed embarrassingly at his crotch. I take a screenshot and text it to Georgia. New class crush?!!!

ewwwwww you should use the filter that turns him into a pineapple, Georgia writes back.

I laugh before I realize that everybody can see me. But then I remember there are no consequences for bad behavior online. If anybody tries to come for you, you can simply shut your screen.

How was your first day, Mom asks me when I limp out of my bedroom—both of my legs have fallen asleep. I tell her, Fine. There’s no point in telling her I feel no connection to the small, pixelated humans on my laptop screen. That I wish we could call the whole term a wash and try again next year, stop collectively pretending we wouldn’t be better off staying in bed. But instead, we’ve decided the show must go on. Even if it’s laggy and poorly lit and everyone keeps forgetting they’ve muted themselves.



I feel myself sinking into depression. Between classes, I lie prone in bed. The walls peel with posters from high school, back when adults told me I was going to change the world. I used to be full of potential. (Most Likely to Succeed, I was voted by my senior class. Mom hung the placard on my wall after I left for college: A promise or a warning?) But now I am empty. I relive my brief college career, feeling like an old woman remembering her life, all her hits and near misses. I stop wearing my contacts; I’ve seen enough. I can’t believe I am only nineteen years old.

It takes me several days to respond to Georgia’s letter. We text each other near hourly—one-on-one, in group chats that include various permutations of friends but always, invariably, each other—so it’s hard to think of something new to say.

Dear Georgia,

Today we cleaned our entire house from the bottom to the top. We removed maybe a hundred pounds of junk. One thing we have an unthinkable number of is children’s books. A story I don’t think I ever told you is that in fourth grade, I won the annual Scholastic Book Fair raffle and received their entire catalog. The books arrived in a refrigerator box. It was like a wet dream. I remember thinking even then that I had used up all the luck afforded to me for my entire lifetime and it would be all downhill from there. Now we are preparing to donate them for other kids to read. As I packed them away, I couldn’t believe that I’d actually read all of these books—literally hundreds of them—as a child, earnestly and carefully, all of them making impressions in my brain. I felt strangely affirmed in my decision to become a writer: Here was proof I wanted this all along.

I’ve been watching a lot of lesbians too. I saw a TikTok about the must-watch classic movies and I’ve been working my way through. Some people are mad how all the movies are these breathy historical period pieces, all longing and repression and silence. And I get it; I want to see bitches fuck. But on the other hand it feels like they’re saying something I want to be true about love: not something you’re entitled to, but something you fight for, a rare and beautiful gift. We would’ve made good Victorian women.

pining from afar,

Rishika



During weekly video calls, my friends and I debrief our lives. I grow familiar with the interior of my friends’ childhood bedrooms. Everyone is jumping off the walls. Whenever Clara unmutes herself, we hear arguing in the background. Her bedroom shares a thin wall with her parents’, whose relationship has not improved after months of house arrest.

If this doesn’t end soon, she says, I swear I will literally combust.

Imraan blows her a kiss into the camera. They aren’t thriving at home either, where they are constantly misgendered, living a double life. Though maybe that is preferable to the eggshells I must walk on around my own mother after Family Weekend. Once Mom confronts me after my poetry class to ask who kept using the word “queer,” for which class and why. You’re eavesdropping on my online classes? I say, to which she says, It’s just every other word, and I say, You are actually insane. And I start locking my door to be safe.

You can always come visit me, Pietro tells Clara. My parents won’t mind because we’ve already had the virus. Thanks to the unmasked assholes at my mom’s job.

Pietro looks especially exhausted. Families like his and Imraan’s do not have the same privileges as mine to work from home during the pandemic. His mom is a nurse and his dad works on construction sites, which means that even as we commiserate on FaceTime, our pandemics were never the same.

What are your parents saying, George? asks Imraan. When will it be ready for our humble masses?

Georgia shrugs. She has become our de facto pandemic authority, often reporting bits of gossip from her parents’ workplace. Who knows? she says. It could be months, or it could even be—

What else, we never hear, because Georgia’s dog, Gandalf, leaps up and knocks over her computer. We watch a livestream of Georgia’s carpet. At least we aren’t doing this a century prior, when all of our communication would’ve happened via carrier pigeon.



We do not celebrate the approach of summer. Georgia says matter-of-factly, The weather will make people act like fools. They will start gathering and super-spreading. And even more people will die.

Georgia is right. In the surge that follows, hundreds of thousands die. I don’t know any of the dead, until I do. The first person to go is my grandfather. My dad’s dad. Until I was ten, I didn’t know what his name was. It didn’t occur to me that he had one at all.

My mother opens my door early in the morning. Rishi, get up, she says, but I ignore her. I do not like to leave my bed before noon. It’s been months since I left California, but I am still claiming “jet lag” to justify my sleeping schedule. Because of Mom’s health bender, midnights are the only time I can watch television to my heart’s content and eat mouthfuls of frosted-over ice cream from the back of the freezer. I live my life until four in the morning. Then, about two hours before Mom wakes up, I return to bed, draw the blinds, and sleep until she forces me out, kicking and screaming, as if from the womb.

Rishi, get up, she says, this time with an edge. When I come outside, I see that Dad is crying on the couch. Maybe it is the incongruity of the situation—Dad crying, Mom comforting him, instead of the other way around—but I feel like I should take a video on the old camcorder.

Rishi, kutti, Dad says. We have some sad news to tell you.

Mom explains that my grandfather has contracted COVID, and now his lungs are failing. She somehow manages to say it as though it’s all because I woke up late.

Oh, no, I say. I’m sorry, Dad.

I hug him, and he pats my back in a sort of aggressive way, like a little boy who doesn’t know his own strength. It is the first time that I think maybe my dad could be dying too. He isn’t, of course. He’s barely even grayed—every morning Mom prays to transfer his genetics to me. It is more how he feels, so small and trusting, like I am his dad. I think about how fragile human bodies are, how unfair it is when somebody has to fight someone twice their size, like deer with automobiles and birds with rifles and grandfathers with an airborne disease.

We’ve been talking to Paati and Mama all morning, Mom says. They’re going to put Thatha on the phone for you.

Before I can say anything, Mom is making the call. I hear the shrill ring of a WhatsApp call to India, then what sounds like metal pans banging, which means we have successfully made contact. My parents greet my uncle in Tamil, then the phone is in my face.

Hello, Rishika, my uncle says gravely. Your Thatha is not doing well. We are in the hospital with him now.

My relatives often do this—talk to me in slow, matter-of-fact English, like I am stupid, as opposed to monolingual, although maybe to them, there is no difference. I hear my grandmother’s voice in the background, and then her face appears, old and grainy.

Rishika? she yells, as she does on the phone.

Yes, it’s her, my uncle says in Tamil, and I say, Hi, Paati! as cheerfully as I can. My grandmother leans in for a better look at me. The camera angle is off so all I can see is her scalp and the vermilion powder she carefully applies to it each morning. Okay, okay, she says in Tamil. Then, apparently satisfied with her sighting, she returns the phone to her son.

He is very tired, my uncle tells me. He is preparing to leave this world.

I feel like I am experiencing shortness of breath, too. I know I am going to hell for it, or getting reincarnated as a cockroach, or whatever, but I do not want to talk to my dying Thatha on the phone.

If he’s tired, maybe I can talk to him later? I say, but Mom pokes me sharply: There will be no later. My uncle flips the camera so I am face-to-face with my grandfather. He has clear tubes in his nostrils and long ago lost his teeth; I have a vivid image of a sea turtle being strangled by a plastic straw.

Appa, can you hear us? my dad shouts right into my ear. Rishi is here. Rishi, speak.

My grandfather looks blankly into the camera. I can hear him being similarly coached from the sidelines; my grandma is yelling, Your granddaughter! And my uncle helpfully chimes in, Kumar’s daughter!

Hi! I yell. I almost say How are you?, but that could be insensitive. I rack my brain for sentences to say in Tamil—but aside from “I’m hungry” and “stupid white lady,” frequent phrases I use with Mom, I come up blank.

How-are-you, my grandfather says stiffly in English, and Mom covers her face.

I’m okay. I’m thinking about you, I say. I hope you’re not in very much pain.

All sorts of American platitudes are coming to mind. I could say I love you, but that wouldn’t be true because I barely know him. Finally, I say, in English, Be brave.

Hah? says my grandmother, seizing the phone, and Dad shouts it in Tamil three times, like a war chant: Be brave! Be brave! Be brave! We can no longer see my grandfather’s face. He has been replaced by my grandmother’s bejeweled earlobe. Dad gives my hand a squeeze—I have done my job.

Later that night, when my grandfather passes, we light candles at our family shrine. If we lived in India, our house would come with a built-in altar, but we are in America, so Mom put ours inside the linen closet. She has added a photo of my late grandfather, and now he smiles benevolently among the gods. I feel terribly for my dad, who tries his best to coordinate the funeral from afar. He sends money to clear the hospital bill, calls for hours with his mother. I overhear my parents talking in the kitchen. He was a good man, Dad is crying. A very good man, Mom agrees. And there is the thing that cuts the deepest, that Dad could not say goodbye in person. He will not be present to scatter his father’s ashes, the traditional duty of the oldest son. The travel restrictions are because of the pandemic, but I wonder now whether this was always a possibility. This was the risk my parents took when they moved to America: that when the moment came, they might not get home in time.

Mom says, You can never prepare for these things. It was a quick death. Let it go. The literal phrasing in Tamil is “going gone.” She is telling him not to hold on to things he cannot have.

My mom’s dad, my other grandfather, died in a road accident when she was in college. She doesn’t talk about it much. I don’t think she misses him, though. Once when we were in India, she pointed out a twiggy broom in my grandmother’s kitchen. Your Thatha used to beat us with that, she said. And that was all. Her brother asked for tea, so she got busy making it. In Paati’s house, she showed me all sorts of objects from her girlhood, like baby bibs and school medallions, and this was just another of those things.






Summer


As summer intensifies, our neighbors, the Bradfords, take up barbecuing, throwing raucous parties each weekend. Across the yard, I see pink-faced partygoers lounging by the pool. Mom sucks her teeth and closes our curtains, as if their mere sight is contagious. But the Bradfords are not alone in their revelry. In the grocery store, we see people shopping without masks, lifting the summer citruses to their noses to smell the ripeness, fat and bursting in their hands. Georgia asks me if Florida’s as bad as it seems on TikTok, chock-full of racist pandemic deniers. Are the Bradfords racist? In all the years we’ve lived here, they’ve never invited us to their pool parties. But it’s not like we ever called them for chai. I look outside and wonder if the Bradfords know they are TikTok’s punching bags. Then I help Mom triple-wash our produce.

There are precisely two windows of daylight where it is cool enough to walk: right after sunrise and right before sunset. Dad makes solemn, silent laps during both. He points out the species of plants in our neighbors’ gardens and sometimes we gather flowers for the linen-closet altar; this is our way of mourning. I ask, Do you think your dad lived a good life?

Dad thinks about it. He was in poor health toward the end, he says. But he had some more years in him. I hoped he would attend your wedding.

My wedding. This distant occasion that Dad has invested his hopes in. I don’t know what Dad imagines for my future, especially after the Family Weekend revelation, but I feel sad for him and perversely grateful that there is at least one fewer grandparent that I will disappoint. It was easy in California, a continent away from my parents, to pretend my life was my own, to live as I choose. Like I owed my parents nothing, the American way. But now I have seen the pain of fractured generations, and the last thing I want is to lose my father, his gentle presence in my life. I hope, when the time comes to have our own conversation, now indefinitely postponed, Dad will feel the same way.

Meanwhile, another alligator emerges from the nearby retention pond. She snaps her jaws in the direction of someone’s yappy dog. This time the neighbors call the cops on her, and four animal control employees show up with muzzles. The entire street watches from a safe but titillating distance as the gator is subdued and taken away.

We are really the ones in the animal’s home, Dad says. But it is the one who pays the price.

I find it touching that my father’s loyalties lie with the alligator. I imagine men in rubber gloves bursting into my bedroom and putting me in a truck. We do not belong here, I think. And not in a self-pitying immigrant sort of way; I mean that this world feels uninhabitable to me, my family.

Or maybe it is just the summer talking. Florida summers have always had an apocalyptic effect on me. The summer I first realized I was queer, there was a shooting at a gay nightclub in Orlando, a stone’s throw from Okeechobee. Forty-nine fewer of us, one night in June. I hated that summer, the cruelty of it. The sun always in your face, gaslighting you for feeling fear. It was the year of the white supremacist election, and everything was on fire. That summer, I thought queerness was a death sentence. Now I know queerness is nothing special. Now even touching, kissing, sneezing, hugging, and breathing can kill people. We are all dying. The question is, how? With honor? And loudly or quietly, quickly or slowly?



Invasive anole lizards start fucking on my windowsill, fanning their red throats. I’m not fucking anyone except myself. I touch myself listlessly for hours to a rotating cast of women, including Dr. Andrea Thompson, the no-nonsense middle-aged CDC official who appears on CNN each morning to preach the ever-urgent dangers of the virus. At some point, I feel a sticky wetness quite separate from Dr. Thompson: My period has started. I let the blood leak wherever it wants. Somewhere I read that girls are born with all their eggs inside of them, which means I hold my entire lineage in my uterus, from now until the end of time. I feel my eggy daughters trickling away, and I’m jealous of their freedom.

Have you been writing anything? Kavya texts me. I feel like you must.

I am not writing. Each time I want to write, I have to think of the pandemic, and I don’t want to write its name, make it real, let it into this last space shuttered from the real world.

Yeah a decent amount, I tell Kavya, and she texts me a picture of the sun through the trees.

Somehow, it becomes our ritual: sending each other photos of the sky. I never call her up to chat the way I do with Georgia; most days, it is just these pictures. She sends me postcard-perfect city sunsets; I send her Florida’s summer thunderstorms, so violent they feel spiritual. I’ve never noticed the sky before this summer. Like, really paid attention to it. But now that I’m sharing it with Kavya, I see it through her eyes.

I watch hours of travel media, gorging myself on the places I’ll visit when real life resumes. I use Google Maps to zoom into the cross streets of my friends’ homes. I discover that Kavya lives between a chopped-salad joint and yoga studio. I look at my own house for comparison. Two lakes, a highway, a pet facility. Then I look at TikTok. Skinny girls undulate to hip-hop songs. I pinch my kangaroo pouch of belly fat. I watch until my own face appears in reflection—the screen is black; my phone has died. I scramble for the charger. I have the idea for a very depressing art-house film. The entire movie is a screen-recording of a teenage girl’s iPhone screen. You experience her life vicariously through your screen, which is also how she experiences her own life.

I have this idea, but I do not write it down. Like I said, I am not writing anything at all.

But then, in early June, I awaken to an email in my inbox. It is from Easha, of all people, and she has sent it to our entire class. This is what it says:


Dear class,

I hope you all are safe and healthy in your respective homes around the globe. I still reflect fondly on our quarter together exploring Asian American Autofiction. I hope you are able to keep up your spirits in these unprecedented times.



I roll my eyes a little at that part. I don’t know when the precedented times were, but I doubt they were a rolling good time. Still, I read greedily to the end, which closes with a note of optimism:


Finally, I wanted to remind you of your power as writers. Talk to your families, friends, and neighbors (safely, of course), and take notes of their experiences. Keep track of your own feelings! This pandemic is the largest shared experience the world has known since World War II. You are living through a significant moment in history, and one day it will fall upon us, as writers, to make sense of it all, to pick up the pieces. I, for one, have started a pandemic diary to keep track of my days. Baking bread, watering my plants, logging in for virtual seminars—I’m finding quiet poetry in the mundane. What stories will you tell when all this is over?

I hope to see you in a better world. EP.



My heart starts pounding. It kills me to admit it, but Easha’s email has inspired me.

In college I enjoyed an all-consuming plot: a lover, a breakup, a best friend, a betrayal—but all that was lost when the pandemic started. That’s the whole reason I’m depressed in bed. What is the point of living if there isn’t anybody watching you? What distinguishes me from a plankton floating out to sea? Now I remember: It is narrative. It is meaning.

I sit up straight in bed. For the first time in weeks, I open Google Docs. Conjure a blank page. I want to write a story, and I want it to be good. I come from two long lineages of yarn-spinners and gossipmongers, by which I’m referring to queers and Indian aunties. There is a lot to live up to.

I start writing the story of my recent life, beginning with the day I moved into college. When I think about it, my heartbeat quickens. Supposedly the world was about to end, but my life was just beginning. I got a news alert when I boarded the plane with my parents: Scientists were calling 2019 the hottest year on record. California was literally burning down just in time for my freshman fall.

The apocalyptic wildfires were probably foreshadowing, it now seems. (Easha would call it heavy-handed.) As I type out all of my memories from college, I text Georgia to corroborate details. We remember the same moments very differently, though they happened just months ago.

in ur opinion what was the moment we became friends? I text her. Like, really really friends. it was pretty much at first sight right?

I didn’t think u wanted to be my friend at first, Georgia replies. U were really aloof. I thought u’d ditch me as soon as u found someone cooler …

WHAT?! That’s not true. i just have an rbf. I always liked you, i swear.

that’s just because we’re friends now;) Georgia says. It seems inevitable now but it really wasn’t!!

Whose story is right: mine or hers? I sit up in the dark, writing until I catch up to my present life, up late in Okeechobee. I am trying to write my way back to myself. I feel a sense of narrative order: peace with where I’ve been, hope for where I’ll go. I say a prayer for mercy, rebirth. I am ready for whatever comes next.



And the universe must take this as a challenge, because the next week, the summer erupts. I refresh my phone constantly as the news rolls in: murdered Black man, then murdered Black woman, abolish the police, abolish the whole damn system. Mom asks me to turn down the TV; all the yelling gives her a headache. I say, People are getting killed and I want to hear about it. And she says, I know, kanna. It’s very sad.

It’s not sad. It’s evil, I say, getting heated. There’s definitely going to be a protest in Orlando, some climate kids are planning it—

Rishi, no, Mom says sternly. Don’t even think about it. Protesting’s not safe.

What? I say. Do you realize that none of us are safe—none of us—if there isn’t justice for this—

Mom says nothing. She is cajoling a cauliflower into our former rice cooker. She calls Dad for dinner, and he ambles out of his makeshift office. He enjoys taking meetings in his pajamas.

Rishi wants to go protest, Mom tells him. Because of that African American man who was killed by the police.

Yes, I saw the news, Dad says mildly, like he is commenting on a passing bird. It’s very sad what’s happened. I feel sorry for that fellow’s family.

That’s what Mom said, I say. That it’s sad. But that’s not the right response. We’re supposed to be mad; we’re supposed to be doing something.

She wants to protest, Mom says again, in the tone of kill someone or drop out of school.

Are your friends protesting? Dad asks.

Everybody’s protesting, I say. And there’s mutual aid and reparation funds you’re supposed to contribute to, and there’s a blackout on Twitter, and—

My parents stare at me like I’m speaking another language; I want to shake them.

This is our problem too, I say. This is the country we live in. Are you okay just doing nothing?

The rhetorical question doesn’t work like I intended. It is met by silence, but not the shameful kind, like when professors in school ask a question but nobody’s done the readings. My parents simply do not care what I think of them, not like I do—I’m at a terrible disadvantage.

Rishi, we are worried, Dad says. If you get sick, think of your grandmother. Our family has just lost somebody too.

I think about the immigrant parents who populated the short stories by my Asian American Autofiction classmates. They were heroic figures who moved to America, enduring racism and worse, all to give their children—sadly, writers—a better life. There was a moral arc to their stories: They were underdogs, easy to root for. Would the truth make a good story, that our parents never rooted for other underdogs, fought for nobody but themselves?

Your grandkids are going to ask us what we did this summer, I say heatedly. And I’m going to tell them that we sat at home and ate cauliflower. We were on the wrong side of history.

Since when are you having children? Mom says tartly. You’re lessssbian, aren’t you? I thought you don’t want any of that. You don’t care for family.

What the fu—

Rishi, Dad warns. Meanwhile, a thick tear leaks from Mom’s eye. She begins to clear the dishes, making a pained gesture of it, even though cleanup is my job.

No, let her speak however she wants, she tells Dad. I’ve made my peace. There’s only so much a parent can do, and our children will stamp all over us, and all of a sudden, we’re on the wrong side of history. What can we do? Such is our fate as the parents of an ungrateful girl.



Each day, I feel a little less grateful. What is there to say about that summer? It is a summer of reckoning, according to national news outlets. It is a summer of utter abjection, according to my friends. You cannot tear your eyes away from your phone, it feels like watching a car crash, only in slow motion, only the car has been crashing for hundreds of years. I watch the revolution on my phone late at night as they light fire to the precinct. The brightness sears inside my skull. But while protests light up my friends’ hometowns in Bangor, Albuquerque, New York, and Denver, Okeechobee is quiet as ever. In July, I listen to my neighbors’ proud Independence celebrations and feel sickened. In this town, you can never tell the difference between fireworks, bullets, and rain.

Dear Georgia,

I hate this country. I hate it so bad. I don’t understand why America is the center of gravity for the entire world, luring in people like my parents. All this time I thought we were lucky to get to dream of a better life, when really what we’re getting is a crumb of a pie made of someone else’s blood.

I’ve been reading up about Indian people in America, and I realized that I am part of probably the most privileged group ever, besides white people themselves. I’m learning that while a lot of people in India are poor and exploited, the people who end up making it here, like my parents, have unfair advantages. Like, we are pretty much the White People Of India because of our high caste and access to English education.

I tried bringing this up to my parents, that we have privilege, and my mom got so triggered. She was like, Yes, sure, I had the privilege to grow up in a village and work like a dog all my life, and I said, Jesus, I’m not saying you had no problems, I’m just saying that caste wasn’t one of them. The subsequent aneurysm my parents had reminded me of what people are saying online about “white fragility.” How are we supposed to fix the world if we can’t fix our own parents?

I know I’m supposed to feel grateful to be here. My parents won the strangest golden ticket in American immigration history when they got to ride the IT wave into the upper-middle class. We are so rich, Georgia. Like, not nepo-baby rich, but rich in that I have never known want in my life, and I probably contribute a disproportionate amount of carbon emissions. The only privilege I don’t have in this country is cultural and political representation. But, like, there are bigger problems, and it makes me feel guilty for every time I’ve complained that there aren’t enough brown rom-com heroines or whatever. I don’t know. I’m rambling now. I just thought, of anyone, you would understand. Your ancestors are even worse than mine.

Love,

Rishi



Girl, tell me about it, Georgia writes. I have been getting my parents on board with reparations. They already donate 10 percent of their yearly income to the ACLU, but I was like, what if we just sent this directly to people’s GoFundMes? We could put people in houses. My mom kept saying how “cool” it is that my generation has all these new ideas. It sounded condescending, and I told her that. But then I felt guilty about the forty thousand dollars a year we pay to send me to Stanford. Isn’t there somewhere better that money could go? Is the education I gain at Stanford going to make a difference in somebody’s life, will I make enough money to redistribute it tenfold (unlikely), or are we just making a rich institution richer? EEEEK! I hate it here.

My dad tried giving me a talk about history. He told me how unpopular the antiwar protests were when he was in college, but history ultimately vindicated them. Then he announced that the arc of the universe will always bend toward justice. (He is always quoting MLK at inopportune occasions!!) I said, Dad, it’s not gonna bend on its own—I gotta bend it. This could be our best and only chance. Right now the world is shut down, but it could reopen as a totally different place.

My parents think the world is getting better, they’ve seen it in their lifetime, and I want to believe that too. But I’m scared that once this is over, we’ll pick back up like normal, and the problems the pandemic exposed will be swept back under the rug. Maybe we could just go live in a tree house, you and me. Would that be so bad?

Hugs,

Georgia



Fall term is canceled at Stanford, and this time we are ready for it. An idea is floated through the group chats, something I associate with posh European vacations or impractical start-ups, what Mom would call American excess: a gap year.

My friends and I have less than a week to decide whether we’ll enroll in school. Stanford’s campus is shut down, which means that in-person classes, meals, drinking together until our bladders burst—these things are no longer allowed. You can take classes online, but what does one do at the end of the world—get on a video call to discuss books? I never claimed such activities were socially useful, but at least I’d been able to get laid for doing them. If physical contact isn’t allowed, what’s the point?

I text Kavya, r u thinking of taking a gap year?

No, I am enrolling, Kavya says. Idk what else I would do. Feels like the path of least resistance.

I understand what Kavya means. Stanford is an umbrella protecting us from the onslaught of the real world, whatever that is. Part of me wants to stick to the safe path. A future that unspools in steady four-year increments. But what would a girl in a book do? I ask myself. Would she stay in school? Or would she venture into the unknown?

I mean, if you took a gap year, what would you do instead? Kavya asks.

I have the vague idea that I will live with my friends, but there are no jobs. We cannot backpack Europe. Who am I, outside of that ever-accelerating, reliable treadmill toward the future? What I want is not so much a gap year from school as a gap year from existence, but the summer bears onward, and if I do not quicken my pace, I will slip and fall. That’s why I decide to step off the treadmill. I need to catch my breath.



Against all odds, it is the first day of school again. I file for a leave of absence and log out of my school email for good. My inbox is overrun with messages about virtual support circles, reminders to wash my hands. Now the messages stop pinging, leaving only blissful silence. Instead of choosing classes, I spend the final weeks of summer trawling through job listings. I am getting away from home, and my friends are too. Late at night, when my parents are asleep, I group-call with Georgia, Clara, Imraan, and Pietro. We look at au pair programs, wilderness restoration, organic farming—anything to leave our homes, reclaim the plot.

It is Georgia who finds our escape hatch. On a website dedicated to cooperative living opportunities, she finds three bedrooms open for seasonal laborers in a BIPOC farming collective in rural Pennsylvania. Coincidentally, it was founded by a Stanford alumnus, some rugged-looking Wasian guy who graduated ten years before. Georgia texts us the link: Welcome to Big Sky Farm.

I scroll through its Instagram page boasting seasonal produce. I read about the founder, Larkin Kwang. According to the website, he worked in management consulting for three years before he felt like killing himself. Instead, he went off the grid. He was a philosophy major and read a lot about anti-capitalist, alternative forms of living. The result was Big Sky Farm: a ten-person commune in Burgess, Pennsylvania, where residents live rent-free in exchange for their farm labor and adherence to community norms.

We have nothing to lose, I tell Georgia, and everyone agrees.

We all have to apply to live on Big Sky Farm. Of course we do. Even in a postapocalyptic utopia, some things are inescapable. At least the questions are more practical than those on the Stanford application, which asked for autobiographical haikus. I have to indicate my proficiency in roof repair, chicken rearing, gardening, and cooking. In the section for special skills, I write Entertainment. My main qualification is that I often make Georgia weep from laughter.

Days later, we are invited for a group video interview. We meet Larkin Kwang and a few other residents, and though the video glitches a lot (Connection’s spotty on the farm, Larkin apologizes), we conclude that nobody seems like cult members. Evidently, the Big Sky people like us too, because we get the email: We are in.

Will u be my roommate? Georgia texts me, followed by an inordinate number of winky faces.

It isn’t even a question. Of course I will.

Ily roomie

Do you still snore lol

Oh and also. It’s probably a good idea for me to drive my car over from bangor so we have it

Ur gonna drive down yourself?? Isn’t that like eight hours? I say, consulting Google Maps.

She responds after a few minutes.

Not if you come with me!!!

Will you come to my house next week?

My mom said you can sleep over:-)

And just like that, everything is changing. I am going to Georgia’s house, and we are driving her car into a brand-new world. I use my Women’s Prize money to buy a flight to Bangor, Maine. One ticket, one way. At last, my story will resume.



I have to break the news to my parents that I am moving out. Instead of the requisite seven years I need to ease them into it, I only have a week. I announce it at dinner: I’m taking a gap year. I might as well have said I was joining a nunnery or immigrating back to India for all the sense it makes to them.

Methodically, I explain my reasoning: that I can’t bring myself to ask them to pay a year’s tuition for what is essentially a series of conference calls, and more pressingly, online classes might look less legitimate to future grad schools. That is the easy part. What will you do instead, then? Mom says suspiciously. Can you get a job in Okeechobee? Maybe you can save up some money.

I’m actually moving to an agrarian commune in Pennsylvania, I say, feeling like a suicide bomber entering a crowd.

Mom is furious when I tell her about Big Sky Farm. It is bad enough that I am taking time away from my English degree, which never seemed to her like a particularly rigorous pursuit. Worse, I am deferring my degree in order to muck around with hippies in the woods without earning a cent.

It’s like you are throwing your entire life away, she bursts out angrily. What kind of mother would sit idly by?

It’s only a gap year, Shalu, Dad says. It will be a good experience for her.

Dad, to my surprise, is in favor of Big Sky Farm. It turns out that during his PhD years, he spent a summer camping in rural Illinois. He is always dropping bombshells like these, lore that reveals a genuinely interesting person trapped inside the body of an immigrant dad. I let them both pretend they have a say in the matter—Dad playing good cop, Mom predictably bad—but my mind is made.

No other child hurts their parents like you do, Mom weeps. Who else do you see running off into the forest? Telling their mother they want to be gay?

Sometimes it makes me bristle with injustice, that Dad got years to live as a single man, whereas Mom got married shortly after college. Back then, women couldn’t be single for long. I feel sorry for Mom. I want to tell her that everything is for her. Taking a gap year, kissing girls, doing drugs—I am doing all the things she never was allowed to. But then Mom will say something horrible and my pity will evaporate. Maybe I’ll forgive her when I’m thirty years old, but I’m not there yet.

In the week before I leave home, we constantly fight. Battles with Mom are always a war of attrition: launching attacks and eroding barriers until someone breaks into inconsolable tears. As a child, I was always the loser of these wars, so Mom got her way. But now I am older. When she yells, I can yell right back. I use words I learned in college because I know they’ll drive her crazy. I talk about “my agency” and “your control issues” like they are our next-door neighbors. I wear her down in our fights.

Do you enjoy seeing me like this? she asks, tearstained, the night before my flight. Is this why you do it—to take your revenge on me? After all Appa and I have done, how we have suffered …

The ultimatum comes out of me without warning. Maybe I have been mentally rehearsing it, in some form, for a while.

I am already nineteen, I tell her. Can you imagine doing this when I am twenty-three? Thirty? Do you think I will put up with it when I have a choice?

If I am even alive then, Mom says, and I say, That is exactly what I am talking about. If you act like this, you say these things, I will stop coming home to you. Don’t you understand?

The truth of the statement strikes me as I say it. For the first time, I feel a mental unmooring, a shifting of perspective. There are only three years left of college, with its built-in holiday breaks of forced return. God forbidding another pandemic like this, nobody can ever send me home. Adulthood lies ahead of me, unencumbered, all mine. I could leave my mother. I could leave her, like she did to hers.

This last part I say out loud. Mom does two things then. The first is that she pinches my arm, hard. The tit-for-tat of inflicting pain—it is knee-jerk, almost childish. Then she runs to our spare bedroom and slams the door. Automatically, I follow her, but I can’t shake the sense of resignation—almost peace—that settles in my heart. An era is ending. The countdown starts now.

I turn the knob, but it doesn’t open. She’s locked it.

Mom? I say.

Go, she says. Go live your great life all by yourself. Go be your own mother. Forget about me.

When she says that, I think again of that hot summer of 2016. It was the first time the thought fully crystallized in my mind: I had to get out of Florida. Leaving home was literally a matter of life or death. (Was that how Mom felt before she immigrated?)

Through the door, I tell her, This will be our last fight. And I mean it. I no longer want to live with my mother in her haunted house of tears. I want to live with Georgia, where goodwill flows like wine and better worlds are ours to build. The next morning, Mom won’t leave her room. She doesn’t see me off to the airport with Dad, but that is okay. Dad kisses my forehead when I leave. He tells me what he always did when I was a child, and he’d leave home for work trips: Be good, Rishi. And always, Don’t trouble your mother. But this time he adds, I will talk to her, kannama. This time apart will be good for you both. When you come home, things will be different.

I look at my dad, his faith in the future, and my heart aches. When will I come home, I wonder. Can I ever truly return? Dad speaks in a temporally ambiguous way, but I know he’s been alive for longer than I have, knew my mother before I was even a thought, and if he can be patient, so can I. I remember this silly story Dad once told me: how, when he boarded the flight to America, he’d never even seen a plane. Still, he dreamed of the moment of departure—crossing the tarmac, climbing the airplane stairs, pausing to wave goodbye, like a dignitary. This was before 9/11, he told me—your family could watch from the gate, so he’d look back and blow a stairway kiss to his mother, and she’d know he was safe. But when he was called to board the plane, they took him through a jetway—something else he’d never imagined—and before he realized he was already inside the airplane’s belly, the jetway rolled back like an umbilical cord severed. Then his old life was hurtling away, and he never blew his mother that kiss.

I love you both, I tell Dad, but when I board the plane, I feel the knife pulsing softly under my ribs.






Autumn, Again


I swathe my face in masks and try not to breathe until the plane descends in Bangor. Despite everything, I am nervous to see Georgia Becker again. Visiting my college roommate at her actual house seems to violate some law of nature. What if we’ve changed irreparably in the six months we’ve been apart? Will she still want to talk about books or interpret our dreams? When I get into her car, I hesitate because of the virus, but she hugs me like I never left. Then, unexpectedly, she bursts into tears.

I’m sorry, she says, pulling out of the airport arrival line. I’m being silly. I thought you would explode if I did that. It doesn’t feel real.

No, no, it is real, I tell her, touched by her tears. I am here.

Bangor passes through the rolled-down windows of Georgia’s Prius. The hometown Georgia has described to me, sometimes lovingly and sometimes vehemently—it, too, is real, I am inside of it. Downtown Bangor gives way to residential streets, quiet and green-lawned. It reminds me of a children’s book, where all mysteries can be solved by bedtime and nobody actually gets hurt.

It’s a sleepy place, Georgia says modestly. I meet her eyes in the rearview mirror, and I know that she really wants me to like it.

We stop at a drive-through testing site to make sure I’m clear of the virus, and before I realize, we are at Georgia’s house. It is pretty and quaint. Her parents are working, and Jasper is camping, so it’s just the two of us for now. Ready for the house tour? she says. Oh shit, here comes Gandalf. Brace yourself, he’s huge—

I have two seconds to heed her warning before Georgia’s dog nearly knocks me over. He shares Georgia’s enthusiasm for meeting people, following us through the house. We’re a little tight on space, so you’ll have to share my bed with me, Georgia adds. I hope that’s okay.

Yeah, that’s fine, I say automatically, but my stomach prickles. I’ve never actually shared a bed with anyone before, besides Esme, and my mom when I was little.

Georgia’s bedroom door is painted with flowers in hopeful primary colors, probably by Georgia herself. This small detail beckons to me. In a lineup of a million doors, I could find hers without question.

I spend a long time looking through Georgia’s bookshelf. It is a museum-worthy exhibition of her childhood and adolescent years—well-worn chapter books give way to YA dystopian blockbusters and then, like a sudden burst of lightning, Fanon, Marx, Davis. Dense foundational texts I still haven’t read, all peppered with her handwritten annotations. It’s impressive that Georgia read all this theory while still in high school. Most kids focus on what gets tested by the SAT. Georgia has been preparing herself for a different world entirely. This is what I love about Georgia: her impossible belief that everything could be different if we all tried hard enough.

