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Rishi

“I can’t believe it’s already winter break,” Dimple said.

She navigated them to the Macy’s jewelry department. Every inch of the department store was crawling with frantic-eyed people, all trying to please husbands and wives and children and siblings with their offerings. Rishi had never understood that about the holidays. If someone didn’t like what you got them, they obviously didn’t deserve your time or attention. But now that he had Dimple, he realized he’d do anything to get her whatever she wanted, however demanding or obscure. He smiled at her as she browsed the jewelry cases, her eyebrows knitted together. Always so focused. His hands itched for his sketchbook, but he’d left it at his parents’ house, where he was staying for winter break.

Dimple and Rishi browsed the bracelets for a while, and while Dimple picked out something affordable for her hero and icon, Jenny Lindt, Rishi wandered off. Somehow he found himself in the ring section. More specifically, the engagement ring section. He should get out of here. Anytime the m-word came up, even tangentially, Dimple was liable to go off on a rant about how marriage was a construct of “hegemonic masculinity” and how the government shouldn’t be able to regulate people’s love for each other anyway.

Rishi would let the government regulate his love for Dimple in a heartbeat. Anywhere, anytime. He was fully prepared to wait until she was fifty or sixty, though. However long she needed. But what if she never wanted to get married? He thought about it as he looked at a princess-cut, two-carat ring. He’d be okay with that too, he decided. As long as he got to love Dimple and share his life with her, as long as she was as head over heels for him as he was for her, he’d be okay with anything.

Dimple found him before he was able to tell his feet to leave the section.

“What are you looking at?” she asked, and then stopped short as she took in the tray of sparkling rings, all ensconced in soft, plush white fabric. “Rishi . . .”

“Just looking!” he said, noting the slight defensiveness in his tone. He turned a sheepish smile on her, scanning her hands for an iced beverage she might be liable to throw at any moment. “They’re pretty, though, right?”

She shook her head and smiled, shifting the bag containing the bracelet from one hand to the other. “Yes, they’re pretty. Can we go now?”

She turned to leave, but Rishi grasped her fingers with his. When she spun around to look at him, he gazed deep into her eyes, like the deepest, darkest velvet. “Dimple Shah, one day you’ll see we’re meant to be together forever. I’m not going anywhere. As long as you love me, I’ll be the steady riverbed to your rushing river.”

She stilled and then slowly put her hand on his chest, over his heart. The swarm of people around them slowed down and got quieter. His world was consumed by her. “Rishi Patel, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Wait, what?” His heart thumped under her palm; his head spun so hard he got whiplash. “So . . . so now you’re on board for a long-term commitment? What about the—the domineering hegemony?”

Dimple smiled slyly. “To be continued.” Before he could say anything else, she turned and walked away, her curly black hair bouncing.

Rishi stood looking at her retreating form for a long moment. Then, grinning, he bounded after her.


SIX MONTHS LATER . . .

Dimple

Dimple studied herself in the floor-length mirror in the giant bridal suite at the Ritz-Carlton, Los Angeles. She wore a beaded blue lehenga, which was basically a blouse with a long skirt, and an intricately decorated, long gold scarf called a dupatta. Mamma had pressured her to wear a lot of jewelry for “such a special occasion,” so Dimple was essentially weighed down by a dozen gold necklaces, bangles, rings, and heavy, hanging jhumki earrings that were already irritating her sensitive earlobes. She’d even allowed the bridal makeup artist to do a smoky eye and sweep highlighter on her cheeks, which now glowed with the force of a thousand suns. At least she’d won the fight to wear her glasses instead of stabbing herself in the eyes to get contacts in. Her hair had been straightened and hung in a black waterfall well past her shoulders.

“Dimple, you ready?” one of the wedding guests, a sixteen-year-old high school student Dimple thought was called Chanda, said.

She turned and nodded. “Yep. Coming.”

Dimple clip-clopped to the door in her modest two-inch heels, turning a lingering glance back toward the room one last time before stepping over the threshold. So much opulence. Everywhere she looked, Dimple saw dollar signs—in the thick, fluffy embroidered comforter on the bed; in the several gilt-framed mirrors; in the marble-topped, mirrored dresser; in the sunken living room off to her right that was bigger than her parents’ living room at home. What was it about weddings that made people lose their minds? Shaking her head, she closed the door behind her and made her way to the stairs.

Rishi waited for her in the reception area by one of the many gigantic stone pillars, dashing as usual in a caramel-colored silk kurta pajama set. His hair had been neatly combed and gelled, and he looked at her with so much love shining in those honey-colored eyes that Dimple staggered briefly on the slick marble floors. How embarrassing. She glared around murderously, daring anyone to laugh at her, but no one met her eyes.

