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MEGHNA


SNEAKING OUT OF A HOUSE FULL OF BENGALIS IS NOT AN EASY task by any means. The incessant sound of Abbu’s voice on the telephone floats all the way upstairs and through my closed bedroom door, mixed together with the dramatic music and Hindi dialogue from the natok Ammu is currently watching in the sitting room.


I glance down at the time on my phone: 8:45 p.m. There’s only fifteen minutes until I have to meet Zak, and unless Ammu and Abbu are occupied for the entire time I’m there and the time it takes me to get back, they’ll definitely notice my absence.


I look out my window and almost consider the few stories drop all the way to the ground. But I’m pretty sure seeing my boyfriend just to give him this once-in-a-lifetime (for me) news is not worth breaking my legs, or possibly dying.


So I slip my bedroom door open and clamber down the stairs, getting ready to lie my ass off to my parents. Something I’m surprisingly good at.


In the sitting room, Ammu’s eyes are glued to the TV screen in front of her. I stay in the doorway, half-in and half-out of the room.


“Ammu … I’m going to the library, okay?”


Ammu’s eyes snap to me immediately. She looks me up and down, at my black jeans and purple runners, and the pink blouse with the puffy sleeves. She has such a good poker face that I have no idea what judgment she makes of me from that once-over.


“Is the library open this late?” she asks finally.


“Yes!” I lie, with all the confidence I can muster. “But it closes at nine thirty, so I have to hurry!” I don’t give Ammu a chance to ask any more questions. Questions are where lies go to die, and I don’t have time for anyone to poke holes into mine today.


“Khodahafez!” I cry, stumbling out the door while nearly tripping on my untied shoelaces. Ammu calls out something indecipherable behind me, and I’m hoping and praying to God that it’s goodbye as I leg it down the driveway and out of sight of our house. It’s only then that I pause to catch my breath and tie my laces.


My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I dig it out. It’s just a text from Zak, and not Ammu insisting that I get back home immediately.




Zak: where are you???





I glance at the time on the top of my phone screen, and it’s already 8:55. Zak is early—for once.


Almost there, I quickly type back before giving my laces one final tug and starting to make my way to the park that’s our meeting spot and has been for the past few months. It’s only a twenty-minute walk, or five-minute bus ride. But I half run and half walk there today (I could definitely win gold for fast walking at the Olympics) and get there in ten minutes. Under the shroud of darkness, Blackthorn Garden almost looks creepy. It’s completely deserted, and the looming trees sway in the wind as I slip through the gates. I can hear the creaking of the swing set before I see Zak. He’s sitting on one of the swings, his face illuminated by the glow of his phone. My heart hammers in my chest at the sight of his lips puckered in concentration, and the arch of his eyebrows. It’s strange—even three months into our relationship, seeing Zak sets fresh goose bumps running across my skin. Of course, he can never know about that.


“Hey!” I say, slipping onto the swing beside him and trying not to grin too wide.


“Took you long enough,” Zak says, putting his phone away and looking up at me with a lazy grin of his own.


“Sorry. It’s not always easy to get away from my house, you know.”


“It’s just fifteen minutes to the park.”


“Twenty, actually,” I say, and he rolls his eyes.


“Tell me your news,” he says.


“Seriously? I don’t get to build up to it? To set the scene and do a big reveal?”


Zak groans. “You know it’s a twenty-minute bus ride for me to get home. And it’s the middle of the week. I have a curfew.”


I frown, even though I know I don’t really have a right to be annoyed. He did come all the way out here to see me at the last minute, just because I told him I had big, exciting news I wanted to share. Still, I can’t help the little pulse of disappointment that he doesn’t seem as enthused about hearing my good news as I am about sharing it. But it must be because he had to get the bus all the way here, and probably had other things planned that he had to drop at the last minute for my sake.


So I shake the disappointment off and sit up with my shoulders straight. “I got an email today.”


“Right …”


“And I got into the Young Scientist Exhibition!” I almost yell the last words, throwing my hands in the air with excitement. Zak’s lips are pressed into a thin line, and he’s looking down at the ground. “We’re going to be there together this year. Like a science power couple!” I add. “Can you imagine if our projects are side by side, and we can—”


“I thought your project was about something to do with floods,” Zak interrupts.


“Investigating rising water levels in Bangladesh and the various flood prevention mechanisms which can slow the process of creating eco-refugees.” I rattle off the title that I’ve already committed to memory.


“Right. That’s more … geography, isn’t it?” His voice rises too high on the last few words, like he’s trying really hard to emphasize the fact that he’s just asking a harmless question and not questioning the reason why I got into the exhibition.


I try to bite down the annoyance gathering in my stomach. Annoyance that will definitely turn into fiery rage if I don’t nip it in the bud.


“I thought you’d be happy. You were the first person I wanted to tell.”


He finally meets my gaze, and I’m not sure what to read in his blank expression. “I just … I’m making sure that you’re not being set up.”


