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PROLOGUE

A sea of wedding altars stretched across the desert sands and disappeared
into the horizon. The celebratory wail of shehnai flutes piped from speakers
and fought the buzz of a thousand voices for attention. Hundreds of red-
and-gold-draped children sat scattered like confetti around auspicious fires
ready to chant their vows. The Akha Teej mass wedding ceremony was in
full swing under the blistering Rajasthan sun.

Lata surveyed the scene from the very edge of the chaos. Her father-in-
law had pulled some hefty strings to obtain this most coveted corner spot,
where it should’ve been relatively quiet. Only it wasn’t, thanks to her son’s
chubby-cheeked bride, who bawled so loudly Lata couldn’t decide if she
wanted to slap the child’s face or pull her close. What kind of girl-child
cried like that? As though she had the right to be heard?

Lata’s older son, the twelve-year-old groom, spared one disinterested
glance at his bride’s ruckus before strolling off to explore the festivities.
Lata’s younger son twisted restlessly by her side. Even hiding in the folds
of her sari, his foreign whiteness made him stand out like a beacon against
the sea of toasted brown skin and jet-black hair. Unlike his older brother, he
couldn’t seem to bring himself to look away from the crying bride.

Finally, unable to contain himself any longer, he reached out and gave
her fabric-draped head a reassuring pat. She whipped around, her wet baby
eyes so round with hope Lata’s heart cramped in her chest. The gold-
rimmed bridal veil slipped off her baby head, revealing a mass of ebony
curls forced into pigtails. The boy tugged the veil back in place. But before
he could finish, the girl lunged at him, grabbing her newfound ally as if he
were a tree in a sandstorm, and went back to wailing with intensified fervor.
Her huge kohl-lined eyes squeezed rivers down her cheeks. Her dimpled
fingers dug valleys into his arm. Her soon-to-be brother-in-law winced but
he didn’t pull away.

“You whoreson!” Lata’s father-in-law shouted over the bawling girl.
He’d just finished up the wedding negotiations and he turned to the boy
with such rage in his bushy browed gaze that Lata rushed forward to shield
him. But she wasn’t quick enough. The old man drew back his arm and



slapped the boy’s head so hard he stumbled forward, finding his balance
only because the tiny bride gripped him with all her might.

“Get your filthy hands off her!” The boy’s grandfather yanked the girl
away. “Get him out of here,” he hissed at Lata, spittle spraying from his
handlebar mustache like venom. “Ten years old and already grabbing for his
brother’s wife. White bastard.”

Anger ignited the gold in the boy’s eyes and swam in his unshed tears.
Lata squeezed him to her belly and pressed her palm to his ear. He fisted
her widow’s white in both hands, his skinny body trembling with the effort
to hold in the tears. The girl’s gaze clung to them even as the old man
dragged her away. Her chest continued to hiccup with sobs but she no
longer screamed.

“Why does Bhai’s bride cry, Baiji?” the boy whispered against Lata’s
belly, his Hindi so pure no one would know he’d spoken it for but a few
years.

Lata kissed his soft golden head. It was all the answer she would give
him. She could hardly tell him it was because the child had been born a girl,
destined from birth to be bound and gagged, to never be free. And she
seemed to have sensed it far sooner than most. Sadly, the poor fool seemed
to believe that she could actually do something about it.



All Mili had ever wanted was to be a good wife. A domestic goddess-
slash-world’s-wife-number-one-type good wife. The kind of wife her
husband pined for all day long. The kind of wife he rushed home to every
night because she’d make them a home so very beautiful even those TV
serial homes would seem like plastic replicas. A home filled with love and
laughter and the aroma of perfectly spiced food, which she would serve out
of spotless stainless steel vessels, dressed in simple yet elegant clothes
while making funny yet smart conversation. Because when she put her
mind to it she really could dress all tip-top. As for her smart opinions? Well,
she did know when to express them, no matter what her grandmother said.

Professor Tiwari had even called her “uniquely insightful” in his letter of
recommendation. God bless the man; he’d coaxed her to pursue higher
education, and even Mahatma Gandhi himself had said an educated woman
made a better wife and mother. So here she was, with the blessings of her
teacher and Gandhiji, melting into the baking pavement outside the
American Consulate in Mumbai, waiting in line to get her visa so she could
get on with said higher education.

Now if only her nose would stop dripping for one blessed second. It was
terribly annoying, this nose-running business she was cursed with—her
personal little pre-cry warning, just in case she was too stupid to know that
tears were about to follow. She squeezed the tip of her nose with the scarf
draped across her shoulders, completely ruining her favorite pink salwar
suit, and stared at the two couples chattering away over her head. She
absolutely would not allow herself to cry today.

So what if she was sandwiched between two models of newly wedded
bliss. So what if the sun burned a hole in her head. So what if guilt stabbed
at her insides like bull horns. Everything had gone off like clockwork and
that had to be a sign that she was doing the right thing. Right?

She had woken up at three that morning and taken the three-thirty fast
train from Borivali to Charni Road station to make it to the visa line before
five. It had been a shock to find fifty-odd people already camped out on the
concrete sidewalk outside the high consulate gates. But after she got here



the line had grown at an alarming rate and now a few hundred people
snaked into an endless queue behind her. And that’s what mattered. Her
grandma did always say “look at those beneath you, not those above you.”

Mili turned from the newlywed couple in front of her to the newlywed
couple behind her. The bride giggled at something her husband said and he
looked like he might explode with the joy the sound brought him. Mili
yanked a handkerchief out of her mirrorwork sack bag and jabbed it into her
nose. Oh, there was no doubt they were newlyweds. It wasn’t just the henna
on the women’s hands, or the bangles jangling on their arms from their
wrists to their elbows. It was the way the wives fluttered their lashes when
they looked up at their husbands and all those tentative little touches. Mili
sniffed back a giant sob. The sight of the swirling henna patterns and the
sunlight catching the glass bangles made such longing tear through her
heart that she almost gave up on the whole nose-squeezing business and let
herself bawl.

Not that all the longing in the world was ever going to give Mili those
bridal henna hands or those bridal bangles. Her time for that had passed.
Twenty years ago. When she was all of four years old. And she had no
memory of it. None at all.

She blew into the hankie so hard both brides jumped.

“You okay?” Bride Number One asked, her sweet tone at odds with the
repulsion on her face.

“You don’t look too good,” Bride Number Two added, not to be outdone.

Both husbands preened at their wives’ infinite kindliness.

“I’'m fine,” Mili sniffed from behind the hankie pressed to her nose.
“Must be catching a cold.”

Both couples took a quick step back. Getting sick would put quite a
damper on all that shiny-fresh newly weddedness. Good. She was sick of all
that talk over her head. Being just a smidge less than five feet tall did not
make her invisible.

The four of them exchanged meaningful glances. The couple behind her
smiled expectantly at Mili, but they didn’t come out and ask her to let them
move closer to their new friends. The couple in front studied the cars
whizzing by with great interest. They weren’t about to let their position in
line go. The old Mili would have moved out of the way without a second
thought. But the new Mili, the one who had sold her dowry jewels so she



could go to America and finally make herself worth something, had to learn
to hold her ground.

There’s a difference between benevolence and stupidity and even God
knows it. Her grandmother’s ever-present monotone tried to strengthen her
resolve. She was done with stupidity, she really was, but she hated feeling
petty and mean. She was about to give up the battle and her place in line
when a man in a khaki uniform walked up to her. “What status?” he asked
impatiently.

Mili took a step back and tried not to give him what her grandmother
called her idiot-child look. Anyone in uniform terrified her.

“F-1? H-1?” He gave the paperwork she was clutching to her belly a tap
with his baton, doing nothing to diffuse her fear of authority.

“Oy hoy,” he said irritably when she didn’t respond, and switched to
Hindi. “What visa status are you applying for, child?”

The flickering light bulb in Mili’s brain flashed on. “F-1. Student visa,
please,” she said, mirroring his dialect and beaming at him, thrilled to hear
the familiar accent of her home state here in Mumbai.

His face softened. “You’re from Rajasthan, I see.” He smiled back, not
looking the least bit intimidating anymore, but more like one of the kindly
uncles in her village. He grabbed her arm. “This way. Come along.” He
dragged her to a much shorter queue that was already moving through the
wrought-iron gates. And just like that, Mili found herself in the huge
waiting hall inside the American consulate.

It was like stepping inside a refrigerator, pure white and clinically clean
and so cold she had to rub her arms to keep gooseflesh from dancing across
her skin. But the chill in the room refreshed her, made her feel all shiny and
tip-top like the stylish couple making goo-goo eyes at each other on the
Bollywood billboard she could see through the gleaming windows.

She patted down her hair. She had pulled it tightly into a ponytail and
then braided it for good measure. Today must be an auspicious day because
her infuriating, completely stubborn curls had actually decided to stay
where she had put them. Demon’s hair, her grandmother called it. Her naani
had made Mili massage her arms with sesame oil every morning after she
combed Mili’s hair out for school. “Your hair will kill me,” she had loved to
moan. “It’s like someone unraveled a rug and threw the tangled mass of
yarn on your head just to torture me.”



Dear old Naani. Mili was going to miss her so much. She pressed her
palms together, threw a pleading look at the ceiling, and begged for
forgiveness. I’'m sorry, Naani. You know I would never do what I’m about to
do if there were any other way.

“Mrs. Rathod?” The crisply dressed visa officer raised one blond
eyebrow at Mili as she approached the interview window. The form she had
filled out last night while hiding in her cousin’s bathroom sat on the
laminated counter between them.

Mili nodded.

“It says here you are twenty-four years old?” Mili was used to that
incredulous look when she told anyone her age. It was always hard
convincing anyone she was a day over sixteen.

She started to nod again, but decided to speak up. “Yes. I am, sir,” she
said in what Professor Tiwari called her impressive English. The ten-
kilometer bike ride from her home to St. Teresa’s English High School for
girls had been worth every turn of the pedal.

“It also says here you’re married.” Sympathy flashed in his blue eyes,
exactly the way it flashed in Naani’s eyes when she offered sweets to their
neighbor’s wheelchair-bound daughter, and Mili knew he had noticed her
wedding date. Another thing Mili was used to. These urban types always,
always looked at her this way when they found out how young she had been
on her wedding day.

Mili touched her mangalsutra—the black wedding beads around her neck
should’ve made the question redundant—and nodded. “Yes. Yes, I'm
married.”

“What is your area of study?” he asked, although that too was right there
on the form.

“It’s an eight-month certificate course in applied sociology, women’s
studies.”

“You have a partial scholarship and an assistantship.”

It wasn’t a question so Mili nodded again.

“Why do you want to go to America, Mrs. Rathod?”

“Because America has done very well in taking care of its women.
Where else would I go to study how to better the lives of women?”

A smile twinkled in his eyes, wiping away that pitying look from before.
He cleared his throat and peered at her over his glasses. “Do you plan to
come back?”



She held his stare. “I’m on sabbatical from my job at the National
Women’s Center in Jaipur. I’m also under bond with them. I have to return.”
She swallowed. “And my husband is an officer in the Indian Air Force. He
can’t leave the services for at least another fifteen years.” Her voice was
calm. Thank God for practicing in front of mirrors.

The man studied her. Let him. She hadn’t told a single lie. She had
nothing to fear.

He lifted a rubber stamp from the ink pad next to him. “Good luck with
your education, Mrs. Rathod. Pick up your visa at window nine at four
p.m.” Slam and slam. And there it was— APPROVED—emblazoned across
her visa application in the bright vermillion of good luck.

“Thank you,” she said, unable to hold back a skip as she walked away.
And thank you, Squadron Leader Virat Rathod. It was the first time in
Mili’s life that her husband of twenty years had helped his wife with
anything.



'This was what Samir lived for. Drinking himself senseless with his brother

was a thing of such comfort that Samir couldn’t think of a single other
situation in which he felt so completely and wholly himself. Samir took a
sip of his Macallen and scanned the crowd divided equally between the
glass dance floor suspended over the swimming pool and the bar that
overlooked it. He’d much rather be at one of his regular city bars with his
brother, but when the wife of one of Bollywood’s biggest superstars invited
you to her husband’s “surprise” fortieth birthday party, you showed up. And
you acted like you wanted to be here more than anywhere else in the world.
Especially when you needed the birthday boy to act in your next film.

The good news was that the hideous parts were over. The stripper had
jumped out of the cake, the champagne fountain had cascaded down a tower
of crystal flutes and been consumed amid toasts, tears, and flashing
cameras. Now the frosted-glass hookahs were bubbling at tables and the
smell of apple-flavored tobacco mingled with the smell of weed and cigars.
Samir actually enjoyed this relatively mellow part of the evening, when the
pretense was mostly over and everyone was too high to care about how they
looked or how quotable what came out of their mouth was. Plus, the
combination of the sapphire-lit pool shimmering beneath the glass dance
floor and the blanket of stars above was quite beautiful. Not to mention the
fact that his brother was here with him to enjoy it. He took another slow sip
of his drink, leaned back on the low lounge-style sofa and let out a deep
sigh.

Virat threw his head back and laughed. “Bastard, you’re sighing. I swear,
Chintu, you’re such a chick.”

“Shut up, Bhai. That was a man-sigh.”

“Is that like one of those ‘man purses’ you carry?” His brother pointed
his all-Indian Old Monk rum at the Louis Vuitton messenger bag leaning
against a plush silk pillow next to Samir.

Samir shrugged. Given that he was a brand ambassador for Louis
Vuitton, he could hardly carry anything else. It was the only modeling gig
he did anymore. The money was fantastic and he liked the rustic flavor of



the campaign. Truth was he had never enjoyed modeling. Too static for him.
But thanks to his half-American genes and the white skin that had made his
childhood hell, assignments had fallen in his lap far too easily to turn away.
India’s post-colonial obsession with white skin was alive and well. And
modeling had led him to the camera so he couldn’t begrudge it. Even after
ten years, bringing a film alive from behind the lens still gave him his best
hard-on.

Virat shook his head as if Samir was a lost cause. “Seriously, you drink
that fancy shit, you color-coordinate your closet, and you actually fucking
know the names of things you wear. Did I teach you nothing?”

Actually, Virat had taught Samir everything he knew. His brother was
just two years older, but he’d been a father to Samir, their real father having
had the indecency to die without either one of them ever knowing him. The
bastard.

“You tried, Bhai. But who can be like you?” Samir raised his glass to his
brother. “You are, after all, ‘The Destroyer.” ” They said that last word
together, deepening their voices like they had done as boys, and took long
sips from their glasses.

“The holy triumvirate,” their mother had called them—the creator, the
keeper, and the destroyer. Their mother was the creator, of course. The boys
had fought for the title of destroyer. Virat had gone to the National Defense
Academy at sixteen and become a fighter pilot in the Indian Air Force and
Samir was writing and directing Bollywood films. There was no longer a
fight about who was “The Destroyer.”

“You boys don’t look anywhere near done.” Rima, Virat’s wife, returned
from her third ladies’ room visit of the evening.

The brothers stood, weaving a little, and grabbed each other’s arms to
steady themselves.

“Are you tired? Do we need to leave?” Virat’s rugged, big-man face
softened to goop. He rubbed his wife’s shoulder. Her belly was starting to
round out just the slightest bit and the angles of her face had lost some of
their sharpness, but the rest of her was as slender and graceful as ever.

Rima ran her fingers through her husband’s hair and they shared one of
their moments. The kind of moment that made Samir feel like a rudderless
ship with no land in sight. Not that he was looking for what they had. Neha
was on location for a shoot and he was actually relieved that he didn’t have
to share his time with his family with his girlfriend.



Rima turned to Samir, went up on her toes, and ruffled his hair. Virat
might still call him Chintu, which meant “tiny” in Hindi, but at a couple
inches over six feet Samir had a good half foot on his brother.

“We don’t need to leave.” Rima gave them one of her angelic smiles.
“But I am tired, so I am going home. You two try to save some liver for
later?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We’ll take you home. Bhai and I can finish up
there. The party’s winding down anyway.” Samir reached for the jacket he
had slung over the couch.

“Yeah, we’re not staying here without you, baby,” Virat said before
wrapping his arms around Rima and breaking into a seriously tuneless
rendition of “I Don’t Want to Live Without You.” Usually Samir wouldn’t
mind anyone murdering that particular Foreigner song, but there were still a
few journos hanging around at a nearby table and the thought of Virat and
Rima’s private moment mocked in some bitchy film magazine column
made Samir positively sick.

Rima, genius that she was, stroked Virat’s lips with her thumb, silencing
him. Samir loved the woman. He mouthed a thank-you and got another
angel’s smile in return. “No. You boys continue. I’ll send the driver back.”
She tapped Virat’s chest with one finger and gave Samir a meaningful look.
“Samir, he’s definitely not getting behind a wheel like this, you
understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” both brothers said in unison.

Samir watched Virat follow Rima with his eyes as she let the hostess air-
kiss both cheeks and walk her out. “I’m a chick, Bhai? You should see how
you look at her.”

“A real man isn’t afraid of love, Chintu.” A line of dialog from Samir’s
biggest Bollywood blockbuster. And Virat pulled it off in an almost perfect
impersonation of the hero’s theatric baritone.

Samir laughed. “Hear! Hear!” He downed the rest of his scotch in one
gulp.

“But seriously, isn’t she the most beautiful woman in the world?”

“Undoubtedly, and you’re the luckiest bastard.”

“Hear! Hear!” Virat downed the rest of his drink too.

A waiter promptly brought them two new glasses. Samir signaled him to
stop after this one.



“I don’t deserve her but I love her so damn much.” Virat raised a hand
when Samir tried to interrupt. “No, I don’t. I’'m a lying bastard, Chintu. You
know I am.”

“No, you’re not. Where is this coming from, Bhai?” Samir picked up his
drink. But something in Virat’s expression made him put it down again.

“You don’t think my wife needs to know I was already married once?”

Seriously, where was this coming from? It had been twenty years since
their mother had taken them and fled their village home in the middle of the
night. After that none of them had ever mentioned that abomination of a
marriage their grandfather had forced Bhai into. It was easy to forget that
their grandfather’s hand had marked more than just Samir’s back.

Samir gave his brother a hard look. “You were not married. That was not
a marriage. You were twelve years old, Bhai. In case you’ve forgotten,
underage marriage is illegal in India. And if that’s not enough Baiji had it
annulled a long time ago.”

Virat pulled his wallet out of his pocket. The leather bulged over tightly
stretched seams. With so much shit stuffed in there how did Virat ever find
anything? Samir’s own wallet was, like the rest of him, impeccable. Two
credit cards, a driver’s license, a black-and-white picture of himself
squeezed between Virat and Baiji at a village fair before they moved to the
city, and a wad of crisp notes.

After a few moments of fumbling, Virat pulled out a folded piece of
paper and handed it to Samir. It was a letter handwritten in Hindi.

“Read it.” Virat signaled the waiter for another drink. Samir caught the
waiter’s eye and signaled him to water down the peg before he started
reading.

Dear Mr. Viratji,

Namaste.

This is the first letter I am writing directly to you. I hope
you will forgive my boldness. Although I have never
communicated with you, as is appropriate in our great
culture, I was in constant contact with your grandparents
through their living days—may the gods rest their souls.
Your grandfather was a stalwart among men. As your



grandparents must have informed you, like any good
daughter-in-law should, I took care of them over the course
of the twenty years that we have been married. The entire
village is witness that I am the best daughter-in-law in all of
Balpur.

While I consider it my most humble duty to take care of
your family—our family—I think it is time that you give me
the opportunity to take care of you also. I have recently
completed my graduation in sociology and I have been
groomed by my grandmother to be the perfect officer’s wife.
I know that when you come for me, you will not be
disappointed. There are those in Balpur who believe I am
something of a beauty. But I never say that because I have
been taught modesty.

Your grandfather promised my grandmother every day for
the past five years that you would come and take me home
and every year we have waited patiently. Now that your
grandfather is gone, I am at a loss as to what to do. If you
are the man your grandfather boasted of, I know that my
wait is now coming to an end. As you know, my grandmother
—who has raised me with the very best values—is my only
remaining support and she makes herself sick with worry.

And one last thing before I take your leave. I have
personally seen to the upkeep of our family haveli for the
past three years. The old house is now in need of more
serious repairs than I alone can handle.

My grandmother sends her blessings. I lie prostrate at
your feet. Please come and take your bride home.

Yours,

Malvika Virat Rathod.

Samir looked up. The letter hung limp from his fingers. “You’ve got to be
fucking kidding me.”
They both burst out laughing.



“I lie prostrate at your feet?” Laughter clenched and unclenched Samir’s
belly, but he couldn’t believe he was laughing. This was sick.

“But I never say that because I’ve been taught modesty.” Virat laughed so
hard he choked on the words.

“Shit, Bhai, what are we going to do? The village girl thinks you’re still
married to her. How the fuck did this happen?”

Virat’s laughter dried up. “It has to be our grandfather. The bastard
clearly lied to Baiji when she petitioned to annul the marriage. Evidently, he
never submitted the papers. I did talk to a lawyer and basically, even though
underage marriage is illegal for a bride under eighteen and a groom under
twenty-one, the fact that the marriage took place in the village of Balpur
complicates things. Thanks to the Village Panch Council laws, the village
council gets to decide whether marriage vows that were performed under
their jurisdiction are valid or not. And it seems like the Panch Council has
deemed this marriage legal. Which means, Rima and I—” He slumped into
the couch.

“That’s crap, Bhai. How can a marriage you were forced into at twelve be
legal?”

Virat stared at his drink, the usual self-assured sparkle in his dark eyes
dull with despondence. “The lawyer says that if we can get the girl to sign
papers saying the marriage hasn’t been consummated, and that it happened
without her consent, then the marriage is considered void. Our grandfather
is actually punishable by law for doing this. To think we could’ve sent the
old bastard to jail.”

“Fuck, there’s a missed opportunity.” Samir raised his glass and finally
took another sip. “To the old bastard. May he rot in hell.”

Virat drank to that. “I’m still screwed, Chintu. I need to take care of this
before the baby comes. I want no legal doubt about my child’s legitimacy or
about Rima’s rights as my wife. What if I go out on a sortie and my plane
goes down and I never come back?”

The words kicked Samir in the gut. His buzz disappeared. “Shut up,
Bhai. I’'ll hook you up with my lawyer. Peston will eat these people for
lunch if they give us trouble.” Something about the mention of the haveli,
their ancestral home, in the letter had made discomfort jab at him. The
property was worth a few million rupees, at least. These rural types sounded
all innocent but they could be really devious.



Not that he would think twice before crushing anyone who threatened his
brother and sister-in-law in any way. No amount of deviousness was going
to do the village girl any good if she dared to mess with a Rathod. Malvika
Virat Rathod indeed.



Mili was dying—a slow painful death by drowning in soap suds. She’d
been scrubbing dishes for four hours straight. She felt like one of those
cartoon characters, with only the top of their heads visible behind a
mountain of dirty pots and pans, from those Chandamama comics she used
to inhale as a child. Over the past three months she had done battle with so
much grime, so much greasy muck, she might as well be a scouring pad
herself. A sharp-edged warrior against a world of sticky stir-fry grease.

She plucked one long-stemmed ladle out of the water-filled sink and spun
around, slashing the air as if it were a sword in her yellow rubber-clad
hands, and found herself staring right into the face of her bug-eyed boss, the
illustrious owner of Panda Kong, Eastern Michigan University’s only on-
campus Chinese restaurant, where Ridhi and she spent four evenings every
week. Of course he would make his entry at this precise moment. Because
Mili could never ever do anything remotely mental without being caught.

Egghead contorted his bitter-medicine face even more than usual and
threw her some eye darts. She tried smiling at him in a fashion that
suggested flailing utensils while scrubbing them gave them that extra shine.
But he turned away, unamused, and left the already freezing kitchen ten
degrees cooler with his disapproval. She stuck out her tongue at his
retreating head and did a little shoulder wiggle to shake off the chill.

“LOL!” Mili’s roommate, Ridhi, squeezed past Egghead into the kitchen,
another tower of dishes teetering precariously in her arms. Ridhi thought all
conversation was essentially an exercise in text messaging. “OMG. Did you
see his face?” She dumped the dishes into the sink Mili had just about
emptied.

“You mean the expression that told me exactly how desperately he wants
someone to answer the Help Wanted sign on the door so he can get rid of
the crazy Indian girl?”

“No way. Egghead would never let you go. He’d handcuff himself to you
if he could. You work too hard. If anything, he’s wondering how to take that
sign down so he can get you to do even more work.”

Mili groaned from the depths of her soul.



Ridhi grinned. “Girl, how will you ever keep a secret for me with that
expressive face?”

