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			To all the hairy girls

			

		

	
		
			ONE

			
				***
			

			“You have six minutes.”

			The Speaker’s voice rings out, clear and calm. An expec-tant hush falls over the room. It’s time.

			TJ Powar takes a measured breath and rises from her desk. Although she’s done this countless times, she still gets a huge adrenaline rush right before starting her speech. It’s a good thing. It focuses her, gives her a sharper edge. The downside is it also makes her palms so sweaty she has to keep a death grip on her cue cards. She really should’ve wiped her hands on her slacks before standing. But it’s too late now.

			She grips the cards a little harder and surveys her captive audience. In her peripheral vision, she can see her opponents—one of Whitewater’s senior teams—across the floor, their legs stretched out under cramped desks. Facing the debaters in equally cramped desks are the three older judges and the timekeeper, a half-asleep ninth grader who probably got roped into the job. And, of course, the Speaker, a parent volunteer now staring out the window, having clearly zoned out the minute he finished his spiel.

			This is it. One of the defining moments of her debating career, happening right now in a musty high school English classroom.

			To her right, her debate partner, Simran, coughs. Her subtle way of telling TJ to get a move on and stop basking in the weight of the moment.

			TJ clears her throat. “Honourable judges, worthy opponents”—she injects just a slight amount of derision into that last bit, not enough that the judges would notice, but enough that her unworthy opponents might—“and, assembled guests. We of Side Affirmative are debating in favour of the resolution before us today: Be It Resolved That life today is better than it will be in a hundred years’ time.

			“My partner”—she half turns and gestures to Simran, who’s sitting there polishing her glasses—“has already presented two of our contentions: that climate change is making living conditions worse all around the world, and that current extreme polarizations in politics just forecast more societal turmoil in the future. I will now present two more contentions: that a growing population will only continue to strain resources, and that life is just getting busier and more disconnected. But first, I’ll take a moment to point out the flaws in Side Negative’s case.”

			TJ launches into her speech, starting with her rebuttal of the first Side Negative speaker, Nate Chen. It’s easy to fall into the rhythm of it. The nice thing about this tournament is that it’s held in Cross-Examination style—no one can butt in with questions while she’s talking, so her flow won’t get interrupted.

			However, the mad scribbling coming from Side Negative is hard to ignore. This cross-examination will be a bitch. It always is with these two. When Simran finished her speech portion earlier, Nate used his entire two allotted minutes to grill her. As usual, Simran was cool under fire. TJ can only hope to do the same when her time comes.

			The timekeeper is counting down the last fifteen seconds with his arm when TJ finally wraps up her speech. “Thank you. I now stand for cross-examination,” she says, grimly, and the second speaker for Side Negative stands, buttoning up his suit jacket as he rises.

			“Thank you for your . . . most interesting speech,” Charlie Rosencrantz says, his voice dripping with condescension, like always. “However, I do have a few questions.”

			Of course he does. TJ fashions her face into a blank slate.

			“There was some talk about how life will become more disconnected in the future, but you didn’t provide a specific reason for this.”

			He pauses. TJ arches a brow. “I didn’t hear a question.”

			“Of course,” Charlie says smoothly. “Because I wasn’t done yet. Could you explain how we would become more disconnected in an age when I can FaceTime someone across the world at a moment’s notice, when educators can teach anyone anywhere, and people can access medical care in even the most remote areas?”

			“You misunderstood,” TJ replies, which is her polite way of saying, You’re twisting my words. “Advancing technology might let us have more interactions, but not better ones. Most teachers and doctors would prefer to do their jobs in person. And as for social media companies, they don’t care about meaningful emotional connections or nuanced discussion. They care about engagement. And they’ll do anything to get it, including encouraging harassment and outrage on their platforms. No wonder we’re lonelier than ever, despite having the world at our fingertips.”

			“So you agree that the internet of today has already done the damage of lowering quality of life?”

			She walked into that one. “Not to a large extent,” she hedges. “But in the generations growing up with the internet in their cradle, it will.”

			“I see. That’s already happened, but I will move on.” Charlie has a slow way of talking, like he’s explaining something to a toddler. And he definitely dials it up when questioning TJ because he knows it gets on her nerves. Her eyelid twitches with rage as he continues. “What are your thoughts on the state of social activism today?”

			The question seems out of left field. If left field were full of landmines. TJ smiles brightly. “A vague question, but overall there are now more opportunities to speak up and be heard than there were in the past.”

			Nate, who is trans, makes a soft sound of disbelief. Charlie pounces on her reply. “So you feel you have all the same opportunities as your white, male counterparts?”

			Oh, she hates him for this. “There are still problems, but—”

			“Thank you. Do you not agree that those problems could be solved over time? Say, in the next hundred years?”

			“Look at what’s going on in the world right now,” TJ shoots back. “We’re repeating our history with women’s rights, religious persecution, racial and LGBTQ+ discrimination in so many places. Same story, different day. Time isn’t the cure to timeless prejudices.”

			“But the cultural trend over the last hundred years has been towards improvement,” Charlie presses. “So if we extrapolate, isn’t it reasonable to say that will continue?”

			“Side Affirmative prefers not to base our arguments on guesswork, my valued opponent. Do you have any facts or evidence to support your claim, or is this just optimism?”

			“I wasn’t aware I was the one being cross-examined, my esteemed opponent,” Charlie says. TJ idly wonders if the judges have started catching on. “In any case—”

			The timekeeper thumps on his desk. “Time’s up.”

			TJ starts a bit; she hadn’t noticed the timecard warnings being put up. She sits. Charlie remains standing, since it’s now his turn to give his speech.

