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        When you wish upon a star

        Makes no difference who you are

        Anything your heart desires

        Will come to you

        — Jiminy Cricket, Pinocchio
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      “What's she doing now?” Stacy couldn't take her eyes off Aunt Neeta, crouching barefoot on the floor, surrounded by what looked like art supplies.

      Rihanna and Stacy were fascinated as they watched their aunt, dressed in her favorite everyday sari, push furniture around their small living room, as if searching for just the right spot—for what, they could only imagine. Stacy bounced up and down with five-year-old excitement; she knew whatever Aunt Neeta had planned was sure to be fun. When their aunt finally invited them to join her on the floor, the sisters sat on opposite sides, forming a semicircle.

      “Look at us!” Aunt Neeta said, clapping her hands with delight. “We're sitting in the shape of a crescent moon. Did you girls know all major Hindu gods and goddesses have a crescent moon on their heads?”

      Rihanna tried to look interested. Ever since Aunt Neeta had moved in three months earlier, she had never missed a chance to bring up the Hindu gods with their confusing names and complicated backstories. It was kind of impressive how she could work them into any story. While there were many Hindu gods, Rihanna could only identify two: Shiva, the blue one, and Ganesh, who had an elephant head. It was hard to forget an elephant head. Rihanna didn't really mind her aunt's lessons, even if she couldn't follow them, but her father became annoyed whenever his sister started up. He was a nonpracticing Hindu, he would remind her, and not about to change, which explained why Rihanna was so clueless about religion. Her father had never once worked a Hindu god into the conversation.

      Neeta's penchant for teaching Hinduism notwithstanding, Rihanna loved having her around—and why wouldn't she? Her aunt spoiled them rotten and lavished them with attention. She could cook too, if you liked Indian food, which Rihanna did. Living in a house with delicious aromas and exotic foods made Rihanna miss her mother's cooking. Even Stacy, the fussiest eater around, enjoyed her aunt's dishes, which was surprising since Indian food didn't look very appealing. Stacy's crunchy chicken nuggets and crispy fries had been replaced by mushy food with strange names like palak paneer and chole masala, yet she still asked for seconds.

      Rihanna's stomach started rumbling right on cue but she resisted the urge to ask about dinner. Instead, she picked up a bright blue plastic bottle from the dozen on the floor.

      “Is this sand, Aunt Neeta?”

      “It's called rangoli powder. But yes, it's like colored sand.”

      Stacy opened a Barbie-pink bottle and tipped some powder into her hand.

      “Ooh, this one is my favorite! Can I keep it?”

      Aunt Neeta nodded. “If there's any left when we're done, you can have it.”

      Rihanna chose not to ask what rangoli was, for fear it would spark a Hindu god story, so she offered to help. Her aunt handed her a wide plastic hoop.

      “Lay this down and hold it steady.”

      “What about me?” Stacy pouted.

      Aunt Neeta handed her some tools. “You get the most important job.”

      Satisfied, Stacy arranged the tools while their aunt made a sketch on the white floor tile inside the hoop. When Rihanna leaned in to look, Aunt Neeta shook her head.

      “Just wait. See if you can guess what it is.” She squeezed kelly-green powder onto the floor and formed a leaf with one of Stacy's tools. After making uniform ridges around the edge, she poured lime-green powder in the center and fanned it out. Soon she had six overlapping rows of leaves.

      Stacy was enthralled. “What a pretty tree!”

      Her aunt just smiled as she hollowed out the center of each leaf and filled them with mounds of pink powder. She handed Rihanna a tiny cup.

      “Round those out for me?”

      While Rihanna worked by her side, Aunt Neeta created a vivid red flower with tiny buds. Turning back to the leaves she topped them with pale blue powder and finished with a dot of royal blue, like a cherry on a sundae.

      “They look like eyes!” Stacy exclaimed.

      “They do, don't they?” Aunt Neeta laughed. "Now you close your eyes while I finish up. You too, Rihanna.”

      The girls sat there contentedly listening to their aunt hum, her floral perfume wafting around them. After several minutes, Stacy began to fidget and their aunt assured them she was almost done. Just then, the front door opened and the girls turned to greet their father. Stacy sprang up.