Mili’s heartbeat sped up. She turned on the hand spray and started to hose
the muck off a giant wok. “Did you hear from him?”

Ridhi’s face got instantly dopey. One mention of “him” and Mili could
picture the sweeping romantic Bollywood number swirling inside Ridhi’s
head—dancing choruses and all. Ridhi lived on planet Bollywood along
with her friends Action, Emotion, and Romance.

“Well.” Ridhi threw one surreptitious glance over her shoulder as if
Daddyji’s spies might be hiding in the Panda Kong kitchen at eleven p.m.
“Ravi is totally freaked out after I told him Daddy was trying to set me up
with Mehra Uncle’s doctor son. He doesn’t want to take any chances. He
thinks we should—"

Egghead decided to demonstrate Mili’s impeccable timing once again
and walked in just as Mili put the pot down and turned to Ridhi for the rest
of the drama.

“I lock up outside. You think dishes get done sometime tonight?” he
snapped with complete disregard for the Mt. Everest of gleaming dishes on
the draining board, not to mention the fact that he was interrupting a
conversation.

Ridhi glowered at him. Mili picked up a pan and directed her anger at it
instead.

For all the glamorous fantasies Mili had harbored about America, none
had involved being buried in dirty dishes in a foul-smelling kitchen or being
sucked into a supporting role in a full-on film-style elopement.

When she had first met Ridhi, Mili had wondered how she was ever
going to carry out a conversation with her. Ridhi had spoken only in
monosyllables. But the disadvantage of starting in the spring semester was
that the campus was as isolated as a crematorium at midnight and Mili
desperately needed a roommate. And a deathly silent one who looked ready
to throw herself off a bridge was better than none at all. There was no way
Mili could afford the five-hundred-dollar rent out of the six hundred dollars
she made as a grad assistant. The eight dollars an hour she made for
scrubbing the life out of these pans was reserved strictly for sending home
to Naani.

Suddenly, after two weeks of skulking around the apartment while Mili
attempted desperately to push food and cheery conversation in her



direction, Mili’s sad-sack roomie had magically blossomed into Ms. Bubbly
herself thanks to a phone call from the hero of her story—Ravi. They’d met
last year when Ridhi had been a freshman and Ravi a grad student heading
up the computer lab. He’d made every one of Ridhi’s bells gong in unison
like a temple at worship time. But even though Ravi was Indian he came
from South India, while Ridhi’s family hailed from the North Indian state of
Punjab. Ridhi’s father took such pride in his Punjabi heritage that the idea
of his daughter associating herself with a South Indian boy had quite
literally given him a heart attack.

Lying in his ICU bed, plugged into life support, he had made Ridhi
promise she would stop her “rebellion” and free herself from the influence
of “that South Indian boy” and marry a good Punjabi boy like a good
Punjabi girl. It was your classic movie plot—from three decades ago.

“Daddy’s stuck in the seventies,” Ridhi had told Mili. “That’s when he
first came to America. He refuses to believe the world has moved forward.
If he saw the clothes my cousins in India wear or the stuff they do with their
boyfriends he’d have so many heart attacks he’d have to rent space in the
ICU.”

It hadn’t taken Ridhi long to realize that all the ICU promises in the
world couldn’t keep her away from her hero, and Ravi and she were
planning to ride off into the sunset together. Only Ridhi’s family was very
well connected. Her uncle worked for the Immigration people and all
manner of threats to deport, dismember, and generally destroy Ravi had
been freely tossed about in full-on film-villain fashion.

Mili was terrified but Ridhi was “so overplaying the victim,” and here
they were, walking to their apartment, leaving a sparkling Panda Kong in
their wake while Ridhi filled Mili in on her grand elopement plan.

“So Ravi’s accepted the job offer,” Ridhi said, leaving out the details like
Mili had begged her to. “He can support us now. And I refuse to let Daddy
keep us apart for a moment longer.” She threw another glance over her
shoulder, scanning the night, and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Ravi’s
going to pick me up and we’ll drive to—"

Mili plugged her ears and shook her head.

Ridhi smiled. “We’ll drive to his new place. Then as soon as Ravi’s
parents get their visa and come down from India we’ll get married and this
nightmare will be over.” Her smile suggested it wasn’t so much a nightmare
as the adventure of a lifetime.



But it didn’t feel like an adventure to Mili. She was terrified of turning it
into a nightmare. She had never been able to lie outright so there was no
question of letting Ridhi tell her any specific details. Because if Mili knew
something and Ridhi’s family found Mili, she didn’t know how she would
keep them from tracking Ridhi down. And there were two things Mili
would never ever allow to happen—one, she would not be deported before
her course was done; she had worked too hard to get here, and two, she
would not be the reason for messing up a love story. Because although Mili
had never known what having your love returned felt like she had been in
love for as long as she could remember.

She had prayed for her husband’s success and safety every day of her
life. She had fasted at every Teej festival so he would have everything he
ever wanted. She had dreamed of him and yearned for him and although she
tried really hard not to care about having those feelings reciprocated, she
believed in love with all her heart. If Ridhi was lucky enough to be loved
back, Mili would do everything in her power to make sure it didn’t slip
through Ridhi’s fingers.

Samir did a quick rollover and maneuvered himself to the top. It wasn’t
easy. He was still inside her. But he could tell from the look on Neha’s face
that she was going to say it. Fuck. Tangled in his eight-hundred-thread-
count sheets, with that spent, thoroughly pleasured look on her face, she
looked like a fucking schoolgirl, dying to spill her secrets.

If he moved fast enough, he might still get away. He shoved his palms
into the bed, trying to push himself off her.

She moaned and wrapped her legs around him, trapping him in place. “I
love you.”

Fuck.

The words hung in the air between them like claws poised to dig into
flesh. Why did they do this—every single one of them? Why did they have
to ruin a perfectly good, perfectly mind-numbing fuck this way? Why?

He manufactured a smile. But it came moments too late. Her face
deflated, her legs slid off him and the dreaded wetness rose in her eyes and
pooled along her lids.

He yanked himself out of her, slumped on his back, and closed his eyes.
The crumpled condom flopped against his thigh. He needed to get cleaned
up but that would have to wait. This wasn’t going to be quick. It never was.



“Aren’t you going to say anything?” Her voice was so small. If he were
capable of guilt he’d have drowned in it. But all he could muster was raging
restlessness. He wanted to kick himself. He’d missed the signs. Again.
Letting Little Sam do his thinking for him had to stop.

Although Little Sam was very happy right about now. Neha had turned
out to be even better than he’d expected. The perfect combination of a hot
body, up for anything, and a cool heart that didn’t get in the way and make
things messy. It had been almost like finding a female version of himself.
Until now.

“I said I love you, Sam.” A nasal whine slipped past her practiced
huskiness.

Samir made the effort not to wince. He propped himself up on his elbow
and faced her. His biceps, his delts, his pecs responded to the studied move
and bulged obligingly. Neha’s eyes followed the movement, lingering
hungrily on skin still slick with massage oil and sweat. Little Sam stirred.

“I mean like really love-love you.” Her words were a full-blown
accusation now.

The stirring stopped dead in its tracks. No, you don't. You really love-love
what we just did. But telling her that would dial up the drama and Samir
saved the drama for his films.

Women never accepted horniness for what it was—horniness. He’d never
understand it. Why had he thought she’d be different? With all that
ambition a commitment should’ve been the last thing on her mind. Where
were all those users the film industry was supposed to be full of? Why
couldn’t he find himself one for a change?

He placed one finger on her lips, using all his strength to keep his
impatience out of his touch. He had to get on with his day. He was going to
hear back on the Shivshri Productions project today. It could be the biggest
fucking day of his life. Or the worst fucking disappointment. And he had no
idea which it was going to be. Just like now. Fucking story of his life.

“Shh, sweetheart. Don’t. You know how much I like you. But I would
never—"

“You like me?” Dear God, could she please dial down the nasal. “We’ve
been together six months, Sam. Six months! And you—you like me?” She
shoved him hard and sat up, clutching the silken cotton to those lovely
breasts.



He let his eyes turn smoky—sincere, willing to sacrifice his own needs
for her. “Listen, baby, look at you. They’re calling you the next big thing.
You can go all the way to number one. You know that. I would never take
that from you.”

The anger flashing in her eyes diffused a little.

“You know how it works. Now’s the time to focus. Producers won’t
touch you if they think you’re settling down. You think I don’t want all your
attention? I’m a man, Neha, you think this is easy for me?”

He must’ve done the hurt look really well because the stubborn set of her
jaw softened. She stroked his face. He pulled her fingers to his lips. “I
won’t do that to you. I won’t be responsible for letting you waste all that
talent.”

“You’re Sam Rathod—being with you can’t possibly damage my career.”

“I’'m Sam Rathod—a fling with me is great publicity. But if they even
suspect a long-term relationship, producers won’t touch you. I’'m the Bad
Boy, remember? I’m trouble with a capital T. You’ve just had your first hit.
It’s a huge one but you know this business. You can’t lose your focus if you
want to get to the top.”

“I don’t care, Sam. I never thought I’d feel this way about anyone. I don’t
care about success, about being number one. All I want is to be with you.”

Holy. Fuck.

Indian women and their need to go all domestic on you. Once they got
into that space there was no reasoning with them. The familiar click that
signaled the end of his patience snapped in his head. He pushed himself off
the bed and dumped the condom in the trash. He swept up the robe laid
neatly on the leather recliner and belted it around his waist. “Listen, Neha,
can we talk about this later? It’s a big day for both of us.” He turned around
and headed toward the double doors, caressing the carved panels salvaged
from the ruins of the Jaipur palace, letting the solidity of the five-hundred-
year-old wood calm him.

“Sam!” Neha called after him.

He ignored the panic in her voice. “Eggs okay for breakfast?” He
grabbed the post that held up the spiral staircase and spun himself onto the
stone treads. He loved this staircase, loved the unencumbered openness of
it. He’d spent weeks with the architect getting the lines just right. He flew
down and landed with practiced ease on the marble floor.



He heard Neha get off the bed upstairs. Heard her scream and come
tearing out of his room. He spun around just in time to duck away from the
ceramic vase that came flying at his head. It missed by an inch and crashed
against something behind him. Good, he’d been wanting to get rid of the
ugly-ass housewarming gift for years. But if anything happened to one of
his paintings, he was going to kill her.

“You bastard,” Neha shrieked as she rushed toward the railing-less
staircase, tangled up in his sheets like a careening Venus de Milo.

“Shit, Neha. No!”

Before he knew what was happening, she tripped. Her body twisted
around the fabric and toppled sideways onto the stone stairs. One end of the
sheet hitched on the top step as she fell over the edge and rolled out of the
sheet like Cleopatra rolling out of the carpet. He ran to her but didn’t make
it. She landed on her face with an ungodly thump, the white sheet flapping
like a flag over her motionless, naked body.

“Neha! Fuck, Neha?” He fell to his knees next to her, his heart
hammering. A trickle of blood seeped from her mouth and Samir thought he
was going to vomit.

“Neha?” He stroked her face. She coughed, opened her visible eye for a
second, mumbled something, and then closed it again. Thank you, God.
“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m here. You’re going to be fine.”

He flew up the stairs, grabbed his cell phone and their clothes and ran
back down, pulling on his jeans with one hand and punching the number for
the ambulance with the other.

A busy signal. Fuck.

He dialed his doctor and prayed for better luck.

“Sam? What’s wrong? It’s six in the morning,” a groggy voice answered.

“I know what the fucking time is,” Samir barked into the phone, pulling
his T-shirt over his head. “Neha fell down my stairs. Long story. She’s
conscious, I think. Can you get to the clinic?”

“Yeah. I’'m leaving now. See you there.”

He rolled her over, being as gentle as he could. “Neha, sweetheart?”

She moaned. With quick movements he dressed her, keeping up a steady
stream of words. A house full of servants and today there wasn’t a soul to
help. But he always gave his staff the night off when his girlfriend slept
over. His housekeeper’s granddaughter lived in his home, and Neha wasn’t
exactly the kind of person who could handle a child like Poppy.



He lifted Neha’s limp body and carried her down to the building lobby.
His driver wouldn’t be in until eight. He was going to have to drive himself.
Except he found a ten-ton water tanker blocking the building gates. Fan-
fucking-tastic.

“Get the damn tanker to move. Now!” Samir yelled at the watchman and
headed for the car.

The man fluttered about like a headless chicken, opening and closing his
mouth, and did absolutely nothing.

“What?” Samir snapped.

The watchman jumped back. “Sir, the tanker driver went off to get some
chai.”

This day just got better and better. “Go get a taxi or a rickshaw. I need to
get to a doctor.” Samir raised Neha higher, just in case the nitwit had missed
her, whimpering and half-conscious in his arms.

The nitwit didn’t move.

“What?” Samir snapped. The man jumped back as if Samir were about to
put Neha down and tear him limb for limb. “What?” Samir gentled his
voice.

“Sir, today is the thirteenth.”

“So?” It took all Samir’s strength not to shout. He wanted to shake the
guy until his teeth rattled.

“Sir, it’s Mumbai shutdown. The opposition party has called for a
citywide public transport strike. No taxis. No rickshaws. No nothing.”

“Fuck. Fuck. FUCK.”

Neha convulsed in his arms. The watchman made a squeaking sound and
mopped his forehead with his elbow.

Without another word, Samir walked past him, past the chugging
driverless water tanker blocking the gate, and stepped onto the dusty, dug-
up street. The roadwork had been going on for over six months. The good
news was that Mumbai didn’t wake up until eight a.m. The street was
isolated. Samir pulled Neha close and started to run.



Mili loved the mile-long walk from her apartment to her office in Pierce
Hall. Truth be told, she loved everything about Ypsilanti, the quiet
university town in Michigan she had called home for four months, except
maybe the tongue-twister name. She loved the neat roads, the redbrick
facades, the rolling expanses of lush green grass. But most of all she loved
the wide-open blue sky with perfect white clouds that looked like they had
been drawn with a crayon.

Back home in Rajasthan the sky was a more purple blue and the clouds
were more feathery brushstokes than distinctly etched curves. And yet it
was the sky that eased Mili’s ache for home. Ypsilanti was the only place
other than Balpur where she had seen so much sky. In Jaipur the buildings
lining the lanes cut the sky in half. As for the few days’ worth she’d seen of
Delhi and Mumbai, you’d have to fall over backward to get even a glance
of sky through all that concrete.

As she neared Pierce Hall she had the strangest feeling, not quite as if she
were coming home but as if she were going to a dear friend’s house. She
swiped her card in the reader and took the half flight of stairs down to the
basement. The musty old wood scent filled her nose. Everyone in the office
complained about the smell. But the painted timber pillars that lined the
open courtyard at the center of her grandparents’ house had this exact smell.
Mili had spent so many afternoons with her cheek pressed against a pillar
while her naani dispensed advice to the village women that the smell was
infused with all the warmth of her childhood.

The office was empty. The rest of the graduate assistants and the
professors who ran the Applied Research Unit wouldn’t start to arrive for
another thirty minutes. But it was Tuesday and on Tuesdays Mili came in
early to use the office phone to call her naani. She used her own calling
card of course and she had cleared it with Jay Bernstein, her boss. She hung
her mirrorwork sack on the coat hanger and dialed the number. Her naani
would be waiting at the village post office for her call. Naani had steadily
refused to have a phone installed in her house. “There’s no one I want to
talk to whom I can’t talk to on the face,” she always said. And now her



granddaughter had run off where she could no longer talk to her “on the
face.”

“Did you eat your dinner?” Always the first question.

“Yes, Naani.” Except it had been breakfast.

“How much longer before you come back home?” Always the second
question. “He called, you know?”

Mili pulled the phone away from her ear and groaned. “No, Naani, he
didn’t. No one is going to call.” At least not yet. But she was here and she
was going to make something of herself, make herself so worthy no one in
their right mind would turn her away. And then she’d call him, instead of
waiting. Maybe.

“He’s going to call. You mark my words,” Naani said with so much
conviction Mili wondered what scheme she was cooking up. “Have I ever
been wrong?”

“No, Naani, you’re never wrong.”

“Do they feed you well? I’ve heard horrible things about hostel food. The
other day at the Delhi University hostel thirty students died because a lizard
fell into the dal.”

“There’s no hostel, Naani. I told you, I have a flat and a kitchen of my
own.” No point mentioning that soon she wouldn’t have a roommate. If she
told naani she lived alone, her grandmother might not need to pretend a
heart attack like she’d done when Mili had decided to leave for college in
Jaipur three years ago. She would have one for real.

“How much does dal cost there? The price of dal went up to eighty
rupees a kilo yesterday. And unless you’re rich you can’t even think about
onions, let alone put them in your mouth.”

Mili hadn’t eaten dal in four months. She had seen a bag of dal marked
“yellow split lentils” in the grocery store last week. She had picked it up
and held it to her cheek when no one was looking. But it cost twelve
dollars, so buying it was out of the question. She practically lived on
potatoes. French fries cost a dollar in the union. And chocolate was really
cheap too.

“It’s a good thing onions give you gas then, Naani. Are you taking your
blood-pressure medicine on time? Are you making sure you don’t eat too
much salt?”

“Hai, what’s the point of living like this? Don’t eat salt, don’t see your
granddaughter. Take care of myself at my age when I raised an able-bodied



granddaughter with an able-bodied husband. An officer no less.” Naani
started to sob and Mili had to squeeze her nose to make sure she didn’t start.

“Naani-maa, please. It’s just another four months. Before you know it I’ll
be back to take care of you.”

“Your naani-maa will die in that time.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll outlive me.”

“Hai hai. Let the witch take your tongue. What a horribly inauspicious
thing to say. Let your enemies die. Is this what they teach you in that
America?”

“I’m sorry, Naani, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s been fifteen minutes. I
can’t talk anymore. I'll call again next Tuesday, okay?”

Naani let out another sob. “Go, go, learn your books. Make me proud.”

This was why Mili came in half an hour early on Tuesdays. It would take
another fifteen minutes for the tears to stop. Every time she spoke to Naani,
Mili had an overwhelming sense of having run away from her duties. Did
everyone who left their country feel this way—ground between the
millstones of courage and cowardice? Or was it just her?

Mili often wondered if other people felt the same way about things as she
did. She was perfectly aware of the fact that there was nothing normal about
her life. Even in her village, she was the youngest girl to have been married.
And she had to be the only girl on earth who had no idea what her husband
looked like after twenty years of marriage. She had never left her village
until she was twenty years old, except for a school trip to New Delhi when
she won an essay contest at fifteen. And until she was twenty-four she had
never even left her home state of Rajasthan.

College in Jaipur had opened up a whole new world to her. A world
where girls competed shoulder to shoulder with boys in the classroom
without apology. And here in America her classmates wouldn’t even
understand what that statement meant. There was no fear in the women
here. None at all. And Mili loved that. Sometimes when she watched them
in class, the way they stood, their spines erect and proud, their chins up,
their laughter loud and unencumbered, she wanted the women at home to
have what they had. And she wanted it so badly it made tears burn in her
eyes.

No, no matter how much it hurt to hear Naani’s sobs, being here felt too
right to be wrong. And this was only going to bring her closer to what she
wanted, what Naani wanted. Mili was sure of it.



“I’m not running, you bastard, and that’s final. And don’t fucking give
me that look.”

But DJ being DJ continued to skewer Samir with his patronizing gaze. If
the bastard wasn’t half his size, Samir wouldn’t think twice about
pummeling his agent’s face.

“Listen, Sam. The scandal from the bar last month isn’t cold yet. This is
going to look really bad.” DJ leaned back in the hideous red velvet chair
that totally fucked up the richly wood-paneled conference room at the
studio. The ugly chairs were one of the updates the owner’s son had put in,
undoubtedly to prove to the world that running the studio he’d inherited
from his erstwhile superstar father involved some actual work. Samir
wished he’d leave the décor alone and focus on upgrading the recording and
editing equipment instead.

“I thought my trusted agent likes that my scandals keep me in the news.”

DJ gave him that look again—as if Samir-the-brat was throwing a
tantrum and swami DJ in all his patient glory refused to indulge him.

But Samir wasn’t in the mood for this bullshit. He had to get back to the
editing studio and finish up the edit on the ad film, which by the way he’d
done only as a favor to one of DJ’s other clients. A fact the bastard seemed
to have conveniently forgotten. “Being accused of punching a few hundred-
kilo fuckers is different from being accused of hitting a woman. And just to
jog your lazy-arse memory, I only pounded their ugly faces because they
were dragging a struggling kid into the bathroom. I was actually rescuing
her. So much for fucking heroism.”

DJ’s face softened. Oh, now he cared. “The girl’s parents called again, by
the way. They wanted to thank you for keeping it out of the press. Her dad
just made another donation to the Tirupathi temple for your long life and
success.”

Samir waved away his words. Whatever. Now DJ wanted to go all hero-
worship on him. Last week he couldn’t push hard enough to use the girl to
make Samir look good. This is your chance to salvage the Bad Boy, Sam.
But no way was Samir going to ruin some teenager just because she was too
stupid to know what kind of bastards guys were. He didn’t need to give her
any more life lessons. Those bastards in that bar had done the job well
enough.



“Those pictures in the Times today are really god-awful, Sam.” His trusty
right-hand man could always be counted on to gnaw off all the sugar
coating from every bitter pill.

“She fell down my stairs and landed smack on her face, naturally she
looks bad. And before you look at me like I’m a bastard, let me remind you
that I ran two kilometers with her in my fucking arms. Fuck, I have to stop
being such a hero. For all the good it does me.”

Someone pushed the door open and both DJ and Samir turned to see the
errand boy poke his head into the room. One look at their faces and he
started to back away.

“Hey, Ajay, come on in, boss.” Samir pulled the door open and the boy
limped in with two glasses on a tray, his polio boot thunking on the ceramic
tile.

“No sugar, all black, Sam-Sir. Just way you like.” He handed Samir a
glass of what had to be the strongest coffee in all of Mumbai. “They asked
me to tell you they’re ready for you in the studio.”

“Thanks, this is perfect.” Samir took a sip and ruffled his hair. “I’m going
to look at the final cut of an ad film and Ria Parkar’s in it. I know you’re
her biggest fan. So give me ten minutes and you can come and watch, what
say?”

The boy’s face split into the widest grin. He nodded furiously and hurried
away.

DJ’s jaw worked as he took a sip of his coffee. Twenty years ago DJ had
been an errand-boy at this exact studio. “At least make a statement telling
the press what happened, Sam.”

And they were back to the inquisition.

“Sure, I’ll run right along and tell them: ‘I didn’t hit my girlfriend. She
tripped and fell down the stairs.” They’ll have no trouble believing me. And
while I'm at it why don’t I tell them ‘we’re just good friends.” They should
lap that up too.”

DJ opened his mouth.

But Samir had had about enough. “Before you start your broken record
again, no, I won’t run and I won’t lie low. I’ve done nothing wrong.” His
phone vibrated in his pocket. “Neha is just being vicious. She’ll clear the
record with the press when her anger dies down. I’ll talk to her.”

“Sam, you know how conservative Shivshri Productions are. The whole
playboy image is one thing, but an abuse scandal and they could drop you



like a hot potato.”

“They’re not going to drop me. I’ve worked my ass off giving them three
hits in three years. And I spoke with Shivji this morning. Unlike my agent,
he had no trouble cutting me some goddamned slack.”

DJ rolled his eyes and raised his hands in surrender. Good. About time
the harassment section of the meeting was over and they got some work
done. Except DJ chugged down some more coffee and jumped straight to
uncomfortable topic number two. “How’s the script coming along, by the
way?”

He fucking knew how it was coming along. It wasn’t.

His phone vibrated again. Samir reached for it. No way was he telling DJ
he still hadn’t been able to write one single word. It had been half a damn
year and nothing. He didn’t need another lecture on finding someone else to
write his script for him. Samir always wrote his own films. And that was
never going to change. Usually he could pull scripts out of his ass at two
weeks’ notice. Now he had the green light for the project of his heart and he
was frozen. Frozen. Hours at the laptop and not one word to show for it. He
tapped his phone.

It was his mother.

He pulled the phone to his ear. “Yes, Baiji?” he said in Hindi, holding up
his hand at DJ, asking for a minute.

His mother didn’t answer. He heard a sob, then silence.

The room went completely and utterly still around Samir. “Baiji? Hello?”

Another muffled sob. “Samir ... Samir, beta ...”

His mother never lost her cool. She rarely even frowned. The only time
he’d ever seen her cry was when she’d held him that last time his
grandfather had made like Charlton Heston in Ben Hur and whipped his
back to shreds.

He wanted to ask her what was wrong but nothing came out.

