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To every couple that forms a new family by changing two existing families. 
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Kiara Patel strolled through her parents’ backyard, her pink dress fluttering slightly in the evening breeze. The party to celebrate her parents’ 25th wedding anniversary had been a grand affair, leaving her pleasantly exhausted. Her parents, social butterflies in their circle, were known for throwing the best parties, complete with delicious food, lively music, and must-have Bollywood dance performances. Tonight, Kiara had danced with her cousin Priya to a medley of songs her parents used to enjoy during their college days.

Despite her fatigue, Kiara was happy. Her parents were still deeply in love after all these years, and Jason, the love of her life, had finally been introduced to their snobbish friends. Jason was white, and while Kiara had brought him home a year ago, it had taken that long for her parents to officially introduce him to their friends—a milestone that signaled they were finally taking him seriously. Jason had gradually found his place in her family, but as absurd as it seemed, Kiara knew how challenging it could be for Indian parents to accept interracial relationships.

The party had wound down, and most of the guests had left. Her cousins, uncle, and two aunts—the unofficial clean-up crew—were nearly done tidying up. As Kiara wandered through the lawn, ensuring everything was in order, she heard a voice call out behind her.

“Kiara, wait.”

She turned to see Jason jogging toward her. Smiling, she waited for him to catch up, then laced her fingers with his as they walked together.

“So, how did I do today?” he asked.

“Not bad,” she replied with a teasing smile.

“‘Not bad’? That’s all I get?” he said, feigning disappointment.

“I didn’t say it was bad, did I?” she countered, smirking.

“How about an A+ for effort?” he quipped.

“This isn’t kindergarten, Jason,” she retorted, matching his playful tone as they strolled at a leisurely pace.

“I think they like me,” Jason said confidently.

“Think? That’s the problem. Thinking and knowing are two different things, and you’re terrible at reading people,” Kiara said, grinning.

“That’s why I have you,” Jason replied. He leaned in to kiss her, but she pulled back quickly.

“Not here. Someone might see us.”

“Right, because they have nothing better to do than spy on us,” Jason joked.

“You know how it is in Indian families,” Kiara said knowingly.

Jason nodded. “I do. I’ve noticed. Even after twenty-five years of marriage, your parents didn’t kiss at their own anniversary party.”

He stopped walking, smiling at her. “You think I’m paranoid, don’t you?” Kiara asked.

“I think you worry too much. But it’s cute. And I’m glad you care enough to worry about me,” Jason said, smiling warmly.

While Kiara bent to pick up some stray trash from the lawn, Jason hesitated, his fingers brushing against the small box in his pocket. He knew this was the perfect moment, but nerves gnawed at him. He loved her deeply and was sure she loved him too. Over the past two years, she had become his world.

“I love you so much,” he said, his voice steady.

Kiara tossed a spoon and napkin into a nearby trash can. “I know. And I’ve always known,” she replied, smiling at him.

Jason took a deep breath and finally pulled the box from his pocket. As Kiara turned to face him, she laughed, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Why are you laughing?” he asked.

“I’m laughing because you’ve survived my parents’ friends,” she teased.

Jason chuckled, reminded of how much he adored her sense of humor. She often made clever references, a trait that always made him smile.

“Well, I’m glad you’re happy now,” he said. “When you said ‘not bad’ earlier, I kept wondering what I’d done wrong.”

“Oh, you did plenty wrong,” Kiara said, her tone playful. “First, you stared at me the entire time I was dancing with Priya.”

Jason grinned. “Those outfits show your belly, and it’s impossible not to stare. Plus, you’re my girlfriend. I’m allowed.”

Kiara rolled her eyes. “Second, you went overboard with the samosas. You can’t handle spices, Jason. Slow down next time.”

Jason winced, recalling his first visit to her home, when he’d overindulged in kachoris, only to pay the price later. “I remember. Three glasses of water, and I still couldn’t handle it.”

“Exactly,” Kiara said, laughing. “And third, you were way too chatty with those girls. I was jealous.”

