
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            This one is for the single friend in the group of married couples.

            The odd person out at weddings, parties, and group vacations.

            Hey, third wheelers, everyone knows that the best love story is saved for last.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            She pined in thought,

            And with a green and yellow melancholy

            She sat like patience on a monument,

            Smiling at grief.

            —Twelfth Night

            Indians don’t get depressed. They get married.

            —Mrs. W. S. Gupta, Avon, New Jersey
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            Prologue

         
         
            Indians Abroad News

         

         
            
               
                  Desi Gup Shup: A Gossip Column Guest interview with Mrs. W. S. Gupta—Print Edition

               

               
                  Feeba: Today, we have the honor and privilege of speaking with Mrs. W. S. Gupta, the most popular dating advice columnist in the
                     Indian diaspora community. Mrs. Gupta is ready to share her views on the latest gossip. Welcome!
                  

                  Mrs. W. S. Gupta: It’s a pleasure to join you in the Desi Gup Shup Column, Feeba.
                  

                  Feeba: Wonderful! Let’s dive right in. As you know, the number of eligible bachelors in the New York, New Jersey region has shrunk
                     in the last year, since two of our favorite Punjabis are out of the running. Any thoughts?
                  

                  Mrs. W. S. Gupta: If you’re referring to Prem Verma and Benjamin Padda, I wish them a happy life. Dr. Dil, or Dr. Prem Verma, ended his heart
                     health TV show and opened a community health clinic before he married lawyer and advocate Kareena Mann. Then there is award-winning
                     chef Benjamin Padda who fell in love with everyone’s favorite Desi wedding planner in the tristate area, Bobbi Kaur. Both
                     men showed sound judgment in following their hearts.
                  

                  Feeba: Interesting you say “hearts” since love isn’t associated with arranged marriages very often.
                  

                  Mrs. W. S. Gupta: That is a misconception, Feeba. Even the most practical of unions has opportunity for love after marriage. For both Prem
                     Verma and Benjamin Padda, love came first.
                  

                  Feeba: Do you think love will happen for the third Punjabi bachelor in the trio of friends, Deepak Datta? He has made the Forbes
                     30 under 30, and now the 40 under 40 list. He is regularly featured in Fortune, the Wall Street Journal, and Business Weekly. He has been a keynote speaker at multiple international South Asian association events, and he has brought South Asian diaspora
                     entertainment into the forefront of global entertainment. Any thoughts on his upcoming wedding to lifestyle and beauty blogger
                     Olivia Gupta, no relation to you of course.
                  

                  Mrs. W. S. Gupta: I will say this. He has been engaged to Ms. Olivia Gupta for eight months with no sign of a wedding. There have been no announcements,
                     no save-the-date news, no details about their lives other than pictures from public appearances. If he’s so determined to
                     get married, then where is the enthusiasm? Where is the dedication for the bride? Like I’ve always said: if a Punjabi man
                     wants something, he’ll go after it with his whole heart.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Veera

         
         Veera had never been in a shipwreck before.

         
         Well, this was more like a yacht-wreck, but shipwreck was an actual term.

         
         No one said yacht-wreck. Especially not off the coast of Goa.

         
         So there she was: a shipwreck/yacht-wreck survivor.

         
         She looked down at the puffy safety vest she still wore, and with a sigh, began to undo the clasps at the center of her chest.
            Now that they were back on land, there was no need for it. Or so she thought.
         

         
         The scene in front of her was absolute chaos.

         
         The seven-star beachfront resort had to set up temporary tents to give local authorities and onlookers some shade. The staff,
            paramedics, and news crew bounced around like pinballs in an arcade machine going from tent to tent, then from water bottle
            station back to a different tent. Their constant movement made it difficult for Veera to see the bright aquamarine ocean lapping
            gently at the soft sandy beaches in the distance. Not that she was sitting around for the view.
         

         
         Veera desperately wanted to go back to the room and start the long, tedious process of getting replacement credit cards since
            her bag was now at the bottom of the ocean. Judging by the increasing amount of law enforcement arriving at the scene, it
            was probably going to be a few hours before they could question her about the accident.
         

         
         At that moment, Veera’s twin sister, Sana, collapsed on the bench next to her. “We have a problem,” she said. Her dark hair, identical to Veera’s in thickness and texture, curled on the top of her head. It was perfectly tousled and dried thanks to its short length. Meanwhile, Veera’s hung down her back in long, tangled, salty clumps. 

         
         Everything else about Sana’s appearance was equally similar yet different. The septum piercing instead of Veera’s nose piercing.
            The clavicle tattoo instead of her wrist tattoo. The soccer player’s build instead of her dancer’s body.
         

         
         Veera had always been so perceptive about her twin. How could she have completely missed Sana’s betrayal?

         
         She shifted in her seat to give Sana her back.

         
         “Oh, real mature, Vee.”

         
         Veera’s shoulders stiffened. “You don’t deserve anything more.”

         
         “I know you’re mad . . .”

         
         “That’s an understatement,” she said, as she crossed her arms over her chest. Veera was still seething from the news her sister
            had shared with her minutes before one of the yacht guests decided to light fireworks on the upper deck, tearing a hole through
            the vessel.
         

         
         If Veera were a poetic sort of person, she would have appreciated how the wreck mirrored the way that Sana’s words devastated
            her heart.
         

         
         Veera was not poetic.

         
         Sana tapped her on the arm in an irritating, persistent rhythm. “Come on, Veera. We’ve spent the last year traveling to all
            these incredible places. Can you blame me for not wanting to go back to New Jersey?”
         

         
         Veera had to bite her tongue to keep from snapping at her sister. Of course, she didn’t blame her. Who wanted to go back to
            New Jersey? But that was the plan. That was the only thing that had kept Veera going when her life had imploded almost a year ago.
         

         
         First, her father merged their family business with a global media empire and created Illyria Media Group, a giant news and
            financial conglomerate. The Desi version of Bloomberg.
         

         
         Then, he had fired Veera and Sana, who had been adamantly opposed to the business deal. He claimed their jobs had become redundant
            and it was important for them to think about getting married and settling down.
         