That afternoon, I live inside Georgia’s world. We talk for hours: on the porch swing, on a long walk through her neighborhood, in swimsuits by the lake. We visit the willow tree where Georgia consults her grandmother for blessings. I don’t have flowers, so Georgia tells me I can offer a strand of my hair.

Georgia’s parents get home before dinner. Dr. Becker and Dr. Becker are still on the front lines of the pandemic, and I can see it in their faces. Nobody feels like cooking so her parents order vegan takeout. Georgia’s mom, Lucy, asks lots of questions as she doles tamales onto my plate. I marvel at this. It is rare for an adult to ask me serious questions, like I am someone interesting or their equal. My parents and I generally don’t get much further than How’s school? and Have you eaten?

Georgia’s told me all about Big Sky Farm; what a special opportunity for you girls, Lucy says. At least, what a way to make the most of these times.

Georgia’s dad, Ron, gets a news alert on his phone, which leads him to start railing about the president. Misinformation is our deadliest pandemic, he says. The conversation shifts to the upcoming election. It is between a snoozebag and a fascist, nothing inspiring, in my opinion, but adults love to talk about it. Excuse me, girls, but fuck that orange man, Lucy says vehemently. Language, Mom, says Georgia, but she is laughing.

We’re doing our best here, Rishi, says Ron. But it’s really up to your people in the South, you know that? Florida needs young blood like you.

I don’t have the heart to tell him I feel like the oldest, most exhausted blood in the world. He and Lucy start asking me about vaccine attitudes within the Indian American community. I answer their questions as helpfully as I can in case it influences national policy. At one point, Lucy even starts taking notes.

Sweet Jesus, says Georgia under her breath as we wash dishes after dinner. One thing about my parents is that they really love to talk.

I understand you better now, I say, and Georgia sprays me with the faucet.

In her bedroom, we light a joint. Georgia has a little system in place, a fan strategically positioned to blow smoke out of her window. My parents know I smoke, of course, she says. But part of their cool-parent complex is letting me think I’m getting away with something. I think they feel bad about what a nerd I am. I’m definitely not as cool as they were at my age.

Sometimes Georgia feels like an extension of my own brain, but moments like this remind me how profoundly different we are. I wonder how it feels to joke around with your parents. To leave offerings for your ancestors rooted in your backyard instead of oceans away.

When it’s time to sleep, Georgia turns around politely so I can change into my pajamas, and I do the same for her. Then we jam into her bed. Georgia is taller than me, all in the legs; I can feel her knobbly knees against my shins. We’ve shared a room for nearly six months but never the same bed, and this is entirely different. I never knew how much effort it requires to not touch another person. I lie ramrod-straight, afraid to shift around or even breathe, in case it disturbs her.

Then Georgia turns to face me. This is strange, isn’t it? she says. This is the closest I’ve been to anyone besides my family since the pandemic started. It feels like we’re breaking every rule.

It is true that the CDC would probably not endorse our arrangement, our noses so close they nearly touch, and I can feel her breath. How long has it been since I’ve been touched by someone casually? Was it the nurse who lifted my chin to swab me for the virus before I boarded the flight? Was it my mother’s hands, crisscrossing over mine at the dinner table, offering me lemon pickle, tough love? Meanwhile I touch Georgia’s things all the time: her books, clothes, half-eaten bags of quinoa chips, but rarely Georgia herself. Why don’t we touch more often? Who makes the rules about touching others, anyway?

I am glad I am high, it shrinks my inhibitions into pinpricks. Tentatively, I move my hand toward hers. To my relief, she wraps her fingers around mine. We lie in silence for a while. Then Georgia giggles.

It seems we have some serious skin hunger, she whispers. Remember?

How could I forget? At sex education, we laughed, but it’s taken an entire inversion of our world to show the truth of it: Sometimes, girls just need to be touched. When I fall asleep, my skin buzzes softly, very nicely.



The next morning, we drive to Big Sky Farm. Lucy Becker makes sure I have plenty of warm clothes for my first New England autumn. Ron gives us old Triple-A maps in case we lose phone service. Gandalf chases us down the driveway, tongue flopping madly until we are well down the street.

Eight hours left, Georgia says cheerfully as we pull out of her neighborhood.

It occurs to me that this road trip will be the longest time we’ve spent together, just the two of us, both wide-awake, in such close quarters. I wonder if we’ll get bored of each other. But I needn’t worry: Georgia keeps up a constant chatter as we cross the border to New Hampshire. In the late summer, everything is perfect: rivers ribboned with sunlight. Gold fields of grass. How easily I was impressed by Stanford, its green lawns and fountains. Now its beauty feels sterile as a golf course; this, here, is real.

What did you think of my parents? Georgia asks. You can be really blunt. I won’t be hurt.

They are so wonderful, I say. Honestly.

Oh, good. I was worried they might’ve overwhelmed you. Georgia rolls her eyes. Like, when they were grilling you about the Indian American community? I told them to cool it afterward. It’s okay if you felt a bit put off.

I didn’t. I swear.

Are you sure? Georgia says. You got really quiet after dinner. I noticed.

Honestly, George? I say. I felt jealous of you.

I don’t mean to blurt it out, but I do.

I don’t want to say the wrong thing, says Georgia.

I think of my mother, locking herself in the spare bedroom rather than watch me leave. Dad waiting outside with me and my suitcases. Dad knocking softly, like the door could explode, me hitting and yelling, but what could we do? The laws of physics were not on our side. Meanwhile, Georgia’s mother brought me to her closet when she saw I lacked a proper coat. She gave me her own parka, chocolate-colored, because it matches my eyes. Don’t worry about it, sweetheart, she said when I protested. I’m sure it will find its way back to me. I know George will be bringing you home for a very long time. Right there in the closet, draped to my toes in Lucy’s parka—height runs in the Becker family—I wanted to cry. This was how I want to be loved: with a warm coat, not a straitjacket. Why does Georgia get everything I’ve wanted my whole life?

Your parents are thoughtful and supportive, I say at last. I get why you’re as lovely as you are. And it makes me think about how much better I could’ve turned out if, I don’t know, my mom never terrorized me with a knife.

Oh, Rishi.

Georgia is sympathetic, which I hate. It reminds me that, deep down, Georgia is a better person than me. I’m not a total bitch, but I have some ugly habits, the more noticeable the closer you get, like unflossed food in my teeth. I can be narcissistic. I make mean jokes. Once, Georgia called me out for interrupting her a lot—I had no idea until she told me. I know it’s only because you’re excited, but it bothers me, she said. I’m just telling you as a friend.

I knew Georgia meant well—of course she did!—but I’d never felt so repulsive. Uncouth and stupid, like a man. At home, I was used to talking over my mother. She interrupted right back, so that made it fine. But Georgia wouldn’t interject—she would let me know, in her caring way, that there were better ways to be.

It’s not a big deal, I say. Forget I brought it up.

I think you’re being hard on yourself, Georgia says, but she lets it pass.

As the miles flit by we get deeper into rural America. Abandoned houses pass by, windows overgrown with moss.

I’ve heard this region’s been hit hard by opioids, Georgia says.

I read aloud an article about the region’s deindustrialization, the manufacturing jobs shipped overseas. How they call this area the Rust Belt because of years of neglect.

That makes me really sad, Georgia says. It is so beautiful here, but they act like everything is dying. No wonder these people feel abandoned.

We pass a street where every window bears an identical election poster for the current president. Florida is many things, but homogenous is not one of them—at school, the evil white girls were evenly matched by Black and Puerto Rican baddies, and for every asshole with a Confederate flag, there were extra assholes around to tear them down. But here, in rural New England, every person who drives past us is white.

I’m getting the heebie-jeebies, I say. I think this is the most white people I’ve seen in my life.

Georgia says, Did you know Maine is the second-whitest state in America?

Really? I say. I didn’t notice.

You didn’t get the heebie-jeebies in Bangor?

I guess not.

Maybe your heebie-jeebies are actually classism, Georgia says.

Damn, G, I say. I guess I’ll try to open my mind.

When Georgia stops for gas, an old man eyes us suspiciously from the adjoining convenience store. He is wearing the red cap of the president. I buy an apple from him for twenty-five cents, the sort of price you read about in Great Depression books. His veiny hands close over the quarter. I remember what Georgia said, but the wish still comes to me that he will die before the election. I will outlive you, fucker, I think as I chomp my apple. And then I will dance on your grave.



When I fall asleep my mouth tastes like America, apple red and shiny. Georgia pokes me awake. We’re in Burgess, she says, and my heart starts pounding. Burgess, Pennsylvania is the nearest small town to Big Sky Farm. I watch the town’s lone movie theater flutter by. Then we are driving into the woods, down a narrow tree-lined road. My phone signal drops but luckily there are hand-painted signs: This way to Big Sky Farm. We follow the signs into a clearing, and then we have arrived.

The first thing we see is the gate, and behind it, Big Sky House. We’ve seen pictures, but it is massive in person, the three-story snow-white colonial with a picture-perfect porch. We’ve seen no other houses like it for miles.

Waiting for us behind the gate is none other than Larkin Kwang, the founder. Georgia grins at me. Everything feels shivering and real, like it is finally confirmed: We didn’t invent Big Sky Farm. It is an actual place, and we are inside of it.

Larkin motions for Georgia to pull up to the gate, where he hands us virus tests. We have to stay inside the car for fifteen minutes until we can show the results through the window—all clear—and finally Larkin lets us pull up. Sorry for the precautions, he says when we get out of the car. Our community norms require everyone to test for the virus before and after leaving the farm. I’m sure you understand. Now come on, let me give you the lay of the land.

Larkin Kwang is tall and looks like the composite image of every forgettable male lead from the past year’s Netflix rom-coms. To me his looks are merely inoffensive, but I know instantly, from the way Georgia stands straighter, that she finds him attractive. Possibly out of feminism, Larkin doesn’t help us unload our bags. We lug our stuff to the porch and follow him out behind the house.

Big Sky Farm is a green valley stretching as far as we can see. Georgia gasps when she sees it—I don’t blame her. It reminds me of an old-timey American oil painting, like at any moment an angel will descend from the sun-split clouds and point us toward our Manifest Destiny.

I bought these acres with the money my grandparents left when they died, Larkin explains. I’m sure they thought I’d invest it in stocks, whatever. But I made a different choice. I invested in the earth, in our community.

So now I stand with Georgia in a fully operational farm commune with chickens, strawberry patches, and a livestock pasture. In the middle of everything is Big Sky House, the former single-family estate that Larkin converted into communal housing, even transforming the servants’ quarters into cheerful cottages, with a barbecue pit and volleyball net, like summer camp for the apocalypse.

Larkin tells us that he sees Big Sky Farm as a model for a larger social experiment where people live intimately with the earth. Growing everything we need ourselves, instead of shipping it from a warehouse overseas. We need connections with our real neighbors, not our Twitter followers. Reliance on ourselves, not Amazon, Larkin is saying. His paces are twice as long as mine, but he doesn’t seem to notice. When the climate crisis intensifies—and it will, in our lifetimes—we’ll need trust and familiarity with the earth and each other.

Having mansplained the climate crisis to us, Larkin boards us onto a beat-up tractor for the farm tour, half yelling over the engine.

Do you know where the water you drink comes from? he says. You just open a tap and it comes out, right? Entire communities used to live and die at the mercy of a river, and now we don’t even think of it. That’s what it’s up to us to save.

I have to hand it to Larkin: He has cult leader potential. The way he speaks about the land, about saving and being saved—it reminds me of how I felt at sixteen, like better worlds were ours to build. All those years in the climate movement, begging adults to care, and it never occurred to me that I could just save myself. Put the people I loved on a farm while everything else burned.

So, how did you learn how to do all this stuff? Georgia asks. Did you grow up farming?

Not at all, says Larkin. I did a farming retreat in the Andes after quitting McKinsey. The locals changed my life. You’d never believe that a tiny mountainside village contains more knowledge of the earth than a behemoth institution like Stanford. Trust me on this. You will learn more in a season on this farm than you ever could there.

It is the first time he’s acknowledged Stanford. It feels unreal when brought up here, in the feather-strewn yard. The chickens ruffle their wings like flamenco dancers. It doesn’t surprise me that Larkin has a dismissive view toward Stanford, but I wonder why he’s chosen us, of all people, to live in his utopia. Maybe as students, he thinks we are less corrupt, and he can still save us.

We bump along through acres of fruit and vegetable beds. He points out the native plants, elderberries and raspberries on thorny vines. Georgia starts asking Larkin all about growing seasons of a particular blueberry, leaning toward him.

I can’t tell if she is flirting—if she even remembers how. Or, more likely, she is just very excited. I remember the pictures in Georgia’s house from her childhood chasing the North Atlantic bighorn. Her red hair bright against the green lakes. Even the freckles on her face remind me of stars. Outdoors, I know, is where Georgia comes alive. I’ve never had a strong sense of home, but Georgia can find herself beneath the open sky.

We wheel toward a grove of fruit trees, passing a greenhouse that Larkin inexplicably skips over in our tour. What’s growing in there? Georgia asks.

Oh, that one’s off-limits, we keep it locked for security. Mostly just experiments, says Larkin. We’re trying to develop more heat-resistant strawberries. We sell our berries for profit, to buy things we don’t make ourselves—clothes and soap, things like that. A necessary evil until we’re fully self-sufficient.

At last the tractor rolls to a stop outside Big Sky House. Larkin opens the porch doors wide—no locks or keys here—and shows us around. The walls are papered with what look like old Soviet posters and Black Power banners. One wall is painted with a mural of people of color growing, like flowers, from the soil. A full-length mirror, leaning against a doorway, has a handwritten note scraw-led onto it: How will you resist capitalism today?

As you can see, we really make it ours, Larkin says as we pass through the parlor.

Georgia asks Larkin, Have you read all the books on this shelf? She’s pointing out his collection of books on everything from racial justice to farming, and Larkin says, Most of them, and when Georgia says, Wow, you’ll have to recommend one to me sometime, I know for certain she is flirting, for it is so unlike her to admire the taste of a man. Larkin laughs, and I know he sees what is happening too—but then his gaze meets mine, and I freeze. I have the urge to put up my hands. To not implicate myself in what is happening. Then Larkin says, Come on, let me show you where you’ll sleep.

Georgia and I share the bedroom at the very top of the house. When we drag our stuff up, panting, we see that bedroom is a generous term; it is actually the attic. Two beds are pushed against opposite walls, but Georgia soon discovers that she can’t sit up in bed without hitting her head on the sloped ceiling. The only place we can sit up is in the very middle of the room. So we push our beds together into a central island and pile our stuff on either side.

Clara texts us that she, Pietro, and Imraan are almost here, driving down Imraan’s car from Queens. When they tumble out of the car, we try to hug in different orders, accidentally knocking heads, Clara so enthusiastically she lifts me into the air. When I look back at the porch, I meet Larkin’s gaze. He was looking at me. But this I push aside; I am, at last, with my friends, and I cannot be ungrateful ever again.



Larkin gathers everyone for a house meeting at the dining table. When we crowd around we look like a Last Supper painting, Larkin our prophet in the middle. I smile at him, and he smiles back, but absently, so I think I imagined the moment on the porch.

It’s nice to have some fresh blood out here, says the oldest man. He has gray dreads and hands like sandpaper when I shake them. I’m Reggie Clay. I’m the farm manager.

The next man at the table is Raghad, a remote tech employee on sabbatical. Seated beside him are two women, grown sisters. Desiree, the younger one, smiles often at Larkin, so it seems like Georgia has serious competition. Desiree explains that she is pursuing a PhD in sociology and is taking this year to immersively research communal styles of living.

Really immersively, she says. I’m so close to dropping the PhD. Like, once you’re here, you’ll never want to go back.

Desiree’s older sister is Frida, a former middle school teacher. Three years ago she went through a brutal divorce with her cheating husband. He told her she was too old to start over again. She told him to fuck himself, and she moved to Big Sky Farm with her sister.

There are ten residents total, a number that Larkin has optimized over many harvest seasons. We form an intertwined ecosystem, a perfect closed loop.

Our days in Big Sky Farm, Larkin explains, will be organized into three shifts of alternating farm work, rest, and a specialized house job. My house job is cooking daily dinners; Georgia is assigned to assist me. Pietro and Clara get kitchen cleaning. Imraan is assigned to house repairs. All this seems reasonable. But then Raghad wheels out a giant creaky blackboard and we have to agree on our “community norms.” Whenever someone proposes something, we all vote by saying “aye.” This is an old Quaker process called consensus.

We agree to eat plant-based and not be racist to each other; we consent to the importance of treating our nonhuman companions, the chickens and cows, with love. Nobody disagrees. The more controversial discussion is about our virus norms. Specifically, whether we can safely leave the farm. Larkin suggests that all off-farm excursions should be submitted for approval by the entire house. There is a Google Form that they used all summer. People could anonymously veto other people’s proposed excursions if they felt uncomfortable.

Frida says, Unfortunately, the approval system caused some conflict in recent months. Some people felt that it was used as an excuse to take out grievances on housemates by declining their trips.

And so the discussion goes. I don’t say much, I just listen. All of this feels like watching a movie I have never seen.



That night, my friends gather in the attic to debrief. We fill in the map of our scattered classmates. A year ago we converged on campus to change each other’s lives, but now we’re all across the world. Some people are still living with their parents, but most are doing what we are, which is forming pandemic pods and moving in together, into Airbnbs and outdoor programs and their parents’ second or third houses. (The pandemic made U-Haul lesbians of us all, Pietro jokes.) Most kids are lying low to avoid the virus, but a contingent of our wealthy classmates has spent the pandemic partying between Hawaii and the Hamptons.

Have these people got no shame? says Imraan. I bet Jason Ryan’s gonna get canceled any moment now because he’s throwing an actual birthday rager in Tulum and it’s all livestreamed. He’s practically radicalizing the masses for us. Like, people are dying, Kim, they add, quoting the meme.

It has been several months since I heard Jason Ryan’s name. I snort.

This is how shit will go down when climate change gets real, Georgia says gloomily. Rich people will scurry off to their beautiful estates, and the rest of us, I guess, will farm.

I only know the location of one rich person, and that is Kavya. When Georgia and I crossed the border into New York, I sent her a text: Now I am breathing the same air as you. She responded with a picture of the clouds. The sky looks brighter already! <3

She’s in Manhattan, right? We could visit her on one of our weekends off, Imraan says when I mention Kavya. The city’s only a few hours’ drive.

I already asked her, I say. But she’s really serious about safety. Like, she hasn’t seen a single person since the pandemic started. She won’t meet us until the vaccine comes out.

Clara gapes. But that could be months away.

I shrug. It was difficult not to take Kavya’s stance as a personal rejection, that after six months of isolation we just ended up within driving distance, but still must stay apart. This is just how our new world works. Questions of sacrifice and comfort have blown into existential dimensions. I’ve seen friendships broken over whether it is okay to attend family weddings or not wear a mask in your pictures. You’d never think such simple decisions—whether to order takeout or eat indoors, to give a loved one a hug or just wave from afar—could become indicative of your entire moral character. In the face of a deadly disease, every choice feels both enormously significant and also laughably negligible, which means everyone is both neurotic and exhausted.

Kavya really believes in following rules, I say at last. She’s not American. Where we come from, people are used to sacrificing for the common good.

I think of my grandmothers in India, cooking meals and then denying themselves a single bite until every male family member has eaten before them. Would the world be a better place if every person acted like an Indian grandmother? One day, if they stopped taking shit, would the entire social fabric unravel?

Kavya’s so principled, but she must be lonely, Georgia says. If I went six months without seeing anyone, I would go insane.

Kavya’s different, I say. I look toward the sky, how it swells and reminds me of her. She’s used to being by herself. Like, she moved between five different countries as a kid.

This is the best explanation I can offer my friends, because I can’t find the words to convey something more essential about Kavya: her self-sufficiency. Her assuredness. I don’t yet know how to hold myself down as the world ends. But Kavya won’t break a sweat. There is nothing more terrifying than a woman who doesn’t need anybody else.



My new life in Big Sky Farm starts with—you guessed it—orientation. When will we ever stop being the new kids? For my first morning shift, I am assigned to feed the chickens and harvest their eggs. Reggie tells me to come to the yard at dawn, and since Georgia wakes up early from excitement, she comes too.

My charges are named Skipper, Penny, Norah, Cobalt, Tito, Jean, Amber, Barb, and King Lear. Near the chicken coop there is a color-coded family tree identifying their relations, ages, and color of their eggs. Collectively, they seem to share a single brain cell, which is in constant jeopardy because of how often they bang their heads into each other or their surroundings.

Reggie teaches us how to grab the chickens: swiftly, from behind, using our hands to restrain their monstrous but ineffectual flapping. When I reach for Tito, he pecks my hand and kicks up a cloud of dust. Meanwhile, Norah tips forward in a resigned sort of way, exposing her rump to Georgia.

She thinks you’re a male chicken, Reggie observes. She’s submitting to you sexually.

Should I be honored or terrified? Georgia scoops Norah into her arms and I scowl, still clutching my pecked hand. Of course Georgia Becker is the seducer of chickens.

I spend the morning cajoling the chickens out of the coop and into the yard, where I feed them cornmeal and, for nutrients, near-expired produce. They peck contentedly, and I keep my hands clear of their beaks, but eventually, I work up the courage to pet their feathered heads. At last, I can even lift Tito into my arms, and I feel his frantic heartbeat hammering against mine, familiar in its fear. I have the intrusive thought that I will drop him on his head. Presumably to make me feel better, Reggie tells me all the ways the chickens can and will die—snatched by hawks when not in their coop, mauled by small woodland animals, felled by rare forms of chicken cancer. We gather the eggs into cartons, and I think of all the times I have gobbled scrambled eggs, or cracked them without a second thought, as if eggs were easy for chickens to make.

Georgia and I are both free during the afternoon shift. She greets me in the dining room with a fresh sprig of peppermint; her morning shift is in the herb garden. How was the garden, I say, the way I used to ask after her classes.

Georgia smiles. It felt like when I was a kid, on the island with my parents, she says. I think it’s the quiet. The quiet is the same.

We go to the kitchen to find lunch. It is industrial-size, with cooking pots as deep as bathtubs, giant bins of grains and lentils all ready for doomsday. The fridge has a whiteboard covered in notes—butter running low, kale expires tomorrow—and an elaborate system of food storage. Some Tupperwares are labeled E for everyone, others have sticky notes with people’s names. We make two sandwiches, careful to use only unclaimed ingredients in case we offend somebody.

We take our sandwiches to the porch to eat. Frida, the lady who lives beneath us, joins. We smile at her awkwardly; Frida is old enough to be our mother. But Frida pours us each a glass of homemade peach tea and asks how we are liking the place so far. You are the first college students we’ve had in a while, she says. Most people wait until at least their mid-twenties to have the existential crisis that brings them here.

We had a pandemic, I say. If that counts.

It definitely does, Frida says, clinking her glass to mine.

I think it’s really cool how you moved here, Georgia says. You just got up and found a new community.

Frida smiles. Love comes in a lot of forms, if you’re willing to look, she says. I’ve been here for three years and I couldn’t be happier.

I can’t help it. Does it get overwhelming living with the same people? I say. Like, what if you wanted to date or get remarried?

We don’t believe that marriage is the only way to structure a family, says Frida.

Oh, for sure. But what about … like, intimacy? says Georgia, glancing at me. I love it when we tag-team people. It felt awkward earlier with Larkin, when she went rogue.

Oh. Frida laughs. People in Big Sky Farm definitely have sex, if that’s what you’re asking. Everyone here is fucking.

Really? I say, trying my best to sound casual.

Yeah. I honestly think that’s part of the reason why Larkin was eager to bring a fresh crowd in here. Things were getting messy in all kinds of ways, says Frida.

What kinds of ways? Georgia asks.

Actually, in four ways, says Frida. Desiree and another resident, Joaquin, were together. And I was sleeping with Larkin. Then one night we all took shrooms and by the end Larkin and Desiree got together, and they’ve been that way since.

So he cheated on you? says Georgia. With your sister? I can almost hear her crush on Larkin puncturing when she says this, and I feel relieved.

No, it wasn’t cheating. Larkin has always been open about his nonmonogamy.

Oh, I say. So you didn’t mind at all?

Frida shrugs. We’re all human, she says. Things got intense, and Joaquin left, took some friends with him, and some others left for full-time jobs. It’s the way of nature, there are seasons, and people come and go. I hope I’m not scaring you, Frida adds. This is a space of maturity and openness. We’re all people of color and allies who care about the environment, and ultimately that’s the value we prioritize.

I don’t look at Georgia, because I don’t need to. I know we will debrief this later. I think about the land around us, the empty bus stops and construction sites of rural Pennsylvania, wood planks piled up like bones. Despite what Frida said, I am not scared. What I wanted, all these months, was excitement. To ponder other people, solve mysteries, to ask, always, what Georgia thinks. I know she will tell me soon.



Because I claimed on my application to be an excellent cook, I’ve been assigned to make dinners. In the evening, Georgia and I head to the kitchen. I want to make rajma, my mother’s comfort meal. It is a terrifying responsibility, because dinner is the most important meal in Big Sky Farm, around which we gather to build community and/or have a circle jerk, it seems.

I was not lying when I said I could cook. Over the summer, Mom decided it was time I learn to fend for myself. By your age, I would make breakfast, lunch, dinner, and tea for my parents, she said. All you know is microwave and DoorDash. Lazy girl.

Mom taught me simple things, rice and daal. We fought a lot, I took desperate notes on my phone, but after a week or so, I could cut onions without crying, toss mustard seeds into sizzling oil without recoiling from the splutter. But then I’d announced I was leaving for Big Sky Farm. Mom cut off her cooking lessons, like that could delay the inevitable. So it was Dad who finished up my training. He taught me how to make vegetable subzis that would impress people. What to substitute for tamarind using what I might find in rural Pennsylvania. I learned that a family of three eats one cup of rice; multiply that by however many people you need to feed, double the water, use your heart.

I felt competent in my parents’ kitchen, but now my confidence deserts me. The last dinner chef, Joaquin of foursome fame, left behind an inscrutable food ordering system; since few ingredients are store-bought, everything is stored in random jars with handwritten labels, crossed out and renamed beyond legibility.

This is insane, I say.

Georgia is patient; she finds most of the things we need. We don’t find the rest. That is the first problem. The next is that I can’t figure out how to light the gas stove. I smell the fumes but can’t get them to ignite, until Georgia risks her entire hand to hold a match to the burner. The spices burn. I am following my parents’ instructions, minus my parents, and without them, nothing is going right.

I text them in a panic: Is anyone free to call me right now

Dad is not free, Mom texts, which is her roundabout way of telling me that she is.

I have considered giving my mother the cold shoulder until she apologizes for our final fight. But it occurs to me that this is it, the acknowledgment I’ve been waiting for, or as close as I ever will get.

So I FaceTime Mom, and she helps me rescue the rajma. It is surprisingly peaceful; she is calm and to the point. Mom keeps saying, Our food is very forgiving. Meaning you can just toss things in and our spices are so rich that there’s no way things don’t taste fine in the end. I am moved by this adjective. I, too, am forgiving. How easy it is to love my mother as a soft face on my phone. It occurs to me that in another timeline, this is exactly how life would have gone. I would live with my mother in a multigenerational house, and she’d teach me to cook, we’d live and die in the same village, the two of us doing daily, tireless battle in the kitchen, feeding ourselves through feeding others, and there would be no reason to disagree.

The culinary crisis is averted, the rajma is simmering contentedly on the stove; now all we have to do is wait. No more than three seconds of silence elapse before Georgia wants to talk.

What do you think of Larkin’s … promiscuity? asks Georgia. I know you have a piping hot take. I saw it in your eyes.

I am so happy I could kiss her. It’s been so long since we’ve had a new man to shit on.

If Larkin was a woman I’d think it was great, I say. But polyamory seems like a convenient excuse for a guy to be a slut without consequences.

I thought polyamory sounded nice, says Georgia. I would try it.

You think you could handle more than one crush? I start to laugh, but then it occurs to me. Wait, have you liked anybody lately? Or, like, back at school?

Georgia frowns, thinking. Well, I guess I liked Derek from Tinder. I did have sex with him.

Derek doesn’t count, I say. When’s the last time you had proper feelings for someone?

Georgia stares at the rajma like she might divine meaning from its depths. I don’t know, she says at last. Is that weird? Like, I know my heart is full of love. But I haven’t crushed on anyone I can think of.

I am incredulous. Then how do you know you’re queer? I ask, realizing we’ve never explicitly discussed that, either. I always assumed that of course, of course the girl I love more than anyone is theoretically capable of loving me back.

Because I’m not an idiot, Georgia jokes. I guess I just always knew. And during quarantine I realized I spent, like, years in love with my childhood best friend. So, to answer your original question, I guess I had a crush on her.

What? I say. Who?

I can name all of Georgia’s hometown friends because she’s spent hours telling me about them—Allison, Delia, Emmy, and Jack, all girls except Jack, who transitioned during senior year.

You don’t know her. Her name’s Opal, Georgia says. Growing up we were best friends, pretty much inseparable. Once, she made a scavenger hunt for me throughout the neighborhood for my birthday. All our inside jokes. We were twelve.

Wow, I say. Why didn’t you ever mention her?

It was the hardest thing, losing her. Georgia shrugs. By high school, our friendship became overwhelming. We got so similar, like we both played soccer, took the same classes, she dyed her hair red at one point—it was bizarre. Our teachers and coaches would mix us up. She’d get jealous of my other friends. At some point in sophomore year, we stopped being friends, and I saw a therapist, it was so bad. Now she’s at Bowdoin. I wish her the best.

How do you know you were in love with her? I ask. But as I say it, I’m suddenly unsure if I’ve ever been in love myself. I felt warm, settle-down urges toward Esme, lust for Trevor Yates, but was either proper love? I thought love would be romantic and dignified, the thing they write great novels about—though nowadays, all the bestsellers are about ambiguous situationships with much older men. Girls in books these days aren’t having great loves either. Who should I turn to for answers, if the writers are equally confused?

I couldn’t imagine not having her in my life, says Georgia. I pretty much viewed us as a unit. And when we fell out it felt like an actual divorce.

I’m sorry, G, is all I can say. But privately, I can’t relate. In high school the most lesbian action I got was an unrequited crush on Ms. Kowalski, my English teacher. My first orgasm was attained after she called my essay on The Crucible a “pleasure to read.” Part of me envies Georgia, for having already had a tender but serious brush with love.



The early days in Big Sky Farm flit by in a quiet rhythm of morning farm shifts, cooking dinners, lounging in the many nooks and crannies of Big Sky House. Mom discovers GIFs and her “good morning” texts become punctuated by images of dancing cats. What I have learned about my mother: She is easiest to love from a distance. Text becomes our means of communication: I send her pictures of the dinners I cook; she sends me recipes to try next. I am within my rights to stay angry, but it is easiest to forgive her, to take what I can get. Like I’ve said, I’m not hard-hearted.

The reason I am no longer preoccupied by Mom is because I am with my friends again. At night we smoke and watch TV, working our way through multiple seasons of a trashy teen-vampire show. The vampires offer escapism into a world where characters walk into crowded bars and kiss and bite another with abandon; when we reach the current season, and the vampires are wearing masks, to match the times, everyone groans. Other nights, we play circular games of Scrabble on the porch; Big Sky Farm’s set is missing key vowels, which adds an extra challenge.

And by day, of course, we farm. Big Sky Farm has strawberry fields and orchards and goats and cows in the farthest pastures. On days we don’t harvest, Reggie has us sitting inside a shed, packaging strawberries for sale. We weigh strawberries by the pound and seal them into plastic clamshells bearing the cheerful print, Big Sky Farm! Grown in Burgess, PA. I throw the rotten ones to the chickens in the yard; they eat greedily, gratefully, unaware they are being used as living compost bins.

Clara says, I never thought about the people who picked our strawberries before. That they did it all by hand. Somehow I thought there would be a big machine.

We look it up and learn that most strawberry-pickers in America are farmworkers from Mexico. We read articles about their brutal working conditions, their exposure to the virus. I feel the shame, familiar after months of this pandemic, that I have questioned so little of the world around me, the oppressive sources of my good luck.



Even though we make up half the population of Big Sky Farm, it doesn’t feel entirely like Georgia, Clara, Pietro, Imraan, and I belong. It is more like we are extras on the set of someone else’s film, and they haven’t handed us a script. Besides Reggie and Frida, nobody is even that old. Larkin, our leader, is only twenty-nine. He just acts like there is a distance between us and him, things about the world that we can’t begin to imagine.

To be fair, there is a lot that we don’t understand about the inner workings of Big Sky Farm. The economic model is kind of suspect, Clara says. Besides the strawberries, Big Sky doesn’t produce a lot of crops. It doesn’t really add up, how Larkin sustains it all.

As a chronic oversharer, I have to respect the mystery that is Larkin Kwang. The rough sketch of the biography is there: the Stanford education, the McKinsey years, the listless trawling of the developing world, transforming him from the kids we are now to the big man he has become. (Maybe it’s because he does psychedelics, Georgia suggests as we toil in the strawberry shed. I’ve heard it helps people reach all sorts of epiphanies.)

Meanwhile the chickens live and die at my merciful hand. What do they think about all day? It has been weeks, but they have not warmed to me. I was a whole person, I want to tell them. I was on track to become a very promising writer before everything imploded around me. One day I arrive for chicken feed and discover the mangled corpse of Amber the hen. I panic and call Reggie, who surveys the damage and says, Fox must’ve got her. I’ll remind Clara to latch the coop tightly at night.

And that is all. He scoops Amber’s remains into a compostable bag, and I use a broom to turn over the straw. Then I let the survivors out for morning feed. I am sure the chickens will be traumatized, but they peck contentedly at their breakfast. Unconcerned with the specter of bloody death around them. And it occurs to me that this is how people used to live, awake in the morning and dead by lunchtime, mauled by grizzly bears or felled by toxic berries, and everyone would accept it, they wouldn’t order international quarantines and hunker down at home and cancel music and dancing. Life was short, they took their chances.

Another human foible the chickens have transcended is interpersonal conflict. I have my first proper disagreement with my friends about the status of our shared bathroom. Clara has, first of all, taken up half the shelves with her skin care, and somebody else—either Imraan or Pietro, let’s be real—leaves the toilet seat up. And Georgia, Miss Georgia, drips a puddle of water when she leaves the shower, enough to keep a fish alive.

Okay we need to set some bathroom rules, I text our group chat. Someone who stands up when he/they are peeing should think about lowering the seat when he/they are done!

Thus do the floodgates open. Pietro is defensive; he says, Someone with wavy black hair should think about unclogging the shower drain it’s draining slow AF, and Clara says, Y’all are messyyyy, and I say, Okay I will order some Drano online, and Georgia says, Maybe we should set up a bathroom cleaning schedule, and I think, if you didn’t make puddles we wouldn’t need to clean, but I do not want to add fuel to the fire, so I agree.

This kind of conflict is natural, Georgia tells me. She is reading an entire book about interpersonal conflict in the contemporary left, which gives her perspective. It’s our first time cohabitating in the real world. That’s all.

I do not think Big Sky Farm is the real world by any stretch of the imagination, but I take Georgia’s point. I did not realize how much of my friendships sailed on the smooth tide of money that is Stanford—not just the school-sponsored fun and games, but the presence of cleaning staff, scooping away the mess and grit of human existence, literally vanishing shit before it starts to stink. We are embarrassingly spoiled.

