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			PRAISE FOR

			To Have and to Heist

			“Desai is masterful at character banter and will have readers laughing out loud.”

			—Sharon C. Cooper, USA Today bestselling author of In It to Win It

			“Dripping with banter, this action-packed and hilarious romp will keep you at the edge of your seat. Simi and Jack’s sizzling chemistry leaps off the page, and their hard-won HEA feels so satisfying. But what really shines is the amazing, talented ensemble of misfits working together to pull off a daring jewel heist while simultaneously planning a wedding. You don’t want to miss this brilliantly crafted heist story!”

			—Farah Heron, author of Jana Goes Wild and Accidentally Engaged

			“A wickedly fun and wildly engaging romp, led by a strong female protagonist whom readers can’t help but root for through all her schemes and hijinks.”

			—Kyla Zhao, author of The Fraud Squad

			“A jewel heist, an engaging heroine, a wedding, the pitch-perfect banter, and a mysterious guy—To Have and to Heist has it all! Grab this engaging and funny mix of a caper and a romance and get ready to be charmed.”

			—HelenKay Dimon, author of Moorewood Family Rules

			“The next time someone asks for a rip-roaring action rom-com, I’m pointing (read: shoving) them to Sara Desai’s To Have and to Heist. Desai strikes the perfect balance of high-stakes plot and relatable main characters. The zany and irreverent crew are peak millennial chaos, and I am so here for it! The crew’s skill sets are particularly interesting, especially our action man’s endearing love of horticulture. From the very first page, I was swept away faster than a getaway driver. With breakneck pacing, antics that don’t let up, and a spunky heroine that just won’t quit, Desai’s To Have and to Heist will easily steal away your afternoon.”

			—Lillie Vale, author of The Decoy Girlfriend and The Shaadi Set-Up

			“Sara Desai’s voice pulls you in from the first page in this fun caper with sizzling chemistry.”

			—Namrata Patel, author of The Candid Life of Meena Dave

			“Romantic comedy meets Ocean’s Eleven.”

			—USA Today

			“To Have and to Heist is what happens when you take Ocean’s Eleven–style capers, turn the sexiness up to eleven, and slather it in some good ol’ fashioned Desi family drama.”

			—Good Housekeeping

			“An action-packed heist story that delivers a fun hit of romance.”

			—Woman’s World

			“Come for the crime; stay for the sizzling chemistry.”

			—Parade

			“To Have and to Heist by Sara Desai is a wonderfully fun and thrilling read. If you are looking for a beach read, this is absolutely perfect.”

			—Culturess

			“Lots of secrets and plot twists will keep readers turning the pages. Don’t miss this one!”

			—Fresh Fiction

			“Fans of How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days will enjoy this South Asian romantic comedy about a bet between two enemies with lots of chemistry. Indian culture plays a key role in the story, from the mentions of dishes to apparel. Between these cultural glimpses and the sparks between the couple, everything about this book is vibrant.”

			—The Daily Star

			“Desai…fills the pages with wry observations…and allows her heroine some steamy romance with a thief who’s ‘gorgeous but in a devilish way.’ You can practically start casting the movie already.”

			—The Seattle Times

			“Sara Desai’s To Have and to Heist is the perfect hilarious and action-packed rom-com for fans of Ocean’s Eleven…. Fast-paced, fun, and full of all the makings of a great beach read, this book will steal your heart!”

			—She Does the City

			“This caper is perfect for those who love rom-cozies—books that blend cozy mystery and rom-com tropes.

			—Book Riot

			“Desai perfectly balances the lighthearted romance with a fun and twisty heist plot enacted by a kooky cast of indebted millennials. Romance lovers will devour this unputdownable treat, and even readers generally wary of the genre will be swept away.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“This unputdownable novel will fly off shelves, and readers will clamor for Desai’s backlist.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			PRAISE FOR

			The Singles Table

			“A charmer.”

			—People

			“Prepare to laugh out loud while reading The Singles Table.”

			—PopSugar

			“Hot, bantery, quirky as hell, and so sweetly romantic! I loved this book.”

			—Sonali Dev, USA Today bestselling author of Incense and Sensibility

			“Utterly hilarious and so, so swoony! The Singles Table is a fantastic enemies-to-lovers, grumpy/sunshine rom-com. I adored Zara and her slightly chaotic energy, and the Indian wedding setting is perfect escapist fun. A delightful read!”

			—Farah Heron, author of Accidentally Engaged and Tahira in Bloom

			“You won’t feel lonely at the singles table with this book to keep you company. A charming and hilarious rom-com filled with wonderful characters. One of my favorite books of the year.”

			—Jackie Lau, author of Donut Fall in Love

			“Desai does it again…. Zara and Jay are a refreshingly self-aware pair, and it’s eminently satisfying to see them not just address their business conflicts but seek professional psychological help…. Desai’s fans will be delighted.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Hilarious…delicious…steamy…[a] memorable romance.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“A beautifully told rom-com that’s full of laughs, heart, and scorching sexual tension.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			PRAISE FOR

			The Dating Plan

			“Outrageously funny, meltingly hot and tender, and wrapped up in heartwarming community, this book will warm you in the best ways. Daisy and Liam are just the kind of sexy joyful magic we need in the world right now.”

			—Sonali Dev, author of Recipe for Persuasion

			“A smart, sexy read. If you haven’t done so already, prepare to mark Sara Desai as your new fave author!”

			—Sajni Patel, author of The Trouble with Hating You

			“A writer to watch.”

			—Bustle

			“Geek-chic Daisy makes an endearing heroine, and the dysfunctional Murphy family provides believable tension. Desai’s fans will be thrilled to reconnect with the eccentric Patels, and new readers will be hooked. This is a gem.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			PRAISE FOR

			The Marriage Game

			“This novel has all the funny banter and sexy feels you could want in a romantic comedy—and, of course, a terrific grand gesture before the happy ending.”

