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Dedication

For my husband of approximately nine days (as of the date of publication):

The first thing I asked you was how you felt about sharing your french fries.

Now I legally own fifty percent of them for life.

Marriage lesson #1: never underestimate how far I’ll go for french fries.

(I love you and I can’t wait to see what the future holds for us.)










Prologue
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Naveen 34
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[image: image] Artesia, CA

[image: image] 12 miles away

Signed up so I could delete this thing.

Don’t care how tall you are, what you look like, what you do for work, or whether you can make a round roti so long as we click. 

Job ✔

Car ✔

Books ✔

You?

Just looking for someone to adopt a dog with sooner rather than later. I’m not getting any younger.

✖ ★ ❤






Amira Patel ˂Mira@gmail.com˃

to MatchmakerHema

Dear Hema Auntie,

I understand your frustration with me. I, too, am sorry that none of the people in the last batch suited me.

I know you think I’m being too picky, but as I told you, I know what I want, and none of these men are it. Skydiving? Flying to Paris on a whim? The last one kept going on and on about wanting a partner in crime, until I informed him I was looking purely for a partner in legal activities. I cannot have someone who relies that strongly on silly clichés. It’s a turnoff.

Looking forward to the next profiles you send over.

Mira





Chapter One

Her matchmaker was going to fire her.

Mira Patel dabbed her napkin at the corner of her lips and placed it neatly next to her empty plate. “Can you please repeat that?”

Her lunch date folded his hands together. “I think we should break up.”

She exhaled, long and low, releasing all her breath down to her toes. That’s what she’d thought he’d said.

Correction. Her matchmaker was going to murder her. “I see.”

“I’m so sorry. I talked it over with my mom, and while these past few months have been nice, she just doesn’t believe we’re compatible.” Jay gave her a sheepish look. He was a handsome man, with a shiny shaved head, solid shoulders, and kind eyes. Physically attractive to me (conventional or not) had been on her list. There was no grand passion when they touched or anything, but the sex had been satisfactory, with little to no cuddling afterward. Which was fine! Passion wasn’t on her list, and neither was cuddling. Actually, she wasn’t sure if she knew how to handle either anymore.

She looked out the window at the traffic on Melrose. They’d gotten a good table at one of the best restaurants in Los Angeles. Perfect to see and be seen, though Mira was that rare breed of Angeleno who didn’t need to be noticed. “Your mom doesn’t think we’re compatible,” she parroted.

“Right.”

“I haven’t met your mom yet.” It had only been three months, they hadn’t gotten to that step. Hema Auntie was a relatively modern kind of matchmaker, and she advised her clients to spend a couple months getting to know one another before bringing parents in. Partner, families, wedding, that was the correct order.

“I’ve told her about you. As did Hema Auntie, of course, and she has all your information from your biodata. She was concerned from the beginning, but then she ran our star charts. Apparently, Hema Auntie input our information wrong when she had her astrologer look at us.”

“An understandable clerical error,” she murmured. More like, Hema Auntie was eager to get Mira off her books and she’d fudged the astrology results.

If Mira believed in horoscopes and birth charts, she would have told everyone that hers was doomed from the start. She’d totally made up her birth time. It wasn’t like she had a parent she could ask.

A waiter interrupted them to place a plate in front of her, topped with a beautiful frothy white cake. “I took the liberty of ordering dessert for you while you were in the restroom,” Jay murmured.

To make the rejection taste sweeter?

She thanked the waiter, then lightly scraped the raspberries off the delicate cake. Berries made her throat itch. “Is this dairy free?”

“It is not, ma’am.”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot about your allergy.”

Of course he had. She put down her spoon. “Can I ask why your mother was concerned from the beginning?”

Jay grimaced. “I—it’s not really important.”

“No, I’d love to know.” Without too much conceit, she could say she checked the main boxes for most Desi grooms’ mothers: attractive without being flashy, well educated, had a good, yet boring job that wouldn’t overshadow their son, sensible, respectful. The fact that she was so unassuming and unobjectionable was probably the reason Hema had kept her for a client for as long as she had.

“Well . . . she felt your background was rather mysterious.” He hurried to add, “Of course, Hema Auntie wouldn’t take on a client who wasn’t from a good family.”

Unless the client was a family friend of people who had paid her the big bucks twice over already.

Under the table, she curled her hand into a fist. There was that one box she’d never be able to check: from a good family. “Not mysterious at all. My parents passed away and I have no siblings. I—”

“Have an aunt who leads a nonprofit focused on educating young women in underserved areas of the world, so you don’t see her very often,” Jay finished. “I know. So you’ve said.”

She caught the hint of suspicion in his eyes and clenched her fist tighter. Oops. She’d grown too accustomed to the story. It had become rehearsed, and no one believed you when you got too comfortable. “Had an aunt,” she said softly. “She passed away last month, remember?”

He had the grace to look uncomfortable. “Apologies. I forgot. You didn’t seem that close.”

“We were close.” Just because they’d talked only a couple times a year didn’t mean she hadn’t loved and grieved her aunt.

Jay had been out of town that week. She’d cried herself to sleep the first night after she’d gotten the call from some authorities in Mexico. She’d cried again a few days later when they’d shipped her aunt’s ashes to her, and again that evening when she’d laid her to rest, all by herself. By the time she’d picked Jay up at LAX, she’d been cried out, and even more grimly determined to focus on her future.