The voice on the line changed. It wasn’t Baiji anymore. It was Rima.
Only it sounded nothing like his sister-in-law. It sounded like a dead woman
with Rima’s voice. “Samir?” she said.

Of course it’s Samir. What the hell is wrong? He wanted to scream, but he
said nothing.

“Come home,” the hollow voice said. “Your brother ... Oh God, Samir
... Virat’s plane went down.”



“You know, Mill, sometimes I think about Ravi, and I feel like my heart is

going to explode. There are no words, no words to describe what just
thinking about him does to my entire body.” Ridhi popped another square of
the Hershey bar into her mouth and closed her eyes.

They were sitting cross-legged on Mili’s mattress on the floor of their
shared bedroom, the chocolate bar dwindling rapidly in its glossy brown
wrapping between them. Mili broke off another piece with the reverence it
deserved and popped it into her mouth. Oh. Heavenly. God! Whoever
discovered chocolate was a genius and this Hershey person—may all the
gods from all the religions in the world bless him ten times over—was a
divine angel. Pure pleasure melted through her entire being. Surely there
was no other sensation quite like this in the world.

Ridhi grinned at her like a fool and gave her one of those looks that
indicated she had done something “adorable” again. “If I were a man, I’d
want to eat you with a spoon, Mill. I don’t know how your Squadron Leader
let you out of his sight.”

Mili stuck out her tongue at Ridhi. “Is that what your Ravi does, use a
spoon?”

Ridhi made a face but the deflection worked and her eyes grew instantly
dopey again. She threw herself back on the mattress. “You know, the first
time Ravi touched me, I thought I was going to burst into flames. I think I
had an orgasm even before we got to the good stuff.”

Mili sucked furiously on her chocolate and squeezed her eyes shut.

Ridhi giggled. “How was it for you the first time with your Squadron
Leader?”

Mili’s cheeks warmed. She had told Ridhi she was married. The truth.
But she hadn’t mentioned that she hadn’t met her husband in twenty years,
so to have had a first time with him would have been magical in more ways
than one. “Unreal,” she said, her eyes still closed. The truth wasn’t as hard
as people seemed to think it was. You just had to phrase it right, so it wasn’t
a lie.



“Get out!” Ridhi yanked Mili’s arm so hard she fell back on the mattress,
laughing. “I mean if he’s a military man, he must be all aggressive in bed,
ha?”

Mili’s cheeks went so hot they had to have turned maroon again. What
was the point of being dark if you couldn’t even hide a stupid blush? Ridhi
said a very American “aw” and went up on her elbow next to her. “You
know what the sweetest thing about Ravi is? He’s so unsure of himself. I
feel like I’m totally corrupting him. But it’s also so annoying. Sometimes I
want him to just lose his head and totally come at me, you know.”

Oh, Mili knew all about wanting someone to come at her, come to her,
come for her. Anything but neglect her as if she were a crumb on the
verandah no one bothered to sweep up.

“So, is your Squadron Leader going to come see you while you’re here or
are you going to go without sex for a year?”

Mili tried not to choke on her chocolate. Every single person she’d ever
known would have swooned in a dead faint before asking a question like
that. “You know, I used to believe he would come for me, but now I’m
starting to think he might wait until I go to him.”

“OMG, Mill, I just realized we’re both waiting for the men in our lives
like good little Indian women.” Ridhi burst into giggles.

Mili’s heart did a little twist. Yes, but yours can’t wait to be with you.
Mine ... well, he doesnt have that problem. Yet.

Ridhi popped the last remaining chocolate piece into her mouth. “I can’t
wait a moment longer to finally be free of Daddy. He has never let me make
one single decision for myself. He chose the courses I took in high school,
tried to choose my career. ‘Medicine is the most gratifying, most lucrative
profession in the world. Why would you want to do anything else?’ ”

She did a pretty authentic male falsetto with a Punjabi accent and Mili
giggled.

“The first time I had my way was when I did badly on my SATs and he
couldn’t do a thing about it except rant and shut me out. I wish I had figured
out sooner that there are things he can’t control.”

Mili sat up and pushed a wispy strand of hair behind Ridhi’s ear. “Ridhi,
do you ever wonder if—"

“No. I’ve thought about it—whether wanting to be with Ravi has to do
with getting back at Daddy. But no. Ravi is—you have to meet him. He’s
the most handsome, the kindest man I’ve ever met. And Daddy can’t keep



me away from him by marrying me off to some Punjabi doctor. I'm not
marrying anybody just because he’s Punjabi and certainly not just because
he’s a doctor.” Her eyes shone like bright lights.

Envy swirled in Mili’s chest, hot and heavy. What must it feel like to
have that kind of freedom? The freedom to forsake everyone and
everything, to break every bond and reach for the man you chose for
yourself. For a moment she wanted it so badly it burned a hole inside her.

Then just as quickly it was gone and guilt flooded where it had been. She
smacked her forehead. “I’m sorry, Ridhi, I don’t know what I was thinking
asking a question like that. Ravi and you are going to be so happy. I just
know it.”

Just like she knew Virat and she were going to be. She would make it
happen, whatever it took. So what if she hadn’t chosen him? She had vowed
to be his forever, body and soul, and in the end that’s all that mattered.

A horrible, bottomless feeling settled inside Samir. Not just the sadness
that had squeezed around him like shrink-wrap ever since he’d picked up
the phone. This feeling was layered on top of that sadness, under it. This
feeling he had carried inside him for as long as he could remember in that
unforgiving hollow that held up his ribs. It had woken him up on countless
nights, screaming, drenched in sweat. As a child Baiji had held him, rocked
him back to sleep. In adulthood he had simply learned to silence the
screams.

This feeling was the reason he avoided shooting in America. One film in
New York—that’s all he’d done. New York he could handle. The choked-up
concrete jungle he could handle. It was this open-earth, open-sky America
that made his insides cave in. He didn’t need a shrink to tell him exactly
where that came from. This icy hollow inside him was the only thing he’d
taken from here—from the country of his birth. The country he’d been
tossed out of like so much garbage. The country where mothers could just
pick up their children and give them back like clothing that didn’t fit.

He gave the Corvette some juice and she purred under him like the
sweetest lover begging for more. He was going to drive to the chick’s
house, hand over the papers, get her to sign and then get the hell out of here.
And if she happened to be in need of some persuasion, well, it was a good
thing persuasion was one of Samir’s best talents. He had never had an actor



refuse him a role, no matter how big of a star, and he had yet to meet a
woman who wouldn’t give him exactly what he wanted.

Already she had been too much trouble. Talk about being hard to find.
Thank God for DJ and all those damned contacts of his. From Balpur to
America. If finding her hadn’t caused him such heartburn he’d be
impressed. The vaguest memory of a chubby-cheeked girl bawling amidst
wedding fires flashed in his mind. And like all memories from his
childhood, it blew the raging hole in his gut open.

He forced himself to think about the letter instead. About laughing with
his brother. About Rima’s tears.

If Rima isn’t my legal wife, that makes our child a bastard, Chintu.

Those had been Bhai’s first words when he came out of his coma. God,
what if no one ever called him Chintu again? He still couldn’t believe Virat
had escaped with two broken legs and a few broken ribs. But the weeklong
coma had left Samir as terrified as the child who’d been thrown into a well
in a fit of rage. Who’d been branded a bastard and then beaten for it. It had
been Bhai who had jumped into the well after him and pulled him from the
darkness. It had been Bhai who had thrown himself across his back to
shield him when their grandfather’s belt came out to play. If anything ever
happened to Bhai, there would be no one to pull Samir away from the
terror. Horrible hot anger rose inside him and a desperate need to do
something, anything, to make it go away.

The GPS showed ten miles to Ypsilanti. Where had she found a town
with a name like that? Ip-sea-lan-tee. That’s how the car-rental lady had
pronounced it. He repeated the ridiculous tongue twister under his breath.
And why did it have to be Michigan? Fifty states in this godforsaken
country and she had to pick the one where he’d first felt the burn of hunger
in his belly, felt the horror of finding the woman who’d given birth to him
lying in her own vomit, her white cheeks sunken, her eyes rolled up in their
sockets, blood trickling from her nose and mixing with the acrid yellow
liquid pooled under her head. He had crawled through the snow on bare
hands and feet, unable to stay upright in the waist-deep snow, absolutely
sure she was dead, absolutely sure he was going to die too. Even today,
when he woke from the worst of the nightmares, he couldn’t feel his arms
and legs.

He let go of the steering wheel and rubbed his hands on his jeans. This
was fucking bullshit. Ancient history that had no place in his life anymore,



thank you very much. He rammed his foot on the accelerator. How long
would it take the chick to sign the papers? If only Bhai were here to make a
wager. Not that Samir had much choice but to get it done in a few days and
get his ass back to Mumbai. If the script wasn’t completed by the end of this
month he was going to need a new career. This was his biggest budget yet.
International-market big. With what they were giving him, he could actually
make the kind of movie he’d been dreaming of since the first time he
touched a camera. But if he’d had trouble writing before Virat’s plane
crashed, after the accident it was as if his brain had forgotten what it took to
make words, let alone make stories. He had spent the entire plane ride from
Mumbai to Detroit staring at his open laptop with nothing but buzzing
white noise inside his head.

It was another strike against the girl. Not only had she piled worry and
guilt on his brother’s head when he should’ve been focused on his recovery,
but she had also dragged Samir from his work. Away from doing what he
should be doing—writing, taking care of Bhai, doing anything that did not
involve coming back to this godforsaken country and being sucked inward
into the hollow that was suddenly too close to the surface.

Next to him the legal notice she had sent the day after Virat’s accident
taunted him from inside his messenger bag and set his blood to boil. What
kind of sick bitch sent a wounded soldier a legal notice demanding a share
of his ancestral property? He’d made damn sure his lawyers wouldn’t let
her get her greedy little paws on anything. But he didn’t trust anyone but
himself to make sure she didn’t come anywhere near Bhai and Rima ever
again. He would carry the expression on Rima’s face, as she sat by Virat’s
side waiting for him to wake up, to his dying day. Bhai was right in keeping
this from Rima. Some chick who crawled out of nowhere was not going to
subject Rima to any more pain. At least not until the baby came.

Samir switched gears and caressed the sweet spot with his foot. “Would
you prefer an automatic, sir?” the lady at the rental counter had asked. Who
needed the flat lifeless ease of an automatic? What he needed was to feel
the throb of each one of those four hundred and thirty horses as they
pounded beneath his foot and he harnessed them into submission with his
bare hands. If the village girl gave him any trouble she better be ready to
have her life turned upside down. He was in no mood to suffer gold-digging
opportunists. Hunger for vengeance against every injustice that had ever
made him helpless raced through his veins. Maybe he wouldn’t let the



sneaky little bitch off that easy. Maybe he’d turn on some Sam charm and
make her fall so hard she’d be panting to sign the annulment papers. The
thought calmed the fire a little. But not nearly enough.



Mili’s heart thudded as Ridhi and Ravi backed out of the parking lot. She
waved madly until Ridhi’s beaming face disappeared from sight. Ridhi
looked so happy that the flutters of nervousness bouncing about in Mili’s
belly seemed pointless. Even so, she joined her palms together and said a
quick prayer for their safety before turning around and heading back to her
apartment building. Ridhi called it a rundown shitpot but with its red bricks,
white balconies, and sloping black roof Mili thought it was the most
beautiful building on earth—after her home in Balpur, of course. She would
never disrespect the home that had sheltered her all her life. But she sent up
an apology anyway. Things were going so well she didn’t want to jinx fate
by appearing ungrateful.

Life was wonderful. Ridhi was going to have her happily ever after, Mili
had aced her midterms, and her boss had asked her to coauthor a paper with
him. There was the small problem of the rent. Of course Ridhi wanted to
keep on paying her half, but how could Mili make her pay rent for
something she didn’t rent? Not that any of that mattered right now. Ridhi
and Ravi were finally together and in this moment Mili couldn’t bring
herself to care about anything else.

It was just so incredibly romantic. Slightly crazy, awfully scary, but
insanely romantic nonetheless. Mili jiggled her hips in a little thumka
dance. She’d find a way. She’d made her way from Balpur to America. She
could make the fifty dollars in her purse last until her paycheck came in
next month.

Please, please keep them safe. And please don't let Ridhi’s family find me.
She repeated the plea for the hundredth time that day. No matter how hard
she tried she hadn’t been able to stop worrying about ruining Ridhi’s love
story if Ridhi’s family found her. She did a quick sweep of the parking lot
with her eyes, 007-style. Then followed it up with a full 360-degree spin.
There wasn’t a soul in sight but one could never be too careful. Better get
inside. Considering Ridhi had just taken off, chances were it would be at
least another day or two before Ridhi’s family caught on and came after



Mili. Even so she planned to stay out of the apartment and hide out in
Pierce Hall and the library until she knew that Ridhi and Ravi were safe.

Something rustled behind her and she jumped and spun around. A man
was parking a bicycle too close to the huge green refuse tank across the
parking lot. Oh no, today was the day the collection truck came.

“Sir!” She ran after him. “Hello?”

Clearly, he didn’t hear her because he sauntered off in the opposite
direction. She raced to catch up with him and tapped him on the shoulder.
He turned around and looked down at her as if she had just broken out of a
mental asylum. Had to be her hair. Her grandmother always said she looked
a little mad when she left it loose. She pushed it back with both hands. It
bounced right back and spilled all over her face.

“You parked your cycle too close to the dirt,” she said, panting slightly.

Almost lazily, he pulled a headphone from one ear and gave her a look
that suggested she wasn’t worthy of being listened to with both ears.

“They’ll take your cycle away if you leave it there.” She pointed at the
bright yellow bike.

The poor fool just stared at her. Maybe it was her accent. They often
didn’t understand her English. A sharp stab of homesickness pierced
through her followed by an intense urge to hear the familiar tones of her
mother tongue. Yes, big fat chance of that happening here.

She slowed down and tried to speak more clearly. “The big truck, it
comes to take away the dirt today. They’ll take away your bicycle if you
leave it there.” She swept her hand from the bike to the huge green tank in
which everyone dumped their trash bags.

More blankness. Maybe he didn’t speak English.

She tried again. “They collect it on Friday—you’ll lose your bicycle.”
She walked up to the bike and rattled the handle.

Finally understanding sparked in his eyes. “You mean the Dumpster? Are
you trying to tell me they collect the garbage today?” He laughed, but it
wasn’t a kind laugh.

She refused to feel small or stupid. Dumpster. Garbage. Not “tank.” Not
“dirt.” It was just a matter of getting the terms right. Next time she would.

She nodded but couldn’t get herself to smile at him anymore.

“Yeah, I know,” he said really slowly, enunciating each word as if she
hadn’t just spoken to him in English. “Why do you think I put it there?”

She gaped at him. “You don’t want it?”



“Well, duh. Why would I like throw it in the Dumpster if I wanted it?”
He jammed the headphone back in his ear. “You can have it if you want it.”
And with that he walked off.

Did she look like someone who picked up things other people threw
away? You can have it if you want it, indeed! What was she, a trash picker?

But instead of heading home she found herself standing in front of the
Dumpster inspecting the bright yellow bicycle. The paint had scraped off in
a few spots but other than that it was beautiful. If she had a bike she
wouldn’t have to walk around campus or make the mile-long trek to the
grocer on foot. She darted a furtive glance around to make sure no one was
watching, then grabbed the bike and quickly backed it away from the
Dumpster and walked it to the bike rack just under her balcony, unable to
stop smiling. There were several other bikes there. She parked hers in the
one remaining spot and gave in to the urge to wiggle her hips in another
little hip-wiggling dance. Naani was right. When a door closed, a window
always opened. You just had to have the good sense to stick your head out
of it.

Samir hated slowing the Corvette down. It was a damn shame. But once
he got off the highway he ran into red light after red light until the insanely
sexy growl of the engine started to taunt him. He revved it. An uppity
looking blonde swept a sideways glance at him from her giant SUV.
Automatically, he counted under his breath. One ... two ... three ... And
there it was, the double take. Not looking so bored anymore, are we, missy?
He burned her with his smolder just as the light turned green, then drove
off, leaving her gaping in his wake.

Slowly the buildings got closer together and older and more decrepit,
going from the set of a rural saga to a period film. Redbrick bungalows with
steeple ceilings and snow white trim lined the gravelly, rundown street. He
sped past a concrete sign that said EASTERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY EST. 1883
and the GPS started to go crazy. Turn left, turn right, turn left. Make a U-
turn! Reluctantly, he reined the engine in, listened, and the tinny electronic
voice led him to a dingy little parking lot that smelled as if the world had
rotted and gone to hell. A garbage truck was digging up a Dumpster.
Impeccable timing, Sam!

Samir screeched to a halt as far from the Dumpster as humanly possible,
pulled himself out of the convertible without bothering to open the door,



and stared up at peeling trim on the deserted redbrick building. It was lights,
camera, action time.

Mili was in the middle of peeling the wrapper off her last remaining
chocolate bar when she heard the knock. She took a quick bite and put the
rest of it back in the empty fridge. Her stomach growled in protest. She
hadn’t eaten anything all day. There were some noodles from Panda Kong
in the fridge but she needed those for dinner. Who could be knocking on her
door? No one, and she meant no one, had ever knocked on that door in the
four months that she had lived here. Except that one time those Jesus Christ
people had stopped by and tried to give her a Bible. Another forceful knock.
Too forceful. The Bible people had been too polite to knock this hard.
Something about that knock made her defenses bristle.

It couldn’t possibly be Ridhi’s brother, could it? Ridhi had said they’d
send him first.

Another knock.

Oh Lord. Oh Ganesha. Oh Krishna. What now? Ridhi was gone only
about half an hour. If Mili let anything slip they would find Ridhi and Ravi
before they got away. A complete tragedy-style ending to their love story.
Mili could never let that happen. Never. Never.

She tiptoed to the door.

“Hello? Anybody there?” A deep, authoritative man’s voice shouted from
the other side. A deep, authoritative Indian man’s voice. She looked
through the fuzzy peephole. All she saw was a blurred outline of a large
figure. Oh. Lord. She tiptoed backward and tripped over the shoes she’d left
in the middle of the floor, and landed on her bum with a thud, knocking
over the lone chair that stood in the middle of the room. Oh no, she had
probably broken the one piece of living room furniture she owned.

“Hello?” the voice called again, sounding a little confused. He’d heard
her. Oh Lord. She hurried to the balcony. No way was she going to be the
reason for Ridhi taking on her monosyllabic-slash-near-suicidal avatar
again. She leaned over the white spindle railing and saw her new bike on
the bike rack just below her. It wasn’t much of a jump. Just about seven feet
to the grassy mound below. She jumped.

She landed on her feet and then toppled headlong into her bike, which in
turn crashed into the three other bikes next to it. Metal tore through her shirt



and jabbed her shoulder. The crash made her ears ring. “Shh,” she hissed at
the bike she was lying on and tried to straighten up.

Samir heard a loud crash. He ran to the open stairwell and leaned over
the railing. Some sort of crazy creature with the wildest mass of jet-black
curls was dusting herself off and trying to grab a fluorescent yellow bike
from a jumbled heap. Was she stealing it? In her rush to pry it free she
stumbled backward and her eyes met his. Something in the way she looked
at him set alarm bells gonging in his head. His eyes swept from her
panicked stance to the low-hanging balcony. Had she jumped? Damn it.

“Hey! Wait a minute. Are you Malvika?” he yelled at her.

Her eyes widened to huge saucers, as if he’d accused her of something
truly heinous. Was she crazy? She had to be because before he knew what
to do next she yanked the bike free, hopped on it, and took off as if he were
some sort of gangster chasing her with a gun.

He ran down the stairs, taking almost the entire flight in one leap, and
saw her desperately peddling away from him. The rickety piece of shit she
was riding wobbled and teetered, looking even more unstable than she did.
She turned around and gave him another terrified glance. What was wrong
with the woman? Just as she was about to turn away again the bike’s handle
jerked at the most awkward angle as if it had a mind of its own and she
went hurtling into a tree at the end of the street.

“Holy shit!” He ran to her.

By the time he got to her she was lying on her back, her butt pushed up
against the tree trunk, her legs flipped over her head like some sort of
contortionist yoga guru and the bike intertwined with her folded body.
Through the tangle of hair, limbs, and fluorescent metal he heard a sob and
a squeak.

“Hello? Are you all right?” Leaning over, he lifted a long spiral lock off
her face. It bounced against his palm, soft as silk.

One huge, almond-shaped eye focused on him.

“Teh thik to ho?” he repeated in Hindi. He had no idea why he’d spoken
it or why he had used that rural dialect he now used only with his mother,
but it just slipped out.

The tangled-up, upside-down mess of a girl, looking at him from behind
her legs, literally brightened. There was just no other way to describe it. Her



one exposed eye lit up like a firework in a midnight sky. He pushed more
hair off her face, almost desperate to see the rest of that smile.

“You can speak Hindi,” she said, her surprisingly husky voice so filled
with delight that sensation sparkled across his skin.

For one moment the almost physical force of her smile and the
uninhibited joy in her voice stole his ability to speak.

She squinted those impossibly bright eyes at him. “Sorry, is that the only
line you know?”

“What? No, of course not. I know lots of lines.” Wow, that must be the
stupidest thing he’d ever said in his life.

She smiled again.

He gave his head a shake and forced his attention on her mangled
situation instead of that smile. As carefully as he could he pulled the bike
off her. “Can you move?”

She bit down on her lip and tried to push herself up. But instead of her
body moving, her face contorted with pain and tears pooled in her eyes.

He dropped down to his knees next to her. “I’m sorry. Here, let me help
you.” He ignored the absurd shiver of anticipation that kicked in his gut as
he reached for her.

No man had ever touched Mili like that. Ridhi’s ridiculously handsome
brother wrapped his arms around her and tried to ease her into a sitting
position. Pain shot through her back, her legs, through parts of her body she
wasn’t even aware she possessed, and all she could think about was the
warm bulges of his arms pressing into her skin. So this was what a man’s
touch felt like.

Yuck. She was an awful pervert. You’re a married woman, she reminded
herself.

But then he gave her another tug and she forgot her own name. Pain
buzzed like a million bees in her head. She tried to be brave but she
couldn’t stifle the yelp that escaped her.

“Shh. It’s okay. Let me look at that.” He propped her up against his chest
and reached out to inspect her ankle. His face faded and blurred and then
came back into focus. His skin was almost European light and his hair was
the darkest burnt gold. If he hadn’t spoken Hindi the way he had, she might
have mistaken him for a local.



He touched her ankle and she was sure something exploded inside it. She
sucked in a breath and her head lolled back onto his chest. A very bad
English word she had heard only in films rumbled in his chest beneath her
head, which suddenly weighed a ton. Her stomach lurched. She heard a
pathetic whimper. It had to be her. He didn’t look like the whimpering type.

“Shh, sweetheart. Try to breathe. There, in, then out.” His breath
collected in her ear. His voice had an almost magically soothing vibration to
it. He slipped a cell phone out of his pocket. “Is there anyone I can call? We
need to get you to a hospital.”

At least that’s what Mili thought he said, because her ears were making
funny ringing sounds. She leaned back into his wall-like chest and tried to
focus on his face, which started spinning along with the fading and the
blurring. “Snow Health Center is around the corner. I can walk.”

“Right,” he said. “Or why don’t you ride your bike?”

She was about to smile, but he made an angry growling sound and
scooped her up in his arms. How could a flesh-and-blood body be so hard?
Like tightly packed sand, but with life. The buzzing in her ears was a din
now and she had to fight to keep her eyes open. He jogged across the
parking lot to a very shiny action-film-style car.

“I’m going to put you in the backseat, okay?”

She nodded. As long as he kept talking to her in that soothing voice of
his, she didn’t care what else he did. “Your car is yellow,” she said. “Just
like my bike.”

He grinned and laid her down on the backseat of the roofless car so
slowly, so very gently, she felt like she was made of spun sugar. Her ankle
hit the seat and she felt like a sledgehammer on an anvil. She dug her
fingers into his arm to keep from screaming. He didn’t pull away. He just
kept talking in that magical voice until finally he faded out. The last thing
Mili remembered was asking him to put her bike in the rack. No, the last
thing she remembered was his smile when she asked him to do it.



The first thing the girl did when they entered the clinic was throw up. She

had passed out in the car but when Samir lifted her slight body and carried
her into the building she started mumbling incoherent words into his neck.
And when he put her on the gurney like they asked him to, she leaned over
and threw up—on his shoes. His custom-crafted Mephistos. Super.

It was all downhill from there. The receptionist kept asking him all these
questions and for some reason he felt compelled to make up shit on the fly.
And since he did such a bang-up job sounding like he knew what he was
talking about, thanks to DJ’s research on the girl, they gave him a clipboard
crammed with forms to fill out while they rolled her away to get some X-
rays.