“Hi,” Rishi said, taking her cold, henna-bedecked hands in his warm ones. His smile was mesmerizing. “You look . . . Wow.”

Dimple shook her head and pushed her glasses up on her already slightly sweaty nose. “What am I doing here, Rishi? I don’t know any of these people.”

He turned and looked around at the crowd, buzzing with conversation and laughter, sparkling in jeweled finery. “You know,” he said, tossing her a conspiratorial smile, “I don’t either.”

Dimple laughed and pushed him lightly on the chest. “They’re your family!” She paused. “And it was really . . . nice of them to suggest that I use the makeup artist they’d hired.” It was a suggestion that had the very distinct flavor of a command. Couldn’t have curmudgeonly Dimple Shah sullying the wedding photographs, now, could they?

“Of course,” Rishi said, putting an arm around her shoulders and squeezing. “You’re practically part of the family now.”

“Rishi beta!” a middle-aged Indian woman wearing very dark purple eye shadow that matched her sari exactly said, bustling up to them. She was holding a silver Gucci clutch. “How is SFSU? Are you back for the summer?”

“I am, auntie,” Rishi said, smiling. “Looking forward to just chilling for the rest of summer break. Have you met Dimple Shah? Dimple, this is Sushmita auntie, one of my parents’ friends.”

Dimple pressed her palms together. “Namaste, auntie,” she said.

“Oho!” Sushmita auntie’s face twisted in a sly smile. “So this is Dimple!”

Rishi chuckled, and Dimple adjusted her dupatta because she didn’t know what else to do. What did she mean, this was Dimple? Why that particular inflection? Dimple didn’t like that inflection, not one bit.

“Yes, auntie,” Rishi said, beaming proudly at Dimple as if angels and unicorns had handcrafted her. “She’s on summer break from Stanford.”

“Stanford,” Sushmita auntie said, that weird inflection back in her voice. She batted her eyes at Dimple, her mascaraed lashes like spiders’ legs against her cheek. “You know,” she said, leaning in to them, “soon we’ll all be attending a wedding like this for both of you!”

Rishi chuckled again, but Dimple jumped as if she’d been stung. “What?” she said aggressively. She knew she was being aggressive because (a) Mamma had told her she tended to be aggressive when she said the words “What?” or “Why?” and (b) Sushmita auntie leaped back at least three inches. “We’re only nineteen!”

“Haan,” Sushmita auntie said, her eyes roving between Dimple and Rishi, “I just meant . . . after college, maybe . . .” She stopped talking when she saw Dimple’s face. “Oh, I should go find Rajender,” she said finally, fluttering a hand at them. “He’s hopeless at these events, you know, with the . . .” She was already backing away before she was done.

As Sushmita auntie was swallowed up by the crowd, Rishi turned to Dimple, a small furrow between his brows. “You didn’t have to jump on her like that.”

“I didn’t jump on her!” Dimple said. When Rishi gave her his skeptical eyebrow, she amended, “Well, I wasn’t trying to jump on her. I just thought she was being ridiculous.”

Something passed over Rishi’s face. “You think it’s ridiculous that she thought we might get married someday?”

“At nineteen or twenty-two or whenever she meant, yeah, I think that’s pretty ridiculous! Besides, look around, Rishi.” Dimple gestured around them at the waiters and waitresses circulating with canapés, the giant champagne fountain that was rivaled only by the fruit punch fountain at the other end (for the kids), the marble floors that had been polished to such a high gloss, Dimple could see two of everyone here. “Don’t you think this level of opulence is a little wasteful?”

Rishi cocked his head a little as he studied her. “If the bride’s and groom’s parents want to pamper their kids this way on their wedding day, who am I to judge? Besides, I don’t think it’s ridiculous to get married at nineteen or at twenty-two. Not if you love each other. Not if it feels like the most natural thing in the world.”

Although his voice was calm, Rishi’s eyes flashed in their intensity. Clearly, this was something he felt strongly about. To Rishi, love was all that mattered. Age, ambitions, expected marital roles—those were secondary.

But then it was easy for him, wasn’t it? He was a dude, and marriage didn’t really affect him from a sociocultural standpoint as it did women. Dimple felt an uncomfortable squirming in her stomach. She was the Titanic, and there was an entire iceberg’s worth of discussions under the surface of this conversation that she didn’t want to touch.

Ever since that day six months ago when they’d kind of looked at engagement rings, Rishi kept hinting at . . . things. Dimple wasn’t sure she wanted to revisit the subject so soon. Or at all. If she had one fervent wish, it was that she could control time, so she could rewind it and go back to the engagement ring situation and just drag Rishi away without saying anything at all.

