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To Anissa Jane, the person who inspires me to write teens who are as brilliant, strong, and hilarious as she is





CHAPTER ONE The Predictable End to Meera the Good Girl

No one, no matter how hard they work at it, or how much they want to, can ever—and I mean ever—escape their fate. And, apparently, my fate is to be cursed for eternity.

My eyes blur as I sit alone in the back of a police cruiser, watching a cop put literal handcuffs onto the wrists of my date, Gabe. Not even an hour after my first kiss with him—my first kiss ever.

My grandmother—Nani—has been warning me my whole life about the curse placed on our family four generations ago by a witch doctor in India. Should a girl in Nani’s bloodline choose to romantically involve herself with a boy before her seventeenth birthday, the girl becomes destined for trouble that will haunt her for her entire life.

Mom and Nani gave me a list of rules to follow so the curse wouldn’t ruin me: put my education first, never lie to my family, associate only with people with the same values as me (i.e., high achievers), and most important, don’t date at all until my seventeenth birthday. If I followed the rules, I would be unharmed by the curse and would be the first girl in my family to go to university. I would be the first to be able to live the life that I wanted to live. Of course, I followed the rules with precision—my life goals are way too important for me to risk ruining them.

So, on my seventeenth birthday, when Gabe Bautista, the smartest guy in my grade, asked if I wanted to go for a walk on the weekend, I said yes. I was seventeen—it would be fine. I was tired of being the only one of my friends who’d never been on a date, and I wanted a little escape from worrying about year-end school projects and Mom’s wedding. But to be extra careful I did a ton of research and made an epic avoid-curse spreadsheet, listing methods from around the world of how to stay safe from curses. I zeroed in on methods that are used in South Asian cultures, since this curse started in India, and on the ones that are most practical. (Like, I didn’t think it was a great idea to kill a descendant of the man who cursed my family.) Before my date I ordered a protection talisman online—a black tourmaline bead necklace with an evil-eye amulet on it—then took a bath in salt water and burned a candle while repeating some mantras.

I did everything right.

But on my date, with only one kiss under my belt, I was arrested because of some stupid social media stunt Gabe pulled at a carnival. It turns out that costume jewelry, salt water baths, and waiting until my seventeenth birthday were useless. There was nothing I could have done to escape my fate. This curse has ruined the life of every woman and girl in my family for four generations… Why would it spare me? All the work I did to escape it failed. I wipe the tear on my cheek with the back of my hand.

A back seat door opens, making me flinch, and a woman slides into the car next to me. “I’m Officer Martel,” she says. She’s not in a uniform but in black dress pants and a dark blue collared shirt. She eyes me suspiciously. “How are you doing, kid?”

I’m upset, embarrassed, and angry at Gabe. Mostly I’m furious at the curse. But I don’t say that. I shrug.

“Okay, so your full name is…”

“Meera Parveen Noorani,” I say quietly. I already gave someone my driver’s license (okay, fine, it’s a learner’s permit), so she should know this.

The woman nods. “Your mother’s name is Neelam Noorani, correct? She’s not answering her phone.”

Of course she’s not. “She’s in Italy… on her honeymoon. She’s technically Neelam LeClair now.” I bite my lip. “She’s supposed to be back today.”

The woman’s eyes narrow like she doesn’t believe me. To be honest, I can’t believe my mother got married either, but that’s beside the point right now.

“Where are you staying while she’s gone?” the officer asks. “Can we call your father?”

I shake my head. “I don’t have a father. I moved in with my grandparents after the wedding.” I wince, imagining my grandfather’s reaction to having to pick me up at the back of a police car. “But can we not call them? They’re… harsh.” Nanabapa, my grandfather, will probably ship me off to Vancouver on the next flight. Or ship me farther.

I inhale a shaky breath. Just like I was warned, dating has ruined everything. I want to ask if universities will have access to my criminal record, but I know it’s best to say as little as possible to the police without a lawyer. Do I need a lawyer? How will we afford that?

Another cop sticks his head in the window. “The mother answered her phone. Her flight just landed. She said she’ll pick the girl up at the station in about an hour.”

Officer Martel nods. “One heck of a way to end her honeymoon. You’re going to be apologizing to your mother until you’re fifty.”

I don’t say anything, because really shouldn’t it be Mom apologizing? She’s the one who passed this curse on to me in the first place.



At the station they put me in a little sitting room behind a closed door, telling me to wait for my mother. I put my head in my hands. I cannot believe this is happening to me. I’ve never so much as jaywalked or skipped school, and now I’m worried about a criminal record.

This arrest could affect my university acceptances and my chance of getting into the architecture mentorship program I’ve been counting on. And I can pretty much give up on my dream of being valedictorian next year. I will no longer be the first girl in my family to get a university degree. I won’t be the one to break the curse for future generations, like Nani said I would be. If I had my phone, I’d make a spreadsheet of all the ways that this situation will ruin my life forever, but the cops confiscated everything I had on me—including my mirrorless camera that has all the evidence of Gabe’s failed stunt on the memory card. I clutch the amulet on my necklace.