“Sir, you put her name down as Ma-la-vai-kaa Sanj-h-va—" The perky
redhead behind the counter was going to hurt herself saying the name.

“Maul-veeka Sungh-vee.” He enunciated it slowly and tried to put her
out of her misery.

She fluttered her clumpy lashes at him for his effort. “Yes. Um. There’s
no one by that name in our database.” She looked at him like she expected
him to help.

He shrugged.

“There’s a Malvika Rathod—a Malvika Virat Rathod.”

Exactly what he needed to hear. His anger came back in a choking surge.
His brother’s comatose body, Rima’s hands clasped in prayer, Baiji’s silent
desperation—the nightmare flashed in his mind. Keep your mind on why
you’re here, asshole. Get her to sign on that line and get the hell out of
here.

“Yes, that’s her,” he said.

“You put your name down as Samir Rathod. Are you related?”

“No. No, we’re not related. I was confused when I filled the form out. I
thought you were asking for her last name, not mine. Let me change that.”
Samir gave the clumpy-lashed girl his patented smolder and watched as she,
like the rest of her sex, melted in a puddle at his feet. She pushed the
clipboard back toward him, batting away with those eyelash clumps.



Samir scratched out the name Rathod and put down Veluri. His agent’s
name would have to do.

“You can see her now,” a nurse said, coming up behind him as he handed
the clipboard back.

She led him to a large ward separated into sections by curtains with the
most hideously girly pink flowers. What was this, the Victorian tea-party
ward?

“She needs to stay the night. She doesn’t have an emergency contact
listed and she said there’s no one we can call.” The nurse’s tired eyes
searched his face, as if she too expected him to help.

“No one?”

The nurse nodded.

Shit.

“I’ll stay.” What else was he supposed to say? He could hardly leave her
here to crawl back to her apartment on her hands and knees. And it wasn’t
like he had anywhere else to be.

Mili had no idea what she was going to do. There was a huge window
behind her, but it was sealed shut. Not that she could move if she tried. The
nurse had put her ankle and her wrist in splints but it still hurt like a Deghi
red chili in her eye. How had she been so stupid? Her stupidity was going to
cost Ridhi her happily ever after. At least she had bought time. This entire
mess had to have taken at least an hour. By now Ridhi and Ravi were
definitely far enough from Ypsilanti to have a chance. The thought
brightened her. Plus, she had no idea where they were, so she couldn’t give
them away. Also, maybe after having her throw up on his shoes, Ridhi’s
brother-slash-cousin had left and decided to chase Ridhi down on his own.

He walked in. He lifted the floral curtain with one bulging arm and filled
up the tiny space it enclosed. Mili blinked. She didn’t think she had ever
seen anyone who looked quite like that before. At least not in real life. Not
only was he as perfectly chiseled as a statue, he was also impeccably put
together like one of those models in ads who tried to look oh so casual
about wearing perfectly fitted, shiny new clothes around the house. But who
were they trying to fool? Except this one was barefoot.

She swallowed guiltily and he followed her gaze to his feet. “They
couldn’t find hospital slippers in my size.”



Her eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Good Lord, what size feet do
you have?”

“Fourteen.” One side of his lips quirked up as he watched her reaction.

For once she couldn’t find a thing to say. Her own feet were a size four
and a half.

“How are you feeling?” His golden eyes moved from the cast on her leg
to the cast on her arm.

“It’s not too bad.” Or at least it wouldn’t be once the medicine they were
pumping through the IV started to work. “I’m sorry about the shoes. I didn’t
mean to do that. But I swear I don’t know anything.” Oh no, why had she
said that? It must be the stupid medicines.

He blinked and raised his eyebrows. He looked so genuinely surprised
she wanted to slap his face. The one thing she couldn’t stand was people
playing games.

“Seriously, no point pretending, I know why you’re here and you’re
wasting your time. I’ll never tell you anything.”

He opened his mouth to say something but it seemed she had completely
stumped him and he shut it again.

“What kind of brother are you anyway? How can you stand in the way of
love? Separating two people who are meant to be together is a sin of the
worst kind. Don’t you see that?”

Anger darkened the translucent brown of his eyes. He glared at her as
though she was the one who had done something wrong, not him. “How can
you love someone you’ve never met?”

“What do you mean never met? Did you think a little separation would
kill the love? I know you’re playing the heartless film-villain type right
now. But don’t you understand how it feels to be in love?”

Samir just stood there opening and closing his mouth. For the umpteenth
time in the short while he’d known her, he wondered if the girl was
completely crazy. And she wouldn’t stop talking long enough for him to get
his thoughts in order.

“You seem like such a nice person. See how you helped me. No one who
can be so gentle, so—" Suddenly her pitch-black eyes lost focus and her
lids drooped as if they had turned too heavy. She seemed to drift off.

“Did they give you something for the pain?” he asked. She looked like
she’d taken a hit of something potent. “Do you want me to get the doctor?”



Her eyes fluttered open, then shut, then open, then shut. Incoherent
sounds came from her mouth. Her lids kept fluttering as if she were fighting
to stay awake, until finally her lashes fanned out against her cheeks.

He’d never seen lashes like that. They made him want to touch them just
to make sure they were real. He’d never seen eyes like that. Her irises were
the size of small coins, the color of onyx mined from the remotest deserts of
Rajasthan, and they harbored an innocence from some long-bygone era.
Except it was all just pretense. He imagined those fake-innocent eyes
skimming the legal notice she had sent his brother and they turned beady in
his head.

In the event of Virat Rathod’s death his entire pension fund, insurance
monies and his share of all ancestral property belong to Malvika Rathod.
The words seared like brands on his brain.

In the event of Virat Rathod’s death.

Her eyes fluttered open again, pain and narcotics playing up the wide-
eyed innocence just the way diffused lighting did in still shots. Samir
reminded himself who she was. The woman who’d cared only about getting
her hands on the haveli when they didn’t know if Bhai was going to live or
die.

“Sleep now. We can talk later.”

“See, so nice.” Those were her last words before her breathing evened
into sleep.

Samir woke up to find his face pressed into a paper-covered mattress.
Damn jet lag. He straightened up and noticed her fingers clutching his, her
touch cool and soft. She had the smallest, most delicate hands he’d ever
seen. Her entire hand from fingertips to wrist spanned a little more than his
palm. The way her eyes had widened when he’d told her his shoe size
flashed in his mind and he smiled. When he pulled his fingers from hers she
stirred, but when he patted her forehead she calmed back into sleep.

All night she had tossed and turned and moaned in pain. And a tiny piece
of him had been glad she wasn’t alone. No one should be alone in this state.
Finally it had been easier to pull his chair close to her bed and pat her head
when she winced. It seemed to be the only way to calm her down.

He looked at his Breitling. It was almost midnight. They had both been
asleep for hours. He stood up and stretched and separated the blinds to look
out the window. The sky was an endless black. He was wide awake. And he



had absolutely nowhere to be. He was supposed to have checked into the
hotel yesterday, but with Malvika’s accident, all his plans had turned upside
down, quite literally.

He glanced around the room. His washed and ruined Mephistos were
drying in a corner. Fluorescent red numbers flashed on some sort of monitor
on one wall. Plastic tubes and medical contraptions covered every surface.
Amidst the clutter, on a rollaway cart, lay a yellow notepad and a pen.
Samir walked up to it and picked them up. Before he knew what was
happening, he found himself sitting down by her side, and writing.
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When Mili came to, for the first few moments she had no idea where she
was. Then she tried to move and the pain that ripped from her ankle to her
wrist almost split her in half and dragged everything back. She must’ve
moaned or screamed or something because the man sitting by her bedside
frowned and leaned closer. She forced the painful fog in her brain to clear.

Oh no. It was Ridhi’s Greek god, male-model brother-slash-cousin-slash-
whatever relative he was. They must have really drugged her good because
despite his hair standing up on one side and bedsheet wrinkles on his cheek
he still looked as perfectly put together as he had before she fell asleep.

He studied her with honey brown eyes that belonged in those ultra-fancy
magazines Ridhi loved to read. “ "Morning.”

Oh God, his voice sounded exactly the way he looked. Golden,
impeccable, as if the creator had paid special attention while crafting it. She
frowned. As a rule Mili disliked pretty people. They reminded her of that
girl Kamini in her village who always got what she wanted just because she
looked like some sort of Bollywood star with marble white skin. Ugh.

He leaned closer and patted her forehead with far too much familiarity.
Good Lord, he even smelled the way he looked, like that perfume they
folded into Ridhi’s magazines. Mili narrowed her eyes and gave him her
fiercest look. How dare he get so overly familiar anyway? And act as if he
were doing her some sort of favor. He was the reason she was here in the
first place. He was the reason her new bike was broken. Her beautiful bike.
She suppressed a sob.

“What’s wrong?” he asked as if he’d known her for years. And why was
he grinning like that?



“I’m sorry, do I know you?” she snapped.

That threw him. Good. “I believe I haven’t introduced myself. I’'m Samir
Ra—Veluri.”

“Raveluri? What kind of name is that?”

“Not Raveluri. Veluri.”

“Then why did you say Raveluri?”

He closed his eyes, swallowed, and then opened them again. “Can we
start over?”

“Sure, but first please take your hand off my head.”

Greek God looked utterly offended, as if no one had ever had the gall to
ask him to stop touching them. “Sorry, it seemed to calm you down when
you were in pain, so I thought—"

“You stayed here with me all night?” The heat of her temper fizzled like
water on a hot tavaa pan. Then flared again.

Through all her mind’s acrobatics, he remained as calm as the Buddha
himself. Which made her temper flare some more.

“You told the nurse there was no one she could call,” he said with utmost
patience, “so I thought—"

“You chased my only friend away. Now you want me to be thankful?”
Everything that had happened after he knocked on her door flashed in her
mind and she wanted to slap his perfect face.

“Who said anything about being thankful?” His hands tightened on the
yellow writing pad he was clutching and the muscle in his jaw twitched the
tiniest bit, but other than that he kept his smile as serene as ever.

“You had that look, like you expected gratitude.” Just for walking the
earth, just like that stupid cow Kamini.

“Can I ask you a question?”

She shrugged.

“Are you crazy?”

See, she was right. All pretty people were horribly rude. That’s when it
struck her. It was morning. Ridhi had to have left Michigan.

“Why are you smiling?” he asked.

“Because I just realized that you won’t find Ridhi now. She got away.”

He looked completely dumbfounded. “Who’s Ridhi?”

“Who’s Ridhi?”



After they’d both repeated the phrase “Who’s Ridhi?” over and over
again an absurd number of times, Samir had to find a way to exit the loop.
This girl was certifiable, no doubt about it. If he had to hunt down a girl
halfway across the world, why couldn’t it at least be someone who bordered
on sane? Someone nice and normal. Yeah, right, when was the last time he
had met a nice and normal girl? At least she was easy on the eyes. And
sitting next to her, after a year-long dry spell, he hadn’t been able to stop
writing.

Holy. Fuck. Talk about complicating the plot.

“Okay, listen, if I knew who this Ridhi was, would I have asked who she
was?” He tried logic. Although from what he’d seen thus far logic didn’t
stand much of a chance with this one.

“What kind of man doesn’t know his own sister-slash-cousin-slash-
whatever you are?”

Did she just say “sister-slash-cousin”? Who used the word slash in a
sentence? “So you think this Ridhi person is my sister-slash-cousin?” Not
that he knew what that even meant. Could she speak Sane, please? He
continued to smile at her with that utterly absorbed look that made chicks
go all gooey in the head.

Her onyx eyes narrowed, then widened in shock. “You’re not Ridhi’s
brother?”

Now they were getting somewhere. He nodded. “Not her brother-slash-
cousin-slash-any other relation.”

Her flawless chocolate skin went the oddest shade of maroon. He didn’t
know how she did it but her super-tiny form shrank into itself. “Oh. Then
why were you chasing me?”

Great question. And the perfect cue.

He reached for his messenger bag with the papers that had brought him
here, playing the lines he had to say in his head: Virat’s plane. The
annulment.

The yellow notepad slipped from his hand and fluttered to the gray
linoleum floor. He squatted next to it. It was more than half-filled with
closely scrawled words. He picked it up and stroked the ink-filled lines with
his thumb. The words had burst from him all night like water from a hose.
And man, had it felt good.

“What’s that?” Her onyx eyes skimmed the pad and met his as she tried
to sit up. Pain exploded in her eyes and she folded over on her side.



He sprang up and leaned over her curled-up body. “Shh, it’s okay.”

Hair spilled over her face. He pushed it aside to reveal wet cheeks and a
face scrunched up in pain. “Try to breathe. I’ll call the nurse.”

By the time the nurse had pumped her full of pain meds again, Samir
found himself firmly in the middle of a classic good news—bad news
scenario. The bad news was that he was stuck playing nursemaid for the
next few weeks. For one, there was no one else to do it. For another, he just
couldn’t bring himself to serve her annulment papers while she lay there
doped out of her mind. The good news was that when he went home in a
few weeks not only was he going to have his brother’s annulment, he was
also going to have a completed script.

“Thanks.” It was the first thing she said when she opened her eyes.

Samir looked up from the yellow pad—it was almost out of pages—and
found a shyness on her face that hadn’t been there before.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’m afraid to move,” she said, barely moving her lips, but her eyes
smiled. “You didn’t answer my question earlier. Why were you chasing
me?”

“I wasn’t. I just moved into your building. My uncle is from your village,
Hari Bishnoi. He gave me your address. I was just trying to stop by and say
hello when you took off. I just followed you.” His writing mojo was
definitely back. In all its genius.

“Well, that was stupid.”

So much for genius.

Seriously, she jumped off a balcony and rode a bike into a tree and he
was stupid? But instead of telling her that he gave her one of those made-
just-for-chicks smiles he had honed to an art form during his modeling
years.

She frowned. “So, you’re just my new neighbor?”

“Yup.” Or at least he would be as soon as he got DJ to find him an empty
flat in that shit-smelling building of hers.

“And you sat here all night watching over me when you don’t even know
me?” Her eyes filled with tears.

What the fuck?

She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again and met his eyes
with such directness he felt it all the way in his gut. “I think it’s time we



started over.” She touched her heart with her unhurt hand, a one-armed
namaste. “Hello, Samir. My friends call me Mili and I'm honored to make
your acquaintance.”



The sound of Samir moving about in her kitchen woke Mili. She had been

home for almost a week and Samir had planted himself by her side so
firmly she was reminded of her neighbor’s goat in Balpur. The goat had
shadowed Mili so insistently Naani had named him “Viratji” in a bid to
move the fates along. Except that unlike the goat or his namesake, Samir
had actually saved Mili’s life. If not for him, surely she would have died
either of starvation or an exploded bladder.

She sat up on the mattress on the floor. Samir had moved Ridhi’s
mattress to the living room for her. For the hundredth time since she had
met him, she sent up an apology for comparing him to Kamini. The only
thing Kamini had ever bothered to save was her marble-white complexion
from the Rajasthan sun. Mili had always marveled at her impressive
collection of umbrellas and her diligent use of them. The only thing Samir
was proving to have in common with Kamini was said white complexion
but with none of the proud awareness of possessing it. He might strut
around in that way of film heroes with overly bulky arms—as if he were
lugging buckets of water in both hands—but he had carried Mili up and
down the stairs to her doctor’s appointments, fed her, and made sure she
took all of her thousand medicines before the pain killed her.

As usual, he had propped up the crutches against the wall so they were
within easy reach. Frustration tugged at her mouth and she frowned at the
blasted things. What was the point of those crutches anyway? She’d been
brilliant enough to hurt her wrist and her ankle at the same time, so she had
no real way of gripping the stupid things to push herself anywhere. Add to
that the fact that she was the most uncoordinated fool in all of Balpur and
those crutches were going to stay propped against that wall until one of her
broken parts healed.

“Why are you glowering at the crutches again?” Samir grinned his
toothpaste-model grin and it was almost as beautiful as the sandwiches in
his hands. “Do you need to go?” He indicated the bathroom door with a
flick of his head and Mili wanted to die.



His stupid grin widened. It was a good thing her medication turned her
into a drooling, groggy loon who dropped off into la-la land without
warning. If it weren’t for being drugged and half-conscious she didn’t know
how she could have handled letting a complete stranger help her to the
bathroom and then wait outside while she struggled to do her business. And
he usually did it without any hint of that amused grin he was flashing at her
now.

He nudged her with the plate and she realized she was staring at her
hands to avoid meeting his gaze. She gaped at the twin pieces of art he had
piled on the two plates Ridhi had left behind. Her mouth watered like a
starving street urchin’s. Every kind of vegetable was stacked up in layers of
color between two brown pieces of bread.

At first she’d been embarrassed to let him into her kitchen, given that the
sum total of her food supply included one half-eaten Hershey bar, a carton
of milk, and stale, greasy noodles. But he had gone out and picked up bags
full of groceries, and all her medicines, and a heating pad. He’d insisted the
groceries were really for him, because he needed to eat too and apparently
there were no utensils in his apartment.

He had let her use his cell phone to call the Institute, Panda Kong, and
her professors to let them know that she needed to stay off her ankle for two
weeks. Professor Bernstein at the Institute had told her to take four weeks if
she needed to. “I’ll remember to exploit you once you get back on your
feet,” he’d said with so much kindness she had spilled tears onto Samir’s
super-fancy phone.

Egghead at Panda Kong had been far less gracious. “Don’t know if can
keep job whole two weeks,” he’d said. But at least he hadn’t fired her like
she’d expected him to. She’d been prepared to beg if needed, but a promise
to return to work as soon as she could had been enough. How on earth was
she going to send money to Naani this month with two weeks of
dishwashing wages gone? And there was still the little issue of the rent. Not
to mention paying Samir back for her medicines and the groceries.

Samir handed her a plate. “See, you can already sit up by yourself. In a
few days you’ll be using the crutches with ease.”

Only someone who had no idea how clumsy she was would say such a
thing.

“This is beautiful,” she said reverently, and picked up the top slice to
study the riot of color inside.



“Don’t worry, Mili, there’s no meat in it.” He raised an amused eyebrow
at her as she poked the innards of the sandwich.

“Sorry, I have to check. It’s just a habit. I had a horrible incident at the
union last month.” She thought about how awful that stuff had tasted and
wiggled her shoulders to ward off the memory. “I told the person ‘no meat’
and he tells me: ‘It’s not meat, it’s fish.” Yuck!” The memory almost made
her lose her appetite. But who was she fooling? With a sandwich like this in
her hands there was no real danger of that happening.

Samir laughed that low, understated laugh that didn’t belong on a pretty
boy at all and took a bite of his own sandwich.

“Are you a vegetarian or a nonvegetarian?” she asked him, carefully
laying the slice back in place.

“I do eat meat, but if you mention that in front of my mother, I’ll deny it.
And then I’ll have to kill you for breaking her heart.”

Mili bit into the sandwich and almost passed out again. “What on earth
did you put in this?” she said, chomping with all thirty-two teeth and
thanking all the gods for every one of the ten thousand taste buds in her
mouth. “This is delicious!”

He watched her eat, his smile disappearing behind a guarded expression,
and pulled two envelopes out of his pocket. “Your mail.” He crossed his
legs and settled into the mattress next to her.

Both envelopes had the university logo on them. Mili’s heart sank.

She took another bite before forcing herself to put the sandwich down
and picked up the one from Snow Health Center first. Despite the flavors
dancing on her tongue, nervousness trembled in the pit of her stomach. So
much for being able to stretch the fifty dollars in her pocket.

She had tried to ask the nurse how much all those splints and medicines
were going to cost but all she’d said was, “We’ll send you the bill in the
mail.” At least Mili had assumed she was talking to her, because the nurse’s
eyes had been glued on Samir. Just like the doctor’s eyes and the
receptionist’s eyes. Just about every woman who’d walked into her room
had had eyes only for him. He seemed perfectly comfortable with the
attention. He gave every one of the drooling females the glad eye, and
soaked up all the adulation without the least bit of an apology. How must it
be? To be worshiped because of the way you looked. She glowered at him.
Then felt like a terrible person because he had just fed her the best food
she’d eaten in days, in months.



He chomped at his sandwich and tipped his chin at the bill, coaxing her
to open it.

Mili squared her shoulders and ripped the envelope open. Her mouth
went dry. The amount under the “To be Paid by Patient” column made it
hard to breathe. He handed her a glass of water and she repaid him by
almost choking to death on it.

He moved closer and rubbed her back. “What’s the matter, Mili?” Gentle
up and down strokes.

She sidled away and glared at him. “You’re trying to choke me to death,
that’s what’s the matter.” Dear Lord, she was an awful, terrible person.

Instead of rising to her bait, he took the paper out of her hand. “Is that
your hospital bill?”

She thought about snatching it back but what was the point? She was
letting a complete stranger practically live in her home and he had taken
care of her more than any human being other than Naani ever had. There
really was no point in standing on ceremony.

But then he looked at the figure on the paper and smiled. He smiled!

“It’s just a hundred and twenty dollars,” he said.

Samir kicked himself. Of all the dumb-assed things to say. Mili’s face
deflated right before his eyes, as if he had taken a pin to that ridiculously
upbeat spirit of hers.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to sound like that. It’s just that with
everything one hears about hospital bills in America I was expecting to see
a larger amount.”

Her eyes widened in horror. But just for one second.

What was wrong with this girl? She had enough money to pay for a ticket
to America and an education here and a hundred-and-twenty-dollar bill was
giving her palpitations? He looked around the apartment. Shit, he was an
idiot. Baiji was right, his brain totally shut everything out when he was
working. There was no furniture, no food in her apartment. A sick sort of
feeling twisted in his heart.

She took the bill back and looked at it again. Muscle by muscle she
pulled herself together. God, if he could get his actors to show each and
every emotion like this he’d be the best fucking director in the world.

“You’re right, it’s only one hundred and twenty. I must’ve misunderstood
the number of zeroes. You must think I’m so stupid.” She topped off the act



with a perfect self-deprecating grin and a smack on the forehead with her
bandaged hand. Pathos, anyone?

And he thought he was the grand master of backtracking. She was totally
kicking his ass in that department. “Not at all, an extra zero would scare me
shitless too,” he said, and took a bite.

Her shoulders slumped. She looked absurdly relieved, her filter-less,
expressive face at work again. Then suddenly she remembered the avocado-
tomato-carrot-and-green-pepper sandwich on her lap and the tension
evaporated for real. She dived into the sandwich. There really was no other
word for it. Each bite seemed to make pleasure wash through her being. Her
lips, her throat, her eyes, all of her got involved in the experience. Got lost
in it.

He stood and backed out of the living room. He put the dish in the
miniscule sink and glanced around the kitchen. Truly, how had he missed
this? The entire apartment was marginally larger than his closet back home.
Maybe all of four hundred square feet. The living room was the size of a
large passageway with a niche to one side that served as a dining space and
led into a kitchen that housed one noisy fridge, a cruddy cooking range, and
two feet of counter space. At the other end of the passage-slash-living
room, as Mili would call it, was a bedroom that could hold two mattresses,
a crappy old dresser and desk, and enough space to tiptoe between those.
The bathroom was the size of Samir’s linen cabinet, a stand-up shower that
he would never fit in, a pot that had his knees knocking against a wall when
he sat on it and a sink he could wash his hands in while sitting on the pot.

Okay, so the girl wasn’t exactly loaded and he should have seen it sooner.
And if he hadn’t been writing like a crazed genius he might even have. He
rinsed off the plate, letting steam rise from the sink, and forced himself not
to think about the bliss on her face when she ate. He had to be careful, real
careful with this one. For all her guileless innocence, for all her wretched
condition, he had to remember that nothing justified sending a legal notice
to a man lying in the hospital fighting for his life. Especially when that man
was Bhai.

“DJ, this apartment is really and truly a piece of shit. Warm and fresh-
from-the-ass shit. It smells like shit, it feels like shit, all the stuff in it is
actually the color of diarrhea.” Samir looked around “his” apartment. Just
the thought of calling it that made him cringe.



But for the next month it was his. He had made DJ rent the shithole
because it was two doors down from Mili’s. Apparently it had been easy.
Apparently more than half the building was empty. Big surprise.

“There’s a Hyatt two miles from you. I’ve had a suite booked there for
the past week. Either get your ass over there or stop whining like a little
baby.”

“I can’t go to the Hyatt, genius. Mili can’t leave the house. Someone
needs to keep an eye on her. She doesn’t even have a cell phone. It’s like
she’s living on Gilligan’s Island, only with no friends.”

“She has at least one friend, it would seem.” Swami DJ laced his voice
generously with meaning.