“Set up?”


“Like, for failure. Only a handful of people get awarded at the Young Scientist Exhibition, and I feel like your project will get lost in all the tech and actual science.”


“Flood prevention is science,” I say through gritted teeth, because otherwise I may shoot flames from my mouth.


“Meg, I’m just concerned about you.” He reaches his hand forward like he’s going to link our fingers together. But for once, I’m not getting goose bumps on my skin or butterflies in my stomach at touching him. I leap off of my swing instead, inching away from him and shooting him a steady glare.


“Are you worried about losing to me or something? Because I thought you were different than that,” I say. And I really thought he was. For the past three months, Zak has been nothing but the perfect boyfriend. It’s not like any other boy would be sympathetic with all the sneaking around and secret relationship stuff. But he’s from Bangladesh, too. He understands that there are some things our parents just don’t need to know about. His parents are the same as mine. I thought that—combined with his good looks, his charm, his kindness—made him the one. I’d never accounted for his strange reaction to this.


Zak sighs, letting his hand drop to his side. He doesn’t make an effort to reach out to me again, but he does meet my gaze once more. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”


“I can’t think of any other reason why you wouldn’t be happy that I finally got in,” I say. “I’ve been trying for years and—”


“I don’t want this to be another thing you lose to Rani.” Zak’s words are like a gut punch. And they make me angrier than anything else he’s said tonight—all of which made me pretty angry.


“Seriously?”


“Rani gets in every year,” Zak says. “I know how you are about her.”


I shake my head, but I know he’s right. There are worse things than not getting into the Young Scientist Exhibition, and losing to Rani Choudhury is definitely worse.


“Imagine you’re next to her,” Zak says. “Imagine the two of you have to be side by side and you have to watch the judges marvel at her brilliance and—”


“Okay, okay. I get it. You’ve painted a pretty picture.” I sigh.


Zak does stand up this time. He shuffles forward, closing the distance between the two of us. He reaches out and takes my hands in his, warming my fingers against the cool September air. “I’m just thinking about you,” he says softly.


“I know,” I say, thinking that I should have known it all along. There’s no way Zak—my Zak—would be threatened by me being in the same competition as him. “And you could have done so without bastardizing my name! You know I hate that. Meg? That’s some white girl with—”


I don’t get to finish my sentence, though, because he leans closer and presses his lips against mine, cutting me off. I forget the rest of my words as I wrap my arm around him, run my fingers through his hair. And I almost—almost—forget about Rani Choudhury. But somewhere in the back of my mind, I’m already thinking about how I’m going to go into the Young Scientist Exhibition, and how I’m going to destroy her.
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RANI


“RANI!” THE SHARP SOUND OF AMMU’S VOICE PULLS ME OUT OF MY concentration. I blink for a moment at the bright lights of the computer screen in front of me, the half-finished code, and my hovering cursor.


“Rani!” The call comes louder before I’ve even had the chance to slip out of my chair.


“Com—”


“RANI!”


I sigh and fling the door open, hurrying downstairs as fast as I can before Ammu’s screaming bursts my eardrums.


“Yes?” I say in my most polite voice, though really, I want to scream WHAT?! Very loudly. I just know I can’t do that without receiving a lengthy lecture that I don’t have time for.


Ammu frowns at me like she’s unhappy I’m here after all her god-awful screaming.


“You’re not dressed,” she says.


“There’s still time until …” I cut myself off when I spot the time on the clock above the TV. It’s 6:00 p.m. already. “Sorry,” I mumble instead. “I guess I lost track.”


Ammu shakes her head like she’s not sure what she’s going to do with me, but she points to the brown paper shopping bags on the couch. “I bought you a few things. There’s a new dress that I thought you could wear today.”


“Oh.” Ammu and I don’t have the same fashion sense, but she still loves to buy me the kind of clothes she insists suits me the best. It’s not like I can say anything when she’s already bought them. It’s not like I even have the right to complain.


In front of me, Ammu pulls out a white knee-length dress with a printed floral design across it. She holds it up to me and frowns. “You’ve gained a few kilos, but it should still fit. And the white will look really good with your skin.”


What she means is that it’ll give me the illusion of having a lighter skin color than I do. Having spent the last seventeen years of my life hearing all kinds of comments from my mother, I’ve become pretty adept at cracking her codes. Not that they’re particularly difficult to crack, anyway. Anyone who is paying close attention can figure them out.


“I was going to wear that black dress Aarti brought me back from Bangladesh last time she was there?” I ask. It’s midnight black with sparkles across it so it looks like a night sky.


But Ammu just shakes her head again. “You want them to think you’re dark?”


“I’m pretty sure they already know what my skin color is, Ammu. I’ve known them pretty much my whole life,” I say.