         
         And of course, to make matters worse, her best friend Deepak Datta, the intended heir of Illyria Media Group and the man she
            had fallen in love with, had gotten engaged to another woman. He hadn’t even bothered to tell Veera himself that he was seriously
            considering marriage. No, she had to overhear the news from their mothers while she was hiding in a bathroom stall at their
            best friends’ wedding.
         

         
         Sana had been the only person Veera was able to count on. That’s why when Sana had asked Veera to travel the world with her
            so they could work on the relaunch of the Mathur Financial Group without their father, Veera sublet her condo, tossed her
            bags in the back of a taxi, and peaced out of Jersey City.
         

         
         Now, all the travel, client dinners, hard work, and sleepless nights in foreign countries were for nothing. Veera was back
            to where she started almost a year ago.
         

         
         “Say something,” Sana pleaded.

         
         “Chutiya.”

         
         Sana gasped, the sound loud and dramatic enough to attract onlookers.

         
         “Veera!”

         
         Veera glared at her sister. “You seriously thought that waiting until we were on a prospective client’s yacht in the middle of the Indian Ocean was the right time to tell me that you don’t want to go into business with me?” 

         
         Sana’s expression was a study in guilt. Her perfect complexion was marred by the three little lines that formed between her
            eyebrows. “I didn’t know how else to tell you . . .”
         

         
         Veera motioned to the fireworks culprit. He was currently being strapped onto a gurney and wheeled into the back of an ambulance.
            The bright shock of his bleach blond hair contrasted with the red blanket the paramedics had draped over his torso. “Well,
            you aren’t supposed to tell me on some German man’s yacht who kept referring to you as Indian-Megan-Rapinoe.”
         

         
         Sana shrugged. “He was strange, yes, but the contacts we met in Portugal a few months ago vouched for him. You also said he
            was nice when we met him at the bar last night.”
         

         
         “Sana, I think everyone’s nice,” Veera said. She looked over at the rest of their small group who stood in the distance speaking
            with the officers on-site.
         

         
         Why were they laughing? What was so funny about their current predicament?

         
         Veera shook her head in dismay. “Look, can we not talk about this until after we figure out how to get our stuff replaced
            and get out of here?”
         

         
         “Yeah, about that . . .”

         
         Her sister’s tone was another blow. Veera covered her face with her hands and groaned. “What the hell is it now?”

         
         “Most of my cards are at the bottom of the ocean, too. We can work with our bank, but it’s going to be a while before we’re
            flush again. We’re supposed to pay the balance on our hotel bill when we check out in a couple days.”
         

         
         Veera shifted in her seat so that she could face her sister now. “You used to be an SVP of Global Operations at a multibillion-dollar hedge fund and advisory company. Don’t you know how to work with international banks here to speed things up?” 

         
         “Your eyes are doing that bulging thing again,” Sana said, pointedly. “Look, we’ll probably be okay, but we need a plan B.”

         
         “What does that mean?” Veera asked.

         
         Sana motioned with both of her hands in response.

         
         Veera flicked her in the arm. “Stop it. Just stop doing that and tell me with your words.”

         
         “Ouch! Okay, fine.” Sana took a deep breath. “Look, we need money.”

         
         “Who doesn’t?”

         
         “Vee, we need money now.”
         

         
         Veera pursed her lips as she tried to understand the edge in her sister’s voice. “Wait, are you saying that we should call
            someone to wire us money?”
         

         
         Sana nodded, her curls flopping against her forehead. “Mom and Dad would be superhelpful in this situation, but we know we
            can’t count on them.” It was hard to miss the bitterness in her voice. The sound was enough to trigger a cascade of memories
            for Veera.
         

         
         You were never meant to lead a business of this size, Veera.

         
         I’m doing you both a favor.

         
         The leadership positions you hold are more of a formality.

         
         This merger is for the best.

         
         “I’m not calling them,” Veera said. “You can if you want to, especially since you’re not going to have to face them anytime
            soon.”
         

         
         Sana nodded, and the small gesture was enough to twist the knife in Veera’s heart.

         
         “I don’t want them to think we’ve blown through our trust funds and our severance packages like vagabonds,” she said. “We need another option.” 

         
         “Do you have any local friends in India from the time you were stationed here for work?” Veera asked.

         
         “No,” Sana replied. “Not anyone who I would want to find out that I’m in trouble. What about your friends? Kareena . . . Bobbi?”

         
         Veera felt a pang in her chest. Kareena and Bobbi weren’t just her friends, but her college roommates who became her soulmates.
            They were both in committed relationships now and living their happily ever afters. Veera would’ve thought of them the moment
            the rescue boats brought her onshore. She would’ve texted them and said that she was okay, and she couldn’t wait to see them
            to share the whole story.
         

         
         But over the last year of traveling, she’d learned how to be brutally truthful to herself. And if Veera was being honest right
            at this moment, she’d gotten used to their absence. Even before she’d left for her trip, they hardly had time for her, save
            for a brunch here and there.
         

         
         Being the third wheel was lonely.

         
         Asking for help as the third wheel was impossible.

         
         “I can call Kareena in theory, but it’s like four in the morning over there,” Veera said slowly. “She never answers her phone
            this early.”
         

         
         “What about her husband? The doctor? He must be available for calls.”

         
         “Doubtful.”

         
         “Okay. Can you try Bobbi?” Sana asked. “Her events probably don’t end until four in the morning.”

         
         Veera shook her head and could feel her hair tangling together as one solid mass. “Bobbi is in California right now with Benjamin. Based on the last text she sent in the group chat, she’s on vacation. There isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that either of those two are picking up the phone.” 

         
         Sana shifted on the bench and rested a hand on Veera’s shoulder. Her gaze remained rock steady as she focused on Veera’s face.
            “We may have to call him.”
         

         
         “Call wh— Oh no. Nope, no way. Absolutely not.” Her pulse jumped at the very thought of him. He was the one man she’d tried
            so hard to forget for the last year, and she’d do anything to keep him out of her life for as long as possible.
         

         
         “He owes us, and you know he’s probably at his desk working already,” Sana continued.

         
         “I’ll just wait until I can get ahold of someone. I still have my phone in my pocket, so if I have to go through my address
            book one name at a time, I will.”
         

         
         “It’s going to take time to wire us money, Vee. He can move quickly.”

         
         Veera could feel panic clawing at her throat. She tried to stand once, then twice, but Sana kept yanking her back down in
            her seat. Her grip was stronger than Veera’s ability to run away.
         