“Yeah, I’'m doing this for friendship, asshole. Not because my brother is
lying in bed with both legs in casts and a pregnant wife who may not be his
wife at all. You think I like playing nursemaid?”

DJ answered that with some loaded silence. Whatever.

“Listen, there’s really no one else here to help her. Her roommate eloped
the day I arrived.”

“The girl seems to have quite a penchant for drama.”

“No shit.”

“You still writing? You think you’ll get it in by the deadline?”

“I might just.” Truth was he was damn sure nothing was going to stop
him from meeting his deadline. And it was a fucking miracle. They’d been
back from the hospital just six days and Samir had already written more
than he had in years.

Except he hadn’t written one single word of it in this shit-colored haven.
All his writing had happened around her. He’d typed the words from the
yellow pad into his laptop in her apartment the day they got back and then
written like a madman all night and all morning while she slept. And then
written some more for the past few days while she slept some more.

His laptop sat open on the battered carpet that naturally was the color of
bacterial diarrhea. He’d tried to write before he called DJ but he’d been able
to do nothing more than stare at the damn screen.

“I’ll let you know how things go. Can you at least find out if there’s an
option in this building with less excretory accents?” After all, Mili’s
apartment was smaller but not as hideous.

“Of course I will, boss. It’s what I do.”



Samir thought about giving writing in his own apartment another shot but
he knew he would be wasting his time. He’d been pushing away the
realization but he couldn’t anymore. By some damn trick of fate it had
turned out that after that night in the hospital, being around Mili helped him
write.

Fuck.

Someone up there was on her side. Until the script was done, he had no
choice but to help her so he could keep writing. By the time the script was
done she’d be so in his debt she’d sign the papers without so much as a
whimper. Maybe someone up there was on his side too. Who was he to
argue with a win-win situation like this?

He grabbed the laptop and headed back to Mili’s apartment.

Mili stumbled out of the bathroom on her crutches. This was the first
time she’d been able to get to the bathroom by herself, thank heavens. But it
had been more a combination of luck and momentum than any real skill.
Samir had spent an entire hour that morning trying to help her figure the
blasted things out, but with both a wrist and an ankle gone and her natural
tendency to trip over thin air, it was a lost cause. He, on the other hand,
seemed to possess enough strength in one powerful leg to support his own
substantial bulk, balance her and her crutches on his head, and pull off a
one-legged bhangra dance with his eyes closed. Maybe it had something to
do with having feet the size of boats.

She tried to hop to her bedroom, teetering between the cursed aluminum
prongs that somehow became tangled with one another and flew from her
hands. One crashed to the ground and the other bounced off her bedroom
door, flew back at her, and thwacked her on the head.

“Stupid donkey-faced piece of junk.” She clamped it grudgingly under
her armpit and quite literally willed herself into the bedroom where she
realized that the armpit in which she had shoved the poor crutch smelled
pretty sour. She pulled her maroon T-shirt off without falling to the floor,
which was nothing short of a miracle, and pulled a blue T-shirt from the
drawer.

She had found the T-shirts at a street vendor outside Borivali station in
Mumbai the day she got her visa. It had taken a marathon bargaining
session but she’d badgered the shopkeeper into letting her have all six
colors of the T-shirt for the price of three and then she’d seen the lace



underwear and gathered the guts to make him throw it in for free. She had
no idea what had got into her, but something about the black lace had made
her feel hopeful and ready for her husband and she’d had to have it. Just her
luck that the street vendor had turned out to be from her neighboring village
and she had bought two pairs of jeans for full price to keep from dying of
embarrassment.

Before that all she had ever worn were traditional Indian salwar suits, the
long tunic blouses worn over loose flowing pants or tights. After buying the
T-shirts she’d left all her salwar suits behind in a bid to make a true fresh
start here in America. She loved the freedom her shirts and jeans gave her.
No duppata scarves, no ironing and starching. And when she had the use of
all her limbs they were really easy to get on and off.

Now, however, nothing was easy. Between balancing on the crutches and
getting her arms into the armholes, the stupid shirt twisted around her head.
She tried to yank it down, but her bad wrist snagged in the fabric and
blinding pain shot through her. Even though, thanks to the shirt wrapped
around her head, she was already as blind as an ostrich with its head in the
sand.

The door clicked open. Mili froze in place. “I’m not decent,” she shouted
as the door creaked open. Why-oh-why had she ever given Samir a key?

There was complete silence. She scrambled under the stretchy fabric,
ignoring another jolt of pain, and tried to twist around. “Samir? Hello?”

No answer.

Oh no. It wasn’t Samir.

“Samir?” she shouted and yanked at the T-shirt. But the crutches and cast
knotted her up even tighter. “Who is it?” She twisted around, struggling to
stay upright. Her heart slammed in her chest. Oh God, please. “Who is it?”
she tried to shout again, but it came out a sob.

“Shh. Mili, it’s okay. It’s just me.” His arms went around her, adjusting
the T-shirt so it freed her shoulders and cleared her head.

Tears streamed from her eyes. Breath hiccupped in her lungs.

“I’m sorry, I should’ve knocked.” He tucked a loose curl behind her ear
and had the gall to give her a calming, steadying glance as if he hadn’t just
scared the life out of her. He wiped her cheek with one finger. She’d never
seen his eyes so dark, so alive. His hands moved lower and he pulled the
zipper of her jeans in place.



Anger exploded in her chest. She shoved him away, hard. But instead of
budging him, she flung herself back. He caught her but her crutches crashed
to the ground, leaving her with no support but his huge powerful body that
radiated heat like a bonfire. Helpless anger surged through her, heightening
the pain and making her tremble. He tightened his grip around her, his
stupid, bulging arms so gentle she wanted to claw at them.

“Let me go.” She tried to throw off his arms but her hand hurt too much.
She tried to scramble back but her foot wouldn’t take her weight.

“Mili. Relax. What’s wrong with you?” She hated the calm in that voice
of his.

“You idiot!” She had never screamed at anyone in her life. “You scared
me half to death. I thought someone had broken in. I thought ...” A stupid
sob escaped her.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. Color crested his cheeks. His arm was still too
familiar around her, too possessive. His eyes were too gentle when they met
hers. “I didn’t knock because I thought you were sleeping. I had just given
you your painkiller. It knocks you out.”

How dare he use that against her. “I needed to use the bathroom. Can’t I
use the bathroom in my own home? Why do you have to be here all the
time anyway? Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

His arms stiffened around her. The liquid heat in his eyes iced over.
“Maybe because you can’t even pull your own damn clothes on by yourself.
Excuse me for trying to help.”

Her heart was slamming again but it was with anger this time. “I didn’t
ask for your help.”

“Of course you didn’t—there’s such a line of friends outside your door
just waiting to help you.”

Shame slid like oil over the flames of her anger. “I can pull my own
clothes on just fine when I’'m not scared out of my mind.” His hands burned
her skin. She wanted them off. “That doesn’t give you an excuse to touch
me.”

His head snapped back. Anger so intense sparked in his eyes, she sucked
in a breath. Very deliberately he removed his arms from around her. “Why
the hell would I want an excuse for that?”

Her good leg wobbled, but she locked it in place and willed herself to
stay standing. Not that it mattered. Without a backward glance, he stalked
out of the room, out of the apartment. The door slammed behind him. The



second the door shut Mili realized she couldn’t move. He had left her
standing in the middle of the room on one leg, with her crutches on the
floor, and not one blessed thing she could hold on to.



Samir wasn’t fuming. He wasn’t even remotely disturbed. The world was
full of ungrateful people. If ten years in the industry had taught him
anything it had taught him that. An excuse to touch her? Of all the
ungrateful, presumptuous things to say to him. Who the fuck did she think
he was?

He slammed his laptop shut. There was no point glaring at the words.
He’d formatted the damned thing to death. Tagged all the characters, put in
all the settings, titled all the scenes. But not one word of real writing. He
put the laptop on the floor next to him and went to the kitchen to get a
drink. But of course the shit-colored apartment was empty as an idiot’s
head. Not a fucking thing in there. His stomach growled. He needed to get
something to eat too. Real food, not just the cold sandwiches he’d been
eating at Mili’s for a week.

He refused to recall the expression on her face when she ate. Refused to
think about the warmth of her skin on his fingers, or the feel of her hair, or
the way her waist had fit in his hands.

Shit.

He slammed the door of the empty fridge shut.

What was wrong with him? He had never touched a woman who didn’t
want him. Not to mention she was the last person on earth he should ever
want to touch. For more damn reasons than he could count. Not the least of
which was that she was an ungrateful, self-righteous prima donna. Who
would have thought it?

I didn’t ask for your help. She had some gall for someone who couldn’t
even stand on her own—

Holy shit.

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

He ran out of his apartment and down the hall, fumbled in his pocket and
found the keys. He was about to push the door open when he remembered
to knock. He did it lightly. There was no answer. Shit. Shit. He had left her
standing in the middle of the room without her crutches. Something



squeezed in his chest. He wanted to ram the door open, but he stilled his
hand, and as gently as he could, he pushed it open.

“Mili?” he whispered into the empty living room, then walked to her
bedroom.

The sight he saw body-slammed him so hard he reached for the wall to
steady himself.

Mili lay in the middle of the floor, curled into a ball on the stained and
discolored carpet, her eyes closed, her lashes wet. Perfect shining curls
spilled from the band that attempted to restrain all that wildness. Spiral
strands trailed across the clumping pile of the carpet, across her shoulders,
around her neck, across her cheeks. Why did she have to be the most
beautiful girl he’d ever laid eyes on?

Wetness glistened like moonlight on her cheeks. Her pert upturned nose
was red and wet. He sank down on his knees next to her. Her fingers were
curled around one of her crutches. The other crutch lay a few feet from her.
Her sprained arm was pulled to her chest as if she were trying to stop it
from hurting.

He removed the crutch from her fingers, brushed her hair from her face.
She was passed out cold. It was the Demerol he’d given her earlier, before
he’d scared her shitless and then abandoned her on one foot with nothing to
lean on.

She took a shivering breath that drew her brows together in a pained
grimace and Samir felt something he had never felt before. He felt an actual
physical ache in the region of his chest, absurdly close to where his heart
was supposed to be.

As gently as he could, he lifted her up. She was so tiny, so warm. Her
body fit perfectly in his arms. The memory of her breasts in the thin cotton
of her ridiculously sensible bra, and the impossibly deep curve of her waist
disappearing into her unzipped jeans, flashed in his mind one more time. Of
course she was right. He had wanted to touch her. The sight of her half-
undressed body had felled him when he’d let himself into her apartment.
She had been terrified and he had lost his ability to speak at the sight of her.

Little Sam was at work again. And as usual that meant nothing but
trouble for Samir.

He carried her to the lumpy mattress that served as her bed and laid her
down. Her lush, wide lips trembled as she took another sighing breath and
he refused to acknowledge the urge to know what those lips tasted like.



She’s sleeping, you bastard.

She’s in pain.

And you left her lying on the floor to cry herself to sleep.

Samir wiped her cheeks and pulled the rough plaid blanket over her and
tucked it under her chin. He threw one glance at his watch. She would be
out for another two hours at least. He knew exactly what he had to do.

Mili awoke to the most incredible aroma. Fresh garlic and cilantro being
fried with stinging hot green chilies and ground cumin. And the smell of
heaven itself—wheat rotis being roasted on an open fire. Her stomach
growled so loudly, if she weren’t awake, it would definitely have woken her
up. She had to be back home in Naani’s house. No other place on earth
smelled like this. She opened her eyes and found herself in her own room.

The blanket she had used since she was three years old was tucked all the
way under her chin and her crutches were propped up against her mattress
within easy reach. The sight of her crutches brought back a bitter memory
and anger pooled in her stomach. He had left her standing on one foot. With
no support and no dignity. After struggling to stand for a few minutes she’d
fallen to the ground like an orphaned cripple. She had tried to pull herself
up, but her wrist and her ankle had both hurt too much and despite her
resolve the tears had flowed until her eyes drooped shut.

She remembered the thunderous look on his face when he had walked
away and grimaced. She had no idea why she had been so angry, why she
had said those things. All she knew was that she had needed to push him
away. And she certainly had no idea why it hurt so much when he had let
her.

That couldn’t possibly be him cooking, could it? He could make the most
delicious sandwiches, which kind of went with his whole city-boy persona.
But this aroma suffusing her apartment, this was the very smell of her
village. Good Lord, but it smelled good. So incredibly, maddeningly good,
she was going to go crazy if she didn’t get her hands on it right now.

Maybe Ridhi was back? But Ridhi had burned the chai the first time she
used the stove. Ravi then? God knows someone had to feed them when they
were married and it wasn’t going to be Ridhi.

Mili sat up and pulled the crutches toward her. They were light and
strong and she was going to figure out how to get off the floor and on them
if it was the last thing she did. She used her good hand and managed to push



herself off the mattress onto her good foot with one crutch tucked under her
arm. But the other crutch was still on the floor and how was she supposed
to get it? If the hurt arm and foot were on the same side this would actually
be doable. Oh, forget it—she decided to go for it and lunged for the crutch
on the floor. But the one under her arm slipped from her grip and flew
forward and she followed suit.

Strong arms wrapped around her before she hit the floor. They pulled her
up and held her in place until she caught her balance, caught a handful of
his sleeve and caught her breath at the feel of hard muscles under her
breasts.

Hair spilled around her face, mercifully hiding her flaming cheeks from
his sight.

“You okay?” he asked against the curls covering her ear, his voice so
tender, goose flesh started at the nape of her neck and dotted tiny bumps
down her spine. For a few moments neither one of them moved. Then he
pulled away. “I didn’t plan that. I swear.”

She twisted her head and looked up at him. “I’m sorry. I should never
have said that.”

He turned her around and held her at arm’s distance. He was about to say
something when she noticed rough, sticky dough where his hands cupped
her elbows.

“Is that dough on your hands?”

“Difficult to make rotis without getting dough on your hands.” He lifted
one hand up for display.

“You can make rotis? I don’t know any man who can make rotis.”

“I doubt you know any man like me, sweetheart.” His smile was teasing
but there was that liquid heat in his eyes again. And it tipped her slightly off
balance.

He slipped his hand back under her elbow and steadied her. Warmth rose
from his doughy palms and spread down to parts where warmth had never
until now ventured. She swallowed. She didn’t know how it happened, but
suddenly they were standing so close she could hear his heart thudding in
his chest. Unless that was her own heart.

This was wrong. Dangerous and wrong in every way. She wasn’t free to
do this. But the strange heat spreading through her slowed her reflexes. She
was about to push away from him when her eyes started to sting, something
burned in her throat, and a shrill siren burst through the air.



Samir pulled away first and tried to push her onto the mattress. But she
clung to his sleeve, refusing to let go, so he scooped her up in his arms and
ran into the living room.

The kitchen was filled with smoke. The smoke alarm was going crazy.
“Shit, I left a roti in the pan.” He turned off the burner under the roti, or at
least it must’ve been a roti before it had turned to the tissue-thin scrap of
charcoal emitting smoke into the room. He put her on the countertop, ran to
the living room, and opened the windows.

The smoke started to clear but the alarm wouldn’t stop shrieking.

“Get that magazine and fan it.” Mili pointed to Ridhi’s Cosmo magazine
lying on the floor. It’s what Ridhi had done when she’d burned the chai.

He fanned frantically and finally the din stopped. Mili peeked over his
shoulder at the cinder roti. He turned and followed her gaze. “I hope you
like your rotis well done,” he said.

And they both started to laugh.

Samir had never met a woman who ate like this. Come to think of it, he
had in recent years never met a woman who ate, period. Neha treated food
like it was evil incarnate. She was in constant conflict with any little morsel
she had to force into her mouth.

Mili ate as if she were making love to the food. Fierce, hungry love.
Slow, sultry love. Every bite sent her into raptures, the pleasure of the
flavors bursting on her tongue palpable in the tiny peaks of bliss flitting
across her face. What would it be like when this woman orgasmed?

They were sitting cross-legged on the floor and eating with their hands in
traditional Indian fashion. Samir was glad to have the plate in his lap
because for all his pleasure at the sight of Mili eating, Little Sam was
paying the price.

“This is truly the most amazing potato sabzi I’ve ever eaten and the dal is
perfect and the rotis make me feel like I’m sitting in my naani’s kitchen in
Balpur.” She kept a constant string of compliments going as she ate. They
bubbled from her as if she couldn’t contain herself. Samir, who usually
found all forms of flattery oppressive, never wanted her to stop.

“Seriously, I’m starting to doubt your manhood.”

Samir choked on his roti. Was that a coquettish look she threw him?

Nope. False alarm, because she ruined the effect by following it up with a
furious blush. She took another bite. “I meant, how can a man cook like



this? Whoever taught you must be a magician.”

“She is. When I was little I had a hard time letting go of my mother’s
sari. So I spent a lot of time with her and she spent a lot of time in the
kitchen, so I learned.”

“A mummy’s boy.” She spooned some dal into her mouth and her eyes
went fuzzy with delight.

“Most definitely.”

“But if these are the results, every man should be a mummy’s boy.”
Damn it, if she kept saying these things with that artless smile he was going
to push her into the mattress and show her other things he was really good
at.

“I’m glad you like it.” He reached over and wiped a tiny splatter of dal
from her chin.

“Is that what you think? That I like it? I don’t like it, Samir. I, oh good
heavens, I ... I love it.” She popped a piece of seasoned potato into her
mouth and said love so lustily that the plate in Samir’s lap almost flipped
over.

Fortunately Mili seemed completely clueless about his painful condition.
Because suddenly her eyes got serious and warm. “Why did you do it?” she
asked in that husky, breathless voice of hers.

“Well, I used to be sitting around while my mother did all the work, so I
figured I might as well help her out. She kept teaching me, so I kept picking
itup.”

Her impossibly dark eyes softened and got even more serious. “I meant,
why did you cook today?”

“I was desperately hungry.”

She kept skewering him with those flashlight eyes. For some reason he
knew she wasn’t going to stop until she had her answer.

“Because I was sorry.”

That signature blush danced up her cheeks.

It was his turn to drill her with his eyes. Her turn to look away. “I’'m
sorry I left you like that, Mili. It was a horrible thing to do.”

She lifted her heavy fringe of lashes, and met his eyes again. “Samir, I
was a complete stranger and you’ve done nothing but take care of me from
the moment you met me. You have nothing to apologize for.”

“So you weren’t mad at me for leaving?”

She colored some more and he couldn’t help but smile.



“Just a little bit.” She pinched the air with her thumb and forefinger.

“See.”

“But not because you were horrible. I was mad because ... because...”

“Because you were helpless and dependent and because you expected me
not to be such a bastard.” She cringed at the word and he felt like an even
bigger bastard. “Sorry. Because you expected me to have more decency
than that.”

She opened her mouth but no words came out. She put her plate on the
floor. “Samir, you’ve been more than decent.”

“Mili, there’s something you should know about me. The one thing I’'m
not is a decent guy.”

“That’s not true.” She shook her head and her mad curls danced about her
shoulders.

“No, seriously, there’s a lot you don’t know about me. But that’s one
thing you should know. And while I’'m not a decent guy, even I know that
leaving you like that was an awful thing to do. And I truly am sorry.”

Her clear-as-morning-sunshine gaze shimmered with moisture. She gave
the food he had cooked another worshipful glance. Her words made her lips
tremble before she spoke them. “Samir, it’s not the fact that you left that’s
important. What matters is that you came back and made it right.”
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The only movement Mili allowed herself was to crack open one eyelid.

Just enough to see that Samir was still slamming away at his laptop as if he
were pounding his heart into those words the way he’d done almost nonstop
for over a week. She couldn’t believe she was lying on a mattress on the
floor a few feet from a man she barely knew. A man who looked like that.
If her naani ever found out, there was no avoiding that heart attack she kept
threatening. And yet Mili felt, if not entirely comfortable, utterly safe.
Especially now that he knocked and diligently announced himself every
time he came over.

“How long have you been up?” He only half looked up from his laptop,
that one-part-amused, two-parts-arrogant smile diffusing the concentration
on his face.

“What are you writing?”

Both amusement and arrogance dissolved behind a wall. “Just
something.”

“That’s a long something you’ve been writing. I thought you said your
workshop didn’t start for a few weeks?” He’d told her he was here for some
sort of special month-long writing workshop.

He stared at the screen, a frown crinkling his forehead. “It doesn’t. But I
came in early to finish up my script before it starts.”

“Script?” She tried to sit up. “Like a movie script?”

He moved his laptop aside and helped her up. “You don’t read film
magazines or watch much TV, do you?” The arrogance was back full force.

Much as she loved movies, those film magazines made her sick to her
stomach and she had never found the time to go out and buy a TV. “Why?
Are you some sort of big, famous star?” she teased.

He gave a sheepish shrug and went back to typing.

Oh God, was he really famous? And she hadn’t even recognized him.

“Don’t look so embarrassed. I’'m not that famous. I am a director. But I
write my own stories and I’ve always wanted to take a screenwriting
workshop. So here I am.”



“Seriously? You're a director? Like a real director director? What have
you directed? Anything I’ve watched?”
“I don’t know. Do you watch films?”

“Do I watch films?” Mili flattened an outraged palm against her chest as
if he’d just accused her of stripping for cash in her spare time. “I’ll have
you know I watched every single movie they showed at the Balpur theater
—first day, first show.” Her eyes went all nostalgic and Samir found
himself hungry for a glance at the memories flashing through her mind.

“I mean hello! Doesn’t the name Mili sound familiar? I’'m even named
after a Hindi film. Mili was my mother’s favorite film.”

“Your mother named you after a girl who dies of cancer?”

“She does not die!” She looked so appalled he had to force himself not to
smile. “The love of her life takes her to America at the end and vows to
fight for her recovery. Did you even watch the film?” Were those tears in
her eyes?

“You mean the nasty drunk who’s horrible to her throughout the film?”

She gasped and narrowed her teary eyes to slits. “He is not nasty! He’s
hurt and disillusioned. His heart is as sick as her body is. And they heal
each other.” She waved her hands about, making healing sound as simple as
making rotis, a few swipes of the rolling pin and you had nice, perfectly
round dough circles.

“Have you watched anything that was made in this decade?”

She pulled a face at him—one that told him exactly how much of an
arrogant jerk he was. “I watched whatever our Balpur theater showed. After
I moved to Jaipur, I never had much time to go to the theater. Pandey, the
theater wallah in Balpur, was an Amitabh Bachan and Shah Rukh Khan fan,
so that’s mostly what we watched. My favorite is Sholay, and I’ve watched
Chandni eight times and Darr five times.”

None of those films were made in this decade, but she looked so excited
he didn’t correct her. Plus, if she hadn’t watched movies in the past few
years the chances of her knowing who he was were slim. And that was a
stroke of luck he wasn’t about to question.

“You don’t like these films?” she asked as if she were asking if he had a
soul and any taste at all.

“No, they’re great films. Sholay’s one of my favorites too.” God, he’d die
for a script like that. “But the other two, well, they aren’t exactly the kind of



films I make.”

Ah, so he made those artsy-fartsy films. Pandey had shown one of those
once, about this honest cop who goes around killing all the corrupt
politicians. It was all so dark and depressing the public had started shouting
in the middle of the show and beaten the projection man so badly he had to
be taken to a hospital in Jaipur. After that it was only Amitabh and Shah
Rukh again.

She stuck out her hand and beckoned with her fingers. “Come on, give
me some names. Let’s see if I’ve heard of any of your films. And, you
know, so I can name drop.”

He smiled. “Have you watched Boss? It’s about the clash between the
boss of the Mumbai underworld and the head of the Mumbai police and
how they destroy each other.” Pride shone in his eyes, as if he were a parent
bragging about a favorite child, and she wished they had let Pandey show
those off films once in a while.

She shook her head.

“Love Lights?” Another proud, expectant look. “It’s a dark love story.”

She crinkled her nose. “How can love be dark?”

He raised a patronizing eyebrow at her. As though he couldn’t believe
anyone could be naive enough to ask such a question. “Well, it’s set in
Kashmir. They get separated and she gets involved in a terrorist group and
when he finds her again she’s training to be a human bomb.”

“Good Lord, that is dark.” Maybe it was a good thing she hadn’t watched
his movies. They sounded positively morose.

He smiled and picked up his laptop again.

“What are you working on now?” Although after what she’d just heard
she was afraid to ask.

He searched her face for a few moments. Just when she thought he
wasn’t going to talk about it, he spoke. “It’s the story of this boy from a
small village who comes to Mumbai and makes a name for himself.”

“You’re writing about yourself?”

“Myself?” He looked startled. “You think I’'m from a village?”

