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Praise for THE FAKE MATCHMAKER


“Breezy and charming, and the perfect summer read.”

—Emily Giffin, bestselling author of The Summer Pact

“Heart-warming, charming, and laugh-out-loud funny, The Fake Matchmaker by Sonya Singh is sure to please all rom-com lovers and bring the genre new fans. The small-town setting, a protagonist you’ll cheer for, a love interest you might be tempted to scoop up for yourself, and tons of delicious food all make this book an absolute delight. Highly recommended!”

—Holly Cassidy, bestselling author of The Christmas Countdown

“For fans of Annabel Monaghan, Namrata Patel, and Jane Austen, Sonya Singh’s The Fake Matchmaker is an absolute must-read! This touching, fast-paced novel takes a deep dive into the love of family, friendship, and food, the complexity of romantic attraction, and one woman’s search for her happily ever after.”

—Amy Poeppel, author of Far and Away
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    For my parents,

    who gave me the gift of laughing out loud,

    and for Jordanian and Moses,

    who remind me to keep joy close.
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Manisha coyly pushed his hand away from hers, her eyes sparkling with a teasing glimmer. She surveyed the opulent banquet hall, where ruby reds and dark golds inter- twined, casting beams of light dancing across the room. Ornate floral arrangements filled with marigolds and rose petals adorned every table, while a cascade of fairy lights overhead fashioned a twinkling canopy reminiscent of the mandap in the centre of the stage. The vibrant colours illuminated the swirling figures of the dancers, their movements perfectly synchronized to the lively strains of popular Indian wedding tracks that filled the air.

Manisha nervously shifted her gaze to the Gupta aunties at table three. Relief filled her at the sight of the sisters much too engrossed in their chana masala and rice to notice her. With a satisfied sigh, she turned her attention back to the man before her. But instead of the familiar features she longed to see, the room around her dimmed, leaving only his silhouette. A thrilling shiver danced down her spine as the mystery of him heightened her anticipation.

Who is he?

Still, she knew better than to attract the aunties’ disapproval with her flirtations. She stood to leave when his firm grip caught her sari, wordlessly begging her to stay. In response, Manisha playfully swept the red silk across his face. His still-shrouded face. She bit her lip as a sudden nervousness washed over her.

Why can’t I see his face?

Why don’t I know his name?

Why is the room so dark?

She looked around the hall as the stranger lightly tugged on her heavily beaded outfit, tempting her to sit with him. Unable to resist, she let herself melt into the scent of his cologne, a blend of juniper and bergamot that made her mouth dry with desire. After one last coaxing pull, Manisha gracefully tumbled into his lap, her long legs swinging to one side, her red-bottom heels coming to rest atop his pristinely polished Gucci loafers. She watched, breathless, as the hall glow reflected off the gold hardware. Her heart was racing in her chest. She could feel the heat from his body burning through the layers of her sari. Suddenly, the breath she’d finally found became heavier.

“Manisha…” he said softly.

Manisha’s body quivered with anticipation as her name escaped his lips again. He was igniting within her a fire she hadn’t felt in a while… or maybe ever. His soft lips grazed her fingertips, and waves of warmth coursed through her. If only she knew his name, she could return the whispers. She took a shallow, uneven breath. All she wanted to do was push aside the extravagant centrepiece from their table to make room for their passion.

“Manisha…” he breathed her name again, his voice deep and seductive as he pulled her tighter against him. The echoing “Desi Girl” lyrics fell away, his voice growing more urgent until it became a desperate cry.

A loud, piercing cry.

A loud, piercing female cry.

“Manisha!”

 Abruptly, the heat surging through Manisha’s body vanished. In its place, exasperation settled in as her waking mind placed the all-too-familiar shrill tone: her mother. Manisha opened one eye with a reluctant sigh, only to be met with her mother’s disapproving glare. Standing next to the bed, hands planted on her hips, Ruby Patel exuded authority and disapproval. Manisha pulled the bedsheet over her head, desperately hoping to return to her dream and that sexy mystery man.

“I am your mother; you will need more than a chadar to protect you from me, Manisha,” her mother said.

“A bedsheet is the only thing I could reach right now, Mom,” Manisha said dryly as she pulled the cotton fabric down.

“Hurry up and get up!” her mom said loudly, voice echoing through the room. “We have things to do!”

“Moooom,” Manisha moaned.

Here she was, a grown woman whining like a little girl, but there was something about being back in her childhood bedroom and getting scolded by her mother. Whining and complaining were inevitabilities.

Her mother raised a perfectly threaded eyebrow above her thin-framed glasses and fixed her gaze on Manisha, a mix of irritation and amusement in her expression. “Manisha, it is lunchtime. Get up and get dressed. You’re like a baby sleeping in. We have so much to do today: go to the temple, clean up this room, and don’t forget groceries! We need milk, butter, and I want to have a talk with you…”

Manisha sat up in bed, her brow furrowed. “Hold on, Mom,” she said, raising her hand. “I can handle taking you to the grocery store and visiting the temple, but having a ‘talk’ feels like a scenario where not even divine intervention could help me.”

“Leave divine, div-oon out of this and get dressed,” her mother said briskly as she left the room.

Manisha groaned and buried her head back into her pillow. The abrupt end to her dream had left her feeling unfulfilled in so many ways. She flopped onto her side, picked up her cell phone from her nightstand, and began scrolling through photos from her brother Sanj’s wedding last weekend. Had she encountered this mystery man there? She studied the images, but no one stood out—just cousins and friends of her brothers whom she’d known her whole life. Not that Manisha would’ve had the time to indulge in any secret caressing at her brother’s wedding, even if her mystery man had been there; her hands had been too full with countless tasks that realistically should have been managed by a team of California’s top wedding planners. Yet somehow they had fallen to her, courtesy of her mother’s well-intended but overwhelming delegations.

“Have the flowers arrived, Isha?”

“Manisha, you need to pick up Uncle Junda from the airport.”