			“Honourable judges. Worthy opponents. Assembled guests. Side Affirmative has brought up a number of . . . curious points.” TJ barely restrains herself from rolling her eyes—last time, she got docked on professionalism for that. “Their pessimistic view of the future relies on what they’ve seen in the past. They’re relying on historical examples and facts to convince you. But the truth is, you can find a fact or statistic to support any claim you want. We on Side Negative understand that numbers mean nothing without context. So let’s look at the context.

			“Change doesn’t come easy. It never has. But despite that, our society has overall become more progressive in the last hundred years. And all we need to continue that trend is progressive people moving forward. Those people exist. They’re in our schools, they’re growing up, and they have more hope and drive to make a better, more inclusive future than anyone. It’s because of them that the world will be better off in a hundred years.”

			Wow. He didn’t have facts supporting his case so now he’s making a case against evidence. The judges better not give him points for that. Hell, “Evidence and Analysis” is one of the columns in the scoresheet.

			It’s Simran’s job to cross-examine him, so TJ flips over one of her cue cards and scrawls a note to point this out. She pushes it over to Simran, who reads it and nods. Meanwhile, their opponent has since moved on with his speech, painting Side Negative as a beacon of hope while Simran and TJ are just afraid of change. When it’s his turn for cross-examination, TJ gives Simran a meaningful look, which she hopes communicates her desire for Simran to send him home crying.

			Sadly, that’s not Simran’s style. As soon as she stands, the tone of the debate immediately becomes way less aggressive.

			“Thanks for your great speech. I do have a few questions, though.”

			“Of course.” Charlie’s voice is warm. It’s sickening, really, how nice they are to each other.

			“You talked about how healthcare will be better in a hundred years due to medical innovation,” Simran says. “But innovation has actually slowed as our world grows more risk-averse by the day. Do you not agree that the ever-increasing regulations imposed on STEM research will stunt future progress, as can be seen by the drastically decreased rate of drug discovery?”

			Charlie has been studying the floor as she speaks, but now raises his brown eyes to Simran’s and smiles. He leans against his desk and crosses one ankle over the other. Gestures that may seem casual to the judges, but TJ knows better. He’s giving himself more time to think about a tough question.

			“We of Side Negative,” he says eventually, “would like to point out that those regulations were added for a reason. To prevent unethical experimentation. So while innovation might be a little slower going forward, it will certainly be less harmful to its subjects. We would argue the overall societal benefit of that far outweighs any harm.”

			Simran hardly blinks. Instead, she continues pressing him on the point, this time going from the angle of bureaucracy smothering innovation. He stands his ground, then deflects when the questions get harder.

			Soon enough, the cross-examination time is up. The Speaker announces the usual two-minute period for preparing a final rebuttal. Since Simran’s first Affirmative, that’s her job, so TJ leans back in her chair. The judges are scribbling on their marking sheets, faces impassive. Across the floor, Nate whispers in Charlie’s ear like a soccer coach giving frantic advice to the goalie right before a shoot-out.

			When the two minutes are up, Simran stands and walks in front of the desks to deliver her speech, pushing her wire-frame glasses up her nose and looking impossibly calm. While TJ is all fire and dramatics when giving a speech, trying to convince the judges that her way is the best way, Simran is logical and levelheaded, delivering her speeches with a matter-of-fact confidence that must make the judges wonder why there was even a debate to begin with. She and TJ make a good pair—in this arena, anyway.

			Simran’s two minutes are up in no time. Nate rises to present the final stand of Side Negative. He flicks a lock of jet-black hair out of his eyes and opens in typical Nate fashion. “There’s been a lot of different narratives thrown around in this debate, such as our opponents’ defeatist view of the future versus our faith in future generations based on activism that’s happening now. But perhaps the most consistent narrative we’ve seen is Side Affirmative always being wrong.”

			TJ can’t help it there—she rolls her eyes. But the judges smile, eating up his humour as always.

			The rest of his speech is just as full of subtle and not-so-subtle digs at them. After Nate’s done, he sits, looking smug. It’s over.

			All is silent for the next few minutes, except for the ticking of the wall clock and pencils scratching on the judges’ scoresheets. As they wait, TJ doodles spirals on her notebook. They’ve been debating the same topic for three rounds now, against different teams, switching between arguing Affirmative and Negative each time. It’s hard to tell how this one went.

			After what feels like eons, the Speaker gathers all the scoresheets, looks down at them, and announces, “The judges have called this debate a draw. At this time, if any debaters have complaints regarding rule violations . . .”

			TJ tunes out the formalities. A draw? What a cop-out. She props her chin in her hand and resists the urge to sigh. Well, it wouldn’t be the first time she and Simran tied with White-water’s star senior team.

			Something on her jaw tickles her palm, distracting her from her thoughts. Frowning slightly, she rubs at the spot. What’s that—?

			Oh god. Instinctively she slaps her hand over her neck. It’s a sudden motion, sudden enough that Simran, her opponents, and the timekeeper all glance her way. She ignores them, hoping they’ll think she hit a mosquito or something. Never mind that it’s December in Canada. Eventually they look away, but she keeps her hand where it is.

			It’s just, it’s so embarrassing. There’s a long, wiry hair coming out of a mole on the left side of her neck. Usually, she pulls it out before it can get this visible. But with the busy days leading up to this tournament, she’d totally forgotten.

			With her hand still on her neck, TJ looks down at her purse. There are mini-tweezers in her to-go makeup kit, so she just needs a private spot to get rid of it. But god, what if people already saw? What if her opponents saw? What if everyone’s been seeing that hair and not saying anything—?

			“You okay?” Simran whispers. TJ blinks to find her partner staring at her. She nods. It’s not a big deal, she tells herself firmly. No one would even see it unless they were up close.