So we set up a rotating schedule of cleaning and errands. Imraan and I triple-mask and drive to the nearest grocery store with a list of food requests. The population of Burgess is elderly, mostly white—they side-eye Imraan and me as we buy bathtub cleaner, wine, hummus, and Drano, as if they are ingredients for bombs. Clara requests a ton of frozen chicken nuggets, which is one of her primary food groups.

When it is time to check out, I present my debit card. The cashier offers me the receipt; out of habit, I say, No thanks, but Imraan says, No, we need it. That way, we can split the bill.

At home Imraan pulls out their phone calculator and starts apportioning costs. They do not split the bill five ways, as I expected, but on the basis of every item. Do you think you will eat any chicken nuggets? they ask.

I’m doing veganism with Georgia, I tell Imraan, and they say, Okay, then I’ll take you off paying for them.

It goes on like this for everything in the grocery bag. Imraan takes themselves off the hummus because they don’t like the texture. Everyone will drink the wine, right? Imraan says, and I say, Imraan, this feels kind of unnecessary.

Unnecessary? says Imraan, and I say, Like, do we need to split everything down to the cent? I’m sure it will all even out in the end.

Imraan says nothing. I add, Plus, we’re all taking turns grocery shopping. I’m okay to front this one. Someone else will get the next.

We have never done this before, talked so explicitly about money. I know who is using their parents’ money (Georgia, Clara), who is using their own (Imraan, Pietro), and who is using both (me—while my Women’s Prize money has not run out, I noticed Dad, without saying anything, sent me a thousand dollars). Imraan says, finally, I just want things to be fair.

I don’t know how to tell them that, in my view, there are some things you can’t put a price on between friends. But then I remember that Imraan comes from a lot less money than I do. Maybe this is what it means when people like me are told to check our privilege. I swallow my complaints and send out the Venmo requests.



My parents are finally able to book flights to visit India. They will care for our aging relatives, my now-widowed grandmother. The Tamil word that my parents use to describe their destination is “oor.” Directly it translates to “place,” but there is a possessive connotation, meaning “our place,” and my parents referred to it so often that for years I thought “oor” meant our home, our literal four-bedroom in Okeechobee. Once, I used it in a sentence as such, I pulled Mom’s sleeve at a party and begged if we could go to our place, and she laughed. You want to go all the way to India? I thought I could understand fluent Tamil, but it turned out all I could understand was my parents. And even then, I was really just understanding my own perspective of them.

So my parents tell me they are going home, and though it does not make a material difference to me where they are located, I feel sad. Always the word “oor” fills me with melancholy, and not because of the misunderstanding, but because I’ve never felt that way about any place, that it is mine. I think about the people who lived in Big Sky Farm before us—not the hippies or colonizers but the Native people before them. Who planted the very first strawberry seeds that we are now harvesting? What bits of their bodies and cells remain to fertilize the soil?

In the Arctic, the permafrost is thawing, scientists can only speculate about the sleeping super viruses it could unleash. This is the hottest summer of our lives; it will never be this cool again. Georgia plants peppermint in a pot and places it onto the heater to receive the sun. We do not know how the world will be come winter, she says, but at least we will have peppermint tea.



I listen to audiobooks while I chop sweet potatoes for a late-summer curry. I am trying to get through the great works of feminist theory. The irony of listening to podcasts about women’s liberation from the kitchen is not lost on me. But in a roundabout way, I think that cooking dinners is more radical than getting a job. Far better to feed your loved ones than a corporation’s belly. My and Georgia’s politics have evolved in the past months—sometimes you go so far left, you go in a circle. I now aspire to become a housewife, living a life of softness. I would enjoy cooking for a woman, if not a man. Where can I find a rich wife? I regret letting Esme Bloom get away.

How is Esme doing these days? I ask Georgia, who is still friends with her.

Georgia purses her lips. Not sure if it’s my right to tell.

Who else would I tell? I say. Besides you.

Georgia sighs. She’s at a treatment facility for her eating disorder.

My jaw drops. Esme has an eating disorder?

She’s struggled with bulimia for years. It’s gotten worse during the pandemic, Georgia says. So, yeah, she’s getting treatment. She writes to me sometimes.

Embarrassingly, a little pushpin of hurt goes through my heart. I’m not the only person Georgia writes?

I didn’t know people actually had eating disorders, I say. I thought that was something white people made up. Like reverse racism.

Don’t be callous, Georgia says. So many girls are struggling. Girls of color, too.

Is that why Esme broke up with me? I say. Because she was going through all of that?

People have all sorts of things going on in their lives, Georgia says. You can’t really make judgments like that.

I’m not judging, I say. It would just make me feel better about the whole “You’re suffocating” situation. Like, maybe it didn’t have anything to do with me at all.

Maybe, Georgia concedes. Does it really matter at this point? This is why I wasn’t going to tell you.

So I drop the point. We return to the feminist podcast. This episode is about queer women who were ahead of their time. The podcast host says that for queer women, the timeline is different. What straight people did in their teenage years, first kisses and loves, might happen for you only in your twenties, thirties, or forties. We are hearing about how Virginia Woolf was a low-key anti-capitalist. And, as it turns out, probably gay.

I think of how Georgia and I are already both of those things. Our gayness won’t be recognized in retrospect or unlocked as a second act late in life; we have already figured shit out. And all these things like patriarchy and colonialism, we’re well aware of too. It is bizarre to realize that all the insights of these queer foremothers, which they spent decades theorizing and articulating, are common sense to my friends. On one hand we are very lucky to be recipients of generations of feminist knowledge. But at the same time, it makes us too precocious. We have to invent new problems, like cancel culture and eating disorders, to occupy our time. I feel empathy for Esme. In times like these, only a psychopath could keep her food down.



To celebrate the end of summer, I make an autumn feast. Planning the menu consumes me for an entire week. I am thinking of all the occasions that have slipped by unnoticed, swallowed into this hellish summer: Eid for Imraan, Pride, Juneteenth, Georgia’s birthday, the end of freshman year; we are well overdue for a party. For the centerpiece I make acorn bread, a survivalist meal I read about in Parable of the Sower, Clara’s favorite book. Clara likes Octavia Butler because her books are all about Black girls trying to survive the impossible, including by baking bread. Coincidentally, the protagonist of Parable also learns about acorn bread from a borrowed book, a guide to plants used by Native people of California. I wonder how much of the knowledge I think of as mine has actually arrived to me through the big game of literary telephone.

As my loyal sous chef, Georgia spends a week foraging for acorns. We grind them into flour using the hard edge of some socialist manual of Larkin’s. Georgia is proud of the bread when it comes out of the oven, dense and brown. She says that scouring for acorns is the most fulfilling work she has done in her life.

Part of the reason I sent her fetching acorns is because Georgia isn’t very good in the kitchen. In fact, sometimes she causes more harm than good. Last week, for a stir-fry I asked her to chop up some garden-fresh zucchinis, and when I turned back, she had peeled the fuckers bald.

What on earth? I said. Who peels zucchinis?

Georgia was defensive. I thought they were like cucumbers, she said. Don’t you peel those?

I took a deep breath. At first, I thought it was a feminist statement, Georgia’s sheer lack of culinary judgment, but eventually, I realized it was because she simply did not grow up eating excellent meals, not like I did. Even at the depths of her depression, Mom smothered me with food. Warm daal and chapatis and a different vegetable at every meal, the tips of her fingers dripping neon orange with pickle oil. This won’t be spicy at all, she’d chide as she chopped about seventeen chilis.

Does your family not normally cook with zucchinis? I said, knowing I sounded bitchy. I remembered the takeout boxes in Georgia’s family’s kitchen. Mom speaks scathingly of “American” kitchens, although, to my knowledge, she’s never set foot in one. All they know is boil or roast, she said knowingly. Salt and pepper, very easy for them. Even Imraan made a joke recently that they’d never understood why so many American kids hated vegetables—But now I get it, Rishi! They’re eating that shit unseasoned! Can you imagine? We’d laughed then, but I didn’t laugh now, looking at the peeled zucchinis like naked penises.

I didn’t know, Rishi. Jesus. Georgia put down the peeler. Can’t we cook them like this? I’m sure they’ll taste fine.

I couldn’t believe I was on the verge of tears over zucchinis. I couldn’t comprehend the confidence with which she stripped their skins, the ease of her judgments, her belief that nothing mattered in the end. How could I convey this all to Georgia? Okay, it’s not a big deal, I said. Georgia rolled her eyes.

Fortunately, today, the acorn bread emerges without incident. We serve it as an appetizer paired with Frida’s cherry jam. Georgia rings the bell, and everyone arrives for dinner except Larkin and Desiree. Five minutes pass, then ten. Clara rings the bell aggressively, and finally, they arrive holding hands. Seeing this in public feels wildly inappropriate, like Larkin has taken out his dick.

Before anybody can eat, he says, Friends, if you don’t mind, I have some important news to share. Desiree smiles at him, so I know what he is going to say before he says it. We are expecting a child, he announces.

We all stand there as Larkin beams. Reggie starts to applaud, and everyone joins. Are you excited to become parents? Georgia asks.

Desiree looks at Larkin, who says, That’s something else. Desiree and I feel that the models of nuclear parenthood are antithetical to our values. We are hoping to raise our baby in a webwork of community care, with all of you as keepers and guardians.

To my surprise, Larkin presents a diagram of the arrangement on the chalkboard. He draws a set of concentric circles, which Desiree explains is their radical model of care. You can sign up for a circle depending on how intimately you want to be involved with the child: the innermost circle is diaper-changing and dirty work, the outer circles are fun aunt stuff, and if you stay outside the circle, it means you don’t want anything to do at all.

Frida marks her name in the innermost circle. Raghad and Reggie follow suit. Desiree and Larkin mark their own parents in a special circle marked Elders. There is no expectation that the rest of us write our names; we just watch, as if onlookers at a game show. At last, Georgia draws a final circle, Well-wishers, and lists our names.

Maybe we should raise our kids communally, Imraan proposes that night. Because that gives us less power to individually screw them up. Also, cause, fuck gender roles. I could be their, like, thuncle.

They/them uncle? I translate, and Pietro says, Thot uncle?

I am not letting a child anywhere near you jokers, says Clara. She tells us that during quarantine, her older brother, who is gay and married, asked for one of Clara’s eggs so he and his husband can conceive.

What did you tell him? I say.

I said no, Clara says. And not because I’m homophobic—don’t give me that look, Pietro. Because that shit is intense. I’m too young to be someone’s biological mom. I can’t imagine a person who is half made of me walking around this earth, living with my brother—who, to be fair, will be a great dad, but whom I also think is kind of an idiot. How am I supposed to just let this kid go?

I look to Georgia, who is ponderous. And I have one of those intrusive thoughts again, that we could have a baby, we could raise her right. If she had Georgia’s heart, my mouth, Georgia’s height, my tits, she could rule the world. I don’t have a brother, but maybe Jasper could donate, or maybe by then science will have progressed enough that two girls can get pregnant without needing a man at all. Maybe ten or fifteen years from now. We have plenty of time.

I would be down to raise our kid together, says Georgia at last. With all their queer parents, our kid would be the coolest in their class.

They would have to come out as straight, I realize.

If they did, I’d whoop their ass, Pietro says. Love is love, whatever, but they need some trauma for character-building. How else will they get rich enough to retire me in Cabo?

Later, as we are getting ready for bed, Georgia says to me, I didn’t think Pietro’s joke was very funny.

I try to recall what she is talking about.

About traumatizing our kid? I say. He didn’t mean it. Also, we don’t have a kid.

Georgia detangles and carefully tucks her hair into the silk bonnet Clara gave her to wear at night. Even though it was literally a gift from a Black person, Georgia is shy to wear it outside our room.

It’s just the principle of it, she says. I feel like if you choose to have a kid, you’re signing up to love them unconditionally. You can’t put any expectations onto them. Children are their own people. Not, like, a return on your investment.

By your standards, I say, literally no immigrant would be allowed to have kids.

I feel defensive but don’t know why. Georgia is appalled. That’s not what I was trying to say.

Like, even my parents wouldn’t make the cut, I say. Parents don’t come with a guidebook any more than the rest of us. Especially not mine.

It is the way Georgia is lying, one leg hanging off our bed, that sparks the recollection. Two winters ago, my parents lay on either side of my bed, their legs draped over the edges. I’d applied early to Harvard but didn’t get in. After getting the email, I cried in bed for forty-eight hours, convinced I’d be stuck in Florida forever. Dad fed me milk from a small steel cup, saying, God has a path for you, kannama. He has an even better plan in store. But then I overheard my parents when they thought I’d fallen asleep between them. Dad said, Maybe we should not have let her get her hopes up. And Mom replied, Our hopes were up too. What did we know? And I am thinking of that now, how much hope we put into each other, just the three of us, no concentric circles except the curves of our legs on the bed.

Georgia apologizes, but it’s nobody’s fault. What is it about babies that always brings up everybody’s shit?



All great conversations begin in a chicken coop. Georgia and I have not yet run out of topics to discuss. Sometimes I wish I could stop and write down the things we say, but I know that is strange behavior, even for a writer. One day the revolution will come and Georgia and I will take up arms, we’ll stand back-to-back with our weapons outstretched like a duo in a spy movie, but for now, we talk, for hours, in circles. Some of the things we discuss:


	Is capitalism actually so bad? Intellectually, the answer seems to be yes, but we can’t be sure, because we have not had jobs. How much money do your parents make? We are both upper-middle class with fathers with PhDs. Except Georgia also has generational wealth through her grandmother, who partially inherited the Colgate toothpaste fortune. Do we want to make money? Not really. We just want to be happy. We draw a Cartesian plane and chart our Stanford classmates along it. The x-axis is degree of coolness, the y-axis is degree of buy-in toward our Current Capitalist System. The graph yields confusing results: It is cool to be extremely anti-capitalist, queer, and grungy, but it is equally cool to own a yacht. What about those of us in the ambivalent middle?

	Why do neither of our mothers have hobbies? Every Mother’s Day, Georgia tells me, she browses magazine catalogs filled with mom-ish interests, like cooking and gardening, except her own mother orders takeout for every meal and prefers succulents that can survive her long hours at work. Come to think of it, she raised me and Jasper a lot like those cacti, Georgia says. We are hardy, we don’t need a lot. My mom just works too much. Is that the case with yours? And I think about it, and it’s true that my mom has a full-time programming job, and then she cooks dinner for my father and me—I never helped, why didn’t I help?—and then she falls asleep on the couch with her feet in the air, her soles cracked, ashy. I can’t remember the last time she bought a new pair of shoes.

	When will we enter our first relationships? I tell Georgia I think I would’ve had a girlfriend if not for the pandemic. I would’ve met somebody in the spring, found a shawty by the summer. What does having a girlfriend entail? Going splitsies between sweet-savory entrées at brunch? This doesn’t seem to address something more essential about relationships, the element of love. How did your parents know they were in love, Georgia? She says she hasn’t asked. What did your parents tell you about love, then? I am hoping she will impart some American wisdom to me. But all Georgia’s mother has told her is that when the time is right, love will come, and in the meantime, she should always use protection. Georgia adds, I don’t think I could commit to a relationship yet. Why not? I ask her. I guess I don’t want to belong to anyone, Georgia says. That feels like a lot of pressure. Honestly, I can’t imagine you in a relationship either, I say, and Georgia says, But I could imagine you in one. Why? I say, and she says, I don’t know. You’re charming. You’re just good at that kind of thing.





I become attuned to the passage of seasons, how light shifts as time slips past. The days are getting shorter. There’s a new crunch of leaves beneath my feet when I head outside for morning chicken feed. Our peppermint plant sprouts; I am getting older. Soon I will be twenty, too old to relate to pop songs about first heartbreaks and teenage dreams. Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen—where did they go?

For the first time in my life I have absolutely nothing to do. College was a whirlwind of classes and parties. Even in high school, I kept busy, gorging my GPA on extra credit and running around protesting the people who were burning down the world. Now, in Big Sky Farm, I have six unaccounted hours of free time each day. What to do? I have the vague idea that I should try writing a novel. Then I’ll have something to show for myself, and if I catch the virus and die, they can publish me posthumously and Georgia can donate the profits.

But when I say this, Georgia thinks I’m insane. This isn’t a writer’s retreat, she says. This is a worldwide disaster. You’re under no obligation to produce a novel. Stay alive, that’s enough.

I am alive. I’m breathing. I move my bowels every morning. What else am I supposed to do?

I don’t know. You could take a walk? Start meditating? I’m not saying don’t write the novel, I’m just saying that it’s okay to rest.

Georgia herself has brought an entire duffel of books from home, door-stopping tomes about environmental infrastructure. She burrows into them for hours, taking notes, emerging only to read me incomprehensible quotes about the radical potential of doughnut economics, her eyes shining. Once, a chapter about Indigenous landback movements makes her so excited that she literally has to smoke a joint to calm down.

I want to tell Georgia that I’m not like her, content to read and mull for months on end. I like reading, of course, but only to prepare me for the real world, where I will have it all.

You, my darling, Georgia says at last, need to learn a very special skill.

What’s that? I say sharply.

She flops on our bed and smiles. Doing nothing, she says.



I begin learning how to do nothing. Frida lends me an actual book on the subject by a Stanford professor. I read it in three sittings. The book calls me out for treating myself less like an animal and more like a machine, always spinning, never sated. The way I am physically calmed by my phone, like a second beating heart in my pocket. It is jarring to discover how the things I thought were only mine, my anxious thoughts when nobody is watching, are actually indebted to forces of evil beyond my imagination.

I want to live for myself, I tell Georgia. I realized nothing I can ever do is that significant and I would suffer less if I internalized that. And I think I know how to do it.

That afternoon, without fanfare, I delete the Twitter profile I spent four years building. Then Instagram. To nearly fifty thousand people, I cease to exist. The trolls will pick a different target. I live to see another day.

And then, like a miracle, it starts snowing. Snow in the middle of October. One day, it’s temperate, and the next, there is a foot of it, the sugar crystals accumulating steadily, embracing and molding to the shape of the earth. Making hats for the bushes and sleeves for the trees. (Something inside me aches with envy toward the plants. What I would give to be smothered.) My first instinct is to post a picture, but I can’t. In the absence of social media, I must find other ways to scratch the itch to beam my impressions back into the world. I spend the morning composing an email.


Dear Kavya,

Surprise! Sorry for the jump scare in your inbox. I think writing emails is a beautiful and romantic lost art. I follow these Twitter accounts where they post excerpts from famous writers’ letters and diaries, and I keep wondering what they will do for the great minds of our generation. To spare us the indignity of future historians reading our Snapchat stories, I think we should bring lengthy, intimate emails back. I hope you don’t mind.



Mostly I tell Kavya about the snow. It’s my first time experiencing real seasons, and all morning I’ve felt giddy, like a little kid on the day of a field trip.

We weren’t expecting the snow, and once we got the weather alert we had to rake literally a hundred pounds of leaves in preparation. The leaves were rotting, cold rain was pouring, and I thought I was going to die. I thought, Okay, this is why we keep men around. But it was also satisfying to do manual labor and take care of my own household. Is it snowing where you are, too? I bet New York is beautiful in the snow, or that’s just in holiday movies. What a gift are seasons, marking the time as it passes by; in Florida there’s just the hot sun, day after day, bearing witness when nobody else cares to see.

How bizarre it feels, to address Kavya like this, about matters so mundane—with an attentiveness to climate I’ve never felt before, despite my years of advocacy. I learned to write this way from her, Georgia too.


It occurred to me today that this lifestyle—rural, on the land, beholden to its seasons, cooking for hours to feed those around me—was the entire sum of life for my female ancestors. They never got the chance I did to live life for myself, to fuck around and find out. I wondered what they would make of my moving to Big Sky Farm. It is different to live quietly because you choose to. It is the choosing part that makes all the difference.

Your friend,

Rishika





The snow melts as quickly as it came, and again Big Sky Farm is hazy with autumn. We are going camping for the weekend. This is Georgia’s idea, obviously. The rest of us groan and protest, but Georgia is an evangelical hiker; among the Becker traditions is an annual weeklong backpacking trip. She tells me to pack as light as possible to save my weight for food. You can’t bring a book, she tells me. But maybe I’ll tell you ghost stories.

We leave at dawn, marching down the hiking path. It was built during the Great Depression and seemingly hasn’t been updated since; in some places, the trail is so rugged that Georgia has to peel apart branches. Needless to say there is no phone service. Clara, the Coloradan, doesn’t hate the outdoors, but Imraan and Pietro look like they’ve been forced at gunpoint. I can’t believe that hypothetically they, but not Georgia, could be drafted for war—God help us all!

My backpack grows unbearably heavy. I’m glad Georgia told me not to pack a book. I try to keep it pushing, but my legs scream in protest.

Give it to me, Georgia says, looking back over her shoulder. I’ll carry your stuff. I can see you’re tired.

George, what? You can’t—

I’m used to hiking with packs twice this weight. Come on, you’re slowing us down.

If it were anybody else, I’d feel humiliated, but now I transfer several pounds from my backpack to Georgia’s. Once I am not about to collapse I can properly enjoy the hike. Georgia points out different species of trees, like sugar maple and hemlock. If we are lucky, she tells me, we’ll see a goldfinch. I try to follow her gaze, even and sweeping, but I don’t know what to look for. Behind us, Clara and Pietro are chatting loudly. Georgia tells them to be quiet and honor nature. To my surprise, they listen to her. And then I can hear the sounds of birds, the way the air moves through trees, and even Georgia’s quiet, familiar breathing.

At dusk we set up camp. The tent that Imraan erects strikes me as unreasonably small, but Georgia says that will help us conserve body heat. Pietro and I try making chili on the campfire. Despite our best efforts, it burns. Then Georgia says she has a reward for our hard day of hiking, and from the depths of her backpack she pulls out an entire Nalgene of tequila.

We all cheer. Our chili is saved!

Maybe this much alcohol is not advisable around an open flame, Pietro jokes, but we get started anyway. The first shot warms my fingers. The second, my toes. We don’t have chasers, so I drink the tequila straight. The more I drink, the better it tastes—why didn’t anyone teach me that was the trick? It is our first time drinking together, passing around a bottle, since our never-ending nights in college. We were younger then, and drinking was a way for us to feel older, braver. The kind of people who could shake ass in public, invite our crushes to dance.

But this time, we are pregaming for nothing. My heart begins to ache. I remember how loose limbs can feel when tangled on a dance floor. Closeness, bodies, touching—that is the entire point of being nineteen, and I resent the universe, this virus, for robbing me of it. My body feels cavernous with need.

Pietro produces a portable speaker and puts on some old, warbling songs in Spanish. I know it reminds him of home. I expect Georgia to tell him off again for disrupting nature, but she doesn’t. She stands, sways erratically. Pietro, Pietro, she says. You should teach us how to dance to this.

We pair off as best we can—me and Imraan, Georgia and Clara, with Pietro directing. We are stumbling, but I feel like I can understand Spanish. The songs are about love, like a walkable city with a town square, a place for growing old and feeding pigeons. Lead, follow. Imraan gives me a twirl. We switch partners, Georgia takes my hand, and I can’t tell who is leading, I am just swept up in the moment, I am tipping my head so far back I see the trees, Pietro is pouring tequila straight down my throat. My turn, says Georgia, so Pietro hands me the bottle, she parts her lips for me. Out of nowhere, I recall this story my mom told me as a kid. Here is how it goes:

When the blue god Krishna was a baby, he was a terrible trickster, addicted to butter. He tormented his adoptive mother Yashoda with all his greedy pranks. One day Yashoda came home to find her freshly churned urn of butter empty, licked clean. She found her little blue son and demanded a confession. When he refused, she tied Krishna to a mortar stone. Then she pried open his mouth, looking for telltale traces of butter.

Later, when I tell Georgia the story, I brush over that part; I don’t want to get into culturally sanctioned child abuse. Instead I skip to the end, with Yashoda looking into Krishna’s mouth. What she saw changed everything, my mother said.

What did she see inside his mouth? I’d demanded. Was it the butter?

Not butter, Mom said simply. She saw the entire universe. And she knew her baby was a god.

Now I look down and I see it all in Georgia’s mouth: the solar system, millions of asteroids, comets with their loyal tails. All the truth of being a person, all the novels that will ever be written. Everything on earth I am looking for—was it here all along?

Georgia and I look at each other. Her face honest and expressive. I’ve always thought she could read my mind. Her eyes flicker for just a second, and it is like a traffic signal changing colors. I know what she wants. I lean down and kiss Georgia.

Or maybe she kisses me, it is all fluid. She pulls me to the ground, I am on top of her, and we are kissing, our bodies aligning briefly and perfectly like the hands of a clock. My entire body sighs with relief, the inevitability of it all.

If it was up to me I would kiss her forever. But then I realize that things have gone quiet. Everyone is staring at us.

What the fuck? says Clara. I can’t tell if she’s amused or angry.

Suddenly, all the blood rushes back to my head. I wonder if I should kiss Clara, too, just to even things out, but the world swirls around me, and next thing I know, Pietro and Imraan are hoisting me into the tent, saying it is time for bed. I struggle for words. I’m, uh—

Really shit-faced? Girl, we know. Pietro rolls his eyes and zips me into the sleeping bag. When he climbs out, I hear him tell Imraan, Did we see that one coming or what?

I want to tell Pietro he doesn’t get it. This is one big girly joke between Georgia and me. The others are now working on getting Georgia to bed. It sounds like Georgia is resisting. She keeps saying Where’s Rishi? in a high, pitchy voice. But our friends prevail; they tuck her into the sleeping bag next to mine. I look at Georgia, but she doesn’t look back. Her eyes are closed.

I’m so sorry, I say—to whom, I don’t know.

Imraan hands me a water bottle. Just hydrate, they say quietly. It’s okay. We should’ve counted shots. Then they go to help Clara extinguish the fire.

Now it is just me and Georgia in the tent. We lie there side by side, swaddled like caterpillars. Who knows what we’ll become in the morning?

Rishi?

Georgia’s voice is slurred, sweet. I turn and see she was pretending to sleep. Now she looks at me, her eyes bright like a bird’s. And I think, Why do we deny ourselves anything? My arms are stuck in the sleeping bag, but I roll toward Georgia. Her mouth meets mine. My lips as her pillow. I fall into the deepest sleep I’ve had in months.



I wake with a banging hangover. The sun hasn’t risen yet, but I extricate myself from the tent, careful not to wake anyone, and vomit profoundly. When I crawl back inside, I feel like I need a new brain.

It is then that I remember the kiss with Georgia. My stomach heaves again. Bizarrely—or maybe I’m still drunk—my fear is not that I’ve alienated Georgia or pissed off our friends. It’s that I was a bad kisser. I can’t remember the physical sensations of the kiss, just the air around it, the way I retain the vibes but not plot of some novels I read. What is life? I think. Georgia and I kissed.

Beside me, Georgia stirs awake. My heart starts beating very slowly. Is she going to mention the kiss, or should I? I feel that whatever is said in the coming minutes has the power to alter the rest of my life.

Rishi? she says croakily. Her hair is snarled.

Hi, I whisper. How are you feeling?

Did someone throw up? Georgia’s nose wrinkles. It smells like ass.

Um, I di—I don’t know, I say, revising midway. We got so drunk, George. Don’t you feel it?

Georgia rubs her eyes with balled fists, a childish gesture that makes me lower my guard. Fuck, she says. Yeah, I do. Do we have any food?

I hand her the granola bar she had the foresight to pack. We sit in silence while she eats. God, that’s humiliating, Georgia says at last. I forgot how to hold my liquor.

I figure it is better to bring it up now instead of enduring a joke from one of the others, so I say, I might be tripping, but I think we kissed?

There is a microsecond of silence, and I say, Actually, that’s not true. I think we fully slobbered and drunk-humped each other. And we owe everyone an apology.

Instead of dancing around it, it is easier to lean fully into the absurdness. The second I say it aloud, I feel better. We were drunk. All of freshman year, we kissed people while wasted—how is this any different? It is normal, even funny.

Georgia swallows her granola bar. We’re the worst. Now we know what a year of celibacy does to the human body, she says. Then she groans. Sweet Jesus, I feel like shit.

She crawls outside for fresh air, and the moment is over. I am surprised that Georgia doesn’t have more to say. I remember my first kiss with Esme Bloom, how we talked about it after: what we were (friends with benefits), what it meant (nothing). Do all kisses require a written memo of intention? It’s not like I expect Georgia to confess her love. I already know she loves me; I am her best friend. Maybe there really is nothing left to discuss.

I watch her stretch out the soreness from her drunk sleeping position. In the budding daylight, she looks like herself, pink and freckled, with unusually, endearingly large teeth. I can’t see the universe in her mouth anymore, and I feel no desire to kiss her. All that was a trick of the alcohol, or the firelight.

In the hours that follow, the others crawl out of the tent in varying degrees of hangover. Imraan fares the best, but Pietro and Clara have monstrous headaches. Clara proclaims loudly that she will never drink alcohol again. I’m swearing to God, with all of you as my witnesses, she says. If I touch so much as a White Claw, may lightning smite me.

Georgia says the only thing to do is sweat it out, all of us. We put the dreaded packs onto our shoulders. But Georgia is right: Exercise makes us feel better. Soon, everyone is chatting again. As I feared, Pietro has many jokes at my and Georgia’s expense. When I say I’m thirsty, he says, Girl, we know. Then, when I complain that my leg hurts, he says, Maybe Georgia can kiss it better.

If you were jealous, P, you could’ve just asked, says Georgia. Imraan laughs, but I hear the annoyance in her tone. Clara gets the message, and tells Pietro, Drop it, man. To my relief, he does.

Here are some things I know to be true: All around us, people are dying. Millions of them, as of this autumn, sometimes alone, in walled-off wards, saying their goodbyes via screens. Even more are lonely, shut up in their homes—but I am lucky. I am with my friends. I feel a premature ache, knowing our night in the woods is a memory I will recall later, how happy I had been. I bury these bad thoughts in the woods behind me. I let the feeling pass.



Back in the land of cell signal: an email from Kavya, a slew of texts from my mother. I read Kavya’s email first.


Dear Rishi,



I was so pleased to get your email. Of course I don’t mind. It made me remember how I used to write long postcards to my cousin Aarna whenever my family was traveling abroad. Sometimes I wrote so much that I had to spread my message across multiple postcards, which she received at different times, like one giant puzzle delivered very gradually by the Indian mail system. I miss that, honestly—sending my friends letters from faraway places, knowing a part of me heads home even as a part of me moves further away. I like writing because you get a space for your own thoughts that you don’t in conversation. (Unless you’re a white man monologuing, I guess!)

Thank you for your book recommendation—I’ve been reading almost a book a day. I, too, am thinking about how I can resist the attention economy and reclaim my time in a world that has (been forced to) slow down. I agree that the pace of the internet is antithetical to how we’re wired as humans. I would be lying if I said I didn’t spend several hours a day online. I noticed you deleted Twitter, even before you told me. I will miss your snarky tweets, but I think it’s really admirable that you’ve divested from the platform.

Life in the city plods on. I’ve always been an urban human, but never in these conditions. The death toll is rising, and every night I hear ambulances racing down the street. I go out for runs very early in the morning, when I’m least likely to encounter people, and I see the signs in the windows—We Are All in This Together and New York Strong—but I feel guilty, because I know that’s not true. I’m living in a three-bedroom apartment alone, while unhoused people are sleeping on the streets. This is, of course, a pitfall of living in a country with a minimal social safety net. I saw the list of mutual aid funds that Georgia posted on Instagram and that brings me some hope, or maybe just helps me assuage my guilt.

On another note, I have been reading a lot of literature written by people in prisons. (This is by no means an attempt to equate my own condition with solitary confinement!!!) I just read Nehru’s An Autobiography and I am currently reading Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks. Both are very good. I’m contemplating adding a philosophy minor when we return to campus. As if physics isn’t pretentious enough. Let me know your thoughts, if you read either.

I feel quite hopeful that things will be better soon! Especially with all this news about successful vaccine trials. Once you’re vaccinated, please do come visit—all of you. Georgia, Clara, Imraan, and Pietro are welcome too. I’ve got spare bedrooms and if all goes well I can (safely) show you the city.

Your friend,

Kavya



The warmth of the space heater, the whirr of my laptop; I know about radiation, but still I press it to my chest, settling into bed to write.


Dear Kavya,



I miss you so much! Thank you for replying. And happy Diwali! Today on FaceTime Mom showed me the candles sparkling on our doorstep. I am a terrible daughter, because I forgot about Diwali. The passage of time is fucking with me. Is it okay to begin with the obvious? I don’t know how to celebrate the triumph of good over evil, light candles to keep the darkness at bay, when there is so much that it threatens to swallow us. My mother has endless faith in rituals like these. She bought me a new dress for tradition, it is wildly impractical for the snow, but she will mail it to me anyway. If I wake up tomorrow and things are still this way, what will I do?

I have not read either of those books you mentioned. But I, too, have been in a real kick of reading books that people write about their own lives. I read three memoirs in the last week: Michelle Obama’s, Assata Shakur’s, and Audre Lorde’s. Maybe I am nosy but I like knowing the shit that other people have gone through. It gives me context about where and when it is appropriate to lose my mind. I am grateful to writers for being vulnerable like that.

A small life update is that I went on my first backpacking trip this weekend. It was so beautiful. Enough beauty to keep me alive for another twenty years. We saw so many trees, I wish I had taken pictures for you.

I consider the confession briefly before writing it.


Also, on the trip, I kissed Georgia (!!?!). It came out of nowhere, it seemed. To be fair we were quite drunk, and I thought I might regret it, but I don’t. I know I care about her, and she cares about me, and I could justify it to anybody, even God. Georgia has become the most important person in my life. I feel it is allowable to kiss your friends. In fact, in our depressing global conditions, it might even be necessary for collective sustenance. That’s all. That’s my whole thought on the matter.



Hanging by a thread,

Rishi



We’ve never video-called during the pandemic. I prefer to talk to Kavya over text or email, where I can proofread to ensure I don’t sound stupid. But on Diwali, I feel lonely, so I FaceTime Kavya, the only other girl like me I know within two hundred miles.

She picks up after two rings. My first irrational thought is that I am looking in the mirror. Her hair has grown long like mine, it even waves like mine does.

Your hair, I say. It’s so—

Oh, yeah. Kavya tucks it behind her ear self-consciously. I guess you haven’t seen it in months. It grows really fast, I just don’t trust myself to cut it right.

It looks good on you, I say, but I’m not sure if I mean it. It is strange to see Kavya without her boyish chop. Femininity humanizes her somehow, diminishes her mystery—or maybe I’m being misogynistic.

Kavya takes me on a virtual tour of her apartment: the view from the balcony, familiar to me after months of exchanging sky pictures, the home office where she’s taking online classes. I’ve missed the sound of her voice, the way she speaks in proclamations, without the annoying American upturn that makes everything sound like a question.

Together, separately, we light candles to symbolize our inner light. I know she is just off-screen, but something about the liminality of her presence makes me feel even lonelier.

I wanted to ask, Kavya says. She is still partially off camera. She hesitates, then says, Are you and Georgia dating?

No, I say. We are just friends.

But you kissed, says Kavya.

Yeah, and? I say. When Kavya says nothing, I add, Can’t you kiss someone platonically?

I think not, says Kavya. I wouldn’t.

I feel a little resentful of how decisively she proclaims it. It is the kind of binaristic mindset that I would expect of my mother, but not a queer person my age.