Jason’s grin widened. “You’re adorable when you’re jealous.”

As she rolled her eyes again, Jason seized the moment. He dropped to one knee, the small box now open in his hand.

“Kiara, I love you and only you. Will you marry me?”

Kiara froze, her eyes wide with shock. Jason waited, his heart pounding. When she finally spoke, her voice was firm but quiet.

“No.”

Jason’s heart sank. He hadn’t expected this. After everything—their love, their families meeting, their shared dreams—he thought her answer would be yes. Yet here they were, standing in stunned silence, their future hanging in the balance.
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Two years ago




Kiara Patel was heading to the restaurant to meet potential new clients. She had just received a promising lead from a friend. Dressed in a red turtleneck with a long black skirt and high heels, she felt confident. She had intentionally left her dark, straight hair down, knowing it added to her polished appearance. As she walked two blocks along Michigan Avenue in Chicago, the wind blew strands of her hair into her face.

Upon entering the restaurant, she secured a table for herself. Kiara was early, as always. Her father, Mahesh Patel, had instilled in her the importance of punctuality when she was a little girl. While waiting, she noticed a brunette-haired man seated at a nearby table with a blonde-haired companion. Their conversation caught her attention, despite her efforts not to eavesdrop. From their chat, she learned their names were Jason and Dave.

“Dude, your phone is buzzing constantly. Why don’t you just answer it?” Dave asked.

Jason replied smugly, “Because I’m trying to avoid this person.”

“Is it that girl you dated recently?” Dave inquired.

“I wouldn’t call it dating. We went out once, had a good time, and now she won’t stop calling or texting me,” Jason explained.

“Typical, isn’t it?” Dave remarked.

“I don’t get it. I bought her a few drinks, we went to her place, and that was it. Why does she expect more?” Jason said, sounding exasperated.

“Then why didn’t you make it clear to her that it was just a hookup?” Dave pressed.

“I did. When I left the next morning, she asked when we’d see each other again, and I told her I’d text her. I didn’t because I wasn’t interested,” Jason replied matter-of-factly.

“Maybe she thinks you were being coy,” Dave suggested.

“If I wanted to see her again, I’d have reached out. No text, no call—shouldn’t that be clear enough?” Jason emphasized.

Dave chuckled. “I had one of those too. She stalked me on Instagram, texted me three times a day, and then showed up at my house.”

Jason shook his head. “See? These girls are everywhere. Even when you’re upfront, they always want more.”

Kiara couldn’t hide her irritation as she overheard their conversation. Her heart ached for the women being discussed so callously. Is this how men treat women these days? she wondered. It seemed as though feelings no longer mattered—just sex and then abandonment.

Before she could dwell on it further, her clients arrived. She waved to them and refocused. The middle-aged couple had recently moved to Chicago and were searching for a new condo. Kiara worked as a realtor part-time while preparing to apply to a Physician Assistant Master’s program. She had completed her Bachelor’s in Biology but, after months of job hunting without success, turned to real estate—a license she had obtained during college.

“Hi, I’m Kiara Patel. Were you able to find this place okay?” she greeted warmly.

“Oh, yes,” the wife replied with a smile.

“Please, have a seat,” Kiara said.

“I’m Jess, and this is my husband, Nick,” she introduced.

“Our full names are Jasmeet and Nikhil Batra, but we go by Jess and Nick,” Nick clarified.

Kiara smiled, appreciating their openness. Many Indian Americans chose shorter, more easily pronounceable names for convenience in American society.

“Our friend Tara recommended you. She said you’re great at helping people find homes. We want a condo in the city, preferably near public transit for easy commuting during winter,” Jess explained.

“Got it. Not a fan of the snow?” Kiara teased.

“We’re from California,” Nick said, laughing. “I can manage, but my wife’s snow-driving skills are… let’s just say, untested.”

Everyone laughed, easing into a comfortable rapport.

“I’m a physician and just accepted a position at the University of Chicago Hospitals,” Nick shared.

