Best New Queer YA Novel in Verse for Belonging and Self-Discovery
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Readers are meeting Surya, a Tamil queer teenager navigating school, family, friendship and first love in Bad Queer, a young adult novel in verse from Gayathiri Kamalakanthan and illustrator Chi Nwosu. Published in the UK by Faber, the book matters because it offers young readers something both tender and practical: a story about identity, confidence, consent and finding spaces where you can breathe.
Essential Takeaways
A distinctive format: Poetry and expressive line drawings work together to tell Surya's story.
A richly specific identity: The novel explores queer and non-binary life alongside Tamil heritage.
A hopeful setting: Youth theatre becomes a warm, creative refuge from everyday prejudice.
A thoughtful romance: Surya and Blessing learn to discuss identity, boundaries and consent.
A gentler family story: Surya's parents are supportive without being presented as perfect.
A novel that gives uncertainty room to breathe
Surya's story begins with a feeling many teenagers will recognise, even if they don't share the same identity: the fear of responding incorrectly. When people misgender or mock them, silence can feel safer than confrontation. That tension gives Bad Queer its emotional charge, because Surya isn't presented as instantly confident or perfectly articulate.
The book, listed by Faber as a young adult title, uses verse to make those private moments feel close and immediate. Short lines can hold a thought, a pause or a sudden rush of feeling without smoothing everything into conventional prose. Reviews from Kirkus and Publishers Weekly also point to the novel's distinctive approach to queer adolescence and self-definition.
There is something refreshingly unpolished about Surya's journey. They want sharper words, a first romance and a clearer sense of self, but life doesn't deliver those things on a tidy timetable. That makes the book feel less like a lesson and more like a companion.
Poetry and illustration create a fuller picture
Nwosu's drawings don't simply decorate the text. They extend its emotional language, moving from everyday details to more abstract images that suggest anxiety, isolation or release. The result is a book that asks readers to interpret both the words and the spaces around them.
That combination is central to the appeal of this novel in verse. A line drawing can make an ordinary object feel charged, while a cluster of marks or shapes can show what Surya can't yet explain. Jhalak Review's discussion of queer verse novels highlights the value of such forms in creating intimate, protective spaces for readers.
Nwosu's own queer, non-binary and Nigerian American perspective adds another layer to the collaboration. Their visual work connects with the book's interest in ancestry, cultural memory and the search for people who have lived outside rigid categories. It gives Bad Queer a sense of conversation across communities rather than a single, fixed definition of queerness.
Why the youth theatre setting matters
The turning point comes when Surya auditions for a school youth theatre group. On stage, they find more than a hobby. Rehearsal becomes a collective act, and the group offers a place where being different isn't something that needs to be explained before it can be accepted.
That setting reflects Kamalakanthan's own connection with theatre and performance. An interview with Tamil Guardian describes their interest in queer Tamil identity, while DesiBlitz places Bad Queer within a wider effort to challenge narrow ideas about South Asian representation.
The supporting cast helps make the theatre group feel lived-in rather than magically perfect. There are friends with bold badges, small gestures of comfort and a new crush whose smile causes immediate internal commotion. For a reader who has ever felt awkward walking into a new room, the appeal is obvious: sometimes belonging starts with simply being invited to stay.
A first romance built around communication
Surya's feelings for Blessing bring warmth to the story, but the relationship isn't treated as effortless. Blessing is caring, yet he has his own learning to do around Surya's transness. He gets things wrong, thinks again and keeps trying, which is far more useful than presenting acceptance as an instant personality upgrade.
The romance also gives the novel space to discuss consent in ordinary, believable language. The characters are not delivering polished speeches. They hesitate, laugh nervously and work out what feels comfortable before physical intimacy takes over.
That focus is especially welcome in young adult fiction. Publishers Weekly and Kirkus both identify the novel's emotional and relational detail as part of its strength, while the book's wider reception has noted its emphasis on care rather than drama for drama's sake. For teenagers learning how to communicate, those imperfect conversations may be among the most valuable scenes in the book.
A hopeful family story without easy answers
Surya's parents are queer and non-binary, and their home is broadly safe, but that doesn't mean every conversation is simple. Kamalakanthan has chosen to show a family where gender identity is part of everyday life rather than the only source of conflict.
That decision matters. Too many stories about queer teenagers make family rejection the central plot engine, leaving little room for ordinary teenage messiness, humour or desire. Bad Queer instead asks what adolescence might look like when a young person has enough safety to discover who they are.
The book's hopefulness isn't sugary. Surya still faces misgendering, uncertainty and the exhausting work of being seen accurately. But the story imagines a future in which queer young people can build relationships, make mistakes and experience tenderness without having to earn their right to exist first.
Bad Queer is a thoughtful choice for readers seeking queer YA fiction about identity, Tamil heritage, first love and consent.
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