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The cottage smelled like cardamom and sugar. Potted plants with leaves of green crawled along the corners of the room, hung from the ceiling, stretched across the mantel above the fireplace in the cozy living room. Light from the small window above the sink streamed onto the invitations strewn across the round kitchen table. Envelopes colored in whites, reds, and one even in black.


A breeze shifted through the room as the invitee strolled across the kitchen, a cup of chai in hand. She pulled out a chair and stared at all the envelopes, placing the cup on a rainbow-hued coaster.


Which ones would she attend this season? There were so many choices, so many places to visit. California, India, New York … So many love stories to unfold and promises to be made.


The romantic in her shivered with excitement. Weddings were her favorite. Big declarations of love, gold-spun dresses, glittering jewelry, dramatic interactions with family members, and the food. Oh, the food.


She moved the pile around, closed her eyes, and grabbed a handful. She’d used this same method every time during shaadi season. A season of her creation. Opening her eyes to the dusty blue-colored room, she stared at the invitations she’d chosen. The right ones always found her. The ones she needed to witness and perhaps the ones that needed her help.


A soft smile pulled at her mouth as she read the announcements. Oh, yes, these invitations held the promise of age-defying romances and love. It was going to be an incredible season.
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“This is going to be a disaster.”


My heart lodged in my throat as soon as the words were out of my mouth. I swallowed, stared at the ten-mile-long traffic jam filling my view as I sat behind the wheel, and prayed like there was no tomorrow that no one heard me. Despite the sunny day, the fluffy white clouds dotting the periwinkle sky, doom settled into my belly.


“I can’t believe you just said that,” Dev piped up from the back seat where Priti had banished him.


And there went any hope of escaping.


No. No. I needed to keep a positive attitude. There was still a chance nothing would happen.


I glared at Dev in the rearview mirror, and he had the audacity to raise his brows as if to challenge me. Letting out a huff of air, I moved my head to the side, trying to see if the line had moved up at all since the last time I checked fifteen seconds ago. The LAX exit sign taunted me in response.


“No, seriously, you do realize what you just said, right?” Dev said, louder.


Of course he wasn’t going to let it go.


“Yes, I know exactly what I said, and it is the perfect summation of the situation I currently find myself in. Nothing more.” Please, nothing more.


“Words have consequences.” He gave a quick shake of his head and went back to staring at his phone.


Words have consequences. A phrase our mother often muttered in our home. Careful what you say, because those words hold power, and they could come to pass. Consequences because the women in my family had a tendency to make things happen with those words, for better or for worse.


Better or worse. Funny that term came to mind. I had wedding on the brain. My sister’s nuptials that would take place in three days. Laxmi, Mumma, and Papa were currently situated at Grant’s family’s beach house in Santa Barbara while I navigated the seventh circle of hell, also known as LA traffic.


And for what? Correction, for who?


The bane of my existence himself, Grant’s half brother, Damian Bastian. His original flight had been delayed and he missed the connecting flight and got diverted to LA.


“Why can’t you pick him up? You’re not coming up until later today anyway,” Mumma had asked earlier that morning.


I seriously regretted convincing my parents to let Dev and me stay behind so we wouldn’t lose too much time at school for the wedding. My mom warned me it wasn’t a good idea. She said I would regret it. And look at that. I did. Severely. Words had consequences.


In this case, I wished my mother’s words didn’t carry so much weight and weren’t laughing their asses off at me.


“Finally,” I said as the never-ending line in front of me started moving.


“What do you think is going to happen exactly?” Priti asked.


My brother looked up from his phone. “Oh, I’m sorry, are we talking now?”


I clenched my jaw. My best friend and brother dating didn’t bother me that much anymore; honestly, they were made for each other. But there were times I wished the two of them had never fallen in love in the fifth grade. Like when they decided to get into a fight about college right before I had to drive us all the way up to Santa Barbara for the next couple of hours and get there in time for the Sagan ceremony, the opening event for the wedding weekend.


“You know what happens. You’ve seen it in action. She said it’s a disaster and now everything will be.”


“It’s just a superstition. Our entire family is entirely too ’stitious if you ask me. Mumma has gotten all these weird things about magic and manifestation into our heads.” But, who was I kidding? Our family wouldn’t be so ’stitious if there wasn’t truth behind the stories.


I gripped the steering wheel and took a long breath through my nose.


“And curses. Don’t forget the curses,” Priti chimed in.


I cast her a glance that said she so wasn’t helping, and she mumbled an apology.


But she wasn’t wrong. There had been talk of a curse. One placed on a distant aunt by a witch. This all took place in their village back in India well before I was born. It seemed so unfair that I had to deal with the consequences of an ancestor’s actions. Cruel, even.


An unwelcome niggle pecked at my brain and a shiver ran down my spine. The air had shifted. Just a hint, like someone had sucked 10 percent of it out of the car.


“You feel that?” Dev asked, sitting forward until his head was in between my and Priti’s seats.


“This is NOT going to be a disaster,” I said, loudly this time. Maybe saying those words would erase the ones I said previously.


“You know that’s not how it works,” Dev said with that signature annoying smirk.


Pursing my lips, I pushed him back and started inching the car forward. The inch turned into feet, and before I knew it, we were pulling off the exit.


“Guess you were wrong,” I said.


“Not the first time,” Priti huffed.


Dev stuck his tongue out.


“Oh my gosh, what are you, five?” Priti hissed.


“Would you two stop? Dev, please text he who shall not be named that we’re about to pull up, and he needs to be ready to go.”


“Got it. Texting Damian now.” Dev started texting before I could finish my sentence, naming the name I didn’t want uttered with a pointed look and a smirk that made me want to reach back and smack the phone out of his hand.


Probably because he and Damian texted quite often. More often than I liked. The fact that my brother made friends everywhere he went while I only made enemies was a source of many of my irritations. It wasn’t that I didn’t like people, or didn’t try, I just had resting bitch face and didn’t care to fix it.


“He says he’s good to go.”


“He better be.” I narrowed my eyes as the memory of my first encounter with Damian flashed across my mind.


The ice cream, his face, the smug smile, the ice cream on his face. The smug smile removed. That got me to smile.


Then I remembered the absolute berating I received from my parents and sister right after it happened. They grounded me for a month, and I had to write an apology text to Damian. That was the last time I had any correspondence with him. He texted back, but I deleted the message before reading it. Sure, we’d seen each other here and there since the incident, but we both made sure to pretend like the other didn’t exist. It was an unspoken understanding between the two of us.


The only person who got a kick out of that ice cream event? Dev. Who was now best friends with my enemy. He’d laughed his butt off when it initially happened, but changed his tune after I got a tongue lashing from Mumma and Papa. I never mentioned that he was the one who told me to do it. That little secret I kept to myself and would reserve use for when I really needed it. I cast my older brother a look, but he wasn’t paying attention. He was too busy smiling at whatever Damian had texted back.