“You want to look presentable, Rani.” She hands me the white dress like the conversation is over before digging into the bag once more to pull out some eyeliner, powder, and lipstick, and shoving those into my hands, too. “Not too much, but a little makeup will make you look nice.” She smiles for the first time this entire conversation. So I smile, too, because I know she’s just doing all this because she always wants me to make a good impression. She always wants our whole family to make a good impression.


“Okay, I’ll go get ready,” I say, turning around and making my way up the stairs. I lay the dress down on the bed and pile the makeup on top of it. Pink lipstick, dark black eyeliner, and a powder that’s a whole shade lighter than my skin.


For a moment, I envision walking over to my wardrobe and putting on the black dress instead. But then I remember the way Ammu’s eyebrows furrowed together the first time I wore it out to a dawat. There’s no way she’d let me get away with wearing it to have a meal with the Sardars. So I tuck away my thoughts of the black dress and do as Ammu wants me to.


THE SARDARS ARE ALREADY AT THE RESTAURANT BY THE TIME WE arrive. Thanks to Parisa and Neelam arguing about what dresses they wanted to wear, we were delayed. Ammu and Abbu groaned and complained the entire drive over, but as we step into the restaurant, instant smiles appear on their faces like magic.


Ammu embraces Sardar Aunty like they haven’t seen each other for an eternity while Abbu and Sardar Uncle exchange salams and handshakes. It’s not long, though, before both my parents turn to Zak, who is sitting at the far end of the table and scrolling through his phone like he hasn’t even noticed our presence.


“Zakkariyah!” Abbu says. “Huge, huge congratulations on the rugby win!”


Zak finally looks up, and a smile flits across his face. “Thanks, Uncle,” he says. “It’s not that big a deal.” But from the way he says it, it’s clear that he thinks it’s a pretty big deal.


Ammu nudges me with her elbows and nods at Zak, so I clear my throat to speak. Everyone’s eyes snap to me, and I try to ignore the heat that rushes up my face.


“Congrats, Zak,” I say, my voice sounding more like a squeak than anything else.


“Thanks, Rani. You sitting down?” He pats the seat right beside him, and both our parents beam like this is the best interaction they’ve ever witnessed in their whole entire lives. I try very hard not to roll my eyes as I shuffle over and take a seat beside Zak.


Thankfully, our parents and my sisters take their own seats, too, drawing attention away from me and Zak. Attention is the last thing we need.


“Are you wearing makeup?” Zak asks, looking at me a little too closely with his piercing brown eyes. I pull at my hair so it falls in a curtain between me and Zak.


“Yeah, a little.”


“Since when do you wear makeup? And pink lipstick? Really?”


“Ammu got it for me,” I say.


“Ah.” He leans back in his seat, like that explains it all. Like he’s got me pinned down just because our families have known each other for the past few years and decided that the two of us are destined to be. The thing is, it makes sense on paper. It’s not like Dublin is crawling with eligible Bangladeshi, Muslim bachelors. Technically, I’ve hit the jackpot with Zak. The problem is, I’m not sure I actually like him like that, or like the fact that the two of us are in a kind-of sort-of relationship. As a friend, he’s fine. As more than that? I’m not so sure.


“I want a doner kebab,” Parisa says before anybody else has even had a chance to glance at the menu.


“I want chips!” Neelam chimes in quickly, like if she doesn’t, she might lose her shot at them.


“I think we should order whatever Zakkariyah wants. It’s his day, after all,” Abbu says. Pari lets out half a groan, but as soon as I poke her in the stomach with my elbow, she shuts up. She should know by now that Zak is the favorite child of our family … and he’s not even in our family.


“Uncle, you can call me Zak,” Zak insists.


“Zakkariyah is a much better name than Zak,” Ammu says. Uncle and Aunty nod in agreement.


“I don’t know why he tries to change it to that awful Zak. Zakkariyah is strong, Muslim,” Aunty says.


“There are so many amazing people with your name,” Uncle adds. “Zakariyya al-Ansari was an Islamic scholar in medieval Egypt.”


“There’s also that Indian cricketer, right? Zakkariya … Zakkariya …” Abbu drifts off, trying to find his exact name.


Zak turns to me with a look of utter frustration, and for the first time tonight it feels like we actually have something in common.


“Zak is a better name, right?” he asks me quietly, like he values my opinion on it more than anyone else’s.


“Not the way you say it.”


“How do I say it?” he asks.


“Zack, like it’s a Western name. Zakkariyah and Zack, they’re not the same.” I shrug.


“You’re really going to mansplain to me about my own name?” he asks.


I scoff. “I’m just answering your question.”


Strangely, Zak smiles instead of retorting with something smart. Like he’s letting me win this one.


“The makeup looks nice, by the way,” he says aft er a moment.


If I were a normal girl, the compliment would probably make me feel something. Like a thrumming in my chest, or heat rising up my cheeks.