“Aren’t you from near Balpur?”

All the color drained from his face.

“Don’t worry,” she said quickly, laying a soothing hand on his arm,
“you’re a very authentic city boy. It’s just your Rajasthani dialect. You
sound like you’re from near my village.” She’d never forget how amazing it



had felt to hear that perfect accent of his that first time they’d met. “Have
you ever visited your uncle in Balpur?”

His already clenched jaw tightened some more. “A long time ago. When
I was very young.”

It had been close to twenty years since Samir had been back. You
couldn’t drag him back to that hellhole with a crane. None of them had ever
gone back. Not Baiji. Not Virat. Not even for the sadistic old bastard’s
funeral. Samir tamped down on the reflex to reach behind him and touch
the welts that were no longer visible on his back. He willed the swish of the
belt not to sound in his head. But it did.

“Samir, are you all right?” Mili moved closer to him, her eyes wide and
limpid with concern.

“I’m fine.” What the fuck was it with all these flashbacks suddenly? He
lifted Mili’s hand off his arm, meaning to remove it, but her fingers were so
soft, so warm, he hung on.

She pulled her hand away and didn’t push for more. “Tell me about this
boy,” she said instead, her voice so gentle his heartbeat calmed.

“He has a gift. He can see the future. Only when he uses his gift for his
own gain something catastrophic happens to someone he loves.”

“That’s awful.” She looked horrified again. “Are all your stories this
sad?”

“Not all of it is sad. It’s set against the backdrop of the Mumbai bomb
blasts. And he’s able to save thousands of lives.”

“But he loses someone he loves? Forever?”

“Yes, but he learns to use his gift to benefit others, learns how that’s a gift
in itself.”

She pushed her mass of curls back with both hands and didn’t say more.
But she didn’t meet his eyes.

“What?” Something was bothering her and, idiot that he was, he had to
know what.

She let her hair go and it sprang back around her face. “You can’t learn
anything from losing someone you love. Any lesson you learn from that
isn’t a lesson. It’s a compromise with life. A lie you tell yourself.”

“Our mistakes cost us those we love all the time. We can’t stop living,
can we? We have to find meaning in something else and keep going.”



“See, that’s cynicism. Not growth. If you wanted him to truly learn that
helping others is a gift in itself then he has to lose things he thought were
important, not things that are important, like someone he loves.” Her brows
drew together over eyes that shone with sincerity and idealism. Which in
his book was no different from stupidity.

“It’s not cynicism. It’s reality. What you’re talking about is a tidy little
happy ending. Have you ever known life to be like that?”

She met his eyes, in that way she had. As if there was nothing separating
them, as if there was nothing in the world to be afraid of. “It doesn’t matter
what my life has been like, Samir. What matters is hope. If you don’t
believe in a happy ending, what are you living for?” The hope that sparkled
in her onyx eyes was so intense, so absolute that dread clamped around
Samir’s heart, and squeezed.

“I’'m sorry,” she said after he had been silent too long, and lay back
down. “It’s your story. I shouldn’t have said anything.” She turned on her
side and closed her eyes.

He stared at the words he’d spent a week pounding out. Damn straight it
was his story. And he was determined to write it his way.

Samir had never rewritten a script in his life. Stories came to him whole
and he wrote them down. But once Mili got inside his hero’s head the
bastard started to do all sorts of weird shit and rebel until Samir had to
capitulate and let him have his way. But that just meant less sleep and more
watching Mili sleep while he worked.

In her waking hours, they talked. Mostly about her school and her years
in Jaipur and the women she worked with, at the Institute where they
provided a safe house to abused women and trained them in skills to make
them independent. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who lost himself
when he worked. Watching Mili talk about her work was like experiencing
the power of a tiny tornado—she became hungry and focused. It consumed
all of her, made her lose track of time.

Made him lose track of time.

So much so that when Samir knocked on Mili’s door and turned the key
to let himself in, the two weeks he’d spent with her felt like a moment that
had sped by too fast.

“Come in,” Mili shouted from behind the door and beamed at him as he
entered and put his laptop down on the mattress. She chugged down the



contents of her teacup with a bandaged hand. The doctor had changed the
cast on her wrist to a crepe bandage yesterday and she was able to use both
hands now. Her ankle cast would take another week to come off but she had
talked them into letting her carry a cane instead of those crutches she hated
so much.

“What are you doing?” Samir asked as she hobbled to the kitchen on her
cane. Her wet hair was all scrunched up and even curlier than usual. The
water dripping from it painted midnight stains on her blue cap-sleeved tee.
The only clothes she seemed to own were that exact T-shirt in all sorts of
colors, and jeans. That’s all he’d ever seen her wear. She was also probably
the only woman on earth who looked so distracting in an ill-fitting T-shirt.

She leaned over the counter and poured another cup of tea. Okay, so the
T-shirts weren’t all that ill-fitting. She hobbled back to him with a cup in
her hand. Something about the way the cotton clung to her curves gave the
impression of poetry, of softness and strength threaded together in perfect
cadence. The kind of perfect melding you had to witness, to feel to believe.
Only he wasn’t going to be doing any feeling anytime soon. Not anytime
ever.

She pushed the teacup at him and flicked her chin up as if to ask him
what he was thinking.

Yeah, right, like she needed to share in that cesspool of thoughts.
“Thanks,” he said and took the tea from her. “You going somewhere?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact I am. It’s this thing called school, and this other
thing called work. Missed both for two weeks, so I’m hoping they’ll both
still have me. And you heard the doctor yesterday. I need to get back on my
feet now. Otherwise awful things could happen to my body.”

“Oh, we could never allow awful things to happen to that body,” he said
before he could stop himself.

Her eyes turned to saucers again and he wanted to whack himself upside
the head.

He took a long sip of the tea. “Are you going to walk to college then?” he
asked lazily.

She unfroze. “Nope. You’re driving me.” She smiled and pushed the
teacup to his lips to hurry him up. The moment he was done, she snatched
the cup away, put it in the sink, and dragged him out of her apartment.

“Hold on, Mili, my laptop’s still in your apartment.”

“Don’t you want to write in there?”



“Well. Yes. But—”

“Drop me off and then come back here and write.” She handed him her
cane and let him help her into the car. “You get your writing done in my
apartment so you might as well just do it there, right?”

“Right.” He gunned the engine. “And this has nothing to do with the hot
rotis or dal you might find waiting for you when you return.”

“Oy, what kind of girl do you think I am?”

“I don’t know. You tell me. How far are you willing to go for hot rotis?”
Seriously, what the fuck was wrong with him?

Again that look. Wide eyes, dark irises opening up to expose even darker
pupils that left her bare. And that furious blush.

He settled into the driver’s seat, refusing to let his face reflect the stupid
wide smile in his heart. “So where to, memsaab ?”

Her fingers relaxed in her lap. “I need to go to the office first. From there
I can walk to class and then to Panda Kong.”

“And then?”

“And then ... could you please come and get me?” She joined her hands
together in a pleading namaste.

He grunted. He knew she was teasing him but he still hated the hesitation
in her voice. “What time do you get off work?”

“Five-thirty.”

“And class?”

“Seven-thirty.”

“And Kung Fu Panda?”

That made her smile. Good.

“Around midnight.”

His grip tightened on the wheel. She was going to wash dishes with that
hand for four hours? Over his fucking dead body. But no point in arguing
with her now. He was going to drop her off and then pay Kung Fu Panda a
visit. Good thing she’d pointed it out to him on their way here.

“There it is,” Mili said, and Samir pulled up to a squat, ivy-covered
building with wide steps leading up to heavy wooden double doors. An
embossed concrete slab jutting out of the lawn proclaimed it Pierce Hall.

Samir pulled himself out of the convertible and jogged around the car to
help Mili out. He handed her the cane, then leaned into the car door and
watched her make her way up the concrete path.



Suddenly she turned around. “Samir?” she said softly, as if she were
throwing his name into the wind. Her forehead crinkled under the wet curls.
She looked so serious.

He didn’t respond. Just stared at her, afraid of what might come out of
her mouth.

“Can I tell you something? You won’t be angry?”

Again, he didn’t respond, but his entire body hummed with anticipation.

“You are the most decent guy I’ve ever met.” She gave him that sunshine
smile. “Thank you.” And with that she limped the rest of the way up the
stairs and disappeared into the building.

Samir did a U-turn in the parking lot, spinning so fast the tires screeched.
He loved the way this baby took curves. He turned around and threw one
last glance at the spot where she had stood and declared him decent before
jamming his foot into the pedal.

When he pulled the Corvette into the Panda Kong parking lot it was
isolated. The fluorescent red sign was missing a g, making it sound like
“Panda Kon?”—Hindi for “Who the heck is Panda?”

He smiled. Mili would’ve found that funny too.

Walking in, he found the lights turned low. It was three in the afternoon.
Obviously they weren’t open for dinner yet. A few Chinese women sat
huddled in a circle at the back of the restaurant, singing. Not loud jamming
kind of singing. Not even the women gathered around the dholki drum kind
of singing at festivals and weddings back home, but more a barely audible
chorus of lilting melody as their hands worked on piles of green beans.

It took them a few moments to figure out someone had entered the
restaurant.

“Not open for dinner yet,” one of the women said. The singing stopped,
and Samir felt oddly sad.

“Can I talk to the manager?”

The woman gave him a worried sort of look and shouted something in
Chinese at the door that led to the back of the restaurant.

“I wanted to talk to him about Mili.”

“Ah, Mili!” the woman said much more cheerfully. The women behind
her repeated it in unison, looking at each other like the nuns in the abbey in
The Sound of Music. Samir almost expected them to break into a Chinese
rendition of “How d’you solve a problem like Mi-li.”



“How is she?” The woman who’d been talking to him pointed to her
wrist and her foot. Then turned to the door again and this time bellowed
something in Chinese in a substantially stronger voice. The only word
Samir recognized was Mili.

“She’s much better, thank you,” he said.

“Mili very nice.” She peeked at his left hand, patted her own ring, and
asked with some alacrity, “You husband? You new one?”

Now there was a question. No, he wasn’t the new one and he certainly
was not her husband. She didn’t have a fucking husband.

“I’m a friend.” Samir found his hands in fists and tried to relax.

“Ah, friend!” Another chorus of whispers rose behind her amid scoffing
giggles and disbelieving glances. How many times had this happened to
him? Just good friends, ha? Nudge nudge, wink wink.

A man with a rather nasty frown entered the room and snapped
something even nastier at the women snapping beans in a circle. His head
was curiously egg-shaped.

“Can help you?” he asked Samir with a look that was anything but
helpful.

“Yes, I'm a friend of Mili’s. Can we talk for a moment?” Samir threw a
glance at the circle as if they were in a Bond film from the Roger Moore
days. “Privately.”

The man looked suddenly interested. He beckoned Samir to follow him
into the kitchen. “Mili good dishwasher. No lazy like friend. Ridhi.” He
made a face as if he had swallowed something foul. “She no good. Think
too much like American brat. No notice before quit.”

Of course Mili would be a good worker. Groucho Marx was just going to
have to live without his trusty little elf for a few more weeks. “Actually,
Mili can’t come back to work for another two weeks.”

“Why?” The guy looked crestfallen, as if Samir had just told him a
family member was on her last leg. “She say she come today. She say she
fine.”

“But she isn’t fine,” Samir said. And she was too damn stubborn to admit
it.

“Why she not tell me herself, then?”

Because she needs the money, you idiot. “Because she doesn’t want to
leave you hanging. But if she hurts herself while working here when she
shouldn’t be, she can sue you.”



The man jumped. “No, no. Don’t need her. Tell her she no need come
back.”

Fuck, wrong thing to say. “Listen, relax. She’s not going to sue you. All
she needs is for you to give her two more weeks.”

“No, no. Too much trouble.” He pulled out a handkerchief from his
pocket and dabbed his egg-shaped head.

The man was at least a foot shorter than him. Samir stepped closer and
loomed over him. “Listen, how much do you pay her?”

The man cowered and studied Samir with beady eyes.

It didn’t take Samir much to convince him to give Mili two weeks with
full pay and a bullshit explanation about the laws requiring her to be paid
when she was hurt. All it took was twice Mili’s two-week salary. One half
for Mili, the other half for Egghead.

When Samir walked out of the darkened restaurant a few hundred dollars
lighter, he felt better than he had in a very long time.
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O course Mili believed in miracles. But there were miracles and then there

was what Egghead had just done. For someone who had never so much as
strung two kind words together for her, he had lectured her about taking
care of herself because health was wealth and so forth. She’d been
contemplating throwing herself at his feet and begging him to let her work
—she needed the money, no point in hanging on to her dignity—when he’d
informed her that the law required him to pay her since she was missing
work because of an accident. She had thrown her arms around him, taking
them both completely by surprise. Her appreciation for this great country
was growing by the day.

She started down the path that led from the restaurant to her apartment.
Samir wasn’t going to pick her up until midnight. The mile-long walk had
seemed like nothing when Ridhi and she had made the journey every day.
Now she seemed to be moving so slowly she might as well be walking
backward. Her ankle weighed her down and refused to move the way ankles
were supposed to. But the cane was so much easier than those cursed
crutches. In fact the cane was kind of fun. It made her feel like a retired
colonel in an old film. Grinning at her own silliness, she spruced up her
gait. But then it struck her that Egghead might find someone else to do her
job and not want her back in two weeks and she didn’t feel like smiling
anymore.

She could say with the utmost honesty that she had done everything in
her power to do her job well, scrubbing every utensil until it shone, wiping
down every counter after Egghead had wiped it down himself. And she’d
done all this while keeping her mouth shut and her eyes down. Her ideal-
woman act would have made her naani proud, right down to no answering
back and plastering a patient smile across her face. She’d even helped
Egghead’s niece with her homework.

She just could not lose this job. She needed the two hundred dollars to
send to Naani. Although this month she was going to need the money to
make her rent, if she ate nothing.



The thought of food made her stomach growl and the sound of her
growling stomach brought Samir’s Greek god face blazingly alive in her
mind. His face and his body and that presence of his that swirled around
him like a sweeping Rajasthan sandstorm everywhere he went. Her mouth
watered. Not because he looked like a minty-fresh toothpaste model but
because he cooked like the goddess of domesticity.

He’d solved some of her food problems by stocking her fridge with
groceries. She could go a good month on that food. But he ate like a bull—
or was it a pigeon? She could never remember which one of those animals
ate twice their weight in food every day. Maybe she could steal food out of
her own fridge and hide it in the office fridge to use after he was gone. Was
that stealing from him or stealing from herself?

It didn’t matter. Tomorrow she would start to take some of the food he
bought and cooked and put it in the office for after he was gone. Desperate
times did call for desperate measures. She was not going to feel guilty about
wanting to feed herself. And that was that.

She came to the end of the parking lot. All that effort and all she had
done was cross it. Her ankle was starting to throb and she had that
trembling, weepy sensation in her belly from the rising pain. Maybe she
should go back to the restaurant and ask Egghead to drive her home. She
turned around and gauged the distance and noticed a tall, bulky man
watching her. Something about the way he was looking at her raised her
defenses and she turned and started scrambling away.

The man broke into a run. She had no chance. Before she knew it, he was
upon her.

“Wait, Malvika Rathod?”

She acted like she hadn’t heard him and kept on half walking, half
hobbling along on her cane.

“Excuse me, ma’am, I asked if you were Malvika Rathod.”

“No,” she said and kept walking.

“Are you sure?”

“I would know if my name was Malvika Rathod, wouldn’t I?” She
clenched her jaw and tried to keep her panic levels down. There wasn’t a
soul in sight but it was still bright and she was on campus. She had nothing
to worry about.

“Then what’s your name?”

“If you don’t stop following me I’m going to scream.”



“Listen, I’'m Ranvir, Ridhi’s brother. I’ve been looking for her for a week.
Everyone at home is sick with worry.”

Mili spun around. Ridhi’s brother didn’t stop in time and almost ran into
her. She took a step back, stumbled, and fell on her bum.

Before she knew what was happening, a yellow convertible screeched to
a halt next to her. Samir leapt out of the car and ran at Ridhi’s brother like
some action-film superhero.

“Samir, wait!” Before her voice left her mouth, Samir’s fist connected
with Ranvir’s jaw and he went flying back into the pavement.

Samir lifted the horrified boy, for all his chubbiness, like a bag of
feathers, and pulled his fist back for another punch.

“Samir, stop. Stop!” Her voice finally seemed to reach him. He dropped
the guy and ran to her. His eyes travelled over her body as she sat on her
bottom on the sidewalk and his breath seemed to catch. He threw one
desperate look at the cane lying next to her and his gaze met hers. His eyes
softened with something so tender, so helpless she couldn’t breathe.

“My God, Mili, are you okay?” It was the first time she’d seen Samir like
this. She had a clear view all the way inside, no filters, no fronts. He fell to
his knees next to her.

“I’m fine.” She reached out and touched his knuckles. They were
bleeding. “He was just asking me a question.”

“By pushing you off your cane?” His voice trembled.

“He didn’t push me. I fell. I didn’t realize how unstable I was.”

“Your leg’s in a cast and he assaulted you and you’re protecting him?”

The guy groaned behind them and Samir sprang up. “I’ll kill you, you
bastard.”

“Samir, stop. At least hear me out.”

But Samir already had the guy pulled up by his collar. Ranvir had seemed
so large and threatening when he’d approached her only minutes ago. Now,
hanging from Samir’s hands, he looked like a pudgy little schoolboy.

“He’s Ridhi’s brother. My roommate’s brother. He was just asking me
where she is.”

“I’ve been looking for her for weeks,” the guy squeaked. “I just want to
know if she’s safe.”

“Samir, you’re choking him. Can you let him down? Please.”

He did. Then he scooped her up and carried her to his car with all the
glowering finesse of a caveman.



Beating the shit out of the poor fuck might have been a more humane
way to deal with him. As it turned out, Mili had different plans for her
absconding roommate’s brother. Five minutes after delivering a neat right
hook to his jaw, Samir was carrying the man a café latte—complete with a
frilly cloud of whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles.

Mili sat by the huge mullioned windows in the university food court and
dispensed her lecture as if she were Mother Teresa while the idiot stared at
her openmouthed like a zealous devotee. She was sending him on a guilt
trip so long he could’ve circled the globe by now. He looked ready to weep.
Fucking bozo.

“She’s in love. Don’t you understand? If you force her to marry someone
else, she could kill herself. You know Ridhi. She’s so filmy, she’ll do it just
to prove her point. And you know who would have to live with it for the
rest of his life?”

The idiot actually shook his head.

Samir slammed the latte in front of him. “You,” he said, because, really,
the guy needed help. “The correct answer is you.”

Mili gave Samir a congratulatory look, using both hands to indicate his
brilliance to the nincompoop. Suddenly Samir felt like an insider. He put
Mili’s mocha in front of her and took a sip of his black coffee. He flipped a
chair around, straddled it, and watched as Mili proceeded to empty one ...
two ... three ... four packets of sugar into her cup. If he had picked up more
packets, she might never have stopped. It was a mocha, for fuck’s sake.
Wasn’t the thing already sweetened for a diabetic coma?

She took one long slurping sip and looked like she was having another
one of those food-induced orgasms. Dumbass drooled at her as if she, and
not her mocha, were the sweet treat. Fan-fucking-tastic.

“Haven’t you ever been in love?” She skewered Dumbass with those
sugar-softened eyes. He whimpered.

“You think it’s easy to find someone who will risk everything for you?
Go on the run in a foreign country, jeopardize a career, risk deportation?
You think it’s easy to find love like that?”

The guy stared at her, then turned to Samir for help.

“No. The right answer is no.” Samir was nothing if not helpful.

“No,” the guy repeated with a dazed but not entirely ungrateful
expression.



Samir raised his coffee in salute and took another sip.

Mili waved another hand in Samir’s direction, indicating yet again his
unarguable brilliance. “Look at Samir. Even with those looks, he still hasn’t
found anyone. Can you imagine that?”

Samir choked on his coffee. Sprayed a goodly amount on the poor guy’s
white shirt and earned a good beating on the back from Mili. But a little
choking wasn’t going to stop her. She was on a mission. She continued to
pat Samir’s back and skewered Dumbass with another glare. “You’re her
brother. You. Are. Her. Brother. Her brother.” She gave the word brother so
many nuances, such heartfelt emotion, that moisture danced in the guy’s
eyes. “You should be fighting for her. Helping her and Ravi become one.
You should be talking to your father, to your uncles. You should be helping
your sister.”

Samir knew what was coming next. He rested his chin on the back of the
chair he was straddling and watched. She is your sister. Your sister. Your.
Sister. Samir said the words in his head as she spoke them aloud. He was
grinning like a fool when she turned her eyes on him. He hadn’t had so
much fun in years.

She narrowed her eyes and he gave her a big beaming smile for her
effort. She shook her head at him and turned back to the brother. The.
Brother. The bro-ther, who had tears spilling down his doughy cheeks now.

Samir had to work so hard not to laugh, his shoulders shook.

“I’'m sorry. Will you help me find her?” the guy said and burst into sobs.
Mili pulled him into a hug. Her arms went comfortingly around the idiot’s
hiccupping shoulders. He took full advantage and completely let loose. Mili
patted his back and winked at Samir over his head.

The laughter died in Samir’s chest.

All he wanted to do—with an intensity that sucker-punched him in the
gut—was pull the bastard away from her.

Instead Samir gritted his teeth and watched as she pushed him away
gently and asked Samir to drive them home. It wasn’t easy, but of course he
did as she asked, without tearing the sniveling idiot’s limbs out like he
wanted to.

How could anyone be so smitten in such a short period of time? The
asshole hadn’t pulled his jaw off the floor and shut his mouth once since
he’d seen her. Even when they were back in her apartment, waiting for him
to finish speaking to his parents, his eyes kept darting in Mili’s direction as



he mumbled into the phone. Oh, and suddenly Dumbass was her best bud.
No, make that Dr. Bestbud. Apparently med school wasn’t as important as
hunting an errant sister down in full-blown seventies-film fashion.

“You’re muttering to yourself, you know.” Of course Mili, in her all-
seeing wisdom, caught him being even dumber than Dr. Dumbass Bestbud.

“I am not.” As dialog went, brilliant!

“And now you’re glaring.” Her tone was soothing but it only made him
angrier.

“The guy attacked you. Excuse me if he’s not at the top of my love list.”

She matched his glare. “Samir, he’s trying to do the right thing.”

Dr. Right-Thing came up behind Mili—standing a bit too close for
decency if you asked him. “I just spoke to Mummy and Daddy. They were
just getting ready to call the cops. I’ve asked them to hold off until—"

Samir cut him off. “This is all very touching, but how is it that your sister
has been missing for two weeks and your family hasn’t called the cops
yet?”

Both Mili and Dr. Dumbass turned to Samir as if he were from another
planet, from Pluto, in fact, not even worthy of being assigned a real planet.

Mili spoke first. Of course Mili spoke first. “How can they call the cops
on Ridhi?” Her tone suggested Samir was hanging from a stupid tree on
non-planet Pluto.

“Yeah, how?” Dr. Glib added.

They looked at each other and nodded in mutual understanding of
Samir’s endless thickness.

“Okay, enough with the how-can-he-be-so-stupid looks. Any normal
person, any normal family would have called the cops first. Then pulled all
the relatives out of their respective colleges and jobs to send them off in hot
pursuit. I’m just saying.”

“Samir,” Mili said, drawing his name out even more than she usually did
and making it sound like she was saying “you imbecile.” “Honor! How can
you risk public humiliation by going to the cops? It’s a family matter.
Family has to resolve it.”

You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. He was stuck in a fucking seventies
film.

“We’re Punjabi, man,” Dr. Dumbass-Ten-Times-Over chimed in because
what Mili had just said wasn’t bizarre enough.



I know plenty of sane Punjabis, Samir wanted to say. But he didn’t think
it would register with these two seventeenth-century escapees.

“You know what the problem with people like you is?” Mili said. “You
live in your own little bubble and you have no idea what the real world is
like.”

“And in the real world you only call the cops when it’s time to look for a
body?”

“See?” Mili turned to Dr. Punjabi-Pride, who nodded, all knowing, all
understanding. They started a side conversation, because “people like him”
weren’t worth talking to.

He didn’t need this shit. He stalked into the kitchen and yanked the fridge
open and wished he had picked up the six-pack that had been calling his
name the last time he was at the store.

“I’ve asked Mummy and Daddy to wait until we get there before they
take any action,” the newly minted, brave keeper of sisterly honor said
behind him.

Samir spun around. “Hold on. Did you just say we?” That earned him
another one of those non-planet Pluto looks from both of them, which he
ignored. “Mili’s not going anywhere with you.”