Both Dev and I were seniors even though Dev was older than me. Not because he’d failed but because we’d always been in the same grade. Dev and I were Irish twins. Dev was born in June and then Mumma found out she was pregnant in August. I came along that May. We were also in the same grade because Mumma wanted us to have each other. Not that it did us any good after kindergarten. Dev and I always kind of resented the other, but such was life. We dealt with it in our own ways. He by dating my best friend, me by complaining about it.


Laxmi was six years older than us. Our parents had trouble having another kid until the two of us came along. Mumma said we were penance for her past mistakes. Not that we were all that awful. It was just, Laxmi had always been the perfect, dutiful daughter. And Dev and I were both hardheaded and … the opposite of dutiful.


We finally made it to the airport exit lane. LAX was an absolute nightmare to navigate. It made no sense whatsoever, and part of me thought it was built as a psychological testing facility. The test? To gauge human reactions to the absolute nonsense way they’d set up said airport. The one and only other time I’d driven there to pick up Laxmi, I ended up getting lost. It took almost an hour to figure out how to get to the baggage claim.


This time I felt much better prepared. Or at least that was what I told myself in order to keep the anxiety at bay. My gut clenched, and I immediately regretted eating that breakfast burrito we got from our favorite local 24-hour Mexican restaurant. The faint taste of chorizo and egg started to come back up. Grabbing my water bottle, I took a small sip to push the food back down where it belonged.


A few minutes later, I found the airline Damian used and pulled up in front of the baggage claim. Familiar puffy blond hair moved through the crowd as Damian appeared like an unwanted mirage in the middle of the sidewalk. He waved his hand like I hadn’t already spotted him, making my irritation rub raw.


I pulled the car up to the curb and waited for him to get in. “See, not a complete disaster,” I told my brother smugly.


Then Priti started unbuckling.


“What are you doing?” I asked, reaching out a hand to stop her.


“Sitting in the back so Damian can sit here.” She pulled her signature curls into a messy bun before grabbing her purse from the ground.


“No. Why?”


“Dev and I have to figure our shit out before we get to the beach house, that’s why.”


“You’re going to make me talk about my feelings, aren’t you?” my brother asked with panic dripping through his words.


“Yes. And we’re going to fix this before it blows up.” She eyed my brother, her cheekbones turning even sharper with her serious gaze.


“Priti, please, don’t do this.” I reached for her arm as she pushed open the passenger side door. But it was too late, and I caught air.


Priti got out and gave Damian a hug before opening the back door. Damian bent over and looked at me.


“Hey, Jaanu,” he said. “Mind if I take this seat?” The familiar green of his eyes flashed my way.


“Whatever.”


The smile dropped. “So, it’s going to be like that, huh?”


“Yup.” I flared my nostrils and moved my gaze to the windshield.


Dozens of people walked out of the airport. Buses and cars filled the roadway, moving in and out like puzzle pieces clunkily coming together. It was a dangerous combination, the vehicles and the people.


Damian sighed and walked back to the trunk to put his suitcase away. I watched him heft it in, a weary expression on his brow.


“Be nice,” Priti said, pinching my arm.


“Ow.” I swatted her hand away and grumbled a “Leave me alone.” I could be nice. I was perfectly nice. Okay, sometimes I was nice.


But where Damian was concerned? It would take practice. Maybe being nice wouldn’t be all that hard. He’d spent yesterday and most of today in cramped airplanes to make it to his brother’s wedding, after all. It would be fine.
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Nothing was fine.


We made it to the beach house, yes, so that was all well and good, but the actual ride? What should have been an easy two-hour commute up to Santa Barbara turned into three and a half hours of torture.


Dev and Priti kept whispering and making out in between those whispered conversations. Disgusting. Which left Damian and me with nothing to do but … not talk. I was fine with not talking, more than happy not to acknowledge his existence, but he insisted on trying to bury the hatchet, as he called it. What seventeen-year-old even spoke like that? He sounded like my dad.


“The hatchet is perfectly fine where it is,” I had told him, squeezing the steering wheel. It was my only form of therapy in the car at that moment.


“Look, we need to be on the same side for this weekend. After it’s over, you can go back to hating me.”


He’d made sense. I didn’t want to ruin Laxmi’s big weekend. She and Grant had been engaged for almost two years.


I reluctantly agreed. I thought that meant we could spend the rest of the car ride in silence, but no. Damian had to keep trying to engage me in conversations that didn’t interest me. Then the traffic only got worse because of an accident. Not unusual, in fact I should have planned for it, but it felt like those words I’d spoken earlier were definitely coming to pass. Oh, and it started raining. Heavily. Perfect pre-wedding weather.


By the time I pulled up to the beach house, I was all talked out, and I needed space from Damian. ASAP. Which wasn’t exactly possible given the fact that the Sagan and Chunni ceremony was supposed to already be underway and had to be delayed because we weren’t there. Tomorrow was the Sangeet and mehndi party, and then Saturday was the official wedding.


After slamming the car door, I ran to the trunk to grab my things and get inside before I got soaked. Damian beat me to it of course and insisted on helping me.


“I’ve got it,” I said, reaching for my bag.


“No, it’s not a problem.” He reached for it at the same time and our hands touched. I pulled mine back like it had been burned.


Damian furrowed his brows. “I don’t have the cheese touch if that’s what you’re worried about.”


I rolled my eyes as rain made my sweatshirt heavier. Priti let out a laugh as she joined us.


“The cheese touch! I haven’t heard of that since elementary school.”


I glared at my best friend for laughing at Damian’s ridiculous attempt at comedy. Priti shrugged and grabbed her own bag without giving me another thought. I pulled my bag out of Damian’s hand and rushed inside, using my purse as an umbrella.


The house smelled like a mixture of sunscreen and spice. The sound of chattering uncles, aunties, and cousins blended with the crashing waves.


A calm stirred beneath my breastbone. I loved coming to the beach house. Grant invited us up often, and our family took full advantage every time we visited. Only family members were allowed to stay at the house that week, and the wedding was taking place at a nearby ranch.


The calm quickly disappeared when Mumma came rushing over to greet us, her face set in fury, her bright blue sari flashing beneath the fluorescent lighting.


“Finally! We have been waiting forever.” Her dark eyes grew big, her thick brows lowered in annoyance, with the bright lipstick she wore pulled thin.


I shook my head. “Sorry, Mumma. The traffic was insane.”


“This is what happens when you don’t listen to your mother. I told you that you should have come up with us earlier in the week.”


“I had a calc test! You know I couldn’t miss that.” Keeping my grades up was vitally important. Nothing was going to stop me from keeping my GPA at 4.2.


“Hurry. You need to get upstairs and get dressed so we can get started. Oh, hi Damian.” Mumma’s demeanor immediately changed when she spotted Damian at my back, putting on her million-dollar smile.


“Hi, Mrs. Atwal, it’s good to see you again.”


And there Damian went putting on his charm.


“Priti, let’s get upstairs and change,” I said over my shoulder, ready to get away from Damian.


Priti unglued herself from Dev’s side. The two had been busy whispering and giggling behind me. Their fight was officially over. Thank goodness.