			Still, when it’s time to cross the floor and shake hands with their opponents, TJ keeps her left side tilted away from view. Just in case.

			

			∗

			“Do you think we did it?” TJ calls to Simran afterwards, while they’re in the washroom in adjacent stalls. She’s sitting on the toilet with her hand mirror and mini-tweezers as she plucks out the errant hair. Finally.

			Satisfied, she shuts the mirror as she hears Simran’s door open. “We’ll find out in the cafeteria, won’t we?” That’s where the final, totaled scores of all the rounds today will be announced—both for teams and individual debaters. “If we earned it, we’ll get it.”

			TJ grumbles as she flushes the toilet—not that she even went, but to keep up the pretense that she did—and follows Simran to the sinks. “You know how tournaments work. Judges have bias.”

			Simran yawns pointedly. “They could just as easily be biased in our favour as theirs.”

			“No, two of those judges are Whitewater teachers. We’ve had them before. You want to know my theory?” TJ doesn’t wait for a reply, since it would probably be no. “They got put in our debate on purpose.”

			Simran hardly blinks. “A theory by definition has a strong base of solid evidence. What you’ve got is a terrible hypothesis. And a lot of paranoia.”

			TJ waves her hand dismissively. “If Nate and Charlie win again, they’re going to be insufferable.” She rethinks that. “Even if they lose, they’ll be annoying.”

			“Only because they know it makes you mad. Stop giving them a reaction and they won’t bother.”

			TJ huffs but falls silent. She keeps forgetting Simran isn’t the type to indulge her venting. She’s more of the here’s the logical advice I know you won’t take type.

			As they head into the cafeteria and join the lunch line, the volume is deafening. Sixty-something debaters from grades six to twelve are crammed inside, buzzing in excitement and milling from table to table to chat. Although their debating region—the Southern Interior—covers a decent chunk of the province, it’s really only five schools in Kelowna, and a scattering of others from the surrounding towns. Nothing like the gigantic tournaments held in Vancouver. But tournaments here are small enough that everyone knows each other, and so, unlike at larger competitions, people cross school lines for post-debate lunches.

			TJ scans further, her eye catching on a table held mainly by Northridgers. One of the younger debaters waves madly at them—Yara, a ninth grader with frizzy dark hair down to her shoulders, her pantsuit hopelessly wrinkled. Simran sets off towards the table, and TJ follows because, really, where else is she going to sit?

			“Hey!” Yara exclaims once they reach the table. Her voice is so loud that several heads turn from the adjacent bench. Yara’s a debating junior—meaning she competes in the grade nine and ten category—who TJ and Simran are well-acquainted with through their school club. “How’d it go? Do you think you’ll make it to Provincials?”

			“Obviously,” TJ says. Yara blinks, and TJ realizes how rude that probably sounded. But there’s no point pretending like it’s in question. She and Simran go every year; their cumulative scores from this season are already enough to make it, even if they bombed this final qualifying tournament. The uncertainty today lies in whether they go to Provincials as the top team or as second best.

			“Well, great,” Yara says after a pause. She holds up a camera. “I’m taking pictures today for the school paper!”

			“You’re a photographer?” TJ asks, trying to make up for her jackassery.

			“Oh. Yeah.” Yara blinks. “I got promoted to photographer in journalism club this year. I took photos at your last soccer game, remember?”

			Not at all. “Totally—”

			“How did your debates go?” Simran jumps in, and Yara brightens up immediately. As she starts giving a highlight reel, TJ pulls out her phone and checks her notifications under the table. Two new texts.

			The most recent is from one of her best friends, Chandani, sent at 10:43 this morning: dont forget movie night at Piper’s place. you know i cant stand Alexa and Katie so you better not bail bitch.

			So lovely, that Chandani. TJ replies with a GIF of some guy getting slapped.

			The other text is from TJ’s boyfriend, Liam, coming in at 9:03. Come over tonight? along with an eyes emoji that implies a lot more. TJ grimaces. They haven’t really had enough time alone for fooling around since summer. Now she’s sort of avoiding it. Pretty much until the next time she can schedule a bikini wax.

			Luckily she has an excuse tonight. Can’t, going to Piper’s.

			Liam replies almost immediately with a sad face emoji. Guess I’ll just have to build these gingerbread houses myself.

			TJ’s jaw drops. She’d mentioned offhandedly the other day how she missed gingerbread decorating. Really??

			He sends a picture of his dining table, where two gingerbread decorating kits are sitting. Lol relax. I won’t start without you.

			A woman at the front of the room taps the mic. TJ looks up. It’s Mrs. Scott, the Northridge debate coach and also the tournament organizer. She taps the mic again, her thick brows drawing together when it doesn’t capture anyone’s attention.

			In fact, it seems like TJ’s the only one not currently socializing. Even Simran is talking to some seniors from Pineview who’ve migrated over to gossip. The table one over, full of juniors and novices from Kamloops, is obnoxiously loud. TJ sighs. She just wants to get her results and go home.

			“Ahem,” Mrs. Scott says from the mic. “If we’re all finished eating, we can move on to results?”

			The hubbub doesn’t die down. Mrs. Scott adopts that fake-patience expression teachers probably learn as a requirement in their degree. “I’ll wait.”

			The hubbub dies down immediately. She smiles and smooths away nonexistent flyaways from her bun.

			“What a great morning of debates! You’ve all improved so much this season, and it’s been a joy to watch over the past few months. Many of our judges have told me how impressed they were with you, so be proud no matter what your score is.”

			Right. TJ can’t fathom such a concept.