The door to the little room opens, and my mom walks in. Thankfully, her boyfriend, Jason—wait, her husband, Jason—isn’t with her. She’s wearing leggings and a white Italy sweatshirt, and looks very, very angry. Like, imagine the angriest, the most disappointed a person can appear, and then multiply that by one hundred.

“Don’t be mad,” I say quickly before she can speak. “I told Gabe not to use the paint bomb.”

Mom shakes her head. “Meera, I came straight from my honeymoon to a police station. Please, tell me how I should feel?”

I look down, my eyes welling with tears again. I feel Mom staring at my face for a long time.

“I’m not mad. I’m disappointed,” she finally says. “I thought you were better than this.”

Not mad but disappointed. It’s such a cliché thing to say, but right now I’m the most cliché of cliché good girls gone bad. I’m in a police station because I went along with my date’s plan to create a viral video for his socials. I may even have a hickey on my neck, judging by what Gabe and I were doing on the merry-go-round before he set up his prank. And if they drug-tested me, they might detect the secondhand smoke from the joint Gabe smoked, to my surprise, before he pulled out the—double surprise—paint bomb he had stashed in his backpack.

“It wasn’t my fault,” I say quietly. “It’s the curse, remember?”

Mom should know this wasn’t avoidable. With a sigh she sits next to me. She looks a little tan. I wonder if I should ask how Italy was. “Who’s this Gabriel Bautista, anyway? Someone from school?”

“Yes. We were on a… date. He told me his uncle worked at the carnival and he was allowed to hang out there after closing.”

She sighs again but doesn’t say anything.

“I know I’m not allowed to date until I’m seventeen,” I say, “but my birthday was last week, so I thought I was fine. Plus, I took a salt bath and—”

“You didn’t ask me if you could go out with a boy.”

“How could I? You were in Italy.” I try my best to stay neutral as I mention her honeymoon. “The rule was that I could date after I turned seventeen. And I asked Nani, and she said it was okay.” I don’t mention that it kind of stung that she was on her two-week dream vacation with her new husband on my birthday. Even if she did call me from Rome, it’s not the same.

“What’s going to happen to me?” I ask quietly. “Will I be sent to juvenile jail?” Ugh. I’m not equipped for that. I swallow hard.

She shakes her head. “Not likely. Jason already talked to the family lawyer. He may need to call in some favors, but it’s your first offense. You’ll probably be sentenced to community service—after you plead guilty.”

I nod. What if this had happened before Mom had married Jason, who comes from a wealthy and connected family? Would I have had to finish high school from jail?

“That boy will probably never speak to you again,” Mom adds. “He’s already trying to blame you for all of it.”

“The viral video was his idea. I didn’t even know he was planning it.”

Mom shrugs. “The damage has still been done. Now you’ll have to pay for it.”

I blow out a long breath, realizing that this means I am more like my mother than I ever realized. We’ve both been hit with the family curse. And both our lives have been ruined because of it.



My mother, of course, was pretty much right about everything she said in the police station. I have not been sentenced to a juvenile detention center but instead have been ordered to complete one hundred hours of community service. Gabe hasn’t contacted me or spoken to me again. I still don’t know if this will affect my mentorship or scholarship opportunities, but I don’t need to apply for those for a while, so hopefully not.

But the absolute worst repercussion of my short life of crime is that Mom’s brand-new husband (it feels weird to call Jason my stepfather) pulled some strings and arranged for me to complete my community service in the town where he (and now Mom) lives, Cherrybridge. Away from Nani, away from my friends, and away from Toronto—where I’ve lived my whole life.

“I don’t understand why she’s forcing me to go to Cherrybridge,” I say, flopping onto the floral bedspread in the spare bedroom of my grandparents’ house, where I’ve been living since Mom’s wedding. Nani is helping me pack up my stuff because Mom’s driving down from Cherrybridge to get me in the morning. “She promised I could stay here in Toronto with you when she moved in with Jason.”

Nani lets out a soft sigh. “I know, Meera, but she’s your mother. She wants to keep you close so you won’t get into trouble again.” Nani folds a T-shirt and places it into my suitcase. “Don’t forget your sweaters and blouses.”

I get up and head to the closet. “I’m not going to get into trouble again! I’ve learned my lesson now. The curse wins… I’ll die single.” I take all my sweaters down from the shelf and start refolding them. “You said if I dated before I turned seventeen, the curse would ruin my life. And I waited! Plus, I did all that research, and bought the necklace, and even learned mantras!” I sigh. I didn’t break any rules. I took extra precautions.

Nani knew about my avoid-curse spreadsheet. She even gave me some suggestions to add to it. “I don’t know why it happened, sweetie. I thought you’d be fine too. The curse always hits girls before they turn seventeen. Your mother was sixteen when she got pregnant, I was sixteen when I tried to run away, your aunt—”

“I know the stories, Nani.” I’ve been hearing them my whole life.

The curse started when my great-great-grandmother, then a teenager, pulled a gun on her fiancé to try to escape her wedding. The dude’s uncle was a witch doctor, and he cursed her and all of her female descendants with “lifelong problems” if they were with a boy before they turned seventeen.