“Rishi . . .” She looked around. “I really don’t want to have this conversation here. Okay?”

He studied her for another moment and then nodded. “Okay.” Slipping his hand through hers, he added, “Let’s go find my parents. They wanted to introduce us to the groom’s parents.”

“Great,” Dimple said, squeezing his fingers, a placatory gesture to say, Hey, we’re okay, right? He didn’t squeeze back.


Rishi

Rishi sat on the porch swing (Ma had had it installed a few years ago; she was a huge fan of Southern-style homes, big white porch swings included), looking out over his parents’ property. The tennis and basketball courts, the manicured gardens in the distance, the giant stone fountain soaking up the sun, the palm trees lining the drive with the big iron gates at the end—all of these were relics from his childhood. Rishi had grown up here; he’d seen a picture of him standing at those very gates with his grandfather, waiting for his little brother, Ashish, to be brought home from the hospital. When Rishi was home, he felt in control, sure of his life, certain about the path he was on. When he was home, he knew exactly who he was.

Except . . . not today. Not at this moment. Right now he felt more unsettled than anything, more rattled than secure. He pushed with his sneakered feet and rocked gently in the swing, inhaling the aroma of the eucalyptus trees in the warm breeze. Maybe it was the wedding they’d gone to Saturday night. It was Monday morning now, and Rishi still couldn’t stop thinking about the brief conversation he and Dimple had had.

He picked up the bent and slightly battered sketchbook that lay beside him, ever present. He’d sketched the scene of him talking to her about getting married as he’d seen it in his mind’s eye. In his sketch, his eyes were clouded with confusion and a touch of hurt, while Dimple’s were clear and full of her trademark stubbornness. Her arms were crossed, and she was leaning slightly away from him.

Rishi didn’t know if that’s how it had really gone down—he certainly wasn’t an objective party—but he couldn’t shake the bad feeling from that night. He couldn’t stop obsessing about everything she’d said and all the many things that she hadn’t wanted to say, that her face had said anyway. Why was Dimple so intractable about getting married when so recently, in that jewelry department, she hadn’t been? Was she changing her mind, now that she’d thought about it some more? Rishi couldn’t stop torturing himself with the thought that maybe it wasn’t about her at all. Maybe her retraction had something to do with him.

“Hey, bhaiyya,” Ashish said, walking out onto the porch in bare feet, sipping on a white blended drink of some kind. Their housekeeper, Myrna, had probably made it for him. Everyone spoiled Ashish. He wore ripped skinny jeans and a salmon-colored T-shirt that was half tucked into his jeans and half hanging over the waistband. Rishi pulled at the hem of his own blue-and-white-striped polo shirt, but Ashish didn’t take the hint. Instead he plopped down on the swing next to Rishi and rocked them. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing much,” Rishi said, closing his sketchbook. He sniffed. “What is that you’re drinking? Some kind of coconut thing?”

“It’s a toasted white-chocolate-coconut blended coffee,” Ashish said. “Myrna’s kind of a genius when it comes to making drinks. Do you know she can make every single thing on the Starbucks and Peet’s menus using just the stuff in our kitchen?”

“Mm,” Rishi said, trying to sound enthusiastic, but failing miserably. “Cool.”

Ashish studied him while he slurped. “You okay?”

Rishi considered lying, but the truth was, he’d appreciate a little assist. Especially now. Recently Ashish had become pretty fun to talk to, even about relationship stuff. It was like his demeanor had gotten . . . sweeter . . . over the past few months. “Yeah, man. It’s just that Dimple and I kind of had a . . .” He made a swirling gesture with his hand.

“A fight?”

“No, it was, like, an intense conversation.”

Ashish raised an eyebrow. “An intense . . . conversation?”

Rishi nodded. “And some potentially strained body language.”

Ashish’s face contorted, his lips twitching like he was trying desperately to hold in a laugh. “Potentially . . . strained . . . body . . . language.”

“What?” Rishi asked, frowning.

Ashish snorted and continued to rock them on the swing. “Nothing. You guys are so sweet together, it kind of makes me sick. I’m sure whatever transpired to make the ‘strained body language’ happen, you can just talk to her about it.”

“I don’t know. I’ve tried to talk to her about this topic before, and it always turns kind of awkward. I don’t want to feel like I’m continually just pushing her.” He turned to Ashish. “Ash . . . I want to marry this girl someday. But I don’t know if she’ll ever feel the same way about me.”

Ashish blew out a thoughtful breath. “Marriage is a pretty big-ticket item. It’s one of those things they say you can’t really change each other’s minds about, right? You just have to be on the same page or . . .”