But I guess I’m not a normal girl.
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MEGHNA


CAR RIDES WITH MY PARENTS ARE HELLISH, BUT WHAT’S EVEN worse is what waits for me at the other end of the ride.


“I don’t understand why we’re going to this dawat,” I complain.


“Because we were invited,” Ammu says matter-of-factly. Ever since Abbu’s business went bankrupt a few years ago, the Bengali people we used to hang out with rarely—if ever—invite us over. Still, when they do, Ammu and Abbu jump at the opportunity.


“But we hate them,” I point out, crossing my arms and glaring out the window at the passing cars. I know I can’t do this once I get into the dawat, so I might as well get it all out of my system now.


“We don’t hate them,” Abbu says at the same time that Ammu exclaims, “We don’t hate anyone!” They exchange a quick glance, like they’re embarrassed to have gotten their signals mixed up this one time.


“They’re part of our community,” Ammu adds after a second. “So, it’s important to be a willing participant of that community, even if things are sometimes a little complicated.”


“They didn’t care about community when things were hard for us,” I say.


“Things aren’t always so black-and-white,” Abbu says in a firm tone that tells me the conversation is over. So I groan and slump back in my seat, even if it messes up my hair a little bit, waiting for the car to pull up to the driveway.


The Bhuiyans’ house is nothing like ours. That’s probably why it’s on the complete other side of the city and secluded with a gate and red-brick fence. The gate opens automatically once Abbu presses the buzzer on the wall, and we drive in. There are already a dozen cars in front of the house, and Abbu parks just to the side of the gravel pathway.


“I think we might be late,” Ammu mumbles as she grabs hold of the bouquet of flowers she bought for the Bhuiyans.


“I bet none of the other families had to drive from the other side of Dublin,” I point out. But instead of agreeing with my very valid point, Ammu fixes me with one of her signature glares.


“Meghna, I know you don’t like the Bhuiyans—”


“Or anybody else here,” I say.


“—but you have to be on your best behavior.”


“I’ll try.” I shrug. It’s the best she’s going to get out of me. Ammu sighs before ushering me and Abbu toward the oak double doors and ringing the bell. Even though she’s been trying to justify our coming to this dawat this whole time, a flicker of nervousness crosses her face as the doors swing open. Bhuiyan Uncle stands in the doorway, and his smile feels plastic.


“Ah, Rahman Bhai, Bhabi!” he says. “Long time no see! Come in, come in!”


He waves us in and looks at me with surprise as I pass by. “Meghna, you’re all grown up.”


“I have been for a few years now,” I say with a sickly sweet grin. He doesn’t seem to get that it’s a jibe against them for basically shunning us for the past few years.


“Your new house is … amazing,” Abbu says, staring in awe at the white-tiled floors of the grand entrance and the spiral staircase leading upstairs. I’m pretty sure our entire house could fit in just this space, but I can already see it leads into a lounge area filled with aunties and uncles who don’t pay any mind to our presence.


“It took a while for it to come together,” Uncle says, as if he built the place with his own two hands or something. “I could give you all a tour?”


Ammu and Abbu nod enthusiastically, but the last thing I want to do is trail behind them as Bhuiyan Uncle boasts about all the expensive things he has no doubt filled this house with.


“Where’s the bathroom?” I ask.


“There’s one just up the stairs. First door on the right,” Uncle says.


“Thanks.” I slip off my shoes and make my way up the stairs; I can still hear the sound of Bhuiyan Uncle telling Ammu and Abbu about the tiles they had to have specially imported from Italy for their kitchen.


I don’t actually have to use the bathroom, so I pause at the top of the stairs, unsure of where exactly to go. If I go downstairs, I’ll have to deal with the aunties and uncles asking questions that’ll no doubt lead to the rumor mill talking about my family. I definitely don’t want to give them any more ammunition, or to even really be in their presence.


“Are you lost?” Rani’s familiar voice snaps me out of my thoughts. She’s looking at me with her wide-eyed deer-in-the-headlights expression. And of course, she looks stunning. It’s not like Rani has ever not looked stunning, when her parents give her absolutely everything that money can buy. She’s wearing a cream-colored anarkali dress with indigo flowers printed all over it. Her deep-blue urna hangs effortlessly off one shoulder and glitters when it catches the light. Compared to my simple, pink-patterned salwar kameez, Rani is basically dressed like royalty.


“It’s a house. How could I get lost?”


“It’s a pretty big house,” she says. “The bathroom is just over there.” She points to the door right in front of me, as if I’m incapable of finding the bathroom by myself.


“I’m not looking for the bathroom.”


“Well, all the kids are over in the bedroom watching Boss Baby,” Rani says. “They’re mostly pretty young.”


“I think Boss Baby is really incisive commentary on how we need to prioritize love and family over the evil that is capitalism, so it’s good that kids are watching it,” I say, even though I hated Boss Baby and would definitely never watch it ever again.