This is how you get thanked for picking a man up at LAX at rush hour a couple months into a relationship. For future reference, that is fiancée/wife behavior only.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated.

She wished she could eat a giant bite of this allergy-ridden cake.

“I like you. It’s . . . my parents.”

“And the only thing that matters is what your family thinks of me?”

He cocked his head, confusion flitting across his face. “I mean, it’s very important. You knew that about me.”

Yeah. That had been in his profile. What did she want from him, to buck his whole family for her?

Yes.

Mentally, she slapped herself. Thirteen-year-old Mira could dream of a man who did that sort of thing. Thirty-five-year-old Mira understood the value of thinking with your head over your heart.

“I didn’t want to waste your time, or mine.”

“I understand,” she said, and drew her composure tighter around her. No scenes here. “Thank you for informing me.”

He placed his napkin on the table. “I can let Hema Auntie know, if you like.”

Could she block the woman’s calls? No, that wouldn’t stop her. Hema would carrier pigeon a pink slip to Mira. “Sure.” She straightened. “Can you make sure to tell her it was your idea?” Not that that would matter.

“Oh. Yes.” Jay adjusted his tie. “She did let it slip that you’ve had a number of failed matches over the years. That may have also swayed my parents. My mom doesn’t want a picky daughter-in-law.”

Damn it, Hema. Clearly her impatience with Mira messing up her perfect track record had come ahead of her business sense.

Mira took a sip of her water. She wasn’t about to litigate her failed romantic history with someone who was now a footnote in it. “Sure.”

Jay stood. “Goodbye, Mira. Good luck.”

“You too.”

The waiter came by a couple minutes later and cleared his throat. Mira wondered how many breakups he’d seen. Probably none as bloodless as this one. Mira nodded. “I don’t suppose he paid already?”

“Sadly, no, ma’am.”

She handed him her credit card and passed the time before she left picking at the smashed remnants of the outrageously expensive cake she’d bought and couldn’t eat.

She walked outside and turned her face up to the sky, letting the spring sun caress her face as she waited for her car. The deep ache of failure threatened to embrace her, and she had to consciously beat it back.

The valet brought her car around. She drove around the block, to the public library, and parked in the garage.

Her scream wasn’t high-pitched, but a guttural exclamation of frustration. She did it again, and again, until she’d released some of the emotions inside her. Like a bloodletting, but less gross.

One by one, she uncurled her fingers from around the steering wheel, and fished her phone out of the pocket on her skirt. Mira didn’t fuck with clothes that didn’t have pockets. There was no telling what one might need at any given time, like a lifeline to a friend.

The phone rang. “Come on, come on,” she muttered.

Finally, her best friend’s pretty, smiling face filled the screen. “Hey, are you having—”

“Jay dumped me.”

Christine cocked her head, her blue-black blunt-cut hair brushing her shoulder. She wore a large red and orange cotton nightgown. She and her husband were visiting her extended family in India, but she’d worn those colorful nighties for as long as Mira had known her, since their first night of college, when they’d been matched together as roommates. “That asshole,” she said immediately, which made Mira feel better. “Why?”

Because I don’t come from a good family. Because no matter how I pretend, your family isn’t mine. “It’s a moot point.”

A throat cleared, and Christine’s husband, Ted, moved into the frame. His nose was sunburned and peeling, but he looked happy. “Hi, Mira.”

At first glance, they made an odd couple. Christine held herself with confidence that bordered on arrogance, while Ted was meek. Christine looked like she’d stepped off a runway in Paris, tall and angular, with a strong stubborn jaw and gleaming dark-brown skin; Ted was pale and freckled and looked like he’d stepped off the cover of the Journal of Accountancy . . . which was, actually, his favorite journal.

“Hi, Ted,” she said dutifully. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Ted, she did. They had a lot in common, and even worked at the same accounting firm. In fact, Christine had met Ted at one of Mira’s company parties.

They were both rather awkward people. Talking to each other, with or without Christine there, beyond pleasantries was . . . difficult.

Ted peered at the phone. “Are you okay?”

“Totally okay.”

“She’s not okay. She got dumped.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that, Mira.”

Christine gave her husband a fond glance. “I’m thirsty, honey. Can you please get me some water? And a sandwich.”

Ted immediately nodded. “Of course.”

Christine waited for a moment, then leaned in close. “He’s been shoving water at me every minute since we found out about the pregnancy.”

“That’s nice,” Mira murmured. Why couldn’t she have it as easy as Christine? Her friend had met someone, dated him for a year, and now he was hydrating their future child.

“I’m sorry, honey. I know you were tentatively into this guy, at least.”

Mira watched a girl skip toward the library, holding her mom’s hand. “It’s the nature of this game. You can’t reject a dozen men and not have one reject you.”

“He’s clearly a fool,” Christine said loyally.

“You think so?”

“The biggest. You are a precious perfect jewel, and he’s a slimy slug that got caught in some bubblegum on the floor of a movie theater. I’m sure he was riddled with red flags.”

Her lips curved up, her spirits rising, too. “He was too rich.”

Christine raised an eyebrow. “Oh, no. Not that.”

She huffed out a strangled laugh.

“Now I’m glad I never met him. I would have hated him and had to agonize over whether to tell you. Saved us all some agitation.”