“Call the mehndi lady and find out why she’s running late!” Manisha didn’t mind helping—not for her brother’s wedding. But now, in the afterglow of a dream that felt so real, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of disappointment at what might have been. She may have missed out on a romantic encounter thanks to her to-do list.

Her mother appeared at the doorway again. “Why aren’t you up yet?”

“I’m exhausted, Mom,” Manisha said. “I need a few more minutes to rest, and then I’ll get to all your chauffeuring needs.”

“Rest? What do you need rest from?” her mother asked. She looked around the room, barely hiding her disgust at the clothes and shopping bags that littered the floor. “Oh, I know! It must be from all the shopping. Yes, yes, yes. Of course, Manisha, how tired your arms must be from going through the racks at all the designer stores!” she said. “Swipe, swipe, swipe. Please take all my money.” Her mother gestured dramatically, mimicking swiping a credit card through a reader.

Manisha frowned at her but kept silent.

“Or maybe the ‘rest’ you need is from this collection of shoes. Your feet must be so tired from trying all these juttis.” She grabbed a red-soled stiletto from Manisha’s dresser and tossed it onto the bed.

“Mom, please! You never throw a Loubie like that,” Manisha cried, scrambling to check that it was okay.

“Looobie the bachcha.”

Manisha watched her mom navigate the chaotic room as if she were attempting to avoid triggering an explosion.

“All this money you spend on all these stupid clothes. You need to be more sensible with your money and what you buy.” Her mother gestured to her own two-piece Indian suit, an ensemble she’d had specially made in India during one of her annual trips. Comfort was her top priority, so there was no fancy embroidery or beading—just a simple yet lovely light-green and mustard-yellow set.

“Shh, Mom! They can hear you.” Manisha clutched the stray heel to her chest protectively. “And Loubies are worth every penny. They’re called investments. Besides, you’re one to talk.” Manisha smirked. Practical as she was, her mother’s dresser drawers overflowed with beautiful Indian garments that she brought back from her visits, some that never saw the light of day. It was no wonder that Manisha had a bit of a shopping addiction—it seemed the apple didn’t fall too far from the Patel tree.

“Chup! If these Loubies are so worth it, let’s see them make you aloo parathas, instead of your father.”

“Mom, you know nothing can beat Dad’s parathas,” Manisha said, and it was the truth. Her dad’s spiced potato-stuffed flat-breads were her ultimate favourite—if she ever faced the unimaginable situation of being on death row, they would be the dish she’d request for her final meal. A rumble escaped her stomach at the thought of them.

“Wait,” Manisha said, perking up instantly, “does that mean you have some waiting for me downstairs?” If there was anything that would make her leave the cozy confines of her bed, it was the promise of her dad’s unparalleled parathas.

“Get up, Isha, and come downstairs,” her mother said. She surveyed Manisha’s room once again. “Why have I been cursed with a child who behaves like an animal? A pig’s style is all I see here.”

Manisha had to stifle her laughter. This familiar scene had played out countless times during her childhood. Back then, she used to be annoyed by her mother’s theatrics and nagging. But now that Manisha was an adult, they amused her most of the time. Her mom could be a lot, but, more than anything right now, Manisha was grateful for the love and attention that surrounded her.

“Mom, I think you mean sty. A pigsty.”

“Chup. I know what I mean, and what I say is what I mean.” As her mother disappeared back down the hall, Manisha’s mind drifted to why she was there, in her childhood bedroom, thousands of miles away from her home in London, in the first place. The mess on the floor was a harsh reminder of her predicament. The relentless phone calls from creditors heightened her anxiety, a nagging reminder of her deteriorating financial situation caused by her impulsive spending and mounting takeout bills following her breakup. Pushing the feeling of dread aside, Manisha swung her legs off the bed and padded over to her bookcase. Her fingers brushed the worn spines of the books she used to sneak past her mother and hurriedly read under the covers as a teenager. The stories inside had whisked her away to sun-soaked beaches and summer romances, where girls named Samantha or Carly revelled in forbidden kisses and carefree days spent with charming lifeguards named Chad and Chip.

As a young girl, Manisha had yearned to be one of those teenagers playing Truth or Dare at a distant summer camp. Instead, she was bound by a strict curfew and a firm no-dating policy—the unyielding rules that felt more like laws imposed by the more “traditional” Indian parents in Baskin, California. Her teenage hormones and desire for a pimple-faced romance didn’t stand a chance.

“No, you can’t go to that party unless your brothers are there.”

“No, you must be home by 8 p.m.”

“No boys allowed.”

As soon as she was old enough to break free from her parents’ watchful eyes and her community’s expectations, Manisha, desperately craving the freedom to explore the dating scene like a non-Indian kid, did precisely that. After all, studying law kept her busy—as far as her parents knew, she was buried in books at the library. But the truth was quite different: by day, she immersed herself in her studies, and by night, she seized the opportunity to make up for lost time, embracing the dating experiences and playful eggplant-emoji moments she had longed for. It was ironic that she was now home, finding comfort for a broken heart with her overbearing parents.

Manisha’s thoughts were interrupted by a sharp buzz. Glancing at her phone, she saw the name “Cheating Scumbag” light up the screen, accompanied by a text message. An intense rage bubbled up within her at the mere thought of her ex-boyfriend, Oliver. Her skin flushed a different kind of hot and, as though the fury within her was just too much for her body to contain, angry tears began to pool along her bottom lashes. Without a second thought, she pressed the delete button, watching with satisfaction as the message vanished into the digital abyss.

The last time Manisha had seen Oliver was nearly three months ago when their relationship—and her entire world—had fallen apart. “You’ll regret this,” she’d managed to utter, her heart racing as she slammed the door to their shared apartment behind her. She was a fiery Aries, and the thought of forgiving him was laughable. Oliver deserved his fate. Unlike Manisha, who certainly didn’t deserve how he’d treated her.

She couldn’t believe she’d let her astrologer pull the wool over her eyes, convincing her that Aries and Aquarius were some cosmic power couple destined to create a “stable and honest relationship.” What a joke!