         
         “I am not calling Deepak Datta,” Veera said. “Do you know how humiliating it would be to ask him for money? Even if we’re
            just requesting a small loan, Dad would find out! We would be validating his belief that we aren’t responsible enough to be
            leaders in Illyria Media Group.”
         

         
         “You and Deepak were so close once,” Sana pointed out. “He’ll understand and keep it from our parents.”

         
         “I rarely talk to him now since he’s engaged,” Veera said. The pain still felt so fresh even after all this time. But Sana was right. Before the merger, Deepak and Veera had been close. He was just as important to her as Kareena and Bobbi were. They met at a cocktail party when Kareena and Prem were just starting to date and bonded over business. As their friends partnered up, Veera and Deepak met for lunch a few times a week. Then he’d asked her to join him for a lecture at Columbia University. After that, weekly lunches became dinners and movie marathons until they were constantly in each other’s daily lives. 

         
         He’d text her news articles first thing in the morning, and she’d respond with cat memes. He’d wish her good night before
            bed, and she’d respond with market reports and projections.
         

         
         Her phone had been silent for quite some time, though.

         
         Sana’s hand felt warm on her shoulder. “Look, I am not his number one fan. Especially after what he did to you, and then getting
            engaged to our nemesis—”
         

         
         “—Olivia is your nemesis.” Olivia was one of the most popular Desi social media personalities with a shrewd business sense. She and Sana had
            started to hang out in the same friend group, and for years, they circled and crashed into each other like bucks knocking
            antlers.
         

         
         “Deepak is officially our best option,” Sana continued.

         
         “You don’t know what you’re asking,” Veera said. She’d been putting her pride aside for years. From the way her father treated
            her, to the way her community took advantage of her softness and criticized her, knowing that she’d never respond in kind.
            And then with Deepak.
         

         
         He’d broken her heart.

         
         Unknowingly. Unintentionally. Carelessly.

         
         “Veera?”

         
         Veera closed her eyes and tilted her head back, until her face was hot from the relentless tropical sun. The sounds of conversation buzzing around her and the sweet and salty smell of the ocean in the distance grounded her. She was so far away from her friends and family in New Jersey, from Deepak in Brooklyn. 

         
         “I can’t believe you’re backing out on eight months of hard work and then telling me I have to call Deepak Datta to ask for
            money,” Veera said with a groan.
         

         
         “It could be worse,” Sana replied. “We could’ve sunk in that yacht-wreck.”

         
         Veera looked back at Sana. “I bet you he and Olivia have moved in together by now, and since Olivia and you have bad blood,
            there is a good chance that she won’t let him help us.”
         

         
         “We’ll have to take that risk,” Sana said. She patted Veera on the shoulder. “You call; I’m going to see how soon they’ll
            let us get back to our room.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Deepak

         
         
            
               
                  BUNTY: Yo . . . you okay? Do you need a hug or something?
                  

                  PREM: For fucks sake, Bunty. Are you seriously opening with that?
                  

                  PREM: Deepak, let us know if you want us to swing by today. We know how important this deal is for you to secure your CEO nomination.
                  

                  BUNTY: Food always makes me feel better. Do you want sheet pan nachos? I’ll make you nachos.
                  

               

            

         
         Deepak Datta woke at precisely five a.m. every day. He took his vitamin, drank the water he’d left on his bedside table the night before, and dressed for a workout in his home gym. He’d sometimes jog, but jogging in his Brooklyn neighborhood was less like exercise and more like dodging people and cars. 

         
         After his workout, he showered, checked the news while eating one of three breakfasts he’d have on rotation, and then he left
            for Midtown. He usually walked through the double doors of his office building at 7:25 a.m. on the dot.
         

         
         But today was different. Today felt off the minute his phone buzzed at 3:55 a.m. He rubbed the grit out of his eyes in the
            darkness of his bedroom and reached for his cell.
         

         
         Through blurry vision, he checked the screen and bolted into an upright position.

         
         Ninety-seven unread messages. Fourteen missed calls.

         
         The last one had been from his father, which was one of the five numbers that could still reach him even when he’d set his
            device to do not disturb.
         

         
         Deepak switched on the light and after scanning the list of names, he decided to open his assistant’s message first.

         
         
            
               
                  KIM ISHIYAMA: Boss, this is bad.
                  

                  KIM ISHIYAMA: Have you seen this?
                  

                  KIM ISHIYAMA: Boss, wake up! I tried calling but it went straight to VM. You have to get in front of this now.
                  

                  KIM ISHIYAMA: I’m tagging publicity and communications in an email so they can help with a press release.
                  

                  KIM ISHIYAMA: Boss, now is not the time for you to prioritize self-care.
                  

               

            

         
         Deepak clicked on the link Kim had sent over, and his fiancée’s face filled the screen. Olivia Gupta had smooth, bare skin,
            and bright eyes with a soft sheen of tears that he knew she was able to produce on command. Her perfect, angular face was
            practically poreless, and her husky voice disrupted the quiet of his bedroom.
         

         
         “Get ready with me to break up with my fiancé, Deepak Datta.”

         
         Son of a bitch.

         
         His stomach twisted in knots as Olivia began rubbing a clear gel into her cheeks.

         
         “As some of you know, my mother set me up with Deepak almost a year ago, because she is friends with his parents. When Deepak
            and I first met, we hit it off. We had some good chemistry, and I knew that he would be the right match for me to help me
            push my business to the next level.”
         

         
         She switched to dabbing her dark spots with a concealer wand. “He has always been charming and sweet, and just an overall,
            wonderfully kind person to me, but what I’ve realized is that he is already married.”
         

         
         “What the hell?” Deepak said.

         
         As if answering his question, Olivia continued. “He’s married to his business, and I would never come first in his life.”
            She then held up a glass bottle with her name printed in swirling black letters. “This foundation is magic. My makeup line
            drops in a few weeks, and I can’t wait to share it with all of you! Sign up for my newsletter so you don’t miss any of the
            details. Link is in the bio.”
         