“That really wasn’t so bad,” declared Priti once we closed the door to our room behind us.


I gave her a pointed stare.


“Not a disaster, anyways,” she added.


Throwing my suitcase on the bed, I quickly unpacked my things. Priti did have a point. All things considered, it wasn’t a complete disaster. We were late for the Sagan, but nothing unmanageable.


“Not bad. Sure.”


I browsed the three beds situated in the small room. Priti, Laxmi, and I were all sharing a room for the wedding week. The bed next to the window appeared to be Laxmi’s. Her favorite stuffed animal, a worn white polar bear, sat on top of the perfectly made bed. Rain hit the window, creating a tinkling sound inside the room.


“Damian seems to have forgotten the whole fiasco from the first time you met. That must be a relief,” Priti continued, prying with that little hint of a question to her words.


“Such a relief.” What a lie. My entire body stood on edge, waiting for the moment Damian would finally address that elephant and take his revenge. I had to be prepared.


We both grabbed the garment bags with our lehengas hanging in the closet. Mumma absolutely refused to allow us to pack them on our own. They were much too precious and beautiful.


Priti used the bathroom in the bedroom first while I unpacked my makeup and hair products. I needed to get dressed and ready in less than fifteen minutes, which was next to impossible.


“Sister!” Laxmi burst through the door, her dark hair flying over her shoulders. “You’re here!” She pulled me into a tight hug that left me out of breath and startled. “I’m so glad you made it.” Laxmi pulled away and took my face in her hands. Her light brown eyes were bright, but bloodshot. She smelled bitter, like alcohol.


I made a face and pulled away from her. “Are you drunk?”


Laxmi walked past me and threw herself onto my bed, face to the ceiling. She wore a pink lehenga with woven golden threading, which she would most definitely wrinkle if I didn’t get her to sit up immediately. Hurrying to the bed, I pulled her up and she wobbled a little.


“I’m not drunk. I don’t drink. Remember? Mumma and Papa would be ever so disappointed in me if I did.”


She was correct. She didn’t drink and our parents would definitely have something to say about her behavior if they found out. Shit. The ceremony hadn’t even started and my sister was plastered?


Laxmi sighed. “I’m getting married,” she said to herself. I don’t think she remembered that I was standing right next to her.


“Isn’t that great?” She didn’t respond. “Lax, what’s wrong?”


“Mumma and Papa have been arguing with Kristin and Michael about the flower arrangements for hours.”


Of course. My parents and Grant’s parents didn’t always see eye to eye on things. Our parents were much more traditional, and the Bastians? Well, they were rich and white. Their beliefs and lifestyle didn’t always align with ours. But everyone had put aside their differences to make this wedding possible. Grant’s parents adored Laxmi and everyone was excited those two were finally tying the knot.


“I’m sorry.”


Laxmi sniffled. I froze. My sister did not cry. Ever. I grabbed the tissue box on the nightstand and blotted the tears before they could slip down her face and ruin her makeup.


“Then Vayla masi wouldn’t stop complaining about the food we served while waiting for you guys, and someone else was making snide comments about the fact that I’m going to wear a white dress and do a western ceremony along with the Hindu ceremony, and then Grant’s aunt Mabel, who’s definitely a racist, started in on how she can’t abide Indian food. It’s just overwhelming. I don’t know what to do. Everything has been so great lately, and then today it’s like no one is happy. The last few hours have been a complete disaster.”


Warning bells sounded in my head as my ears latched onto the word disaster. Oh no. No, no, no. I gulped. This had nothing to do with what I said earlier. It was simply a coincidence.


“Lax? Where are you?” The deep, booming voice of Grant Bastian carried down the hallway.


Laxmi covered her eyes with her hands. “Oof, why is the room spinning?”


Panicked, I quickly exited the room and shut the door behind me just as Grant appeared at the end of the hall with Damian at his heels. Wonderful.


“Hey, Jaanu, have you seen your sister?” Grant’s blond brows furrowed with concern.


I once again marveled at how different he and Damian appeared. Grant had brown eyes, Damian had green eyes. Grant had a dimple on his chin, Damian did not. Grant also wore a stern look at all times, like anything and everything was of grave concern, whereas Damian had an open face and smiled freely. Why the hell was I standing there comparing the two brothers while my drunk sister cried in the bedroom?


It was strange to see Grant in a pink kurta that matched my sister’s lehenga. He must really love her if he ditched his usual, boring button-downs and khakis for something so much more colorful.


“Um. She just needed to a minute to …” Think, Jaanu! “Fix her hair!” I exclaimed, making Grant jump back a little.


Grant’s features smoothed over. “Oh good. Tell her one of your aunts was asking for her.”


“Which one?” I had a few. My dad had two sisters and my mom had two of her own, and that didn’t include their cousins, who were also considered our masis, as well as my parents’ own aunts.


Grant frowned. “Uhhhh … the one who likes to talk about her son who goes to Harvard, I think?”


Tara masi. Or Terror masi, as I liked to call her.


“Okay, I’ll let her know. You should go back downstairs and mingle. I’m sure everyone is so excited to finally meet your family.” I grabbed Grant’s arm, turned him around, and pushed him down the hall. Thankfully he didn’t resist and gave me a quick wave before disappearing down the stairs.


I leaned back against the wall, relief slinking through me.


“What’s going on?” Damian asked once Grant left.


I let out a surprised yelp. I totally forgot he was there. “What makes you think anything is wrong?”


“Jaanu!” Laxmi’s cry echoed through the walls. “I think I’m going to puke!”


Damnit. I rushed into the room and quickly searched the premises for a puke bucket. A trash can sat in the corner next to my bed. I ran for it and shoved it beneath my sister’s wobbling chin just as the first wave hit her. She clutched the sides of the trash can.


“Is she drunk?” Damian asked, face cringing.


Once Laxmi got done with all the puking, I laid her on my bed, grabbed the trash can, holding it out while suppressing a gag, and signaled for Damian to follow me. We headed to the bathroom down the hall since Priti was in the one in our room, where I flushed down the evidence of my sister’s drunkenness.


“What’s going on, Jaanu?” Damian asked once I washed my hands.


“Lax is … overwhelmed. There’s been a lot of drama between family members.”


“Did Aunt Mabel tell her she and my brother were going to make beautiful babies because mixed-raced babies are always beautiful?” Damian made a face like just saying the words made his insides cringe.


I shook my head. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. It’s mostly people being hangry and jealous and who knows what else.”


And maybe I jinxed the wedding by saying it was going to be a disaster.


“Oh. That explains the knuckle cracking.”


Grant only cracked his knuckles when he got anxious.


I thought of my sister getting drunk and feeling overwhelmed. She and Grant deserved an awesome wedding. And I had to fix what I had broken by speaking those words.


“I need to fix this.”


Damian furrowed his brows. “What do you mean you have to fix it?”


I opened my mouth and closed it again. The last time I discussed my family’s “gift” with Damian, he’d laughed, called me ridiculous, and I’d shoved my ice cream cone into his face.