And the curse has been consistent. Nani apparently almost ran away with a clown when she was in high school (that’s not hyperbole—the guy was literally a clown with the circus), but Nani’s parents interjected and sent her to Nairobi, where she met Nanabapa. And my mother’s disgrace was getting pregnant with me when she was sixteen and then being abandoned when the “sperm donor” booked a one-way ticket to India the day after she told him. The only women in my extended family who’ve escaped the curse did so by waiting until they were seventeen before they went on a date—or even spoke to anyone they were romantically into.

“Maybe it was because you were born premature?” Nani wonders aloud. “Technically your seventeenth birthday should have been six weeks later.”

I groan, dropping the pink cardigan I was folding. “So my entire life is ruined because of a cosmic technicality? I’m an honor student—I’m supposed to graduate valedictorian and get scholarships. I’m not a juvenile delinquent.” I pause, worrying my lip. “How am I going to get into the BEAD program now?”

I’ve known pretty much since I was thirteen that I want to be an architect one day, and have been planning to apply in grade twelve to an architecture mentorship program through the University of Toronto called BEAD, for “BIPOC Emerging Architects and Designers.” I’ll get paired with a real architecture student, go to lectures on campus, and do a real architecture project assessed by a professor before I even finish high school. It’s pretty competitive, but to help my application stand out, this summer I was supposed to work for a local interior designer that my friend Adanna knows.

But now I’ll be in Cherrybridge.

Is there any point in applying to BEAD anymore, without relevant work experience? Or with a trespassing-and-mischief charge on my record?

“Your life isn’t ruined, sweetie,” Nani says, sitting on the bed and patting the space next to her. I sit and put my head on her shoulder, and immediately feel a little better. I’m going to miss seeing Nani every day. Why would Mom separate me from the only family member that really gets me?

“It’s one summer,” Nani says. “Yes, you will have more problems now because of the curse, but it’s nothing that hard work and guidance from your family can’t manage. Look at me. My life wasn’t completely ruined because of my mistakes as a teenager. And even your mother—she’s been so blessed! She’s married to a successful man now and lives in a huge house. We struggled because of the curse, but we’re not ruined.”

I sit up straight. There’s a way to manage the curse? “What kind of guidance?”

Nani takes my hand. “If you want to date a boy again, get your mother’s approval first, no matter how old you are. My parents approved of Nanabapa, just like we approved of Jason. Be good—no more breaking rules. Don’t lie, and work hard too. You’re the smartest, best-behaved girl this family has ever seen. You can get through this.”

I raise one eyebrow. “Even as a grown woman I’ll need my family’s approval to date?” Does my mother believe this? She’s always talking about women’s rights and feminism. Asking for permission was never Mom’s style.

Nani shakes her head. “This is to help you, sweetheart. Your family only wants the best for you.”

Mom certainly has a funny way of showing it. What’s best for me is to stay in the city with Nani and my friends.

I sigh. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not planning to date ever again. Getting into BEAD, then into the U of T architecture program, is all I care about.”

The door opens. It’s Nanabapa, and he doesn’t look happy, not that he ever does. “Why are you just sitting there? Meera, your mother will be here to pick you up in the morning. This room needs to be back to normal by then. Vacuum and dust, too.”

“I know. I will,” I say.

He’s still scowling. “I expected more of you, Meera. You’ve turned into your mother.” Nanabapa leaves, keeping the door wide open.

“That’s the most he’s spoken to me since Mom brought me back from court,” I say to Nani. My grandfather can be strict, but for the most part he leaves me alone, so I’ve never minded living with him. It’s worth it to be with Nani. I really don’t understand Nani and Nanabapa’s relationship, though. They’re nothing alike.

She smiles and pats my hand. “Don’t worry about him, sweetheart. Keep wearing your necklace and be good. I have no doubt in my heart that you’re going to accomplish all of your dreams, despite the curse.”

I put my head back onto Nani’s shoulder. I’m not as confident as she is, but I am determined. I am not going to let Gabe Bautista, my mother, or this evil curse get in my way.





CHAPTER TWO Welcome to Cherrybridge

Mom’s pretty quiet on the drive to Cherrybridge the next day, which suits me perfectly. I don’t have much to say to her anyway. When she got to Toronto in the morning, I tried again to convince her to let me stay, but she replied with an emphatic no. She also said I could sulk as long as I wanted; she would not change her mind: I was going to live in Cherrybridge all summer.

Jason’s big house is in a new subdivision full of more big houses. The house is gray brick made to look like stone and has an arched doorway and black windows. This is southern Ontario. Why is this house contemporary Tuscan style? I cringe as we exit the car. Mom uses a key to open the front door, disables the alarm system once we’re inside, and then casually drops her purse onto a table.

I’ve only been inside Jason’s house once before, right before their wedding at a posh country club here in Cherrybridge. Mom’s Toronto family felt so out of place. My poor Rashida Aunty had no idea why there were so many forks on the table.

It’s so weird to see Mom treating this enormous mansion like it’s hers. The house is ridiculous. Four bedrooms and six bathrooms. Mom’s closet here is bigger than my bedroom in Toronto, and Jason has his own closet that’s just as big. It’s wild that Jason lived here alone until Mom moved in three weeks ago. What’s the point of having all this space by yourself? If I ever become this rich, I’m getting a condo in downtown Toronto with spectacular views of the skyline. Something modern, built with a focus on sustainability and multi-use public spaces. I’ll make it colorful with art and photography on every wall, instead of this beige minimalism.