I guess I just have a more fluid feeling of sexuality, I say. To be bitchy, I add, It could be a cultural thing.

Maybe, says Kavya, but she doesn’t sound convinced.

I guess I feel secure in our friendship, I say. And I guess—oh, wait, she’s knocking on the door. George, I’m on the phone. You can come in.

Georgia opens our bedroom door. Your mom? she mouths. It’s Kavya, I say. Do you want to say hi?

I—Okay. Sure. I know Georgia feels camera-shy because she’s just come in, sweaty, from farm shift. She takes my phone, asks, How are you, Kavya?

She pronounces Kavya’s name strangely, something like caviar. I suppress a snort.

Kavya seems like she’s doing well, Georgia says after I hang up. Kavya’s a very unique person, though. I never got the sense that we had much in common.

I feel annoyed by the way Georgia says Kavya’s name. It feels almost intentional. White people have a funny habit of making up their own pronunciations, despite clear evidence otherwise. Now that I think about it, it actually took her several days to stop calling me Ree-shee, even after all the times I repeated it, until I finally explained that it rhymed with Fishy.

You’re saying it wrong, I say. It’s Kaahv-ya. Just so you know.

Oh. Georgia looks surprised by my vehemence. Was that not how I was saying it? Well, thanks for telling me.

She unbraids her hair for her shower, and I hear her practicing Kavya’s name under her breath. I can never be angry at Georgia for long.



I turn in my first-ever presidential ballot via mail. The choice is terrible, between two punchable white men, but what can I do? The lesser of two evils is still evil, Georgia chides me. She has voted third party on principle, but she resides in a reliably liberal state. In the roiling swamplands of Florida, the forces of lesser evil need all hands on deck.

On election night we gather around the TV to watch the returns. All night the election map lights up red and blue; pundits overlay these with infection maps, just so we know what’s at stake. It is the most important election of our lives, they constantly intone. Gay marriage is up for grabs, abortion too. Clara suggests we stockpile Plan B in case things go south. Imraan says, It won’t get that bad, will it? And Georgia says, Fuck this shit. I’m going to bed.

I stay up because I don’t want to sleep through history, but it becomes clear that the election will not be called tonight. Though votes are still being counted, there’s turmoil on the horizon: Kavya texts me pictures of boarded-up windows in anticipation of riots in New York.

Okay you guys are officially too much, she says, by which she is referring to Americans, our rowdy bunch. Kavya often expresses her disregard for American political discourse, even queer discourse. I never understood the whole pronouns obsession, she once emailed me. All these pronouns only exist in English. Which, incidentally, is not the only language in the world. It’s focusing attention on individual identity instead of accomplishing something for us all. What nonsense.

For four days we wait, refreshing our news apps constantly. On the fifth day, Imraan rises early to milk the cows and is the first to check the news. They run up and down the stairways to deliver the verdict: Lesser evil won the election. Gay people are safe! We all cheer and hug. Georgia isn’t a religious person, so instead of praising God, she personally thanks the sky and trees.

Clara is relieved too. Her mom has a job offer from the new administration, which means her parents will move to Washington and probably fight less. I bet a lot of liberals are secretly sad, though, Clara says. At least the other guy was easy to tweet about. Now they’ll actually have to get their asses up and help people if they want to feel good about themselves.

Still, we have to celebrate, Pietro says. And I know exactly how we’re gonna do it.

How? says Clara. There’s literally nothing to do out here.

Drugs, obviously, says Pietro. We have a whole dispensary growing in our backyard.

We’re growing drugs? I say.

Shrooms, says Pietro. They’re, like, our main export. Reggie grows them in the greenhouses. You didn’t know?

Everything makes sense when Pietro says that. The mysterious building with the locked doors. Big Sky Farm is a front for growing drugs.

I wouldn’t call it a front, Reggie says when we ask him about it. It’s just one of our side ventures. It keeps the lights on and the chickens fed. Larkin handles the business entirely on his own.

Why didn’t anybody tell us? says Georgia.

Because it’s not what you signed up for, my dear, Reggie says. Larkin is very conscientious about legal deniability. Federal laws around growing psychedelics are hazy, but they’re pretty clear when it comes to distribution.

Larkin is an evangelical believer in psilocybin and takes it as a personal compliment when Pietro asks him to facilitate our trip. So in the late afternoon we gather in the living room, where Larkin prepares the mushroom tea using a technique he learned in South America. (Everything interesting or useful about Larkin can be invariably traced back to his Andean retreat.) I imagine what Mom could be doing at this moment. Eating a quiet dinner with Dad, maybe out on the patio. Today, their weather will be perfect. I know this because I’ve pinned Okeechobee, alongside Stanford, Denver, Albuquerque, Bangor, and New York, on my phone’s weather app. Over the pandemic I’ve watched the seasons bloom and wane across the country, wondered if the same sun that scorched me in Okeechobee was flitting through Georgia’s window or warming Kavya’s rooftop. You can learn a lot about a person based on their weather app.

Once the tea is brewed, Larkin doles out doses. After eyeing me, he pours me just half a cup. You’re a first-timer, and you’re small, he says. Best to start slow.

Didn’t you hear? I say. Discrimination isn’t allowed in America anymore.

Larkin gives me a look, and for the first time, I see a tiny glimpse of what Georgia and Desiree and Frida—half the women in Big Sky Farm—have seen in him. It is nice to push a man’s buttons.

Fair enough, Larkin says, filling the rest of my cup. We clink mugs and sip our tea.

At first, nothing happens. I sit on the couch and think about calling Mom before the shrooms kick in. But Larkin has warned us to avoid triggers when tripping, so I don’t risk it. Instead I follow Clara onto the porch.

Do you feel anything? I ask Clara.

She shakes her head. You?

I hear Georgia’s footsteps padding out to join us. The porch creaks as she sits.

I don’t think so, I say. So we dig our feet into the grass and wait for something inside us to bloom.

I look at the fields, stretching out in downward dog, as far as I can see. Florida is pretty flat, but I’ve never looked onto a horizon like this and seen nothing but sky. The only place you could look, and look, is the ocean. I think of the Atlantic, hot and green and alive. Feel Mom’s hands gripping me round my armpits, lowering me slowly into the ocean until my feet are wet, then my knees. I must have been scared as a child—I always was—until she made me see.

Oh, I think. Oh.

I look down and see that the grass has transformed to waves lapping at my feet. I lean toward the ebb and flow. Somehow, my face touches the grass.

Oh, not again. Clara grabs me by the scruff of my neck like a kitten.

Is she faking it? Pietro says. There’s no way she’s already on her ass—

I’m okay, I say. Just look.

I wish I could livestream for Clara, Pietro, my mother, even, the view straight from my eyes. The way the sunlight runs atop the waves. The repeating geometry of blades of grass. They are named after something sharp and deadly, but really they are soft, can bend without breaking—is that what I was missing all along?

Clara looks concerned. Are you high? Are you okay?

Yeah, I say. Holy shit, Clara. You need to see it. Georgia, wait, are you seeing this?

I turn to Georgia, certain that she, more than anyone, will understand. We grew up along the very same ocean. Our feet stood on connected ground. But Georgia doesn’t reply. She is writing in her notebook, thinking about her very own ocean. And so is Clara—so are Imraan and Pietro and even Larkin Kwang, perhaps even he contains oceans. I understand that we are physically together, but our spirits are on different trips. On top of everything the universe is expanding. How will we find our way back to each other?

The more I think about it, the more terrified I feel. I understand that one day the grass will overgrow all of us, push its way through our hearts and sprout from our eye sockets. I will always feel small. There is no way to protect the people I love.

The grass-ocean pulls at me with millions of fingers as I struggle into Big Sky House. With the walls closed safely around me, I feel a little better, but not by much. My breaths whistle like a kettle. Or is the actual kettle whistling? I have to make sure the stove is off. I need my mother.

Georgia? I call instead. Georgia, Georgia, Georgia—

Dimly, I hear Larkin say, I knew she’d panic. Abandoning my feminist principles, I turn to him for rescue. Except when I do, I no longer see a lanky Wasian man. I see a giant mournful albatross.

There is no time to process the fact that Larkin is a bird. He reaches for me with feathered wings, and I feel an ancient, primal fear. Instinct kicks in and I karate-kick him without planning it. He squawks and falls back. I turn away, or the room turns away from me, and I teleport to the kitchen. In the exact spot where Frida was boiling a tea kettle stands a furry mammal with horns.

Oh, sweetheart, it says. Do you feel all right?

The goat offers me a cup of Earl Grey. I back up so fast my head bangs the refrigerator. Meanwhile, Reggie has shed his human skin to reveal the grizzly bear underneath. They both cast menacing shadows against the wall. Grotesque and motherless, like everything in the wild. I don’t actually know any of them.

Oh no, I say, and I rush back outside to find my friends. To my relief, my friends are still human, my friends are true—or so I think, until I turn to Georgia and see that she has become an angel.

Rishi, she says, as if awakening from a sweet and distant dream.

Oh, Georgia. Georgia, Georgia. Her red hair luminous like the very first fire that turned us from animals into people. She looks like she’s having a wonderful time. Immediately I want to go where Georgia is. I want to join her trip, because I know it will be beautiful, blue skies and open air. I wrap my hand around hers.

I don’t like it here, I say, and a sob escapes me.

It’s okay, says Georgia. Just come here.

I don’t need to be told twice. I melt into her arms. And it is like fast-forwarding through the scary part of a movie—the world speeds up, and all of a sudden I am someplace new. This new place is willow-soft. I see a dusty ray of sun and know that Georgia brought it for me. I have left my world and entered hers.

How do you feel? Georgia says.

I feel something I’ve never felt before, deep in my body. Like there was a kiddie pool of fear swirling around in my stomach, getting murkier over the years, and Georgia finally pulled the drain.

I feel better, I say. I’m so sorry, I’m ruining your trip, I’m—

I am trying to apologize for making it all about me. All my fears that threaten to swallow me whole. But Georgia shushes me.

It’s okay. Don’t overthink, Georgia says. She goes back to her writing. Normally, I’d want to read over her shoulder, but now I feel so connected to her, I don’t even need her words. I lay in her lap and count all the layers between us: her skin, my hair, my scalp, my skull, my brain and the generationally crazy juices it swims in. How grateful I feel to leave my body behind.



Around us, the sun is setting. Larkin said the trip would last six hours, so at the stroke of midnight, I’ll return to myself. Now that I’m not afraid, I can enjoy the sheer possibility of tripping. I see every color in the sky. I keep wondering, who would I be if I weren’t afraid? I feel my fear like an anchor inside my belly; without that shit I would fly.

When it gets too cold, everyone migrates indoors. People are talking now, their voices taking off and landing like birds between trees. Clara mentions an association she made between the color of the sky and the ski slopes from her childhood. The way ice turns blue as it melts.

I didn’t even know I remembered that color, she says. But you don’t actually forget anything, I think. Every memory stays inside you. Just waiting to be called out.

I wish I could write down the thoughts we are having. I feel like I should start writing a novel right now. But I remember what Georgia said, how I should do nothing, so I just lie there. Trust that these thoughts will return to me later. Clara is right: nothing ever really leaves you. If I see the right light, glimpse wind-blown grass through the corner of my eye, I will remember everything.

At some point, I realize I’m still entwined with Georgia. Nobody is paying us any attention. I remember what I saw in her mouth, the glimpse of the universe. Even now I see it, glinting behind her large teeth. If it takes drugs or drinks for me to see it, that’s okay. Maybe one day I’ll find it without any help at all.

It takes me a moment to realize Georgia is talking to me. I like it when you touch my face, she is whispering. I know you do it on purpose.

I swallow hard. I know, I whisper back. I release my words like wind. I know they won’t come back.

You know I know? says Georgia. Or you know I know you know?

What?

I just want to know, she says. I want to know what you know.

Nothing she says makes sense, no matter how forcefully she says it. The campfire, Georgia adds. We kissed, and I know it was on purpose. I remember.

There it is again: “on purpose.” I don’t know what is weirder—the fact that Georgia remembers the kiss or that she is bringing it up now. Maybe it is like Clara said, the shrooms returned memories to her, or maybe Georgia was biding her time. The air around her is wavy and porous. I remember kissing her on the forest floor. I remember kissing her when we were babies, midair on a trampoline, at junior high prom, our braces clacking together. We will grow old together, and the memories will become real. I feel sure of this.

Georgia, we were drunk, and—

You didn’t say anything, Georgia says. Not then, barely after.

Neither did you, I say. I didn’t know that you knew, or that you knew I knew, or—

We are walking circles again. Bumping up against the edges of things. I can see tiny freckles on her face. Eyelashes clear like candy floss. Each detail exquisitely rendered. I catch myself touching my own face for comparison. Am I equally as complex?

We were drunk, Georgia repeats. And now we’re high. Does that make sense?

For some reason, I imagine what Kavya would do in this conversation. She would say something pertinent, express her feelings clearly and fairly. She would get to the bottom of things.

But that is the difference between me and Kavya. I will dive even where I don’t know the depth. I am okay with the free fall.

It’s okay, says Georgia dreamily. Now I know.

Know what? I think, but I know we’ll get nowhere, and I’m not actually curious to sort things out. I don’t feel like there is any context I am missing. Georgia is here, and she is happy. How greedy would I be to ask for more?

The grandfather clock keeps tolling, marking our descent toward earth. My body, which I’d lain to rest, dusts itself off and rejoins my mind. By midnight, we are exchanging notes from our trips, like soldiers returning from war.

It was fine, says Clara. I liked the colors and trippy shit. But I kept waiting for an epiphany. And I don’t think it came.

Honestly, I say, I feel the exact same as before.

Big Sky Farm’s shrooms are genetically engineered for optimal psychoactivity. Maybe your dose wasn’t strong enough, says Larkin, defensive. Well, yours definitely was, Rishi. So perhaps you just weren’t receptive to the fungi’s ancient knowledge.

Clara and I avoid eye contact so we don’t laugh.

No, I agree, says Georgia. I mean, my emotions were heightened. I loved the world very much. But I already usually feel that way. The shrooms didn’t tell me that.

Pietro starts laughing. That’s because you’re girls, he says. You don’t need drugs to feel your feelings. Larkin, I’m sorry, man, but you can’t genetically engineer female empathy.

We all laugh, maybe harder than we would’ve if we were fully sober, and partially because of the deflated look on Larkin’s face.

I would do that again, says Georgia, as we get ready for bed. Would you?

Maybe, I say. My heart is sinking. I’ve just had a realization, which is this: In the hours since my trip stabilized, I haven’t thought about Mom once. I check my phone and see that she’s texted three times.

Haven’t heard from u all day.

I miss you.

Did u eat dinner?

Yes I ate mom, I reply, knowing it is well past midnight, and she won’t see it until morning. I love you good night.

Georgia lets me shower first because I am covered in grass. It is almost December. A whole year passes as I wash the day away. Twelve months ago I was sitting on my parents’ couch, freshly dumped by Esme, watching Dad’s videos from another world. And twelve months before that, I was seventeen, counting down to high school graduation, hoping to ball up my past and use it as lighter fuel for my future. And the year before that Paola and I got our driver’s licenses, the horizon stretching as far as her beat-up Subaru could take us. So many past selves are nested inside me. Which self will swallow me next?

Georgia smiles at me as I dry my hair.

What? I say, feeling like she can read my mind.

Don’t think I’ve forgotten, she says. It’s almost your birthday.

You know I don’t care, I say.

Well, I do, she says. You caught me slipping last year, but this time I’m ready.

She is making her bed before she gets into it, with perfect corners, the way she has the entire time I’ve known her. Watching her, something settles in my chest. I feel the comfort of knowing something small about her, a habit that will probably never change, and if we stay roommates forever, I could watch Georgia make her bed until the end of time. Finally, I understand what I didn’t before: Friends like Georgia are a gift, but so is slowness. What is one fireside kiss in the grand scheme of our lives? It was an awkward moment, but now Georgia and I have made it to the other side. I feel no expectations, only relief. I feel I have all the time in the world.






Part III


[image: ]






Winter



Dear Kavya,




Happy New Year! Although it hasn’t been happy so far. I feel like we’re living through so many historical events that they’re all starting to blur together. Like the literal riot at the Capitol? Georgia’s parents called her first, and then we watched the news for hours. Refreshed Twitter for the memes—they did not disappoint. How many times, in this past year, we’ve borne collective witness to something improbable. It felt almost formulaic, self-consciously so, how we processed yet another inversion of our reality. This one, the riots, felt almost offensive in how caricatured it was—the awful final season of a TV show where the writers have thrown in the towel. The canned phrases people used on the news, nonetheless: “Historic.” “Un-American.” Who is to say? This is all I have known, on a molecular level.

I was thinking of Easha, lately, how she said it is our responsibility to process this shit into literature. I meant to ask: Are you writing about this? Any of it? Watching the news, I was struck by how little I cared. I do not feel drawn to write. Not of all the systems crumbling in the world, our collective state of saturation and overload. I did not even choose this stupid country; my parents did, and before the age of twenty-five, which is incidentally when one’s brain is fully formed. Where can we even begin?

Moving on from the future of literature and America to a more pressing subject: myself. Georgia and I have never been closer. I want to convince her to move to New York when our term at Big Sky Farm is over. We are buddy-reading Toni Morrison’s Love. Like, we physically sit next to each other, one page on my lap, the other on hers, turning the page once both of us say “flip.” I always thought I was a fast reader, but compared to Georgia, I am slow. Whenever I said “flip,” she would say “flip,” so I thought we were equally paced. Then I looked over and saw her staring out the window, already done with the page. She just didn’t want to rush me. And I thought, We can close the book right now. I know what Love is. I have never been happier in my life.

Your friend,

Rishi



Kavya is reading Jane Austen. She identifies with long-haired women yearning in the moors. I write the date and year on the top of my diary, and I am still writing last year, she writes. I don’t know how that year will ever end. How we will escape it.


It is interesting to hear your perspective about your parents, she adds, because I myself am an immigrant. I am acutely aware of what I have sacrificed by leaving my family. My grandmother is sick. Not COVID—what relief—but the infection numbers are rising, there are so few ventilators that even the well-off are worried. My parents want me to focus on school. I am trying my best. But I feel helpless. I look out the window, I check my phone, and don’t know what to do.



To answer your question, I am writing about this, but not successfully. I keep thinking of the stories you wrote for Easha’s class. Honestly I envied that ability of yours, to process narratives as you are experiencing them. I know that I am living through a very absurd situation right now, but I feel so passive: things are happening, and I am present, but I can’t tell what it means. If anything, I feel like I am narratively regressing, not making hard choices, letting myself be moved. I guess I could shape these events into a narrative I liked. But that wouldn’t be the right one. You already know how I feel about this—the danger of not being true to myself or to others. Nor do I like consciously seeing people as characters; I am afraid I do that unconsciously already.

I would like to know what you think of this someday. I’m curious how you’ll write it. Your autofictive power is beyond me, wonderfully so.

Yours,

Kavya



The beginning of the year is unthinkably sunny. During chicken feed, Georgia tells me that one in five Americans is projected to die from skin cancer, so now I am oiled with sunscreen like a Greek hero. But I am not afraid of the sun, because we have to die from something, and since we live in a developed country, our problem might be that we have to live too long.

Indeed, the world is shifting around us—the disease isn’t slowing, but people are tiring of it, perhaps; vaccines are rolling out, fewer people are wearing masks, and there is a sense that can’t we just move on, already?

Soon, it is my last week on earth as a teenager, our final month in Big Sky Farm. Our positions were for six months, and as the days grow longer and milder, it means our time is almost up. At dinner, Larkin asks us if we are planning to stay for the spring. If not, he says, I will have to find your replacements.

I knew it was coming, but the decision fills me with anxiety.

We don’t have to leave, Georgia tells me that night, and it gives me a rush of relief when she says we, because it goes without saying that whatever comes next, she and I will stick together. I love Clara, Pietro, and Imraan, but I always understood that we didn’t rely on each other. That was true even in college; we would convene to make mischief, but at the end of the day, we’d go our separate ways, working diligently, late at night in the library, toward our different visions of the future. Only Georgia was a constant presence, like the bed I returned to every night, and even now, when I can’t see more than a month into the future, I can’t imagine a day without her. When did I start to view our lives as fundamentally intertwined?

Maybe, I say. Let’s see what the others want.

Imraan makes their decision first. They miss Queens and want to help their father restart his taxi business now that the city is reawakening. Then we get an email from Stanford that low-income sophomores are allowed to move back into dorms for spring term. Pietro is eligible for paid-for housing, his enrollment stipend, all the institutional protections he lost when the pandemic started. He cries when he sees this. I know right then he is leaving Big Sky Farm.

Clara says she’s not sure what she wants to do next. But one evening, I spot an application on her laptop for a notorious consulting firm. I know that Clara’s parents have moved to a townhome in Georgetown, her mother’s career is on the rise, and I am not surprised that Clara’s being swept away with it. Over Christmas, she obtained permission from the house to ski with her parents in Vermont, but only Georgia and I knew they were actually attending the annual retreat of Black Diamond, a ski club for wealthy Black families. In addition to their undeniably sick name, Black Diamond offers insane career connections, and ever since, Clara’s felt distant from the rest of us. She has seen a different way to live.

So now it’s just me and Georgia. Georgia says, I like it here. I don’t really know where else to go.

We could move to New York, I say. Right now, the rents aren’t bad.

I guess we could check it out after we get vaccinated, Georgia says.

I know she is saying this to humor me; when I look at her, I know what she wants.

You prefer to stay here, don’t you? I say.

Georgia climbs onto our island bed to water the peppermint plant, and the winter sun makes her look haloed.

I don’t know, she says. I just never imagined life could look this way. It’s made me, I guess, reconsider?

Reconsider what?

Like, everything? Georgia shrugs. I guess now I know—or think I know—that this is the kind of life I want, untouched by evil, however possible. If I’m already sure of it, why keep pretending, you know? Like, why treat this like six months of vacation and then go right back to Stanford?

I stare at her. You want to drop out?

I’m not saying that, Georgia says. Just that school feels pointless. To spend three more years studying for a version of personhood that disagrees with me spiritually. Don’t you agree, deep down? That this is a better way to live?

I don’t know, I say at last. What I think is that we are so young. We have only seen three ways to live—home, here, and school. But that is three times as many as most women across the vast expanse of history. Maybe I am incorrigibly greedy, for no matter what life presents me, I always want more.



Larkin somehow gets all of us registered for the early round of vaccines at the same time as sick or elderly people. Georgia figures he registered us as essential farmworkers, which isn’t fully ethical, but nobody says much. I figure we’re all tired of—literally—holding our breaths against the virus.

Clara reveals a secret that morning: She is already vaccinated. She got the shot with her parents in Vermont.

How? I ask, and Clara says, Don’t worry about it, which means her methods probably weren’t fully ethical either. She sees my expression and says, You know they’re under-vaccinating Black people. I’ll get what I can.

I wasn’t judging, I say. I was just surprised you didn’t tell us before.

Clara just shrugs. I report this interaction to Georgia, but she also shrugs. Really, she says, is she wrong?

We join a line of old white people at the pharmacy in Burgess. I am issued a vaccination certificate that I slide into my wallet with my now-useless college ID. This is the only thing to penetrate me all year, Pietro says gloomily as the needle enters his arm.

Pietro’s not alone: I am unbearably horny. At this point last year, we were fucking right and left. I rub my aching arm and pray for the end of winter, for lush possibilities come spring.

The first order of business, post-vaccine, is to visit New York at last! On my birthday weekend, Larkin agrees to drive us up; he is heading to the city to check on business, which I now know means meeting drug dealers, but whatever—he’ll give us a ride. We’re gonna make this your best birthday ever, Georgia promises.

I send Kavya a text. Hey!! Just got the shot and i’m coming to nyc this weekend (!!!!) can I see u?

She responds: omg!! Same here I am vaccinated too! Unfortunately i am still recovering from side effects so probably not this time. But soon?

I resist the pathetic urge to reply, But sunday’s my birthday. It is hard not to feel curved by Kavya.

I’m sure it’s not personal, says Georgia, when I show her Kavya’s response. We’ll still have fun. Trust me. I have it all planned out.

On Saturday, we pile into Larkin’s truck. Georgia has planned a mysterious birthday itinerary that will take two days to complete. When we cross the bridge into Manhattan, I can’t help craning my neck at the buildings going by. Like every gay person from the suburbs, I have always longed to visit New York. I want to see the Statue of Liberty, the museums, the gap-toothed cavities where the Twin Towers once stood. But Larkin drives toward a quiet residential street. Georgia tells him, A few blocks farther. She is directing him to a spot she has mapped on her phone.

Make good choices, kids, Larkin says, dropping us off at a street corner.

I wonder what he’s up to this weekend, I say, watching Larkin’s car disappear.

Who cares? Clara pokes me. It’s time for your birthday surprise!

She and Georgia each take one of my arms and lead me down the street. I look around at the snow-piled trash cans, but nothing screams “birthday surprise.” Then I see the chopped-salad storefront, the tall oak tree, though in photos from this summer it was green with leaves. Wait, I say. Isn’t this—

Surprise! Georgia says, just as a voice calls my name through the intercom. I am so shocked that I don’t even respond. We ride the elevator sixteen floors, and when the doors open, Kavya is waiting.

She is standing beneath a hand-taped arch of balloons. She is wearing a mask, so all I can see is her eyes, how they skip past my friends and land directly on me. Happy birthday, she says, somewhat formally. Then she looks at Georgia. I hope the place wasn’t too hard to find?

I don’t understand, I say. What is—

This is a surprise slumber party, silly! Georgia pokes my arm, and everyone laughs. I turn and see that Clara has been filming my reaction. I rearrange my expression into one of gratitude as Georgia explains: Kavya and I planned it. We wanted something special—

The realizations hit me rapid-fire: that (1) Kavya was pretending when she said she was ill this weekend and (2) Georgia knew, because (3) she and Kavya, though they barely know each other, coordinated the surprise, and what’s more, (4) all of my friends are in on it, which means (5) I have been loved behind my back so fiercely I could cry.

Oh my God, I say. I—thank you guys. I look at Georgia, and she squeezes my hand.

Inside the apartment, Kavya takes off her mask, which I take as a sign that it is okay to do the same. There’s the moment of awkwardness where we appraise whether it is appropriate to hug, given the state of the world—is Kavya a hugger, anyway?—but Georgia breaks it, leaning in to thank Kavya for hosting us. I am overwhelmed by everything: the unexpected collision of people, the size of the apartment, which is actually a penthouse, and Kavya’s sudden presence, how she is weirdly very tall and I had forgotten about that.

Of course. It’s Rishi’s birthday, Kavya says, and I wonder, how many times did I dream of this, all the people who love me, safe inside a room? I realize Kavya has met my friends only once, on the long last night of our lives, and I feel tenderly toward her, for inviting them just for me.

Kavya gives us a tour of the penthouse. I’ve seen it on FaceTime, but that did not prepare me for its grandeur. The long sweep of the countertops, the view of Brooklyn from its floor-to-ceiling windows. She leads us to the bedrooms—two of you will have to share, sorry, she says. Georgia and I both put down our bags without anyone having to discuss it.

I take a peek into Kavya’s bedroom as we pass. It is austere, containing just a treadmill and bookshelf. I wonder what her inner world must look like, if this is all she needs outside of it.

I have to ask, Pietro says, marveling at the view. What do your parents do for work? Like, what do I gotta do to afford this?

Kavya blushes. They’re in banking and philanthropy. It’s, like, an investment property. They’re never here.

I know better than Pietro than to ask, point-blank, about Kavya’s wealth, but when I use the bathroom I can’t help it—I open Kavya’s cabinets just to see what she has. It feels like I am opening a window into her mind, the orderly rows of toiletries, this vulnerable admission that she owns a body and cares for it, even when there is nobody to see. I learn that Kavya takes iron supplements and suffers from eczema, but still uses the pungent sandalwood soap bars my grandparents hoard in India. I find it touching that she tries to smell like home. And it occurs to me that this is what she possesses that I do not: not money or an apartment but a sense of home inside her body. It takes more than wealth to feel so secure in yourself. Wherever she is, Kavya knows she belongs.



Georgia’s birthday surprise unfolds in the form of a scavenger hunt. The first clue is a crossword puzzle that, unscrambled, leads to the world-famous bookstore with eighteen miles of books. Unwilling to risk the subway, we walk the forty blocks down south, so cold that the wind cuts through us. We are experiencing an unprecedented polar vortex, Kavya informs us, thanks to climate change. The bookstore is closed to browsing, but there are outdoor shelves and a takeout window, and here an employee gives Georgia a stack of five books. One from each of us, Georgia says.

My throat tightens as I unstack the books. I know, without needing to ask, which is from whom. Parable of the Talents is the sequel to Clara’s favorite book. Imraan buys an anthology of queer South Asian poetry. Pietro gifts me The Ethical Slut. Georgia chooses the diaries of Virginia Woolf. The heaviest is at the bottom: a glossy photobook called Indie Bookstores Across America. A note on the inner cover, in Kavya’s prim cursive, born of the British-style schooling she shares with my parents: so you can look at all the places your future books will live. I want to fall to my knees and weep, but I don’t. I can’t stop thanking everyone.

The rest of the scavenger hunt takes me to a bakery, Imraan’s favorite pizza shop, and finally Central Park. It is really too cold to be picnicking, but we make a brave effort. The sun shows us mercy, suddenly parting the clouds, and Kavya pulls out her camera to take pictures in the new light. I am lying in Georgia’s lap; Kavya takes a picture of this, and I suddenly feel self-conscious, like I’ve been caught in wrongdoing. Georgia hasn’t noticed; she is French braiding my hair, but I can feel the ribbon of both of their gazes. The feeling overwhelms me. I close my eyes.

Kavya takes another picture when Imraan appears with a cake, nineteen candles and a joint for the twentieth. I do the Joan Didion smoking pose, and Kavya clicks the camera. I say, Here, give me the camera. Let me get one with you in it. Or, actually, George, can you get one of me and Kavya together?

But Kavya pulls her camera close to her chest and says, No thanks.

Are you, like, worried about your digital footprint? I say. I’ll hide the joint.

Kavya gets flustered and mumbles something about, I don’t like being in pictures. But as a peace offering, she shows me the pictures on her camera. I can’t remember what photos were like before iPhones, but these look like something from a time capsule, golden and hazy, me and Georgia and Georgia and me. And, of course, Kavya behind the camera, unseen. Narrating the scene with her eyes.

This is the best birthday of my life, I tell my friends. I love you more than I can say.

But then, when nobody else can hear, I turn to Georgia. Thank you, I say quietly. I know this was all your idea.

It was a team effort, Georgia says modestly, but she is smiling.

When we return to the apartment, Kavya has already ordered dinner to the door. We scarf it down in minutes, so hungry and cold. Then my friends go upstairs to take hot showers, so just Kavya and I stay in the kitchen, washing the dishes. Our mothers raised us the same.

Are you having a good day? Kavya asks.

Yes, I say. I’m so grateful to you and Georgia.

Georgia is very sweet, Kavya says. I can see why you have such a thing for her.

I look at Kavya. Girl, I say.

You are acting very couple-y with her, Kavya says. Everyone else seems used to it. But I am seeing it for the first time.

I feel a flush in my cheeks, but it’s not entirely unpleasant. I remember telling Kavya about Esme, a lifetime ago. The feeling of her desire, so unwavering and direct. Even though our friendship has grown since then, I still sense her gaze: through her emails, through her camera, through the corner of her eye. But my love for Georgia is so large I have leftovers to share. Even Kavya can get in on it.

I think, I say at last. When I try to imagine the future, like, if I imagine my wedding? At the end of the aisle, I can only see her. Do you know what I mean?

I don’t imagine my own wedding, Kavya says. Is that judgment in her voice?

Not even with Kristina? I say, and Kavya shrugs. I don’t think I could handle it if my relationships were so intense, she says. Those expectations wouldn’t feel healthy to me.

She is judging me, then. What is it about Kavya that makes me doubt everything I feel to be true about myself: how I feel about other people, the intensity with which I love?

Luckily, my friends return to the kitchen, thawed and reenergized. Pietro suggests we go out for drinks. We haven’t set foot inside a bar in months, but throughout the neighborhood, we’ve noticed outdoor patios where customers can sit at a distance. Our challenge is that only Imraan has a fake ID. On a hunch, I text Larkin, who pulls through with the name of a bar he knows doesn’t card. Then I join Georgia in the bathroom to get ready. When was the last time we stood together, puckering our lips, preparing to see and be seen? My lip gloss is sticky from disuse, but I feel like I haven’t in a long time: like a girl.

I ask Kavya whether she’s ready to leave for the bar. I am wearing Georgia’s mom’s parka for the cold, but beneath it, a cute dress. I have, not for the first time, the uncomfortable sense that she can see right through me.

I think I’ll stay in tonight, she says.

Oh, I say. We don’t have to go, like, if you’re worried about the risk—or we can grab stuff to drink here—

It’s fine. I don’t often drink, Kavya says. And nights are my best time to call people abroad.

I feel suddenly stupid, for wanting to get smashed. Here it is again with Kavya, the way she lays down her preferences, making me feel like I’m living incorrectly. But then Pietro comes downstairs, followed by Clara and Imraan, all of them shimmying to Imraan’s slutty pop playlist, and I am excited again. Georgia comes down last, her makeup looking the exact same despite thirty minutes of messing with it.

I gave up, she says. It’s not like I’m seeing anyone other than you guys anyway.

I think you look so sexy, I say. Georgia beams, and I remember Kavya’s presence behind me. I feel unsettled, suddenly glad to leave her at home.

It is a feat of human perseverance, or perhaps desperation, that we keep up our spirits for half a mile of slogging through blade-cold wind. Larkin’s recommendation works smoothly: The bar has no bouncer, because there is no indoors, the sidewalk has been transformed into a patio with twinkling lights. People are huddled at tables, but some are even dancing. Clara orders us a round of fancy orange-flavored shots to warm up. We knock them back with the Spanish chant that Pietro taught us in college.

To Rishi, Pietro toasts. A bitch is twenty.

Twenty. I turn the word around in my mouth. It feels heavier, more decisive than “nineteen.” Three years from now, I will be as old as my mother when she got married. Could I, too, trust myself to choose how I will live? Sometimes a curse, tonight a blessing: Thanks to my mother, I will not have to choose. Not until I’m ready. For now, twenty years old and three drinks in, I can dance like I want to, feeling bare-skinned despite the winter coat. A buzz on my phone: Hey rishi, Larkin here. Just checking in, did you and friends get in the bar okay?

It’s a combination of things—the formal way he texts, the timing, the assumption I might not have his number saved—that puts the idea in my head.

I deliberate for two seconds before typing:


Yes we are fine! I think it would be more fun if you joined though (:



For another two seconds, I regret the text. There’s no way Larkin will take me up; this is his city, and he undoubtedly has better things to do than get drunk with his underage farm laborers.


that is flattering. Ha ha are you sure



I smile to myself.


come on it’s my birthday! It would make my day to see u



And then, before I lose my nerve, I take a selfie sipping my drink, ironic enough to have plausible deniability but kissy-faced enough that the message is clear.

I’ll be there soon, Larkin types back.

I pretend not to notice him when he slouches onto the patio twenty minutes later. I feel his eyes roving the small crowd. Then, when I can no longer bear not to, I turn and wave.

What’s Larkin doing here? Georgia says.