He trailed off, but Rishi got what he was saying. “Or it’s not worth either partner’s time to be in the relationship at all. Yeah. I feel really strongly about this, and I think she does too.” Rishi swallowed. Suddenly his throat felt really tight. “Ash . . . what if she never wants to get married? I always figured we had time, that she’d change her mind—and recently she seemed to be moving in that direction. But . . . what if it’s me she can’t stand the thought of marrying?”

Ashish looked him right in the eye. “I highly doubt that’s the case, bhaiyya,” he said firmly. “But it sounds like it’s eating away at you, so you should probably talk to the one person who can set your mind at ease.”

“You’re right,” Rishi said, standing. “You’re right. I have to talk to Dimple. Right now.”

“Here,” Ashish said, handing him the coconut drink. “You need the caffeine more than I do.”

“Thanks.” Rishi grabbed his sketchbook and ran down the stairs toward the six-car garage in the distance.


Dimple

Dimple sat on a bench by the white three-tier fountain in Holbrook-Palmer Park, tapping her sandal-clad feet nervously. She wasn’t sure why Rishi wanted to meet her here, but his text had sounded strangely urgent. Dimple tried to reassure herself that this had nothing to do with that mini-conversation they’d had at the wedding, but she wasn’t completely sure. They’d talked a little over FaceTime yesterday, and Rishi hadn’t brought it up then. Then again, Dimple had been busy with some visiting relatives. They hadn’t really had the time to delve into anything super serious.

She was beginning to sweat under the summer sun, so she pulled the collar of her peasant blouse out a little. God, she wished she would’ve stopped at Starbucks and gotten an iced coffee. She needed caffeine for something like this. Seriously, people shouldn’t be allowed to just text you, Can we talk? Meet me at Holbrook-Palmer Park at 1? and then not respond when you texted back, Sure. But why? It should be illegal. She checked her phone again: no texts. Her lock screen picture—her and Rishi grinning wildly and joyously at Bernal Heights—stared back at her, taunting.

She’d never imagined being this happy with anyone. All her life, Mamma had tried to condition Dimple to want love and marriage and kids, but it had had the opposite effect on her: She’d conditioned herself to want solitude and higher education and a great career. Dimple had never asked for this thing with Rishi; it had been handed to her anyway. But did that mean she had to mold her wishes to match his? Couldn’t she have her own opinion on things, even if they were wildly divergent from his?

“Hey.”

She jumped slightly and turned to see Rishi coming around the park bench. He was dressed in a polo shirt and turquoise shorts, his fingers permanently ink-smudged. Dimple’s heart squeezed, half with endearment and half with nerves. “Hey. Everything okay?”

He didn’t smile as he usually did when he saw her after a long absence (and in Rishi’s eyes, a day and a half definitely counted as a long absence from Dimple). Looking around at the other people on the benches, mostly families with extremely loud young children, he said, “Want to go for a walk?”

*  *  *

Dimple and Rishi hiked across a gigantic field of soft green grass, their shoes sinking slightly as they went. Kids played soccer and Frisbee around them, and families picnicked. But Dimple was keenly attuned to Rishi and what he wanted from her. As she studied his profile, she was suddenly too scared to ask. Which was completely unlike her, and also completely cowardly.

Dimple cleared her throat. “So,” she said, somehow managing to keep her voice breezy. The beaded strings on her cotton skirt bounced as she walked. “Why’d you ask me to meet you here?”

Rishi glanced at her. “Dimple.”

“Yeah?” she asked, when he didn’t say anything else.

He took a breath. “About six months ago, during winter break, we were shopping at Macy’s for Jenny’s bracelet. Do you remember that?”

Dimple felt a chunk of ice block up her gastrointestinal system. “Yeah,” she said, her voice a little squeaky. “I remember. Why?”

“You caught me looking at engagement rings.” Rishi held her gaze for a long moment. “And you said, ‘To be continued.’ ”

“Mm-hmm,” Dimple said, looking away. She pushed her glasses up her sweaty nose. “God, it’s hot today, isn’t it?”

“Dimple.” Rishi’s voice was quiet, serious. She turned to look back at him. “Did you change your mind?”

“Rishi . . .” She sighed. “Can we go talk under a tree or something? I really am hot.”

“Sure.” He led the way toward a giant oak tree on their right. Luckily, no one else was under it. Once they were there, he looked at her in the shade. “Okay.”

“Okay.” Dimple wiped her palms surreptitiously on her skirt. This was silly. Why was she nervous? It wasn’t like she’d done anything wrong. “When I said ‘to be continued,’ I didn’t mean to . . .” She waved her hands around. “To start anything. I’m still me. I haven’t suddenly decided I want to get married at the Plaza in New York City with a thousand guests or anything.”