			—NPR.org

			“Desai’s delightful debut is a playful take on enemies-to-lovers and arranged marriage tropes starring two headstrong Desi American protagonists. Rom-com fans should take note of this fresh, fun offering.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“The Marriage Game is the most delicious read! From the humor to the heartwarming family bonds to the off-the-charts chemistry, it’s impossible for me to love this book any more. I can’t wait for more from Sara Desai!”

			—Alexa Martin, author of Intercepted

			“I fell hard for The Marriage Game from the moment I read Layla and Sam’s dynamite meet-cute. It’s a hilarious, heartfelt, and steamy enemies-to-lovers romance.”

			—Sarah Echavarre Smith, author of Faker
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			To John

			For never saying no to an adventure

			

		

	
		
			One

			
				
			

			JACK

			I magine you are a smokin’-hot dude. You have a new Ford F-150 truck, a great job traveling the world to steal and repatriate priceless art and antiquities, a collection of rare succulents that you have left in the care of your plant nursery owner / black market arms dealer cousin Lou, and money in the bank after pulling off an almost impossible heist with a bunch of rank amateurs. You have a girlfriend, Simi, who is not only beautiful but fiercely intelligent, and you have a new BFF, except you don’t call him that to his face because chances are he’ll punch you in the gut—Gage is all about repressed emotions. You’ve finally avenged your dearly departed grandmother, and your boss has promised that your next gig will be the chef’s kiss of heists. Life has not been kind to you, but finally things are going your way.

			Or so you think.

			It starts out small. What was supposed to be your last job ever—the theft of a collection of stolen Cambodian antiquities—is a bust when you discover that the antiquities are fakes. Your boss sends you to Colombia instead and you somehow wind up as the unwilling guest of some local drug lords who don’t care that your new girlfriend has been waiting for you to return to Chicago. After that, it is one country, one job, and one disaster after another that keep you and Simi apart. You are pushed out of a third-story window in Rio, and for two weeks you can’t remember your own name. Then there’s the remote hillside town in Italy where they don’t sell burner phones, but they do have thugs with automatic weapons who take issue with people who steal from their boss. The rural doctor who finds you in a ditch keeps you sedated while you recover, and you miss all Simi’s calls. Her messages become fewer and farther between. You just can’t catch a break. Who knew there would be no cell service underwater when you board a submarine to retrieve lost treasures from a sunken ship? Or that you aren’t allowed a phone call in an Afghan prison? Your boss seems determined to keep you away from home. You miss Simi’s birthday, her father’s sixtieth, her mother’s fifty-ninth, her cousin’s thirty-third, another cousin’s engagement party. You miss Thanksgiving, Christmas, Diwali, Easter, and Memorial Day. Simi begs you to come to a family reunion so she can introduce you to everyone, and you miss that, too.

			Each time you do manage to connect for a video chat, Simi is a little less warm, her smiles a little less bright. And then one night after you outdo yourself in the sexting department—as you always do—she says the words you knew were coming but don’t want to hear: “I’m not getting what I need out of this relationship. Let’s take a break.”

			You promise it won’t happen again. You’ll buy a new burner phone. She is the priority and screw your boss and national security and all that jazz. When she calls, you’ll be there with the sexy talk she likes so much, and hey, Thanksgiving is coming again and this time you’ll bring the turkey. But it’s eight months too late. You lose the girl of your dreams, and your so-called perfect life shatters.

			To make matters worse, as soon as you are out of the picture, Detective Garcia moves in.

			Garcia is Simi’s police friend. He’s been crushing on her since the day he tried to arrest her as an accessory to the theft of a $25 million diamond necklace. By the time the bad guys were caught, you and Simi had hooked up and Garcia didn’t have a chance. But he was waiting, watching, ready to pounce.

			And pounce he does. In the history of time, no man has pounced faster and harder than Garcia when he finds out Simi has dumped you.

			Deli lunches. Pizza dinners. Walks in the park. Every time you call her office—she blocked your cell number after the breakup—she is out with Garcia. Her receptionist, Janice, offers herself in Simi’s place. She tells you that she is freshly divorced, and fifty-eight is the new thirty, especially since she’s now on HRT and has the libido of a woman half her age. She doesn’t mind long-distance relationships, and she just bought a new phone with a giant screen.

			You realize you have no chance with Simi if you continue in your current line of employment, but money is an issue. You tell your boss you are done with excitement, adventure, and international travel, but you are willing to do one last job before you leave the business for good. Horticulture has always been your passion and Lou needs someone to handle the plant nursery side of the business, so he can focus on the more lucrative arms dealing that goes on behind the flowering plants and shrubs.

			Luck is finally with you, and your boss approves a juicy piece of work in your hometown. So, there you are in Winnetka, the most exclusive suburb of Chicago, after spending the afternoon casing a billionaire’s mansion with your BFF. Gage is ex-military. Black ops, or maybe even something more secret and sinister. He doesn’t talk about his past, but there isn’t a weapon he can’t handle. You’ve personally witnessed him beating six men in single-hand combat without breaking a sweat. He likes to break bones, noses, and spirits during torture times. He is over six feet of solid muscle and hard raw power, but he’s a big softie inside. You couldn’t imagine a better heist partner than Gage. He makes you feel safe.

			Your mark, tech billionaire Peter Hearst, has managed to uncover the long-lost Florentine Diamond, which has an estimated value of $200 million and has been missing for over one hundred years. Through incredible skill and stealth while disguised as a waiter, you have just discovered that he keeps it in a secure museum in a bunker beneath his multimillion-dollar mansion and shows it only to his billionaire friends. Your mission, if you choose to do it—and you do because it’s your job and you need the cash to get out of the business and win Simi’s heart—is to liberate the diamond and repatriate it to Austria, where it rightfully belongs. You like the word liberate because it doesn’t have any criminal connotations, even though your life has been pretty much one criminal connotation after another.

			But you digress. After this last heist, you will be a changed man—a man of whom your soon-to-not-be-ex-girlfriend will be proud; a man so straight—in all senses of the word—that she will be desperate to get back together with you and won’t be tempted by squeaky-clean police detective Garcia, who gave her a Boston fern as an office-warming gift when she opened her new event-planning business in the Loop.