“Let me show you your room,” Mom says. She sounds like she’s trying to be cheerful. “You’ll love it. It even has its own bathroom!”

“I’d rather be back in the city than have my own bathroom,” I say, voice flat. It’s the first thing I’ve said in half an hour.

Mom looks like she’s not sure if she should snap at me or ignore me. And I get it. I’m not fun to be around right now. But why should I be? I don’t want to be here. Mom drops the cheerful tone. “Why don’t you go upstairs and see it alone. At the top of the stairs, turn right. It’s at the end of the hallway.” She turns her face away from me and shuffles to the kitchen.

I exhale. She’s never been a tough mom, so why is she punishing me for something that isn’t my fault? I could easily do my community service in Toronto… Heck, Nanabapa would probably drag me to the site and stand over me every day to make sure I did every second of my sentence. In fact, if Mom really wanted me to stay out of trouble, leaving me with my grandfather would have been the way to do it.

Is this because now she’s married to someone rich? Before she forced me to move here, I actually didn’t mind that she was dating Jason. He’s a bit of a dork, but he loves Mom. I didn’t expect her to turn into a completely different kind of mother after her wedding, though.

I take my backpack up the dark wood stairs toward what will be my room for the summer. The hallway is painted beige. But when I walk into my room, my breath literally catches from the shock of it.

The room still smells faintly of paint, so I know this was done recently. The walls are a dusty teal color, the exact shade I painted my walls last year in Mom’s condo. But other than the wall color, this room looks nothing like my old bedroom.

The bed is bigger—and higher, too. The headboard is ornate white wood, and there’s a textured cream bedspread. On top of the bed is a pile of cream-and-pink pillows, and a long white bench sits at the foot of the bed with some boxes stacked on it. There’s a white dresser that matches the bed and the bench, and even a vanity table with a round mirror and a little seat in front of it. On the dark wood floor is a pink-and-cream patterned rug. The room has a huge bay window, and I can see the perfect green grass of the backyard and the bright blue pool through the gauzy pink curtains.

The room seems familiar, but it takes me a moment to realize why.

Last year when Mom said I could redo my room in the condo, I went through all these design magazines and websites and printed out my favorite looks and put them on a big corkboard in my room. This is almost an exact replica of one of those pictures, the one that inspired my color scheme. While I loved the magazine shot, I couldn’t recreate it because I’d had to make do with hand-me-down furniture, and it’s really hard to find decent throw cushions in thrift stores. But I wasn’t disappointed about it because in the end, I built a room that felt like me.

This room, this recreation, does not.

I sit on the bench to look at the stacked boxes. There are new purple platform Converse sneakers, fancy noise-canceling earbuds, and the newest iPhone, still sealed in its box. I exhale. I cut out a picture of these exact shoes and stuck it onto my bulletin board a few months ago, but I never thought I would actually own them.

Suddenly the bedspread moves. Or rather…

“Oh! A cat!” I grin widely. It has long cream-colored fur, with a pale-orange-point face and tail. No wonder I didn’t notice it right away. Its fur is the same color as the bedding. “What a cutie!”

“That’s Rosie,” Mom says behind me. I didn’t notice that she followed me upstairs. “Jason picked her up from a shelter a few days ago to surprise you. She’s about seven. She’s made herself comfortable in this room. You’ll have to share it with her.”

“She’s adorable,” I say as I move to the bed to pet her soft fur. She immediately rubs her face on my hand. “Jason got her for me?”

“For the family. I told him you’d always wanted one. He had cats growing up.”

Rosie rolls onto her back. She has the sweetest face. I scratch under her chin the way my friend Keeley’s cat likes it, and Rosie starts purring. I have always wanted a cat—any pet, really—but Mom always said no because she worked such long hours, and I was at school or work every day.

“I suppose the cat and the new stuff are a bribe?” I ask. I’m not really mad about the cat, though.

Mom’s shoulders drop. “No. I just… I’ve never been able to spoil you before. It took me three days to clean out all the stuff Jason had stored in here. Three carloads donated to charity. And I remembered that you loved those purple shoes.” She’s rambling, something she does when she’s nervous. Like me.

It’s true she’s never been able to spoil me. I’ve never had expensive earbuds, and my current phone used to be my grandmother’s. “Do you want my old phone?”

She shakes her head. “No. I bought myself a new one too.”

I look down at the cat’s sweet face. I kind of do want to gush and thank Mom for all this effort. Maybe even apologize for being such a brat today.

But her forcing me to be here means she doesn’t trust me to stay out of trouble in Toronto. And that hurts.

Mom might not have been able to spoil me, but she always trusted me and—I thought—respected me. She wasn’t home that much since she worked long hours, so I was closer to Nani than to her, especially when I was little. I guess Mom and I did get closer when I grew up a bit, but still, we’ve never been super tight like everyone assumes we are since Mom’s so young. But that doesn’t mean she was a bad mother; she was supportive and proud of my achievements. I always felt like she’d be on my side if I needed her to be, even after she started dating Jason. But now, she’s the furthest thing from on my side.

I let the silence stretch between us and focus my attention on Rosie instead of looking at Mom.