			Mrs. Scott goes on. “Now, this is our last Provincials-qualifying tournament. The cumulative scores have been tallied. Meaning we now know exactly who will be going down to Vancouver in February to face off against the best debaters from every region in BC.” She pauses dramatically. “We’ll start with novice results.”

			TJ’s knee starts bouncing through the twenty minutes of novice and junior results. The wait is torture. She only jolts out of her stupor to offer awkward congratulations to Yara, who returns from the stage beaming with the news that she qualified for Provincials.

			And then, finally . . .

			“Senior results,” Mrs. Scott announces, unfolding another paper. “I know the grade elevens and twelves have been waiting patiently. Just like with the novice and junior categories, the top six senior debaters in the region will head to Provincials. Let’s start with team rankings—but spoiler: everyone in these top three teams qualified for Provincials.”

			TJ’s knee stops bouncing. This is it. Despite her supposed serenity, Simran sits up straighter, too.

			“Third in the seniors category: Ameera and Saad Khan, from Northridge.”

			Two slim figures rise from a crammed multi-school table of debaters—Ameera in her white jumpsuit, paired with an artfully wrapped rose-gold hijab, and her brother her opposite in all black. Both wear identical grins. TJ claps enthusiastically with everyone else. The third-place winner was the real wild card, and it’s nice that it’s been taken by another team from her school.

			“Second . . .” Mrs. Scott pauses, and TJ could almost swear she winks at her. “Nathaniel Chen and Charles Rosencrantz from Whitewater.”

			TJ exhales as applause starts again. Thank god. Grinning extra wide, she joins the clapping enthusiastically. She’s very supportive of them coming in second, after all.

			Charlie and Nate rise from their chairs. Their Whitewater comrades bang on the table in support. TJ obsessively studies their faces for any sign of weakness, but they appear to take their loss with grace. Or at least, some semblance of it—as Nate walks backwards away from the table, someone tosses a grape to him, which he catches in his mouth to more cheers. Charlie simply straightens his silk tie like his picture today might make it onto the national news.

			After photos and shaking hands with the tournament organizers, Charlie and Nate stand to the side of the stage with the third-place team, and Mrs. Scott goes back to the mic. “And first place, none other than Northridge’s own Simran Kaur Aujla and Tejindar Powar!”

			No surprise. Many of the Northridge students stamp their feet, hooting their excitement at one-upping Whitewater. TJ schools her features into indifference now that all eyes are on her. Simran flips her long braid over her shoulder.

			“Congratulations,” Mrs. Scott says with a warm smile once they reach her. She hands them their certificates just as Simran’s mom approaches.

			She’s a big woman, with a navy-blue turban wrapped around her hair that makes her a notable figure in any crowd. But currently her most prominent feature is her wide smile. “So proud of you girls!” she says, snapping a photo on her phone. “Smile! Hug each other!”

			TJ turns to Simran and they do a very awkward side-hug. The embrace is loose and brief, just long enough for Simran’s mom to take the photo.

			There are more announcements, closing remarks, and then all the podium winners stand for a group photo, arranged to stand in order for the most pleasing symmetry. They all elbow each other trying to get into place, the camera flash goes off, and then Yara insists on getting one of her own for journalism club.

			Once the photos are done, the crowd begins dissipating. There’s a flurry of activity as debaters rise from tables, volunteers stack chairs, and organizers pack away leftover food. TJ scans the room for her dad. He watched all her debates, but he prefers to blend into the background until it’s over. While she’s craning her neck over the crowd, Yara approaches with her camera.

			“Can I get one of you and Simran? I’ll get you two on the front page Monday morning.”

			Yikes. Being on the front page of the school newspaper is just inviting mockery. But Yara’s grey eyes are bright with hope.

			“You really don’t have to,” Simran says graciously.

			“Like, really don’t have to,” TJ agrees. “Really, really don’t have to—”

			Yara just beams and raises her camera. She zooms in unnecessarily far, and TJ only has time to thank fate that she plucked that annoying hair out before the flash goes off in their faces.

			“Thanks!” Yara scurries off.

			TJ’s still blinking from the flash when Simran elbows her. “See?” She points at her certificate. “First place. Nothing to worry about.”

			“Okay, but Nate got first place individually,” TJ says sullenly. She looks down at the scoresheet. She’s right behind him, Charlie behind her, and then Simran.

			“But we won the tournament.”

			True. For pure gloating rights, having Northridge beat out the Whitewater team is the best outcome. “Don’t pretend you’re not relieved, too,” TJ retorts. Simran doesn’t reply, which is basically confirmation. “Nothing sucks more than coming second in your own territory—”

			A whiff of freshly ironed shirts is her only warning before a familiar voice chimes at her shoulder, “Your territory, TJ? I wasn’t aware you owned your whole school.”

			TJ whips around to glare at the eavesdropper. Charlie’s eyes bore into hers without blinking, and it’s kind of creepy. With his brown hair combed immaculately in its side part and his hands in fitted pant pockets, he’s the kind of guy who looks like he was born in a suit. Before she can respond, Nate appears next to him, his shirt collar now popped up like a vampire. A smirk has taken over his angular features.

			Great. Both halves of her longtime rival debate team, here to troll her. Simran gives TJ a meaningful look. Right. Don’t give them a reaction.

			“Get with the program, Charles,” Nate says in his typical super-fast voice. “There’s a commemorative plaque in the front foyer declaring her God’s gift to Northridge. Didn’t you see it on your way in?”

			Charlie arches his eyebrows. Even now, in casual conversation, he constantly sounds like he’s reciting a memorized speech. “Now that you mention it, I think I did. Wasn’t there also a statue?”