         
         Then, as if she weren’t completely ruining his life, she dabbed the thick liquid on her cheeks, chin, nose, and forehead.
            “Anyway, Deepak is the kind of man who will never put a woman first. Not me, not anyone. I always thought that our business
            agreement would turn into something more the longer we were engaged but he has barely even kissed me. We definitely haven’t slept together. And do you know how insecure that makes me? To have every advance coolly rejected
            for almost a year?”
         

         
         Deepak rolled his eyes. Their schedules barely aligned, and when they were together, they only talked about business. Unless
            he had completely misread every conversation, Olivia had never made an advance.
         

         
         She expertly added mascara, eyeliner, and lashes. “Anyway, by the time you see this, I’ll be a free woman. I’m so sorry you’ll miss out on all the incredible wedding content I had planned for you, but don’t worry. It’ll happen. But with the right person. Just not Deepak Datta. That man has all the red flags. He’s unavailable, inattentive, and emotionally constipated.” Her voice hitched in the exact right moment for optimal impact. 

         
         She smoothed on lipstick then smacked her lips. “I’m packing a bag and heading to Europe to see some friends for a month or
            two,” she said. “I won’t be posting for a bit, because I just need to take some time for myself.”
         

         
         Her voice dropped in pitch, holding the briefest tremble. “I’m just asking you all to please respect my privacy. Oh, and respect
            Deepak’s, too. Sometimes a man can’t help it if he’s emotionally unavailable.”
         

         
         The video ended and looped to the beginning. Deepak closed the window, so he didn’t have to watch it again.

         
         Kim was right. This was bad. This was very bad. Because what most of Olivia’s four million followers didn’t know was that she was also a member of the Illyria Media
            Group board. She’d inherited an Illyria board seat from her father after his death and it had transitioned during the merger.
            Marrying Olivia was supposed to secure his role as CEO at the year-end November board meeting. She was the swing vote.
         

         
         Now there was a chance that he’d lose his legacy all because of her video.

         
         He propped his elbows on his knees. His chest tightened with anger over the fact that Olivia resorted to her social media platform to put him on blast, but Deepak would be lying to himself if he didn’t admit that he felt a wave of relief, too. He’d only said yes to the engagement because he knew that he had to make a personal sacrifice and marry the best match for the company. If he’d chosen a woman for himself alone . . . well, he was picturing an entirely different person. 

         
         But love had no place in his reality. He just thought that Olivia understood his position and wanted the same thing he did.

         
         Deepak didn’t bother reading the other messages before he called his now ex-fiancée.

         
         Her face filled his screen once more, but this time, she was in full-glam, sitting in what looked like an airport lounge.
            The buttery brown leather of the headrest behind her contrasted with her dark curls.
         

         
         “Hi, Deepak,” she said with a sigh. Her brilliant, deep brown eyes looked wary.

         
         “Olivia, what’s going on?” he replied softly.

         
         She had the decency to look guilty. “My social media consultant wasn’t supposed to post the video until after you and I had
            a chance to talk, but she made a mistake, and I’m so sorry that you had to find out this way.”
         

         
         Deepak slipped out of bed and began pacing his room from entryway to balcony doors. “I thought we were on the same page. I
            didn’t realize you were so unhappy . . .”
         

         
         She chuckled, and the sound was humorless. “Are you being serious right now?”

         
         His pacing faltered. “Why would I joke about this?”

         
         “Deepak, after eight months, I don’t know if you even like me as a person.”
         

         
         “Ah, excuse me?”

         
         “Do you even like me?” She lifted a champagne flute to her lips and sipped. The tasteful engagement ring that he had purchased for her was no longer on her finger. “I know that you want to marry me because I’m on the board. Because our fathers were friends before Daddy died, and we come from similar backgrounds. I want to marry you because you can fund my businesses. But there has to be more than that between us.” 

         
         “Olivia, of course I like you,” he said, evading her comment about wanting something more from their relationship. “I wouldn’t
            have said yes to our engagement otherwise.”
         

         
         Olivia held up her fingers in front of her phone camera and began to tick them off one at a time as she listed his transgressions.
            “You never show me any affection or appreciation unless it’s for the cameras. You don’t ask me about my job, or the things
            I like to do. You don’t text me just to check in unless you’re confirming plans. You never share anything about yourself.
            I haven’t even met your friends yet, and we’ve been together for almost a year.”
         

         
         “I thought you wanted to take things slow,” he said.

         
         “There’s slow and there’s molasses slow.” She shifted in her seat and the leather creaked. The sound echoed through the phone.
            “I sent you wedding venues over a month ago, and you refused to get involved at all. On Monday, you were supposed to pay the
            wedding planner’s deposit. When you forgot, that was the last straw for me.”
         

         
         Deepak pinched the bridge of his nose before he remembered that was something his father was fond of doing. He dropped his
            hand to his side.
         

         
         He wished Veera was here. She always knew exactly what to say to help him with moments like this in his life. She’d cock her
            head and lean in to listen to what he’d have to say. Her eyes would darken, and she’d have a look of intense concentration
            on her face as if he were the only person who mattered. Then she’d pat him on his arm, and her sunny smile would ease the
            tension around his heart.
         

         
         Their friendship was short, but it was the most meaningful one he’d had other than his longtime brotherhood with Prem and Benjamin. 

         
         “Deepak, are you even listening to me?”

         
         He blinked and refocused on Olivia’s irritated expression. “Olivia, as a friend—”

         
         “I’m not your friend, Deepak,” she snapped, her voice hardening. Then she looked around, as if making sure no one could hear
            their conversation. Her glossy, plump lips set in a thin line before she spoke in a soft, even tone. “I’m supposed to be more
            than that. Look, aren’t you tired of the once-a-week dinners, too? Of the kisses on the cheek, and the polite goodbyes? Are
            we going to live the rest of our lives like we’re our great-grandparents who just stay together because it’s what’s expected
            of us? I refuse to be a fucking cliché when I’ve spent my career fighting against clichés.”
         

         
         The word cliché flashed in Deepak’s head like a Vegas marquee.
         

         
         Cliché.

         
         Cliché.

         
         Cliché.

         
         How had they gotten eight months into an engagement without acknowledging how fundamentally different they were from each
            other? He’d sacrificed everything for his family’s company. And if that meant making a marriage work with someone he didn’t
            love, with someone who didn’t love him in return, he’d do what he had to. But it looked like Olivia always expected hearts
            and roses from him.
         