Rani smiles like I’ve said something funny, and it makes anger pulse through my veins. “I heard that you got into the Young Scientist Exhibition. With observations like that, I’m not surprised. Congrats.”


I can read between the lines of what she’s saying. She’s surprised I got in even though I’ve watched movies like Boss Baby. She doesn’t know what’s coming, though—how my project is absolutely going to destroy hers.


“Isn’t it, like, your millionth time at the exhibition? Hardly something to congratulate me about when it’s something you can do in your sleep, apparently.”


Rani blinks her long, black lashes a little too slowly. “Well, I think it’s a really big achievement, regardless. We should celebrate all our accomplishments, right? I can’t wait to see your project.”


I know she’s fishing for information, but there’s no way I’ll give away anything about my project.


“Can’t wait to see yours, either,” I say, though I definitely don’t mean it. “I assume it’s something genius to do with tech.” Last year, she designed an app that helped students work on group projects together. It was really just a fancier version of Google Docs, but my parents talked about how smart Rani was for creating it for so long that I seriously wished I had the ability to turn my ears off at will. If only Rani had designed the technology for that.


“It’s to do with languages,” Rani says with a small nod. I make a mental note of it, but it makes me feel a little bit more at ease about beating her. If the judges at the exhibition weren’t moved by her app that was supposed to help students, there’s no way they’ll give her a prize for an app about languages. There are a million language apps already out there.


She doesn’t elaborate any more. Instead, she just looks at me, like she’s waiting for me to douse her in compliments for her brilliant app idea. No doubt that’s what everybody else in her life does 24/7.


“Well, I hope it can beat out all the other language apps on the market!” I say cheerily.


Rani’s smile flickers for a moment, but before she has the chance to say anything else, Bhuiyan Aunty’s voice floats up from downstairs.


“Dinner is served! Come to eat!” she says in a singsong voice that grates on my nerves.


“Bhuiyan Aunty makes the best biryani,” Rani says.


“I hate biryani,” I lie with a smile before turning around and marching down the stairs. By the time Rani follows me down, I’m already at the kitchen, piling my plate with food and looking for a secluded corner to eat in by myself. I’d rather spend the whole dawat alone than spend another minute with Rani, or really anyone else here. Thankfully, nobody bats an eyelash when I slink off into a corner of the sitting room with all the uncles. Abbu even gives me a smile, like he’s glad I’m here. Probably because none of the uncles seem particularly interested in speaking to him, either.


I stuff a handful of biryani in my mouth, savoring the taste of the rice and meat and spices all mixed together. Rani was right—the biryani is good. But that doesn’t mean I can’t hate Bhuiyan Aunty and Uncle, or all the other people at this dawat who were all too happy ignoring my family for the last few years. And it doesn’t mean that I can’t hate Rani and every awful thing about her.


My parents may think Rani is the best thing to come out of Bangladesh since Muhammad Yunus won the Nobel Prize, but I know the real her.


And I have to beat her.
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RANI


FOR SOME REASON, I THINK ABOUT MEGHNA FOR A LONG TIME—during the dawat when she avoids me like the plague, after on the car ride home, and even throughout the rest of the week as I try to figure out my presentation for the Young Scientist Exhibition.


“You’re not thinking about your science project, are you?” Aarti asks at lunchtime on Wednesday, when the silence between us has stretched out for a little too long.


“You know I hate it when you call it a science project. It sounds so … childish,” I say. Aarti just rolls her eyes and takes a bite of the spinach frittata that the cafeteria is serving today. I know she has more she wants to say, and she’s just drawing out the conversation. Ever since befriending her four years ago when I first started in Sacred Hearts International School, I’ve quickly realized that this is Aarti’s method of ensuring that people are really paying attention when she has something important to say.


Now I watch as she takes an agonizingly long time chewing her food. Finally, she swallows and says, “I’m just tired of every single conversation revolving around it for the past couple of weeks. I know it’s important to you, but you can’t live, breathe, and eat it for months and not expect me to complain at least a little.”


“Well, good thing it’ll be over by this time next week.” My mind drifts to Meghna again—because she’ll be there at the exhibition. After not seeing her for months, maybe even a whole year, I get to see her twice in the space of two weeks. If I was someone who believed in superstitions, I would think maybe it was some kind of a sign. “You know, Meghna is going to be there,” I blurt out, against my better judgment.


Aarti’s eyebrows scrunch up for a moment. “Meghna?”


I can’t tell if she’s pretending she doesn’t know Meghna or if she’s really forgotten about her. It’s not like there are a million Meghnas running around Dublin.


“You know, Meghna Rahman. You definitely saw her in some dawats back in the day.”


Recognition flickers in Aarti’s eyes, and she sits back in her chair, slowly chewing another bite of her frittata. “The Rahmans. They were the ones who went bankrupt because the uncle did some shady deals and went into major debt, and then they had to move, and nobody wanted to associate with them anymore. Right?”