“That’s wonderful,” Kiara replied warmly.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Jason glancing at her. She brushed it off. This meeting with Jess and Nick was her priority.

“Well, let me show you some neighborhoods near the University,” Kiara said, opening her laptop.

“We’ve heard that area can be a bit sketchy,” Jess noted hesitantly.

“Not all of it,” Kiara reassured. “Chicago, like Los Angeles, is a large urban area with pockets of good, bad, and in-between neighborhoods. Even in LA, you’ll find streets that are luxurious, but just a few blocks over, it’s a different story.”

“That’s true,” Jess agreed, nodding.

Kiara continued, “I think it’s best to explore a few areas to get a sense of what feels right for you.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Jess said.

“In the meantime, I’ll connect you with a lender for a prequalification letter. Also, I’ll need you to sign this form confirming I’ll represent you as your agent,” Kiara explained, handing over the paperwork.

The couple signed the form, and they wrapped up their meeting with plans to tour properties over the weekend. Kiara felt confident they were serious buyers.




Jason was watching Kiara. He liked her confidence. When she talked, she often used hand gestures, which he thought was cool.

“What are you looking at?” Dave asked.

“Just the girl behind you. She’s very expressive and engaging. She almost made me want to buy a condo,” Jason replied, watching Kiara walk out of the restaurant.

“That’s the thing about marketing. You have to use the right tools and strategies at the right time,” Jason added.

“Yes, I know. You studied marketing and are pretty good at it,” Dave said.

“I’m good, but not as good as that girl. She’s a natural. If I had half her skill set, I would’ve found a job already.”

“You’ll find one. Don’t worry. You’ve given so many interviews—something will turn up soon.”

“I’m just going through one interview after another. Sometimes employers call me for second and third rounds, then nothing after that. It’s frustrating. How can a fresh graduate in business and marketing get experience if no one will hire them for their first job?”

“Everyone has to start somewhere. The first step is the hardest, but once you get the ball rolling, it’s easier to move up,” Dave said.

“Easy for you to say. You studied computers, and they need IT guys everywhere. For every opening they fill, there are ten more. Tech jobs are booming.”

“That’s where the future lies,” Dave boasted.

“You picked the right major at the right time. I’m happy for you, man,” Jason said, fist-bumping Dave.

“Anyway, let’s celebrate my new job tomorrow. Drinks are on me,” Dave said.

Jason nodded. “Text me the address.”

“See you then!” Dave replied as Jason left the restaurant.




As Jason stepped outside, he saw Kiara scrolling through her phone. He had ordered an Uber Share and was pacing the sidewalk while waiting for his ride.

“Hey,” Jason said, trying to start a conversation.

“Hi,” Kiara replied without much enthusiasm.

There was an awkward pause. Jason wanted to talk to her, but she didn’t seem interested. A few minutes later, the Uber Share arrived.

Jason checked the driver. “You must be Rob?”

“Yes. Hop in,” Rob said. “You’ll be sharing this ride since you’re both going in the same direction.”

Kiara followed Jason into the car. Jason scooted over to give her space. He always used Uber Share because it was cheaper, especially for long rides.

“Looks like we’re sharing this for a while,” Jason said, attempting small talk.

“Yeah, I guess,” Kiara replied, keeping it brief.

“So, how’s your day been so far?” Rob asked. 

“I’m good. Had an interview this morning, grabbed lunch with a friend, and now heading home,” Jason replied.

“How about you?” he asked Rob.

“I’ve been working since 4 a.m. After dropping you two off, I’m calling it a day,” Rob said.

Rob turned to Kiara. “How about you?”

“I had a meeting with a client. Now I’m heading to my parents’ house for the rest of the day,” Kiara said.

“That’s nice. Hope you have a good time with them,” Rob said.

“Thank you,” Kiara replied.

Jason turned to her. “Where are you headed?”

“Downtown,” Kiara said. “And you?”

“Skokie,” Jason answered with a smile.

“I wouldn’t have guessed a guy like you would live in Skokie,” she commented.