“She’s sweet,” I finally say, running my hand across the cat’s soft belly.

Mom smiles a little and puts her hand on my shoulder. “I know you don’t want to be here, Meera, but this is your home now too. Maybe you’ll grow to love it.”

I shake my head. I feel the corners of my lips pull down into a determined line. “I doubt that. And I’m only staying for the summer.”

Mom sighs, stepping away from me. “Settle in and rest as much as you can. Your community service starts tomorrow.”

She leaves me alone.



The next morning on his way to work, Jason drives me to the park where I’ll be doing my community service. Even though a good night’s sleep in a cozy bed with a cat sharing my pillow took some of my bitterness away, I’m still pretty quiet. But Jason doesn’t seem to notice; he talks about his house, this subdivision, and this side of town. He points out his brother’s house a few blocks over. It’s even bigger than Jason’s house and is in a modern Victorian style, complete with dormer windows and a tower.

“That’s where Sadie lives,” Jason says, “You remember my niece Sadie from the wedding, right? She’s excited you’re here this summer.”

“Yeah, Sadie seems great,” I say mildly, not mentioning that I only hung out with her at the wedding events because we were the only two teenagers. Her two twelve-year-old brothers didn’t count.

“My brother bought in the subdivision first,” Jason says. “Then my parents bought a house here. They’re not here now; they spend their summers in Spain. I don’t normally like new builds, but these houses are so unique, and since the rest of the family was here, I jumped when the next phase opened up. I had the pool put in right away—swimming is the best exercise. Clears my head, you know? But I like the house so much better now with more people in it.” He turns to me and smiles.

Jason’s not really that bad. He’s just a bit corny sometimes. He’s ten years older than Mom, so he’s the same age as most of my friends’ dads. Jason’s father owns LeClair Industries, an automotive parts manufacturer that’s the biggest employer in Cherrybridge. Actually, the biggest company of any kind here. Jason and his brother both work at LeClair Industries, but Jason is also a town councilor, so he’s only a part-time executive at the company. Mom met Jason about two years ago when he was at a fundraiser in Toronto. He had cut himself with a cheese knife, and Mom bandaged the wound after the doctor stitched it up in the ER. Which is the grossest meet-cute for so many reasons, but when they randomly saw each other in a café the next day, he asked Mom out. They were long distance for a while, mostly seeing each other on weekends, until they got married and Mom moved to Cherrybridge.

It feels so weird that Mom, an Indian single mother from Toronto, married this random rich white guy from a small town. Like, she was single for years, she barely even dated, and then poof—she has a wedding in a country club and moves to a big house with a pool. My friends call it a modern Cinderella story and say it’s better than the best romance novel, but I don’t buy it. I mean, Mom worked really hard to be independent, and has always taken pride in her job as a nurse, but now she’s saying she wants to be a stay-at-home mom? It just doesn’t make any sense to me because that’s definitely not how she raised me.

Thankfully, Jason hasn’t tried to be a father to me or anything like that. I guess because I’m seventeen, there isn’t any point. I’ll be a legal adult in a year. And for most of my life, Mom always kind of left me to take care of myself, partially because she was working all the time, but also because she trusted me.

Until now, that is.

He points out some other things on the drive, like a high school and a mall. It all looks small and uninteresting. When we pass right through the downtown core (if you can even call it that), I wonder where exactly this park I’ll be working at is.

“How far are we going?” I ask.

“Gordon Park is near the river. Across Cherry Bridge.”

I laugh. Cherrybridge actually has a cherry bridge? “How am I going to get home? I’m only supposed to stay until two, right?”

“I’ll take a break and pick you up,” he says. “If I’m not here at two, text your mother.”

That seems silly. I’m not used to relying on others to get places. “Isn’t there a bus?”

He shakes his head. “The city is trying to get a public transit system off the ground, at least a few routes, but it’s a small municipality. It’s challenging to get anything done. To be honest, I’m surprised this park project is happening at all.”

Mom told me my community service would be weeding and landscaping a park, which sounds incredibly boring but mindless and easy at least. Other than that, I really don’t know much about the project.

Right after we cross the bridge, there’s an enormous complex of buildings that are surrounded by the greenest grass I’ve ever seen. “That’s the LeClair plant,” Jason says.

My eyes widen. Until now I don’t think I fully grasped how powerful this family my mother married into is. The grounds are pristine, and there’s a black chain-link fence with a gate surrounding the property. Like Jason’s brother’s house, it has a vague Victorian style, even though it’s definitely not that old. I kind of want to take pictures because it’s not like any factory I’ve seen before. I don’t say anything, because it feels weird to compliment the business that Jason only works at because his family owns it.

“Gordon Park is just on the other side of the plant,” Jason says as he turns left.

“What’s the story with this park project, anyway?” I ask.

“Gordon Park hasn’t been utilized to its full potential for a while,” Jason says, watching the road carefully. “No one can agree on what should happen there. Some want a big children’s water play park, while others want to turn it into a nature reserve. Because the town can’t make a decision, it’s been neglected. Finally we realized that we have to do something, so the parks and rec department partnered with the youth services department and created this summer restoration program to bring it back to what it used to be at least.”