Manisha blinked back the tears and instead, desperate for a distraction, opened the group chat she shared with her brothers. Sanj had sent through some photos from his and Needa’s honeymoon earlier when Manisha was still sleeping.

Hola from Mexico! Can’t wait to see everyone soon.

Manisha smiled as she read the message in the chat. Looks amazing! Send more pics! she typed back. She was so happy for Sanj and even happier for her other brother, Sammy, who had finally found someone, too. From the moment she met her future sister-in-law, Manny, at Sanj’s wedding, Manisha had felt an instant connection. Watching Sammy beam with happiness and witnessing their budding romance felt like living out a scene from her favourite Bollywood film. Shah Rukh Khan and Deepika Padukone in Chennai Express paled compared to the magic between Manny and Sammy.

Sitting on the edge of her bed, Manisha gently placed her phone on her lap. She wore an oversized Backstreet Boys T-shirt from childhood, now snug against her frame. She could hear her mother’s voice the day she first saw her wearing it. “Five men all resting their head on your chest. Someone save me from this besharam!” She chuckled, recounting that memory. She picked up her phone again and checked her work emails out of habit. They were over a month old. Nothing new would arrive since she no longer had access to that account. A wave of anxiety washed over her, leaving her throat dry. She gulped audibly.

Manisha opened the photos tab, her gaze lingering on the button of the screen as her thumb slowly traced the smooth surface of the glass. She wondered if pressing harder could erase one or more of the contents. Taking a deep breath, she opened another tab on her phone, revealing her digital vision board. It was time for a reset—not just in the digital realm, but in every aspect of her life. Manisha was determined to initiate that reset while she was here in Baskin, but first things first: her stomach was growling louder than her aspirations.
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After a quick shower, Manisha slipped into her green velour Juicy Couture track suit and followed the familiar, mouthwatering scent of piping hot, buttery parathas downstairs. A thin layer of smoke drifted across the hallway into the kitchen as she skipped down the last step. Food always made her happy.

“Dad, you’re burning down the house again,” she teased, grinning. “The roof, the roof, the roof is on fire!” Manisha waved her hands and danced into the kitchen, singing off-key.

“Chup kar,” he replied, not looking up from the stove. A smile tugged at the corners of Manisha’s mouth. “Keep quiet” was her dad’s unique way of saying I love you. A “chup kar” went a long way in the Patel house.

“Oh, look, our rani finally decided to get up and join the rest of the world,” her mother remarked from the stove. “What a royal arrival!”

Manisha rolled her eyes, stifling a yawn. “Yes, the queen is overjoyed at her aloo paratha crown. I humbly request you bestow it upon me,” she responded, slipping into a British accent.

“Do you see? She becomes a lawyer in the UK, and suddenly, she’s Queen Elizabeth,” her mom said to Manisha’s father, who was expertly flipping a paratha onto the tava, the golden-brown side sizzling.

Her dad was a real culinary genius. He’d picked up cooking skills from his travels across the globe during his military years. He could whip up anything—from deep-fried panzerotti to flawless sushi rolls—while her mom struggled to make a simple omelette without it turning into burnt scrambled eggs. But she did have two tricks up her sleeve: she could perfectly heat a paratha and brew a perfectly spiced cup of chai. One was already waiting for Manisha on the old wooden kitchen table.

Despite owning Baskin’s premier home decor and design store, Manisha’s parents cared little for fancy decor in their own home. Their kitchen had yellow-stained cupboards from the ’80s and mismatched kitchenware, but it was just fine for them. Admittedly, when Manisha was younger, she’d been a little embarrassed by their home when her friends came over. But now, her parents’ unpretentiousness was, in a way, endearing. It showed how little they cared for impressing others and—as much as Manisha teased her mom about her now-overflowing wardrobe—how truly focused they had always been on the things that mattered.

Manisha cradled the cup of hot tea in her hands, gently blowing on it to cool it down. “Hey, Dad, you’re looking like a real fashion icon in that apron. Giving Gucci a run for his money!” She gestured to the flowery apron he wore over his usual uniform of a kurta top and dark Dockers khakis. The apron was one her mom had bought for herself but never wore.

He waved at her dismissively, causing her to snicker into her cup. It was good to be home. Manisha sank into her chair and relished the sweet, creamy chai that was heavy on the two percent milk, just as she liked it.

“Ghee or salted butter?” her mother asked, placing a hot paratha on a silver plate in front of Manisha.

“Ghee, obvs, Mom,” Manisha replied, taking a spoonful from the jar before spreading it on the bread, watching as it melted into the flaky cracks. Her dad’s secret to the perfect paratha was to use not one but two doughy layers to sandwich the filling—in this case, spiced potatoes—in between. It was like the Quarter Pounder of parathas, with golden ghee gleaming at her.

She spooned a generous scoop of the tangy raita from the bowl on the table onto her plate, then tore off a piece of the paratha and scooped it up with the cucumber-yogurt mix. The flavours exploded in her mouth, hot as they were, making it all worth it.

“How is it?” her dad asked with a smile. “You know I prefer mooli, but I made aloo just for you.”

Manisha shuddered at the thought of horseradish and its offensive aftertaste. “Gross, Dad. Why even mention mooli? This is just fine.”

“Just fine? If you want fine, go to your grandmother’s house for that. Okay?” he shot back dramatically.

Manisha rolled her eyes. Her dad had a knack for turning any unpleasant situation into a chance to throw shade at his mother-in-law, who was a sort of forbidden topic in their home—one shrouded in secrecy and curiosity that no one dared to unravel, especially around her dad. Manisha shrugged it off as but another twist in her favourite Bollywood movie.

Sometimes, the less I know, the better.

“Come on, Dad. You know your parathas are excellent—the best. I hope I find a husband who makes me aloo parathas as good as yours,” she said between bites.

Her father beamed at her, and, not for the first time, Manisha was struck by how much they resembled one another. She loved being tall, and her appetite for food was something she’d gotten from him—along with the care he put into his appearance. His dark beard was always impeccably groomed, and his hair neatly slicked back. Despite this, the same wavy kink that Manisha had inherited remained ever-present. He was also a man of honour and integrity, and he’d instilled those values in all three of his children from an early age.