			“A big towering one, of her holding a gigantic soccer ball like she’s Atlas. It was so accurate, right down to the nose stud. The proportions are weird, though, the head is massive—”

			“Really? I thought that bit was particularly lifelike—”

			“Do you guys need some Tylenol?” TJ interrupts. “It seems like you’re extremely sore losers.”

			Simran sighs.

			“Twenty bucks she practiced that one in front of the mirror last night,” Charlie says to Nate.

			TJ glares. “You know, you can be disqualified for talking shit about your opponents.”

			Nate wags a finger in her face. “The rules only say disqualification if you’re talking shit before the debates, not after, my worthy opponent. And besides, did I not beat you out for top spot individually? Who’s the sore loser here again?”

			TJ opens her mouth, but Simran, perhaps sensing danger, beats her to it. “We can at least agree that was a good debate to end our last regional tournament. Right?”

			Nate shuts his mouth, and Charlie delivers Simran a winning smile. They don’t mess with Simran as much. Maybe they think she’ll be tempted to shank them with her kirpan.

			“I can’t argue with that,” Charlie says. “You coming to the meeting on Tuesday?”

			Or maybe because they’re friends from being on the school district student council together. TJ rolls her eyes and turns to leave. She’d rather pull out each of her teeth individually than listen to this.

			Charlie pauses mid-conversation to say, “Provincials, TJ. It’s going down.”

			TJ scoffs. “I’m sure that’s what you’ll tell yourself tonight. While crying into your silk tie.”

			He runs his fingers over the silk tie in question. “Thanks for noticing.”

			Inexplicably, she finds herself growing warm. “I just like the thought of choking you with it.”

			“Hmm. I like that thought, too.” He grins at her expression and turns back to his conversation.

			She recovers, but too late. There she goes, giving him a reaction again. What a weirdo. But he owns it. So does Nate. They just don’t worry about what people will think.

			And maybe that’s a tiny part of the reason why she can’t stand them.

		

	
		
			TWO

			
				***
			

			TJ’s post-win buzz lasts all through the weekend, but as usual, school arrives on Monday to slap her with reality. The homework assigned in her pre-calc class alone could be classified as a form of torture.

			By the time she enters her last morning class, TJ’s dragging her feet. She sits and checks the clock. A whole seventy minutes until lunch. Winter Break may be at the end of the week, but it’s starting to feel like eons away.

			While she’s checking the time again, a girl with brilliantly red, wavy hair drops her notebook on the desk next to her. Piper Anderson, host of Saturday’s movie night and one of TJ’s closest friends.

			Piper sits gingerly. “My legs hurt.”

			TJ grimaces. Yesterday, she, Piper, and the rest of their soccer team were subjected to their off-season fitness boot camp. “My everything hurts.”

			Chandani Sharma slides into the desk behind them. “Tell me about it. Whoever invented the beep test should be in prison.” She leans back and lets her waist-length black hair fall from her ponytail only to tie it up again, studying them from under her lids. Her eyeshadow today is a subtly smoky maroon that matches her tie-neck top. “Did you two get slammed in your last class, or was that just me?”

			“Mr. Oyedele assigned like four chapters,” Piper says mournfully. “I swear last week we were still talking about mitochondria and tomorrow there’s a quiz on frog anatomy. Maybe Ms. Schwab will have mercy on us?”

			Chandani’s sharp eyes shift behind them. “Might be our lucky day. Substitute teacher alert.”

			TJ twists back to the front and freezes in horror. Normally she’d welcome a sub, since it basically means they can screw around for an hour. Except the substitute teacher is Mrs. Banger, a Punjabi woman with a pixie cut in her forties. An auntie. And not just any auntie—when she comes over for chah with TJ’s mom, TJ knows her as Rupi auntie.

			TJ ducks her head, but too late. Mrs. Banger makes eye contact with her while setting her bag on the teacher’s desk. Her pencil-thin eyebrows rise, and a smile promises a conversation later. Great.

			Mrs. Banger turns her attention to the rest of the room. “Bonjour, class!”

			Apparently Ms. Schwab is sick, so Mrs. Banger gives them a group assignment to make a French poster about their New Year’s resolutions. They’re told to form their own groups, causing immediate chaos. Chairs scrape back, people yell at each other from across the room, and Chandani pokes TJ and Piper in the back, saying, “Turn around,” which is her way of asking.

			They still need more people, but luckily, Piper is a well-liked social butterfly—it’s easy with those big blue eyes, round angelic face, and guileless smile that have gotten her out of many late penalties on assignments. In no time, they’ve corralled two of her friends and a few guys from the boys’ soccer team.

			They get to work, and actually finish a decent amount of the poster before everyone gets derailed from their task and starts goofing off. Everyone except TJ, that is. She’s on her best behaviour, painfully aware that Big Brother is watching.

			Chandani clearly notices. “So are you going out with Liam at lunch today?” she asks loudly as she cuts letters out of construction paper. TJ kicks her under the table.

			“Ow!” Chandani is smirking, though. TJ casts a furtive look behind her. Luckily, Mrs. Banger is otherwise occupied across the room, talking to Simran, who’s in a group with three other loners. It’s looking pretty awkward over there. Maybe TJ should’ve invited Simran to be part of their group. Then again, Simran doesn’t know TJ’s friends, so that would be awkward, too.

			TJ turns back to Chandani and finally responds in a low voice. “Yes, I am. And if you say another word about it, I’ll start loudly remembering what you got up to at Jake’s parents’ cabin last summer.”

			Jake, who happens to be in their group, looks up from where he’s inputting words into Google Translate. “Now that’s a story.”