“Of course I’m not, Samir.” She turned the full power of that sneaky
innocence on him. “We both are.”

Mili had no idea what was wrong with Samir. But he had slipped into a
full-on angry-young-man avatar straight out of an Amitabh Bachan film.

“Can I see you in the other room for a minute? Now.” His face thundered
like a stormy night and that pulse in his neck was definitely going to pop.

“Sure. But first I need to get Ranvir another bag of ice for his face.”

Without a word, Samir snatched the bag of melted ice water from
Ranvir’s hands and stormed to the fridge. He emptied it into the sink,
yanked an ice tray out of the freezer, and dumped ice in the bag—
amazingly it didn’t melt at his touch.

He thrust the bag at Ranvir. “Don’t move until we come back.” He gave
the poor boy such an intimidating look he might never move again. Mili
had no idea why he was being so rude to him.

“Anything else you need done before you give me a moment of your
time?” When he looked at her like that, his eyes locked on her as if she



were the only person in the room, in the world, she had the strangest
sensation in the pit of her stomach.

She followed him into her bedroom.

“Are you crazy?”

So much for only person in the world. “My naani says I am, just a little
bit. Why?” She tried to give him her sweetest smile but it didn’t work.

He looked like he wanted to shake her. “Because I thought the point was
to keep your roommate’s family from finding her. Not to go off on a quest
with them to hunt her down.”

“The point is to make sure Ridhi and Ravi end up together.”

“But they’re together now, Mili. And if you leave your long nose out of
their business they might stay that way. Why can’t you just stay out of it?”

Because sometimes love needed a tiny push. A little help. Maybe if she’d
had someone in her corner, someone to help her meet Virat just once, he’d
have seen how much she loved him and she wouldn’t be here pining away
for him and trying to make herself worthy of him.

“Because Ridhi is my friend and everyone deserves someone in their
corner.” She touched her nose. Nobody had ever called it long before.

“And you’ve done great. You’ve stayed in her corner by not betraying her
confidence. Hel—Heck, you jumped off a balcony for shi—God’s sake.”

“Samir, haven’t you ever needed help? Haven’t you ever wanted
something so bad you wished the entire universe was in your corner?
Haven’t you been in a place where you’ve done everything you possibly
can and still it’s not enough? You need just that slightest bit more. Just that
one helping hand?”

His face did that thing it did when he slipped behind his wall. It always
reminded Mili of those photos of the Italian town of Pompeii when the
volcano Mt. Vesuvius erupted. People in poses stuck in the middle of doing
some everyday task—pouring water into a cup, stirring a pot on the stove.
Frozen in the middle of life. She’d always imagined how the lava might
have slipped over them, so fast they didn’t even pause in what they were
doing. Samir’s face had a way of freezing over like that, as if a molten mask
slid over his face so fast his very essence changed from human to stone in
an instant.

“No. I always rely entirely on myself. At least I have ever since I became
an adult. Ridhi and Ravi are adults. It’s between them and their families.



Why should we get in the middle of it? Besides, don’t you have this thing
called a job and this other thing called school?”

“It’s Friday today. I don’t work at the Institute on Mondays so I have the
next three days off. I have school under control. And I don’t have to worry
about Panda Kong.” She still couldn’t believe how well things had turned
out at Panda Kong. She smiled. “Oh God, Samir, I just thought of
something. It’s fate that we help Ridhi and Ravi. You won’t believe what
happened today. I don’t have to go back to Panda Kong for two weeks. It’s
a sign.”

Samir swallowed and squeezed his eyes shut. He looked like he might be
sick.

“Are you okay, Samir?”

He didn’t respond, but he opened his eyes and looked at her with the
strangest expression. He looked almost helpless.

“If you’re worried about my wrist and ankle, don’t be. I can hardly feel it
anymore. I’m a really fast healer. I mean, in Balpur I was famous for it.”

Suddenly the helplessness was gone and he looked angry again.

“Oh no. You’re upset because I assumed you would go with us. See, this
is what my naani says, that I get carried away. It’s just that [—I’m sorry. Of
course, you don’t have to come. You have all that writing to do. I'll just go
with Ranvir.”

He grabbed her shoulders, took a step closer, and glared down at her.
“You’re not going anywhere with that guy. You’ve known him all of two
hours. What’s wrong with you, Mili? For all you know he might be a serial
rapist.” His hands were as gentle as ever, but she felt the weight of his
fingers as if they were brands on her skin.

“I had no idea you city boys were such drama queens.” She removed his
hands and took a step away from him.

He narrowed his eyes at her, not so much drama queen as brooding film
hero.

She hated seeing him this way. “I’ve known you all of twelve days, and
you’ve done more for me than any friend I’ve ever had.” Suddenly she
wished she hadn’t removed his hands.

Another tortured look flashed across his face. She wanted to reach out
and wipe it off. “Samir, I should have said this sooner, but you have to
know how much what you’ve done means.” She sniffed back the drop that



trickled down her nose. “You took care of me when I had no one else.” Oh,
forget it. She wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you.”

She had meant to give him a quick hug. But his arms went around her,
pulled her close and held on. One huge hand pressed her head against his
chest. She had forgotten how hard and warm it was, how wild his heartbeat
under her ear.

“Mili.” Her name rumbled in his chest. She felt the sound rather than
heard it and warmth melted through her like molten gold filling a mold at
the goldsmith’s. It slid into her heart and into the deep dark crevices of her
body.

She pushed away from him with both hands. Her wrist hurt and she
winced. He reached for her hand, but she took two quick steps and backed
away from his touch. She couldn’t look at him. A loaded silence wrapped
around them. She couldn’t let it stretch into awkwardness. “Seriously,
Samir, you’ve done enough. You really don’t have to come along. Look at
Ranvir. Do you really think he could hurt anyone?” Something else struck
her and she smiled. “You can still use my apartment to write. Just make sure
I have some dal to come home to.”

He didn’t respond and she was forced to look up at him.

Instead of his usual arrogant grin she found that his face had darkened
again. With a golden face like that, with those honey eyes and that marble-
light skin, he could get darker and stormier than anyone she knew.

“I told you you’re not going anywhere with him by yourself.”

“So you’ll come along?” She was an idiot for sounding so relieved, but at
least it made his frown go away.

“Yes, but you owe me big time.”

“Yes. I owe you. Anything you want. All you have to do is ask. Good
enough?” She grabbed his arm and tugged him toward the door.

“Anything I want?” He stopped under the doorway and filled it up next to
her. Something about the way he searched her face made more liquid
warmth spread in her belly. She swallowed. “Anything I’m in a position to
give,” she said carefully.

“So now there are conditions?” His arrogant grin was back. And her
relief at seeing it made her touch the wooden door frame for luck. The
thought of losing his friendship, of ever letting it go, made her heart ache.

She knew she should step away from him, but she couldn’t. “Not
conditions. What is not mine to give, I cannot give, Samir.”



“Fair enough. But I’'m warning you, you might regret having ever said
those words.”

She already regretted them, and felt oddly wild for having issued the
offer. What was it about Samir that made her want to take chances? She
wasn’t in a position to take any chances. She had a mission and she had her
mangalsutra marriage beads and her bright red sindoor. And the bonds in
which she was tied were ancient and sacred and unbreakable. And above all
else the love in her heart was forever pledged to her husband.
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Samir knew he should whip out those papers and finish this right now.

Mili looked like she already regretted her promise and it made her look
so small, so trapped, his heart did that tight tugging thing again. When they
were standing this close she had to lean her head all the way back to look
up at him. Her curls cascaded down to her waist as she met his eyes.

An awful feeling of running down a path as it crumbled behind him
swirled in Samir’s chest. What an idiot he had been to think this would be
easy. If he weren’t this close with the script—if he weren’t terrified that the
words would dry up without her. If this weren’t about Bhai and Rima, he
would’ve laid everything out in front of her. Right here, right now. She
trusted him, he had felt her trust in her body when she hugged him. But
trust was the most fragile of things. And what he had to lose was too
precious.

No. No matter what he wanted to believe, he knew she would throw him
out on his ass if she knew who he was, what he wanted. Something twisted
in his gut, and he pushed it away as nothing more than the fear of failing at
what he had come for. What he needed was to find the right time to do this.
To wait until he was sure she couldn’t refuse him. The time to do it any
other way was gone.

He let her pull him out of the room. Ranvir’s slack baby jaw drooped
even lower when he saw Mili clinging to Samir’s arm.

Samir pulled her down next to him on the mattress and Slack Jaw settled
across from them with the awkwardness of someone who had never sat his
princely butt down on a floor.

“So, Ridhi hasn’t called you even once since she left?” he asked, making
puppy-dog eyes at Mili.

“No, she’ll call me when Ravi and she are safe from you people.”

Puppy Dog had the gall to look hurt and dial up the goo-goo eyes.

Mili didn’t smack him upside the head like Samir wanted to, but she
looked angry enough to want to and it made him ridiculously happy. “Ridhi
was really afraid you would hurt Ravi.”



Ranvir shrugged. Samir had no doubt they would throw Ravi under a
speeding train and walk away without a backward glance if they thought
they could get away with it. These bastards moved across continents and
got all refined, but the veneer of civility was paper thin. When it came to
their daughters, their special brand of family honor stripped their facades
down in a jiffy and turned them into the Neanderthals they really were.

“It’s not like we want to hurt her. Mummy hasn’t eaten since Ridhi left.
Daddy hasn’t been able to get out of bed, he’s been so sick. All we want is
for her to come home. They are even willing to get them married off. There
has to be a way to find out where she is. Can you call her from your cell
phone? She won’t answer my calls.”

“I don’t have a cell phone,” Mili said without a whiff of self-
consciousness.

Ranvir’s eyes virtually popped out of his head. The idea that human
beings could survive without a cell phone seemed outside the grasp of his
pea brain.

“So how do you call people?” This guy was a serious insult to dumbasses
everywhere.

Instead of putting him in his place, Mili gave him her most patient look.
“I have a phone in the office that I use to make calls and I use a calling card
to call my naani in India. There really is no one else I need to call.”

“What about him?” Ranvir pointed to Samir.

Mili looked up at Samir. He watched her, waiting for her response.

“He’s always here, so I never really have to call him.” She gave Samir a
cool I’'m-so-glad-you’re-my-friend smile. But her fingers twisted together
in her lap. She wasn’t quite as unaffected by him as she wanted to believe.

Bastard that he was, he pushed his advantage. He held her wide-eyed
gaze and let the moment stretch. Mili colored. Ranvir shifted uncomfortably
in his chair. Good. He didn’t need the bastard complicating the plot any
further. Come to think of it, he didn’t want the bastard anywhere near Mili.

He stuck out his hand toward Ranvir without taking his eyes off Mili.
“Give me your cell phone.”

Ranvir handed the phone over.

“Do you have your sister’s number in here?”

“Of course. But she’s not answering my calls.” He tried to give Samir a
superior look but thought the better of it. The first smart thing he’d done
since they’d met.



“Have you texted her?”

“Yes. But she’s not responding to my texts.”

Samir slid open the phone, punched in a message and read it aloud.
“Ridhi, Mummy and Daddy have relented. They are willing to get you and
Ravi married. I am with Mili. Please call her office phone at nine p.m.”

He hit send.

Ranvir looked at Mili. “You think she’ll call?”

But Mili had eyes only for Samir and a small fire burned in their onyx
depths. “We’ll just have to go there and see, won’t we?”

The phone in Mili’s office rang at exactly nine o’clock. Samir was
perched on her desk next to the phone and Ranvir was slumped in her chair.

“Ridhi? How are you?” Mili heard the breathless worry in her own voice.
She still wasn’t entirely certain she hadn’t been sucked into setting up some
sort of trap for Ridhi.

“Mill, Oh God, Mill, are you safe? Did they hurt you?” Ridhi said loud
enough for everyone to hear even without a speaker phone. She was in full-
on Drama Queen mode. It was so good to hear her voice.

“I’m fine, Ridhi. Are you and Ravi okay?”

“Oh God, Mill, it’s been fantastic. We’ve been doing it like bunnies.
Everywhere. I’m in heaven, girl!”

Mili’s cheeks burned. She turned away from Samir’s grin, unable to hold
his gaze. She wanted to tell Ridhi to keep her voice down, instead she said,
“Ridhi, I have your brother here with me.”

Ridhi sniffed into the phone. “Very good. I hope he heard me. Just so he
knows there’s no honor left to save.”

Samir gave the phone a thumbs-up.

“Ridhi, I think he’s really worried about you.”

“Yeah, right. That’s why he’s been leaving me threatening messages.
He’s not threatened you or anything, has he? I swear I’ll kill him if he has.”

Mili glared at Ranvir. With his chubby, dimpled face he looked like he
barely even knew what the word threaten meant.

“I’'m sorry. I was desperate to get her to come home,” Ranvir said,
hanging his head in shame.

Samir rolled his eyes.

“He says he’s sorry,” Mili said into the phone, and Ridhi sniffed again.
“Ridhi, I think he’s worried about you. So are your parents. I don’t think



they are going to hurt Ravi. They want you to come back.”

“Have you talked to my parents?” Ridhi tried to sound scoffing but Mili
heard a thread of hope in her voice and her heart twisted.

“No, but I can if you want me to.” She turned to Ranvir. “I need to talk to
your parents.”

It took Ranvir two seconds to get his mother on his cell phone and hand it
over to Mili.

Loud sobbing exploded from the phone even before Mili could get it to
her ear. “Oh God, beta, bless you, bless you. You have no idea what we
have gone through. Oh, my Ridhika. Oh, my baby. Is she okay?” No
wonder Ridhi was so dramatic.

“Auntie, she’s fine. She’s just scared.”

“What ‘scared’? What does she think we will do? What did I do to
deserve this from my own daughter? Tell her to come home. Tell her
Mummy will die without her.”

In the other ear, Ridhi spoke. “Is she on? Is she shrieking in your ear?”

Samir made a noose with his hands and pretended to hang himself. He
looked so amused with himself Mili whacked his thigh with Ranvir’s
phone, then pressed it against her jeans. She spoke into the office phone.
“Ridhi, your mother is really very upset.”

“Mill, Mummy is always upset. Tell her I won’t marry anyone else.”

Mili moved the cell phone back to her ear. Ridhi’s mom’s sobbing had
taken on a note of hysteria. “Auntie. Please calm down. Ridhi is okay.”

“Don’t”—Ridhi’s mom shouted into her right ear before making the
effort to lower her voice—“tell me to calm down. My pride and joy has run
away with some boy.”

“Is she calling Ravi names? If she calls Ravi names, I’m never coming
home.” This was Ridhi in her left ear.

“Auntie, Ridhi says she won’t marry anyone else.”

“Oh God, but Dr. Mehra’s boy is a cardiologist.” She said the word
cardiologist with such reverence she forgot to cry. “And he’s Punjabi.”

“Ravi is a software engineer,” Mili said into the phone.

“I know what Ravi is. Why are you telling me that? What did she say
about Ravi? How dare she? I’'m hanging up.”

“Ridhi, wait, please don’t hang up.”



It was taking all of Samir’s strength not to take both phones and toss
them out the window. It had been amusing for the first five minutes. But
now these two were killing Mili. She was wound as tight as his Breitling. If
the conversation ended badly, and how could it not, he had no doubt she
would blame the entire debacle on herself.

Ranvir was opening and closing his mouth like a hapless fish and doing
absolutely nothing to help the poor girl out. So much for “Ranvir.” It meant
“the victorious warrior.” Who the fuck had named him that?

Samir pulled the landline phone out of Mili’s hand. “Okay, listen,
Ridhika,” he said in the voice he used on his junior artists when he needed
them to take him seriously, fast. “Your parents want you to come home.
They are going to pay for your wedding—in full Yash Chopra splendor.
Then they are going to send you on a honeymoon to Switzerland, just like
in Bollywood movies. All they want in return is that you come home and
act like all this nonsense never happened. Either you take the offer, or you
go to the registrar’s office, sign on a ledger, and act like you don’t have a
family. It’s your call.”

“Who the hell are you?” this Ridhi person asked in a terrifyingly nasal
American accent, completely ignoring the real question at hand.

He said a little prayer for the poor fuck who had signed up for this for the
rest of his life. “It doesn’t matter. We’re calling you from this number in ten
minutes. Have your answer ready.” And with that he clicked off the phone.

Mili stared at him, openmouthed, as if he had sprouted a third eye. Shrill
shouting came from the cell phone hanging from her hand.

“Tell Auntieji her daughter’s coming home and to start making wedding
arrangements.”

Mili pulled the phone to her ear. “Hello, Auntie?” The shrieking stopped
instantly. “Ridhi is willing to come home if you promise to treat Ravi with
respect and if you give them your blessings.”

“So she’ll come home and get married at home?” The hysteria
evaporated from the voice like magic.

Mili’s shoulders dropped a good two inches. “Yes, and she’ll even let you
plan the wedding and invite as many people as you want. As long as she’s
the bride and Ravi’s the groom.”

Nicely done, Mili.

There was some excited shrieking over the phone and Mili couldn’t stop
grinning. Then Ridhi’s mom said something and Mili’s face fell. Great, now



the woman chose to speak in human decibels.

“Thanks,” Mili said in a small voice. “Yes, I’ll try.”

When she hung up she was smiling again but the joy was gone from her
smile and Samir wanted to strangle the woman.

He redialed Ridhi’s number and handed Mili the phone. At least the ear-
splitter roommate would bring her smile back. It did.

As expected the runaway couple was all set to go home to Ohio and let
Mummy and Daddy get them married. There was much sobbing and
laughter and then the nasal voice dropped to a whisper. Color slid over
Mili’s cheeks and she looked away from him.

“We’ll talk later,” she mumbled into the phone.

And Samir knew without a doubt that Ridhi had asked Mili about him.

Three days after Samir had pulled off that incredible phone rescue Mili
waited outside Pierce Hall for him. The yellow convertible screeched to a
halt in front of her and Samir sprang out of the car in his usual style, like
Ali Baba springing from his earthen urn. He ran around the car and let her
in, then he waited until she was settled in her seat before jumping in next to
her. She could get around without her cane now but Samir refused to let her
walk back and forth from the university. He dropped her off at Pierce Hall
in the afternoon and then picked her up and took her home in the evening
after class.

“Did you speak to the crazy roomie today? Is she back at her parents’
house?”

Mili nodded. Ridhi hadn’t been able to stop talking about the wedding.
Her mother and she had flown to New York for a day to shop for Ridhi’s
wedding lehenga and jewelry. “Yup, auntie and she are trying to plan the
wedding of the century in one week.”

Samir groaned. “That sounds painful. So when do you leave for the
wedding?”

“I’m not going.”

“What do you mean you’re not going?”

For obvious reasons Mili didn’t exactly love weddings, but that didn’t
stop her from being heartbroken that she couldn’t go to Ridhi’s wedding
that weekend. For one, she had no way of getting from Ypsilanti to
Columbus. As of today she was three days behind on her rent and she felt



like a full-fledged criminal, living in a home she wasn’t paying for. So
buying a bus ticket was out of the question.

“Mili?” Samir made his signature screeching turn into their parking lot
and she grabbed the dashboard and squeezed her eyes shut.

“I have schoolwork to finish.”

“You told me that you had school under control when you were all set to
go traipsing off with Ranvir.”

“What are you, some sort of wedding-guest policeman?”

“Far from it. I find weddings hideous. But I thought Ridhi was your best
friend. And I thought weddings meant more to you girls than the air you
breathe.”

“I think air is definitely more important than weddings.” Unlike
marriage, which was definitely more important than the air you breathed.

“So you’re one of those rare girls who actually accepts that weddings are
just a waste of money?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“But they aren’t special enough to attend when your best friend is
involved?” Samir helped her out of the car.

It was hard to be furious with someone who was so nice to you, but he
got her there with such ease. “I just don’t want to go, okay?”

His brows drew together but he had the good sense to say no more. When
they reached her door he did a two-fingered wave and turned to go to his
own apartment. “Later.”

“Aren’t you coming in?” Was that disappointment she heard in her own
voice?

“Not today. Will you be all right by yourself?”

“Of course.” She followed him with her eyes as he walked away.

In the three weeks that she’d known him Samir had never left her at the
door and not come in. Usually he was harder to get rid of than a scabies
itch.

She turned the key and entered her apartment. The aroma hit her first.

A small round table sat in the middle of her dining room draped in a
white tablecloth. She walked toward it. Laid out on the table was her
favorite meal—yellow dal, perfectly round rotis, and spiced potatoes topped
with green chilies and cilantro. Two plates sat in front of two brand-new
chairs that matched the brand-new table.



She turned around and saw him standing in her doorway, his big body
filling it up, his hip leaning on the doorframe, his arms crossed across his
chest. He raised one questioning brow at her, and that’s when she realized
she was crying.

All his life Samir had hated the sight of women crying. Baiji never cried.
Rima had steadfastly refused to shed tears when Virat’s plane went down.
All the women he knew who did cry used tears as a weapon to get what
they wanted.

Already he had lost count of how many times he’d seen Mili cry. But
until this moment he hadn’t quite grasped how often and how very easily
she cried. And he had definitely forgotten how much he hated tears.
Because Mili’s tears were a thing of beauty. They crashed against his heart
like waves, at once turbulent and calming, and shook something free in the
very deepest part of him. Her crying was silent, soulful. It spoke all the
things she couldn’t say. Sometimes it was comical, because her nose
watered as much as her eyes did. But there wasn’t a smidge of artfulness in
it. She cried because she couldn’t not cry. When emotion filled her up, it
spilled from her eyes.

He walked up to her, careful to keep his stride lazy. He reached out and
touched her tears. Her cheek was velvet beneath his fingers. “If you’re
upset I’ll put it away. You don’t have to eat it.”

She sniffed and tried to glare at him through the flood. “Don’t you dare!”

He pushed her into a chair and waited for her to say something about the
new furniture, but she was too mesmerized by the food. He had wondered if
he was going too far with the dinette set, but he had seen it at the huge
grocery store that seemed to carry everything from milk to construction
tools and he hadn’t been able to help himself. He was tired of eating on the
floor. Plus, he’d seen her rub her ankle when she sat cross-legged on the
floor and he knew it hurt. He had almost bought the matching rattan couch
too. But something told him that even with this tiny table and two chairs he
had a fight on his hands. Except that until she was done eating she wouldn’t
be fighting any battles.

Somewhere between her fluttering eyelashes and blissfully raised
eyebrows, somewhere between the sensuous working of her jaw and the
insanely satisfied smile, it struck him. “You’re not going to the wedding



because you don’t have any way to get there.” How had he not figured it out
sooner?

She stopped eating and he regretted not waiting until she was done.
“That’s not the only reason.”

“But that’s the main reason?”

She shrugged. Fortunately she went back to eating.

“Let me drive you. Your Panjab’s favorite son invited me, so I’m on the
guest list too.”

“Thanks, Samir. But I can’t.” She didn’t look surprised that he had
offered to take her and it made him absurdly happy. “You’re already doing
too much. All that picking up, dropping off”—she waved a spoonful of
potatoes around—*“all the cooking. You’re spoiling me.” She gave the
potatoes a caressing glance and popped them in her mouth.

She might’ve thanked him again, but he didn’t hear one word because
she was in the throes of whatever those potatoes did to her and his mind
took off to places it definitely had no business going.

Suddenly she stopped and put the spoon down. “And the furniture.” She
caressed the white tablecloth with her forefinger. “We have to take it back. I
can’t afford it.”

He opened his mouth but she shook her head. “No, Samir, I can’t take
this from you.”

He tried to swallow, but couldn’t quite manage. “Not even as a thank-you
for letting me write here? Thanks to you, I’'m almost done with my script.”
Although thanks to her he’d practically had to write the damn thing twice.

She grinned widely. “Is it really almost done?”

He nodded and she picked up the spoon again and dipped it in the dal.
“That’s wonderful. But the dining table has got to go, and forget the
wedding. This”—she pointed at the dal with her spoon—*“this is the way to
thank me.” She scooped some of the yellow liquid into her mouth and
licked her spoon with such feeling Little Sam gave up on decency and
reared to life. And Samir knew he could no longer talk himself out of the
crazy plan that had been brewing in his head all day.
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When Samir picked Mili up outside Pierce Hall she looked ready to drop
dead with exhaustion. She sank into the car seat and held her hand
cautiously across her belly the way she always did when it hurt. He handed
her a pill and a bottle of water and even the grateful look she threw him
didn’t have its usual fierceness. Good. He hated that look with a vengeance.
Before they were out of the parking lot, her eyelids started to droop shut.

The moment he drove past their street, she sat bolt upright. “Samir, you
missed our turn.” Of course he was a fool to think it could’ve been that
easy.