Her mom brought a second paratha and placed it on Manisha’s plate. “Oh yes. Va, va. Did I hear right? A husband for Isha? Now, that is what I am praying for, too. I hope my youngest, smartest, sweetest, and most successful child finds a husband this year—one who can cook for her, just like I have for myself.” She squeezed Manisha’s cheeks as if Manisha were still a child, not a grown woman.

“Please, Mom. I’m thirty-four, not four,” Manisha said, breaking free from her mother’s tight grasp and then moving her head away to take another bite.

“Besides,” she added, “most guys actually know how to cook for themselves and for the people in their lives—like their partners. It’s a modern world out there. If I were you, I’d save my prayers for something bigger.”

“Speaking of cooking,” her dad chuckled, rolling out another circle of dough, “I’ve yet to have a meal from your mother that’s actually edible.”

“Me too!” Manisha cried. Her mom dashed back to the counter to chide her dad, who brandished the rolling pin like a shield, flour flinging everywhere. Laughter filled Manisha’s lungs like a breath of fresh air.

“Chup, both of you, before I—”

Before her mother could finish the sentence, Manisha’s soon-to-be sister-in-law walked into the kitchen.

“What’s happening in here?” Manny asked, wrapping her arms around Manisha and taking in the lively scene.

“Manny!” Manisha exclaimed, turning to hug her back. “Thank goodness you’re here, just in time. Now back me up, will you? I’m trying to explain to my mom that times have changed, and men actually cook now.”

“Sammy just uses Uber Eats. Does that count as cooking?” Manny quipped, grinning.

“I’m trying to explain to my daughter that I understand this modern world, but once you’re married, cooking and cleaning take on a different meaning. For husbands, cooking and cleaning for their wives is their way of showing love—it’s like flirting.”

“Mom, please—I beg you—stop there! Do not give us advice on flirting.”

“Hey, I don’t mind listening,” Manny said, putting her hands up. “I’m happy to share this flirting advice with Sammy.” Manny winked at Manisha and reached for a plate piled high with steaming parathas.

“Flirting has come a long way, Manisha,” her mother continued. “Nowadays, a man reaches to fix a loose strap on your dress, and it’s like Diwali. Fireworks everywhere.” In perfect synchronization, the butter on the stovetop sizzled and splattered, mimicking the sound of popping firecrackers.

Manisha rolled her eyes. “And that is why I pay good money to not have loose straps on my designer dresses, so I don’t have to flirt like my mom.”

“Touché.” Manny chuckled, and Manisha’s mom joined in the laughter. The vibrant energy of the Patel kitchen was exactly what Manisha had longed for in returning home—a refreshing change from the tears and misery that had consumed her back in London.

“And now my flirting is done,” Manisha’s father announced, untying the apron. “I am going to tend to my garden.” He patted both Manny’s and Manisha’s heads before leaving the kitchen.

“I think we scared him away,” Manisha stage-whispered.
 
“Oh, he likes to be out there anyway,” Manny said.

“Anyway, I had no idea you were coming by today!” Manisha said excitedly, mind alight with the day’s possibilities.

“Yeah, but sadly, I can’t stay long.” Manny dunked another piece of bread into the raita. “I have time for a quick bite, but then I have to meet your brother at the store. Sammy asked me to grab the mail for him.”

“Oh, boo,” Manisha said, pouting.

“Don’t worry, we’ll hang out before you leave,” Manny comforted her. “By the way, how long are you here?”

Manisha felt her face warm. She cleared her throat, avoiding Manny’s gaze. “You know, I, um, have a lot of time off, so I’m still deciding.”

“Ooh, look at you, Ms. Senior Partner, calling the shots on when she decides to work,” Manny cooed.

Manisha smiled faintly, though the words “senior partner” stung a little.

“By the way, what’s your law firm’s name again? I was going to send the details to my cousin in London. He’s looking for some legal advice—”

“No!” Manisha interrupted. “I mean, don’t do that. We’re so busy right now. I wouldn’t want to be rude and have to string him along. Why don’t I let you know when we catch a break and are looking for new clients?”

Manny shrugged. “Okay, sure. Anyway, I’m just so proud of you. Your brother and I were gushing about you the other day to our friends.”

“It’s no big deal,” Manisha said, playing with her teacup.

“Are you kidding me? Manisha, take a minute and be proud of your senior-partner moment.” Manny gently touched Manisha’s hand and offered her a warm smile. “You worked so hard, and you’re like the first Indian woman they’ve ever hired in this role.”

“We all are very proud of our Manisha,” her mother added from the sink, where she was washing dishes but also apparently listening closely.

Manisha released a deep breath. “Yeah, I guess so. It’s just that being a lawyer, it’s kind of becoming…” She trailed off.

Manny’s phone pinged. “That’s Sammy,” she said, standing up. “I’ve got to get to the store—he’s already there. Where’s the mail, Auntie?”

“Over there, beta,” Manisha’s mom said, gesturing to a couple stacks of paper on the counter. “The other one, Manny. That first pile is for recycling,” she instructed. “Let me get you a bag,” she added before leaving the kitchen.

“I can’t believe you’re leaving me all alone with her,” Manisha whined as soon as her mother was out of earshot. “She’s about to give me the ‘talk.’ I can feel it.”

“We’ve all experienced the ‘Indian parent talk’ countless times, Manisha. I’m not even a Patel yet, and I think I got the talk from your mom,” Manny said with a laugh. “You’ve got this, Ish. Sammy always tells me that you kids have mastered the art of dealing with your mom.”

Manisha’s mother returned, a shopping bag fluttering between her hands. “Here. Did you get it all?”

Manny nodded, hugging Manisha’s mom. “Got it. Okay, I have to head out. I’ll see you soon, Manisha, for some wine time at our place. Thanks for the parathas, Auntie. Will you tell Uncle I said bye?”