“Mmm.” Christine probably would have hated Jay, but she’d only really liked one of the men Hema had sent Mira’s way. Not surprisingly, that had been the only breakup where Christine hadn’t unequivocally been on Mira’s side. Both because Christine liked the guy, and because Mira’s “it’s not you, it’s me” text after meeting the man’s family hadn’t been her most mature move.

“What you’re going to do is you’re going to pull out that spreadsheet of yours and add NO J NAMES to your list of requirements. Especially when his name is literally a J. Tell Hema that.”

Mira inhaled. “Speaking of, that’s kind of why I called you. All I could think about was how upset Hema would be.”

Christine leaned back on her bed. The fan turning overhead cast shadows in the dim lights that lit her room in her grandmother’s house. “Your first thought after being dumped by a man you were evaluating for marriage was over whether or not you’d disappoint your matchmaker?” Her brow relaxed. “Well, I suppose that’s good. It doesn’t sound like you’re heartbroken.”

In order to be heartbroken, the heart had to be engaged, and that wasn’t something Mira got close to doing these days. “No. Not heartbroken. Not over Jay. But this may be the last straw for Hema where I’m concerned.”

“He turned you down, though!”

And she trusted Jay to admit to that, but it wouldn’t make a material difference. “I don’t think she’ll care. Your family vouched for me with Hema Auntie, so please tell your parents how sorry I am.” Christine hadn’t needed a matchmaker, but both of her younger sisters had used the infamous older woman’s services. Mira had attended their big weddings in Chennai. They’d glowed with happiness and gushed over their diminutive guest of honor, the matchmaker who had paired them with their life mates.

Mira had wanted that. She’d craved it, with every fiber of her being. Not the big fancy wedding, but everything else.

Christine made a dismissive sound. “My parents don’t care. And neither do I. We only care about you.”

Mira looked away, so she wouldn’t have to look into her friend’s too-understanding eyes. “When are you coming home again?”

“In two weeks, and we’ll go out on a dairy-free ice cream binge.”

She blinked rapidly. She must have an eyelash in her eye. “I told you I’m fine.”

“And I told you you’re not okay.”

Mira’s gaze drew back to the phone. She gave a low, shaky exhale. “I swear I wasn’t in love with him or anything.”

“You were in love with the possibility.” Her tone was soft. “You’ve had a rough year, Mira. Go easy on yourself.”

Mira bit the inside of her cheek. Christine was one of the few people in her life who knew everything about her, including her past and the recent losses she’d had to deal with. One of those losses hadn’t affected her much. The other had.

Her nose twitched.

“Mira? What’s wrong?”

She wished she could verbalize at least a fraction of the feelings tumbling inside her. Usually she could temper and bury those emotions, but she was raw today.

I’m sad my aunt died, and guilty over how distant our relationship was.

I’m worried because I’m about to lose one major resource to finding what you have when Hema declares me unmatchable.

I’m tired of going home alone.

Am I a mess?

I really wish that cake I paid $35 for had been dairy-free.

She opened her mouth, but none of that came out, because her phone beeped, signaling another call. Not Hema, thank God. An unknown California caller, but that was common when she had her office number set up to forward during lunch. She was a senior accountant at her firm, and occasionally there were emergencies. “I have to go, I think I’m getting a work call.”

Christine nodded. She was in fashion, and very much valued a strong work ethic. “I’ll call you in the morning. We’re going to go shopping, and I want to buy a few dresses for you.”

Mira didn’t care about new clothes, but Christine would dress her whether she participated or not, and she wanted to see her friend again. “Sure. Get some rest.”

“Love you.”

“I love you, too.” Mira answered the other line, changing her tone so she sounded less like a single Pringle and more like a certified professional who could be trusted with financial data. “This is Amira Patel. Can I help you?”

There was a pause on the other end, and then a young woman spoke. “I’m looking for Mira Chaudhary?”

Mira stiffened, forgetting all about the footnote she’d just been dumped by and her dismal love life.

Mira Chaudhary.

There was a name she hadn’t heard in a while. It was a name that filled her with dread and anxiety and memories she didn’t want. “Can I ask who’s calling?”

“My name’s Aparna, I’m calling from Ambedkar Law.”

“And what is this regarding?” Her tone wasn’t well modulated now, it was sharp. She often dealt with law firms through her work, but none of them knew the name she’d left behind when she’d fled her family and Nevada at eighteen.

The woman paused, and her tone grew more somber. “This is regarding Rhea Chaudhary’s estate. Is this Mira Chaudhary?”

Mira placed the phone on her lap and pressed her hands to her warm cheeks. “Yes,” she whispered.

“I apologize for taking so long to reach you, but there was some mix-up, and it took me time to track you down. We’re so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” she replied automatically. “How did you find me?”

Aparna’s voice turned wry. “I have excellent investigative skills.”

She must. Mira hadn’t gone hard underground when she’d left home, but she’d been fairly determined to get away from her dad.

Aparna continued to speak. “We’d like to speak with you about your aunt’s estate. I can set up a video conference with her attorney at your convenience.”

A video conference where she stared at some man recite her aunt’s last wishes through a screen in her echoing apartment?

She squinted at her dashboard. She had a full tank and the rest of this sunny Friday off. “I’m in Los Angeles. Where are you? I can come to your office today, if her attorney has some free time.” It might prick her feelings of grief, but dealing with her aunt’s estate would be productive, at least.