			A Boston fern. Even now it makes you laugh. If Garcia had done even the most basic research, he would have discovered that there is nothing a Nephrolepis exaltata likes less than a south-facing office with low humidity and an owner who is unlikely to appreciate its sensitive watering routines. Simi could do so much better.

			You are laughing to yourself about Garcia’s total lack of plant knowledge when Gage decides to take one final look around as the high-society types stumble out of the party. You tell him to be careful. You had an unfortunate encounter with a former associate, Clare, at the party, and she was up to no good. He tells you to stay alert. You tell him you’ve been doing this kind of work for much longer than him and “alert” is your middle name.

			You take off your waiter disguise and relax in the seat of your new truck. Too late you realize “alert” doesn’t involve resting your eyes. The rear passenger door opens and Clare climbs into the back seat. The same Clare you just outed as a thief at the party because she was after your score. The Clare you thought had been taken to jail. The Clare who was your shadow, and then your girl, and then your ex, and now your nemesis. That Clare.

			You blame Clare for your mutual enmity because you can’t blame yourself. After all, you didn’t make her any promises. How could you? She worked for some people. You worked for some other people. Those people didn’t get along. Your paths crossed. One thing led to another, led to seduction in a hotel room in Istanbul, led to someone being handcuffed to a four-poster bed and robbed of a valuable antiquity that had just been stolen from a Russian oligarch’s Siberian mansion. Not Clare. Obviously. You are a gentleman and would only handcuff a woman if she gave her consent.

			After you escaped the handcuffs, it was weeks of chase, seduction, cross, and double cross. You got your antiquity back. She followed you to Egypt. Totally ruined your Nile cruise. Instead of seeing the sights and retrieving a few antique necklaces along the way, you got to spend three weeks in an Egyptian prison. Then there was Vegas. Don’t worry. You shot to wound. Her bullet just missed your heart. After that fiasco, you and Clare called a truce. She even did you a favor when she was working a scam as a personal shopper at Bloomingdale’s, helping Simi find a glamorous outfit for a charity ball. Back then you and Simi weren’t together because she suspected you were a thief and didn’t trust you. You won her over once. You can do it again.

			Do you know who doesn’t trust you? Clare. Not after you told the security guard at the billionaire’s mansion that you’d seen her stealing someone’s wallet—a wallet you had just dropped into her fancy designer handbag. All’s fair in love and thievery.

			You turn and force a smile. Clare leans back in the passenger seat and crosses her legs, all cool and casual like she was just in the neighborhood and decided to drop in for a visit. Your skin prickles with warning. Maybe it’s her aura of menace. Or maybe it’s because she’s got a lit cigarette in one hand and a butcher knife in the other. Ash falls on your shiny new seats.

			You extend a polite, pleasant greeting. She does not reciprocate. Instead, she says mean things like “you bastard,” “the truce is over,” “this is my score now,” and “if you don’t give up this job, I’m going to destroy you.” She drags her knife over your admiral blue multicontour bucket seats, slicing through the high-end leather like butter. Then she tells you she’s got a room at the Plaza and a fresh set of handcuffs calling your name. As if you would fall for that trick again. Your heart belongs to only one woman, and she doesn’t smoke.

			You wonder where Gage is. Protection and security are his thing. Why didn’t he spot Clare lurking outside? With her long platinum-blond hair, piercing blue eyes, high cheekbones, and heart-shaped face, she doesn’t exactly blend into a crowd. The short, tight white dress, gold stilettos, and show-stopping ninety-three-carat cabochon-cut Colombian emerald necklace from Bulgari’s Magnifica high-end jewelry collection are an unusual choice for a recon mission. You are pretty sure it’s the same necklace Zendaya wore for the Dune premiere. You are also pretty sure the jeweler who loaned it to Zendaya doesn’t know it’s missing.

			Clare slowly uncrosses her legs. She pauses just long enough for you to suspect she’s not wearing underwear. Then she crosses her legs again. You are immediately reminded of Basic Instinct, a 1992 neo-noir erotic thriller featuring Sharon Stone as a psychopathic serial killer. You tell Clare she’d be perfect for the role.

			Wrong thing to say. Clare stubs out her cigarette on the back of your seat, leaving an angry black hole. The acrid scent of burning leather makes your nose wrinkle. Before she opens the door, she warns you again to stay away from the billionaire’s mansion. This time when she uncrosses her legs, you look down at the floor mat, color coordinated with the carpet. You went all out on your truck purchase, paying extra for the limited edition. What a mistake.

			“When I’m done, you’ll have nothing left. No job. No truck. No girlfriend named Simi.” Her sinister laugh sends a shiver down your spine. With a cold sneer, Clare climbs out of the vehicle and drags her butcher knife along the side of your truck, scratching the smoked-quartz-tinted clearcoat metallic—a $450 extra—as she walks away. The shriek of metal on metal twists your gut, but not as much as the fact that the truce is over, Clare is after your score, and she knows your greatest weakness: Simi.

			Moments later you are burning rubber down the street. Gage can look after himself. If he could survive three months alone in the jungle living off rainwater and insects, he can find his way home on the Chicago L train. You text Simi and tell her you need to see her as a matter of urgency. You are shocked when she agrees to meet you the following day at Bloomingdale’s, where she’ll be helping her goddaughter find a dress for prom. It has been two months since the breakup. Ten months since you’ve seen her in person. Your heart pounds in your chest, and not just in anticipation of seeing her again.

			Simi is in danger.

		

	
		
			Two

			
				
			

			SIMI

			Some people have trouble with boundaries. They say “no” but often find themselves doing the very thing they didn’t want to do. They set rules and allow people to break them. They have a moral code but will throw it out the window when their best friend, Chloe, is being framed for a crime she didn’t commit. They say they need to take a relationship break but then they agree to meet their ex at a department store just because he said it was a matter of life and death.

			My name is Simi Chopra, and I’m one of those people.