“Of course, beta,” Manisha’s mother said, walking Manny out.

Manisha tore off another piece of paratha and slowly chewed it, contemplating Manny’s words. Did she actually know how to deal with her mother? Since she’d been back from London, it had felt as though they were speaking different languages. Sighing, she got up and put her ghee-stained plate in the sink before going to the living room, where her mother was now curled up on the couch, watching the Indian news—if you could call it news. Manisha thought of it as more sensationalized TV-tabloid updates.

She moved toward the fireplace, its mantel made of rich dark oak that harmonized beautifully with the warm hues of the room. She swept her gaze over the Indian deities and the assorted trinkets collected from the Patel siblings’ travels. Her mother took great pride in showcasing these items, beaming with joy over her well-educated and well-travelled children. She painstakingly made sure everything was positioned just right from the centre of the hearth. Manisha’s eyes lingered on the eclectic collection of photographs that also adorned the mantel. Their frames varied—some were metal, others wood, and a few were plastic—each telling a part of their story. There were school portraits, pictures from family vacations, candid blurry snapshots—a treasured archive of memories. She smiled, reminiscing about how young and happy-go-lucky she and her brothers once appeared. This was home. No matter what sensational news was playing on the television, this space always embraced her with a familiar comfort.

“Your dad is always moving the pictures from here, there, to here. I can’t keep up,” her mother said, breaking Manisha’s train of thought. “Come sit, Ish,” she said, turning away from the TV and loudly patting the couch beside her.

Manisha sighed to herself and reluctantly perched next to her mother.

“So, Ish,” her mother began, taking a sip of chai. “One wedding has wrapped up, and we’re already planning another. Once that’s over, I can focus on our final Patel wedding!”

“Sorry, what? I can’t quite hear you,” Manisha fibbed.

“Sammy and Manny are engaged,” her mother said calmly, lowering the TV volume. “You are the only one left. I can’t worry about you while you are in London-Shondon, running around, eating and partying all day.” She kept her eyes on the TV, effortlessly splitting her attention between the news and Manisha.

Manisha shot her a glance. “Is that all you think I do—eat and party? Mom, I’m a lawyer. I work long into the night. I truly don’t have the luxury of the carefree life you envision. Though I have to say, it does sound tempting,” she added, her tone rising more than she intended.

“Manisha, be serious! You have your career sorted; now I think it is time for you to really start thinking about the rest of your life and finding someone to have a family with.”

“Geez, Mom. Now that’s some dal boiling over in a pressure cooker.” Manisha unzipped her hoodie, a sudden tightness settling in her chest that intensified with each passing second.

“What dal? No dal today,” replied her mom, confused. “Isha, I just want to know what your plan is. And if I’m not allowed to ask you, then who is?”

“Apparently, everyone else, Mom. It’s all the aunties ever talk about, too. According to them, every single Indian kid over the age of twenty-one needs to be married, like now!” Manisha said. “Like we don’t have enough pressure already.”

“Well, beta, the aunties talk because they care.”

“They talk because they’re nosy,” Manisha corrected. After a brief hesitation, she continued, “Mom, do you care about their opinions of your single daughter? Are you bothered about what they think of me now that Sanj and Sammy are both off the market?”

“I’m not bothered,” her mother said firmly. “I have my own views. Isha, I’m just saying that women experience aging differently.”

“Mom, I’m thirty-four, and my body feels like it’s twenty-four. That’s really all that matters.”

Her mother turned to her with a stern expression. “Feels like it’s twenty-four to whom? Tell me the names of the people who think your body acts that way!”

Let’s start with the guy from my dream this morning.

“Mom, you usually wait a few days into my visit before you get into this. At least, that’s what I had prepared for and kind of prefer,” Manisha said. She didn’t need another reminder of how single she was; she was painfully aware of that. And the recent memories of Sanj’s wedding didn’t make it any easier.

“When will you find someone nice, dear?” one of the aunties had asked, her voice lined with concern.

“You must be so lonely!” another chimed in, nudging her playfully.

“Have you tried online dating? That is how my Mintu met her million-dollar man.”

Their “caring” questions echoed in her mind, reminding her that this was the last thing she wanted to think about again.

Manisha’s mother looked at her for a long moment before letting out another sigh and turning her full attention back to the TV. Manisha stood up and meandered back to the kitchen, where she noticed the earlier stack of mail waiting to be recycled. Among the pile, a gold envelope glinted invitingly in the light.

“Hey, Mom—whose wedding invitation is this?” she asked, walking back into the living room with it.

“Rohit. Rohit Khanna.”

“Oh. Right. I should have known from the weight of this thing. It’s probably made with real gold flakes.”

“Chal, it is old news now.”

Manisha carefully pulled the card from the envelope and studied its details as she recalled how the wedding news had spread throughout Baskin a year prior. It was poised to be the most extravagant celebration in the city, with Rohit Khanna marrying Lucky Kapoor, uniting two of the most influential families in town. The lavishness, the dazzling variety of attendees, and the blend of cultural traditions were all set to evoke memories of the Ambani wedding, one of the most extravagant celebrations in India over the past decade. Rumour had it that, in place of horses and elephants, rare white tigers were being flown in from Bhopal, India, for a stunning entrance at the grand reception. But that all ended abruptly a few months ago, just weeks shy of the wedding. Suddenly, the town’s chatter shifted from the wedding to the scandal surrounding Rohit and his heartbroken fiancée. In fact, from what Manisha’s cousin, Deena, had told her, every household was now abuzz with gossip about how Rohit had cheated on poor Lucky.

Manisha’s heart went out to her. She knew her vaguely from high school, though Manisha was a year younger. But knowing all too well what she must be going through, Manisha felt a sense of kinship with her. With a scoff of disgust, she marched back to the kitchen and tossed the invitation into the garbage bin.

“It doesn’t matter how old the news is; what he did to Lucky is utterly humiliating. She must be devastated,” Manisha remarked. “And let’s not forget about his own family.”

“You know, Manisha, my mother always said there are two sides to each story.”