And it might make her feel like she was doing something for the woman, assuaging some of her guilt. That might be nice.

“Certainly. We’ll fit you in if you can come before four. We’re in Artesia.” The woman rattled off an address, which Mira input into her phone—Artesia was far by Los Angeles standards, but Mira was no stranger to distance. “Thank you. I’ll see you in about an hour.”

Before leaving the parking garage, she flipped her mirror down and checked her reflection. Her hair was neatly twisted up and there wasn’t a strand out of place. No wrinkles dared to mar her clothes. Her lipstick was still within the lines of her lips, though she’d eaten two courses of internationally acclaimed food.

She closed her eyes for a second. In her mind, she visualized each of her emotions. Sadness, regret, loneliness, fear. They were bundles of throbbing pain wrapped in spikes. Careful of the spikes, she took each one and placed it in a jar, then stuck those jars on a high shelf, securing them in place. When she opened her eyes again, her brain was calm, ready to function. Hopefully, those feelings could stay up there long enough for her to settle her aunt’s affairs properly.

Or forever. Forever would be extremely convenient as well.





Chapter Two

I’d like to buy you a house as a wedding present.”

His attention finally caught on this otherwise mundane phone call, Naveen Desai rubbed the bridge of his nose and leaned back in his grandfather’s chair. Never mind that the old man hadn’t sat here in months now. It would always be his grandfather’s chair, just as this remained his grandfather’s scarred desk, and the sign on the door still said Ravi Ambedkar and Associates.

He fixed his phone where it was propped up on a set of legal books, so he could better see his mother’s face. “A house, eh?”

His mother made an agreeable noise. She was backlit by the massive window in her high-rise office, which offered an impressive view of San Francisco. Her hair was loose, the streaks of gray at her temple framing her elegant face. “Yes.”

“Not a condo,” he clarified. “No shared walls, no HOA.”

“A whole house.”

“Where?”

“Where what?”

“Where will the house be? We’re talking here in Artesia or Hollywood Hills or Malibu . . . ? Location makes a big difference in SoCal.”

“Whatever you want.”

“Can it have a pool?”

“Of course.”

“Four bedrooms might be nice.”

“You need some room to grow.”

“And are you going to throw in the bride, or do I have to find her myself?”

She pursed her lips. They were painted the same nude shade she’d worn since he was a kid. “You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”

“A little.” He slid over a stack of files. There was always a stack of files. His grandfather was a jack-of-all-trades kind of attorney, so on any given day, Naveen had to wrangle a kid’s immigration status, mediate squabbling couples over prenups written on napkins, or dispense precious jewelry to sobbing heirs. It was, at least, way less boring than his former Big Law job at Miller-Lane. And despite the volume way less likely to lead to him becoming a functioning alcoholic.

His mother folded her arms over her chest. Her blunt, perfectly manicured nails tapped on her arm. “Naveen. I have about had it with you.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m kind of busy right now. Are hypothetical wedding presents the only reason you called?” He flipped open a folder.

“You’re busy doing what? Driving yourself to exhaustion in exchange for being paid in biryani?”

He made a concentrated effort not to look at the minifridge in the corner. His grandfather had always had one in here. Naveen had only realized when he’d taken over the practice last year that the fridge was a necessity when you had a number of clients who brought food as payment. “You’re the one who’s always telling me to eat less takeout. I never have to worry about a home-cooked dinner.”

“If you had a wife, you could have home-cooked meals at home.”

Smooth, that was his mom. “That’s rather sexist, Mom. Don’t you want me to have a nice career girl? How’s she going to come home from her nine-to-five and cook for us?”

“I’m not saying she would cook. You didn’t ever see me cooking for your father, did you? No, but I managed the chef.”

His smile was reluctant. While his father was alive, his mom had played the role of dutiful housewife, sitting at home with her Art History degree gathering dust. After his dad had died six years ago, his paternal uncles had quickly realized Shweta had a keen business mind and she’d stepped neatly into her late husband’s shoes at the family hotel conglomerate. “I don’t need a chef, and I don’t need a wife. Don’t worry about me.”

His mother gave a loud, gusty sigh. “What did you do last weekend, Naveen?”

“I worked. I had three hearings this week.”

“And what are you doing this weekend?”

“I’m working.”

“And next weekend?”

“I see your point. But I’m fine. I find time for hobbies in between the work.” I just don’t want to tell you about those hobbies, because then you’ll really get worried about me. “We’re at a busy time right now at the office.”

“Oh, I know all about that.” Her chin jutted forward. “Your grandfather used to be this busy. The office always came first.”

Naveen tried to think of his next words carefully, aware that his mom’s relationship with his grandfather was a landmine of unsaid words and resentment. Ravi had been a distant father, and he’d never quite come around on the man his daughter had married. Naveen’s grandma had kept the peace between everyone, but after she and his dad died, Ravi and Shweta had gotten entrenched in their bitterness. “I’m not him, and it’s not like I have a ton of responsibilities I’m neglecting.”

“You’re neglecting your future!”

He’d walked right into that. “Relax, Mom.”

“How am I supposed to relax? You’re hiding in that dismal office, you spend most of your spare time taking care of your grandfather, and you have no marriage prospects on the horizon. What am I supposed to tell my friends when they ask me about you?”

Naveen picked up the will he was supposed to be reading. “Who cares what they think?”