         
         She was right. This wasn’t working at all.

         
         And now, as he clenched his phone in front of him, watching the dispassionate, almost irritated look on Olivia’s face, he knew there was no chance in going back. Her video made him seem like a callous, unloving asshole, because that’s exactly what he was. He sat on the edge of his mattress, feeling the knots tighten in his shoulders. 

         
         “Olivia, I’m so sorry. But I wish we had this conversation before you blasted it everywhere.”
         

         
         “Deepak, I asked you to choose our future, the one that our parents wanted us to have, that we’re supposed to have, dozens of times before.” She tilted her head, as if listening to an announcement before she drained her champagne
            flute and stood. “I’m sorry, but I have to go. That’s my flight. I’ve already sent the ring to your assistant. You should
            get it along with a few other gifts you’ve bought me.”
         

         
         “Wait, wait, wait,” he said, feeling the desperation crawling up his neck. “We started this together because of the board.
            I hired you for the newspaper, and we supported each other for years. We always had the company in mind from the beginning.
            I hate to ask this, but will you be back in November?”
         

         
         Her expression fell. “After watching my video and hearing me rant just now, that’s really what you’re asking me? If I’ll make
            it back to New York to vote you in as CEO?”
         

         
         “I’ve never lied to you,” he said. “I’ve always said that the board vote is my priority.”

         
         “No. No, you haven’t lied about that,” she said quietly. “Maybe I was in the wrong for failing to listen to what you were
            telling me.”
         

         
         Her solemn expression was an indication that he’d screwed up again. He turned to face his bed and really wished he could lie
            back down and pretend this nightmare was over.
         

         
         “Have a safe flight, Olivia,” he finally said. “I’m sorry that this didn’t work out.”

         
         She rolled her eyes, then hung up on him.

         
         “Fuck,” he groaned. He needed coffee if he was going to try to diffuse this situation.
         

         
         In the dark shadows of the early morning, he crossed his bedroom then passed the sitting area and out into the hall. His town house was five floors, but he rarely went anywhere beyond the first two levels. He walked down his stacked stairs, passed his empty and meticulously designed living room and dining room, then entered his kitchen. He turned his lights on low and made his way over to the open shelving where his interior designer had arranged his mugs on tiny brass hooks over his built-in coffee station. 

         
         His phone buzzed just as he put a mug under the dispenser spout of his built-in single-serving grind-and-pour-over coffee
            machine.
         

         
         Without looking at the screen, he pressed it to his ear and answered.

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Beta, you’ve shit your pants, haven’t you?”

         
         His father’s gruff Punjabi was as callous as it had always been when he was in a foul mood. And when his father was in a foul
            mood, it usually meant that Deepak was on the receiving end of some of the strangest profanities.
         

         
         “Papa, in my defense I didn’t even know Olivia was feeling this way until I watched the video.”

         
         “And whose fault is that?”

         
         “Mine,” he said, as the machine groaned and sputtered. The smell of rich, ethically sourced organic coffee trickled into his
            mug. “To be fair, we had a business arrangement more than a relationship from the start.”
         

         
         Deepak heard a loud creak, and he knew his father was leaning back in his ancient desk chair in the home office close to the kitchen. His shocking white hair was most likely sticking up in odd angles and a steaming cup of chai was sitting at his elbow. His mother was most definitely still asleep, but in a couple hours, his father would make a second pot of chai and take it up to bed to her like he’d done for over thirty years. 

         
         “Olivia’s vote is important,” Deepak’s father said, interrupting his thoughts. “Half of the new Illyria board think you don’t
            deserve the position because of nepotism. The other half are only willing to support you because of me. Your marriage was
            supposed to establish you as a stable, reliable bet.”
         

         
         Deepak stood again and began to pace.

         
         Assess, address, reevaluate.

         
         As the COO, he’d succeeded by mobilizing those three simple words, no matter how large or small the project. That’s what he
            had to do here, too.
         

         
         “My successes speak for themselves,” he said.

         
         “Oye dafa ho ja, you and your success. Nothing is ever fair in business. And now Olivia’s video will appear on all the mainstream
            news channels. What are you going to do?”
         

         
         Deepak tried to think of a response.

         
         Assess, address, reevaluate. Assess, address, reevaluate.

         
         “Papa, is the board going to be angry about my bad press, or the fact that their best option for CEO is a single thirty-five-year-old?”

         
         There was that long, heartfelt sigh again. The same one that he’d inherited. “Beta, maybe you should listen to your heart,
            to your instincts on this one, na?”
         

         
         Deepak bit back another curse. How could his father even suggest that he be emotional about something so critical to the media
            conglomerate that he started? This was not the man he grew up with. This was not the fearless leader who taught him how every
            relationship can shape the way he conducted his business.
         

         
         His phone pinged with another incoming call, and he squinted at the screen. When he saw Veera’s name, he froze.

         
         What the hell?

         
         It had been months since the last time he’d talked to Veera on the phone. Their relationship had diminished to a weekly text
            or gif. She’d send him the random picture of scenery, and he’d text her pictures of bagels. They used to communicate at least
            twice a day. The thought of hearing her voice pulled at him until he knew he didn’t want anything else in that moment.
         

         
         “Dad? I got to go.”

         
         “I expect you to have a solution to this before the workday begins,” his father said. “I’m still responsible for the company,
            and this doesn’t just affect you.”
         

         
         Deepak didn’t bother answering before he connected to Veera’s call. With his mug in hand, he crossed to the kitchen island.

         
         “Vee? Are you okay?”

         
         “Yeah.” Her voice was like icy cool rainwater in a desert heat. The tension in his shoulders melted at the warm familiarity.
            “Hey, Deeps. How’s it going?”
         

         
         “Did you see the video?” he asked, as he pulled out a stool.

         
         There was a long pause. “Video?” Veera asked. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Olivia’s video.”

         
         “Your fiancée? No, why, what happened? Oh my god, is she pregnant?”

         
         There was a thin threadiness in Veera’s voice that sounded almost like panic.

         
         “No, quite the opposite actually,” Deepak said, chuckling. He didn’t know that he could laugh at this moment of crisis. “I
            wonder if I should be offended at how panicked you sound at the thought of me having a baby. I’d be a great dad, thank you
            very much.”
         