I sigh. Leave it to Aarti to remember Meghna and her family for their scandals and nothing else.


“I’m pretty sure that’s not what happened. That was just a rumor.”


Aarti raises an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you were friends with … Meghna.” She says her name like it’s something distasteful. I knew I shouldn’t have brought her up.


“I’m not. It’s just last weekend at that dawat at the Bhuiyans’ house, she was there, and I heard she was going to be at the Young Scientist Exhibition. I don’t know, it was kind of nice to see her again after so long.” I pause, not sure how much information is appropriate to divulge here. After all, whatever friendship I had with Meghna is from the past. From before starting at Sacred Hearts. From before befriending Aarti. And I’m not sure I really want to dredge it all up and have Aarti put it under a microscope. Especially when even I don’t know what really happened. “I guess I just think it’s cool that there will be multiple Bangladeshis presenting. Bangladeshi representation, right?”


Aarti squints her eyes at me like I’ve suddenly grown two heads, so I quickly stuff the most humongous bite of my own lunch into my mouth so she can’t ask me any more questions. That doesn’t stop Aarti, though—almost nothing does.


“Who is the other one?” she asks. When I look at her questioningly because I’m too busy chewing to speak, Aarti just presses even more. “You said there were multiple Bangladeshi people presenting. So, it’s you, Meghna, and …”


“Zak.” My voice comes out in a squeak. Aarti’s expression hardens at his name.


“Seriously? He has time from his busy schedule of rugby and being a smug asshole to present at a science fair?”


“A science exhibition,” I correct her. “And he’s not that bad. He’s smart, clearly, otherwise he wouldn’t be the only student from his entire school picked to present. And his project sounds amazing. He’s working on an app that’s supposed to help athletes keep track of everything in one place. Their diet, their exercise, and the app is supposed to calculate statistics about your body, how it’s changing, and even give you advice on what you can do differently depending on what changes you want to see.”


“So, an app for sports bros.” Aarti sounds so unimpressed it’s actually a little funny.


“Athletes are not ‘sports bros,’” I say, but Aarti just rolls her eyes. Zak may be the most charming guy I—or my parents—have ever met, but something about his charm just never works on Aarti. And he’s definitely tried his best—from cracking jokes in the middle of dawats, all the way to going over her head to impress her parents. But none of it made any difference to Aarti, even if she knows that being my best friend means she’ll have to put up with Zak one way or another.


“I hope you beat him,” she says. “God knows he’s had enough wins in his lifetime. He doesn’t need anything, or anyone, else to stroke his ego.”


I bite down a laugh because it’s not the first time I’ve heard this sentiment from Aarti. I hear it with every match of Zak’s that I drag her to, every single Young Scientist Exhibition where we’re both up for the same award, and every time his parents call mine to tell them the good news about his results.


“His results are not even as good as yours!” Aarti had cried in an exasperated voice last summer. Our report cards arrived in the mail and my parents fawned over Zak’s like they always do while dismissing mine as though they had never expected anything else.


“I guess you’ll have to come to the exhibition to cheer me on, then,” I say with a smile.


Aarti just sighs and says, “Like I’ve got nothing better to do with my life?” But I know it’s her way of saying that I couldn’t keep her away even if I tried.









5


[image: ]


MEGHNA


I’VE BEEN TO THE YOUNG SCIENTIST EXHIBITION ALMOST EVERY year since I started secondary school.


But this is my first year as a participant. As a scientist. And, as soon as I arrive in the massive hall at the RDS, I can’t help but be enthralled by everything. My eyes widen to the size of saucers as I take it all in: the other students setting up their tables with posters explaining exactly what their projects are about, the signs hanging up on the wall telling people what they can expect in each section of the venue. That’s how big the hall is—there are sections!


“You know you’re supposed to be setting up, right?” Yemi’s voice is muffled behind a box of materials they’re carrying in front of them. When I turn around, they’re being guided by Janella, who has one hand firmly pressed against Yemi’s wrist and is pulling them along gently.


“How do you know I’m not setting up?” I ask.


“Because I know you,” Yemi huffs. Janella drops their wrist and pulls the box from Yemi’s hand, only to place it with a plop on top of the desk I’ve been assigned, already scattered with the stuff I brought in earlier. “And I was right.” Yemi says this with all the theatrics that only someone who has been part of their local drama group their entire life can. So, basically, with some jazz hands and an over-the-top singsong voice.


“The exhibition starts in, like, an hour,” Janella half whispers, checking the time on her phone.


“I’ll be ready in time. I can get it set up in a few minutes, no problem!” I say, even though when I glance down at the box and everything I have to do to prepare, it doesn’t seem like it’s a no problem situation.


Janella and Yemi exchange a glance between them like they know this. And I know they know. I’m not exactly the most organized person in our friend group.


“We could stay?” Janella asks, though she’s looking at Yemi instead of me.