He looked me up and down, eyes fixed on my clenched jaw. “Does this have something to do with …” His voice trailed off and he mimicked a wizard using a wand.


“It’s not a spell,” I hissed at him.


He threw his hands up in surrender. “You don’t happen to have any ice cream on you by chance?”


I bared my teeth at him, and he laughed.


“This isn’t funny.”


He shook his head. “Look, I’m sorry for the way I acted when you and Laxmi told me about the whole words having power thing with the women in your family.” I stiffened with surprise at this apology. “But you can’t really think what’s happening is your fault.”


And the surprise melted to annoyance.


He still didn’t get it. He probably never would until he ended up caught in the words-have-consequences web. Okay, I called my family too ’stitious, but only because I was trying to downplay just how badly I’d messed up. I’d seen what happened when women in our family said the wrong thing, when the intention behind our words didn’t match the tone just right. Grant had even witnessed it in action and was a believer.


One of the reasons women in my family didn’t drink? Because when they did, they said things that got them into a lot of trouble. Or other people into a lot of trouble.


“I said that today was going to be a disaster earlier, and now everything is falling apart for the first time since this whole wedding business started.” I turned away from him and paced the hallway, trying to get him to understand the gravity of the situation. “My sister does not drink, Damian. Ever. Our parents have been trying to make this wedding go as smoothly as possible and now everything goes wrong? It’s not a coincidence.”


Damian leaned back and crossed his arms. I did not like the look he gave me down his nose. I didn’t like that I had to look up at him at all. He was taller than six feet and towered over me. I instinctively found myself puffing up my chest, trying to make myself taller. Damian made a fist and coughed into it. He was definitely trying to cover a laugh. I narrowed my eyes at him.


“Don’t you think you’re being a little … dramatic?”


He. Did. Not. Just. Say. That.


He swallowed. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant—I mean that wasn’t the right thing to say.”


“No, it wasn’t.”


He released a breath and ran his hand through his thick hair. “I don’t know why I always say the wrong thing when I’m around you.”


I loosened my defensive posture. Damian appeared defeated. And truly apologetic. “Let’s just move on. And I’m sorry, too. For throwing that cone at your face.”


The corner of his mouth turned up. “You’re forgiven. Maybe I can help you ‘undisaster’ this wedding to make up for my wrongs.”


I squinted at him, still a little suspicious of his sudden change in attitude.


“Um. Sure.”


I’d let him help for now, but if he said or did anything to mock my family’s curse, he would pay for it later.
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Damian hurried downstairs to get Laxmi a cup of coffee. Sending him away while I figured out how to really fix things seemed like a way for both of us to win. Besides, we needed Laxmi to sober up immediately. Priti finished getting dressed, and I caught her up on everything.


“Oh no. Your brother is never going to let us live this one down.”


I snorted. “He’ll be insufferable.” More than usual. If there was one thing Dev loved more than Priti in this world, it was being right.


Laxmi lay on the bed, clutching her stomach, mumbling something about Mabel and shoving teacakes up her homophobic butt? My guess was at some point Mabel made a comment about Grant and Damian’s lesbian aunt. Very Mabel-like behavior.


I went to get dressed and texted Mumma that Laxmi’s stomach was acting up because of the nerves (which was partially true—my sister’s stomach tended to get upset when she was anxious), and that we would be down soon. Keeping suspicion at bay was our number one priority.


I got dressed and did my hair and my makeup in record time. My hair, though straight, was thick and difficult to manage, especially on humid days, so I just sprayed some water into it and put in some product to give it a wavy look. It didn’t go exactly as planned. It only got poofier, messier, and my makeup looked way too shiny. More disastrous behavior sent to me by the universe.


“How is she?”


Priti stood by as Laxmi drank a steaming cup of coffee. Damian must have dropped it off. I shoved down the little niggle of surprise and suspicion. Damian’s sudden change in behavior would take some getting used to.


“Better, I th—oh my gosh, what happened to your hair?” Priti said with an audible gasp.


“Are you wearing a wig?” Laxmi tilted her head and narrowed her eyes, peering closer.


“I know. It’s awful, but I can’t do anything about it right now. Lax, how are you feeling?”


Laxmi answered by taking another gulp of the coffee and then hissing in pain, because of the temperature. “Better. Dizzy, but better. I think I can make it through the ceremony.”


“Good. Let’s get this show on the road. Mumma is going to burst through that door if we don’t get downstairs now.”


Priti and I helped Laxmi stand up. I inspected her perfectly altered lehenga and makeup and hair to make sure nothing was out of place. Once that was done, we placed her in the middle, which allowed her to use us as crutches.


The beach house bustled with activity. The sweet scent of incense layered the air. The Sagan and Chunni event was more of a welcoming into each other’s families with gift exchanges and a ceremony of sorts where the groom’s mother or sisters placed red chunni on the bride’s head.


I had only attended one other desi wedding, and that was when I was six, so I had very little memory other than being bored during the actual wedding and having a blast at the reception. You know, kid stuff.


“There you are!” Mumma bustled over to us, using her false cheerful tone. “Is everything okay?” she asked under her breath when she reached our sides.


“All good.”


Priti and I helped Laxmi to the couch while the crowd of masis, masus, aunts, uncles, and cousins gathered. There were about thirty people total, but it felt like so much more. Tomorrow morning was the mehndi party, and then tomorrow night the sangeet, which would be a much bigger event, was being held at the country club.


Grant sat on the couch with Damian standing next to him. Mumma and Papa began the event by welcoming everyone. The caterers passed out refreshments, which helped quiet the room because everyone was too busy chewing to complain or gossip.


Laxmi appeared mostly recovered and even sent Grant a watery smile. He smiled back, although a frown wrinkled along his forehead. The caterers passed out glasses to everyone. Champagne for the adults and apple juice for everyone else.


“We’re so grateful to the Bastians for hosting us today,” Papa said, raising his champagne glass. “And are excited to finally join our families.” Everyone else also raised their glasses, preparing to drink. “We are proud of our children for taking this step.” Dad continued his speech, but my eyes were on my sister.


“I can’t do this,” Laxmi said under her breath, staring at the glass like it was poison.


My heart thudded in my chest. Damian grimaced while Priti exchanged a look of concern with me and leaned over to whisper in Dev’s ear. Thinking quickly, I stepped in front of my sister, blocking her from view, squatted down so we were eye level, and pretended to fix her hair while exchanging our glasses.


“Thanks,” she said, eyes glistening.


“Get it together, sis,” I said, trying not to be too harsh.


She nodded and cleared her throat. I stepped away from her and stood up.


“To becoming family,” Dad finished his speech and took a sip of his drink with everyone following his lead after repeating his words.


I schooled my face and took a sip of the champagne and pretended like it wasn’t the most disgusting thing I had ever tasted. I’d had sips of alcohol here and there, but champagne? No thank you. It was the worst.