My brows rise as a realization hits me. “So, all the kids working there will be, like, getting community service hours like me?” I didn’t really think about the fact that I’ll be spending the summer with a bunch of kids who’ve been in legal trouble. That is so not my normal crowd.

Jason nods. “There’s a need for youth programs to keep kids off the streets in the summer. So this is a kill two birds with one stone solution.”

I cringe reflexively. I hate that saying; birds are the best. Why would someone create a saying about killing them? Even more wrong to use that saying to talk about at-risk teens and environmental revitalization projects?

Jason stops the car on the side of a road between a convenience store and a parking lot. This must be the park… if you can call it that. It’s full of long grass, prickly weeds, and gravel. The only way I know that this space is a park is because there are two old picnic tables near the road, with a bunch of people sitting on them.

“This is it?” I fail at keeping the dismay out of my voice.

“It goes back a ways. There’s even an old bandstand back there. The woman in the yellow jacket is Lainey from Youth Services. Introduce yourself to her.”

I frown. I guess he’s not going to introduce me himself? I move to get out of the car. “Okay. Um, thanks for the ride.”

“Send me or your mother a text if you have any issues,” Jason says. “Have fun!”

I shut the car door. Have fun? At my court-ordered community service?

I exhale, slip my earbuds into my pocket, square my shoulders, and walk toward the picnic tables. It’s time for me to face the music and meet the people that I’ll be spending one hundred hours with this summer.





CHAPTER THREE The Princess and the Weeds

With a straight spine I walk toward the tables. The woman in the yellow windbreaker grins at me.

“You must be Meera! I’m Lainey. I’ll be your supervisor here in the CROP program. Welcome to Gordon Park!” Lainey smiles and puts her hand out to shake mine. I can’t tell if she’s genuine or one of those people who’s mastered fake enthusiasm. Lainey is probably in her twenties and is East Asian, with dark eyes and clear skin. Her straight hair is in a ponytail, and she’s wearing blue shorts, and the yellow windbreaker zipped up.

“Yeah, I’m Meera Noorani,” I say. I quickly glance at the others. One table has two kids sitting at it, and the other three. I see only one other girl. Everyone looks bored.

“Okay. Have a seat,” Lainey says. “I’m going to review expectations in a few minutes.” She writes something down on her clipboard.

I sit next to the girl, since I fully intend to avoid talking to, looking at, or acknowledging the existence of guys all summer. Although, that might be hard if we’re the only two girls here. But I glance around again. None of these guys is my type anyway. Preppy, nerdy guys are my type. Not emo skater boys. A couple more guys come together and sit at the other table. The two guys across from me are talking to each other, and the four guys at the other table are laughing loudly. I might as well be invisible, which is good. I just need to do my time and stay out of trouble.

I pull out my phone to text my two closest friends, Keeley and Adanna, but pause. This summer will be easier if I have at least one friend in Cherrybridge. I sneak a look at the girl next to me. She’s white, with pale freckled skin, a septum piercing, and black hair. Her eyebrows are pale, so I assume her hair is dyed. She’s wearing black jeans and a black Spirited Away T-shirt.

I smile and take a breath, but realize I have no idea what to say. Maybe compliment her piercing? I have my nostril pierced; I did it because I like piercings, and since I’m Indian, it looks more cultural than rebellious on me. But when the girl notices I’m about to say something, she wrinkles her nose and actually growls at me. I’m so taken aback, I flinch.

The dark-haired guy sitting across from me snorts a laugh. “Don’t mind Kennedy. She hates rich people.”

This guy is dressed like everyone else here, in a black T-shirt. His is oversized with some purple writing on it. His left eyebrow has two silver rings hanging from it, and his wavy hair reaches his shoulders. He looks a bit like my friend Keeley, so he might be mixed Asian like her.

My eyes widen. “What makes you think I’m rich?” I’m not dressed rich. I’m wearing light-wash jeans with a T-shirt and a pink cardigan—all from a thrift store. Hardly bougie. The only thing new I have on is my pink knotted hairband. Oh, and my new purple shoes.

The blond guy next to the dark-haired one laughs. “Your phone? Or maybe the top-of-the-line Porsche SUV that dropped you off? That your dad or something?”

I really don’t want to explain my family to these guys. “Yeah, let’s go with ‘or something.’ ”

The guy with dark hair laughs and whispers something into the blond guy’s ear, no doubt about me, which makes the blond one laugh even louder. And makes Kennedy snarl again.

I exhale. Doesn’t seem like I’ll be finding my one friend in Cherrybridge here. Spending the summer with these kids is going to be torture. I hate my life right now.

Lainey suddenly claps one hand on her clipboard. “Okay, folks, we’re ready to get started,” she says. No one stops talking. She claps on the clipboard again, and again it does nothing. If I was back home, I would tell everyone to shush, but my self-preservation instinct tells me these kids will hate me even more if I do.

Finally everyone’s quiet, and Lainey beams. “Welcome to Cherrybridge Restores Our Parks, also known as the CROP program.”

“Or the CRAP program,” someone from the other table says loudly. Everyone laughs—except Kennedy. I’m pretty sure she’s still glaring at me.