			“You know it is likely not ‘life or death,’ ” Olivia said as we walked down the sidewalk toward Bloomingdale’s. “He just wants to see you again.” Chloe’s fifteen-year-old daughter was nothing if not practical. Even though Chloe had raised Olivia on her own after getting out of an abusive relationship and had read her countless fairy tales with happily-ever-after endings, Olivia didn’t share her mother’s love of romance or her rose-tinted outlook on life.

			“Given what Jack does for a living, she can’t take that risk,” Chloe said. “Also, they still love each other. Maybe she wants to give him another chance.”

			“I’ve had enough heartbreak and disappointment,” I said, skirting over the whole who-loves-who issue. “I need a man who is going to be there for me. I need someone I can call when my new business is floundering, and my parents are desperately trying to find me a husband because I’m single and—gasp—thirty years old, and the ceiling of my new condo cracked, and water is dripping on the kitchen floor because my upstairs neighbor left the bathtub running, and the condo association now wants everyone to pay $100,000 to have all the plumbing redone because they’ve discovered it’s substandard.”

			“You don’t need a man,” Chloe said. “You have me.”

			“You have me, too,” Olivia piped up, pushing back the thick blond hair that, along with her gently rounded face and slim build, made her an almost identical copy of her mother.

			I shared a look with Chloe. She’d had Olivia when she was in her teens and sometimes Olivia forgot that we weren’t all just friends. “That’s sweet, honey. But you’re too young to understand real-world problems.”

			“I know more than you think.”

			“What exactly do you know?” Chloe pulled open the door to Bloomingdale’s. “Drugs? Sex? Alcohol? Do you have a boyfriend you didn’t tell me about? Are you being safe?”

			“Mom! Cringe.”

			Chloe didn’t respond with her usual motherly admonition. She was staring straight ahead, a frown creasing her forehead. “Is that Jack?”

			I followed her gaze and recognized Jack right away. I knew every inch of his broad shoulders, his strong back, and the long legs that were always clad in jeans that hugged his muscular thighs. He moved with a fluidity that belied his strength, every motion conveying the message that he was a man who knew what he wanted. And what he wanted in that moment clearly wasn’t me.

			“Who is he kissing?” Olivia said. “Why is he kissing someone else? He’s supposed to be Simi’s boyfriend.”

			“We broke up two months ago,” I told her. “He can kiss who he wants.”

			“But he was supposed to be meeting you,” she said. “I secretly thought you were going to get back together.”

			Despite what I’d just told my girls, in my heart of hearts I’d thought that, too. For some reason, I’d convinced myself that Jack was going to beg my forgiveness and give me a legitimate explanation as to why he’d barely stayed in touch for eight months. We would kiss and make up, and then get back to long, hot, sweaty nights between the sheets, and days full of laughter and adventure. With those fantasies in mind, the sight of him kissing another woman was like a punch to the gut. Pain, betrayal, and disbelief hit me all at once.

			His absence had been a test of my patience and trust. His infrequent messages as he traveled around the globe on one dangerous job after another were like breadcrumbs, barely enough to keep my hope alive. I’d held on as long as I could, believing in him, in us, until finally I’d called a break. I hadn’t heard from him in the ensuing two months until the message last night. And there he was. In the arms of another woman.

			Not just any woman: Clare.

			Clare was a personal shopper at Bloomingdale’s. Jack had sent me to see her last year when we were working a heist together. I know. I know. Me? Dutiful daughter? All-round good girl? Owner of an up-and-coming event-planning company? Killer of plants and unwed at thirty? Pulling a heist?

			Guilty as charged.

			I’d never been the type to engage in law-breaking behavior, but when your best friend is facing jail time for something she didn’t do, you would be amazed at the lines you will cross and the depths to which you will descend, including hooking up with a professional jewel thief slash amateur botanist slash now cheating bastard.

			Not being rich, I hadn’t even had Bloomingdale’s on my radar when I realized I needed a ball gown for a charity event, but Jack had whipped Clare’s card out of his wallet and sent me to see her for the full Pretty Woman experience. Chloe and Olivia had come with me for moral support.

			Clare had started off snooty but turned on the charm when she found out Jack was paying the tab. Then it was all fawn, fawn, “let me bring you a rack of five-figure dresses,” and “go with the Louboutins and not the Chanel,” and “who would like a glass of champagne?” It had been a fun afternoon. So fun, I’d tucked away the inkling of suspicion I’d had about Clare’s past relationship with Jack. Yet another mistake come back to haunt me like a late-night curry.

			Or a kiss on the pouty red lips…

			“OMG!” Olivia’s gaze stayed off her phone for a full twenty seconds. “What a freaking bastard.”

			“Language,” Choe warned.

			“Language?” Olivia gave an exasperated groan. “Mom, there are bigger issues here than words. This is yet another example of the insidious systemic misogyny that permeates our world. But what do you expect in a patriarchal society? Men can do whatever they want and they aren’t judged, but women are constantly subjected to sexual double standards.”

			“How do you know what men are like?” Chloe asked, missing Olivia’s point entirely.

			Usually, I would have been down for one of Olivia’s lectures about the evils of patriarchy, but I was distracted by the evils of one man in particular—a man who had his hands on Clare’s ass. More importantly, they were still kissing, and he wasn’t throwing up in disgust, which told me everything I needed to know.

			“Why would he arrange to meet me here and then do this?” I winced as Clare twined herself around Jack like the silent killer kudzu. And damn Jack for filling my head with useless facts about invasive vines. “Is he trying to punish me for breaking up with him? Is he showing me he’s moved on? It’s not like him.”

			“Maybe Janice told him that Detective Garcia kissed you after you and Jack broke up.”

			Ah. The kiss.

			When I’d first started my new event-planning business, I had naively hired Janice, a fifty-eight-year-old receptionist who had worked for a big event-planning company in New York. I thought I could benefit from her experience. I hadn’t realized her experience was primarily gossip related. When I found out she’d warned prospective clients that my business was struggling, I had to let her go.