I texted him, I say. I have something I want to do. I’ll meet you at Kavya’s in like an hour?

Georgia looks confused. Why? Where are you going?

I lean down so only my friends can hear. I’m trying to catch a dick, okay?

Clara’s jaw drops. Imraan says, Larkin? And Georgia’s eyes narrow. Rishi, I don’t think–

You have my location on your phone, I remind her. I’ll be fine, I can get back on my own. I’m not that drunk.

Pietro looks at Larkin, then smiles. Loosen up, he tells Georgia. I would fuck him, too.

Georgia opens her mouth in protest, but I don’t stick around to convince her. I walk across the bar, feeling my confidence flutter behind me like a cape.

Larkin is leaning against the takeout window. The lights above are yellow; it illuminates wrinkles on my face I’ve never seen before. It’s probably my own fault for scowling too much, as Mom often reminds me. Larkin’s late-twenties worldliness used to intimidate me, but now he seems easily within reach.

I feel something stirring in me, the heady combination of orange liquor and birthday blues. Soon, it will be a full year since I last had sex.

I tap Larkin’s shoulder. He is so alien to me, so grown and white and shruggingly masculine. Technically he’s half-Asian, but that part has never felt relevant.

I’m pretty sure you still owe me something, I say. A birthday gift.

I make sure to rake my eyes over Larkin as I say it. I could choose another man, certainly. Indeed the alcohol, as always, sharpens my hunter vision into focus. I look around the bar, but it is hard to tell who is attractive beneath their coats and masks. Besides, everyone is tucked defensively into their small packs. Here, meanwhile, is a man I know is attractive—even Georgia thinks so—and why, after everything’s turned hard, bump-ins and flirting and intimacy barred, would I deny myself ease? I feel his stance shift; the game is now afoot.

You’re living on my farm for free, he says. Doesn’t that count for something?

When he says that I feel the desire shrivel up in me, but I hold strong. That’s not very anti-capitalist of you, I say. Come on, comrade. The revolution needs birthday parties, too. I realize I’ve never had a one-on-one conversation with Larkin before. Chatting with girls is as effortless as breathing, but talking to Larkin makes me feel like a tennis player, each shot an aggressive calculation.

I’m sorry. Larkin relents. It’s this city, I swear. I fucking hate it. Part of me hopes it never fully wakes back up again. Maybe a part of it dies forever.

I blink, and he says, I’m sorry. Here I go again talking about my old life.

It’s okay. I scrape my shoes on the sidewalk. I want to see your old life, I say. Like maybe your apartment.

In the Uber, Larkin gives me advice for my upcoming twenties. He is twenty-nine. His wisdom includes: start saving for retirement, invest in stocks, do not pursue stand-up comedy or the corporate world, no matter how tempting they seem. He is a better conversationalist than the guys I hooked up with in college, who usually rambled about their intended majors before reaching for my ass.

Larkin’s apartment is bare, pretty much a bachelor pad, which makes sense given his nomadic lifestyle. When he opens his fridge, it contains a single bottle of vodka and, horrifically, some mayonnaise. Shall we toast? he says. Then flinches. Christ, you’re twenty, not twenty-one. You should save that for next year. Want to smoke something instead?

No thanks. Lung health, I say, tapping Larkin’s chest. He laughs. You’re a ways off from worrying about that, he says. So are you, I say, and we move onto the futon.

As we kiss, I imagine all my lovers past: Trevor Yates, fallen from grace. Esme Bloom. The nameless boys from frats. And now Larkin Kwang. He is just a footnote, to be sure, but an exciting one nonetheless. As Larkin pushes up my dress, I imagine telling the story of this night to Georgia—in fact, I am narrating it all in my head for her in real time. His mouth tastes like carrots, I tell Georgia. His chest is kind of skinny, but he has a Marx quote tattooed on it. Is that super corny or super hot? Do you think he’s practicing communism by sleeping with half the women on the farm?

While Larkin looks for a condom, my mind wanders. Maybe it should be a bigger deal to me, sleeping with an older guy, but it isn’t. I don’t feel the power dynamic I’ve read about in #MeToo stories—at least, not the way I expected. The truth is, I feel sorry for Larkin. I know my presence renders him irrelevant. It is my twentieth birthday, but he is already twenty-nine, he’s tried and failed at things, his well-worn dick has fathered a child—truly, how pedestrian! In comparison I am full of potential.

It was okay, the sex, I tell Georgia, feeling Larkin writhe against me. He is really just a dude. I fear there’s only so much he can do.

Eight minutes later, the sex is over. Like a true comrade, Larkin calls me an Uber to Kavya’s while I duck into his bathroom to pee. I don’t snoop in his cabinet because I don’t care. I don’t need to see his anti-balding cream or virility pills or whatever. In the car ride back, I watch the city lights glitter around me. They remind me of candles on a decadent cake.



I turn twenty in the elevator up to Kavya’s penthouse. I’ve lost track of time. When I get inside, only Georgia and Clara are still up, playing Scrabble. I don’t announce myself right away, I just watch quietly. By now we’ve played Scrabble so many times I’m sure we’ve exhausted the dictionary. I know their strategies well. Clara hits you with short, weird, high-value words, the kind we Google to make sure they’re real. But Georgia is slow and methodical, drawing out her letters—marsupial. Byzantine. You never see her coming until it’s too late.

Here’s the birthday girl, says Clara, spotting me. She offers me a cupcake, slightly melted, like I’ve arrived after the party’s ended. I know, without having to ask, that Georgia chose it.

I take a giant, grateful bite; Clara eats the piece I hand her. I offer another to Georgia; my kingdom for her heart. But Georgia shakes her head. No thank you, she says, and I realize that’s all she’s said since I returned.

I just hooked up with Larkin, I say. So the jury is out on whether I actually beat teen pregnancy.

Neither of them laughs at my joke. All Georgia says is, I know. I tracked your location through the night.

Oh. Right, I say. Do you want to know about it, or…?

I remember all the times Georgia and I debriefed our sexploits. Used fruits in the dining hall to approximate the girth of various men. But this time, Georgia shakes her head. It’s late, she says. I’m sure Clara wants to sleep.

Clara looks at me, but Georgia looks away. I don’t need our telepathy to know that she is angry with me.

What, I say.

Georgia shrugs. I’m just tired, she says, fooling nobody. I’m glad you’re home safe. I’m going to bed, okay? She pads away in her socks. Watching her disappear, something inside me swells and bursts.

At last, I understand. There’s been something growing between us, tender as a flower, something that lives in side-glances and soft touches in the crook beneath our space heater. It has been growing since the night of the fireside kiss, or maybe earlier—who can know? These invisible roots holding us together. The thing we couldn’t name. It is only now, when I give this feeling language, that I finally grasp its realness, and also its fragility. Its capacity to wound us both. Georgia is not angry with me: She is hurt, which is even worse.

What to do with this new self-knowledge? Where has my wisdom ever gotten me? I consider chasing her up the stairs, yelling, Wait! Explaining that when I was sleeping with Larkin, I was actually thinking of her the whole time. Not in a perverted sense—God!—but in the sense that she is the person I want to share my life with. I love Georgia so much that I don’t even want to see her naked. Sex, bodies, stupid things like that—those we can outsource to people we don’t care about. Georgia and I, we need to spend our time discussing the world, how to make it ours. There isn’t a second to waste. Even if I had a full year to talk to her, it wouldn’t be enough.

But I don’t do any of those things. Instead I sink into the couch, ask Clara, Has she been acting weird all night?

She just said she was tired.

Clara clearly doesn’t want to get into things, but I ask again, so she relents.

Honestly? George was really upset when you went off with Larkin. Clara says it gently, like she is explaining to a child. She thought you were drunk off your ass again, like in the woods. He’s way older than us, too, and he’s expecting a kid, and—well, I’m not going to judge. The others went to bed, but she wanted to make sure you got back safe.

The cake catches in my throat when she says that. I think of my mother, who spent countless sleepless hours waiting up for me in high school, alone in our living room at night. Love, watchfulness, control—all my life they’ve been one and the same. That is what I know as love: not sex, but something deeper. Ownership. Protection. I know I belong to Georgia, and she belongs to me. How stupid is she not to see?

Well, that was sweet but unnecessary, I tell Clara. I had it under control.

Clara shrugs, like You do you.

I get ready for bed in the dark, trying not to disturb Georgia, who rolls away to face the wall. I know we’re both awake for a long time.



The apartment smells like chai in the morning, and that’s how I know Kavya is up. She pours me a cup and asks how my night went.

Miserable, I say, and she says, Too cold? And I say, Something like that.

Well, I think you will have a good day today, Kavya says. Georgia is a wonderful friend. I’ve never had a birthday like this.

When’s your birthday? I ask her, a little sheepishly.

It passed in November, says Kavya. Don’t worry, I didn’t want to celebrate. Maybe I should’ve bought myself a drink, I don’t know. It just felt too sad to drink alone.

A drink? I smirk, envisioning the impossible scenario in which Kavya lets loose and throws back shots.

Well, I actually turned twenty-one, says Kavya, thinking I am concerned about legality. I deferred college for a year after high school. So I’m older than the rest of you.

Wait. Really? How did I not know that Kavya is twenty-one? Why did you defer?

Kavya takes a slow sip of chai. My mom got cancer, she says. She’s in remission now, she’s just really immunocompromised. That’s partially why I stayed in New York, and I’m super serious about contagions—well, you know that. But when she got diagnosed, I didn’t feel like I could leave her. I stayed in Mumbai.

Oh, I say. I feel like an asshole, the way you always do when someone else is suffering worse than you. That must’ve been really hard for you.

It was an easy decision, Kavya says simply. She washes my cup before I can insist on doing it myself. Finally, I say, Next year, I want to throw you a party. Okay? You have to let me.

We wait in the kitchen for my friends to emerge in varying stages of disheveledness. Georgia is the last to awaken. When she sits down for chai I hold my breath, but she smiles at everyone, even me. She is quieter than usual. Am I the only one who notices? Our telepathy makes me the solo audience of her displeasure.

My birthday progresses lazily throughout the day. Georgia acts like nothing happened last night, so naturally I act like nothing happened even harder. We mask up, rent Citi Bikes, speed recklessly through the city. Imraan buys us alcohol with their fake ID. Once the sun sets we deem it socially acceptable to start drinking it.

This feels like high school, Pietro says. We are draped across Kavya’s couch; clearly, our tolerance has faltered since college. Partying in someone’s parents’ house, drinking and talking shit? It’s been too long.

For your information, Rishi and I were upstanding young leaders who didn’t party in high school, says Clara. What about you, Kavya? What were the ragers like in India?

Do I actually seem like I’d know? says Kavya, and we all laugh. Kavya has made it clear she doesn’t believe in getting drunk. I just don’t see the point, she says, when Imraan offers her a shot. Embarrassed, I put my own shot down, but she shakes her head. No, you carry on, I don’t mind. It’s your birthday.

Another thing about Kavya is that in the presence of others, she never really sits still. She is always offering people things, whisking dishes into the sink, announcing suddenly that she is going to make tea. It’s an aunty-ish urge I can best describe as “bustling.” I notice that whenever I sit down next to her, she immediately gets up. Is she jumpy after months of isolation? Even now, she is poking around in the kitchen.

Kavya, what are you even doing? I call. Come here. We’re going to have a makeup high school party right now. Drinking games, all of it.

Kavya gives me an exasperated look, but to my pleasant surprise, she sits on the carpet.

Drinking games? Clara laughs. Like truth or dare?

We’re playing spin the bottle, says Georgia out of nowhere. She chugs the nearest bottle and puts it on the floor. She meets my eyes, not blinking, as if daring me to look away.

Fine with me, I say, and Pietro claps delightedly.

The rules are really simple, he says. You spin the bottle, then you kiss or you take a shot.

Kavya isn’t drinking, I say, noticing the way she gets a little stiff. Then you can drink for her, says Georgia. She smiles at me in her radiant way, and normally that smile would split me in two, but now I don’t know what game she is playing. Does she want me to kiss her again? Do I want to?

Well, two can play at her game, I think. I smile.

Okay with me, I say. Is that okay with you, Kav?

Kavya looks a little startled; I’ve never called her that before, and certainly not in front of anyone else. Finally she says, I don’t think I can kiss anyone either.

I remember, too late, that Kavya is dating Kristina. Kristina! Why doesn’t she mention her more?

You don’t have to do anything, Imraan reassures her. We’ll go really easy on you.

Enough chitchat, says Georgia. I can hear the alcohol softening the corners of her words, making her careless. Clara, you’re up.

Clara spins the bottle, wildly. It rotates a few times, narrowly passing Pietro before landing on me. Pietro wails in mock disappointment, and Clara grins. What do you say, birthday girl?

I am aware of both Georgia and Kavya watching me. Get over here, gorgeous, I say. Clara kisses me in a cloud of wine breath. We high-five after. I can’t bear to look at Georgia, so I look at Kavya, who is composing an urgent and absorbing text message.

Pietro gets Georgia and kisses her, so sloppily her nose wrinkles. Everyone laughs, and I do too, but meanly. If anyone else had laughed meanly at Georgia, I would’ve fought them, but I feel I have the right to. Then Imraan gets Pietro and point-blank refuses to kiss him. I love you, man, but you’re my roommate, they say. I avoid eye contact with Georgia while Imraan takes their shot and Pietro jeers.

When it is my turn, my heart pounds. As the bottle spins I pray like I’ve never prayed before—please not Georgia, please not Georgia—and see Georgia staring at the bottle equally intensely, like she is attempting telekinesis. My prayers are answered: The bottle slides past Georgia. But then it slows in the space between Kavya and Pietro. Before anyone can make a call, Georgia pins it down with her foot.

It’s Kavya! she announces, and both Kavya and I jump.

I stare at Georgia, and she smiles back. She knows I underestimated her. This isn’t a game; this is a challenge. She knows how much Kavya likes me, because she knows everything about me—I’ve given her all the ammunition she needs. She never wanted me to kiss her. She just wanted me to know the power she holds. These, I understand, are the ways that women go to war.

Meanwhile, Kavya is sitting very still. Like if she doesn’t stir, she can just disappear. Don’t sweat it, I’ll just drink, I tell her. She is definitely sweating it. I’m not going to kiss you—

Kavya finally looks at me, for just a split second, and I see her need all over her face. The same thing Trevor Yates once saw in me. Girls say with our eyes what we can’t with our words, we speak when nobody else is looking. I lean forward and kiss her forehead. So quick and soft I’m not sure we even touched, except for the heat from her skin.

There, I say. Kissed.

I’ve shown her mercy; I feel her relax. I think of my premonition in the woods, how I knew this delicate balance couldn’t last. I laugh but it sounds hollow, like luck, and I fear I am running out.



Larkin isn’t driving us back until midmorning, but Georgia is already packing her clothes. When she sees me enter, she rolls her eyes.

Okay. What is your problem today? I’d planned to open with something more delicate, but Georgia’s silence sends the words flying out. That game was fucked-up. Why did you make me kiss Kavya?

I didn’t make you do anything, Georgia says.

You moved the bottle. I saw you.

Georgia finally stops folding clothes. Honestly, Rishi? she says. I thought I was doing you both a favor.

Girl, what? I say. Maybe we should’ve waited to have this conversation sober, but it’s too late to turn back.

Well, it was between Kavya and Pietro, and I can tell you firsthand that Pietro slobbers. Georgia smirks, but I don’t laugh. Besides, Kavya has that crush on you, right? I thought she deserved a little payoff for all the months you’ve spent stringing her along.

I splutter. She has a girlfriend, Georgia. Holy shit.

And Larkin has a pregnant partner, says Georgia. That didn’t stop you then.

The gloves are off—it is almost a relief. First of all, they’re nonmonogamous, I say. Also, why are you so pressed about me and Larkin? If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were jealous.

Georgia scoffs. I am hardly interested in hooking up with an old-ass man.

Now it is my turn to laugh. I didn’t mean jealous of me, I say. I think you’re jealous of him.

The words clatter between us like a broken dish. Georgia turns red to match her hair. Thank God my skin doesn’t turn on me like that! When she speaks next, she is using the cold, furious voice I’ve previously only heard her use on people who mistreated service workers in college.

Wow, she says. You really think this is about that?

Well, what else? I feel a cold fist close over my heart. We kissed and you said you liked it. Don’t tell me I’m tripping. I know I’m not.

It’s about how you assume everyone else’s life rotates around yours, says Georgia. You don’t notice how other people feel. You’re careless. You think I’m supposed to support you unconditionally, plan your birthday and not care when you sleep with the messiest dude, all because I have feelings for you? And you take advantage of Kavya just because you know she likes you too. How are you so conceited?

Yesterday things were perfect and Georgia was my dearest friend in the world, but now we are snarling at each other across Kavya’s skylit bedroom quietly so we don’t wake the others. How did we get here?

So do you like me or not? I say.

You still don’t get it? Georgia says. Of course I like you. I just can’t stand you.

Humiliatingly, tears are rising to my eyes. I blink hard, trying to hold them back. But then a cold little voice in my head says, No, let them run. If girls like me don’t show our pain, girls like Georgia will think they’ve done no harm. They’ll scratch you before you expect it, and you’ll be standing like a dumb bitch with your claws still out, always the villain, never the victim. So I allow myself to cry.

Fine, I say, wiping my eyes. I’m going to think about it. I’m really sorry, okay?

I can count on one hand the number of times in my life I’ve apologized and really meant it. Indian women aren’t big on apologies. Growing up, Mom would show up in my bedroom after fights with a plate of cantaloupe, and that’s how I knew we were good. Maybe back in Big Sky Farm I can make Georgia a really big fruit salad.

Georgia’s eyes soften, and I feel a flicker of our old friendship return. I reach for her, and to my enormous relief, she takes me into her arms. Then I am crying, really crying, all into her shirt.

I didn’t know with Larkin it would be such a big deal, I say. Honest. If I knew it would get between us I wouldn’t have done it. You’re the most important person in my life, George. I’m so, so sorry.

I feel sick like I did when I was a kid and I’d made Mom mad at me, and I’d step on a zillion thumbtacks if it meant she’d forgive me. Georgia pats my back, starts speaking softly.

I know this is hard for you to hear, she says. But it’s not just about Larkin. I think our friendship has been hurting me for a while now, and I need some space to know what I really want.

Space? My voice comes out a little croak. What do you mean?

I mean that our friendship has been a lot for me, and I think it’s best if I give less love to you and keep more for myself, Georgia says. I feel like I don’t know who I am outside of you, and that’s not a good thing.

Give love to me? I say. Anger rears inside me like an old friend. Now I don’t want to step on thumbtacks, I want to stab her with them. I say, I didn’t realize that’s how you saw friendship.

When I’m with you I’m always responding to you, Georgia says. I’m sorry, but now I’m taking space.

What in the white woman is she talking about? Not once in my life have I heard anybody request “space,” and least of all from the person who loves them most. No matter how badly my mother hurts me I call her every day. Love like wrestling, round after round; could I ever let her go?

What are you gonna do, then? I detach myself from her arms. Are you just not going to talk to me anymore? Do we need to learn sign language?

Georgia’s eyes narrow. First of all, I don’t appreciate the tone you’re using on me, she says. And yeah. We’re going to talk less. It’s not forever, but it’s what I need right now.

I feel something new pickling inside me: hatred. I have never seen this side of Georgia before, but of course it was there all along. This is how you act when you grow up hearing from the whole entire world that you are the most special person to live in it.

Take your space, then, I say. I have a big grin on my face that I can’t control. Take all the space you need.

I switch off the lights even though she is still packing. Pray things will be better in the morning. It is only the first day of my twentieth year on earth, and already I’ve ruined everything.



Back in Big Sky Farm, I am constantly on edge. True to her word, Georgia is barely speaking to me. In the morning she gets up to garden and then she disappears into the woods. When I come into the kitchen for our cook shift, I find that she’s already chopped the menu’s vegetables into neat heaps, leaving no reason to communicate with me. I see her sitting on the porch, laughing on the phone, and seethe. Who else is she emptying her heart to? Why does she get to choose space, and why am I left with this crushing silence?

I think of getting closer to Larkin, just to make her jealous. But I lose all respect for him after we end up alone in the kitchen and he gives me a bland “Hey.” Hey? I stir hot soup and consider splattering some on him, just to elicit a stronger response.

Hey to you too, I say as casually as I can. I was meaning to ask you. Have you told Desiree?

Told Desiree what? Larkin looks genuinely confused, until he catches my gaze. Oh no. Major developments, we communicate, but not every little thing. Why, is there an issue?

My face turns hot. I’m a little thing?

Of course not, I lie.

Cool, cool. Well, I’ll see you at dinner, Rishi. Larkin leaves the refrigerator door slightly ajar as he strides away, because of course the Refrigerator Goddess is going to swoop down and close it for him. I feel like a stupid idiot, a slut. I understand why I am part of the weaker sex. I blabbed my mouth and now my life is falling apart, but Larkin doesn’t even have to tell his baby mama? That is the difference between men and women: Only one of us ever gets fucked. I slam the refrigerator door, so hard I hear a kombucha fall and shatter.



I promised to give Georgia space, whatever that means. But then I notice that our peppermint plant is wilting. Has she stopped watering it? Does she want it to die? Is that some sort of signal to me? The feeling is horrible, being cast into the dark: Georgia, darling, pretty please, let me back inside.

To make matters worse, though we ignore each other by day, we must sleep side by side at night, in the dark, where hard feelings fester. I have heard all these adages about couples who go to bed angry, and for several horrible days, that is what Georgia and I do. Twice, I manage a “Hey.” She says “Hey” back—we are not barbarians—and normally, that would open the floodgates of conversation, but now she leaves to brush her teeth, and I have to pretend to fall asleep before she returns.

When I see the vegetables Georgia leaves for me in the kitchen, I remember that scene in Alice in Wonderland, all the potions and pastries with perplexing instructions—eat me, drink me! How dizzying it is to be thunderously big in some moments and crushingly small in others. I thought our kiss had been big, but really, it was small, and to me, the sex with Larkin was small, but Georgia is treating it like the fucking hydrogen bomb. I wish we could be up front and say what we feel. But instead we are using these Cold War tactics of psychological warfare. Am I flattering myself by imagining the outcome is mutually assured destruction, instead of only me who’s left flat on my ass, having needed her more than she ever needed me?

Four words from Georgia the next day: “Yes,” “No,” “That’s fine.”

But the following night, our friends play Scrabble after dinner like nothing has changed. I make Georgia a cup of the chamomile tea she likes. I thrust it at her kind of fast, like I am passing off an explosive, and she asks me, How are you?

It takes everything inside me not to fall weeping at her feet. I say, Okay. How about you? I don’t recognize my breezy voice. I have never been a nonchalant girl. Could never control my face.

Doing okay too, Georgia says. She smiles in a pained, ironic kind of way, like this is just one of our inside jokes, and for a moment, I’m sure she’ll drop the bit, she’ll laugh and say, April Fools’! I am still your best friend, after all. But then Pietro hands out the tiles, and the moment is over.

I hadn’t realized until now the extent to which my and Georgia’s friendship anchored the larger group’s dynamics. Now all sorts of things are drifting apart with the tide. I flit past Pietro in the hallway, and for once, he doesn’t crack a joke. I go for walks with Clara or Imraan and on the surface things are fine, but they are conspicuously avoiding taking sides, and I want to shake them. What is so wrong with what I did? Back at school we slept with men without consequence. Was I not the very good friend who orchestrated Georgia’s first one-night stand?

Then, out of nowhere, I develop a scratch in my throat. I frantically swab my nose with an at-home test, and though it shows negative, I text the house anyway, and Larkin immediately responds that I should not leave my room. The length of my quarantine causes a whole debate in the group chat. Imraan says, I mean, she tested negative, right? Like, I would be fine with a day or two. And Frida suggests waiting out the three-day incubation period. Then Raghad sends an unhelpful article about how the incubation period varies depending on the viral strain. I watch my phone, feeling like a jury is deliberating on my sentence.

Georgia’s icon types for several minutes. My throat develops a new layer of constriction.

Then a numbered list appears.

Hi all! Unfortunate that we are experiencing our first potential COVID exposure. My thoughts:


	It is wonderful that Rishi tested negative, but at-home tests do not have an accuracy rate I am comfortable with (high possibility of false negatives), so we can’t safely assume this quarantine is just a formality.

	I would also request that Rishi take an in-person test at the pharmacy. I recognize there is a testing backlog and we might not hear the results until 3–7 days from now, but we need another result to be sure.

	The incubation range for the virus is estimated at 3–7 days so we should keep that in mind. Basically the minimum quarantine I would be comfortable with is seven days.

	I will need a different room to sleep in while Rishi is potentially contagious.



I reread the message twice. The perfect punctuation like she is serving me in court. This bitch wants to lock me away for a week?

A thumbs-up appears next to the message: Clara. And then Imraan, that suck-up, hearts the message, which is worse, because if a thumbs-up is just acknowledgment, a heart gives moral legitimacy.

I type and delete several potential responses. I feel like I am working through every emotion known to man.

Hi all. Thank you Georgia for weighing in on the matter. (Deleted: Where did you get your medical degree: TikTok University?) I share the desire to keep everybody safe! I am of course happy to take another test if that would help people feel more comfortable, although I don’t feel sick. (Girl, you know I am not sick except maybe in my heart, and I know you are doing this to punish me, and I would do anything to make you forgive me!) I will defer to the group’s judgment on the quarantine length.

Thus, I am quarantined for a week. The terms of my imprisonment are not inhumane: I can go for walks, the others will bring me meals, and Imraan texts me that they are just a call away if I’m lonely. While Georgia moves to the library, I go outside for fresh air, or whatever I can get through my two layers of masks. I expect Georgia to grab enough clothes for the week, but when I return to our attic, her side is stripped bare. Nothing remains except the peppermint plant, its leaves drooping like it knows the trouble I’m in.



Clara takes over my cook shift for the week I am out. She and Georgia are a terrible cook crew. The meals left at my door add insult to injury: reheated veggie nuggets, endless limp grilled cheeses. I could cook a better meal from my sickbed. I could cook a better meal with all my fingers and toes duct-taped together.

Can I please have some ketchup? I text, which Clara ignores for a full hour, then says, sorry I was busy. Except our bedroom is above the living room, where I can hear her and Georgia watching TV. By this point, the nuggets are cold. I leave them outside for Georgia to clear away.

When I text Kavya to complain about the quarantine, she says, That is a bit extreme.

And then, Wait what happened with Georgia? You are angry at her?

I am so angry at Georgia. Some revenges I fantasize against her:

Making a very spicy curry for dinner. I know she can’t handle it. Her nose and eyes would run, she’d weep for mercy, she’d melt like the ice-cold bitch she is.

Poking a hole in her sunscreen. Let it spill out like my guts. She wouldn’t need it so religiously if her ancestors had stayed in the sunless tundras they were supposed to instead of ruining the world for the rest of us.

I am so angry I start jogging. Each morning, I put on thermal leggings and run down the frostbitten trails, dead leaves crunching beneath my feet. On these jogs I call my mother. I can’t call her unless I am in an okay mood; my heart is a seesaw, and I don’t know what will tip me over the edge.

I know she is just trying to do what is right, Kavya texts. You should try to forgive her.

But how can you forgive a wound that is still being inflicted? The indifference, it kills me. The way nobody takes notice of my seventh day in quarantine until I send a picture of the negative test and text, hi i guess I’m free?! Then everyone responds with thumbs-ups and confetti emojis, and Georgia even drops a prayer-hands, which feels like cultural appropriation coming from her, but whatever. When I see her again, maybe things will be different.

I take a deep breath and go downstairs for my cook shift. Clara and Georgia are hanging out in the kitchen. Clara makes an exaggerated show of dapping me up and says, I’m glad you’re back. Girl, my vegetable intake has suffered without you.

I look at Georgia, but all she says is, If you thought I was a bad chef, you should have seen the Chicken Nugget Queen. Clara wails in mock offense. I laugh but I feel like I am still watching them through the window. Maybe I have felt this way my whole life: on the precipice, approaching the trust fall, hoping for somebody to catch me on the other side. Georgia, you will catch me, right?

It is after dinner that she approaches me at last. Her hands in her pockets, out of fighting form.

Do you have a minute to talk? Georgia says.

We have been at a standstill for so long. For days, every text notification from Georgia sent me into a new orbit of anxiety. But when I see her now it’s like I’m meeting her all over again. That blank-slate feeling, like anything could happen, and nobody’s been hurt. The last first time we met, she rolled me a joint, prophesied we’d be best friends. I believed her then, and I believe her still.

Of course, I say. I follow her toward the stairs, but she doesn’t enter our bedroom. Instead, she turns into the library. I realize that she hasn’t moved any of her stuff.

I look at her. There is one second in which she can still show me mercy. For that, I would do anything. Change my whole life if I could. But Georgia says nothing, and my heart sinks.

Really, I say. It’s like that?

I didn’t want to hurt you, Georgia says. But I’m not moving back. I guess that was part of what I wanted to tell you.

Georgia seems like she’s rehearsed it when she tells me that she’s spent the week reflecting, talking to her mother and also her therapist, who said that Georgia and I have exhibited toxic patterns of codependency, in which she is a giver and I am a taker, like some bizarre reverse-colonization, except now Georgia has nothing left to give. I can’t be your roommate anymore, Georgia is saying. I’ve felt for a while like our friendship was too enmeshed, just all or nothing, and—

All I say is, I didn’t know you were seeing a therapist.

It’s helped me a lot, Georgia says. Maybe you should talk to one too. I learned how to set boundaries, and—

I don’t need a therapist, I say. Like, I’m sorry you felt like you needed professional support to have this conversation, but—

Don’t condescend to me, Georgia says, and I say, You let a total stranger decide that our relationship is toxic? And Georgia says, I want to talk to you about it, but you’re being dismissive, and—

Because I don’t know what to say, George. I said I’m sorry. I said I would try better, but I can’t give, or whatever, if you won’t let me.

We shouldn’t have this conversation upset, Georgia says, and I look at her. What I think: All my life, I have fought. Always, I have shouted back, have given and have taken, but now, as I look at Georgia, all I can think to myself is, Girl, don’t you dare cry. I can’t give Georgia the satisfaction, so I just go upstairs, listening for her footsteps in case she follows me. She doesn’t. I hear the library door close. And something closes in my heart, too.

In that moment, I start a mental list of everything I hate about Georgia. I hate her stupid red hair, always drawing attention to her, making her seem more exotic than she actually is. I hate how she chews her lip when she deliberates. I hate the fact that she even deliberates at all. Who does she think she is to make me feel this way? Her side of the bed is empty. All I have are my lists to hold me as I drift to sleep.



In the morning, I meet Clara on the patio.

Can we walk? I say, and Clara nods. She is moving to DC next month for her consulting internship. Before the interview she spent days cramming facts about the stock market. All through freshman year, Clara aspired to be a doctor; before then, to save our planet—I’m not sure why she’s taken this new turn. But people are changing before my eyes. I am changing too.

Are you excited to go to DC? I ask her.

Yeah, Clara says. I’m excited to make some fucking money.

She tells me what her summer salary will be. It is more than many Americans make in a year.

I’m happy for you, I say. Listen. It’s okay if you say no. But can I talk to you about Georgia?

Clara looks toward the library window. Okay, she says. What’s up?

You know what’s up, I want to say, but I don’t. Instead I tell Clara that I do not know why Georgia is acting the way she is. Once I start, it is hard to keep the complaints from spilling out. Hard to contain the whiny little upturn in my voice.

She thinks she is the only person who has suffered here, I say. But I have issues with her, too.

I wait for Clara to ask, What issues? But she doesn’t. Instead, she says, Have you tried seeing it from her perspective?

Of course I have seen it from her perspective. I think about her all the time, I say. And that is the point I am trying to make. That everyone just takes her side. Why can’t I just say, She hurt me, and everybody believes it? I don’t want to be the villain here. Clara, I feel like she is turning the whole house against me.

Clara says, I am sorry that you haven’t felt as heard by the rest of us.

I can’t tell if Clara means it or if it is something you say to get someone to shut up, but I push on.

Like, quarantine? I say. It was lonely. And I feel like y’all wouldn’t have made Georgia go through all of that. It’s like that book, what’s it called? White fragility. The way she monopolizes all the victimhood and uses these therapy words, like “boundaries” or whatever, just turning it all on me.

Clara says something about the quarantine rules being there for a purpose. Her reasonable tone irks me.

It feels like a cultural thing, I say. Like, I come from a collectivist culture where you don’t make a big deal of taking credit for everything you do and then go whining to your therapist and come waving this score sheet in your friend’s face and demanding space because you loved them too much.

I hate that my instinct for self-defense is intellectual. I am using Twitter buzzwords; that is how I know I am desperate. As we return home, Clara says she is sorry to hear that I feel this way, which sounds like she is telling me to get over myself. Once she is out of earshot, I kick over a watering can.



Did you see Georgia’s ig? Kavya texts me that night.

Almost compulsively, I redownload Instagram. Georgia’s new post appears immediately at the top of my feed. The ones warming me up this winter, she’s captioned it. The first picture is of snow sparkling over the chicken coop. The next is of Clara warming her hands over the fire. Pietro playing Scrabble. Imraan seizing a chicken. A dinner I cooked, goddamn it. Frida’s jams. I swipe to the end. There are no pictures of me.

Wtf she left me out of the post, I type back. Could it have been an accident? Has anybody else noticed? Clara has commented, I love you Georgie. Imraan: Looking swag my dude. Even her mother, Lucy, has commented, my farming girl!! It’s like looking at a party I wasn’t invited to. I check and am vindicated to see that Kavya hasn’t liked the picture.

What could that mean?? I text Kavya.

Then I click on her profile and see that Georgia has deleted all of our photos together. All the way back to the beginning of time, our first photo of freshman year, on our newly lofted bunk beds. It is half of her Instagram feed she’s erased. An entire archive of our friendship, what you’d pull out to show your future child, Look, Mom was cool—all gone. Like I never existed at all.

I feel the lurching inside of me, and the tears come readily.

I’m sorry that must feel really painful, Kavya says. Do you want to call?

It’s fine I’m sure ur busy, I say.

Are you kidding … the most human interaction I’ve had today is when my delivery woman drew a smiley face on my groceries, says Kavya. I want to talk to you. Cmon

I put my phone down. Something feverish is building inside of me. It is what I imagine men must feel before the first shot of a football game or a war: breathless and pitchy, do-or-die.

It is nearly midnight; Georgia is sleeping in the library. I knock until she opens, wearing her faded high school T-shirt, looking so harmless and familiar. It takes all my strength to stay tough.

Can we talk? I say.

We sit on opposite ends of the couch. Georgia’s knobbly knees hunched under her chin. The debris of her life in piles around us. Everything around us seems to swell with portent. If this were a Bollywood movie, this would be the third act. This is it. Let down the walls. Show up at the door with your heart on your sleeve and your pride with the dogs—is this not the part where everything is forgiven?

So I talked to Clara, Georgia says. She told me what you said about me. And honestly, I have never felt less respected.

My heart sinks. What did Clara say?

She said you tried to talk about me behind my back and, like, get her on your side, Georgia says. Which I know is what you think I did to you. But for the record, I didn’t. And I wouldn’t. So imagine how I felt to hear you telling our friends I have a victim complex or whatever—

It wasn’t like that, I say, but Georgia says, Rishi, please don’t invalidate my feelings right now. I think it would be disingenuous for you to say that you made those comments in good faith and not to hurt me.