Even when left alone, they didn’t often speak of Manisha’s grandmother, given the tension between her and Manisha’s father. Manisha lowered her voice as she returned to her mom’s side. “How is Grandma?” She had once been a revered member of the Patel family, but now she was conspicuously absent from their conversations and their home.

“Mr. Khanna visited the store last week and emphasized the importance of hearing out the other side,” her mother continued, sidestepping the question about Grandma.

Manisha felt her chest tighten. “Do you always have to listen to the other side, Mom? Cheating is cheating, whether it happened yesterday, a few months, or a year ago,” she said quietly. She thought about Oliver and how hurtful and embarrassing his infidelity and its aftermath had been—not just in her personal life but in her professional one, too.

“Manisha, I want to talk to you about something,” her mother began.

“Mom, sorry, but I don’t want to hear more about Rohit ‘Cheating’ Khanna and how his father is trying to clear his name.” Manisha wrinkled her nose. “Once a cheater, always a cheater.”

Her mom clicked her tongue. “Forget Rohit, Isha. I want to talk about you.”

Manisha crossed her arms, bracing herself for more pestering about her romantic life.

“You know, I was talking to Meena Auntie, and she mentioned how modern women, with their laptops, phones, and ePads, face all kinds of challenges when it comes to having children now, her mother continued.

Manisha narrowed her eyes at the mention of Meena Auntie, the local gossip who fancied herself a master of all things “medicinal.” She had a potion or pill for seemingly every ailment under the sun and boasted of curing all sorts of injuries and illnesses.

“Please don’t tell me this is going to be about one of her ‘miracle cures.’ Mom, I wish you’d avoid Meena Auntie and her weird hocus-pocus. And it’s called an iPad.”

“Oh, okay. iPad, not ePad. Got it,” her mother said, then paused. “Anyway, Isha, she told me all about these problems, and then, like a message from God, I heard on the Hindi radio show about freezing your eggs and how women your age should be considering such a thing.”

Manisha stared at her mother, stunned. “Are you serious? Freezing my eggs? Could the message from God have waited? Do we really have to do this now?” She felt more than just a little uncomfortable, taken aback by her mother’s unexpected openness. This was the woman who still changed the channel any time there was kissing onscreen, and now she was broaching fertility with Manisha.

“Yes, we do, Manisha. We have to do this right now!” Her mother reached into the side of her Indian suit and dug deep into her pocket, then held out something to Manisha with a solemn expression. “This is my last wish,” she said, looking up at the ceiling.

Manisha reflexively glanced upward, too, curious. It was just a white ceiling.

“Here. Please. Take this.”

Manisha reluctantly took the envelope from her mother’s hand and opened it. She pulled out a slip of paper and immediately gawked. It was a cheque in the amount of twenty thousand dollars.

“Holy red-bottom shoes,” she whispered. Without missing a beat, her mother lightly smacked her on the head with a rolled-up newspaper, seemingly summoned out of thin air.

“Ouch!” Manisha yelped.

Her mother pointed the newspaper at her. “This is not money for your shoes or clothes. This is money for your health. Not to feed the bank accounts of those dumbo Loubie designers.”

“I’ve only ever heard Christian Louboutin referred to as brilliant, superb, one-of-a-kind—never ‘dumbo.’ ”

“Manisha, please take this seriously. It is my gift to you for your future. It was not an easy time for you in London this past year. I know you…” Her mother trailed off.

Manisha held her breath. She’d never shared the details of her breakup with her family, but her mother had a sort of superpower intuition that kicked in when her kids were away from her. She always knew when something was wrong. Even though Manisha’s sudden and longer-than-expected trip home had left most of the family bewildered, her mother never questioned it.

“Listen, Isha, while you are staying here with us, I was hoping you could make an appointment with Dr. Rocky. He’s a fertility doctor and an old family friend. My friend.”

“A male family friend?” Manisha raised an eyebrow. “Do tell, Mom!”

A second smack on the head landed; this one was thoroughly deserved. Manisha couldn’t move fast enough to avoid it.

“What a bandari I raised,” her mother said, frowning. “Don’t act foolishly when you meet him. He is a well-respected man in the community.”

Manisha sighed. This wasn’t something she wanted to do, but her mother’s insistence paired with her generosity was enough to make her at least consider the idea. She was getting older, and maybe her mother was right. Maybe it was a good time to start planning for a family, even if she wasn’t in a relationship.

“Go and meet with him. He will help you set up everything for freezing your eggs.”

Manisha stared at the cheque in her hands, thinking of her friends and colleagues in London who had opted to freeze their eggs in recent years. At first, she had thought they were out of their minds. But as time went on and life got busier in her role as senior partner, she came to understand the importance of scheduling everything, including motherhood. And now, the thought of putting an end to the awkward conversations with her mom about starting a family was also incredibly appealing. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was too significant an amount of money for her parents to be spending on her.

“Mom, I appreciate your offer, but using your money for this feels wrong. I have some savings I can dip into.” Manisha’s voice quivered as she considered her less-than-empty savings account. She took a deep breath to steady herself.

“No,” her mom said firmly. “It is my gift to you. Before I die. Please, Manisha.”

“Mom, you’re not dying,” Manisha said, exasperated. Her mom was being especially dramatic this morning. “Let me check my schedule and see when I can fit in this Dr. Rocky.” She made a show of grabbing her phone and opening her calendar, even though she knew it would be utterly devoid of any upcoming events, especially work ones.

“Manisha, I am not as educated as you are sometimes. I know I didn’t attend the big fancy university, but I know that raising three beautiful children was the greatest joy of my life. That was my education. Learning from all three of you. I want you to have this joy one day, too.”

Manisha gave her a soft smile. “I get it, Mom. You’re truly the best. And just so you know, you don’t need to have attended any prestigious university to be smart.” She wrapped her arms around her mother affectionately. “In my eyes, you’re the smartest woman I know.”

“I know you work hard, Manisha, but I want to make it a little easier for when you are ready to have your own family with this extra step.”