			On her way out, Janice casually dropped the bombshell that Jack had called several times after our breakup and she’d told him I was out with my new man, Detective Garcia.

			I first met Garcia when he arrested me in connection with the theft of the Wild Heart necklace. We spent a lot of time together during his investigation, mainly because I was his prime suspect. After the dust had settled and I’d been cleared of any crimes, he asked me out, but by then I’d hooked up with Jack, and Garcia had to settle for being friends. At least until the breakup.

			“It’s still no excuse to throw his new relationship in my face…if it is even new.” My chest tightened. “Maybe he’s been seeing her all this time.”

			“Can we throw something at them?” Olivia asked, reaching for a glass vase on the counter beside her.

			“We can’t afford to pay for anything we break,” Chloe said gently. “We’ve got a mortgage now and an education savings account. I wouldn’t want your future to be compromised because some fricking deadbeat son of a bitch can’t keep his dick in his pants.”

			I tuned them out, still trying to process what I was seeing. This wasn’t the Jack I knew. Had I really hurt him so badly that he felt the need for revenge?

			“I say march on over there and give him a piece of your mind,” Chloe said firmly. “If you want to rough him up a bit, I’ll back you up.”

			“Can I back her up, too?” Olivia asked. “I want to take a blow at the patriarchy.”

			“Absolutely not,” Chloe said. “I need you outside waiting for our getaway Uber.” She turned her attention to me. “How are we handling this? Evisceration, obviously, but do you want it to be physical or verbal?”

			Chloe was my ride-or-die. One time, when I mistakenly thought I’d killed a man, she showed up with a bottle of bleach and a tarp.

			“I’m a professional now,” I said. “I have my own failing business. I’ve resisted all my parents’ attempts to get me married. I’ve pulled off a heist. I’ve gone to therapy to deal with my abandonment issues. I was even able to tell Garcia after he kissed me that I wasn’t ready to jump into anything new.”

			“So…physical,” she said, understanding.

			“What’s the heaviest thing you’ve got?”

			Chloe pulled opened her giant tote bag and displayed a cornucopia of patriarchy-pandering beauty supplies, her laptop, a pair of flip-flops, a change of clothes, baby wipes, assorted snacks, and three library books. I’d given her the bag, embroidered with a giant sun, when she graduated from college with a computer science degree because she was the sunshine of my life.

			“What’s that one?” I pointed to the largest book.

			“War and Peace. Olivia just took it out of the library for a school project. They’re having a competition to find out who can make the tallest tower using the least number of books. It’s got 1,225 pages.”

			“Too bad it’s not the hardcover copy.” I hefted the book in my hand. My mother had made me read War and Peace when I was sixteen. An English professor at Northwestern University, she had made it her mission in life to ensure that at least one of her four children was well versed in the classics before leaving high school.

			“Olivia, go outside.” Chloe pointed to the door as I wound up for the pitch. “I don’t want you to be part of this. I don’t condone this kind of activity and I never want to hear that you’ve resorted to violence after your ex-boyfriend sets you up to see him with his new girlfriend in a high-end department store.”

			“No.” Olivia folded her arms. “I’m not leaving you.”

			“No?” Chloe’s angry voice rose to a high pitch, attracting the attention of the people around us. “Did you just say ‘no’ to me?”

			Jack stiffened and pulled away from Clare, turning to the sound of Chloe’s voice. Clare looked over his shoulder and met my gaze. Her sly smile told me she’d known we were here all along.

			I knew the exact moment Jack saw me because his jaw tightened and his face smoothed into an expressionless mask. Or maybe it was a mask of shame. I didn’t care. The moment our gazes locked, I threw the book as hard and fast as I could. Then I pushed my girls toward the door and shouted, “Run!”

			

			
				
			

			Detective Garcia had a funny way of showing up whenever I was in trouble, so I wasn’t surprised when he walked in the door of the Bloomingdale’s security office a mere fifteen minutes after I’d been caught by the security guard. Chloe and Olivia had been weighed down with shopping bags, and when I realized all three of us were in danger, I’d slowed down and volunteered myself as tribute so they could get away.

			“Garcia.” I had to fight back a smile, especially since the security guard who was holding me prisoner was already frowning at my less-than-respectful greeting. “Fancy meeting you here. Did you just happen to be in the neighborhood, maybe looking for a shirt, having coffee, or buying gifts for your nieces?”

			“Actually, I was a few blocks away when dispatch called out a disturbance at Bloomingdale’s. You mentioned you were coming here with Chloe when I stopped by the other day. It was only logical to assume you’d be involved.”

			“I’m both hurt that you think so little of me and happy that you think of me at all.”

			“So, what happened this time?” Garcia leaned against the doorframe, arms folded over his thick, muscular chest. He was a looker, and he knew it. With those big blue eyes, square jaw, and broad shoulders, he was quite the catch, and I could easily have fallen for him if I wasn’t still hung up on Jack.

			“She threw a book at one of our customers and then attempted to flee the scene.” The guard who had caught me on my way out was one of those officious types, pleased as punch he’d seen some action and likely salivating at the possibility of testifying in court and sending me to jail.

			Garcia laughed as I knew he would. “You threw the book at someone?”

			“I knew you’d like it.”

			“What does the other party to this alleged crime have to say?”

			“The victim has disappeared,” the security officer said. “There was a woman with him, but she also left before I could speak to her.”

			Garcia lifted an eyebrow at me. “Do you know this person?”

			“If I was involved in this incident, which I can neither confirm nor deny, it is possible that an individual who may or may not have been my ex-boyfriend was kissing another woman.” My voice wavered the tiniest bit as I relived that terrible moment all over again. “And if that were the case, which again I can neither confirm nor deny, I may have suffered a shock, and my copy of War and Peace, which I carry around for light reading, may have slipped out of my hand.” Chloe and Olivia had made it out safely. No way was I getting them involved.

			“It’s a big book,” the security guard said. “I’d call it a weapon.”