She shook her head, her hair swinging. “You don’t care because you don’t live here, Naveen. I do.”

He paused. His mother lived in a weird bubble, a Bay Area suburb that was populated by rich and powerful South Asian families, including his own aunts and uncles. Naveen’s mom was powerful, but the gossips could be vicious. “I’m sorry, Mom,” he said quietly. “I understand. You can tell them I’m making my own way in the world as a solo practitioner instead of killing myself to make someone else rich at that big law firm, and that I’m a good grandson who lovingly cares for your father—”

The door to his office was flung open without a knock. “I resent being referred to like I’m some invalid,” his grandfather announced, in his big, booming voice.

“I didn’t say that,” Naveen said calmly.

His mother rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t see her dad. “Not now, Baba.” His mother’s tone was impatient with her dad, but that was nothing new.

“Yes, now, if you’re talking about me.” Ajoba’s wheelchair whirred as he entered the cramped office. The elder man’s hair had been carefully combed, and his suit was sharp, though big on his skinny frame. His shoulders were stooped, but Ravi Ambedkar’s eyes were nearly as sharp as they had been when he’d hung his shingle out to practice law in this town, almost sixty years prior.

Naveen had always had a connection with his gruff grandfather. It had been Ravi who had coached him into law school, Ravi who had consoled him over his failed engagement, Ravi who had showed up at his doorstep nineteen months ago and bluntly told him that his drinking was out of control, and Ravi who had arranged for his rehab.

So it wasn’t a big deal for Naveen to move here to take over his grandfather’s office after his Parkinson’s diagnosis. The man had saved his life. Naveen could at least try to save the man’s legacy.

“Not everything is about you,” Shweta said, with exasperation. “I’m concerned for my youngest son, and the fact that he’s single and will be alone forever in the middle of nowhere.”

Ouch. “This isn’t the middle of nowhere. I’m in Los Angeles County, Mom.” Reluctantly, Naveen turned the phone so his mother and grandfather could see each other.

Ravi crossed his arms over his chest. “You ready for a bride now, Naveen? I can find you ten girls. Ten girls for every day of the week. You can interview them here.”

His grandfather wasn’t exaggerating. This office had been one of the first buildings on Pioneer Boulevard, a self-proclaimed Little India, and his grandpa had scratched everyone’s back in this community. If any South Asians nearby had marriageable daughters, they’d send them immediately once they found out that Naveen was on the market.

They wouldn’t be coming for him, though. They’d barely care who he was, as a person. He’d be Ravi Ambedkar’s grandson, as he was Shweta Desai’s son up north.

Or Kiran’s little brother.

Nope. At the very least, most people knew not to say his brother’s name around him anymore.

“He’s not hiring a secretary, he’s looking for a wife,” his mother snapped. “It’s quality, not quantity. Son, send me your current headshot and I’ll spread the word. You’re tall, you will have no problem.”

That assurance was more for her than him. His slightly wild past and previous far too scandalous failed engagement did hamstring him a little in the upper-crust fishbowl his mom swam in. “I’m good, thank you for both your offers.”

“Hema is eager to assist in any way she can,” his mother said.

Naveen sat back, eager to put physical distance between that idea and him. “Um, no. I definitely do not want Hema Auntie’s help.”

“She has a hundred percent success rate!”

His grandfather guffawed. “That friend of yours has failed twice with Naveen already.”

“An eventual hundred percent success rate,” his mother corrected herself.

“She never matched Naveen, so it’s at least ninety-nine percent.”

“She matched Payal.” His mother blinked, like she knew she’d uttered a name she wasn’t supposed to.

Funny how Payal’s name didn’t hurt like it used to, though. That was good. Naveen opened his mouth, but no one cared what he had to say.

“How many women is she going to bring to reject Naveen on this round?”

Naveen rolled his eyes up, to stare at the ceiling. He’d developed a thick skin early with his grandfather.

His mom had not. She gasped. “Don’t be rude to my son.”

“I’m not being rude, I’m being honest. The boy has two failed engagements under his belt already, and he’s barely in his midthirties. He needs to get it right this time or people are going to start to wonder if it’s him.”

“Technically it’s one failed engagement,” he murmured, though no one was listening to him. He’d allowed his mother’s friend and neighbor exactly two chances during a moment of weakness a few years ago, and only because he’d grown up listening to Hema Auntie’s glowing success stories. His first match had bolted for reasons he still didn’t understand. The second had jilted him.

Neither had made him believe in Hema’s hype.

“There are plenty of girls who will overlook Naveen’s past once we explain the circumstances.”

His grandfather opened his mouth, but Naveen cut him off, certain he was about to say something incendiary. “Actually, good news! I have a date tonight.”

As expected, that shut both his elders up. His grandfather blotted his forehead with his ever-present embroidered handkerchief. His hand was shakier than usual, which caused Naveen some concern. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” Naveen snapped. “I am quite capable of meeting women on my own.”

“Well.” Shweta paused. “Tell us about her.”

“Not much to tell.”

His mom’s dark eyes narrowed, and she fiddled with the cuff of her blazer. “How old is she?”

“She’s about my age.”

“Job?”

“A lawyer as well.”

“Local?” his grandfather asked hopefully. “I might know her family.”

“Nope.”

His mother steepled her hands under her chin. “How did you meet?”

Naveen shrugged. “An app.”