         
         “Of course you would,” she said, and her agreement was so immediate, her faith in him unwavering despite the time and distance between them. He looked down at the swirling black liquid in his mug and cleared his throat. 

         
         “If that’s not why you’re calling, what’s up?”

         
         Great. He sounded like he had all the damn time in the world instead of a massive PR crisis on his hands. Olivia was flying
            out, his father was asking for a solution, and the board was definitely going to be pissed.
         

         
         Veera was on the line.

         
         “So, I’m in Goa with my sister,” she said slowly. “And there was a bit of a boating mishap . . .”

         
         “Mishap?” He had just picked up his coffee, and the hot liquid sloshed over the rim as he placed it back on the counter. “Are
            you okay?”
         

         
         “Yeah, we’re totally fine,” she said. “And I normally wouldn’t ask this of you because I know how busy you are, but both Sana
            and I lost our wallets in this . . . mishap. We’ll have to get our cards replaced but we don’t know how long that’s going
            to take. We don’t want our parents to know because, well, for obvious reasons.”
         

         
         If his relationship with his company, with his father, was complicated, then Veera’s was downright hostile. “How much do you
            need?” he asked.
         

         
         “We don’t exactly know?” she said. “We’re supposed to check out of our rooms on Sunday. Look, I’m sorry for asking, and I
            have no idea how you’d even wire it to us at this point.”
         

         
         Something about the way she spoke had the gears in Deepak’s brain clicking into place. He stood and crossed to the windows that overlooked the deserted street below. The soft light from the streetlamps cast a golden glow on the worn sidewalks. In less than two hours, there would be a steady flow of pedestrians. 

         
         “Where are you staying?” he asked.

         
         Veera named one of the top resorts in Goa. He’d always wanted to visit but never had the time.

         
         How long had it been since he was in India? As ironic as it sounded, India was the perfect place to hide from the press for
            a few days. His assistant could reschedule some meetings for him, and he’d handle whatever he could remotely.
         

         
         And this way, he could spend time with the one person who always knew exactly what to say when he felt lost. He’d comp her
            entire damn hotel bill for saving him from his current nightmare in return.
         

         
         Veera rambled on for another few minutes before Deepak cut her off.

         
         “I should be able to catch the next flight out.”

         
         There was a long pause, before Veera spoke again. “Excuse me?”

         
         “I’m coming to Goa,” he said, as he left his mug and spilled coffee on the counter and retraced his steps back to his room.
            “Do I need bug spray?”
         

         
         “Do you need . . . okay, is this your attempt at making a Bunty-like joke? Because he does it better than you.”

         
         Deepak grinned as he stepped into his walk-in closet and pulled his carry-on out of the base compartment of the wall unit
            before he answered. “It’s been too long, Vee. I’ll be there soon.”
         

         
         Then he hung up and called his assistant to help secure a ticket while he began to fill packing cubes with focused determination.

         
         Yes, he thought. Seeing one of his best friends was exactly what he needed before he figured out the rest of his life.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            Indians Abroad News

            Indians don’t hear music when they fall in love. They hear the sound of their parents’ satisfaction.

            Mrs. W. S. Gupta

            Avon, New Jersey

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Veera

         
         
            
               
                  BOBBI: Hello, from sunny California! I wish we did more girl trips when we were single. Is that lame to say?
                  

                  KAREENA: Not lame. I feel the same way. When can we all get together for brunch? Veera, when are you coming back? We miss you!
                  

                  VEERA: I’ll be back by Monday! Miss you, too. A lot has happened.
                  

                  VEERA: Also, I think it is my duty to remind you that we used to make fun of people who were attached to their partners the way
                     you two are right now.
                  

                  VEERA: Consider this my “you both are being ridiculous cut it out” message.
                  

                  BOBBI: That’s fair.
                  

                  KAREENA: You know what? We deserve that.
                  

               

            

         
         “I know that it doesn’t feel right,” Veera said in Hindi. Her voice was as soothing and gentle as she could make it. “But that’s only because men have told you not to trust your instinct.” 

         
         The woman in the police uniform sat across from her at the greenish beige metal desk. Her fingers trembled as she touched
            the files in front of her, shifting them from left to right, then back again. She looked so distraught that Veera’s heart
            went out to her. But it was important to understand financial independence because financial abuse was such a common problem
            in their community both in India and in the diaspora.
         

         
         “I make more than he does, you know,” the officer said in English.

         
         “That’s because you’re a strong, self-sufficient woman,” Veera replied. “I know that I’m the American Desi coming here and
            talking about money in a way that is so different from what you’re used to, but that doesn’t change the truth: you have the
            right to control your money.”
         

         
         “You said that yesterday, too,” the woman replied. “Right after I questioned you about the accident.”

         
         Veera nodded. “That’s because it’s true.”

         
         Officer Fernandez had been so kind when verifying their story and citizenship, so Veera tried to pay her back the only way
            she knew how: by giving her advice about money.
         

         
         She took a notepad that sat the edge of the woman’s desk and retrieved a pen from the cupholder before she clicked the release
            button for the pen tip.
         

         
         “I’m going to give you some resources,” Veera said, and she began to scribble the names of YouTubers, books, and classes that helped women understand economics and savings from a beginner’s level. “When you take your one-hour lunch, watch one of the videos, or read one of the books on your phone. You don’t have to tell anyone you’re doing it if you don’t feel safe. Then, think about opening a bank account where you put some money away so you’re not giving your whole paycheck to your husband.” 

         
         Officer Fernandez gaped at Veera, her cheeks turning an ashy color. “You want me to hide money from my husband?”
         

         
         “If he doesn’t understand how important it is for you to have control over your finances, then yes,” Veera said firmly. “You
            think he’s hiding money from you, right?”
         

         
         “Well, yes—”

         
         “I normally recommend open communication about money,” Veera replied. “But if you think that he’ll react badly, and you don’t
            feel safe, then you have to take precautions to help yourself. Think of it this way: our mothers used to tuck gold away in
            small silk pouches underneath stacks of saris for emergencies, right? Same concept.”
         

         
         Officer Fernandez cocked her head. “I don’t know what could happen that—”

         
         “I don’t mean to scare you, but what if your husband is in an accident? You don’t want to move in with your parents again,
            right?”
         