“We’ve got double biology first anyway, so it’s kind of like we’re in science class already.” Yemi shrugs.


“You’re not staying!” I exclaim. “I’ve got this. Go to school, study science, and I’ll see you when Ms. Ennis brings the whole year down.” I all but shove the two of them through the double doors by my table. They protest halfheartedly before finally succumbing. They’ve never been able to hold their own against me in an argument, anyway.


Once the double doors shut behind them, I feel anxiety pool in my belly as I look around at everyone else, total strangers who’ve probably been presenting here every year since they started secondary school. I don’t really believe in impostor syndrome—I know the only reason I ever feel it is because I’m a woman of color in a country where I’m a minority. And an immigrant and from a working-class family, on top of all that. But I can’t help but feel like I don’t belong here at all.


I shuffle back to my table, because I have work to do. But before I begin, I type a quick text to Zak: can you tell me everything’s going to be all right? I’m feeling way more nervous than I should be.


For a moment, I just stare at my phone. I will Zak to start typing, for the three dots to appear. But nothing happens.


I know he’s here somewhere in this massive events hall, and he’s probably setting up his own project, like I’m supposed to be doing. I can’t wait for him to come to rescue me—to make me feel like I belong here. I don’t have time for that.


So instead, I take a deep breath and put my phone away as I start emptying the box of everything I need to set up my table. I’ve worked hard for this, and I know that I can win.


At least, that’s what I repeat to myself for the next hour.


I DON’T KNOW WHY I EXPECT PEOPLE TO COME POURING IN AS soon as the exhibition officially begins. That obviously doesn’t happen, because this is a science expo and not a Beyoncé concert that people have been queuing up for for hours on end.


Instead, once the doors open, a trickle of people come in slowly throughout the day. I stand by my table, hands clasped in front of me like I’m a polite person who knows how to behave in decent human society. I even smile—big—at all the white people strolling around the hall, their eyes on the different projects on display. It’s not lost on me that I’m one of a handful of people of color in this room.


“What do we have here?” a white woman with dark red hair asks, pausing in front of my table and waving over a group of students. Their navy-blue uniforms are only a shade darker than my own, but the school crests emblazoned on their sweaters is completely different.


“Hi, welcome!” I say, my voice sounding a little too cheerful and fake. None of the students look particularly impressed as they take in the posters plastered around my desk. But I know I have more to offer.


I move over to the other side of my station, giving them room to take everything in.


“My project is all about flood prevention, which is especially important in this day and age when rising sea levels are cause for huge concern. Did you guys know that it’s predicted that seventeen percent of the country of Bangladesh will be underwater by the year 2050? Which means more than twenty million people will be displaced!”


The redhead nods as if this is the most fascinating tirade she’s ever heard in her life, but her students blink at me like they haven’t processed a single word I’ve said.


I take a deep breath and continue, “You see, Bangladesh deals with floods every year because so much of the country is under sea level, which means that every year the rain and the rising water levels give way to them.”


I press a button on the tablet set up against the posters, and the graphic I worked so hard to create starts raining onto the map of Bangladesh until much of the green on it disappears into blue water.


This time, the students shift on their heels, their eyes glued to the tablet. A few people from the surrounding area even shuffle over.


“Wars and famines have already led to a rise in refugees in recent years, but if this problem persists—not just in Bangladesh, but across the globe”—at this, I tap on the tablet again and the image zooms out to show all the countries that are in a similar amount of danger from rising sea levels—“we’re going to see millions of people displaced without a home and with nowhere to go. The rise of climate refugees is imminent if we don’t find a solution to the problem now. Bangladesh is not the only country affected, but it is one that’s in immediate danger.”


I continue my presentation with images of parts of Bangladesh that were ravaged by floods. The pictures show people’s homes swept away, and crops destroyed. It shows people knee-deep in water, and even cars and rickshaws half-submerged. None of it is pretty.


I watch as the students’ eyes widen more and more with every picture. I imagine some of them have never seen—or heard of—floods like this before. Even I hadn’t before my parents told me about the ones from when they were younger and lived in Bangladesh. It’s not like floods are a common occurrence here—and definitely not like the ones we get there.


“How can we stop Bangladesh from going underwater?” one of the students asks. I grin. It’s the question I’d been hoping for.


“Well, there is something called the Delta project. It was successfully implemented in the Netherlands. The project in Bangladesh will be a long-term one that prioritizes the drainage of water and the embankment systems on Bangladesh’s river deltas. It’ll be a complicated and expensive process, but it can save a lot of people from homelessness and poverty,” I say. I press a button so graphics showing potential delta swamps around Bangladesh appear on-screen. “But ultimately, sea levels are rising because of climate change. And our governments need to commit to doing better for the climate.”


Once my presentation is over, the teacher and students give me a small round of applause, and I can’t help but feel a swell of pride.


“I went to the climate protest a few years ago,” one of the students chimes in. “But my parents say climate change isn’t real.”