      “Papa's here!”

      He ruffled Stacy's hair affectionately as he walked toward Neeta and Rihanna, his gaze drawn to the brilliant artwork on the floor.

      Rihanna gasped. “It's beautiful, Aunt Neeta!”

      “How did you do that?” Stacy asked.

      Their father tilted his head, taking it all in. Finally, he posed the question on everyone's mind.

      “Can someone please tell me why there's a peacock on the floor?”

      Neeta laughed like she'd pulled off the best prank ever. “Happy Diwali, Brother!”
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      “I admire your artistic ability, Neeta, but I'm not giving up my living room for five days,” her brother said matter-of-factly.

      “Ha! I knew it.” Neeta looked smug. “You remember how long Diwali is!”

      He shrugged, noncommittal. “I also know the twelve days of Christmas and eight nights of Hanukkah. That doesn't mean I celebrate them.”

      “What's Diwali?” Stacy asked. “Is that when you draw peacocks on the floor? Does everyone do it? Can I see them?”

      Rihanna pulled her long black hair into a loose knot and stood up, graceful as a dancer. “Diwali is the Indian festival of lights. It's their most important holiday and marks the start of the Hindu New Year.”

      Her father nodded his approval. “See? She grew up in a bookstore and it shows.”

      “Actually, that was a Jeopardy question last week,” Rihanna admitted. “But sure, let's go with the bookstore thing.”

      Neeta brushed herself off and stood as well. “Brother, shouldn't your daughters learn about their heritage? Thousands of years of rich history, they're missing out on so much.”

      After removing his shoes and placing them by the door, he replied. “Heritage is fine. History is important. But religion is another story. I don't need to fill my children's heads with fairy tales and myths, imaginary heroes and villains. They're welcome to read any book in the bookstore or library.” He gave Stacy's shoulder a squeeze. “Except for you, Peanut, you're not ready yet.”

      “You did read us Harry Potter,” Rihanna pointed out.

      “I didn't tell you it was real, did I?” he countered.

      Stacy started to wail. “Harry Potter's not real?”

      “Now look what you've done,” Neeta said, shaking her head. “Come, child. Would you like a special Diwali treat?” She fetched a silver tray of cashew-studded sweets. “These ladoos are for tomorrow but you can have one.”

      Stacy's face lit up. “Can I have two?” she continued wheedling as they walked into the kitchen.

      Her father chuckled. “If you give her two, she'll ask for three.”

      “Yeah, my money's on Stacy,” Rihanna agreed. She fluffed the worn sofa cushions and sat down.

      Her father settled into his favorite chair, which was currently wedged in a corner and unable to recline because peacocks take precedence on Diwali. He picked up the remote and turned on the six o'clock news.

      Things sure had changed, Rihanna thought. In the old days, her father would have been bugging her about schoolwork and grilling her about grades, not that she was complaining. With Aunt Neeta around, their relationship was definitely less tense. These days, her father had relinquished child-rearing to his sister while he focused on The Book Barn, which was doing surprisingly well. Two book clubs were meeting there weekly and local authors came in monthly for book signings. Rihanna was proud that her social media ads drew people in despite the tiny budget she had been given. Lots of indie bookstores were making a comeback and now theirs was too. Still, Rihanna had the nagging feeling that her father's retreat from family life was more than just dedication to the store. It felt like he had checked out of parenting altogether. He seemed distant all the time. She couldn't help but think how life would've been had her mother been alive. She sighed.

      “Aunt Neeta told me to invite my friends for dinner tomorrow, Papa. She's been cooking for days. Afterward, we'll set off fireworks. Stacy will love that.”

      He nodded, distracted. “You girls have fun.”

      “You're not coming?” Rihanna asked, puzzled. Was he boycotting Diwali just to spite his sister?

      Her father muted the TV. “I'm going to an estate sale.”

      “At dinnertime? Aren't they online now? And why didn't you invite me? That's our thing! Remember when I found that first-edition Ellery Queen and you sold it to that geeky collector? He was so excited.” Rihanna laughed.