“These dating app schmaps are not serious,” his grandfather mused. “You’re not taking her to one of your escape room things, are you?”

Naveen’s ears grew red. He’d mentioned to his grandfather one time that he enjoyed escape rooms, and then had to spend an hour explaining what an escape room was. The man couldn’t resist using every opportunity to tease him about it. “No.”

“What on earth is an escape room?”

“Shweta, listen.” Ravi sat forward in his chair. “The boy asks to be locked up in a room.”

Shweta’s eyebrows flew up, right to her hairline. “Oh no. Jana’s son got into something like that.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s perverse.”

He rubbed his temples. “It’s not something weird, Mom.”

“My friends were right, I should have made sure you had a strong man around after your father died to raise you well.”

“Dad died when I was twenty-eight,” he said, at the same time as Ravi exclaimed, “He had me!”

“If it’s an addiction, we can discuss it, Naveen. You don’t need to struggle like you did last time.”

Naveen knew that he was incredibly lucky to have family who prioritized and cared about his mental health. He had many a friend whose immigrant parents and grandparents didn’t check in with them as often.

Still, they were so clumsy about it. “It’s not an addiction, and it’s not anything to worry about. It’s a game. You use clues to figure out puzzles and eventually how to get out of a locked room. Usually it’s themed. Like a scavenger hunt. I went after rehab with a guy I became friends with there, Alan, and we’ve gone a couple times.”

More than a couple times, but they didn’t need to know that. There would only be more teasing and worrying.

His mother pressed her hand to her chest. “Oh. Okay. A game.”

“He pays good money for this.”

Shweta dismissed her father. “He won’t have time for such silly hobbies once he’s a husband and father. Back to this date.”

Right. Your fictional date. “Why are you grilling me like you think I’m lying about her?”

“Because I can tell when you’re lying, and I think you are.”

Fair, because he was.

Before he could speak, his grandfather jumped to his rescue. “Leave the boy alone, Shweta. Let him have his date.”

His mother subsided. “Very well. I will still buy you a house if you get married without my help, you know.”

Ajoba rolled his eyes and wheeled his way to the fridge. “You’re bribing the boy, now, Shweta? Is that how they do it in your husband’s family?”

Naveen tensed. “Ajoba. That’s my family, too.” He might have issues with individual members of his family nowadays, but he still loved his late father.

His grandfather had the grace to look shamefaced. “Of course, of course. You know what I meant.”

Most parents would love their kids to marry wealthy, but Ravi came from more humble beginnings and he’d been suspicious of the Desais from the minute Shweta had eloped with his dad. Not even his daughter’s happiness with the man had changed his mind.

And they had been happy. They’d been so nauseatingly in love—well, nauseating for their sons—that it may have given Naveen unrealistic expectations of how marriage worked. Which was probably one of the many reasons he was still single.

“It’s a token of love and congratulations, Baba. You wouldn’t know about that, I suppose.”

Naveen rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t need a house, Mom. I was joking. I’m perfectly happy living in Ajoba’s in-law apartment for now.” The studio apartment had once been a garage, but it had been converted into an additional dwelling unit, complete with a tiny kitchenette. Which he barely used, thanks to the aforementioned minifridge that Ajoba was rummaging through.

“My grandson doesn’t require all the fancy things that you do.” Ajoba pulled out a Thums Up soda bottle that the grocer next door had dropped off as part of his thanks for helping with a parking ticket.

His mom, thankfully, ignored the dig. “I just bought your brother a plot of land near our house. It would only be fair.”

Her words were deliberately casual, but they landed with the force of a bomb. The only sound in the room was the clock ticking on the wall.

“I don’t want anything that Kiran has,” Naveen finally said quietly.

“It’s been a long time,” Ajoba observed.

Naveen rubbed the side of his nose. Here was probably the one thing that his parent and grandparent were united over: reconciling him and Kiran. “Not long enough.”

“He misses you,” Shweta added.

“He said that?”

“Of course he did.”

He shot his mother a wry look. “Now who’s the one who’s lying?”

His mother’s nostrils flared. “I can read between the lines.”

Ajoba took a sip of his soda. “He betrayed you. I understand your anger. But he’s your brother and always will be.”

“I’m tired of having two family group chats, one with you and one with him.” His mother raked her fingers through her hair, messing up her blowout. “I need you to speak with him, Naveen. He’s reached out to you so many times.”

There were two group chats? What good morning forwards was he missing in the other one? “Is that what he told you? That he’s reached out to me repeatedly?”

“I know he has. He came to see you in rehab, and you turned him away.”

“That was it. That’s not many times.”

“He always asks about you.”

“He calls me to check in on you as well,” Ajoba said. “He says he doesn’t want to bother you by harassing you over the phone.”

“But you can call him. He really wants you to call him.” Shweta looked down. “It would break your father’s heart to know his sons haven’t spoken in two years.”

Ouch. Low blow, because he knew she was right.

He’d thought about calling Kiran over the years, but something always stopped him. He simply could not imagine what the conversation would sound like, or what they would say.

And then, there was the anger. The terrible anger that made him feel wild and out of control.

He didn’t like to feel those deep wells of emotions. They could lead down dark, dangerous paths, and the last thing he ever wanted to do was fall off the wagon he’d painstakingly climbed atop. “I can’t believe either of you. Aren’t you two on my side?”

“Of course, my boy,” his grandfather said. “I am always on your side. But he is my grandson, too, and he hates how he hurt you.”