Everyone clapped and we proceeded to the next part of the ceremony. Gifts were exchanged by family members, Dad put a tikka on Grant’s forehead, Grant’s mom placed the veil, or chunni, over Laxmi’s head, and it all went on without my sister puking.


It felt like it went by too slow, yet much more quickly than I anticipated.


“Congrats.” Damian approached me out on the deck.


The rain hadn’t let up, but we were sheltered beneath the gazebo-like structure.


I’d just finished catching up with a couple of my cousins on Papa’s side of the family who had flown in from India. It was so good to see them in person. Sure, dealing with the gossiping masis annoyed me, but they were few and far between, and most everyone was excited to be there to celebrate the nuptials.


“Thanks,” I said, brushing my hair back from my face. All I wanted was to put it up in a messy bun. I know it hadn’t improved from earlier in the day.


Damian kept glancing at it and hiding a smile behind his hand every time our eyes met. It was my own fault. I’d cursed myself.


“I’m sorry, what are you congratulating me for?”


“For managing to get through that whole ordeal without anyone suspecting your sister was drunk.”


“Grant knows something is up,” I retorted. He’d kept an eye on Laxmi all afternoon.


“I told him she ate something that didn’t sit well.”


“Thanks, I appreciate that.”


“So, what’s the game plan?” he asked.


“Yeah, what’s the game plan?”


Damian and I turned in time to catch Dev and Priti stepping out to join us. Priti made sure to close the sliding door behind them so we would have some privacy.


“I had to tell him,” Priti explained with an apologetic squeeze to my arm.


“I swear if you say I told you so, I will kick you in the nuts.”


Dev rolled his eyes. “Fine. Now, what are we going to do?”


“Can you take the words back?” Damian asked. It was strange to see him in the deep purple kurta. He pulled at the neckline and appeared uncomfortable. I momentarily thought about teasing him, but I knew he took the whole cultural appropriation thing seriously. Dev mentioned he’d texted and made sure it was okay for him to wear one.


“That’s not how it works,” I stated. “I actually don’t really know how it works.”


None of us did. Not really. We just said things with enough power behind them and they happened. But not all the time. Like I couldn’t say “I won a million dollars” and magically get that money. Whoever placed that particular curse on our family would pay someday. It only seemed to happen when we believed. Like earlier. I fully believed the day would be a disaster, and now everything was. Wonderful.


Words have consequences.


I cast a glance at Damian to read his reaction.


He didn’t scoff or roll his eyes. I let out a breath and relaxed my shoulders.


“We just need to watch out for anything that might be disasterlike,” I suggested. “Disaster potential?” I frowned, playing with the words in my head.


I stared into the house, watching everyone mingle. Some family members were heading back to their hotels, a few still lingering. Laxmi and Grant stood in the corner of the room, hidden from everyone inside. Tension pressed against their faces.


“I’ll go see what’s up,” Damian volunteered, his gaze glued to the same scene.


“We’ll make sure no one sees them.” Dev and Priti headed inside.


And I remained stuck where I was, feeling like the worst sister ever for ruining Laxmi’s wedding weekend. What would the day have been like if I hadn’t said those words? Probably filled with joy. Instead a dark smear hovered in the air, waiting to curl around any and all joyous moments. I refused to allow that to happen.


“This wedding is not going to be a disaster,” I said out loud. “My sister deserves the best wedding ever.”


Maybe I couldn’t take back what I said, but I could speak something better into existence. The universe would not get the best of me or my sister’s wedding weekend.
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I awoke to the calming sound of the waves gently rolling in. A heavy sense of nostalgia caught hold of me. Saturdays spent at the beach with my family. Laxmi teaching me and Dev to not turn our backs to the water, digging in the sand with our shovels and buckets. The salt hardening on my skin and in my hair. Then the sound of the rain beating heavy against the room wiggled its way through and all calm washed away.


Laxmi’s snoring drowned out the ocean waves. My sister only snored when she was stressed. I rolled over on my cot and faced her. Her mouth hung open, and I frowned at the way her brows wrinkled like even sleep didn’t offer her relief from the insanity of the wedding.


Lifting my head to look at Priti’s bed in the corner of the room, I found it empty. She probably snuck out to be with Dev. They said something about grabbing breakfast yesterday.


The knots in my stomach tightened when I remembered the day before. The curse. My words.


Laxmi mumbled under her breath and rolled over to her side. I checked my phone for the time. Only seven in the morning. Deciding to let her sleep in, I pushed away my blanket and quietly tiptoed out of the room into the bathroom.


After throwing off my pajamas, I slid on a pair of shorts, my bra, and a tank top, making sure to roll on some deodorant. I’d shower later.


Lax slept soundly, her snores quieting a bit, as I snuck out of the room and made my way downstairs.


“I just want to know what really happened yesterday. I know Jaanu wasn’t being honest with me.” I paused in the middle of the staircase, Grant’s voice reaching me.


I was still hidden from the people below and stayed put, listening in.


“Nothing is happening, Grant. I promise. Don’t worry so much. Right now, you just need to focus on today’s event. The mehndi and rehearsal luncheon is happening in a few hours and then the sangeet is tonight, remember?”


My throat loosened as I let out a slow breath.


Tomorrow was the wedding. The real deal. Both a Western and Hindu ceremony were planned. My sister’s dresses were perfect and gorgeous. I couldn’t wait to see her in them.


Grant’s parents were pretty understanding of Hindu traditions as long as they got to host the rehearsal luncheon. Kristin, Grant’s mom and Mr. Bastian’s first wife, looked forward to all the events because she got to wear traditional Indian clothes for each of them. Mr. Bastian went into it a bit more reluctantly, but I think that was mostly because he was pretty over weddings in general. He was on his third, after all. Damian’s mom, Sandra, was his second wife. And his current wife, Laurie, kept to herself. In fact, I’d only seen her once yesterday at the sagan.


“Fine. But you’ll come to me if anything goes awry, right?”


“Yes. I promise.”


Some shuffling took place and a soft grunt echoed in the room. I quietly stepped down the last few steps and caught the brothers in a hug. Relief and gratitude slinked through me. The fact that Damian hadn’t said anything to his brother about yesterday made some of my suspicion and guard drop a little.


Damian faced me and immediately pushed away from his brother when he saw me standing by the stairs.


“Morning,” he said, clearing his throat.


Grant turned to me and offered me a wan smile. “Is Laxmi awake?”


I shook my head. “But Priti isn’t in the room, which means she’s all alone and you can go wake her up if you want.”


Grant didn’t wait for me to finish my sentence before making his way up the stairs.


Damian moved to the side of the counter and poured himself some orange juice. I grabbed a bowl from the cupboard and went searching for some breakfast. Spotting a box of chocolate cereal, I poured myself some, along with milk, and headed outside to eat.


“It could be worse,” Damian said, following me.


The cool morning breeze wrapped around us. I held back a shiver as the rain thumped steadily against the canopy.


“True. And it shouldn’t get any worse as long as we stay on top of things. Thanks, by the way, for helping.” I tapped my spoon against the cereal, which started to turn to mush because I’d poured way too much milk.