			Garcia wasn’t interested in the book; he was more interested in Jack’s reappearance in my life. I knew this because he said, “Ah, the boyfriend you broke up with because his itinerant lifestyle triggered your abandonment issues,” and not something like, “Let me see the alleged weapon.” Garcia had never met Jack and sometimes I wondered if he thought I’d made Jack up as an excuse not to go out with him.

			“He’s back in town and…” I waved my hand vaguely in the air, unable to put the scene into words again.

			“Well, since we’ve got no victim…” Garcia’s hands dropped to his hips, where he kept his police belt. It was filled with dangerous and exciting things like the handcuffs he’d already used to arrest me three times—including once at my parents’ house after I begged him to help me convince my parents’ friends that I wasn’t marriage material. “…I think we can let this one slide. Unless, of course, any store property was damaged.”

			“She had good aim,” the guard said. “Got him smack on the side of the head.”

			Garcia waved me up, and a ghost of a smile appeared on his face. “I’ll walk you out just in case you happen to lose control of something else.”

			“I’ll need my copy of War and Peace.” I held out my hand to the security guard. “It’s a long train ride back to Evanston.”

			Garcia walked me out of the store and down the street. “So…he’s back?” I knew what he meant, but I didn’t know how to answer. Clearly, Jack hadn’t come back for me.

			“He’s in Chicago. That’s all I know. He messaged me yesterday and asked to meet up. He also said I should spend the night at Chloe’s house because I was in danger. She’s seeing this ex-military guy who installed a kick-ass security system for her after she was threatened by her abusive ex, Kyle…” I trailed off only seconds before revealing what had happened when Gage finally got his hands on Kyle. Crimes had definitely been committed in the service of justice—and not just by Gage. Chloe had finally had her revenge.

			“Do I need to track down Chloe’s ex?” Garcia’s face had gone all serious. I liked him better when he was smiling.

			“No. That problem has…uh…gone away.”

			“And what about your problem?” he asked softly.

			I looked back over my shoulder at the department store where my fleeting hope of getting back together with Jack had just been dashed to pieces. “I guess he’s gone away, too.”

		

	
		
			Three

			
				
			

			I think a part of me knew Jack would show up at my apartment. I just hadn’t expected him to wait a full three hours. He was the kind of guy who liked to have the last word, and I was now 1,225 pages of words ahead. In anticipation of his unwanted presence, I had poured coffee into the pothos plant he’d given to me when he left on what was supposed to be a quick work trip to Cambodia but had turned out to be an eight-month relationship-ending adventure instead.

			Jack’s “work”—I always thought about his “work” in quotation marks because I still didn’t really know what he did except that it involved some Robin Hood–type shenanigans in which he stole illicitly acquired art and jewelry and returned it to its proper owners—had taken him away for the better part of the last year, and I’d finally grown tired of having a nonexistent boyfriend. Sure, the sexting was great, but I missed having someone to talk to about the little day-to-day things—the struggles with my new business, my parents’ incessant desire to see me married, and the total inability of the owner of the nearest hot dog stand to remember to refill his mustard.

			I was in my living room talking through some last-minute details with a client when Jack appeared on the balcony outside my sliding glass door. My event-planning business had initially been set up as a cover for the heist we’d pulled off together, but I’d enjoyed the experience so much, I’d made the business permanent. I’d used my share of the reward money we’d received for “finding” the Wild Heart necklace to rent a small office only a few blocks from Olivia’s school, and I’d leaned heavily on my family and my connection with Simone, a high-society friend I’d met at a charity ball, to bring the first few clients in the door.

			Incensed that he would climb the three floors to my apartment and deny me the pleasure of slamming the door in his face, I grabbed the curtains and pulled them closed.

			“Simi. I need to talk to you. You’re in danger.” He knocked on the glass door, calling my name. I heard footsteps upstairs and knew my neighbor Mrs. Gunter would be down soon to tell me the noise was upsetting her cat.

			Unable to conduct a professional conversation with him banging and shouting outside, I ended the call. I was contemplating whether to call the police or leave him to Mrs. Gunter when I heard the glass door slide open, a reminder to never again go out with a professional thief. Moments later, Jack pushed the curtains aside and walked into my apartment.

			“You are breaking and entering,” I told him. “That’s a criminal offense.”

			“I wouldn’t have had to pick the lock if you’d let me in,” he said. “I came to protect you.”

			Jack walked across the room to inspect the plants he’d given me to brighten up my new apartment. He was big into horticulture and had carefully selected various houseplants and flowers that would do well indoors and with my southeast-facing windows.

			My stomach twisted in a knot as his strong hands gently lifted the leaves on the wilting African violet. I thought I’d be able to handle the sight of him after my rage book throwing, but all I wanted to do was throw something else. Ten months ago those hands had caressed my skin, stroked my hair, and given me mind-blowing pleasure. He had held me in his arms and made sweet promises about getting out of “the business” so we could be together forever. To be honest, I wasn’t down with the “forever” part. Forevers were scary. They meant commitment. They meant vulnerability. They meant you were running the risk of opening your heart to someone who might walk away. Just as he had done.

			“I don’t need your protection. Just tell me why I’m in danger and then get out.” It was hard to see him standing there looking breathtakingly roguish in his retro Rolling Stones T-shirt, battered leather jacket, and worn boots. His dark hair was thick and casually mussed like he’d just jumped out of bed. Maybe he had.

			Jack sniffed the pothos. “You gave it some coffee. Great job. I was going to tell you that the Epipremnum aureum loves the occasional watering with black coffee. You can also add coffee grounds into the potting soil while transplanting and watch it thrive in the long term.”

			“Seriously?” I picked up the snow globe he’d sent me from India. I didn’t think it had ever snowed over the Taj Mahal, but I appreciated the sentiment. “After what you did with Clare, do you really think I care about the damn plants? They’re all going in the trash except for the Boston fern in my office.” I knew that would get him. Garcia had given me that fern, and Jack hadn’t been pleased.

			“It was an ambush,” he said, eyeing the snow globe in my hand. “She found out I was meeting you there and—”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“She set me up.” His face grew serious. “She knows about us—”

			“There is no ‘us,’ ” I said, cutting him off. “Not anymore. Why didn’t she know that?”