Naveen rubbed the side of his nose. “He should have thought about that before he did what he did.”

A curly-headed woman popped into the room, gamine face curious. “Before who did what?”

“Nothing,” Naveen said, grateful for the interruption. He deliberately lightened his tone. Keep it light, keep it happy. “Are you here to join this family meeting to harangue me into getting married too, Aparna?”

“Hello, Aparna,” his mother said over the phone. He hated how subdued she sounded, but he was too wound up to comfort her right now.

“Hello, Auntie,” his cousin said cheerfully. “Nope, not a harangue in sight. I wanted to tell you Ms. Chaudhary is here, and I’ve put her in the conference room.”

Naveen glanced at his watch. “She’s early.” And he hadn’t had a chance to fully look over her file.

“Who is here to see you?” Ajoba demanded.

“The heir to Rhea Chaudhary’s estate. Took me a while to track her down. She changed her name, it seems,” Aparna filled in. She was his mom’s cousin’s kid, but he called her cousin as well. She was a few years older than Naveen and also lived next door to their grandfather, though in her own house. She had boy-mom energy, and was, indeed, a single mom to a sweet five-year-old. She was also their resident private investigator, notary, and entire administrative staff.

“Oh.” Ajoba narrowed his eyes, and Naveen could tell he was searching the files in his brain and coming up empty. “I . . . I don’t recall.”

His grandfather hated not remembering anything, and it happened more often now. “It’s a small case. You took Rhea on a year or so ago. Looks like you never even met her face-to-face.” Naveen had already come on board by then, but his grandfather had still been in the office. It was only when Ravi had started to forget important details that he’d taken a giant step back. His grandpa was proud, but he was also self-aware and didn’t want to mess with malpractice. “Anyway, the niece was in the area. She preferred coming in. It’ll make things easier.”

Shweta shifted. “Very well. I have to get to a meeting. You’ll call me tonight to tell me how this date went?”

“If it’s not too late.”

“Goodbye, Naveen, Aparna.” His mom paused. “Baba.”

Ajoba inclined his head. “Shweta.”

Aparna leaned over the back of his wheelchair. “Would you like me to take you home, Ajoba?”

“I should meet this client. My name’s on the door, still.” His hand shook when he raised the bottle to his lips to drain it.

He could see the obvious fatigue in his grandpa’s eyes. Getting dressed and coming into the office, with his nurse’s assistance or not, was becoming more and more arduous for the man. “No, go on home.” Naveen slapped the file shut. “This is an easy one, and I’d like some time to get ready for my date after.” Luckily, he had plans tomorrow—yes, another escape room with Alan and some new guys—so he’d already intended to stay late at the office today to catch up on work.

Grabbing some dinner at one of the many restaurants down the street and eating his naan and chicken tikka at his desk while he drafted prenups might not be the date his family thought he was out on, but at least it was a peaceful one.

“Fine,” Ajoba grumbled. “Stay out late tonight. I remember the first time I met your grandmother, we were up until three A.M., though we had school the next day.”

Naveen swallowed, tasting his lie more now. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“You’re a good boy, Naveen. I want everything for you.” His grandfather opened his mouth, like he wanted to say something else, but then gestured to Aparna to take him home.

Naveen looked down to hide his mixed emotions as his cousin and grandfather left. He had only experienced that sort of helpless fascination with a woman once or twice in his life. Part of him, a big part of him, longed for it now. Another part of him, the part that was clearly winning out, would rather get takeout and draft a prenup.

Don’t think about that or your brother. You still have work to do.

He took a minute to finger comb his hair in the mirror on the wall, then walked quickly to their small conference room, trying to speed-read the Chaudhary client’s file. Died out of the country; one heir, a niece; only a small envelope of assets to pass on. He fixed an appropriately somber expression on his face, then entered the room. “Ms. Chaudhary, I’m so sorry to keep you waiting, and for your loss—”

He broke off when the woman standing in front of the window turned to face him. She was beautiful, with big dark eyes and a couple of escaped curls that surrounded her sweet round face. Her body was curves on curves, packaged tidily away. She wore a knee-length black skirt that hugged her hips and a pink silk shirt with a frivolous pussy bow tied at the throat. Delicate pearl buttons ran all the way down the front.

Naveen had undone those buttons once, one pearl at a time.

He’d traced her honey-brown skin with his hands, his lips, his tongue. He’d stroked her until she writhed with need under him, her body soft and supple under his. He’d kissed tears of passion away from her cheeks, and nibbled her earlobe to make her smile. It might have been three years ago, and she might have changed, physically—she was curvier, her cheeks rounder, her makeup more discreet, her hair pulled back into a knot instead of ruthlessly straightened and short—but there were some people you didn’t forget.

Especially when they made you believe in a happy ending, then shut it down in a single instant.

Her throat worked, her gaze caught on his. “You?” she breathed.

He snapped his file closed. “Amira. Long time no talk.” He paused. “Or should I say, text.”





Chapter Three

What. The fuck. Was happening.

Was this karma? Or a drawn-out cosmic joke? Had someone in the universe decided today was Mess With Mira Day?

There was no other explanation for why she was coming face-to-face with the very first Hema Auntie–approved match she’d rejected, right on the heels of Hema Auntie’s last match rejecting her.

Not just your first match, the first match you brutally dumped. Text-gate.