Lainey ignores the laughing and commentary. “This is a joint venture between Cherrybridge Parks and Rec and Cherrybridge Youth Services. I’m Lainey Park, and yes, my last name is ‘Park’ and I’ll be working in a park all summer!”

I laugh because that’s funny, but no one else does. My laugh trails off as Lainey shoots me an appreciative smile.

“Anyway,” Lainey continues. “I’m a child-and-youth worker, and during the school year I work at Cherrybridge High, which is why some of you already know me. I’ll be here with you every day for the next five weeks, and sometimes Jeff Wiesner from Parks and Rec will be joining us. I know you don’t want to be here, but I hope we’ll still have fun this summer. And we’ll be making a difference for Cherrybridge! Anyone have any questions before we start?”

I have questions. Dozens of them, actually. I shoot my hand up, and Lainey points to me.

“If I get in all my community service hours early, do I still have to be here for five weeks?” If I work twenty-five hours a week, I can complete my sentence in four weeks instead of five. Maybe I can have at least a few weeks in Toronto before school starts.

“It is expected that all of you will be here for the whole program. Any more questions?”

Not the answer I wanted to hear, but I can deal. I want to ask if we will have any input on the landscaping design in the park, but Kennedy scowls at me when I start to put my hand up again, so I decide to keep that question to myself. I’m being too eager.

“Okay,” Lainey says. “I have one icebreaker to help you get to know each other. Tell us your name and three things that mean a lot to you.” She smiles at me, probably because I’m the only one who laughed at her park joke. “How about you start us off?”

I frown, thinking for a moment. “I’m Meera Noorani, and my friends, my camera, and my spreadsheets mean a lot to me.”

The guy sitting across from me raises one eyebrow, a gesture made even more impressive by the twin silver hoops in his brow. “Spreadsheets? Like… Excel?”

I nod. “Yes. I like charts. I’m organized.”

Kennedy finally makes a sound that’s not growling—she laughs at me.

I exhale. Lainey points to someone at the other table, for them to give their name and three things, but I don’t listen to him. This is already going so, so terribly. I rub my temples.

“I’m Noah Jacobs,” the guy across from me says when it’s his turn. “And what means a lot to me… my guitar, my band shirts, and…” He pauses.

Someone at the other table shouts, “Vodka!”

Noah turns to glare at the guy. “Shut up, Braden.”

“Okay, okay,” Lainey says. “Be respectful of each other. Noah, what’s your third thing?”

He looks down. “I don’t know.”

Lainey nods, then points to Kennedy. “You’re next.”

Kennedy shockingly smiles. “I’m Kennedy Ennis, and three things that mean a lot to me are Studio Ghibli movies, my cat, and my AirPods.” She holds up a white earbuds case with a familiar cat sticker on it.

Crap. Are those mine? I check my pocket, and sure enough, my new earbuds are gone.

“Those are mine!” I say. “She took them out of my pocket!”

Kennedy snarls at me. “Are you accusing me of stealing? Lainey, how can I be expected to sit next to someone who lies? These are mine. My dead mother left them to me in her will. Are you going to take my dead mother’s AirPods from me?”

The blond guy across from Kennedy laughs. “Her mom’s not dead. She works at the Foodland. And anyway, rich girl can afford new ones. Let Kennedy keep them.”

Everyone starts talking at once, most saying that Kennedy should keep my earbuds. I close my eyes, overwhelmed. I don’t even want the stupid things anymore. I’m so, so pissed at the curse and at Mom for forcing me to be here. I exhale, making a list in my head of how I can escape this place.

“Kennedy, don’t be a bitch,” the dark-haired guy, Noah, says loudly. “Give Meera her AirPods.” I open my eyes, and he’s not looking at me but at Kennedy. He puts his hand out, and Kennedy immediately drops the earbuds case into his hand. He slides them across the table to me, and I quickly put them into my pocket—the one farthest from Kennedy.

“Okay, I think that’s enough icebreakers,” Lainey says. “Kennedy, you and I will talk about that little stunt after today’s session. We’ll start today by pulling out and bagging weeds. I have enough garden tools for half of you, so I’m pairing you up. One partner can use the weed puller; the other can bag the weeds for the city compost. Then switch out. Your partner is the person sitting across from you. Come up and get your equipment.”

So I have to work with Noah? I sigh. So much for avoiding boys. At least he seems to hate me a little less than everyone else here. I should thank him for getting my earbuds back. But did that other guy say that one of Noah’s favorite things is vodka? I definitely don’t need another bad boy to activate the curse.

I shake my head, resetting. It will be fine. We’re going to be weeding together—that’s it. And I’m safe from the curse because this guy is so far from my type that he might as well be in New Zealand.

When we all get up, Noah smirks at me, flipping his long hair out of his eyes. “I guess it’s you and me, Princess.”



Each group is given a weed puller, two pairs of thick garden gloves, and a big paper bag to put the weeds in. Lainey shows us how to use the weed puller, tells us which weeds to pull, and sends us off. With four groups, I don’t imagine this will take very long. But when my partner motions for me to follow him, I see that the park curves a bit, then goes back all the way to the LeClair Industries grounds. It’s huge. There are some trees, and an old playground in the distance, but most of the park is grass that’s badly in need of mowing. That, and weeds. So. Many. Weeds.