Damian shrugged, shoving his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants. “It’s the least I can do after mocking you when we first met.”


I swallowed. “I probably overreacted. Shoving that ice cream into your face was a little extreme.”


Damian smiled; It changed his whole face, lighting him up. “At least it was ice cream and not something less appetizing like pie.”


“I can’t believe you don’t like pie. There’s something wrong with you,” I teased.


We sat down at the small mosaic-designed table set in the center of the back patio. Despite the rain (which had better be gone by tomorrow), the day felt still. A nice reprieve before the chaos set in. Desi weddings were always chaotic and dramatic.


Yesterday Ranveer masu got a little tipsy (much like my sister) and told everyone that he planned on getting a hair transplant.


“I really don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Damian commented, facing the ocean as a breeze ruffled his hair. “Yesterday didn’t go exactly as planned, but nothing we couldn’t handle.”


“Please don’t jinx the day before it’s even begun.” I glared at him, shoving a bite of cereal into my mouth.


A hearty laugh echoed around the quiet landscape. “I am not.”


“How about we don’t take any chances?” I said after swallowing my bite and placing my bowl on the table.


“I really think today will be much better.”


Hurried steps bounced against the ground. Mumma rushed outside and closed the sliding glass door behind her.


“What do you mean the dress won’t be here in time?” Mumma said in a harsh, panicked voice.


Damian and I exchanged a glance. I let out a groan.


And let the day begin.
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The wedding shop owner’s mom was in the hospital. Laxmi’s white dress was supposed to arrive today, but since it was a family-owned business, everyone was flying out to be with the mother. We had until eleven o’clock tonight to pick up the dress, otherwise it wasn’t going to make it on time. Why had I opened my big mouth yesterday? This all could have been avoided if I had just kept the words inside. I knew better.


At the age of five I had set off a chain of events that ended with Dev getting a broken arm and me with a huge bruise on my head. Mumma decided it was time I learned about the women in our family and how at times we caused … trouble with our words. Magic? Maybe. Curse? Most definitely.


“Is there anyone from the wedding party that’s still in LA?” Damian asked.


Damian, Dev, Priti, and I were gathered in a small room at the country club. The day’s festivities had already begun. My sister and Grant had done the haldi ceremony at the beach house before we all met at the country club for the mehndi party and luncheon. There would be a small break before we gathered again for the sangeet. The day was chock-full. Lots of opportunities for things to turn into disasters.


I bit down on my lip. “Maybe. Let me think.”


“I can call my mom and ask,” Priti volunteered.


“Great idea, babe.” Dev leaned over and kissed her forehead.


I curled up my lip in disgust, but wiped it away before anyone noticed. Besides Damian, who coughed to hide his laugh.


“Thanks, Priti.” I squeezed her arm.


Literally anything would help.


I adjusted the top of my salwar. It hung on my frame comfortably, but the golden design around the neck was a little itchy. Most traditional Indian clothing was. The color for today was aquamarine.


“Let’s get out there and keep an eye on things,” I said, opening the door.


The four of us walked down the hall, determination in our steps, like Laxmi’s own personal wedding army, ready to protect her from any harm.


The ballroom smelled like lilies and roses with just a hint of warm bread. My stomach grumbled. Eating only a bowl of cereal earlier in the day wasn’t my best move. But I also hadn’t had much of an appetite. Priti and Dev headed for the buffet sitting on one side of the room, the trays filled with sandwiches, salads, and soups.


I glanced around the crowd and spotted Laxmi sitting on the little delicate French-style love seat with wooden legs while getting her mehndi done. The pants of her short-sleeved yellow salwar were rolled up as the henna artist created an intricate design on her foot.


There were a few more artists working on some of the masis.


“You getting one?” Damian sidled up to me, keeping his eyes trained on the room for any potential disasters.


“Definitely, but first, I just spotted my first battle.”


“Huh?”


“Follow me.”


Making my way around the guests, I made sure to also greet my family members. Ignoring anyone would be seen as a slight, and I so did not need the headache of an auntie or uncle guilt trip.


A couple of minutes later I arrived at my destination.


“Meena masi! You look lovely.”


Meena masi stopped mid-sentence, the fury in her eyes soothing over. “Oh, beta, you look lovely!” Masi adjusted her purple dupatta and stepped away from my other aunt, Geeta masi.


Meena masi, Mom’s sister, and Geeta masi, Dad’s cousin, constantly bickered. Yesterday we got lucky they managed to stay on opposite sides of the room, but today? Not so much. I had no idea what the two of them were fighting about, but I needed to defuse the tension immediately.


I felt eyes on my back and spotted Laxmi watching us, her face scrunched in worry. She knew how ugly things could get between our masis. Last time they were together they got in a shouting match that could be heard all the way in India. Over a Bollywood movie of all things. Which, I understood, as my people take Bollywood movies very seriously, but during a funeral? Uncalled for!


“Geeta masi, I love that shade on you.” The bright orange actually did look really great on Geeta masi. She’d styled her hair in a tight bun with flowers, and her round cheeks were dotted with blush.


Meena masi sniffed in disapproval.


“Have you met Grant’s brother Damian, Meena masi?” I reached behind, grabbed Damian’s hand, and pulled him forward. “He loves rugby. Doesn’t Anmol play rugby?”


Meena masi ran a hand through her long hair, the dark locks straight and perfect. My hair wasn’t much better than the day before, and I seriously envied her style.


“He does. He’s on the varsity team and he’s only a freshman,” she said with pride.


When in doubt, compliment a masi’s son to distract her. Then I asked Geeta masi about her latest houseplant, making sure to walk her over to the other side of the room while doing so.


Crisis averted.


For the next hour one issue or another popped up. Mr. Bastian loudly proclaiming that all Indian food tasted the same, which Damian took care of by telling his father just how intricate and diverse Indian food is all throughout the subcontinent, thus getting his father to apologize for his comment. Kristin definitely got a kick out of the way her ex turned red while his son put him in his place.


I think even Laurie, Mr. Bastian’s current wife, enjoyed it. I spotted them whispering in a corner by the French doors that led outside. It was strange to see the two of them together. Kristin was a power-suit-wearing lawyer with a no-nonsense attitude and dirty blond hair she kept in a neat bob, whereas Laurie was in her early thirties, wore tight clothes, and kept her red hair long and her skin spray tanned. The two could not be more different, but they appeared to get along just fine.


“I think it’s your turn,” Damian said, approaching me after helping my dadi dish up her lunch. He’d escorted her to a table and fed her, since her hands were covered in mehndi. It was very endearing.


Which annoyed me. I did not need to find Damian endearing. Ever.


I flicked my gaze to one of the henna artists that finally freed up. Excitement flitted through me. I had been looking forward to getting mehndi all day. Damian didn’t have to entice me over.


“Hi,” I said to her. “You’re doing an amazing job.”


The young girl, probably college aged, managed a shy smile. Her dark hair was up in a bun and she wore shorts and a comfortable, green shirt. “Thanks,” she said, brown eyes glittering. Mumma insisted on hiring South Asian henna artists for the day, which I thought was pretty cool.