“Did I? I’1l take the next one.”

She narrowed those tired eyes. “There is no next one. You need to make a
U-turn.”

“Okay, we’ll make one. No worries.” He patted her knee and tried his
best smoldering smile.

She rolled her eyes. “What are you doing, Samir?” she asked as if he
were a child about to eat his fifth cookie.

“I’m driving a car.”

“But where are you driving your car to?” More of that enunciation.

“We are going on a little trip.”

“I don’t want to go on a trip. I want to go home. Turn the car around.
Now.”

“Sure. I’ll turn it around and take you right home on Sunday.”

“This is insanity, Samir. It’s illegal. It’s called kidnapping. You could be
arrested. The laws in this country are very strict.” She sounded like she was
threatening a three-year-old. Nevertheless, he shouldn’t have smiled,
because she jumped straight from annoyed enough to scold him to livid
enough to poke his eyes out.

She twisted around and started searching for something. “Let me see
your phone.” She shoved her hand under his nose.

He laughed. He threw his head back and laughed louder than he’d
laughed in a very long time. How could he not? “Wait three hours. I’m sure
Ridhi will be happy to let you see her phone and have me arrested.”



Instead of a response she gave him her back. Okay, so he didn’t have to
be a genius to know she was furious. But she was also touched and grateful.
She just didn’t know it yet. Her pert little nose went up in the air and she
wrapped her arms around herself. But her bravado didn’t stand up to her
exhaustion and within ten minutes of silent fuming she was fast asleep, the
wet spikes of her lashes splayed across her velvet cheeks, ribbons of hair
cascading from her ponytail.

He tried not to focus on the warmth the sight of her suffused in his chest,
not to mention other parts of him. But the only other thing to focus on was
the open road and the endless fields and the roaring vacuum it blasted open
in the pit of his stomach. Here he was again, driving through his oldest
nightmares, the wind blowing open those stubborn ancient wounds. And the
only thing that made the restlessness recede was the woman who believed
she was married to his brother huddled next to him with those damned wet
cheeks. Trusting him enough to be fast asleep in his car even when she was
furious at him.

Earning her trust had been disturbingly easy. Not that he had ever had
trouble getting women to trust him. Even when he wished women
mistrusted him, they chose not to. But it had never bothered him before.
Never made him wonder how a woman would survive after he’d moved on.
And every woman had survived just fine.

Only Mili was unlike any woman he’d ever met.

An intense urge to turn around and look at her overwhelmed him. He
kept his eyes on the road. But he didn’t have to turn around. His mind saw
her with high-definition clarity. One long spiral curl sprang free from her
ponytail and skimmed her mocha skin still tinted pink with the remnants of
anger, those high cheeks a barometer of her endless wellspring of emotion.
He gripped the steering wheel tighter. Not because the desire to tuck that
errant strand behind her ear was unbearably strong but because a bizarre
impatience clawed at his insides. A red barn danced in the distance across a
cornfield. The bottomlessness that had made him rise screaming from his
nightmares blew open in his chest and cut off his breath.

The welts on his back burned. Fire and tar. The smell of his own blood
charred his nostrils, mixing with the smell of coal and wheat husk. The
storeroom was darker than the coal. Darker than the well.

“Hold on, beta, I’m right here.” Baiji’s voice was as wet as his back. He
lifted his head off the cement floor and reached for it. His fingers searching



for the soft muslin of her sari. But there was only the dusty air. And her
voice. And Bhai’s.

“Chintu? Chintu, come on, champ, wake up. If you get to the window, I
can pull you out.”

But he couldn’t move. He couldn’t feel his legs.

“There’s snow everywhere,” he said. “I can’t stand in the snow, it burns,
Bhai. Bhai?” His voice rose. His terror tearing through the silence.

“Shh. My precious boy, shh.” Baiji’s voice. “We’ll get you out. It’s over.
No more. We’re going to the city, we’re going away. Just you, me, and
Bhai. Just stand up one last time. Just this one time.”

His back tore, but he pushed off the icy cement. Pushed.

His eyes were puffed shut from tears. He pried them open.

Bhai’s shadowy form stuck up from the window. Just his head wrapped
in gray sky.

“Are you flying?” he asked, almost smiling. Bhai could fly, Bhai could
do anything.

He tried to crawl to the window but his hands slipped on the slickness
that dripped down his arms.

“Chintu, come on, champ, you’re strong. I know you are. I’m standing on
Baiji’s shoulders. You know how heavy I am. Come on.”

His back disappeared. Dadaji’s belt disappeared. Everything disappeared
but Bhai’s voice and the need to get to Baiji.

Bhai grabbed his hands, and pulled him over. Baiji’s sari was in his
hands, pressed against his cheeks, twisting between his fingers.

Mili shifted and a blast of wind caught her ponytail. Her hair slapped
against the headrest and wrapped around it like ropes. He reached over and
set it free. The silk tangled about his fingers. He clutched it, squeezed it.
The fist around his throat eased. The slamming in his chest eased. He
sucked in a breath, let it fill his lungs, and rammed his foot into the
accelerator.

Waking up in a speeding car was the strangest feeling. As if you had been
flying in a dream and then you continued to fly after you woke up even
though you didn’t know how.

“’Morning,” Samir said, his warm honey eyes sparkling brighter than the
sun slipping into the horizon behind him, setting his gold-flecked hair
ablaze. The familiar possessiveness in his voice sent a thrill down her spine



before she could stop it and that made all her anger come raging back. She
squeezed her eyes shut and turned away from him.

He swung the car into an exit at full speed and entered the parking lot in
his signature screeching-tires fashion. Mili was proud of herself for not
grabbing the dashboard or showing any sign of how much his driving
acrobatics terrified her.

“Maybe a little coffee will improve memsaab’s mood?” He walked
around the car and held her door open.

She got out. What kind of man didn’t realize that she was perfectly
capable of opening her own car door? She stepped around him, her stupid
ankle sending a jolt of pain through her from having been in the same
position too long. Fortunately she didn’t stumble. She just stuck her chin up
and started walking, ignoring the pain and refusing to limp.

The sky had started to darken, but the building was lit as if it were
Diwali, the festival of lights. One glance around the parking lot told her that
the yellow convertible was the only car there. She looked over her shoulder
to make sure he was close by.

He placed a hand on her elbow. And something about the gentle,
possessive way in which he touched her made her yank her arm away.

“So it’s going to be the silent treatment, I see.” He stepped past her and
held the heavy glass door open, not a bit of remorse on his smug face.

How could he be so completely unaffected by how she felt, by how much
she hated what he had done? “You don’t see anything. You see only what
you want to see. You do only what you want to do. You don’t care what
anyone else wants. It’s called being a bully, a big, selfish, pigheaded bully.”

Without waiting for a response she stormed to the ladies’ room. Or at
least she wanted to storm. What she managed was a pathetic hobble. Once
inside the bathroom, she leaned against the wall and bent over to squeeze
her ankle. She had to bite down on her lip to keep from crying out. The
stupid thing throbbed but it didn’t hurt badly enough to warrant tears. One
huge drop of moisture clung to the end of her nose and dripped to the floor
in front of her.

She squeezed her nose the entire time that she used the toilet and then
scrubbed her face with soap and water. Her ponytail was beyond salvaging,
so she yanked off the band and pulled the tangled mass into a bun at her
nape, shoving the stubborn curls that popped free in place, and waited for
the tears to stop.



When she stepped back out, Samir was leaning against a wall across from
the ladies’ room, one knee bent and resting on the roughened bricks behind
him. His heavy burnt-gold hair shone under the fluorescent lights. An
unfamiliar flash of raw pain and exhaustion flared in his honey-brown eyes
when he looked up at her. But he blinked it away before pushing himself off
the wall and walking toward her.

“Quite a temper you’ve got there,” he said, searching her face in that way
that made her want to look away. And it brought the anger back full force.

She headed toward the exit without responding.

“Slow down, Mili. You’re limping.” He grasped her arm. The same
possessive familiarity of his gaze heated his touch.

She pulled her arm away and kept walking.

“Mili, seriously, you can’t possibly be such a hypocrite. You know how
badly you wanted to go to the wedding. How can you be this mad at me for
helping you?”

“Helping me? You’ve known me, what, all of three weeks? What makes
you an expert on what I want? How dare you call me a hypocrite, you ...
you ... arrogant donkey!”

He looked startled. His mouth quirked. She wanted to dig her nails into
those shoulders of his and shake him until his perfect white teeth rattled.
She opened her own car door and sank into the seat.

“So, you’re saying you truly were not dying to go to Ridhi’s wedding?”

“For someone who thinks he knows what I want, can’t you figure out I
don’t want to talk to you? Leave me alone.”

His lips quirked some more as he turned the key in the ignition. “So you
aren’t going to answer the real question?”

Why would she? She didn’t owe the big, kidnapping bully answers.

Not that she had an answer. Her opinion about weddings, about marriage
in general, was getting more and more turbulent by the day. And it made
her so angry, so incredibly sad, she felt like she couldn’t go on. Stupid
wetness pushed at her eyelids, and her nose, her stupid nose started
dripping. If she stayed very silent, maybe he wouldn’t notice she was
crying.

“Mili?” She hated the tenderness in his voice. He made one of his
racetrack maneuvers and pulled into another spot instead of leaving the
parking lot. “Are you crying?”

“No, it’s raining, but only on my face.”



Again that quirking of the lips. She glared at him, daring him to laugh at
her.

“I thought Ridhi was your best friend. I’'m sorry. Listen, we’ll turn
around.” He killed the engine and turned around to face her.

She swiped her cheeks with her wrists. “Ridhi’s not my best friend, you
... you ... idiot, she’s the sister I never had. Here in this foreign country
she’s been my family.”

“In that case, we really shouldn’t go to her wedding.”

She smacked him hard on his shoulder. “You think you are so funny,
don’t you?”

“I’m the one being funny?” He looked so incredulous that if she weren’t
so livid she’d smile.

“Of course I’d give anything to go. But I can’t go to a wedding like this.
And you can’t just kidnap me and whisk me off somewhere without asking
me what I want. I am not a child. I’'m wearing jeans and a T-shirt. You can’t
show up at a wedding with nothing to wear, with nothing to give the bride. I
don’t even have a toothbrush. And I have the world’s worst morning
breath.”

He threw his head back and laughed. He had been doing that a lot lately.
“Well, I kind of knew that. So I packed your toothbrush.”

“You packed my toothbrush?” Mili couldn’t remember the last time she
had been so angry with someone. “How dare you? You dug through my
private things? Who do you think you are?” She pushed the door open. She
needed to get out of the car.

He jumped out of the car, ran around to her side and squatted in front of
her. His arm rested on the car door, making his biceps bulge a foot from her
face. He shone one of his intense looks into her eyes. “Hey, Mili, I didn’t go
through your things. I would never do that. I found your bag packed and
sitting in your living room when I went in there to write. And your brush
was sitting right there on your sink.”

Her stupid nose started running again. After last night’s conversation, she
had wanted to go so badly she had decided to take him up on his offer and
packed. Then she’d realized how stupid she was being. But she’d forgotten
about the bag.

“I saw the bag. That’s how I knew how much you wanted to go.”

“And you thought it was okay to make that decision for me? To do my
thinking for me? Just because you took care of me doesn’t give you the



right to control me, Samir.”

He was leaning too close to her now. She pushed him away. He didn’t
budge. “Control you? What are you talking about? I’ve never seen you this
angry. What is your problem, Mili?”

“Let me think. Oh yes, maybe being kidnapped is my problem. Maybe
being treated like your private property is my problem. Maybe not being
allowed to make my own choices is my problem.” Her voice cracked and
the frown between his brows deepened.

“The only reason I did this is because I thought it was what you wanted. I
never meant to take away your choices. This was about what you wanted.
Cross my heart.” But he crossed her heart instead. One tentative finger
traced a cross exactly where her heart suddenly and inexplicably started
thudding out a frantic rhythm. He trailed the finger to her chin and lifted it
up so she stared into his golden eyes. “Do you really want to go home?”

Now she felt even more stupid. Very warm all over and very stupid. And
very embarrassed. He had tried to do something nice and she had thrown
the biggest tantrum of her life. She wished he would just stop trying to pay
her back for his precious script. She wished she didn’t see in his eyes what
she saw.

His finger turned warm on her chin and trailed her jaw. She tried to pull
his hand away, but the closeness of his huge, warm, perfectly sculpted body
emanated so much comfort she felt drugged, unable to break the contact
between them. Her fingers rested on his. “No, it’s too late to turn back,” she
said, and he smiled his golden smile.

How could a creature this glorious, a soul this beautiful possibly smile at
her as if ... as if ... No. He felt sorry for her. That’s all it was. It couldn’t be
anything more. Because if it was, they couldn’t be friends anymore. Of
course he felt sorry for her. She had been in perpetual need of rescuing ever
since she’d met him.

In that case, why let him off easy?

The funniest thought struck her. His eyes narrowed as he watched her.

“We’re halfway there,” she said. “You really should meet Ridhi. In fact, I
can’t wait for you to meet her.”

Her big bully was about to be taught the lesson of a lifetime.
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Samir had never in his life heard a more terrifyingly nasal, a more
earsplittingly high-pitched voice. “Mill! I can’t believe you’re here, Mill!”
The shrieking girl flew down the wide granite stairs of the colonnaded
mansion like a squawking bird and flung herself at Mili. Substantially taller
and bigger than Mili, she picked her up and spun her around like a rag doll
before plunking her down on the sweeping driveway.

Samir watched in horror as Mili tried to land on her good foot, but she
couldn’t quite manage it and stumbled backward. Fortunately he was close
enough to catch her. She turned around and gave him one of those grateful
looks he despised. He couldn’t find the generosity in his heart to
acknowledge it. He was too distracted by the screaming banshee, who
wouldn’t stop jumping up and down like a two-year-old.

“Mummy, Daddy, come, look, see. Mili’s here.”

A veritable caravan of people materialized in response to her shrieks.
They were all dressed in shimmering gauzes and silks in colors almost as
jarringly loud as she was.

Mili beamed as if this was the exact kind of craziness she had been
missing in her life.

“Mill, this is Mummy, Daddy, my maasi, my chachi, my chacha, my
taaya.” The list of uncles and aunts went on and on.

How so many people had gathered in a span of one week boggled his
mind. Mili bent over and touched the feet of every one of the elders she was
introduced to, in the traditional gesture of respect, and it was a substantial
number. They all hugged her and ruffled her hair as if she were the long-lost
daughter of their heart.

Mummyji held her the longest. She pressed Mili’s flushed face against
her ample satin-clad bosom and wiped her eyes with the chiffon scarf
draped around her shoulders. “Oh, beta, what we owe you! Oh, how much
we owe you!” she kept repeating between sobs. Suddenly she grabbed her
hapless son by the sleeve and pulled him toward her. “See who’s here. The
girl who saved your family’s honor.”



Ranvir blinked and at least twenty distinct shades of pink flashed across
his doughy cheeks.

“She’s dark but she’s pretty,” one of the army of aunties said from behind
Samir.

Samir ground his teeth. Ridhi started laughing, an astounding neighing
sound that made her shrieks sound like music in comparison. Samir plugged
the ear closer to her with his finger.

“Mummy, you can’t set Ranvir up with Mili.” More neighing laughter.
“At least think before you start your matchmaking. Mili’s ma—"~

Mili yanked Ridhi away from her mother, blushing even more furiously
than Doughboy. She pointed at Samir, her look exactly that of a child
caught with her hand in a cookie jar. “Ridhi, this is—”

Before Mili could say anything Ridhi let out another glass-shattering
neigh. “Oh my God! Ohmygod! Oh. My. God. Mili, you didn’t tell me he
was going to be here. Oh my God, you were so wrong. He came!”

Mili looked like someone had stabbed her in the chest. Color drained
from her face.

Ridhi ran up to Samir and threw her arms around him. “Oh my God. I
have been dying to meet you. Oh my—"

“Ridhi, this is Samir, our new neighbor. He drove me here.” Mili cut the
madwoman off and Samir wanted to hug her. If that horrendous voice
formed the words Oh my God one more time, he would have to dump Mili
in the car and head back to Ypsilanti right this minute.

Ridhi jumped out of Samir’s arms as if he suddenly oozed pus and glared
at him. “This is the guy who punched Ranvir?” She planted one hand on her
hip and gave Mili one of those loaded woman-to-woman looks that women
thought were so subtle.

Fortunately, one of the aunties dragged her into the house. “Arrey,
enough of your tamasha-drama. Come on inside and act like a bride for a
change.”

He had no idea who the white-haired woman was, but despite being
blinded by her parrot-green sari and fuchsia lips, Samir wanted to hoist her
on his shoulders and give her anything she desired.

Ridhi grabbed Mili’s arm and yanked her into the house behind her. The
next time she handled Mili like a rag doll Samir was going to kill her with
his bare hands, bride or not.



Samir looked so tortured when Mili grabbed his arm and pulled him into
the house behind her she wanted to laugh. Served him right for being such a
bully. But one step into the house and Mili knew she would never ever be
able to repay him for bringing her here.

It was like stepping over the chasm of time and distance and landing right
back home in India. They had arrived just in time for the Ladies’ Singing
program that was such an integral part of Punjabi weddings. Mili had never
actually been to a Punjabi wedding, but this looked exactly like the dazzling
affairs she’d seen in films. The entire brightly lit house vibrated with music,
and the sound of people shouting over the music. Someone pulled Ridhi
away and started doing a bhangra dance with her in the middle of a gigantic
hall, which literally was the size of the entire university union.

Mili spun around a full circle, taking the house in. It was even larger than
her husband’s ancestral haveli. And that home was built for joint families.
For generations, three to four brothers and their families had lived in the
haveli along with the families of the servants who took care of the grounds
and the house. All told, a good thirty odd people had lived in the haveli at
any given time. Not anymore of course. Ever since Virat’s grandfather had
died the haveli had been locked up and left to disintegrate.

Virat and his mother had left Balpur soon after her wedding twenty years
ago and never returned. Mili’s husband had been so intent on avoiding her
he hadn’t even come back for his own grandfather’s funeral. Not even to
check up on the grand old house with its crumbling arches and verandahs.
She had done everything she could. She had even bought a bucket of
cement and patched up the roof herself when the rains made the kitchen
flood. The thought of their family’s heritage being left to rot like that made
her so incredibly angry, so sad, she could hardly bear it.

When she and Virat were finally together the first responsibility they
would fulfill as a couple was taking care of the haveli. Who else would do
it? She had heard there was a half brother but her grandmother never talked
about him. In fact, no one in Balpur ever spoke of him.

Samir gave her one of those help me looks as the auntie in the sari the
exact green of an Indian parrot pulled him to the middle of the dancing
crowd. Another three white-haired women surrounded him, bopping their
shoulders and throwing their hands in the air. Mili was about to help him
when Ridhi swung her around.



“Have you eaten anything?” She took a bite of the samosa she was
holding and then stuffed the rest of the flaky, potato-filled pastry into Mili’s
mouth before dragging her toward the sweeping staircase, which of course
was straight out of a Bollywood film.

“It’s the sangeet today. You’re my best friend. You can’t possibly be
wearing that.” She made a face that suggested Mili needed to be fumigated.
“Come on. Let’s see if we can fit you into something of mine.” She dragged
Mili upstairs.

Ridhi’s room was another union-sized spectacle with pink sequins,
baubles, beads, and shimmering chiffon everywhere.

“I was in this Bollywood phase,” Ridhi said sheepishly. “I wanted a room
that looked like a Bollywood dance number, so Mummy had an interior
designer cousin ship all this stuff over from India.” Ridhi threw herself on
the huge circular bed in the center of the room with yards and yards of
filmy fabric hanging from the ceiling like a royal canopy.

“Was in a Bollywood phase?” Mili teased.

Ridhi made a face and pulled Mili into a closet the size of their entire
apartment. Mili’s mouth dropped open.

“Mummy likes clothes,” Ridhi said, riffling through the rainbow of silk
and chiffon. “She wanted to be a Bollywood designer before she married
Daddy and moved here.”

Saris, salwar kameezes, ghaghras in every color, every shade, and
apparently every style covered three entire walls.

“Ridhi.” Mili stood frozen in place. “How did you ever live in our
apartment?”

“What do you mean?” Ridhi pulled a few hangers out and placed them on
a dress-stand contraption.

“I mean look at this.” Mili swept her arms around the veritable clothing
store around her.

Ridhi pulled two kurtis from hangers and slung them on the contraption.
“You know what it feels like to be in love, Mill. None of this matters. I
didn’t want any of it when Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t let me be with
Ravi. It totally drove them nuts when I didn’t take their money, when I
worked at Panda Kong. And see, they learned their lesson.” She held a kurti
against Mili and frowned. “You are like exactly half my size.”

Ridhi was more than half a foot taller than Mili. She didn’t have an inch
of pudginess on her, but she had wide shoulders and lush curves that made



her look exactly like those Amazons from Greek mythology.

“I have an idea.” Ridhi turned back to the clothes. “And by the way,
what’s the story with this Samir guy?” She slid hangers back and forth,
searching for something.

“No story. He just moved into our building. He knew someone from my
village, so he stopped by to say hi and we ... we became friends.”

“Interesting.” Ridhi pulled out two stringy chiffon blouses and pushed
them toward Mili. “He doesn’t look at you like you’re a friend.” She
wiggled her brows.

Mili crinkled her nose. “Don’t be ridiculous. Some mental stuff happened
after you left. He’s just been really helpful.” Talk about understatements.

“Helpful?” Before Ridhi could say more a loud buzz pierced the air.

“Shit.” Ridhi ran to what looked like a hi-tech radio mounted on the wall
and jabbed a button. “Ya, Mummy?”

“Ridhika Kapoor, do you have any sense at all? It’s eight-thirty. Your
guests are sitting around twiddling their thumbs and wondering where the
bride is.” Ridhi’s mom was back in full drama mode. Did she even have
another mode? “Where are you? Ravi’s here. The poor child has been
sitting here waiting patiently.”

“The poor child?” Mili mouthed at Ridhi. Talk about change of heart.

Ridhi rolled her eyes so far into her head, Mili giggled.

“I’m changing, Mummy. I’'m coming. Two minutes.” Ridhi ran back to
the closet and thrust a blue chiffon blouse at Mili.

Mili stared at the ball of strings in her hand. “You can’t be serious,” she
said to Ridhi. Where was the actual fabric that made up whatever this piece
of clothing was supposed to be?

“Hurry up and try it on. It’s a short top on me but I think it will be the
perfect kurta length on you, and I’ll give you churidar pants and you’ll
have a full churidar suit.”

“But this doesn’t have sleeves. Actually it doesn’t even have shoulders. It
only has strings.” Mili held the thing up and shook the strings at Ridhi.

“And you will look lovely in it. Come on, Mummy will kill me if I’m not
down in two minutes.” She started pulling Mili’s T-shirt off. “It’s my
wedding, Mill. I don’t think you’re allowed to argue with me.”

“Yeah, because otherwise arguing with you is so very productive.”

“I don’t understand why everyone keeps saying that. Now take your
clothes off or you’ll get me skinned alive.”



Mili laughed and pulled the strappy concoction on. She had to admit the
blue-green was rather lovely and the fabric slithered like cool liquid over
her skin.

“OMG!” Ridhi slapped her hands to her cheeks. “So beautiful.” She
fanned her face as if she were trying to stop herself from crying, looking
exactly like her mother.

She turned Mili around to face a mirror.

Mili swallowed. Beautiful wasn’t quite the word that sprang to mind.
“There’s too much skin showing.” She adjusted the bodice and tried to
spread the mass of strings over her shoulders so they covered more. The
most skin she had ever shown was in her sleeveless kurtas. And those her
naani only let her wear because she was an officer’s wife.

I suppose an officer will want his wife to dress like a city girl ... 1
suppose an officer will want his wife to read those books ... I suppose an
officer will want his wife to ...

It was Naani’s excuse for everything. And Mili didn’t feel even the
slightest bit guilty for milking it. If it weren’t for Naani’s raging need to
turn her into the perfect officer’s wife Mili would never have studied past
tenth grade, and she definitely would never have been allowed to go to
Jaipur University. As for coming to America, with that she had given poor
Naani no choice.

Ridhi slapped away Mili’s hand when she tried to pull the neckline
higher and started tying the strings that crisscrossed Mili’s back and held
the flimsy thing in place. When Mili was all tied up, there was one thing she
was sure of: if her naani ever saw her like this, she would lock her in a
room and never let her out until Virat himself came back and took her away.

“May I at least have a duppata or a stole?” Something to wrap around
herself and make her halfway decent.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ridhi said, handing her a pair 