“Trust me, I’m more of a downtown person. But jobless people can’t afford sky-high rents,” Jason admitted.

“Let me guess—you live downtown?” he asked.

“Yep, but I’m in your category of jobless people,” Kiara replied with a wink.

“How do you manage that?” Jason asked, intrigued.

“I live in a family-owned property rent-free with my cousin. We just cover utilities,” Kiara explained, laughing.

Jason laughed too. “I thought you were a full-time realtor after overhearing you at the restaurant.”

“Nope. It’s just a side hustle that pays the bills,” Kiara clarified.

“You’re good at it. I overheard you talking to your clients earlier,” Jason said.

Kiara was surprised. Wasn’t he supposed to be self-absorbed? Maybe first impressions aren’t always accurate, she thought.

“Thank you,” she said, grinning.

“Why are you jobless, if you don’t mind me asking?” Jason inquired.

“I graduated six months ago with a biology degree. I applied for jobs, but most require grad school. Now I’m waiting to get into a PA program,” Kiara replied.

“A friend of mine is in PA school. It’s in high demand,” Jason said.

“Yeah, but I’m not into clinical work. I prefer the science part without patient care,” Kiara clarified.

Jason nodded. “I get it. Blood and gross stuff aren’t for everyone.”

“Exactly,” Kiara said, laughing.

“You’re surprising,” Jason admitted.

“Why, because I’m Indian and not trying to be a doctor or engineer?” Kiara teased.

Jason chuckled. “Exactly. My doctor, dentist, and pharmacist are all Indian.”

“It’s a stereotype I’m used to,” Kiara said with a shrug.

Rob interrupted. “This is your stop.”

“Guess I’ll see you around,” Jason said, stepping out.

“Bye,” Kiara replied with a small wave.

As Rob drove to Kiara’s destination, she kept thinking about Jason

. Despite her initial impression of him as a shallow snob, he had shown an honest, down-to-earth side that intrigued her. He didn’t hide his struggles, and his realistic attitude was refreshing.

Kiara thought about how most people she knew—her parents included—often tried to present a polished version of their lives, avoiding admitting to struggles like being jobless. Her mother, for instance, never told her friends that Kiara couldn’t find a job. Instead, she emphasized Kiara’s plan to pursue graduate school, framing it as a proactive step rather than a necessity born of circumstance.

Jason, on the other hand, seemed comfortable acknowledging his challenges. He wasn’t boastful about his good looks or ashamed of his current situation. That honesty was rare, Kiara thought.

As Rob pulled into her parents’ driveway, Kiara smiled to herself. Maybe Jason wasn’t the kind of guy she thought he was. First impressions weren’t always accurate. She stepped out of the car and thanked Rob before heading inside, still reflecting on the unexpected conversation.
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Kiara’s phone buzzed repeatedly with texts from her cousin, Priya.

Priya: He’s cute. You two will hit it off.

Kiara opened the pictures of the guy she was supposed to meet at the bar.

Kiara: I don’t know, Priya. These setup dates don’t always work out.

She thought back to previous setups, each one a disaster. The last time, her friend Saul had introduced her to his friend Ron. That date ended with Ron getting food poisoning—thankfully, she had ordered something different. He never called back, blaming her for choosing “the worst seafood restaurant” for a date.

Priya: This one will work out. Nishant has been my classmate for over a year now. He’s been single for three months since his last breakup. He’s totally into you, babe. He’s seen all your pictures.

Kiara sighed and walked into her closet, pulling out one outfit after another.

Kiara: I don’t know what to wear. I want to look slim.

She sent Priya three pictures of potential outfits.

Priya: Green makes you look fat. Pick black or gray.

Kiara rolled her eyes.

Kiara: Priya, black makes me look like I’m going to a funeral. That’s what one of my dates said last month.

The notification lit up again.

Priya: Men don’t know clothes. That guy just didn’t like you bringing up his ex, so he said that to distract you.

Kiara: Whatever. Gray it is.