I’m sorry, I say. Can we talk about it?

Honestly? I’m kind of past that point right now. I’m looking at housing for the spring, Georgia says. I don’t think we should live together anymore. Don’t you?

That’s not what I think, I say. Georgia, what about New York? We can look for an apartment, or I’ll stay here with you, but we’ll figure it out—

I’m sorry, Rishi, Georgia says. There is finality in the way she says it. I feel a lurch of desperation, like I am watching the subway doors close before my eyes, the train departing the station, and I say, Georgia, please, I will do anything to be better, I will do everything if you can please just tell me. I can make up for every bad thing I’ve ever done.

I am crying when I say this. What I try to tell Georgia: I didn’t know this could happen. And who could blame me? I grew up reading about friendship in serialized books with ensemble casts where there was always another adventure, another hijinks, another chance to save the day, another, another. How would it be if the main characters broke up in the first book? Wouldn’t it break some sort of contract—you invest in a character, you grow to love them, so you expect to see them through? I thought we had forever, Georgia and I. A whole lifetime was ours.

What Georgia says: I’m sorry, Rishi, but this isn’t a book.

Why can’t it be? I say. I am genuinely asking. I want her to comfort me.

It just can’t, Georgia says. Rishi, I’m sorry, but you need to find a way to accept this.

I wish I could say I accept it with dignity. Instead, I climb to the attic and lie flat on the floor. The grief so dramatic that the only way to handle it is to perform it, weeping, sneezing. And the thought comes to me again: I need my mother. Not my mother, necessarily, but a mother, the made-up woman I invented when I was twelve and forgot until now. I used to pretend I was an orphan girl, rescued by a sweet-smelling governess from the streets. In our imaginary conversations, she would pet my hair, give me good advice, and promise things would be okay. Whom had I based her on—the movies? I reach for my phone, and I type through a blur of tears, hey, if it’s okay, I’m calling you now.



As the video call rings, I contemplate hanging up. My face is red and snotty; can I be seen in this moment of weakness? But Kavya picks up, and it is the sight of her face, round and brown like my mother’s, that erases the thought from my mind.

Hi, she says gently. You wanna tell me what’s going on?

I thought I’d see interest or smugness in her face, but worse, it is pity, which is the last thing I deserve. All this time I thought I was Georgia’s girl, I wanted Kavya to believe it too, but it turns out I am nobody’s girl, and now everyone knows.

I did something that Georgia didn’t take well, I say. I know I shouldn’t have done it.

What did you do? This time, Kavya can’t keep the breathlessness from her voice. I wonder what she thinks I am capable of.

I hesitate, but I can’t think of a way around the confession. So I tell her about the night in New York, going home with Larkin.

You went home with him? Kavya repeats.

We, like, hooked up.

I don’t like saying it so baldly, stripped of its mystery, but I try to salvage my dignity. It was an impulse decision, it didn’t mean much, I say. I didn’t know it would, anyway.

I brace myself for her judgment. Instead Kavya’s voice gets quiet. How could he sleep with you? Was he … inappropriate with you?

I almost laugh. No, no, it wasn’t like that, I say. It was consensual. Larkin’s older, I know, but he’s into ethical nonmonogamy and shit. It was fine.

From the scandalized expression on Kavya’s face, I am glad she doesn’t know all the details, including Larkin’s upcoming fatherhood. It’s not like she doesn’t know I am a bit of a slut—if anything, I think my boldness is what she likes about me. Still, if I tell her about Desiree, I wonder if she would yell at me. I would be okay with being yelled at.

Say something, I say.

Kavya shrugs. I don’t know, she says. I would be upset at you for sleeping with him too. It sounds reckless, and there are boundaries—

Okay, what the fuck are boundaries? I say. I know I am being dramatic, but I expected solidarity, at the very least, from Kavya. I say, Georgia was acting like I betrayed her by sleeping with Larkin. But I didn’t know what her limits were or what I even owed her—

Kavya says, with only the slightest “gotcha” in her tone, Yeah, because you guys weren’t actually dating.

I feel myself deflate. That’s true, I say. Maybe we should have been.

When we played spin the bottle, Kavya says. I knew something was going on.

I am really sorry about that, I say. We were out of line for making you play.

Thank you for saying that, says Kavya. But nobody made anybody do anything. Least of all kiss each other.

Right, right. I wipe my nose with my hand, then stop in case Kavya finds it gross. I’m sorry about the kiss, too. It really didn’t mean anything.

I remember what Georgia said to me during our first fight: You are careless. But I don’t want to be like that anymore. With Kavya, I can make things right.

We don’t have to talk about that, Kavya says.

Okay, I say. Kavya says nothing. Indian women can make you feel like shit with just their silence.

So now what? Kavya says at last. You are going home, then?

I can’t go home, I say. The reality of this statement crushes me as I say it. If I go home, if I spend another spring wasting in my bed, watching the lizards fuck on my window—it will kill me. It already almost did.

Then where will you go? Kavya says.

I wanted to go to New York, I say. But now I don’t know who I would live with or how I would afford it—

Kavya swallows, as if making a difficult admission. Why don’t you stay with me? she says. For a few weeks, if you want. I am here if you need me.

I did not expect to cry this way: snotty, stupid. I can’t stop saying thank you. I must sound pathetic, because Kavya says, Rishi, stop it, I didn’t give you a kidney, just come and stay until you figure things out.

Okay, I say, and then Kavya’s face freezes—my phone is ringing again. My mother. Hang on, I tell Kavya. I have to take this—



When I hear my mother’s voice, I am seventeen and scared again. It is past midnight, I say. Mom, is everything okay?

I just had a bad sense about you, my mother says. You don’t have to tell me these things. I know that something is wrong.

I start crying again. What is it with this night that is dredging all these sunken ships?

Kannama, my mother is saying. Why are you crying? Is it Georgia? She says it in Tamil so that the last syllable of Georgia’s name gets drawn out. It is bizarre to hear Georgia’s name in Tamil. I remember how carefully she pronounced it at the Thai restaurant last year. Suddenly, I am filled with regret. I should have been gentler with her. I should have picked up her calls.

Amma, I’m so sad, I say. She wants to move away.

I can’t tell my mother the literal truth about Larkin, so I tell her the emotional truth of the situation. The boundaries, the scorekeeping. My mother listens quietly. All she says after every sentence is “Hm.” I say, She was supposed to be my friend forever.

My mother says, Hm. Only your mother will love you forever.

She has made this statement before, usually as a guilt trip or veiled threat, but now she says it gently, matter-of-factly. I feel the truth of her words settle on me. The only person who can love you is the person who taught you how. The person who shaped you so intensely and sharply that your love shows up as bruises. Maybe even to them.

Appa and I miss you, my mother is saying. Just come home.

I can’t, I say, then lie, I have an internship in New York. I am staying with my friend Kavya.

I see, my mother says. Silence, and I fear I’ve lost her.

Amma, I am scared, I say. Everything is always so hard.

More silence. Then my mother says, I was remembering something. You were always asking me these stories about America, and I remembered. When I came to this country, I was miserable. I cried every night. I wanted to call my mother, but I couldn’t, I couldn’t just FaceTime and whine at the drop of the hat like you, it was different then—

Okay, okay, I say, and my mom says, My first apartment, it was through the company. Did I tell you? They were expecting only male employees. They didn’t have a female apartment. When I went inside and saw these big hairy men smoking cigarettes, I wanted to go home. I felt like a tiny mouse.

What did you do? I say, and she continues, I walked until I found a pay phone. Luckily, I only had two suitcases to carry, one in each hand, God knows what I would’ve done with a third. I knew of some mami’s daughter living in Cupertino. By the grace of God, she picked up. I stayed in her house for two months with no mattress until I could afford my own apartment. How relieved I felt to get my first paycheck! Cha, we are so wasteful now. I could pay that rent in one eye blink now. I wouldn’t have suffered like that.

Why didn’t you just go home? I say. You didn’t have to struggle like that. It wasn’t like you were a refugee, or—

Why don’t you just come home? Mom says, and I say, Okay, I get it.

For a moment, I do want to go home. What a relief it would be, to stop treading water, to catch my breath with the only two people on earth who have sworn to love me. But there is a difference between my phone-mother and the one awaiting me in Okeechobee. It is easiest for us to love from afar. Besides, going home feels like admitting defeat. Am I greedy to believe that I still have some fight in me, that this story is not over yet?



I tell Larkin I am leaving Big Sky Farm. He nods vigorously in the manner of I see you, I hear you and asks if I don’t mind sharing the reason I am leaving. It stuns me, again, that he doesn’t know. Personal stuff, I say, and Larkin nods. He doesn’t care. He just wants a new body, and now he will get one.

Then I must tell my remaining friends about my decision. Clara says she’s happy for me. Pietro is already matching on the apps with guys on campus, intending to board the flight and land right back on Stanford dick. Imraan is also going to New York. Their dad needs help running his taxi service, and Imraan is a loyal child. Everyone is calling their family more; I notice this. During that last week at Big Sky Farm, my parents call me daily, even Dad, who has been briefed by Mom. He asks after each of my friends, even Georgia. He asks where she’s going next.

I don’t know, I say. And I don’t care.

Paavam, my dad says. She was a good friend to you all this time.

I know, I say, and Dad says, Don’t keep anger in your heart toward her. Just remember the good times and try to apologize to her.

In moments like these, I am reminded that my father is an exceptionally gentle person, and it makes me wish I were more like him. If I had been born a boy, I would have a lot fewer problems.

In a moment of weakness, the night before I move out, I write Georgia an email. Hi, Georgia, it begins. And it is a very kind email. I do what Dad suggested; I thank her for her friendship, list out our dearest memories. When I was younger I’d have this vision, part-horror, part-fantasy, where Paola died tragically, at the hands of a drunk driver, maybe—back then, I believed drunk drivers would be a bigger threat in my life, alongside bear attacks and quicksand—and I would be called upon to eulogize her at the school assembly. As the person who knew and loved her best, I could corroborate people’s memories, serve as the archivist of her life. In a way it would be easier if Georgia were dying; then we could keep our friendship intact and loving her would still be allowed.

I figure Georgia won’t respond. Briefly, I regret the email because it gives her one last power: to ignore me. But the next morning, there is Georgia’s name in my inbox. My finger hovers over the email. It occurs to me that what Georgia has written in her email could really hurt. Suddenly, I am afraid, and angry. Who gave her the power to change my perception of myself for the rest of my life?

Almost savagely, I click delete. For good measure, I delete it from my trash. If I can help anything, it is this: Georgia Becker will not have the final word. Her message blinks and disappears. And just like that, I am free.






Spring


One year has passed since the first wave of lockdowns, and again my life is changing. I am Moving to New York, I even find a remote role creating content for a trendy Gen Z Instagram page called Lucky Duck. To apply I send in a work sample (Five Tips for Recovering from a Friendship Breakup!), and my first writing job is secured. Still, my ambitions are bigger than producing infographics. It is time to return to the original plot of my life: getting into mischief, having historically unprecedented sex, writing all about it.

I don’t say goodbye to Georgia. I don’t know if she is staying in Big Sky Farm or where she will go next. I leave the house when she is out with the chickens and I don’t look back. To Clara, I say, Don’t be a stranger, but I have the sinking feeling that she is already unrecognizable. And if I expected any tenderness from Larkin after our night of passion, I am sorely mistaken. All he says is Watch out. It’s a brutal world out there. He is like a male character from a Russian novel, ruining a young woman’s life and feeling no remorse.

Imraan and I are driving together to New York. As we walk to their car, I look at Georgia’s green Prius, marooned in the gravel. Our dusty reflections look back at us.

Are you okay? Imraan asks.

I’m moving into Kavya’s penthouse. I’m living the dream, I say. Will you be okay with your parents? I know lockdown was rough.

Imraan shrugs. I think at Big Sky Farm, I realized they’re not so bad, they say. They’re immigrants, man. They didn’t get the chance to go to Stanford, live off the grid, and ponder alternative realities or whatever. They’ve been working all their lives to give me a better chance. The least I can do is be their good Muslim son every once in a while.

On that note, we pull away from Big Sky House and drive toward our destinies, like soldiers heading off to war.

When Imraan drops me off outside Kavya’s apartment, I see an old man selling flowers by the curb. I think it will be nice to buy some for Kavya, but when I count out my cash, I don’t have enough for the bouquet.

Don’t worry, mija, the flower man says. He lets me have the flowers anyway. I feel tears rise in my eyes. Is my grief so palpable that he can sense it? Or are people truly still just kind to me?

I show up at Kavya’s door armed with roses, like a prospective suitor. The bell rings for thirty seconds longer than is comfortable, just long enough to really punish me, before Kavya opens it. I thrust the flowers in front of me like a shield. I still don’t know how to give someone flowers without feeling like I’m giving them my entire heart. You didn’t have to get these, Kavya says sternly. Come inside. It’s cold.

Kavya is already setting dinner on the table. She passes me a plate with idlis, soft as clouds, the way my mother makes them. It’s like she is trying to make me cry. I say, Kavya. Oh my God.

She says, I DoorDashed from a South Indian place. It’s just leftovers.

You got the idlis for me, I think. I know you did. But I do not push the point.

As we eat, Kavya lays down the rules of her home. Clean up as you cook; masks on, always, outside the house; no meeting with unvaccinated people; no unannounced guests; etc., etc. She mentions Kristina at least four times, as if casting a protective spell. I think Kavya is just being tough to ward off the incongruity of the situation: the two of us, alone, the rules of our world upended. I look around and wonder whether the penthouse will be big enough to contain us both, all of our sundry feelings.



The next morning I wake up early, even though I have nowhere to be. I come downstairs and nearly trip over Kavya, who is in downward dog. On the refrigerator, I see her weekly schedule laid out in color-coordinated Post-its. Yoga every morning. Online classes. Some evenings, she’s planned walks or dinners with girls I don’t know.

Who are these people? I ask Kavya, and she says, They’re my friends from high school. They got to move back into their housing at NYU this semester. And Aarna is my cousin who works in finance.

That’s nice that you have so many friends here, I say. I rack my brains for who I know in the city besides Imraan but come up short.

Yeah, especially now that social life is coming back, Kavya says. She surveys her calendar with the grim, satisfied expression of a general. Anyway, none of this will interfere with you. I will let you know before anybody comes home. Tonight, I’m meeting Avni at the park.

I wait for her to invite me along, but she doesn’t.

Oh, okay, I say. I will probably, like, write, then.

What are you writing? Kavya says.

I freeze, then lie and say, A novel. I hope I sound mysterious when I say it.

Oh, cool, Kavya says. There’s some congee I made on the stove. You can have some, but leave enough for my breakfast tomorrow.

I ration the congee as directed and wash all the dishes in gratitude. And then the day is mine. Kavya disappears to take her online classes. I take my laptop to a nearby café and order a matcha latte—seven dollars plus tip—and write a Lucky Duck post to recoup it. I have to slide the straw under my mask whenever I want a sip. Ladies pass in chic ankle-length coats; I am still wearing Dr. Lucy Becker’s parka. I feel unfashionable, but at least I have youth on my side; that is the difference between an ingenue and an idiot.

In the afternoon, I explore the neighborhood. I want to buy a new coat. Kavya’s street is filled with good-smelling boutique shops that sell ceramics, incense, and jewelry to tall, thin women whose dogs sip from bowls at the door. Signs on the doors declare: MASKS REQUIRED, Shop Small, Please Stand Six Feet Apart. I have to walk several blocks to a thrift store where I procure a new jacket and an armful of woolly grandpa sweaters. I wonder if their original wearer died recently—I imagine an ornery old man—and if the virus did him in. I wash them twice in Kavya’s washing machine and throw away the bag they came in. And then I put on this dead person’s clothes and convince myself I am good as new.



I am anxious the first night I cook dinner with Kavya. In the olden days this used to be a woman’s trial before marriage, cooking a meal for her husband, auditioning for his love. I don’t yet know Kavya’s preferences, how she might respond to certain jokes, not like I did with Georgia, to the point that I could carry imaginary conversations with her in my head. It crushes me to think that I will be stuck knowing these things about Georgia forever, her favorite foods and mannerisms, information that will cease to be relevant as she grows up and changes into someone I no longer know.

What should we make? I ask, and Kavya shows me a recipe for an Ethiopian stew on the New York Times Cooking app. She says, I order it from a restaurant sometimes, but I think we can make it ourselves.

I’ve never had it before, I say. I guess I won’t know if it tastes right.

I will, Kavya says.

Kavya’s cabinets contain familiar fixtures from home: circular spice tins, chai strainers, cooking spoons stained with turmeric—Indian food has a way of leaving its mark. There is a statue of the god Krishna atop the blender. I am certain Kavya is not religious, so maybe her mother put it there. It is strange to remember that Kavya has a mother, one who has suffered, altering the entire way Kavya exists.

But first: the stew. We are both good at cooking, probably equally good, in my opinion, but I slot into position as her sous chef, cutting the vegetables the way she tells me to, as fast as I can. I want her to notice and compliment my efficiency. But she is bossy, telling me to mince more garlic and wash the lentils an extra time, at one point even instructing me not to cut my own fingers, and I say, Okay, Mom, and she rolls her eyes but backs off. I remember Georgia’s peeled zucchinis. When I tell the story to Kavya, she says diplomatically, People have different levels of kitchen experience.

Georgia burned an entire gallon of rice, and when I got mad, she said I should be proud she tried, I say.

People have different culinary standards, too, Kavya says, but she smirks.

As the cabbage cooks, Kavya sets the table. In a stroke of inspiration, I light the fancy candles. The flickering motion catches Kavya’s eye.

Oh, I haven’t bothered with candles in months, Kavya says. This is nice.

She smiles when she says that, and I feel relieved. We eat quietly at first, the kind of silence that only arises when you are really hungry or comfortable with the other person. I can’t tell which is the case. Was there ever a silent meal with Georgia? At last, I say, This came out well.

Kavya says, I actually think we did not get the spices right.

Well, we had fun, and that’s all that matters, right? I say in my best White Person impression, and Kavya laughs. It is nice to make her laugh; it feels like earning something rare. Like I am somebody who still means something to others and Kavya’s kindness helps me see.



I make infographics for five hours every day, which is the longest I can manage without wanting to die. All my earnings go toward groceries, weed, and matcha lattes; for the latter two, I pay highway-robbery prices, but I need them to live. And so I churn out earnest posts: What Indoor Exercise is Best for You? Seven Ways to Kindle Long-Distance Pandemic Romance. Ten Poems About Hope to Tide You Through These Trying Times. Kavya laughs when she sees my latest masterpiece: How to Elevate Your Spicy Talk on Zoom.

I know it’s not the kind of writing you want to publish, but at least it lets you work on your novel, she says. Personally, I’m jealous. Online school is depressing. I wish I were writing something serious.

I can’t bring myself to admit that the only serious things I’ve written all year are my emails to her. How do real writers get anything done? I have always wanted to write a novel. I’ve lived through enough interesting material—a year of college, a pandemic, a commune, a heartbreak—but none of it translates into language, let alone meaning. Between living and suffering, where will I find the peace to make art, make sense?

The closest I get to writing is reading. I sign up for a library card and read almost a book per day. Reading was my first love, even before I picked up a pencil. Maybe I am only cut out to be a reader, not a writer. I wonder if I should choose another career path. Hope for another chance to make my mother proud.



She still calls me every day. I try to stay upbeat when I tell her about the things I am up to: walking through Central Park to see the cherry blossoms, taking the ferry with Imraan, the time Kavya and I got serenaded by buskers on the subway. I tell her Kavya’s cousin came for dinner with fancy pastries. I text her the photo of me and Imraan by the Statue of Liberty, squinting and overexposed, looking like somebody’s immigrant ancestors. But there are some things I cannot hide from Mom—she has her telepathy, after all. She asks me, Are you happy there?

I am not always happy here, I tell her. But I am not unhappy because I am here.

Mom asks me why I don’t just come home. You’ve seen enough, you’ve lived on that farm, why can’t you just come back?

I tell her that I’m not ready. But really it’s that I can’t come home empty-handed. Worse than empty-handed—with less than what I started with. (The feeling is something I am still getting used to. Total rejection. My heart like a credit card declining. I thought with Georgia, my love was enough.)

One day, I take the subway. That’s it, that’s the whole sentence, that’s all I do that day. I ride it from top to bottom, having just read a profile of a writer who got her best work done on the train. I remember my late grandfather in India who took long walks up and down the dusty lanes. Hands clasped serenely behind his back, aware his life had mostly passed, content to watch the rest float by. I miss him now, wearing all my masks, protected by layers of earth, concrete, and metal from a billion other breathing, hurting beings. No great inspiration arrives from my subterranean journeys. I just cruise through the city feeling inflamed, like a splinter under its skin.



I do offer to pay Kavya rent. We both know I can’t afford it. But she doesn’t give me even the dignity of pretending to consider it. Do you even know what the market value is for this place? No? Well, let me just say it would make you hate me.

I could never hate you, I say truthfully.

Kavya raises an eyebrow. I thought you Big Sky Farmers were all about eating the rich.

I can’t tell if she is taking a dig at me or not. But I play along. I would make an exception for you, I say, when the class war comes.

Wow. Maybe I should be the one thanking you for your generosity, Kavya says.

I know she means it as a joke, but I feel the slice underneath. Kavya often does this: escalate the stakes in the middle of a conversation so that what started as harmless banter suddenly turns into a brutal smackdown. I feel like she’s harder on me than her other friends. Especially Yara and Ruhi, her old classmates who visit weekly for dinner and are Kavya’s main connection to the normal world of girls our age. Yara and Ruhi have an annoying habit of gossiping about all their friends from Mumbai, slipping into Hindi, leaving me to sit there, smiling dumbly. Yara additionally describes all women in her stories as “Fatty,” regardless of their body size. (The first time Yara calls Kavya a fatty, I do a cartoon-character double-take. But Kavya is unfazed. I remind myself that Kavya is not American, or sensitive. But then I remember how Kavya’s face fell, all those months ago, when she took me on a date and I bragged about Esme. The way she looked when I kissed her during spin the bottle. Kavya has weak spots too.)

I’m glad you find me charming enough to keep around, I say finally.

Don’t flatter yourself, Kavya says, but she is laughing.



On my laptop, I begin reading my message history with Georgia. We must’ve written a novel’s worth of words to each other. At times, it seems Georgia texted me in lieu of writing in a diary: just spilling her thoughts, unparsed, trusting that I would get the message. We hadn’t known what the point was of being alive if there was nobody else to see it. Even now, I can think of no greater honor than to serve as the minute-taker of her life, the two of us mutually confirming each other’s importance, even when most adults around us had no reason to care.

i just had a dream in which the disgraced Trevor Yates built me a castle except instead of bricks he used copies of Infinite Jest, I’d texted Georgia at 1:34 a.m. in July.

weird, tell me more?! Georgia had responded, and I’m sure she meant it—and what is love but to willingly inquire the details of someone else’s stupid dreams? Once, she emailed me ideas for essays she intended to write one day. Rishi you inspired me! she wrote as the subject. We were both going to be published authors one day, I felt sure of it. I would publish young, a glitzy and prodigious novel, but she would be a brilliant professor when she published her treatise on healing our burning planet, and despite our PhDs and prestigious publishers, we’d always be each other’s first, most trusted readers. I used to wonder how people fell in love pre-internet, when everything was so fleeting, and you couldn’t write and revise your relationships in real time. But now I envy those people, because when they break up, they are spared rereading the receipts. There aren’t embarrassing transcripts of irrefutable proof that you once loved somebody very much.

I scroll past my birthday, toward our breakup. The texts grow shorter and sparser. R we out of milk or not? Georgia demanded in February. please stop barging in when I’m calling people, I shot back. The record shows we spent three weeks falling out. The whole time I was on edge, my fight-or-flight awakened. Each ding of my iPhone sounded just as menacing to me as a mammoth’s roar to my prehistoric ancestors. I’d panic, watching ellipses float by her name. I’d type gibberish and then delete it just to psych her back out. An ellipsis, a thumbs-up, a paragraph, a retreat: these were the axes of power on which we balanced. How silly that humans innovated all these languages and it all boiled back down to shapes, bubbles, sounds.

It was generous of Georgia to fight me on my turf, the written word. If we had to settle the score doing any of the things that Georgia is better at than me—anything requiring patience or physical endurance, for example—she would’ve crushed me, no doubt. But then it occurs to me that she did that regardless. It doesn’t matter that I had all my verbs and nouns, because she had all the power. I could write my heart out, obsess over her responses, trick myself into thinking she cared while she drifted away. Maybe that was her plan all along. So it becomes hard for me to decipher whether Georgia was being generous or just really cruel.



They come from nowhere, the crying attacks. I am brushing my teeth, or making coffee in Kavya’s whirring futuristic machine, or writing posts for Lucky Duck, and I am bowled over by Georgia. Normally, I cry in the privacy of my room—I don’t want Kavya to think I am unstable, or worse, ungrateful. But one day, I am careless, I sob in the kitchen because I think Kavya is in her online seminar. Then I feel her hand on my back.

Rishi? she says. She isn’t generous when it comes to physical contact; I must look really sad. What happened?

I want Kavya to think I am writing the Next Great American Novel, or at least hitting it rich with online content. How could I be pathetic enough to be caught crying over Georgia Becker?

Nothing, I say. My voice thick and stupid with mucus. I just—I think I need to cry some things out.

I see Georgia’s Instagram updates, Kavya says. It looks like she is living in DC with Clara.

I get an apple-core feeling in my belly when Kavya says that. This confirmation that Georgia’s life has gone on without me. How could she cut me so cleanly from her life, cancel our friendship like a subscription service she no longer needs?

I hate myself for it, but I ask, Do you know how she is doing with Clara?

No, says Kavya. Are you not friends with Clara anymore, either?

There was never a problem between us, I say. I guess she just sided with Georgia.

Kavya is quiet for a while. Finally, she says, I thought you and Georgia were inseparable. I didn’t think you would break up over Larkin, of all things.

I feel myself getting defensive. It wasn’t just Larkin, I say. We disagreed about other things, too. How much we owed another person. Our ideas for the future. She was very different from me.

Kavya finally relents. Just put it out of your mind, she says. There’s still months before school reopens and you have to see her again.

When she says that, my stomach flops into my feet. Fuck, I say. What am I supposed to do at school?

Seeing Georgia again on campus did not occur to me. Our memories there feel like a different life. I will need a new roommate. Where could I even find one? Maybe I could petition for a single for religious reasons.

I don’t want to get involved in your drama with her, Kavya says. But I promise you’ll have me as a friend.

When she says that, a wonderful idea occurs to me.

Why don’t you be my roommate next year? I say.

Kavya looks at me like I’ve spoken Mandarin. Ridiculous. But also sorry for me too. I can’t, she says. I already promised Kristina I’d room with her in sophomore year.

You’re rooming with your girlfriend? I say. Won’t that be … intense?

You’re one to talk. Kavya rolls her eyes. Kristina and I are both pretty independent. And, like, we’ll have separate bedrooms.

Separate bedrooms? I say, then I can’t help it: Have you and Kristina had sex? Or have you ever?

I am pretty sure I know the answer, but I want to hear her say it.

We, like, kissed, but that was it, Kavya says. And then the pandemic started. But either way we were always going to take it slow.

I marvel at her restraint. Why does everybody else seem to have it but me? Some girls are proud of all the sex they’ve had, wear it like a feminist medal across their chests, but I’ve always sensed a hollowness beneath. Am I one of those girls? I’ve only ever kissed one person without having sex immediately after, and that is Georgia. And we know how that ended up.

When I voice this to Kavya, she says, I don’t see it as practicing restraint. I just don’t think I’m the kind of person that you are.

A slut. You can say it.

Kavya looks pensive. No, it’s not that. The feelings you write about, that desire? I haven’t experienced any of it, with anyone. Maybe I would in different circumstances. I don’t know.

And perhaps she feels that she’s gotten too vulnerable, because she says, Anyway, I’m sure Kristina and I will be intimate once the pandemic is over.

You just got cock-blocked by COVID, I say. What if, deep down, you’re actually a whore?

This conversation is done, Kavya says, but she seems more scandalized than offended. She starts making lunch and sends me to the balcony planters for parsley. I am too busy picking herbs to realize that I am no longer crying, which means that Kavya Varma has done the impossible: She has cheered me up.



And yet the tears come back the next day, as if they never left. I fear I am becoming depressed. I can’t prove it, because of course nobody speaks openly about these things, but I suspect that depression runs through the women in my family. (Is that really depression, though, or a perfectly logical response to being an Indian woman?) During lockdown in Okeechobee, I thought I was depressed because I felt empty all the time, but this is the opposite of feeling nothing: I feel too much, a lip-smacking, tongue-sucking pain that pierces me at all hours of the day.

I decide I need some extracurricular activities. I used to have a million such routines and commitments that kept me too busy to think of killing myself. I start running again, often for hours. Some days, I pick a single avenue; other days, I run along the river, where nannies push strollers and dudes in sweater-vests give loud orders to nobody, which used to mean you were crazy, but now means that you have a company Bluetoothed in your ear. Sometimes they will say, Left! Or, Behind you! Like reciting lines from a play. You can be surrounded by people and still feel so alone. But I can feel the running tautening my body, making me leaner in the right places. When I undress to shower, I feel like a flower, all stem and blossom. And that is what sparks my next extracurricular quest.

It only takes a minute to reactivate my dating profile from college. I feel sad for three seconds while it downloads. Then a brand-new ecosystem of dating possibilities populates itself on-screen. Almost immediately: Someone likes you! The dopamine hit is quick and frightening. I start swiping. A lot of the guys I see wear masks in their pictures—is this a sign of public-health consciousness or an attempt at collective catfishing? Vaxxed, their profiles brag. I do not know if it is a result of people’s desperation or the fact that my breasts grew two sizes over quarantine, but I match with almost every man I swipe on.

Kavya and I have agreed on our rules for engagement with the outside world. Still, I ask if it’s okay with her before I start going on dates, even though it gives me the uncanny feeling of seeking permission from my mom.

What are you looking for? she asks me. On the apps, I mean.

I want to say: I feel like I’ve fallen behind. And it is true that I am twenty years old and I’ve barely even been on a date. All my experiences so far have been products of alcohol-abetted hookups or confusing friendship signals, and I need to know if something is profoundly wrong with me.

But I don’t say all that to Kavya. I just say, New experiences, I guess. And even then I feel stupid to verbalize this, the paltry reason that I am risking our lives.

And so, with Kavya’s blessing, I start building my roster. Only men, for now, who cannot hurt me, not after Georgia, who held my eggshell heart. In a strange way, the pandemic makes expressing intentions easier. I know immediately if men are assholes depending on how they respond to my requests for vaccination proof. There is a clear-cut discussion beforehand about whether we might fuck. I share my location with Imraan, my emergency contact, whom I update on mid-date “bathroom breaks.” The first man I go out with is a recent graduate, Ryan, who suggests a walk at Central Park. He brings his adorable dog that I’ve seen all over his profile; it is almost like meeting a celebrity, until the dog inserts its snout into my crotch. I jump back and he apologizes for his dog, who seems integral to his seduction routine.

What I learn from my first full-length one-on-one conversations with boys my age: I am funnier than them, I am smarter, hands down. I wonder if feminism has brainwashed me into thinking I am at a disadvantage, because, really, I can run laps around men. When I rise to leave, Ryan asks if he can kiss me. I am impressed by this—nobody has ever asked! I say yes, for the novelty, but to my horror, Ryan slobbers worse than the dog, his mouth wet and all up on mine. I’ll text you, I tell him, and I speedwalk toward Kavya’s, but on the way back, I buy a bottle of Listerine and disinfect my entire mouth, to be safe.

I schedule my dates on nights that Kavya has plans with her friends. She invites me to join occasionally, but I don’t want to rely on her for social interactions on top of everything else. I want her to think my life is just as full and busy as hers. One man who takes me to dinner, Hamza, drives all the way from Jersey.

After he pays the bill, Hamza asks if I want to chill in his car. I go to the bathroom and text Imraan a picture of Hamza’s profile, and they respond, SMASH EXPEDITIOUSLY, so I tell Hamza yes. At twenty, I am just pushing the expiration date of when I can bear the indignity of some man’s back seat. Now I carry the Listerine in my purse.



But how could I care about these men when the highlight of my days are dinners with Kavya? After she finishes her online classes, Kavya embarks on thirty minutes of yoga to correct her Zoom posture. Then she moves into the kitchen, where she transforms into herself. She is a dictator in the kitchen, imposing her vision on the vegetables and legumes. She is somehow both rigid and bold, researching recipes but then revising them, unshakable in her belief that she will make it better. She can’t help it. She is just too excellent.

We send each other recipes, texted from different rooms, increasingly technically rigorous: plant-based paella, sourdough bread. Somehow we get into a rhythm of making Indian food. In the process, I discover that Kavya did not grow up eating the same food I did. But this makes sense; my family is small-town Tamil, and she is from the Mumbai elite, and when you think about it, historically, our paths had a higher chance of crossing in America than in the subcontinent we are from. To an outsider we could be sisters, but we show our upbringings differently when we smile: her with her perfect dentist-straightened teeth, me with my American confidence.

One night, Kavya asks me why I don’t speak fluent Tamil, and I say, I guess nobody taught me.

Because your parents were trying to assimilate? Kavya says. That’s what I’ve read, at least, about language transmission patterns among immigrants.

I laugh at the idea that Kavya has been reading about me in books.

No, because they were lazy, I say. Who knows. It is low on my pile of bones to pick with them. Now I am a stupid monolingual.

It’s not your fault, says Kavya, instead of insisting I’m not stupid, which makes me laugh harder.

Another night I ask her if we can have Imraan over for dosas and she says yes. Kavya makes the dosa batter from scratch—an impressive feat—and I make the potato masala to go with it. It is a relief to finally make dishes the way Dad taught me, in a full Indian kitchen, after the culinary deprivation that was Big Sky Farm. Imraan arrives with a box of sweets from their parents. We eat jamuns right out of the box while Kavya heats up the griddle. She uses her bare finger to test the heat impatiently, like Mom does. Making sure that nothing will burn.

The thing about dosas is they only taste good if you serve them straight off the griddle. Growing up, my parents made and ate dosas in shifts. Mom would cook first, transferring the hot dosas via spatula to our plates, and once Dad was full, they would switch places and he brought dosas to her. I never had to cook for anybody. All my life I took this for granted: My mother’s attentiveness to whose plate was getting empty. Her way of teleporting food across the room. I never questioned the gender politics of who ate first. I just knew it was how my parents showed love.

You should sit down, I tell Kavya. I’ll make the first round.

No, you and Imraan eat first, Kavya says. She has a way of delivering even kindness as commands, with no room for dissent.

I asked first, I say.

I’m already standing here, Kavya says with unwarranted vehemence. Imraan watches this back-and-forth like it’s a tennis match.

I grab the spatula before she can and wave it at her.

To my surprise, Kavya accepts defeat, and I make dosas for my friends; I watch their plates and I feel love for them.

How are things with Kristina? I ask Kavya after Imraan has left. She doesn’t respond at first, engrossed in her dishwashing, so I ask again.

Long distance has not been ideal, she says.

I wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t. Kavya rarely brings up her relationship with Kristina. At first, I thought she was being secretive, but now I wonder if it is a sign of maturity, not needing to carry around a big neon sign reminding the world that you are capable of being loved.