“I appreciate that, Mom.”

“Oh, I looked up the procedure, and it is straightforward. Bang, bang, shoot, shoot, and you’re done.”

Manisha burst into laughter. “Bang, bang, shoot, shoot? I really hope those aren’t the actual medical terms Dr. Rocky uses. Okay, Mom, I’ll go see him.”

Her mother clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, that’s wonderful news! Of course, I don’t want to push you, but Manisha, this is important. It’s time to stop the nonsense. You’re older now. So yes, I’m putting some pressure on you.”

“But you just said you weren’t pressuring me.”

I“I changed my mind. I worry about you.”

Manisha sighed, her heart heavy with the weight of her mother’s concern. “Mom, you don’t have to stress over this. I really mean it. I promise I’ll follow through.” Her gaze shifted to the cheque in her hand, where her mother’s handwritten amount stood out starkly, a reminder of the responsibility she had taken on.

“Please put this toward the temple or local Indian community centre, or I don’t know, something for yourself.” She pressed the cheque back into her mother’s hands. “I’ll handle the egg freezing, but just please keep your money.”

“See, I raised a good daughter,” her mother said, beaming. “A good daughter who will be a good wife and then a good mother, too. Thank you, God.” She looked up at the ceiling.

“In between watching all your Indian tabloid news, yes, you did manage to raise a good daughter, Mom.” Manisha smiled.

“Chal, I will save this for your wedding then.” Her mother folded up the cheque and tucked it back into her pocket. “A big fat Indian wedding. Shall we make a guest list now?”

“I’ve already agreed to freeze my eggs, and now you want me to whip up a guest list for a wedding that’s only happening in your imagination. Nope, this sounds like a great time to make a swift exit to my room for some quality time with Netflix,” Manisha said, spinning on her heel like she was in a dramatic Bollywood movie, strutting toward the stairs.

“You can Netflix and chili later. I need a ride to Uncle Parm’s store. The milk and butter are on sale.” Her mother looked at her expectantly.

“Mom, it’s Netflix and chill, not chili. And Uncle Parm always seems to have a sale on milk and butter. Can’t it wait?” Manisha glanced at the clock on the wall, reminding her it was hardly noon. “Besides, you know how to drive!”

“I know, but I prefer to sit back and watch, and you take the big wheel,” her mother said, a barely detectable note of longing entering her voice.

Manisha met her determined gaze. To her mother, “I prefer to sit back and watch” was code for her desire to spend more quality time with her daughter. Manisha changed course for the foyer.
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The chimes on the door of Uncle Parm’s grocery store jingled in harmony as Manisha and her mother stepped inside.

“Come in, come in! Big, big, the biggest sale today,” the tall man with a perfectly sharp moustache said. He smiled at them and went back to chatting on the phone in Punjabi.

Manisha looked around. It had been years since her last visit, and the store looked the same. It was a treasure trove of Indian delights: enormous bags of yellow lentils and kidney beans lined the aisles like giant pillows while a medley of familiar scents— mothballs mingling with spices—filled the air. Shelves overflowing with every condiment and traditional Indian remedy seemed to spill into the aisles, creating chaos that only Uncle Parm knew how to manage.

“Mooli, ugh,” Manisha muttered under her breath as the sharp scent of horseradish reached her nostrils.

“Hurry, Isha, before it’s all sold out,” her mother urged, gently nudging her toward the back of the store, where a vibrant red SALE sign made of flimsy bristol board dangled unevenly from the ceiling.

“Mom, there is literally no one in the store but us and Uncle Parm.” Manisha eyed the red-and-white milk jugs and the many boxes of salted butter in the refrigerators. Her mother opened the refrigerator door and handed three jugs to Manisha.

“Here. One more,” her mother said, practically throwing a fourth to her.

“Mom, these things are ridiculously heavy! I only have two arms, and there’s not even a cart in sight! And look at Uncle Parm—he’s just yapping away on the phone.” Manisha glared at the store owner. “Hey, Uncle, can you give us a hand over here?” She exaggerated the struggle of holding the milk, hoping to catch his attention, but the only response she got from Uncle Parm was a casual wave from the front of the store, where he was still engrossed in his conversation.

“Pretend like you are at the gym weightlifting. Look—like this.”

Her mom pretended to do an arm curl with a jug of milk dangling from her hand. Manisha was surprised—these things were heavy.

“Hilarious, Mom. They’re not dumbbells,” she snorted.

“Manisha, you are a dumbbell,” her mom said, brushing past her as she walked to the checkout, one arm loaded with milk and the other with butter.

“Ah, Manisha! Welcome back,” Uncle Parm said, wrapping the phone cord around his neck. Manisha could hear the person on the other end of the phone chattering away. Uncle Parm took in Manisha’s outfit. “Vow. I like your style. Very powerful, strong Indian woman.” He pumped a fist triumphantly before turning his attention to ringing up her items.

“Thanks, Uncle.” Manisha attempted a half fist back out of courtesy.

“So, when is the next Patel wedding? Are you next in line, Manisha?” Manisha gnashed her teeth. He had lasted all of ten seconds. She couldn’t help but wish the phone cord would

tighten a bit around his neck.

Her mother stepped in. “Soon, Parm. But first, Sammy and Manny will marry next year.”

“Oh, vow. So exciting.”

Manisha opted for avoidance over violence and pulled out her phone to scroll through Instagram.

“By the way, Parm, you must have some potential suitors in mind for our Isha?” her mother asked casually.

Manisha widened her eyes. “You have got to be kidding me,” she grumbled quietly, slowly inching away from the conversation.

Uncle Parm nodded vigorously. “You know, funny you mention that. Aman was here this morning—Aman Basara.”

“That ancient uncle?” Manisha blurted out, earning a fierce glare from her mother. “I mean—uh, that very respected ancient uncle?” Blushing, she turned her attention to the selection of chocolate bars and picked out a Mars bar.

Manisha’s mother frowned and shook her head. “He’s too old, Parm! We need someone younger—fit, well-educated, a journeyman.”