She’d done a good job of banishing her father’s voice from her head, but he whispered now. The problem is, Mira, you freeze and you hesitate. Your brain always needs to be faster than your body.

He wasn’t wrong. Only a minute had passed since Naveen had entered the room, but it was far too long of a minute. She checked those glass containers where she’d bottled up her emotions, made sure they were secure, and lifted her chin. Running into an ex right now might be bad timing, but she could fake composure and pretend like she belonged. She was good at that. “Naveen. What are you doing here?”

He kicked the door closed behind him, never taking his gaze off her. She catalogued the changes in him as quickly as possible. His body had filled out in the three years since they’d dated, but his face had grown slimmer. His shoulders were broad, his head barely clearing the door. His hair was longer. The soft curls fell over his forehead with boyish charm, a contrast to the rough planes of his face. Threads of silver glinted at his temples.

His hands flexed on his files. He wore a gold ring with a small square black gemstone. It was his father’s ring, and his father’s Rolex on his wrist. She’d helped him put that Rolex on more than once, after a night together.

They may have only been together for six months, but they’d had a lot of nights together.

She shivered. Not now. Don’t you dare think of those nights now.

“I work here.” He took a step toward her, and she took one back. The room already felt too small.

“You work at Miller-Lane.” As a hotshot corporate attorney. He’d been busier and more ambitious than her, and that was saying something. Back then, she’d been determined to make senior status, and he’d been determined to make partner.

“I used to. Now I work here.”

“Your name’s not on the door.”

He raised one thick eyebrow. At some point over the past few years, he’d taken care of his faint unibrow. She hadn’t minded it. It had given his face a brief reprieve from perfection.

“Ravi Ambedkar is my grandfather. This is his office. I’m handling his cases while he’s out.”

She vaguely recalled him speaking of his grandfather fondly. She hadn’t met the man when they’d dated, but that was mostly because she’d usually traveled to see him up in San Francisco. The rest of his family had been up north, in an exclusive gated community. His mother’s sprawling house had had two staircases, crystal chandeliers, and a piano nobody played. Talk about too rich.

Mira had sent her now infamous text driving away from that mansion. Good times.

The wheels that had stilled in her brain at the sight of him started to move, clumsy and squeaking. “Wait . . . are you my aunt’s . . . attorney?”

“I am, now, I suppose.” Naveen checked the file in his hands. “Your aunt became my grandfather’s client over a year ago, when he was still active in the practice. He’s basically retired now.”

Again. What. The fuck. Was happening.

Mira glanced around the small room. It wasn’t dirty or dingy, but she’d done enough forensic accounting work that she’d spent time in expensive law firms. This was a solo practice, geared toward the community it served. The waiting area had contained one worn couch and a tired armchair. The elevator was broken, with a sign on it in English, Hindi, and Urdu, directing her to the stairs. This conference room had one window, and it was up high on the wall, no chance of a view possible.

Rhea would have never gone to a big law firm.

True. Rhea had never been about outward appearances. She’d parlayed what had been a small inheritance from Mira’s grandparents into a well-funded nonprofit and lived comfortably off the relatively small salary she’d drawn from it. Meanwhile, Mira’s dad, her younger brother, had turned that inheritance into a day at the blackjack tables.

But still, why this solo practitioner? What were the odds that of all the attorneys in the world—or even in California—her aunt would choose one Mira knew? “Why would she pick your grandfather?”

“He’s been doing estates in this area for fifty years. If she wanted to support a local business, he’d be the first one she’d turn to.”

“She wasn’t even from here. Why would she care about supporting local businesses?”

He cast her a sideways glance. “Because the city doesn’t want to recognize or promote this place as Little India and we’ve gotten a lot of press for our street dying out? If she cared at all about the culture, she probably wanted to help.”

Plausible. Rhea Auntie had run a nonprofit and she’d always been fairly into supporting locals in their own community. This could be another one of those cosmic jokes. But still . . .

There was something her dad had liked to say, about how there were no coincidences.

Mira had told Rhea about Naveen. Her birthday had been the week after the breakup, and she’d been moping harder than she should have been as someone who, covered in head-to-toe stress hives, had sprinted away from the man. Rhea had called, as she always did on her birthday, and Mira had spilled her guts in a very un-Mira-like fashion.

Had she mentioned his name? Maybe his first name. Had she given any other identifying information? Enough for Rhea to track him down and give him her business years later?

For what purpose, to reunite you with your ex from beyond the grave? Absurd. She never even met Naveen when you dated him.

And unlike the rest of your family, she wasn’t exactly a master manipulator.

So, what? It was all a coincidence? Fate was real? No way. “And you don’t think that’s weird?” she persisted.

He paused. “What I do find weird is that we dated for half a year, I introduced you to my family, we discussed marriage, and in all that time, I knew you as Amira Patel. Not Mira Chaudhary.”

Ahhhh. In her shock, she’d forgotten the name he’d uttered when he walked into the room.

The silence stretched between them and he took another step. This time she didn’t back away. “That’s so weird, Mira. Isn’t it?”

One syllable. She’d deliberately picked an alias that was one syllable off from the name she’d been called for the first eighteen years of her life. A lot of people had naturally shortened Amira to Mira, including Christine, before she’d learned about Mira’s past.

So why did it send a shiver down her spine to hear Naveen utter her birth name?

“Patel is
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