For thirty minutes every other night, Kavya calls Kristina. She chats at all hours with her parents in Hindi, her voice higher-pitched than it is in English, freer, somehow, but there is something clandestine about the ritual with Kristina. She always closes the door; I can’t tell if this is for her comfort or mine. Most nights after dinner, we watch nature documentaries. Tonight, Kavya only half pays attention, her eyes roaming the kitchen for spots that I missed cleaning, until Kristina calls, and she jumps like a zebra on the Serengeti.

Say hi to Kristina for me, I say, as Kavya disappears into her bedroom.

Something rises in me when I hear the door click shut. I wait for a few minutes, then turn down the TV. I can’t make out Kavya’s words, only her tone. I know of some couples who talk differently when they are together, slipping into baby talk when nobody can hear them, but I can hear her voice, measured and certain. Familiar.

Suddenly, I feel disgusted with myself, and I am about to turn up the TV when I hear Kavya’s pitch raise just a little. I feel a little thrill of fear, like when men raise their voices without warning. Is she crying? I can’t explain it. I mute the TV and the zebra on-screen gets devoured.



Winter is ending, we will be redeemed. Kavya brings her camera for a long walk through Central Park. The day is warm at last, sunny and perfect. I am afraid that Kavya will somehow know I eavesdropped last night, but of course that is impossible. Instead, seeing the sun through the trees, I feel a catch in my throat. I am thinking of the sunlight at Big Sky Farm. Right after I left her, I made a mental list of all the things I might have ruined for Georgia forever. (Indian food, female rappers, Virginia Woolf—she will never enjoy them again without thinking of me.) I imagined dividing the world in two between us, tipping slightly in my favor. But now, as I walk with Kavya through the tree-dappled light, my heart breaks for all the times Georgia and I did the same. How she pushed me onward, her clear and grateful gaze. Well, shit, I think. Well, fuck—I might’ve kept some food, some books, but Georgia kept the sky and the trees and the motherfucking sun.

I hear a click and turn to see Kavya’s camera pointed at me.

No, turn back, she says. It was a candid.

I turn back around but feel her gaze pressed into me like a handprint. It is terrifying to remember that Kavya is a writer too, that she is assembling her own narrative of this in her head. When she points the camera at me, I am reminded of the power she holds.

You look nice, she says, showing it to me.

She does not compliment me often. Kavya isn’t a sugary person; she uses the same voice late at night with Kristina that she does when ordering takeout. The only time I’ve seen her be gentle is when she is behind the camera. For the perfect shot, she’ll stand perfectly still, move a stray hair off my face with her finger. She has this sixth sense for light and beauty. She wouldn’t be an artist without it. I don’t know when I started counting her compliments, even craving them. Something inside me is changing with the seasons. When she looks at me, I want to know what she sees.

Remember, like, way back in freshman year? I say. The very first day? Why did you say hi to me in the dining hall?

Kavya thinks for a moment. I knew of you before school started, from Twitter or whatever, she says. I was just glad I recognized somebody in the dorm.

What did you think when you actually met me? I say. Suddenly, I want nothing more than to hear the story from her perspective. All the ways she has noticed me. Even with Georgia, this was one of the deepest pleasures of friendship: revisiting those uncertain early encounters, what we thought of each other’s placards, our earnest attempts at first impressions, safe in the knowledge of a happy ending—in this universe, we got it right.

I think I found you intimidating, Kavya says. Like, way too cool for me.

Georgia said that too, I say. It’s just my face.

I wouldn’t have guessed that, Kavya says. I thought you had a really cool friend group. I thought you had the most exciting life with, like, the activism and always making Professor Parwani laugh and then dating what’s-her-name—

Esme, I supply, though I think Kavya’s pretending to forget.

Yeah, well, I thought after what happened with the Esme story, we wouldn’t be friends again, Kavya says.

We have never discussed our fight at the end of Asian American Autofiction. The stakes of our life then, our righteousness—how were we so foolish to believe that anything we did actually mattered?

You were right to call me out, I say. I didn’t need to drag Esme’s ass like that. I was hurt.

I understand you now better than I did then, Kavya says. I know that you have strong feelings about people. It’s why you are such a good writer. Personally, I don’t even know if I want to write anymore.

Why not? I say. You’re so talented.

I guess it feels pointless? Kavya says. I feel like over the pandemic I got this sense of scale. Like, what it means to have millions die or thousands get displaced. Now that we know how many real people live and die without their stories getting told, it feels just wasteful to invent fictional ones. Maybe this sounds ridiculous.

No, I get it, I say. I haven’t wanted to write lately either.

Really? I thought you were writing a book.

Yeah, but then I realized something, I say at last. That what I wanted was never to write so much as be heard. And I had that with Georgia. I could just talk to her about things instead of writing them down. That’s what I realized. I am either in love or I am writing. Never both.

Once I say this, I feel heavy. We walk in silence for a while.

Can I ask you something? I say. You’re, like, the only gay person I know in an actual relationship. How did you and Kristina know you loved each other?

This is what I want to know: what happens when two women love each other very much, and not in the birds-and-the-bees way, but how to solve the Rubik’s Cube of successful queer dating. How did Kavya figure it out before me?

Well, Kavya says after a while, I don’t know if that part is true.

What do you mean? I say. I feel certain she was crying last night. My chest catches.

Like, I don’t think we love each other. That is something we are coming to realize.

Oh, I say, and then a light bulb switches on inside my chest: unbidden, euphoric. What is this feeling? Superiority, perhaps, that even in my heartbreak, I have known something Kavya has not.

It’s just that we’d barely been together for a month when the pandemic started, Kavya continues. We got stuck in, like, the honeymoon period, they call it? Except that our honeymoon’s dragged on a whole year and it’s all over video call.

It’s not often that Kavya opens up to me like this. I know better than to press her for details. What I’ve learned about Kavya is that the trick is to stay completely silent. She rushes to fill the space. She’s been alone for too long. So I wait.

Kavya sighs. Honestly, it’s been hard to stay connected like this, she says. We have been talking about breaking up until all of this is over.

You’re breaking up? I say. The light switch again, so startling in its intensity. Aren’t you sad?

She considers. A little, but I will still have her as a friend, she says. I feel like because we are already apart there’s nothing lost by breaking up. It doesn’t materially change my life.

I mean, there is one thing that will change, I say. I can’t help it.

What? Kavya says.

The vaccines are out, and people are back on the streets, I say. Kristina’s been holding your pussy hostage. You could be doing, like, so much damage.

Like you did with Larkin, Kavya says.

Ouch, I say, though these things no longer feel pointed, coming from her.

Well, Kavya says. That was one reason for breaking up. So we can try exploring with other people.

She says the last part in a rush. My jaw drops.

Kavya! I say. You slut.

Kavya frowns, and I fear I have gone too far, using the kind of words that Georgia and I used to sling at each other, like blowing kisses.

I think that’s a very mature decision, I clarify. Like, good for you both.

Then I have a bad feeling based on the way Kavya mumbled it. Wait, was it her idea?

It was mine, Kavya says, surprising me. She is using her matter-of-fact brick-laying tone, but I can tell she is a little embarrassed, and it is this simple admission that Kavya has human needs and selfish desires that emboldens me.

So will you get back on the market, then? I say. For girls?

Well, yeah. Kavya is blushing now. Kristina will probably see boys because she’s, like, in Poland. It is the worst country in Europe to be queer.

What kinds of girls are your type? I say.

Kavya blushes some more. I don’t know. Artsy?

It feels like my only opportunity to get away with it.

Maybe I’m tripping, I say. But did you like me at first, just a little?

No, says Kavya too immediately.

Oh, I say. Well, Georgia really thought so. She thought you were flirting with me. All of freshman year.

Kavya denies this vehemently. She says that Georgia misinterpreted things. This is my chance to let her off the hook, but I don’t. Suddenly, I am choosing my words carefully. I say, Just so you know, I wouldn’t mind if you said you were.

Kavya falls silent. The light in my chest dims, and I feel all-consuming panic. Then—as if an angel dispatched by God herself—a girl our age jogs by and tells me I look pretty. That spring dress is everything, she calls. My mouth falls open at the timing of it.

Kavya says, If anyone, she was flirting with you.

She makes the joke in a forced way, but I am grateful for the diversion. She ran away, I say automatically. Maybe I scared her.

Still, there is a free-falling expression on Kavya’s face, and I know I have pushed her. I’m too afraid to push again. I just hold my breath.



The one-year anniversary of the pandemic passes; I feel it in my bones. Kavya breaks up with Kristina, and maybe we could bond over our girl problems, but Kavya keeps her feelings to herself. Online, I read about the importance of spring cleaning, releasing the physical and emotional rubble of the passing year. In this spirit, Kavya decides she wants a haircut. She says it’s because she gets too hot when it’s long. Privately I think she wants to be back in tomboyish business for her newly single explorations. She agonizes aloud over whether it is safe to go to a salon.

I can do it, I say.

Kavya looks skeptical. You can?

Girl, I’ll watch a tutorial. How hard can it be?

So we drag a chair to the balcony, and I tie a towel around Kavya’s neck. At the first cut, Kavya flinches. I hold the strand of hair in front of her face to show her how much I cut. Nothing at all, I say. She says, Girl, it looks uneven. She has picked up these small speech patterns of mine. Is this how it would be to have a sister? If we stayed shut up in this apartment long enough, would we evolve a shared language that only we could speak?

All I say is I could do a better job if you pulled your head out of your ass.

As I cut, I feel her relax. I am aware of her in a way I haven’t been since Georgia’s spin-the-bottle game from hell. How vulnerable is the nape of her neck, soft baby hairs behind her ears. She closes her eyes when I do the front of her hair. I stand over her and remember I could ruin her if I wanted. Cut a bang. Gouge her eyes. Fuck up her brows. But I don’t.

Oh, thank God, Kavya says when I am done. You did not make me hideous.

The lesbians of Tinder will thank me, I say.

Kavya gives me a look. And how are your dates going?

Eh, I say.

Why are you going on them, then?

I say, not really joking, Anthropological curiosity. Free meals. I say it ironically because it will make her laugh, and I will score a point. If I do that enough times, will the universe bend back in my favor?

In the morning, Kavya and I go for another long walk. Spring is here, the weather grows warmer by the day—how could I ever be ungrateful? Kavya is in a wonderful mood. She buys me coffee, points her camera at a thistle yawning and stretching from a crack in the concrete. There is a moment when Kavya glimpses a blackbird atop an awning, and she steps off the curb for a second to take a picture—Just a second!—and a Citi Bike swipes by and nearly crushes her. She should’ve died, but she doesn’t. She even gets the perfect picture.

What the fuck? I say. How did you do that?

Kavya laughs. I guess I have plot armor, she says.

I laugh, but it is true that life has been improving lately, against all odds. There are a spate of shitty days, like my final weeks with Georgia, and when you finally get a sunny day with Kavya, it feels like a wink from the universe.

That afternoon Kavya has her final online class of the quarter. I lie on the couch and watch. Her glasses reflect the computer’s glow; she nods along with the lecturer, unmutes herself to make points about thermodynamics in her concise voice. Kavya is suited for a field like physics, with its laws and absolutes. I like seeing her unpeel how the world works. If she explained it to me, I could listen forever.

Two nights later, Kavya gets a perfect GPA. Like a good friend, Kristina sends her wine to celebrate. I am surprised; doesn’t Kristina know that Kavya doesn’t drink, or did it not come up in their lone month of in-person dating? But all Kavya says is, We might as well use the nice glasses. And I am a little hurt to learn that I am not the person for whom Kavya bends the rules.

For her wine night, Kavya invites Yara and Ruhi, her annoying friends from home. I make a snack platter. Whenever Yara or Ruhi needs a refill, I pour it for them, feeling like Kavya’s cohost, her wife. Four glasses in, Yara demands that we sing karaoke, Kavi, pleeeaaaase, and starts blasting Adele so loudly I fear the neighbors will hear. To my enormous shock, Kavya accompanies her friends for a warbling rendition of “Someone Like You.” Kavya is not someone I would describe as pretty. She is too physically imposing, all shoulders and elbows. But her voice is soft, ribboning between Yara’s and Ruhi’s drunk ones, and I think of the blackbird she spotted today. My chest feels heavy. I notice Kavya checking the time on her phone. I am noticing her as the night rolls onward, pulls more tricks from its sleeve.

At some point, Yara and Ruhi are so drunk that I cut them off. Can I call you guys an Uber? I say. Yara brushes me off and announces that she and Ruhi will spend the night in Kavi’s room. She sways theatrically, requiring Kavya to basically carry her up the stairs.

While Kavya sets them up in her bedroom, I clear away our glasses. Yara has spilled wine on the carpet, and I want to get it out before Kavya freaks. But she comes back, notices, and rolls her eyes.

Yara is so—

Insufferable? I say, and Kavya frowns, so I say, Sorry. She’s your friend.

I scrub a towel on the spot, and Kavya says, Leave it, you’re making it worse. I’ll just clean in the morning.

We sit on the couch. She closes her eyes.

Yara is insufferable, she says after a yawn. I’ve just known her since I was three. And she’s really been there for me this year, and—

I don’t want to talk about Yara, I say. Kavya says, Okay. And we sit there in silence. The city glitters before us. I feel like a minor god looking down from Mount Olympus. I can’t tell if she’s drunk, but for once, Kavya looks relaxed. And I start having the funny feeling that has always gotten me into trouble, that I can make anything happen if I play my cards just right—

But “Kavi” is cute, I say. Can I call you that?

Nope, Kavya says, and I say, Because we’re not close enough? And she says, That’s not why. I look at her then, and she looks away too quickly, like a startled bird taking flight. Then she puts her head on my shoulder, and I know all is forgiven. My heart starts pounding. I can smell her hair. How many times will I end up like this, at the precipice, knowing I will always take the leap?

I cup my hand carefully around her face. I fear she will pull away, but she doesn’t. We sit like that for several heart-pounding moments. Is this it, then? Are we going to ignore the sequence of events that is unfolding? I wish we could break the fourth wall for a second and be honest about what we want. I used to be able to communicate telepathically with Georgia. With just a glance, I could push my own words out of her mouth—or I would say exactly what Georgia was thinking, just to save her the trouble.

Then Kavya looks up at me, and I know my telepathy still works.

What are you thinking? I ask quietly, in case the others are awake. It takes all my courage to hold her gaze.

I’m thinking, Kavya says at last, that I want to kiss you now.

I don’t wait for further invitation. As if by magnetism, my body turns toward hers, and then we are kissing. Her mouth firm and wet. She is rougher than anyone I’ve ever kissed, including full-ass men like Larkin Kwang. I can feel my inner monologue kicking into gear—Holy shit, we are kissing, Kavya’s entire weight is on me, I was just gonna kiss her, but she is pushing me down, Jesus Christ, she wants to fuck—and I know hers is on overdrive too. In fact, hers is louder than mine; I can see the entire script of tonight written on her face. It isn’t the first time I’ve underestimated her, but the way she is kissing me, I know it will be the last. She knows what she wants, and she always gets it, too.

So now I let Kavya take control. Kavya pushes up my shirt; I unhook my bra to give her permission. Now that I’m not driving things, I can be more attentive—I can hear my own breaths echoing across the open-floor plan, feel the slow sweet sensation of her body crushing mine. I briefly think of Kristina, a genuinely nice girl, freezing her ass off in Poland. She has nothing on me. She can send me wine. She can send me flowers, too.

When Kavya undresses, I want to stop and stare. I have never seen a body like mine before, although hers is harder and stronger, making me think, bizarrely, of the trunk of a tree. There is something shy, almost boyish, about the way she removes her glasses, this half second of vulnerability before she is kissing me again. I expect Kavya to be hesitant. I know for a fact she hasn’t had sex before. Just like Esme did for me, I prepare to take over. But Kavya doesn’t seem to be slowing down. She unzips my jeans—she doesn’t ask, she just does it, and I think of sex ed a lifetime ago, how they put the fear of God into us about touching without permission, but this time, it is actually hot how certain she is that I will let her; she knows I will. If I were a better lover, maybe I would take care of her first, but suddenly, all I want is to be had and be hers.

It takes a few false starts. I have to move her hand; I am surprised when she lets me. Then we are on a roll. I can see Kavya’s determination on her face, her fingers longer than mine, managing to touch me in multiple places at once like a multi-armed Hindu goddess. I am making these noises I can’t control, but Kavya says nothing; she doesn’t need to. She is inside of me. There is something really intense about being fucked by someone who looks like me. So many times, I have gone through these motions, so rarely is it a revelation.

When I try to touch Kavya, she tenses. She makes this face like she is trying to be brave even though it hurts, and though I know this happens to many girls, especially their first times, it makes me protective. I want to ease her into it. So I do something I have never done before, something I would die before I ever did for a man, which is that I have her sit up where she can feel comfortable and I get on my knees and let her move my head. The feeling is overwhelming, being both big and small. How many contradictions can fit in the space between bodies. Finally, I understand the point of sex: dark, liquid kind of sex, squeeze-ripe-fruit-until-it-bursts kind of sex—it feels like the only meaningful thing in the world.

Afterward, we lay on the couch. Kavya looks out the window, then at the floor and ceiling, before she finally turns to me. I get the urge to cover myself, even though she has already seen everything. It is not the first time I have felt she has X-ray vision, but now I let her look and look.



Back to where everything began, this time with another girl. I am not proud of it, but after we have sex, I lock the bathroom door and cry. I have cried after sex once before, with Trevor, but this is different, what I am feeling. The closest equivalent I can think of is homesickness. I remember, unexpectedly, this old-timey wooden box my mother bought me at a yard sale that played Swan Lake if you twisted it right. The swan song in an achy, otherworldly key. That is how I feel: like there was a closed box deep inside of me and Kavya reached in and unscrewed it and now it makes music that remembers another life.

I want her to hold me gently now, but when I go to say good night, Kavya’s bedroom door is already closed, and I am too shy to knock.

The next morning, I play it cool. Kavya is already downstairs, looking uncharacteristically disheveled. I say, Did you sleep okay last night?

Not really, Kavya says. I wait for her to ask how I am feeling, but she doesn’t. Kavya isn’t Georgia; I don’t know how to parse her moods. So I decide it’s best to stay out of her way. I go to a café to make some Lucky Duck content, but I spend most of the time composing a text.


Hi Kavya, I just wanted to check in on how you were feeling about last night. I know that having sex for the first time is a big deal, and I am here if you want to process it together. I care about you very deeply and I want us to be able to communicate through all the things that we feel. I also wanted to say I had a nice time. It felt really special & I am thinking about you.



I delete the last line in case it is overkill. Then I hit send. It is a little corporate, almost Georgia-esque, but it is the most honorable way I can think of handling the situation. Four hours later, after I have double-guessed the message a hundred times, Kavya responds:


Thanks! I talked to Yara. I am OK.



We make shakshuka for dinner that night. The whole time we’re in the kitchen, I feel a heightened awareness of her presence; she is always in the corner of my eye. She takes an onion out of my hand as I am chopping it because she wanted it cut a different way. All her actions feel intentionally cruel, and I should be a cool and unbothered girl, but I can’t help it.

Are you angry at me? I ask.

No, Kavya says. She is dissecting the onion like it is my heart. Discards the peel.

Do you wish we didn’t have sex?

Kavya says no, she doesn’t think that, either. And I say, I just want us to be good. We’re good, right? Tentatively, I put my hand atop hers. I just need the bubble to burst. She will lower her guard, she will let me back in, and I count down in my head, three, two, one—

Do you want to go to the couch? Kavya says.

Yes, I want to go to the couch. The couch is not a place where either of us talks or language even matters. I find it bewildering that Kavya is totally content to fuck me on her couch and then never talk about it again. There is something about a girl not caring what I think that makes me want to suck her dick. When she is inside me, I feel like a whole symphony is swelling in my chest. How were we not having sex this whole time?

I bury my face in her neck, and as my entire body contracts, I think, I love you.

The thought rattles me even as it passes through. Do I love Kavya? The first time I saw her, I thought we would fight to the death. I have never not wanted her to notice me. When she touches me now, I feel absolved for every bad thing I’ve done. Is it possible that she feels the same?

I can’t imagine that she doesn’t, not when her voice gets low when she wants to kiss me, when she asks me, now, if the things she did hurt, and I tell her they did, but in a good way, which makes her eyebrows knot up. Now I think of the calculus she must be doing to convince herself this is casual. Has either of us had a single casual feeling in our lives?

Afterward, as I catch my breath, Kavya tells me I am on my own for dinner tomorrow. She has a date with a woman from Hinge. She asked me out last weekend, Kavya says.

Look at you, pulling all these hoes, I say. I run my hand on her arm. If I intertwine our fingers, it is like one of those optical illusions, where you can’t tell whose hands are whose.

Ha ha, Kavya says, and I put my mouth right against her neck and I ask, Do you still want to go on that date?

Well, yeah, Kavya says, to my surprise. I am so floored that I don’t even move my mouth. I just stay hanging like a stupid fish on a hook.

Is that upsetting to you? Kavya says.

Um, it doesn’t feel great, I say. Considering the position I am in right now.

It would be better if I had a shirt on, but my clothes are on the floor. If I can’t have power, at least I’ll keep my tits in her face. Dare her to look me in the eye.

I don’t know what to say, Kavya says. Like, this was unexpected and nice, but I don’t want to get into something committed right now. And I really don’t want to ruin our friendship.

She wants to pretend that this is just all nice. Instinctively I understand that I will go along with it, let Kavya ride the moment like a wave down my back, hold myself afterward until all my skin has cooled.

No, I get it, I hear myself say. It’s just that kissing my friends has famously not worked out very well for me. But, like, we’re having this conversation now, and that’s good. It doesn’t have to be a big deal.

Good, Kavya says. Because if it was, then we shouldn’t have sex.

I remember that this is the problem with Kavya: She can be a bitch. So self-assured and smug. I have learned my lesson about showing my need. Besides, the version of me Kavya wants wouldn’t mope on the couch; she would act like she never cared. So I get up first—I am proud of myself for this—and remind myself of who I am.

The next day, I visit Imraan in Queens. They bring me parathas wrapped in tinfoil, and we spend several hours psychoanalyzing Kavya Varma.

That was a roller coaster, Imraan says after I tell them the entire story, starting in freshman year, when Kavya was the first person on God’s green earth to ask me out. And you were cold, Rishi. Rubbing all these white girls in her face.

I’m not proud of it, I say.

What I don’t understand is this, Imraan says. If she liked you all this time—assuming you’re not delusional—she’s just won. She got what she wanted.

I don’t know how to say it. Maybe she knows I slept on her this whole time—

Now literally, Imraan adds, and I say, Well, now she knows the tables have turned. And she can do whatever she wants.

I have to ask, though. What is she like? Imraan says, walking me back to the subway. Sexually, I mean.

I blush. She’s, like, a top. She is always the one in charge.

That’s actually quite fortunate, Imraan says. Most of you lesbians are bottoms. That’s why you and Georgia got stuck braiding each other’s hair all night.

I feel a pang. It feels unbelievable that Imraan could speak about Georgia in the past tense.

I’m not a lesbian, I say. I am still seeing men.

The fact remains that Kavya is still going on dates, so I do too. I remind myself that I have never looked this hot in my life and probably never will again. Thus, my Tinder bender continues. I hang out for a second time with Ryan, in case I can get over his slobbering. We kiss half-heartedly, I keep my eyes closed, and I realize I am thinking of Kavya. How, the second time we had sex, she held me up and made me ride her knee. Where she got these instincts is beyond me—maybe she learned as a physics major, all angles and force on pliant objects. The truth of Imraan’s statement hits me at last: I don’t like men. I have graduated from them. I tell Ryan to stop, and I just take the train home.

Where did you go today? Kavya crosses her arms when I return.

Imraan’s, I lie, to not provoke her. I am washing the dishes that night, and I feel her reach over me for a towel. She is so tall, and it is such an evolutionary advantage; God must have known I’d be too powerful with height. I move back, just a bit, for plausible deniability, so my ass presses into her. She puts her hand on my waist in the possessive way that men do to women in a crowded room. I push her hand away without saying anything. She stiffens then; there is power in making somebody retract. She thought she had me, but she doesn’t. We go to sleep without talking or having sex on the couch. It makes me wonder who even won this round. How long this uneasy balance could last.

All I want is to ask Georgia what she thinks. We could unpack the situation with Kavya the way we did so many other interpersonal mysteries: diligently, fairly, exploring every possible outcome. There is so much I want to tell her, about men and women and the way they hurt and love. Like how all the traits we’d assumed were signs of male mystery, like reticence, are actually signs of stupidity—we hadn’t known that before. I want her to tell me why Kavya is acting the way she is, why I am so hard to love—of all people, wouldn’t she know?



My roster of men has run dry, but I have one last man on my list until I kick their kind for good. His name is Jay, and he is a clean-looking Indian guy who goes to Columbia. When I message him to ask what he is getting me for dinner, he replies, Wow, I’m loving this efficiency.

“Efficient” is a good word to describe how I move. By now I have perfected the outfit I wear for these dates: a flattering skirt, a thin-strapped top, a grandpa sweater that protects me like woolly armor from the projections of men until I see fit to remove it. I’ll remove the sweater casually, mid-meal, observing whether the man across me continues to look me in the eye. By my unscientific estimation, only 50 percent of men pass the test.

This man, Jay, keeps control of his eyeballs. When I first see him outside the sushi restaurant wearing basketball shorts, I want to roll my eyes. But then he reads my expression correctly and tells me that he is running late from his volunteer shift coaching low-income teens at the Harlem Y. Then, as we drink the little Japanese cocktails, which are always more alcoholic than I think they are, he tells me about being raised by his single mom. That’s kind of hot, I say aloud without meaning to.

I have heard that one before, he says.

After he pays the bill, Jay asks if he should walk me home or if I want to come back to his place.

Can I go to the bathroom real quick? I say.

Inside the stall, I text Imraan for a smash-or-pass. Imraan’s typing bubble appears, then disappears. They are deliberating too long—I don’t want Jay to think I am constipated. As I look at myself in the mirror, I realize two things. First, I am drunk; second, I am sad—is there a scientific explanation for why you can’t truly know these things until you are face-to-face with yourself in the bathroom mirror? I don’t want this random man. I know who I want. But it is too early to return to Kavya’s, because her stupid friends are over tonight, and I can’t bear to be with her in a house full of people, watching her from across the room.

My phone dings: Imraan’s sent an eggplant emoji. I respond, Actually I’m not gonna fuck him. Imraan says, Steal his wallet if you can. I grin.

Okay let’s go, I tell the man, who is waiting for me outside.

Jay lives in a frat house on campus. He has a dramatic, clearly invested-in bar cart and makes a big show of making me a drink, using adjectives I don’t understand in this context, like “neat” and “sour,” and I just say, Wow, even though I think all alcohol tastes like pee. He does not leave his wallet unattended. I look around for a picture of his single mom.

When I take the last sip of my drink, I am suddenly very sleepy. My eyes shut; his weight drops onto the couch next to me.

Hey, he says quietly. What do you want to do?

Dimly, I think of Kavya. I figure it’s safe to head back now. But my eyes are closed and my brain is foggy. I don’t want her to see me all drunk like this.

Then my eyes open and I see this man pushing me onto my back. I understand that he is trying to have sex. I don’t immediately register this as a threat because I normally like sex. I try to lean into it, the lurch and rhythm. But then I remember a small detail seeded earlier in today’s exposition: I don’t actually want to have sex with him. I definitely texted Imraan those exact words. This, too, doesn’t bother me at first. I know that nothing can befall me if I didn’t will it myself. The night is nearly over, it is too late for a third-act twist—I will make it out okay.

Except for the fact that he is tugging down my skirt, my panties, too, in one pull. I regret sending Imraan that text, because now it is like Chekhov’s gun, it has come back to bite me in the ass! My heart starts pounding. The more I think about it, the more I wish this weren’t happening. A sober voice knocks on the door in my mind. The same voice that emerged when I used to write essays, my clearest, truest self, and now she is shaking me, yelling, How did we get here, Rishi?

As if by answer, the movie reel unspools in my head, the historic montage that always leads to the present day. I see the Stone Age, the kings and queens of Chola India. I hear the booming British muskets, and I see my mother, I see Stanford’s glowing campus, I even see my first love, Georgia Becker. But I can’t see how any of that leads to this man climbing onto me. Here is where the sidewalk ends. We’ve gone off script, and I get the sense I have fucked up.

Still, I try to salvage the situation. I hear myself say, I can’t have sex right now, I’m on my period. It is a lie but will spare his feelings; I marvel at my own genius.

For a second, he stops, and I try to sit up. Then he says, That doesn’t bother me at all. A feminist until the very end.

Just like that, the moment has passed. I feel him press my face down like an elevator button. One hand on my neck, holding me still. What kind of porn is this idiot watching? I envision myself like a Barbie doll, with a smooth and impenetrable plastic crotch—Mom bought me one of those when I was thirteen, along with a self-care manual about puberty entitled Growing Up Is Such a Joy! I want to sue those publishers for lying: Growing up is such a drag. I try to remember my next line, but now the time for negotiation is over. Even if I stop him now, it won’t change the fact that he’s already gotten on top of me, unbuttoned his pants—these things have already been written. I turn my eyes into remote controls and blink twice to fast-forward this scene. Instead, I float out of my body and watch myself through a long, dark tunnel.

The rest of the action is not important. Go find it on the internet, pervs! I feel sorry for the girl below me. I tell her he’s just a man, he’ll be done in fifteen seconds anyway. I am right: Shortly after, he heaves and rolls off the bed. I slowly return to my body; I know because my body hurts. I put my panties back on, but they feel like a joke, the way they always feel after you’ve just had sex. I lie in silence on the couch until he gets annoyed. Do you want me to call you an Uber home? he asks. I nod yes.

It feels like the moment barely started and already it is over. Part of me still feels like I can undo everything, but of course that is not true. My problem is that I’ve always believed I have so much good luck. Plot armor, Kavya called it, and wasn’t she right? We are alive, in college, the main characters, the luckiest girls in the world. Girls like us get everything we want. We don’t know how it feels to be hungry or worthless or stupid. Once, I narrated every experience in my head, convinced it was worthy of art. Everything I saw, I turned into gold. But now my inner monologue is silent. For once, I have nothing to say.



Reality sets in on the Uber. I can’t stop coughing. The driver pulls up his mask. My heart lurches, and I want to say I swear I’m not sick, except I actually feel infectious, wounded beyond repair. I want him to take me somewhere they can put me down. It would be in the best interest of humanity.

But that’s not what he does. He drops me off outside the apartment. In the bathroom mirror, I make myself a silent promise: I will not dwell on what has happened. More importantly, I will not tell Kavya. Telling her will make shit real, and our relationship is baffling enough already. But as I undress I do something bizarre: I pretend I am talking to Georgia Becker. She takes the place of me, naked and regrettably drunk. Instead of talking to myself, I tell Georgia, Maybe you should call the police. Call somebody before you wash the evidence away.

Georgia rolls her eyes. Fuck the police, she says. ACAB all the way, baby.

She is a woman of principle, I’ll give her that. But you still deserve justice, I told her. Forget the police, go to a hospital. You could get a rape kit or something—

What did you just say? Georgia turns around.

I said you could get a rape kit—

Stop it. She shields her body with her hands. Don’t say that.

That’s literally what it’s called when a stranger grabs your neck and puts his dick in you without asking, I say. Or did you not pay attention in sex ed?

I can hear Georgia’s protests. That she would’ve been okay with a kiss, maybe would’ve worked up to second base, and hadn’t she gone up to his room in the first place? The man has just sent her a text, asking if she’s made it home safe—from real muggers and rapists, not him. She blocks his number. But I am no longer looking at her. In the half-steamed mirror, I finally see myself. The faint outline of fingers on my neck. Or is that a trick of the light? If I were white, would the bruises show up better? Should I take a selfie, just in case? What sort of face should I make in the picture?

I get the sense I’ve reached a fork in the road. Behind me is my old life as I knew it: an honest, sunlit path, now lost to me forever. Before me lies two new potential paths. One path runs parallel to the old one, leading safely to my intended destination. It represents the original plot of my story, where nobody gets hurt and everyone’s moms live happily ever after. If I try my hardest, can I stay on that path?

Because I don’t want to go down the other road, the one this night is steering me toward. That is the dark road, if I let tonight impact me. Right now, my brain is still numb, but if it hits me, I’ll collapse like a fence. No, I do not want this path. I do not want it at all.

What to do now? No matter how hard I try to distract myself, I hear it like a sick chant in my head, the kind cheerleaders would perform at Okeechobee football games: You got raped, bitch! You got raped, bitch! The dark road is calling me. I don’t want to be traumatized. Do I even have a choice? Oh shit, oh fuck—what if I can’t control it? I feel myself backpedaling like a cartoon character on the edge of a cliff. I need to stop thinking so hard. I want to bang my head on the wall and put myself out like a joint.

A joint! I remember the Ziploc baggie in my nightstand, and I know I am saved.

The weed descends like a fog. At last I am warm. I get into the shower and let the steam obscure me completely. Everything is slippery and perfect. Is this how vibes were in the womb? No wonder I cried when I was born. What a rude, callous thing to deliver infants into this shitty world. I decide right then that I will never have kids. I just want a bathtub. I want it to smell like sandalwood. I stay so long in the water I fear I will wrinkle up, but I don’t. Instead, I just dissolve away.



The next morning, I reconstitute myself. I haven’t slept, so first I buy myself an expensive coffee, then I go to CVS and pop a Plan B, and just like that, I am good as new, except for the pressure in my ears, like water I can’t shake loose. I descend the stairs into the subway to take refuge in the earth. Over a sojourn down the length of the 6 train, I assemble the narrative in my head. I type it into a Google Doc, saving all the evidence in case he ends up nominated to the Supreme Court in fifty years and I have to #MeToo his ass. The facts of the matter:


	I went to a sushi restaurant with a man I did not know. This is normal in the modern age. It is no riskier than getting into marriage with a man you’ve met two times, building a life with him in another world, but still I got caught slipping. Was it merely a matter of time?

	He probably thought he was being cool and sexy by initiating sex with a football tackle. He must have learned this from the same internet as me, whose algorithms had pushed us in remarkably different directions, feeding us opposing narratives about our bodies and how to relate to others, so that even though we had a lot of biographical details in common (born in the same year, in the same country, to Indian women who made the same brave, blind leap for a better life), in a moment of intimacy, we were incomprehensible to each other. He thought I wanted to have sex with him, so he went ahead and did it, sparing me the effort of asking myself. When I think of it like this, I feel almost tenderly toward him. Like we are both characters in an absurdist play, doomed by miscommunication. I could forgive him. It could be a funny story to tell my friends.

	Except for the fact that it hurt. Like physically hurt. He should have known there was no need to be so forceful with me. I am five feet tall. I use my pinkie to steady the rest of my hand when I do my friends’ eyeliner. Pain is not evidence of wrongdoing, I know this. If that were true my mother would have a lifetime’s case against me for all the casual agony I’d caused. But it is what I cling to, to justify my grief: My body feels it has been hurt.



What kills me now, as I ride the train, is not that I never believed this sort of thing could happen to me—I know the statistics. It’s that I thought that if and when it happened, I would have Georgia at my side. All my girls would back me up, tell me those things that are objectively true of friends but harder to tell yourself—(It is not your fault; You will be okay)—and meanwhile we would fuck shit up for the man, we would drag his ass à la Trevor Yates, Georgia would stroke my hair when the Plan B made me nauseous, made me want to die. What went wrong was not in that man’s bedroom, it was long before that, it was when the girl I planned to love forever walked away with my heart. This is what I conclude.