“A journeyman?” Manisha muttered under her breath, opening the chocolate bar and taking a bite.

“He has to be able to keep up with our Isha. Who else do you have in mind?”

“Alright, let me think,” Uncle Parm said, rubbing his chin. “You know, you are right. He must be the perfect man for our beloved lawyer Manisha.” Suddenly, he snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it! What if we put up a large picture of her?” He gestured toward the wall behind him, plastered with tattered posters of Bollywood icons—Katrina Kaif, Aishwarya Rai, Alia Bhatt. “On this very wall! It’s like online dating, but on-wall dating!”

Manisha’s mouth dropped open. “Uncle Parm, you can’t put me on that wall.”

“Manisha, there is no shame in being single,” Uncle Parm said.

“I’m not the shame, I’m not ashamed—I mean—” Manisha stumbled over her words.

“What she means is that a picture is a bit much, Parm,” her mother interjected, rummaging through her wallet.

“But discussing my relationship status in the middle of an Indian grocery store isn’t?” Manisha sassed, taking another bite of the Mars bar.

Her mother ignored her. “But perhaps something else. Not too obvious, you know?”

Uncle Parm nodded. “Okay. Let me think about another idea!”

“Please, take your time,” Manisha said with more than a hint of sarcasm. She glanced at her phone, silently hoping it would ring and rescue her from this agony.

“Oh, I have something!” Uncle Parm exclaimed as he ducked below the counter. He soon re-emerged, placing a mediumsized lemon tree on top.

“What’s this for?” her mother asked, intrigued by the peculiar offer.

“Lucky lemons! Lucky man! Lucky wedding,” he chimed cheerfully.

“Lucky me,” Manisha added dryly, rolling her eyes. “Mom, are you almost done?” She crumpled the wrapper of her chocolate bar and stuffed it into her Louis Vuitton bag.

Manisha’s mother shook her head. “Oh no, we don’t need this kind of luck, Parm. We have our own luck. We have the Patel Blessing. That’s all the luck we need.”

“Patel Blessing?” Uncle Parm and Manisha said in unison.
 
The store was suddenly enveloped in an eerie silence, pierced only by the faint hum of the ugly fluorescent lights. Manisha leaned in closer to catch her mother’s words. “You see, I met her father and fell in love in just over two weeks. Both her brothers found their partners and got engaged in exactly sixteen days. Now it’s Manisha’s turn. The Patel Blessing is to be passed down to her now.”

Manisha scoffed. “I had no idea that this Patel Blessing existed until today,” she remarked, rolling her eyes.

“Very, very interesting,” Uncle Parm said, looking thoughtful. “Tell me more… and can I sell this blessing here?”

“Alright, I’ve had my fill of this Manisha Matchmaking special,” Manisha declared. “Mom, I’ll go get the car.” As she started toward the door, she glanced back with a playful smirk. “Oh, and Uncle Parm, thanks for the free chocolate bar! Lucky me!” She flashed him a bright smile.

“Hain, free?” Uncle Parm said, confused.



Manisha banged on the horn. “What the hell! You’ve got to be kidding me!” Her voice reverberated in her car, louder than the music blaring on the radio.

Despite her furious honking, the offending yellow convertible’s engine cut. Mouth agape, Manisha stared dumbstruck as the driver breezily stepped out, the definition of unbothered. He was so engrossed with his phone, he didn’t so much as glance back at her. Fuming, Manisha hastily put her car in park and sprang out, slamming the door behind her. One of her high heels slipped off as she stormed toward the parking spot thief, but shesnatched it up, ripped off the other, and continued marching after him barefoot.

“Hey!” she called out as he strolled toward Uncle Parm’s store. “I was waiting for that spot!”

“What?” the man replied distractedly, eyes still glued to his screen.

“Hello? Eyes over here! I’m talking to you!” Manisha snapped her hands firmly on her hips. “What’s your problem? That was my parking spot. I was clearly waiting for it!”

“I don’t have a problem, but it sounds like you do,” he retorted, still tapping away on his phone.

“My problem is with your driving skills—or lack thereof! Who the heck taught you how to drive?” Manisha shot back in annoyance.

Finally, the man glanced up and chuckled, completely un -bothered. “Me? Who taught you how to drive? Or how to pick appropriate footwear for it?” He motioned to her heels clutched in each hand. “Look at those six-inch daggers!”

Manisha set her shoes down and slipped them back on. Damn, even with the extra help, this guy towered over her. “These daggers”—she spat, pulling herself up stick-straight— “should be digging into your front tires after the move you just pulled—like some race car maniac! That was my spot!”

“Maniac? You weren’t paying attention,” the man said, narrowing his eyes. “You snooze, you lose.”

“Oh, trust me, I don’t lose at anything.” Manisha crossed her arms defiantly.

He rolled his eyes. “Listen, I don’t see your name anywhere,” he said, gesturing to the sign at the front of the parking spot: EMPLOYEE PARKING ONLY. “Unless you’re an employee of Uncle Parm’s grocery store?” He gave her a smug look, and they shared a glance toward the designated parking space.

“I’m not! And neither are you!” Manisha said.

He shrugged. “Whatever. Guess I just didn’t notice you,” he said dismissively.

Manisha’s left eye gave an involuntary twitch. She took in his perfectly combed hair, impeccably ironed shirt, sunglasses hanging from the neck, that made him look like he’d just stepped off a fashion runway.

“Probably because you were too busy checking yourself out in the mirror of your Lambo,” she snapped.

“Or maybe I was just blinded by the sunlight reflecting off your gaudy Louis Vuitton bag. What’s it carry—an entire child?” he retorted, eyebrow raised.

Manisha’s lip curled up in a sneer. “Oh, if only there was something to protect your poor eyes. Oh, wait,” she paused for dramatic effect, “what are those?” She jabbed at his shades.

“Clever,” he muttered, rubbing the spot where her finger had connected with his chest. His gaze lingered on her, as if he was properly seeing her for the first time. “Wait a
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