         
         Officer Fernandez balked, her eyes bulging. She shook her head so hard that her beret almost fell off.

         
         “That’s what I thought,” Veera said. She tore off the top sheet of the pad and held it out for Officer Fernandez. “Put this
            in your desk. No one has to know.”
         

         
         Officer Fernandez wobbled her head side to side, the signature yes head shake that Veera had seen members of her community
            do since she was a baby. Then the woman folded the paper in half and tucked it in her top drawer. “Thank you, Veera-ji,” she
            said in her accented English.
         

         
         “Mention not,” Veera replied, speaking in the same accent to make the officer smile. “I appreciate how nice you’ve been to me and my sister.” 

         
         “And now it’s time for you to go,” a deep, familiar voice said from behind her.

         
         Even after all this time, Veera could identify that voice as quickly as she could identify her twin’s. She sat up, her spine
            ramrod straight. The hair on the back of her neck prickled, and she had to bite her lower lip to stop from shivering.
         

         
         Good god, the precinct was a hot and humid eighty degrees and here she was shivering.

         
         She hadn’t heard that voice in so long, but it still had the same effect on her as the first time she heard it. It was deep,
            the tone crystal clear, and vibrating with confidence.
         

         
         Officer Fernandez stood, the legs of her heavier metal chair scraping across the tile. “Mr. Datta. We received your call.
            We have finished speaking with both Veera Mathur and her sister. I believe Sana Mathur has already left.”
         

         
         “Thank you. Veera?”

         
         Veera braced herself to see Deepak for the first time in almost a year.

         
         Like that did any good.

         
         She slowly turned around, and when their eyes met, she was breathless all over again. Just like the moment she’d first seen
            him in her best friend’s foyer.
         

         
         He looked tired in his wrinkled suit that had seen better days. His towering height and lean build were the same, along with
            his penetrating stare that focused on her like she was the only person in the room. His hair was slightly disheveled, and
            his mouth was set in a thin line. A soft, gentle scruff had formed on his chiseled jaw.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” she blurted out. It was the only question that came to mind. For months now she’d imagined how they’d cross paths again. She’d left New Jersey with her chin up, tears in her eyes, as a lovesick puppy who had been ignored for too long. She planned on returning as the cool, sophisticated businesswoman with a global client base who just completed a trip around the world. Unlike the woman he used to know, Veera would wear ruby red lipstick, drink fancy wine that didn’t come in a box or a can, and act aloof and standoffish. 

         
         Reality was a cruel bitch. Instead of the perfectly poised, confident Veera persona she’d crafted in her mind, here she was,
            standing in a police precinct in Goa with frizzy hair at her temples and damp palms.
         

         
         In fact, she was pretty sure that every gland in her body was sweating.

         
         “I stopped at the hotel first, but Sana told me that you were at the police station,” Deepak replied. He rolled his shoulders,
            the only sign of discomfort from the heat. “So here I am.”
         

         
         “We really could’ve managed,” she said.

         
         “Except you asked for my help.”

         
         Right, she thought. And if anyone found out that she was in a yacht-wreck, and there was bad publicity for the Mathur family,
            it could potentially impact Illyria Media Group. Her parents were on the board, after all, and Deepak was Chief Operating
            Officer. He was next in line for CEO once his father retired. Rumor had it that the announcement was going to come any day
            now.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry to drag you into this,” Veera said.

         
         He motioned to her crisp linen pants and tank top. Her hair she’d tied in two French braids. Her toes and nails were painted a hot pink and they peeked out from her brown leather sandals she’d picked up in Italy. “You look good, Vee. Relaxed. Not at all like you’ve been in a yacht-wreck.” 

         
         “I prefer the term shipwreck.”

         
         One thick black eyebrow winged up in surprise.

         
         “What is it?” Veera asked.

         
         He didn’t take his eyes off her as he shook his head in one slow, easy movement. “Never mind,” he said. “Are you ready to
            go?”
         

         
         Veera turned to Officer Fernandez who was watching their interplay. “Will you call me if you need any help?”

         
         The officer wobbled her head side to side in a yes gesture.

         
         “Great. Thank you!” Going on instinct, she held her arms out and hugged the other woman. “Don’t forget those resources,” Veera
            whispered in her ear. Then with one last wave, she squared her shoulders and faced Deepak.
         

         
         “Okay, now I’m ready,” she said when she stood a foot away from him. She could see the depth of the tired lines around his
            mouth now, the soft smudges under his eyes, and hated that she’d worried him enough to convince him to fly halfway across
            the world to see her in person. He was probably busy planning a wedding and running their fathers’ company.
         

         
         She owed him big-time.

         
         When Deepak just stared at her, his hands tucked in his pockets, his watchful gaze tracing the outline of her hair, her sweaty
            forehead, and her heated skin, Veera shifted side to side. She needed to get back to the hotel, to her room so she could process
            seeing him again, so all the sadness that she’d ruthlessly tied inside of her heart didn’t burst free.
         

         
         Except Deepak didn’t move. His assessment of her was hard to read, and she wondered if it was because he was judging how casual
            she looked.
         

         
         “Is everything okay?” she said, as coolly as possible.

         
         Deepak reached out with an index finger and tapped the tiny gold hoop in her left nostril. “You changed your jewelry.”

         
         “Yeah,” she said. “In Amsterdam.”

         
         “Your hair is longer, too.”

         
         She tugged on the end of one of her French braids. “I was going to cut it, but I wanted to find a different stylist than the
            one I had before I left for my trip.”
         

         
         Deepak touched the hand that was twirling the end of her hair and turned it over so he could see the inside of her wrist.
            His thumb brushed over the tiny, printed lettering. “Veera?”
         

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Why do you have a wrist tattoo that says ‘paneer’?”

         
         She shrugged. “I got a tattoo. We were in Japan and had too much sake. I told the artist that I really like cheese. Sana has
            a clavicle tattoo that says ‘cash money’ in Punjabi.”
         

         
         Deepak nodded. His grip on her wrist tightened and he tugged. She tumbled forward straight into his arms.

         
         As if no time at all had passed between them, Veera’s arms wrapped around Deepak’s waist on instinct, while his cheek rested
            on the crown of her head. She closed her eyes and felt the soft fabric of his shirt and suit coat lapel against her skin,
            the hard lines of his back under her fingertips, and his breath against her hair. He was warm and solid and real.
         