That night, I do something bad. I go for a run, like usual, but this time, I smoke half a blunt and drink one of those teeny-tiny shots from the corner store, then shake my head three times. When I run, my vision is comically blurred, like the alcohol-goggles they made us wear at a ninth-grade assembly, and I have silly, suddenly achievable thoughts, like I could lie down and cry. I could jump into the street, except I don’t want to traumatize a taxi driver, someone like Imraan’s dad. I could disappear into the night, where bad things happen, certifiably bad things involving knives instead of mixed signals, and I could become a cautionary tale, wrapped up, explained.

The next morning, Kavya packs for a sleepover at her cousin Aarna’s, who is undergoing a breakup. When we are having chai, my heart bursts with need. I count four moments when I feel like I can tell her what has happened. I could lay it before her like a physics equation she could solve. But I don’t. The second she leaves, I smoke again. Not the fake puffs that I used to take in social settings when I wanted my wits about me but didn’t want others to laugh. Deep and nasty drags that reach their fingers into the innermost depths of my lungs, make me dizzy, and I finally recognize what I am doing: hopscotching the point where I could hypothetically consent to anything, because I don’t want to be responsible for myself anymore. I crisscross the park with no plan, no brain.

Can I come to your house? I text Imraan when the sun starts to set. I am kind of having a crisis.

Then I text Imraan the Google Doc of evidence because I can’t bear to say it myself.

Imraan says, Oh my God Rishi are you okay, and a bunch of other things I don’t read, and I scroll to the bottom where they’ve sent their address. I memorize the route and power off my phone. Peace.

It takes me three bus connections to get there. On the second, a homeless person hefts their shopping cart onto the bus. Other people pull up their masks. The driver tells them they can’t bring their cart full of garbage. The homeless person argues, but their words don’t register for me, like when the adults talk on Peanuts. I watch the heap of garbage go by and wish I could discard my body with similar ease.

It occurs to me that this bus could stop anywhere and I would accept it. I would say, Fair enough, this is how it has to be, and I would build myself anew. I used to be so invested in my life, back when things were a big adventure, and like a compulsive book I couldn’t stop turning the pages. Now anything could happen. The arc is gone.



Another version of me would rehearse what to say when Imraan opens their apartment door. It is my first time seeing Imraan without their earrings or eyeliner, looking both young and too tall for their surroundings. I don’t want to alarm them, act like a victim, or worse, an idiot. We sit in their room; their parents are at work, Bilal Uncle driving taxis until late, Naila Aunty at the grocery store. It is my second time in a college friend’s childhood bedroom, but unlike Georgia’s, Imraan’s is small and a combo storage unit for their family’s possessions—theirs but not theirs.

So, um, I say. I low-key got got.

It doesn’t come out as gangster as I intended. Imraan’s eyes are pitying, and I think, Don’t do that, that’s not why I told you. I start apologizing to paper over the situation. I just need to get it off my chest and I will be okay, I promise. I’m really sorry. I know this is a lot.

Imraan sits across their bed while I tell them the story. I don’t recognize the sound of my voice, the edge of desperation, like a comedian absolutely bombing onstage.

I wish all men would die, Imraan says at last, adding, I don’t know if I count, or I would jump out the window right now to help the cause.

I smile because I know they are trying to make me feel better.

I just don’t know what I am supposed to do now, I say. Like, what is the protocol here for moving on?

I don’t know if this helps. Or if I should even say this. But, um, my cousin had a similar experience when she was a kid, Imraan says. She told me last summer.

I’m sorry, I say automatically, and Imraan says, I don’t know the details. Just that she’s been seeing a therapist and she says it helps a lot. So maybe that could happen for you, too.

Maybe I could call someone, I say, and Imraan nods vigorously. It is going to be okay, they keep saying, but my heart sinks, knowing that neither of us can see the future. No promises were ever ours to keep.



(No—because that shit is crushing. There is absolutely nothing that girls can control in this world and the biggest cruelty is that everyone encourages us to still try. None of the pain is our fault. Girls don’t shoot each other up on war fields or in movie theaters. We aren’t the ones chairing big oil companies or orchestrating genocides. What are we supposed to do to stop any of the senseless cruelty? What can I do? The most influential thing I can do is seduce some corporate scion at Stanford and reform him with sex. If that doesn’t work, I could smother him with a pillow. I think of the song by M.I.A.: Sometimes all I wanna do is bang-bang-bang. To hurt somebody before they hurt me. How to prevent the creeping futility? Mom worked hard, I did too, and it did not protect me. I had so many thoughts and ideas, some of them gifts from friends, and I lined them like prized possessions in my mind. All of them pretty and trapped inside of me, rattling like china when somebody held me down.)



Naila Aunty comes home and offers me dinner via Imraan; she does not speak English, and I do not speak Urdu. This is the soft-faced woman whose parathas I’ve been eating, the sole barrier between Imraan and gender liberation; it no longer surprises me that a person can be both. Imraan tells me to stay over tonight since it’s too late to go home alone. I don’t have the heart to tell them about my late-night runs. So Naila Aunty makes a bed for Imraan on the couch, and I get Imraan’s bed; it is the kind of well-intentioned gender role that we would have scoffed at in Big Sky Farm but we accept now without question.

But then, when I am washing my face I get a lurching feeling; I barely have time to lock the door before I throw up Naila Aunty’s daal in the toilet. When I leave the bathroom Imraan is standing outside.

Um—are you good? they say.

To my horror, I start to cry. There is no way to throw up without feeling like you’re seven and scared. I say, I just—I’m so sorry. Can you, um—

Imraan says, Do you want me to stay up with you for a bit? And I nod my head yes.

Imraan sits on their bed quietly, to not awaken their mother. For three seconds, I fear that Imraan will suddenly put their hand on my neck, but I know they won’t. Then I fear that Imraan’s apartment building is not up to code, the floor will collapse, and their entire family will die because of me, a trespasser. My heart starts pounding out of my chest.

Can you hold me? I hear myself say.

Are you sure? Imraan says, and I say, I feel really scared.

So Imraan lies down next to me. I turn onto my side, and they put their arm over me, gingerly first, then firmly—I am safe here. I listen to their even breaths. For the first time in days, I surrender to sleep.



In the morning when I wake, I am alone; Imraan has returned to the couch. I contemplate a whole new day of being alive. As much as I wish, I cannot stay in Imraan’s bed forever—I need a game plan. New guiding principles to live my life. What are the qualities of a healed and happy girl? A noun comes to my head: aplomb. I like it because it feels ripe and full like a plum. I can have aplomb, I can show confidence, bravado in the meantime until it turns real. Bravado and Aplomb, I tell myself. I repeat it like a mantra.

When I have adequately gathered my strength, I tell Imraan I feel better, and they walk me to the subway. Kavya is still at Aarna’s; the apartment is quiet. I go to her room and lie in her bed, starfishing my arms to spread my pheromones, so she will lie there and think of me.

It is only then that I find the courage to turn on my phone. I have seven missed calls from my mother from the past seventy-two hours. Has her telepathy alerted her to my plight? I send a text to hold her off, claiming I have been busy, I’ll talk to her later, but she calls me immediately. My phone has auto-connected to Kavya’s fancy Bluetooth system, and now four different speakers raise the alarm: MOM CALLING. MOM CALLING. MOM CALLING. MOM CALLING—

How would it feel to be struck by lightning? Flame out while I am still raw potential, before I have to make hard choices about who I will be? I reject the call. Still it doesn’t hold off the bolting urges; the edges of my vision are cramping. So I give the soft animal of my body what it wants. I smoke until I achieve a sense of vacation from myself. Like the babysitter’s in, and I can finally rest.

I never feel more literary than I do when I am high. Now everything around me is imbued with casual but heightened meaning. The childhood photos of Kavya on the mantel. Her face is sun-browned and indistinct, she has the bowl cut that humbles most small Indian girls, so that if I put our childhood pictures side by side, she could be me, and I could be her. How did we mix up the timelines?

It hits me at last. Looking at Kavya, I understand what is happening to me: a crisis of narrative. Like a scene spliced in from another movie, these recent events were never meant to happen to me. No wonder I feel like I’ve lost the plot. In order to return to the person I was, I just need to write my way around it. I need to put it in its place, fifteen bad minutes in the grand scheme of things, a footnote in this long book my mother started writing for me. When I realize this, I feel relief. I can solve this at last.

I sit down at the kitchen table to do what I have done in every crisis so far, which is to open a blank Google Doc. The cursor blinks; anything is possible. I begin to make sense of my life, untangling the strings. First I find the document I wrote after Easha’s quarantine email, with the story of freshman year. (The heat wave, the forest fires—I am the first person in my lineage to take so many flights; for this alone, in the long arc of humanity, is my suffering deserved?) I read until the drop-off point. The world ends. I need my mother. Where is she?

Then I continue writing where the document leaves off. (When I type I feel confident in a way that reminds me of Kavya. I feel this is why she’s a good writer; she seems to walk through a thicker atmosphere.) The story of the summer comes out of me. Then Big Sky Farm. The chickens—they are the stars. Scattered scenes unravel at the edges. It becomes sunset without me realizing. It becomes the night of my birthday. The peppermint plant dies. My heart swells. I am back in New York. It is night. I write right up until the night of the bad man, and then I skip over it. A whole new world unfolds before me. The life that was mine. In another timeline I have mended everything; Georgia still loves me. Sweet girl, I’m sorry it took me so long to understand. In some way, in some world, I’ll get it right. I am thinking of you when I walk through the front door of my new story.

I look at the screen, but I cannot type. Suddenly, I feel very sick. I have the same experience I did in the man’s apartment, where my brain ascends from my skull. Oh, God—can I stop myself? I reach for my body, but it slips out of my hands. I soar into space. I am a balloon with nobody holding the string.

I see a still life of the scene around me, the kitchen table, the fruit bowl. None of it feels real. Like I only saw the world once, as a child, and everything since has been mere fabrication or memory. A tree falls in the forest. There is no sound marking the end. My earlobes, my toes, where have they gone?

The pair of hands nearest to me grabs my phone. Types some words into Google, and a hotline appears. The robot who answers asks for a name. I say it twice, but they don’t get it. Spell it out: Rishika, R as in “red,” I as in “ice cream,” S as in “sister”—do you need me to start again? No, I am trying now. R as in “rapist,” I as in I need you to listen to me, I need help right fucking now, I need my mom—

I have the terrible feeling that I am still on those shrooms in Big Sky Farm, except Georgia is no longer here to pull me through the other side. I wish I had given her a knife and asked her to kill me. I consider calling Kavya, but I can’t. So I call Imraan instead and I can’t recognize my own voice. Like I am hearing a recording of myself saying, I feel like I am losing my mind. Something is wrong.

Are you having a panic attack? Imraan is saying. Rishi, can you breathe?

I—it’s not like that. It’s like a bad trip but worse. I think I could be dying. Imraan, I—

Rishi, you need to go to the ER, Imraan is saying. I’m so serious. I will Uber there and come with you right now. Where is Kavya?

Where is Kavya indeed. If she loved me wouldn’t that save me?

She’s not home right now. Imraan, I just—

I’m on my way, Imraan says. Pack a bag, I’ll be there soon.

When Imraan hangs up, a strange peace overtakes me. I watch myself move slowly, elegantly, as if underwater. Put on comfy pants and braid my hair, the way Dad would when I was small. When Imraan texts that their Uber is outside, lock the door behind like we’re heading out to brunch. Wear my Stanford sweater so that they will treat me well.

As the elevator descends toward the earth, I remember a story that perplexed me when I was younger. In the biggest Hindu epic, the princess Sita gets kidnapped by a demon king. Her husband fights an entire war—literally moves the earth and sea—to save her. But when he finally recovers her, he refuses to accept her again as his wife because she’s been defiled by another man. And so, at the moment of liberation, Sita calls on the earth to swallow her. The earth, her mother, takes her back into the womb.

As a child, I never understood why Sita didn’t stand and fight. She’d survived an abduction that wasn’t her fault—why didn’t she slap him in the face? But now I understand: Sometimes it is easier to surrender. To salvage what you can.

Can this be the worst of it? This is what I long for: this feeling to end. I would give all my fingers and toes. I would be soft and needless, never again ungrateful or even a little mean. For deliverance, I would be a perfect girl.



In the hospital I am given a juice pouch. It does little to offset the fresh horrors of the night. I watch the whole ordeal as if watching a play. Two other people enter the emergency room: a guy with what looks like a gunshot wound, a woman talking to herself. I panic and reach for Imraan, but then the nurse tells me that because of COVID protocol, Imraan can’t come inside. Say goodbye, sweetie, she tells me. Your brother can pick you up when you’re discharged.

No, no, no, I say, and Imraan says, Rishi, it’s okay.

And I think of what I said to my grandfather before he died: Be brave! How I am trying.

Once Imraan, the independent arbiter of my reality, leaves, I mentally check out. I let myself get escorted from room to room by masked employees. I have to repeat the story of what happened so many times that it starts to feel like Mad Libs. The operative verbs differ slightly each time; I got coerced, I got yeeted, I lost a wrestling match I didn’t know was happening. One nurse is a man who jumps up and smacks his fists together like a cartoon and says he would fight this guy if he was allowed. I don’t know why this small detail sticks with me. Maybe because it is sweet.

I don’t know what I expected to happen—immediate electroshock therapy, a lobotomy?—but after I’ve repeated the story seventeen times, I am put inside a small curtained room to sleep. I will get diagnosed by the psychiatrist in the morning. In a way, the bizarreness of the situation helps me descend into my body. I remember I haven’t eaten today. I fuck up two, three packets of applesauce. I ask for a fourth.

The part where I cry is when I give the nurse Mom’s number. She tries to call Mom, but it goes straight to voicemail because it’s 2 a.m. I feel swamped with fear: Mom has no idea where I am. The nurse says, It’s okay, we will call again in the morning. You are safe here. Can you sleep? And there is something about being told what to do by a grown woman that dims a switch in my brain. I close my eyes and somehow I escape.

I wake up in the same reality I fell asleep in. The room is windowless, but the clock across tells me it is just past 6 a.m. Almost immediately I check my phone: no text from my mother. I call but she doesn’t pick up. My entire esophagus closes up. But then the nurse peeks her head in and says she is on the phone with Mom. I feel relief; the adults are in charge.

Can I talk to her? I say.

I have your daughter on the line, sweetie, she tells Mom, passing me the phone. It is an old-timey handheld, awakening memories of calling India as a child. I cover the speaker.

What did you tell her? I ask the nurse.

Just that you’ve spent the night with us, the nurse says. The details are yours to tell.

Then she closes the door, and I am alone with Mom.

Amma? I say.

I hold the phone an inch from my ear, expecting a sonic blast, but my mother is remarkably businesslike with her line of questioning. First, she asks me if I am okay and if I have eaten. Then she asks for Kavya’s address and number. She is getting on a flight. There is a red-eye tomorrow, she is saying. We will pack your things. This has been enough. I will take you home.

This is it, I think. This is rock bottom. The stillness of a phone call, even though you know your mother is trembling on the other end. The soundtrack paused inside my head. I have no argument to make, no reason I cannot come home. We both know I have utterly failed.

Afterward, I return the phone to the nurse, who says, Your mama’s got you, baby.

I lie flat and stare at the fluorescent lights until I see them when I close my eyes. The past night was a blur, but this part I am committing to memory: how it feels to guide myself out of a bad feeling. To see myself in every bright light I pass.



At last the psychiatrist arrives to talk to me. She is a tall, hard-faced woman, so different from the gentle nurse. She closes the door behind her for privacy. Again I have a mental image of her pushing me down on the hospital bed. Once I work through this scenario, I feel at peace enough to talk to her.

Walk me through your experience once more, the psychiatrist tells me, and I catch myself sitting up straighter, as if she’s going to give me a medal. As I talk, I notice my efforts to make it clear that I am not like the actual broken women in this ward, I am bright and full of potential, and I hate myself for it.

So it seems to me that you experienced dissociation, the psychiatrist says. Your body’s mechanism for protecting you from intense distress. It can be scary, but it is not permanent or uncommon. People dissociate, for example, when they are reading a very good book. The problem is when it is unwanted. Then you will need grounding tools to bring you back.

I see, I say. I wish I had a notebook to write this down. My memory of the past twenty-four hours is shivering, yolky; I am afraid I will forget. But then I remember the fluorescent lights I burned into my brain. I took a mental photo only once before; I was seven, in the back seat of my parents’ car. As the light changed, we took a U-turn, and I challenged myself to remember it forever, just to see if I could. And I did. I know I am wasting critical hard drive space on that memory, but still. Can I fit just a couple more?

Whether you have lasting trauma depends on how you respond to your body’s calls for help, the psychiatrist continues. What I am saying is, you need to pump the brakes and take care of yourself. Do you understand?

The meeting is quick; the psychiatrist has bigger fish to fry. I am given several pamphlets about sexual violence and trauma responses. The night feels like a fever dream, and suddenly all I want is an iced matcha, a walk in the sun, these small things I took for granted. I am at no risk of death, so I am discharged with little fanfare. Nobody escorts me out, I just finger-comb my hair, rebraid it, and walk out to face the rest of my life on earth.



Kavya waits in the lobby wearing an oversize hoodie and mask, like she’s come to mug me. When I see her expression, I almost want to go back inside. One of her eyes is bigger than the other; fear turns her into a Cubist interpretation of herself. I step toward her. Her body is hard, unyielding, and for a second I think she won’t let me in. But then her arms enclose me. I am giddy with relief. I want to dissolve into her.

Thank you for coming, I say, but Kavya interrupts, Let’s just get home. Your mom called. She’s on her way.

I watch her try to call an Uber to the apartment. The app stalls and freezes. Kavya stabs at the screen like it personally murdered her family, and I say, We can just take the train. I’m okay with that if you are.

Kavya leads me to the subway, checking the streets for cars, like I am a child, and though I can’t see her expression beneath her mask, I feel her displeasure. I wish she would just yell at me or cry—I can’t bear her silence. Inside the train, which is only half-full, she refuses to sit next to me. She stands directly in front. She never holds the subway pole because of germs. When the train lurches she nearly loses her balance, but still she stands, making a point of it.

Just sit down, I say. Girl, why are you—

I’d rather not, she says.

Are you angry at me? I say. Because I’m so sorry for everything. I should have called you. I know Imraan filled you in, but—

As I say this the subway doors open again and a gap-toothed man shuffles through. He takes the seat directly across from us. Immediately, Kavya stands straighter. At the next stop, she grabs my arm and tries to pull me out of my seat. I pull back. Her grip tightens; it actually hurts. Come on, she says. Get up.

She makes us move to the adjoining car. We make it just before the doors close.

Kavya, what—

I didn’t like the way that guy looked at you, she says. I fucking hate the subway. We should’ve just waited for the Uber like I wanted.

Kavya never curses, and it makes a sick feeling surge in my chest. My arm hurts, but I don’t dare rub it. And maybe she senses this because she sits down with me for the last two stops. I see our reflections in the opposing window as I rest my head on her.

When we get home, I shower the night away. Then I join her for chai, like it is just another weekday morning. She is still wearing the Cubist expression. I say, I wanted to tell you what happened. I was just, like, scared of making it real. I wanted to move past it.

I’m sorry you went through that, Kavya says. I didn’t—like, I don’t know what to say—

Neither do I, I say, and it is almost a release to mutually admit this. But Kavya doesn’t relent. Did you call the police? she says. Like, who even is this guy? Can I Google him, or—

The guy, the guy. It’s like he’s not even real. I say, That feels like the least important part of all of this. I don’t want to start using capital-letter words. I don’t want it to become a whole thing.

Okay, then what happened last night? Kavya says. A panic attack? You didn’t—

They said I had a dissociative episode, I say. It’s, like, gonna be fine. Being institutionalized for a mental crisis is basically a rite of passage for women writers. So there’s the bright side.

It’s not funny, Kavya snaps. I thought you wanted to kill yourself. When Imraan called me, I was so afraid.

I am offended when she says that. I do not want to kill myself, I want to say—and is this how you would treat me if I did? She used to think I was powerful, she said so in her emails. She believed in my ability to sculpt the world around me into a story she would read. I know I could do it again, if I tried—

Listen, the details—the guy—I haven’t told my mom, I say. I am still figuring it out. I just need you to be patient with me.

I say it briefly because I don’t know how to convey the enormity of my need. If only I had no bones to break. I could roll with the punches like jelly.

You need to tell your mom what happened, Kavya is saying. Or, I don’t know—do you want to call my mom? Maybe you could talk to her. I’m sure she could tell you what to do.

This is what she wants: for my problem to be solved. What I want is her gentleness, but it won’t be the same if I ask for it. I always thought that when something bad happened to someone, they would be sainted by their suffering. I wonder if something inherently corrupt about me has become exposed by the bad man, and now it is obvious to everyone. I look at Kavya, but I no longer see her. I am looking forward in time to the future, when I will write about this moment. I am living there now, I am writing it, I look back at myself and wave, and this is how the moment ends.



I’m sorry. I know this is not what you signed up for.

I want to apologize to Mom when her Uber arrives from her emergency flight. Through her eyes I see my whole life anew—Kavya’s apartment, the windows, the ways my body has changed since she saw me nine months ago. She thanks Kavya for letting me stay. There is no time to process the incongruity of the situation, the collision of worlds, because my mother is here and I have gotten away with nothing. This is what happens when you come into the world ripping somebody else apart.

At first, I think Mom is angry at me, too. She goes straight to my bedroom to pack my suitcase. She packs with the swiftness and silence of someone who is afraid of awakening a sleeping tiger. I have accumulated more baggage than I left home with, a whole winter’s worth of thrifted sweaters—Mom groans when she sees it. You cannot take all of this, she says. It is dead people’s clothes. Junk.

I can mail anything that doesn’t fit, Kavya says—she has appeared in the doorway behind us.

No need, Mom says. Rishi will put it back where it came from. Into the trash.

I look at my mother, her voice hard, and it is only because I know her so well that I know she is grasping. And how can I blame her? How would you feel if your twenty-year-old daughter said she would never come home again and then calls you saying she feels like she will die? What would you do? What would I?

For dinner, my mother makes simple food: yogurt rice, daal with the frozen vegetables from the back of Kavya’s fridge. Kavya apologizes, says we haven’t gone grocery shopping, and Mom says, No matter. Kavya makes us chai. Dinner, then tea; we are eating out of order, but there are no rules. Mom says, This is very good, Kavya. The two of them chat in Hindi for a while. Mom always does this with Indian kids. When I was younger, I thought she was rubbing it in my face, expressing her preference for a different child. But now I watch Kavya and Mom chat, and my heart softens. I love Kavya, how her presence lets my mother talk like herself.

I like Kavya, my mother tells me in Tamil after dinner. What it has taken to bring the women I love together in a room. I wonder how Kavya is narrating this scene inside her head. My foot touches hers under the table and she’s a live wire. When I fix all this, I will ask her what she thinks of my mother in her house. It will be fun to see how far we’ve come.

Mom brushes her teeth before bed. She will sleep in Kavya’s spare room with me. Our flight leaves early in the morning. I use the bathroom after her, and when I come out, I expect she’ll be asleep—flying exhausts her. But she is sitting upright, her eyes red.

Mom, I say.

I knew you weren’t ready, Mom says. I never wanted to let you go. Can you imagine how I felt when the hospital called?

I say nothing. What exactly happened? Mom says. Rishi, I know you are angry at me, but you have to tell me—

I am not angry at you, I say.

Is this because of Georgia? Mom asks, and my heart cracks. I loved her so much, I say.

She was your best friend, Mom says.

No, I mean I was in love with her, I say, and at last, Mom says, Rishi. There is a whole range of meanings packed into my name. A chasm between the girl she knew and who I’ve turned out to be. I used to think I had a lifetime to outgrow my mother. But she says my name now, and I feel like I could tell her anything. She could become my new best friend. I could give her a remedial syllabus of my favorite books, like, Read this, and you will understand me at last. Mom, if I write this in a book someday, that I am waiting for you, will you come find me then? I look down the barrel end of this summer and remember there is still time. One summer from now, and I could be anybody at all.



I lie next to my mother but cannot sleep. I can hear Kavya’s footsteps pacing downstairs, the hum of the TV, and my heart aches, knowing I am leaving her. I can write her emails for the summer, but that was never enough. What God could I pray to for another spring afternoon with her? I go downstairs, where she’s watching a segment about New York nightlife reawakening. The infection rate is slowing. The mayor announces that the city will fully reopen in July.

You should be sleeping, Kavya says. Your flight is early.

I sit next to her on the couch. I let my tank top strap fall off my shoulder and sweep it back toward my neck. I bend down and touch my toes. I can’t tell if I am attracting her or not, so I do a couple more things. My desire so simple, turning myself on and off like a flashlight. In comparison her interior is so complex. Like a rainforest canopy, or the deepest trenches of the sea.

Did you tell your mom? Kavya asks.

Not yet, I say. She nods but doesn’t respond. I ask her, Can you please hold me?

Slowly, almost mechanically, she puts her arm around me. The TV flickers, but we do not watch. Then I kiss her until she kisses me back. She lets me do her, and I feel almost vindictive about it, that I will make her feel. Kavya, you did not cry for me, but I will squeeze it out of you now. My mom is asleep, so we have to be really quiet. I can feel her body worked up, tautening. Wearing this girl as a glove, it is the last power I have. More than anything I want to burrow myself inside of her. I imagine nestling inside her belly like a tiny vestigial organ. Safety and mercy, those simplest prayers. Who am I to ask for more?

Why are you smiling like that? Kavya asks when we are done.

I realize I have a massive stupid smile on my face. Why am I smiling? I try to stop, but my facial nerves rebel.

Because you love me, I say. You are loving me right now. That means we can make it work. I’ll just take the summer, and I’ll feel better, and then we can love each other, right?

I have such faith in my words. I am sure that I can say the right thing, if she just talks to me, Kavya, please.

Kavya says nothing, and I want to shake her. Tell her, Look at us both. Look at us now: two strong dark women, our hearts terrible and throbbing, pumping like horse hearts with blood. Sooner or later, we will get caught, which is why we choked each other down while we still could. I can feel the countdown starting in my head. I know the starting pistol will fire and one of us will bolt, too fast to catch. None of that matters. Right now, she is here.

Rishi, Kavya says at last. Listen to me.

In spite of myself, I feel giddy. I remember being a little kid on the last night before school. I’d lie awake in bed, sick to my stomach with excitement. Back then, anything seemed possible. Life stretched before me like an open palm, and I waited with bated breath. I lean toward Kavya. I know I won’t be disappointed.

I care about you, she says. I don’t want you to think that’s not the case.

She starts saying things to me. Initially, I think she is speaking Tamil because I can’t understand it well. Kavya says, But, Rishi, you’re like a natural disaster. I don’t know how to help you, but I know you need help. I can’t date you. I can’t keep having sex with you. I didn’t even want to touch you after—after you know what.

What? I say.

Kavya flinches. You know what I mean.

It was just one small thing, I say. What happened that night. I didn’t mean for it to—

Kavya covers her face. It’s all too much, Rishi. Can’t you see this isn’t healthy for either of us?

I say quietly, Then why did we just have sex?

I don’t know, Kavya says. I guess I thought that with you, it wouldn’t be a big deal.

My mouth falls open. You did not just say that. You did not just fucking say that to me.

I wait for the sucker punch, let it reverberate and then slide on through. I am porous. I am going to be fucked for a long, long time.

Kavya says she is really sorry, she didn’t mean it like that. Rishi, please say something, she says. I don’t. I am in pain, so momentarily, I have the advantage. (But when, the small voice asks in my mind, did my life become a zero-sum game? How can I keep the strength to stay in the ring, fight, and roll with the punches as they come? One day, I pray, I will understand. Preferably, before I am thirty-eight years old and all wrinkled and gray.)

In the meantime, I roll off Kavya and find my clothes. I tell her good night—no kiss—and walk upstairs. It takes all my effort not to look back.

In her bathroom mirror, my eyes are fully open, they contain secrets. Looking into them, I start to feel the rushing, the changing of scene. Bravado and Aplomb, I remind myself. It is time to begin again. Embark on the long process of building myself anew.



In bed with my mother, I listen to her soft breaths. Amma, how can I tell you what is happening to me? I lift one of her arms, floppy and passive, and drape it across my belly. There. Safe. I am safe. I could repeat that word until it loses its meaning. I used to believe so deeply in language. I thought I could translate how it felt to be me, shine it like a light toward the people I loved. But there is something different inside of me now, wordless and bottomless. Can I outsmart it? Or is it something that must be wrestled to death, a bear in the woods, making me the kind of hardened woman who can only eat what she’s killed with her hands?

Still, I think my way through this feeling in the accumulative, democratic style that I associate with conversations with Georgia. I ask myself questions. Questions like, What would it take to get over what has happened to me? Have I used up all my luck in life? How many times can I rebuild after disruption? I wonder if there is any way I can write my way through. If there is any way to turn all of this into art, into meaning. Once, I told Georgia that my parents didn’t come with a guidebook to life, but now I have a silly thought that one day, I could write it myself and distribute it to every dark-eyed girl in the world.

I miss my dad. He was the one who named me Rishika, after the sages. There is something funny, almost fated, about it; he could’ve named me after a queen or warrior, but instead, he doomed me to a life of the mind, people who lived by begging, the humanities majors of ancient India, total burdens on society. Some sages could reach a point of enlightenment called “sannyasi”—total renunciation. No homes, wives, or possessions, save for the yellow cloth they wore on their bodies. Some had no body, not even a name. If I was austere and careful, worked hard to slice away my ego, could I, too, escape? Is this what my father wanted for me, this privilege for the luckiest girls on earth: not survival, but transcendence? What optimism he pressed into my name. When I was younger, I resented “Rishika,” all the spiky syllables white teachers choked up like fish bones, but now I am grateful for his narrative foresight. I think of my mother folding my clothes into efficient, toughly loving piles. All of these things that we pack into suitcases.



Listen: I am not invincible. I return to Okeechobee with my mother. A whole summer awaits me, and school will resume in the fall, and the world keeps ending, and it is all too much.

I do consider suicide. I don’t want to think about it too much and accidentally rationalize it to myself, but the thoughts come anyway. At night, as the ceiling fan whirs overhead. I think of all the tears I have shed in this bed, when I was eleven and thirteen and sixteen and now twenty, and I think everything has always hurt me hard. The friction of the world, I am too soft for it. Knowing myself I will still be crying when I am eighty years old.

I read books that will not make me sad, either because I cannot relate to them or because I have read them before. I reread my favorite book three times. Their Eyes Were Watching God is about a free-spirited, free-loving Florida woman who chases a horizon that her foremothers could never dream of. The book opens at the end of the world, when the heroine returns dusty and defeated to her hometown, recounting the tales of three lovers to her best friend, like a seasoned veteran of war. Her first love, the one who hurt, the one that got away. Even in my pain, I can find myself in the pages of books. This is probably what single-handedly keeps me alive.

When I read it is hard not to think of Georgia. We read so many books together like detectives looking for clues about life, hints of the people we could be. When I see a line I like I imagine her copying it into her journal, both of our thoughts uploaded to the same accumulative cloud of feeling and opinion. This never-ending game of literary telephone connecting me and every girl I’ve ever loved. What a life, I think to myself. I had wanted it for a while, and then I lost the feeling, but now it reignites itself in my heart: I am going to become a writer. That is the only way out. What else will I do with these feelings? Where else can I set them down?



Dear Georgia. I have cried for you. It will be years before I can find the language for what you meant to me, and how we felt, two girls hand in hand against apocalypse. We thought the world had never seen anything like us, and it was our duty to help it, and each morning we reinvented the wheel, reinvented ourselves, tried to make sense of the changes. After you, I will fall in love again and again, and each time, I think I will never love another as much as I loved you, but I will, and I will think nobody can break my heart as you did, but they will, and I will fear that I will never rebuild myself, but this will happen as well. And I will learn some things about myself—namely, that I love with white-knuckled fists, that I will never have an easy time letting go. That I feel my feelings slow and long, like a French kiss, and it will cause me pain, but also make me extra susceptible to art. I will come to love this about myself.

I used to write you so many letters. For nearly a year I lived my life twice: once in actuality, and then again in the act of telling you, if you weren’t already there. It was our friendship, more than any book or class, that convinced me I was a writer. I framed the world in language in order to share it with you. I wanted to make sense of it together. I struggled in the moments when language was not enough—assume your perspective, be a fraction as generous as you always were to me. Now, again, I am experiencing something that pushes the boundaries of my ability to narrate it. This doesn’t diminish my faith in language—it’s the opposite. What writing requires of me—the things you taught me—are precisely what’s required of me now. Patience. Grace. An unshakable faith that things will be better.

All this is to say: I’ve decided to take a break from writing until I feel better. And I know I will feel better. One day I will tell the story of the wreck, but first I will make a home inside of it. I’ll hold my breath and surrender to its pull, so deep my feet can’t touch the bottom.
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“Malavika Kannan’s Unprecedented Times pulses with longing, intelligence, and the slippery thrills of trying to turn life into art. Kannan tracks the unruly force of Rishi’s mind with energy, wit, and tenderness. Rishi is deeply alive on the page—searching, funny, cutting, horny, insecure, grandiose, politically aware, and vulnerable. I loved her. This is a portrait of youth in crisis, but also of queer friendship and self-making: of coming of age in a burning world, of the ways we invent and undermine ourselves, of the ways intimacy can become both shelter and wreckage. Vivid and ambitious, sharp and moving, this debut confirms Kannan as a voice and mind to watch.”

—Sarah Thankam Mathews, author of National Book Award finalist All This Could Be Different

“I’ve rarely read a novel so unapologetically situated within the mindset of the earliest years of adulthood, when making your way in the world is as thrilling as it is terrifying, and all of experience feels unprecedented. Malavika Kannan writes with such sharp perceptiveness about the wild confusion of youth—the aimlessness and ambition, the simultaneous desire for independence and for communion—that, night after night while reading this novel, I dreamt of being back there myself. I couldn’t put this book down.”

—Vauhini Vara, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of The Immortal King Rao

“Rishi arrives at Stanford with dreams of being a writer but the world has other plans. Unprecedented Times is a bold and hilarious novel of big ideas and deep feeling. Malavika Kannan’s sentences tear across the page like a powerful storm. A life-giving debut.”

—Laura van den Berg, author of State of Paradise

“Unprecedented Times holds all the youth and assurance of a fresh new day. Malavika Kannan writes with a rare fearlessness about what the world promises versus what our lives actually turn out to be. A deeply propulsive read, as well as wonderfully insightful and funny. Unprecedented Times is a bright and lovely work.”

—Kristen Arnett, bestselling author of Stop Me If You’ve Heard This One

“Unprecedented Times made me laugh, cry, and rage—often within the same paragraph.… Kannan’s voice is hilarious and generous, and her incisive portrayal of navigating college as a second-generation immigrant kept me up late into the night. I absolutely could not put this book down.”

—Lamya H, award-winning author of Hijab Butch Blues

“Razor-sharp … Rishi is a relatable narrator, letting the reader in on both her most vulnerable thoughts and most biting social commentary. A sparkling work of fiction, this story feels like pages ripped straight from your funniest friend’s diary.”

—Booklist (starred review)
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