      Her father smiled. “I remember. Yes, they're usually online but this particular gentleman collected rare books and his widow is too old-fashioned to use technology. The books aren't even catalogued so they will take time to go through. I have an appointment to get the first look. You can come if you like. I could use your sharp eyes.”

      Rihanna shrugged. “I can't, Papa, my friends are coming over.” She listed them for emphasis. “Alison and Abby and Megan and Lori and I haven't hung out in a while. Can you change the appointment? I'd like to go.”

      He shook his head regretfully. “If I change it the best books will be gone. Perhaps next time.” He turned the news back on and took his cell phone out of his pocket to check something.

      “Will you be home in time for the fireworks, at least?”

      Her father didn't seem to hear her so she decided to test him.

      "I forgot to tell you that I got an A minus on my biology exam." She waited for him to complain: Why the A minus and not an A plus? like he used to, but he was focused on his phone.

      “Papa, did you hear me?”

      He seemed surprised to see she was still there. “I'm sorry, Daughter. Did you say something?”

      “I said…enjoy the estate sale.” Rihanna went off to her bedroom to contemplate this new world order.
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      “I've never had Indian food; I hope it's not wicked spicy.” Alison fretted as she and Summer left the gym after basketball practice. They were sweaty and tired and Summer's wavy red hair had frizzed in protest. “Maybe I should eat before I go to Rihanna's house.”

      Summer poked her girlfriend in the arm and laughed. “There you go again. I've never seen a person worry so much. Do you worry when you're asleep too—like, is it a twenty-four-hour thing? I mean, I think it's cute, but how is it possible you've never had Indian food? Even I've had it and I come from Nowheresville, Georgia.”

      They unlocked their bikes from the rack in front of the school. Practice had run late and theirs were the only two left. They continued talking as they walked the bikes instead of riding them. Once they reached the end of the block they would hop on and ride home in different directions.

      “I wish you could come to Rihanna's,” Alison said. “You make everything more fun.”

      “Me too, Ally, but I have to study tomorrow for that huge biology test. I can't afford another C plus.”

      “At least you got the plus."

      “Always looking at the bright side, aren't ya?” Summer flashed her sweet Southern smile that sometimes meant bless your heart when people annoyed her.

      Alison had an idea. “Why don't you come over tonight then? We could watch the Pistons play the Mavericks.”

      Summer gave her an inscrutable look. “You sure you want me to come over? Aren't your parents gonna be there?”

      This was not the first time they had had this discussion. “Look, it's not that I'm afraid to tell them about you, about us, but Abby and I aren't allowed to date. My dad says fourteen is too young.”

      Summer laughed heartily. “You're so naive, I love that about you.”

      Alison was miffed. “I'm not naive! I've probably read more books than anyone you know, I'm pretty worldly.”

      Summer stopped walking. “Honey, you're book smart, for sure, but you don't know much about the world. Why do you think your dad is so protective?”

      Alison shrugged. “He's old-fashioned? He doesn't think we're mature enough to handle a relationship?”

      Summer nodded. “Keep going. I just know the answer will come to you. Think back to Health class.”

      Alison stared at her blankly for a long minute as Summer, irrepressible, giggled. Suddenly, Alison's eyes widened and her mouth formed the letter O.

      “Maybe, just maybe, he doesn't want you to get pregnant,” Summer offered helpfully.

      Alison blushed, embarrassed. “I'm sure that’s not the only reason.”

      “So, you'll tell your parents you have a girlfriend? You'll be fifteen in a month. And my mama knows all about you…”

      “I will, I promise. I just need to find the right time.”

      Summer shook her head. "I want to believe you, I do…I actually can't believe your sister hasn't spilled the beans yet. She's such a chatterbox.”

      “True,” Alison agreed. “But she won't blab because twin secrets are sacred. And also snitches get stitches. Anyway, she's so busy with her influencer job I barely see her.”

      They stopped at the intersection. “Here we are,” Alison said with a flourish, "at the fork in the road.”

      Summer frowned. “You got that right. Hope you choose the right one.”

      Then she rode off and didn't look back. Not even once.
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