			“I didn’t tell her.”

			“So, you let her think we were together when you kissed her in front of me?” My voice rose in pitch. “That’s low even for you. But congratulations. You deserve each other.”

			“Simi…” His face tightened. “I don’t want her. I want you.”

			“I didn’t see you making any effort to push her away.” My voice cracked, broke. I couldn’t stop the painful mental replay of the Bloomingdale’s scene. It was on a permanent loop in my mind.

			“She had a gun in her pocket,” Jack said.

			“Are you sure that wasn’t you?”

			He gave me a pained look. “She threatened to shoot me if I didn’t make it look good.”

			“You could have won an Oscar with that performance.”

			Jack scrubbed his hand over his jaw. “She’s dangerous, Simi. Very dangerous.”

			I snorted in derision. “What’s she going to do? Dress me in the wrong clothes? Sell me last season’s Gucci? Shop me to death? Overcharge me?”

			“She’s not really a personal shopper.” He crossed the room and settled in one of the peacock blue side chairs I’d just bought for my living room. I loved color. The brighter and bolder, the better. “The personal shopper gig was just a cover for a scam she was running. She’s a…” He trailed off, his fingers drumming an offbeat rhythm on the mirrored side table. “She does what I do except for the wrong people. We have a history together.”

			“Apparently.” I traded the snow globe for my phone. I was seconds away from texting Chloe and asking her to bring her bleach and her tarp. “Did you sleep with her?”

			“We worked together and then…” He opened his hands in a helpless gesture. “It was a long time ago and it didn’t mean anything. We parted ways and wound up on opposite sides. She’s been making my life miserable ever since.”

			“You didn’t seem miserable in Bloomingdale’s.”

			“She was trying to hurt me by hurting you.” He gave a heavy sigh. “She showed up at a high-society party where I was doing recon for a new job. We were after the same score. I outed her as a thief, and the police came and took her away. She escaped and came back to trash my truck and threaten to destroy my life.”

			“Too bad for her you managed to do it all on your own.” I didn’t want to hear his explanations and excuses. I wanted him gone.

			“I know you’re angry,” he said. “Clare is good at what she does, and she knew just how to twist the knife.” He fiddled with the frayed friendship bracelet on his wrist. I’d been helping Olivia make them for a school fundraiser and, on a whim, I’d made one for Jack. I’d jokingly told him it was the sign of everlasting friendship, and he was supposed to wear it until it rotted off. I never imagined he’d take me seriously.

			“I can handle Clare. She tried to convince me to buy jewelry as well as shoes when I went to see her about the dress for the charity ball, and I managed to resist.” I grabbed one of the plants he had given me and shoved it into his hands. “Take it. I killed it. Just like you killed our relationship by never being there when I needed you. Just like you killed it again by asking me to meet you so you could get your revenge. Good-bye.”

			“It’s not dead,” he pointed out. “It just needs a little love.”

			“Then give it to Clare.”

			“She’s not a loving type. She’s an evil, using, betraying, double-crossing type. Not like you, sweetheart.”

			“Don’t sweetheart me,” I snapped. “Your fake seduction won’t work here. Clearly, the only thing that is a danger to me is you.”

			I was done playing games. It hadn’t been easy to drop my guard and let Jack into my heart. Although my parents had done their best, I’d played second fiddle all my life to my sports-mad brothers. I was used to being overlooked, to having my needs go unmet. Jack was the first person besides Chloe who I thought had seen the real me. He’d made me feel loved and wanted, which was why the blatant rejection hurt even more.

			“What do you want?” he asked as he reluctantly made his way down the hallway. “What else can I do?”

			“I want to be loved, Jack. Loved by a person I can trust, and who I know in my soul won’t hurt me. I want to feel like I’m good enough, that I’m deserving of love and respect. I thought I had that with you, but I was wrong. I thought I was over my abandonment and trust issues, that they didn’t define me or control my life, but you’ve made me realize I was wrong about that, too.”

			“You know me,” he said quietly. “Do you really think I’d hurt you that way?”

			“I thought I knew you, but—”

			“I’ll prove it to you,” Jack said. “Give me a few days and I’ll prove that Clare set me up. I want you back, Simi. I miss you, and I think you miss me, too, because otherwise you would have thrown the plant at my head.”

			I did miss him. I hadn’t realized just how much until I’d woken up that morning looking forward to our meeting, only to be absolutely crushed to see him with Clare. I picked up a tiny succulent and held it aloft. “Maybe I should throw something at your head.”

			“Where did that come from?” Jack asked, frowning. “I didn’t buy it for you.”

			“Garcia gave it to me. He’s been a good friend. I mentioned that the plants you gave me were high-maintenance, so he bought me a cactus. He said it was strong, hardy, and impossible to kill.”

			“Garcia doesn’t just want to be your friend.” Jack crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Janice said he kissed you.”

			I silently congratulated myself again for letting Janice and her gossiping ways go and just stared at Jack. He didn’t deserve to know that the kiss had been unexpected and unwanted and that I’d had to tell Garcia that I wasn’t ready for another relationship.

			“He also gave you a succulent,” he said when I didn’t respond.

			“It’s just a plant.”

			“Just a plant?” His eyes widened. “There is no ‘just a plant.’ He was putting down a marker, and now he won’t stop. I know his type. He’ll probably give you an Asplenium nidus next. If you thought my plants were high-maintenance…”

			I’d finally had enough. He had no right to be jealous after revenge kissing his ex in front of me. “I think you should go before one of us says something we’re going to regret.”

			“I’ve asked some of my guys to keep watch on your apartment,” he said, turning in the doorway. “Don’t be alarmed if you see them outside. They’ll keep you safe if you aren’t planning to go back to Chloe’s place tonight.”

			“What guys? I thought you worked alone doing whatever mysterious job it is you do that you can’t tell me about.”

			“They’re just guys I know.”

			“Guys with guns?”

			“They can’t protect you without weapons.”