“How long have you been doing this?” I asked, settling into the chair in front of her.


“Since forever. One hand or both?” she asked.


“Both, please.”


The girl began working on me as I kept an eye on the room. My sister sat behind the long table reserved for immediate family members. Mumma had decided not to tell her about the dress until absolutely necessary. Laxmi did not need more problems on her plate. She appeared relaxed and laughed at something Grant said. He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss on the lips.


It took about twenty minutes for the henna artist to work on my design. She did an incredible job. After she finished, my stomach grumbled.


She let out a soft laugh. “You should probably go take care of that.”


I thanked her and stood up, heading for the buffet. Which was when I realized my mistake. I had no hands to eat with. Staring at the delectable goodies spread out in front of me, my mouth watered.


“Need a hand?” Damian asked, laughing at his own lame joke. “Sorry, just figured I’d offer my services.” He waved his empty hands. “Turns out I’m pretty good at it.” He’d helped more than a few women who had gotten their henna done.


I scrunched my nose.


“Come on, Jaanu, let me help you out.”


Side-eyeing him, I reluctantly agreed. “But you better not do that choo-choo thing I saw you doing with my cousin.”


“She’s only five,” he said, rolling his eyes.


After dishing me up, we went to the table to sit by Laxmi and Grant.


“Everything’s going great, right sis?” I leaned over and asked my sister.


Laxmi turned to me in her seat. “Yeah, it is.” Her eyes shone with excitement.


I let out a breath. My plan was working.


Damian fed me a few bites of the salad I’d chosen, then held up the turkey sandwich I’d asked for, shoving it into my mouth.


“This is familiar,” Damian said, holding the sandwich against my mouth as I took a bite. “Except we’re in opposite positions.”


I frowned until I realized he was referring to the ice cream incident.


“Ah. Yes. That’s why it feels wrong.”


He pulled back the sandwich just as I moved forward to take a bite. “It’s kind of nice having all the power.”


I grit my teeth and let out a low growl. “Do not get between me and my food unless you want it to end badly, Damian.”


He laughed and lifted the sandwich back up for me. “I’m glad we’re friends now.”


“Are we?” I asked, raising my brows.


“Oh yeah, definitely. I’m helping you fix your magical-words thing.”


I snorted. “That’s a great way to describe our current situation. Look, you don’t have to believe it; you just have to respect that it’s something me and my family believe.”


“And I do. Now. I think it’s kind of cool, actually.”


“So cool having your entire life controlled by a curse a witch placed on your family.”


“Don’t you think it’s also kind of like a self-fulfilling prophecy? If you think what you say affects your entire life, then it will.”


I tilted my head. “I’ve never really thought of it that way. But you’ve also never experienced it in action until now.”


“Weddings are always tense and disastrous, Jaanu. A bunch of people who don’t always get along are packed into one place and expected to be on their best behavior. That never ends well.”


“Maybe,” I said. But it was more than that, and I didn’t know how to convince him otherwise.


Mumma sashayed over to us with a little pep in her step. She had been speaking with Nani and Nana, hands moving in exaggerated gestures.


“Beta, I need to discuss the sangeet with you and Damian. Where are Dev and Priti?” She searched the room for my brother and best friend. They stood by the buffet. She caught Dev’s attention and waved him over.


“What’s up, Mumma?” Warning bells rang in my head.


“Nani thinks the four of you should do a dance at the sangeet tonight.”


My stomach dropped. No. No. No. “Are you serious?”


“I’m sorry, what does that mean? You want us to dance together?” Damian asked like it wasn’t that big of a deal.


“A few of your cousins have their dances all coordinated and planned and it doesn’t seem right that the sister of the bride doesn’t. I’m sure you can figure it out. It doesn’t have to be complicated.”


Mumma made it sound so easy, but I had watched my cousins practice their routines yesterday evening and they were much more elaborate.


“You needed us?” Dev and Priti arrived.


“What’s such a big deal about dancing?” Damian leaned in to whisper.


“She wants us to coordinate an entire routine to a Hindi song. Sangeets always have them.”


Damian’s brows rose as my words settled in.


“You know this wedding dress problem wouldn’t have risen if Laxmi had chosen to wear my mother’s dress,” Kristin Bastian’s voice rose above the rest of the crowd.


“Shhh, Kristin.” Laurie tried to quiet her. But it was too late. Laxmi had heard.


“What are you guys talking about?”


Panic seeped into Mumma’s face. “Nothing, beta.”


“What’s going on with my dress?” Laxmi started standing.


Kristin sighed. “They can’t get it here in time. But it’s really not that big of a deal. I brought my mother’s wedding dress with me in case you changed your mind.”


Laxmi’s face turned green. “My dress isn’t going to be here for the wedding?” Her voice pitched higher.


I exchanged a knowing look with Damian. The curse had struck again.
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Trying to get anything done with mehndi on my hands proved to be tricky. But I did manage to calm my sister down and told her the dress issue was being taken care of. Okay, I lied, but Laxmi started breathing funny, a prequel to a full-on panic attack. I had to do something.


“My mom said she can get the dress,” Priti told me a few hours later as we washed off our mehndi. The greenish brown color swirled down the sink.


“That’s great news,” I said, releasing a breath. I could have hugged her if not for the wet henna still covering my hands.


“She says she’ll pick it up tonight and be here early tomorrow morning.”


It took a few minutes, but after we were done, I admired the dark orange designs. The sangeet started in a half hour and we needed to hurry up and get dressed. Laxmi, Mumma, Papa, and the rest of the adults were already there.


We’d stayed behind to practice our dance routine. The four of us were clunky and the dance lacked imagination, but we had something down. We chose our song and sent it to Mumma who would let the DJ know. Dancing in front of pretty much the entire wedding party sounded like a nightmare, but it could have been worse—at least it wasn’t a solo.


Priti and I met Damian and Dev at the car. We all looked hot. Damian wore a light blue button-down and some dark blue slacks, Dev had on a kurta with a floral design, Priti’s rose-colored salwar blended beautifully with her skin tone, and my light blue kurta surprisingly matched Damian’s shirt.


When we got to the ballroom at the country club, we found everyone lingering. Everyone minus the bride-to-be and my mother.


“Will you please check on your sister and Mumma? They were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.” Dad sidled up to me and whispered, making sure to keep a smile on his face. He knew not to show when something might not be right in front of our nosy family members, who were always looking for something to gossip about.


“Can do.” I squeezed Papa’s arm and rushed toward the hallway.


“Where are you going?” Damian joined me.


“Checking on my sister. Keep an eye on things for me.”


Damian gave me a thumbs-up and headed back toward Grant, who watched us with a frown. He was probably wondering why Damian and I were suddenly so chummy. Since the ice cream incident, we learned to ignore each other, usually keeping to separate sides of the room. This was the first time in years we were being nice and getting along. And I was beginning to realize I could trust Damian, and he was more than making up for the past.