			Piper looks between them, blue eyes widening. “Wait, what happened with you two?” She sounds anxious. TJ has it on good authority she’s been nursing a crush on Jake for months.

			Chandani knows it, too. “Nothing. He was just hosting the party. You were on vacation that time, remember?”

			“Oh. Well, what happened?”

			Neither of them answers because Mrs. Banger has drifted over and is now within earshot. Jake, however, is oblivious. “Skinny-dipping.”

			TJ winces. Mrs. Banger shifts closer. “What is ‘skinny-dipping’?” she asks.

			“Hello, Auntie!” TJ says loudly. “How are you?”

			Mrs. Banger glances her way with a bright smile, effectively distracted. “Tejindar! I’m good. How’s your mom?”

			TJ pastes a smile on her face. “Good.”

			“Congratulations on debate. Simran just told me.”

			“Oh. Thanks.” She can feel her friends looking at her curiously. TJ hadn’t really mentioned the tournament to them.

			“Did you win?” Piper asks while Chandani returns to sorting through markers, bored already. TJ shrugs. She’s not sure they understand how much she loves debate. Piper seems to think it’s a weird quirk. Chandani assumes TJ’s padding her résumé. Not that TJ’s given them reason to think anything else. It just feels weird to talk about with them. There are two very separate parts of TJ’s life, and she doesn’t like them overlapping.

			Mrs. Banger answers instead. “They did! It’s wonderful that you and your cousin debate together. Your family must be very proud.”

			Jake looks between TJ and Mrs. Banger. TJ can practically hear cogs turning in his head. “Wait. Simran’s your cousin?”

			The room quiets a bit. Simran’s spine stiffens from across the room.

			“Um,” TJ says. “Yeah.”

			“Whoa,” Jake says, and squints across the room at Simran, who’s bent even further forward now. “I, uh, don’t see it.”

			Chandani makes eye contact with TJ and smirks. She and Piper already know TJ and Simran are cousins. But it’s not common knowledge, and why would it be? TJ and Simran barely talk outside of debate. It’s not that they have a problem with each other or anything—they just don’t have much in common.

			The bell rings, saving TJ from more questions. Jake throws their half-assed poster on the teacher’s desk for marking and their group dissolves within seconds, everyone stampeding out the door.

			TJ exhales as soon as she’s a safe distance down the hallway. Piper and Chandani are already chatting away about something else, so TJ takes the opportunity to crane her neck over the lunchtime crowd and search for her cousin. She spots her instantly, exiting the classroom last and heading the opposite way. Her expression is perfectly neutral. All right, so maybe that was only weird for TJ, then.

			Piper nudges her. “Hey. Look who must’ve gotten out of class early.” TJ follows her gaze to spot Liam’s car, parked in the drop-off zone just through the glass doors of the school. She brightens.

			“I’ll catch you later?”

			Piper makes kissy noises and Chandani slaps TJ’s butt. “Go get it, bitch.”

			TJ rolls her eyes. “We’re getting lunch.”

			“Oooh, hope there’s dessert after,” Chandani says, which makes TJ roll her eyes again.

			She heads to the washroom to touch up her makeup, then to her locker for her peacoat. Kelowna’s not freezing cold in the winter, but it’s still chilly enough to make her shiver when she steps through the double doors.

			Liam’s car is idling when she hops into the passenger side.

			“Hey, beautiful” is the first thing she hears, before a hand snakes around her shoulders and a kiss drops against her hair. She scrunches her nose, pretending not to like it, although she definitely does.

			Liam leans back. She spends a moment just looking at him, because, damn. He’s tall, athletic, a member of the soccer team just like her; with mischievous green eyes and dark curly hair she loves running her hands through. He looks like bad news, and if TJ’s parents knew about him he definitely would be.

			Good thing she’s a pro at this. She grins. “Hi.”

			He puts the car into drive. “Did French keep you late?”

			It takes her a moment to realize he’s been waiting. “No, I was just in the washroom.”

			“I’ll never understand why girls take so long,” Liam says good-naturedly. There have been many date nights when TJ was late with the outfit-picking. The hair-doing. The makeup-donning.

			“I told you, I’m running on BST. Brown Standard Time.” She snuggles into the heated seat. “Where are we going?”

			“Your pick.”

			“No, your pick.”

			“Your pick—”

			“Just choose—”

			Twenty minutes later, they’re back in the school parking lot, tearing into the bag of fries nestled in the center console between them. TJ has just finished ranting about the soccer practice from hell when he changes the subject. “So, how was Saturday? Your debate?”

			She pauses mid-chew. She doesn’t remember mentioning it, but he probably heard about it around school. He always somehow knows. Even though he’s never actually come to watch. “Fine.”

			“Did you win?”

			“First place as a team. Second individually.” Her loss to Nate doesn’t smart too much, though. He, TJ, Charlie, and Simran continually swap the top four spots between them each tournament. TJ once tallied their standings over the years and it all pretty much evened out. She’d never admit it out loud, but whoever does better on any given day truly depends on the topics and pure luck.

			She pivots before Liam can ask more. “How was your Saturday?”

			“Before or after you rejected me for Piper?” When she rolls her eyes, he grins. “I helped my dad set up an open house. Boring as hell, plus I screwed up my shoulder lifting boxes.” He makes a face.

			TJ splays her hand over his broad shoulder, trying not to laugh. Liam’s realtor parents practically see him as free labour. “Aw, you big baby. Need me to kiss it better?”

			His green eyes go dark. She has exactly one second to wonder if she tastes like fries before he leans in across the center console. But that thought quickly dissolves when their mouths meet. Who could blame her? The boy knows how to kiss.

			She relaxes and draws closer as the kiss deepens. His hand drops to her waist, skims beneath her peacoat, and slides up to brush the underwire of her bra.