         
         At one time, they’d had so many quiet moments together, so many laughs and conversations until two in the morning. They’d
            shared text messages and heated arguments in front of his TV. They’d worked together, argued about their passions, made plans,
            and talked about future moments when their lives were inextricably tangled.
         

         
         But right now, they held each other in the hot, humid Goan air, and Veera knew that running away hadn’t helped her forget those memories after all. 

         
         The twine she’d used to keep her feelings locked in her heart began to fray, and she held her breath as one by one the strands
            snapped until she was drowning with love for a man who didn’t feel the same way about her.
         

         
         She moved to pull away, but he tightened his hold on her back.

         
         “Missed you, Vee,” he said, his voice gruff and thick. It grated against her soul, raw and abrasive.

         
         For a moment, she let herself go. Veera fisted her hand in the shirt at the small of his back and burrowed into the rich scent
            of his cologne. “Missed you, too, Deeps,” she whispered. “Missed you, too.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Veera

         
         Veera, Sana, and Deepak had all convened at the outdoor beachfront bar at the hotel. The patio was covered by a thatched roof
            with wide fawn-shaped ceiling fans, and tables angled to face the sand and the crystal-clear water.
         

         
         Instead of focusing on the scenic view or enjoying the soft instrumental music filtering through discreet speakers hidden
            behind clusters of coconut shells, they stared at the small phone screen situated between three half-empty glasses.
         

         
         “Sometimes a man can’t help it if he’s emotionally unavailable.”

         
         Deepak stopped the video from replaying, then flipped his phone face down in the center of the table. “So Olivia’s ‘get ready
            with me’ video is why I am now hiding here in Goa with you,” he said.
         

         
         He leaned back in his chair, and despite the fact that his position as CEO was now a tenuous one, he looked so much more relaxed
            than he had when he arrived. His button-down shirt was open at the neck, and his board shorts fell to his knees. He even wore
            a pair of sunglasses that he propped on top of his damp windswept hair.
         

         
         Sana let out a low whistle and slid her mango margarita across the table toward him. “She’s cruel but I don’t think I’ve ever
            known her to be that evil.”
         

         
         “You know each other?” he asked, as he waved off her margarita offer.

         
         “Unfortunately,” Sana said. She folded her arms on the table and leaned forward. “We had the same friends in college and ran into each other. Consider yourself lucky that she left you.” 

         
         “Sana,” Veera chided. “That’s not nice.”

         
         “Well, it’s true,” she said. “Olivia is the most dramatic person you’ll ever meet. She once decided to stop speaking for a
            whole semester because her brother was kicked off the football team, and she was protesting. The best semester of our lives.”
         

         
         Veera could tell that her sister was about to say something unkind about his relationship to Olivia, so she delivered a quick,
            swift kick to her twin’s leg.
         

         
         “Ouch,” Sana yelped.

         
         “What is it?” Deepak asked, bending down as if he were checking for an intruder. “What happened?”

         
         “Nothing yet,” Veera said, glaring at her sister.

         
         Sana rolled her eyes. She didn’t care if she hurt Deepak’s feelings. A part of her still resented Deepak for keeping his COO
            title at Illyria Media Group after the merger. He was the heir apparent to the business that Sana always thought she also
            had a claim to. Veera knew that her sister had joined them for drinks and acted with a modicum of civility because Veera asked
            her to, but it was clear that she was still bitter.
         

         
         Sana motioned to the half-empty glasses on the table. “I’m going to need to keep drinking if we’re going to continue to act
            like one big happy family. Anyone need a refill?”
         

         
         Both Veera and Deepak shook their heads.

         
         “Suit yourself,” she said, turning toward the bar, leaving Deepak and Veera sitting in silence.

         
         “She still hates me, doesn’t she?” Deepak asked when Sana was out of earshot.

         
         Veera shook her head. “I think hate is a strong word.”

         
         “Then ‘loathe’ is probably more accurate.”

         
         She didn’t respond. They both knew the truth.

         
         Most of the pavilion was empty in the late afternoon with beachgoers back in their bungalows or rooms getting ready for a
            long night out. The ocean breeze was cooling under the tropical sun, and Veera relaxed into her seat, despite the fact that
            she was sitting across from a man who awakened every nerve ending, every quiet desire in her soul.
         

         
         Veera thought that the ocean could be a balm to her sore, beating heart. She’d already tried the Eiffel Tower in Paris, Christ
            the Redeemer in Brazil, and Mount Kilimanjaro. The breathtaking views on her trip had allowed Veera the space to lose herself
            in something bigger than her problems. But they were just waiting for her when she was finished running away.
         

         
         India was supposed to be the Mathur sisters’ last stop. They would connect with a few investors, and then go back to the States
            where they were licensed so they could open up their business in New York. Now that Sana had backed out of their plan, Veera
            would have to face her demons by herself.
         

         
         Starting with Deepak.

         
         She knew his patient, steady eyes were still trained on her profile, even as she accepted that his interest in her wasn’t
            romantic. She was never going to be the perfect match for him. Not when he wanted someone compatible for his business, too.
         

         
         “Where did you go?”

         
         Deepak’s deep, smooth voice sliced through her thoughts like a cleaver. She turned to look at his beautiful face, defined
            against the sunlight.
         

         
         “I’m just thinking how surreal it is that we’re both in Goa,” she said absently. “I was sure that the next time I saw you
            would be at your wedding. If I was invited, that is. With Olivia and Sana’s beef, that was probably debatable.”
         

         
         His brow furrowed. “I wouldn’t have let that happen. You’re important to me. I’d want you to be there.”

         
         But not important enough.

         
         “Once someone gets married,” she said patiently, “they become a part of a unit. Olivia’s opinion would’ve mattered.”

         
         “You and I are a unit,” he said stubbornly. “We’re friends.”
         

         
         “With a very complicated work history now,” Veera replied softly.

         
         This time his jaw ticked. “I’m sorry for what your father did to you and your sister, Sana. But we were ready to hire you
            back in a heartbeat in a different department.”
         

         
         “Despite family relationships, Sana and I earned our positions in Dad’s company. We didn’t need Illyria’s pity hire. No, we
            were going to earn our way back—” Veera stopped when she realized that
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