After getting two smiley faces and a clapping emoji from Priya, Kiara decided to get ready.


She entered the bar wearing black boots, a gray V-neck top, and black leggings. Her shirt revealed just enough cleavage to highlight her curves without being over the top. Her hair was styled in a messy updo, giving her a chic, sexy vibe.

Jason was at the same bar, celebrating Dave’s new job. He noticed Kiara as soon as she walked in. She looked stunning. But when she headed toward another man, Jason figured she was on a date and decided it was best to leave her alone.

Kiara spotted Nishant at a table, scrolling through his phone. She approached him.

“Hi, Nishant. I’m Kiara,” she said with a warm smile.

“Hi. You must be Priya’s cousin. Please, have a seat,” he replied, gesturing to the chair across from him.

Kiara sat down, crossing her legs. “I’ve heard so much about you,” she said.

“Same here,” he replied. “Let’s order a couple of drinks.”

“Sure.”

“What do you do, Kiara?” Nishant asked.

“I’m applying to PA schools, hoping to get in next semester,” she said, deliberately omitting the fact that she’d been jobless for six months. That didn’t seem like first-date material.

“PA school is impressive. You must really like medicine,” he commented.

“Don’t we all,” she joked lightly.

He didn’t laugh.

“So, what do you do besides taking classes with my cousin on building durable structures?”

“I’m a structural engineer. It’s a bit different from Priya’s field. While she focuses on making buildings look good, I ensure they’re strong and durable,” he said with a grin.

“I’m familiar,” she said, forcing a smile.

His tone struck her as arrogant. She considered pointing out that architects often earn more than structural engineers and that aesthetics are just as important as durability, but she decided against it. Again, not first-date material.

“I’m also working on my Master’s part-time, while Priya is still doing her Bachelor’s,” he added, a hint of pride in his voice.

That was it. Who did this guy think he was?

“Yes, but even at the Bachelor’s level, Priya has multiple internship offers,” she defended her cousin.

“True. I’m already working at Simon Construction. I handle permits and ensure worker safety at construction sites,” he said, clearly proud of himself.

“That’s great. How long have you been there?” she asked.

“Not too long,” he admitted.

“Maybe a year or two?” she probed.

“Just under four months,” he said.

Four months, and he was already boasting like this? she thought. If she ever dated him, she’d have to be his personal cheerleader, praising every little accomplishment. In her mind, she imagined herself saying, “Oh honey, that’s wonderful. You’re so talented.”

Her thoughts were interrupted when she caught a glimpse of Jason at the bar with his friends. For a brief moment, she considered waving but decided against it. It was possible he hadn’t even noticed her sitting in the corner with Mr. Boring and Show-off.


Jason and a few of his friends were taking shots at the bar. Dave was scanning the crowd, checking out women, with Jason half-heartedly pretending to be his wingman.

“She’s a good one,” Dave said, nodding toward a woman at the far end of the bar.

“For you, maybe. Not for me,” Jason replied.

“Why? What’s wrong with her?” asked Tom, another friend.

“Too flat. No boobs,” Jason said bluntly.

“So, you need double or triple D’s?” Dave teased.

“No, just not flat. That doesn’t do it for me,” Jason clarified.

“Jason, you’ve got way too many expectations. Save them for your future girlfriends, not hookups,” Dave said with a laugh.

“How about her?” Rob interjected, pointing at another woman.

“She looks like she hasn’t eaten in days—too skinny,” Jason replied.

“Dave’s right. You’ve got too many expectations,” Tom said.

Rob smirked. “How about that one?” he asked, pointing at Kiara.

Jason’s gaze followed. “She’s nice. Perfect boobs with just the right amount of cleavage,” he said appreciatively.

“And she looks like she eats well,” Rob added.

“She’s not fat. What are you saying?” Dave asked.

“Curvy,” Rob clarified.

“She has just the right amount of curves in all the right places,” Jason said, clearly impressed.

“Too bad she’s on a date,” Tom pointed
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