			She pulls away, and Liam leans back, running a hand through his curls. “Sorry. You’re just . . . so beautiful.”

			He says that all the time, but it never fails to make her heart flip. “It’s okay. I just don’t want to have sex in Northridge’s parking lot.”

			His lips curve up. “What, that doesn’t sound romantic to you?”

			They share a grin and then—there’s a sticky pause. She knows what he’s thinking because she’s thinking it, too. They’ve only had sex a few times; the first time was at the end of grade eleven, and it’s been . . . a long time since summer, that’s for sure.

			“My parents have another showing tonight,” Liam says, voice dropping in pitch. “You could come over, we could pick up where we left off in August.”

			Her stomach drops. Tonight? That’s not enough time.

			He must sense her hesitation. “Or we can just make those gingerbread houses. Nothing else if you don’t want.”

			But the eagerness is still clear in his eyes. She’s going to have to tell him.

			“I haven’t, um, gotten things ready down there.” His eyebrows draw together in confusion. She’s going to have to spell it out. Heat rises on her cheeks, and she ducks her head slightly. “Um. Full bush. I don’t know if . . .”

			Liam lets go of her so fast you’d think TJ had just announced she had pink eye. “Oh, okay. We can wait, then.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah.” He won’t meet her eyes. His tone has changed from sultry to awkward in two seconds flat, and it leaves TJ wringing her hands together. That was way TMI, wasn’t it? She should’ve just made an excuse.

			The silence stretches between them until Liam says, all at once, “I bet it’s not that bad. It’s not like you’re even hairy.” He waves a hand, gesturing vaguely at her. “You’re gorgeous.”

			He says it sincerely, and she tries to smile. It falls flat.

			Because she’s a complete fake. She has been, since she was twelve.

			That was when her and Chandani’s moms finally caved to their begging. Chandani was tired of boys making fun of her unibrow. And TJ came home in tears for the third night in a row after a girl from debate—who’s since moved away, thankfully—commented on her gorilla arms. Their moms took them to the salon that very night. Both TJ and Chandani cried during the excruciating full-face threading. But when it was done, they peered at their reddened complexions in the mirror and marveled at how normal they looked, how much prettier they looked. Finally.

			But that wasn’t the end of it, of course. They were about to hit puberty. So, off came the hair on their legs and arms, toes and fingers, and later, for the swimsuit season, their stomachs and bikini lines. Last summer, TJ added a Brazilian to her routine.

			So yes, TJ’s aware people at school think she’s pretty. They just don’t know how much effort it takes.

			“Thanks,” she says now, to Liam. She looks down at her fries. They don’t look very appetizing suddenly. “I have to go to the washroom before class starts. See you later?”

			Liam blinks. “Hold on a second and I’ll walk you in.”

			“No, that’s fine,” she says, super fast, and opens the passenger door. But before she can escape, he snags her wrist.

			“Did I do something wrong?”

			He sounds worried. She suddenly feels guilty. This isn’t his problem, it’s hers. She forces another smile. “No, of course not. I just really have to go.”

			Liam waits an extra second before letting go with a sigh. “Don’t forget your fries.”

			TJ nods and grabs them without really looking. She speed-walks into the school through the main entrance, knowing he’s watching, and heads down the hall like she’s going to the washroom. But when she’s around the corner, she slows. With a furtive glance around, she pushes through one of the school’s side exits.

			The smell of cigarettes greets her immediately. This side of Northridge, facing the trees, is a notorious rendezvous for illicit activities. But no one’s here right now, which suits her perfectly for this conversation. She leans against the graffitied wall and dials a familiar number.

			After three rings, a heavily French-accented voice says, “Allô?”

			TJ clears her throat. “Hi, Lulu.”

			The voice changes immediately from professional to warm. “Darling. How are you?”

			TJ smiles inwardly. She and Lulu know each other well. Well, Lulu probably knows her much more intimately, considering she’s been her beautician for years. At some point Lulu had just given TJ her personal number so she could dial directly instead of calling the salon’s receptionist. “Good. Can I make an appointment this week?”

			“Of course. For what?”

			TJ checks to make sure she’s truly alone before responding. “Brazilian.”

			A pause. Then, cheekily: “Ahh. It has been a while. Friday okay?”

			“Yeah.” They set up the details, and Lulu promises to bring a batch of her wife’s homemade lemon tarts to the appointment. That’s code for this is gonna hurt. Great.

			Sighing, TJ tucks her phone back into her purse and heads into the school again. She’s only got a few minutes to get to class.

			She re-enters the same way she went out, and a group of eighth graders look at her and do a double take. Maybe they think she was out there smoking. Busybodies. She levels them with a glare, and they quickly look away. Once she passes them, she surreptitiously double-checks that there aren’t giant ketchup stains down her front or something. But nope.

			She heads to her locker to stash her coat. She checks her face in the mirror and touches up the lip gloss that Liam kissed off. In the reflection, she notices someone watching her from across the hall: Alexa Fisher, who plays defense in soccer with her. Alexa drops her gaze when TJ meets her eyes. She walks away, but not before TJ notices she’s clutching the school newspaper.

			No one reads the school paper. Well, except for the teachers, and the kids who work on it. Curiosity overtakes her. TJ closes her locker, glancing in the direction of the receptacle that normally holds the paper. It’s empty.

			This has officially entered freaky territory. The newspaper only came out today. And TJ knows for a fact that normally Yara takes four copies from each stand to make it look like people are interested.

			A few feet away, a couple of tenth graders peer over the paper at her. That does it. She scans the crammed hallway for anyone she knows holding a copy.