“From looking at these photos, do you really believe that?” I ask.


The student shakes her head slowly.


“This was an excellent presentation. Remember this one, girls,” the teacher says sternly to her students. “We will definitely discuss it further in class tomorrow.”


The girls groan as their teacher sweeps them away to another table, but I have to stop myself from squealing with happiness. I thought that once it came time to do my presentation, I would somehow screw it up. Start nervously stuttering or something. But it was like once I began, everything just flowed out of me.


I pick up my phone once more and shoot off another text to Zak.




Me: things are going so well!! come here whenever you get the chance, okay? I want to show you my project.





I barely have the time to put the phone down when it buzzes. It’s a text from Zak. Two, actually.




Zak: can’t


Zak: busy





I frown, about to start typing when my phone buzzes two more times.




Zak: sorry


Zak: tell me about it later





All my excitement deflates. Tell him about it later? Does that mean he’s not going to come see my project at all? Surely he has five minutes to spare to see his girlfriend present in her first ever Young Scientist Exhibition.


I’m considering setting my tablet to auto-play my presentation and leaving my table to scour for Zak, when my parents finally decide to make their appearance, with my older brother Mahin on their heels.


“Meghna, why are you in this corner, so far away from everything?” is the first thing Ammu asks, shaking her head solemnly.


“I’m by a door.” I point to the door that’s to the right of my setup. It’s not the main entrance, but from the way Ammu is speaking, you’d think they’d shoved me into a dank, dark corner filled with cobwebs and no light or something.


“You should see where Rani is, right in the middle. And so many people around her project,” Abbu says.


I have to stop myself from letting out a frustrated sigh, but Bhaiya catches my eye with a knowing look. We’re both used to our parents singing Rani’s praises every chance they get. She’s probably their favorite child, and she’s not even their child.


“How have you already seen Rani when you just got here?” I ask, trying very hard not to let any of my frustration seep into my voice.


“Because her project is amazing!” Ammu says. “She’s teaching people Bangla, Meghna. Bangla! Why couldn’t you do a project about Bangla?”


Of course Rani is doing a language-learning app that centers Bangla. Like she couldn’t be any more of the perfect Bangladeshi daughter my parents have always wanted.


“Ammu, Abbu, come on … Meghna’s project is about Bangladesh, too. Look,” Bhaiya says, coming to my rescue as he often does. He points to the photos I have on my posters that show the areas in the Sundarbans that are already underwater.


My parents take in the posters for a moment, even though they’ve heard me talking about this project for months, and I’ve even barraged them with research questions.


“Yes, it’s very important,” Ammu finally admits.


“Thank—”


“But,” Ammu interrupts. Of course that couldn’t have been the end of it. “Flooding is not Bangladesh. It shows the bad side of our country. But Bangla, teaching people Bangla—what could be better than that?”


“We’re Bangladesh,” Abbu agrees.


“Who here would even want to learn Bangla?” I ask, crossing my arms in a huff. In reality, I would love to use whatever app Rani is working on to learn Bangla. It’s not like you can find our language on Duolingo, even though it’s the seventh most spoken language in the world. Nobody knows anything about it, just like few people know anything about our country at all.


I can speak conversational Bangla well enough, but reading and writing it? That’s not one of my abilities. Rani probably has a master’s degree in it from Dhaka University somehow, even though she’s the exact same age as me.


“It’s not just Bangla,” Bhaiya says, avoiding my eyes. “Her prototype is for Irish, too. And she’s developing it further to teach yet another language.” He finally looks me in the eye with a sheepish smile. “I hate to say it, but it’s a pretty good app.”


“Why do you hate to say it?” Ammu berates Bhaiya before I even have a chance to digest his words. Bhaiya just started a medical research position with a start-up company that helps implement tech into medicine, so that’s how I know Rani’s project must be even better than good. It must be amazing. And now, just because she’s decided to teach people how to speak Bangla, even my parents are obsessed with it.


“I’m screwed, aren’t I?” I ask.


Bhaiya doesn’t say yes, but from the look in his eyes, I already know I don’t have a shot next to Rani Choudhury.


I was delusional to think I ever did.
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RANI


I DON’T KNOW IF IT’S FATE OR MY BAD LUCK, BUT SOMEHOW ZAK and I are right next to each other at the Young Scientist Exhibition. Which means that while I’m trying to give people a chance at testing out my language app, I have to deal with all of Zak’s rugby friends obsessing over his app.


“You know, we’re kind of the dream team,” Zak says halfway through the day, when there’s a lull in our area.


“I didn’t even realize we were a team,” I say while trying to rearrange my table to look a little more enticing and presentable. The judges haven’t been by yet, so my nerves are running high. Even though I’ve always done well in this exhibition, I have never placed high enough to go on to the European exhibition. I’m not going to let Zak’s constant barrage of conversation keep me from that.
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