“Wow, this place is way bigger than it seems,” I say.

The guy raises one brow at me again, smirking, and the sun catches the silver rings in his brow, making them glimmer. He has such an emotive face. It would be a challenge to photograph. Not that I want to take pictures of him or anything. Ugh, my brain.

“Have you never been to Gordon Park before?” he asks.

I shake my head. “No.”

“Are you one of those never cross the bridge types?”

I frown. What does that even mean? “Um… I just moved here,” I say. “Temporarily.”

He chuckles again. Somehow this guy makes me feel younger and way more clueless than I am. Actually, scratch that. I am pretty clueless, in Cherrybridge at least. I can make my way from Scarborough Town Centre to Union Station in Toronto with my eyes closed, but I’m lost here in so many ways. I swallow the lump in my throat.

Noah tosses two gloves at me, but I miss them and they fall to the ground. “I’ll pull the weeds out; you bag them. Try to keep up, Princess.”

I pick up the gloves and the paper bag. Why does he keep calling me Princess? He knows my name.

Noah starts weeding. Basically the weed puller is this long pole with little spikes at the end. After poking a weed with the spikes, he puts his foot on a little foot stand and tilts the pole, which makes the weed come out at the root. Then he plunges a little lever near the handle that releases the weed, and I pick it up and put it into the bag.

Despite the guy’s scrawniness and his badly fitting clothes, Noah is kind of built. I can see his forearm muscles flexing as he spears the weeds. Up close, I have to admit that he is kind of nice to look at, if you’re into that “bad boy” look. He seems older than me and has a huge spiderweb tattoo on his forearm. His longish dark hair is shiny, and he keeps flicking his head to get it out of his eyes. His skin is clear with a bit of black stubble, and his jeans are black and worn, especially at the hems, like he’s had them forever.

I remember what he said was important to him: his guitar and his band shirts. Is he wearing a band shirt now? I can’t make out the purple writing on it. The shirt is so big, it’s hanging off his square shoulders.

“You could take a picture and zoom in, if you want to study me that hard,” Noah says suddenly. Crap. I quickly turn my head to focus on the weeds.

“I wasn’t studying you,” I say as I put a weed into the bag with a little more force than I intended.

Again there’s laughter in his eyes. “Yeah, you were.”

“I was… I was trying to make out what your shirt says. Temple of God? Is that a religious thing?”

“Temple of the Dog. It’s an old grunge band.” I must look confused, because he rolls his eyes. “Why did I think a princess would know grunge?” He drops the weed from his pole at my feet.

I pick it up. “I know grunge. And why do you keep calling me princess? I’m not royalty.”

“You got dropped off by your wealthy daddy in a Porsche, you have the newest AirPods model, and those shoes don’t look worn in at all. You’re definitely the princess in this group.” His eyes flick down to my shoes and travel up before landing on my collarbone, making me blush. “I like your necklace, though. That eye is sick.”

My hand goes to my evil-eye necklace. The large black beads totally don’t match my pink sweater, but Nani said I should keep wearing it. “It’s a talisman,” I say. “It’s to protect me from—”

“From people like me?” He smiles kind of sultrily, lips barely upturning at the corners. His smoldering dark eyes are mesmerizing. I realize that Noah isn’t just kind of nice to look at. He’s incredibly hot.

Ugh. What’s wrong with me! Getting hit with the curse unearthed a boy-crazy streak in me. Nani is right. My who I should date meter is totally off if it’s telling me this tattooed bad boy is hot.

He takes a step closer to me. He smells like grass and laundry detergent, and my heart beats heavily in my ears. “I don’t have an issue with princesses, especially pretty ones,” he purrs, his eyes on mine with laser focus. “In fact, if you’re looking to rebel against your royal family, I can be of service.” He pulls back and gives me a smile that literally makes my knees weak.

Great. And the hot bad boy is a total flirt. I’m in way over my head.

I take a breath. Fight the curse, I tell myself. Mind over matter.

I force a fake smile. “If you think royalty would hate you, then why would you think I’d be interested? I’m just here to get my service hours, not date stoners.”

Noah blinks, his smile dropping. “Fair enough. I won’t ask you again.” He turns and plunges his weed puller into another weed. “And I’m not a stoner.”

Huh. That was easy. Now I feel kind of bad. Did I insult him? “And you know my name, so you can stop calling me ‘Princess.’ ”

“Touché, Noorani.” He stands up straight suddenly and holds out the weed puller. His expression is friendly. “Want to keep things interesting and switch roles?”

I shrug and take the weed puller from him. There’s something… intriguing about Noah Jacobs. The fact that Kennedy gave him my earbuds the moment he asked. The fact that he respectfully backed off when I told him I wasn’t interested in him. And that he’s quite efficiently doing the work that Lainey told us to do. I kind of want to ask him if he’s here for community service like me? Or how old is he? Also, what does he mean by never cross the bridge types of people? And does he really think I’m pretty?

But I don’t ask, because I’m not supposed to be even talking to a guy, especially one with an expressive face and strong arms. I’m going to have to pretend I’m not already completely fascinated by Noah Jacobs.

Should be as easy as enduring Cherrybridge this summer.
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