			There. Rajan Randhawa. The resident stoner and juvenile delinquent of the grade-twelve class, reading the school paper? Is she in a new dimension? As he swaggers past, a head taller than everyone else, she catches the sleeve of his ratty black hoodie.

			Rajan lurches to a stop slowly, noticing her, and removes the toothpick out of his smiling mouth. “Hey, dude. Congrats on the debate thing.” He waves the paper in her face, too fast for her to properly look.

			Her anxiety skyrockets. So it is about her? “Can I see that?”

			He shrugs. She snatches the paper out of his hand.

			Sure enough, the headline Yara promised is splashed across the front page, along with a huge close-up photo of her and Simran’s faces. TJ winces. It’s one of those pictures in unflattering lighting where you can see every pore and flaw and imperfection and sweat shining on their foreheads. Simran definitely got the worst of it; she doesn’t have the same beauty routines that TJ does.

			Okay, so that sucks, but not a huge deal. She scans the article itself. Whoever wrote the story clearly had a minimum word count they were struggling with. Nothing special. So what’s got everyone so excited?

			She looks up to ask Rajan, but he’s already wandered off into the crowd. She catches up with him. “Why were you reading this?”

			He glances down at her again, and this time has the audacity to flick her forehead. “Just because I’m failing half my classes doesn’t mean I’m illiterate, dude.”

			She bats his hand away, irritated. She’s had a low opinion of him ever since they were in seventh grade and he said she had a big Indian-girl nose. “Sure, but I’ve never seen you read the school paper.”

			“Usually it doesn’t have anything interesting.”

			“But today it does?”

			He tugs the brim of his cap a little lower over his eyes and shrugs. “Well, I just had to see it for myself.”

			“See what?” she demands, but he’s already sauntering away again. Just then, her phone vibrates. Piper.

			
				did you see it?? I can’t believe anyone would say that.

			

			Apparently, no one wants to be specific today.

			see WHAT??? TJ texts back frantically. She waits an agonizing five seconds for Piper to finish typing.

			
				check Northridge Confessions.

			

			TJ’s sense of dread skyrockets. The Northridge Confessions Instagram page is where everyone anonymously sends their dirt and their school-specific memes. TJ hasn’t visited it in a while.

			She braces herself and pulls up Instagram.

			The most recent post on the Confessions page snags her attention immediately. It’s that same unflattering photo of TJ and Simran, except it’s been cut into two individual images, of the two of them separately.

			
				#1022

				Hot Persian girls: Expectation vs Reality

			

			Under Expectation is TJ’s photo. She looks fine—even pretty—in it, despite the sweaty sheen. Her makeup held up well. And then, under Reality, there’s Simran’s photo.

			It’s blown even bigger than the one Yara had in the newspaper. And it’s uncomfortably clear what difference between the two of them the caption is referring to: Simran’s facial hair. Her eyebrows are bushy, closer to a singular rather than plural; there’s visible hair on her upper lip and chin, and her sideburns are deep enough to meet her jawline.

			Several things go through TJ’s mind right then:

			
				1. Simran’s not Persian. She’s Punjabi, like TJ. But then again, racists aren’t exactly known for their accuracy.

				2. Embarrassment for her cousin. There’s no way around it. This sucks.

				3. But at least they think TJ’s hot?

				4. Shame immediately following #3.

				5. Rage.

			

			All background noise fades as TJ clicks through the post’s many likes and comments. She recognizes some usernames as students at Northridge, and some she doesn’t—but it’s a public page, after all. One of the most-liked comments is Someone start a GoFundMe to buy this girl razors. TJ sees red.

			Sure, there are always insulting posts on the Confessions page, but she never imagined she’d be in one. It’s probably a good thing Simran doesn’t have a phone or Instagram, because she shouldn’t see this.

			Then again, it’s only a matter of time until she hears about it. They need to talk.

			

			∗

			
			TJ doesn’t see Simran for the rest of the day, despite being on the lookout. They don’t share any classes apart from French.

			So TJ fumes silently throughout the afternoon. Maybe she’s imagining it, but she swears people keep looking at her. No one actually says anything, though. It drives her up the wall.

			After the last bell rings, she’s so busy scanning the hallway outside the AP Lit room for Simran that she jumps when someone puts their hand on her back.

			“Sorry,” Liam says from behind her, and moves to her side. “Something on your mind?”

			She huffs. “Don’t tell me you didn’t see that Northridge Confessions post.”

			“Oh, yeah. It wasn’t funny.”

			He’s not having enough of a reaction for TJ’s liking. “Some of the guys on your team were liking the post, you know.”

			“They’re douchebags. I’ll talk to them.” He rubs her back. “Come on, it’ll die down soon anyway.”

			TJ takes a deep breath, hoping that will calm her. It’s working, at least until Rajan walks out from the classroom behind them and says, “Doubt it.”

			TJ glares at him as he passes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Rajan whirls on the spot and whips out his beat-up phone. “Don’t get all uptight about it if I show you, all right?”

			She breaks away from Liam to grab Rajan’s phone. It’s a tweet. The same photo of Simran from the Confessions post, with a new caption.

			When your man forgets to shave. It has several likes and retweets.

			“See, I can see you getting homicidal right now, dude.” Rajan pulls his phone from TJ’s grasp. “Chill out.”

			“How am I supposed to chill out?” she hisses. “My cousin is becoming a meme! Everyone’s laughing at her!”

			“Since when do you care?” Rajan arches a brow. “It’s making you look like the hottest girl at Northridge. Thought that’d be a win for you, to be honest.”

			TJ’s jaw drops. “You little—”

			Liam steps between them and shoves Rajan’s shoulder.
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