I knocked on the designated bridal room door and waited. A giggle followed by Mumma’s shushing sounded from the other side before the door opened a smidge.


“What’s wrong?” I asked as soon as I saw Mumma’s face.


Her frown lines deepened and she grimaced. “Come in. Hurry.” She pulled me into the room and quickly shut the door.


Laxmi sat on the edge of a wing-backed chair, holding up a bangle. The golden details of her salwar glimmered against the light when she moved. Her hair fell in gentle tendrils around her face, and her makeup, though subtle, highlighted all of her best features, including her cheekbones. She looked gorgeous. She looked like a bride-to-be.


Laxmi tilted her head and turned the bangle in her hand. “How did they make it so round?” she asked with a laugh. The laugh turned into a snort. She proceeded to throw the bangle up in the air and play catch with it.


“Is she high?” I asked in horror.


Mumma grimaced. “Possibly.”


“What happened?” I hurried over to Laxmi and took her chin in my hands.


“Whoa, your eyes are so light right now, sister. Oh, you should definitely do something about those pores.”


I jumped away and covered my nose. My pores were not that bad! Okay maybe I did a half-assed job removing my makeup last night, but she didn’t have to point it out.


“I gave her something to help with her nerves.” Mumma remained on the other side of the room, wringing her hands. “She hadn’t calmed down after hearing about the dress.”


Laxmi glided over to the window like she was a princess in a Disney movie and did a twirl. “Isn’t the world just so magical?”


“What did you give her, Mumma?”


“Valium,” she confessed, dropping her hands.


I let out a gasp. “Where did you get Valium?”


“Kristin. She gave it to me earlier in the week. Don’t give me that look.” She pointed her finger at me before stalking over to Laxmi and placing her back on the chair.


“This is my fault,” I said with a groan, pacing the room. Things were going from bad to worse.


“No, it’s not. You didn’t drug your sister.”


“No, I didn’t, but I might as well have. I’m the reason this whole wedding is falling apart.” Laxmi grew fascinated with the back of her hands.


“What did you say?” Mumma asked with a low, knowing tone.


Time to fess up. “I said that things would be a disaster and now they are.”


Mumma sighed. “How many times have I told you to be careful what you speak into existence? But, beta, this isn’t all your fault. You only give your words more power when you believe them to be true. The less you focus on them, the easier things will get.”


Damian’s own words echoed in my mind, about the words being a self-fulfilling prophecy. Maybe they were right, maybe I was giving them too much power. If I stopped agonizing and obsessing over them, maybe things would get better.


“What do we do about her?” I asked, biting my lip.


“We’ll get her to her seat. All she and Grant have to do tonight is sit there and enjoy. The pill should wear off in a bit. Hopefully before her dance.”


Laxmi was the dancer in the family, not me. She started taking Kathak lessons at five and taught a class on weekends and during the summer. That gene hadn’t passed onto me. Or Dev for that matter, not that he seemed to notice or care.


I took Laxmi’s hand in mine, Mumma took the other, and we helped her stand. The distinct sense of déjà vu hit me. At least when Lax got drunk we had coffee and water to help sober her up. I had my doubts about the Valium.


“You can do this, Lax. Just a couple of hours of sitting there and looking pretty. You can do that.”


Laxmi snorted. “Like an ornament. I always liked the idea of being a trophy wife. Part of me wants Grant to work full time while I take Pilates classes and teach Kathak instead of becoming a lawyer.”


“That would be a waste,” Mumma chastised. “And you’re better than that. You’re my ambitious girl, remember?”


Lax sighed. “Yup. Ambitious. That’s me.”


Being the oldest definitely had its downsides, and in that moment I keenly felt the pressure Laxmi had on her shoulders. The last couple of days were the first time I’d seen her let go and relax, and it was only because she got drunk and high. That was unfair. Another reason I wanted to fix the wedding for her. She didn’t need more stress in her life.


We made it to the ballroom and walked Laxmi over to the dais set with two plush chairs. Grant already sat in his with Damian by his side. They were whispering together.


“You’ve got this, sis, just act natural,” I told Laxmi, giving her a kiss on the cheek after helping her sit.


Standing back up, I lifted a chin at Damian, gesturing for us to meet in the corner of the room. He followed after me as Papa and Mumma began the festivities by welcoming everyone.


“How are things out here?” I asked Damian once we were relatively alone.


“Not bad. People appear to be behaving well.”


What a relief. Maybe the universe was cutting me a break. “That’s good.”


“Is Laxmi okay?”


I pulled my mouth to the side of my face. “For now. I’m just glad we figured out the wedding dress thing, otherwise we might not make it to the wedding.”


Just as the words left my mouth, Priti ran up to us. “We have a problem,” she said, concern filling her eyes.


“Oh no,” I muttered.


“My mom went to the dress shop and it was closed. She couldn’t get the dress in time.”


My heart plummeted. “No. My sister isn’t going to have a dress for her wedding?”


“She’ll have her lehenga?” Priti offered.


But she didn’t get it. The white dress had been a point of contention between the families for a while. Kristin insisted on Laxmi wearing her mother’s dress, but Laxmi finally stood up and said she wanted her own. And now the dress she had chosen for herself wasn’t going to be here.


“We can fix this,” I said. But at the back of my mind, I knew it was too late. The shop owner had flown out of town, and breaking in wasn’t a possibility.


“Let’s just get through tonight and we’ll figure out the dress thing later,” Damian offered, squeezing my arm.


I sniffed and nodded.


“Hey, Jaanu, it’s going to be okay,” he said.


I shook my head. “I need a minute.”


Making my way to the exit door, I let myself outside just as the tears began to fall.


The night was calm. Stars sparkled in the sky with clouds covering the moon. The rain had stopped. Finally. The scent of fresh-cut grass surrounded me.


This was all my fault. My sister wouldn’t have her dress and it was my fault.


I wiped away the slow trickle of tears, slipped off my shoes, and walked onto the wet grass.


“Jaanu.” Damian’s voice carried over the dark. I turned to see him standing by the building, worry coating his eyes.


“I swear if you say this isn’t my fault, I will throw something at you.”


Damian’s mouth twitched. “I believe you. And that’s not what I was going to say.”


I crossed my arms and waited for him to continue.


“This situation isn’t ideal, but I really think it’s going to work out the way it should.”


“How?” My voice shook.


Damian took a few slow steps, closing the distance between us. I looked up at him. The night made his eyes appear darker, even prettier. Which was ridiculous.


“Grant and Laxmi love each other, they want to get married more than anything. A dress isn’t going to change that. We need to stop hiding what’s going on from the both of them. If we tell them the truth, I bet their desire to get married trumps a wedding dress.”


“That sounds awfully romantic.”


His mouth curled up. “It is. And it’s true. You’ve seen them together. Nothing is going to stop the two of them.”


Damian was right. Not that I was going to tell him that.


“Let’s just get through our dance. After everyone leaves, we’ll tell them.”


“And after the pill wears off,” I muttered.


“What?”
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