			For the first time since he’d arrived, I felt a niggle of apprehension. “Jack, what’s going on?”

			“It was supposed to be one last job,” he said, pushing open the door. “One last job so we could be together.”

			

			
				
			

			“Beta, so nice to see you.” My mother swooped in for a hug the moment I stepped into the kitchen of my childhood home in Evanston. She loved to dress the part of an English professor, with thick-rimmed glasses, flowing tops, and cardigans that had seen better days. “I was just about to send you a message. We’ve invited guests for dinner on Saturday night. Wear something nice.”

			“I won’t be able to make it. There’s somewhere I’ll need to be.” I greeted both my parents with a kiss on the cheek and gave my maternal grandmother, Nani, a hug. I’d come home for food and a visit, not to discuss marriage proposals. My parents enjoyed springing surprise potential husbands on me when I least expected it, and the meet and greets always involved a smattering of my matchmaking aunties. “I had hoped you’d give me some time to get over my relationship with Jack.”

			“We did,” Mom said without even the barest hint of shame. “We waited two days before introducing you to that boy Tariq, and you seemed to be fine.”

			“I wasn’t fine then. I’m not fine now. I don’t know if I’ll ever be fine.” I was still shaken by the Bloomingdale’s kiss and Jack’s subsequent unwanted appearance in my apartment.

			“You just need a new man, and you’ll forget he ever existed,” Nani said cheerfully from behind the kitchen counter, where she was busy heating enough leftovers to feed an army. Nani had moved in after my grandfather passed away and spent her days cooking huge meals, gossiping with her friends, and trying to pick up men at the local seniors’ center.

			“How about a pint of ice cream?” I suggested, sitting at the table across from my dad. “Maybe a mother-daughter shopping trip? Most parents don’t try to cheer their daughters up by arranging a marriage.”

			“They don’t love their children as much as we do.” Mom handed me a CV. “Take a look. He’s the nephew of one of my colleagues in the English department. He and his big brother were orphaned when their parents passed away in a fire, so she adopted them. He has a PhD in chemistry but right now he’s looking for work and a place to live. He was sleeping on his brother’s couch because he has no money, but his brother was just arrested, and the landlord ended the tenancy when the police found a dead body in the kitchen. Something to do with a gang killing.”

			I stared at my mother, aghast. “Are you serious? You’ve spent years parading doctors, lawyers, and engineers in front of me. You looked down on anyone with less than impeccable credentials, a respectable family, and a hefty bank account, and now you want me to marry a guy who’s orphaned, homeless, destitute, and the brother of a murderous felon?”

			It occurred to me that Jack was also an orphan, homeless, underemployed, and, since he’d given up his share of the reward money from our last heist, likely destitute as well. I should have introduced him to my parents when I had the chance.

			“He’s got a PhD,” Mom protested.

			“And to be fair,” Nani added, “you were arrested, too. I don’t think you’re in a position to judge.”

			“I was innocent,” I shot back. “Detective Garcia just thought it was me because I happened to be at the scene of the crime, and he didn’t have any other suspects.”

			“You’re not getting any younger.” My dad looked up from the fashion magazine he had been perusing for inspiration for his next collection. “Many of the young South Asian men having arranged marriages today are wanting brides in their early twenties. They tell me all about it when they come in for their suits.” Dad was a master tailor and owner of Chopra Custom Clothiers, a business he’d built with his dad into one of the top custom tailors in Chicago. In contrast to my mother’s eclectic ensemble, he was dressed for success in a bespoke suit-and-shirt combination from his Masters line for mature men.

			“It would be a kindness if you married him,” Nani said. “And you can’t complain that he’s living in his mother’s basement like you did with that boy we invited for dinner last week.”

			“That guy was thirty-seven years old, and his mother was still cooking his meals and doing his laundry,” I protested.

			My father gently patted my hand. “Even you lived at home last year.”

			“I came home for a few months because my basement suite flooded. I’ve been living on my own as a responsible adult for almost ten years.” I didn’t see any point in mentioning that water was leaking from the ceiling of my apartment, my business was failing, I’d had to let my receptionist go, and my ex-boyfriend had just rejected me all over again.

			Emotion welled up in my chest and I reached for a tissue. Right away, Nani grabbed the plates, and a few minutes later we were sitting around the worn kitchen table passing around my favorite comfort foods. Between bites of coconut curry, channa masala, and my father’s special dal, I told my family about Jack and Clare and the kiss I wish I hadn’t seen.

			“I broke up with him for a reason,” I told them, “and seeing him with Clare confirmed it. But when he showed up at my apartment and told me she’d set him up, part of me wanted to believe him. I also wanted to believe all the crazy stories he’d told me about why he’d barely been in touch when he was away. I felt like I was betraying myself for having those feelings, so I threw him out.”

			All the fear, the insecurity, and the trauma from my past had come rushing back. I’d been ignored and overlooked as a child, so desperate for love and attention I would have done anything to get it. I’d been working on reconciling all that trauma with my parents, but clearly trust was still an issue for me.

			Confusion turned to anger and resentment, and I stabbed at the samosas on my plate. “How could he do this to me? How could he disappear for so long, only to come back and break my heart?” Why did it hurt every time I opened myself to love?

			“He’s a bastard.” Dad thumped the table so hard the plates rattled. “If he comes to my store again to buy a suit, I’ll only sell him something off the rack.”

			“Thanks, Dad.” I smiled at his fierce expression. For a bespoke tailor, nothing was worse than an off-the-rack suit. “Make sure you give him a polyester tie, too.”

			“I don’t carry polyester ties.” Dad sniffed. “What kind of establishment do you think I run?”

			“Men are scum,” Nani said in an attempt to cheer me up. “Worse than scum. They are scum on scum. But when you’re ready, I do know a nice boy who does pole dancing.”

			“Seriously?” I stared at her, aghast. “Pole dancing?”

			“I went with his mother to watch him at his track meet,” she said. “He was wearing an orange leotard. It left very little to the imagination, but I can assure you that you will not go
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