Rishi nodded. Dimple relaxed a tad.

“So what did you mean when you said ‘to be continued’?”

Her shoulders bunched up again. She’d need to go to a medical massage place if he didn’t stop talking about this. Dimple leaned against the rough bark of the tree and stuck her hands into her skirt pockets. “I don’t know,” she said, scuffing the toe of her sandal into the dirt. “I guess . . . I meant, maybe someday, I’d be . . . you know, open to talking about marriage. Maybe. Like, in fifteen years or so.”

“You’d be open to talking about it. In fifteen years.”

She couldn’t read the expression on his face. “Maybe. Maybe more than that.”

Rishi pinched the bridge of his nose and then looked at her, his honey-colored eyes searching. “Dimple, be honest. Is it me?”

Dimple frowned. “Is what you?”

Rishi put one palm against the tree trunk, next to her head. Dimple got a waft of his cologne, that familiar scent that reminded her of a summer forest. “Do you really think marriage is a way for the patriarchy to control us all? Do you really not want to get married because you want to focus on your career? Or do you just not want to get married because of me? Because I’m your boyfriend? Because you can’t see spending your life with me?”

Dimple felt her temper rise. “Okay, so first, even if we never got married, we’d still be spending our lives together. We’ve talked about living together at some point. Marriage is just a piece of government-sanctioned paperwork. Second, are you seriously making this about you?” The arrogance!

Rishi threw up his hands. “It is about me! When we’re talking about marriage, half of it is about you, and the other half is about me!”

Dimple pushed herself off the tree. “We’re talking about my reluctance to enter into a centuries-old contract that has never favored the woman!”

“And I’m asking if that reluctance has anything to do with me! I don’t think that’s so unreasonable, Dimple!” Rishi’s eyes flashed. Wow. Was he mad? He was mad!

Dimple clutched at her hair. “That’s so aggravating! You knew this about me when we got together, Rishi. I want to focus on my career. I want to see where life will take me—”

“And I’m not saying you shouldn’t!” Rishi said loudly, his voice cutting across hers. “Please don’t make me out to be the bad guy here. I just want to have a discussion about something you hinted at six months ago and then conveniently forgot! Maybe I knew that you were extremely career-focused when we got together, but you knew how important traditions and marriage were to me too. So how am I in the wrong for asking your opinion on this?”

“Because you’re not asking my opinion, you’re trying to bully me into adopting your opinion!” Dimple yelled, and then stopped short, breathing hard. Rishi looked like she’d slapped him. Dimple felt instant regret crash over her like an ocean wave. Her stupid, stupid temper. “Wait. I—I don’t mean ‘bully,’ exactly . . .”

Rishi held up a hand. He took a deep, steadying breath. “You know, Dimple, at first, I did imagine all that idealistic stuff. A beautiful, meaningful proposal, a gorgeous wedding with our family surrounding us, pictures we could look at forever. I wanted all of that; I’m not going to lie. Of course, that was before you snapped me out of it with that ice-cold cup of coffee.” She gave him a half smile for that. “But I never meant to hinder you in all you want to do. I never wanted to pressure you. When we first got together—almost a year ago—I promised myself I’d never rush you or rain on your parade, no matter how badly I wanted the traditional things. I wanted you to do everything while you were dating me that you would’ve done without me. I feel like I’ve been pretty good at keeping that promise.”

“You have,” Dimple said, feeling a lump in her throat. “Rishi, I don’t feel like you’re pressuring me.”

He smiled a little. “Then I don’t think you’re being completely honest with yourself, or with me. I think that’s what this argument is about, right? At the wedding, too, you didn’t want to talk about it. It’s always me bringing it up. And you’re right, maybe that is me making it about me when I shouldn’t.”

Dimple put a hand on his sun-warmed arm. “Where’s all this coming from? You’ve always said you didn’t care if we had to wait a long time to get married. You said you’d still be with me, even if I never wanted to get married.”

“I would, if I thought you not wanting to get married was just about you and your values. But I’m starting to get the feeling that . . .” He rubbed his jaw and looked away. “That maybe, deep down where you don’t want to acknowledge it, maybe this is about marrying me specifically. On paper, you and I don’t have much in common, I know that. Everyone can see that. Maybe subconsciously, you feel like I’ll hold you back if we got married. If we made it official.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Dimple said hotly. A wind whipped through the oak tree, making its leaves rustle above them, as if the tree were weighing in too. “Rishi, this entire conversation is premature. We’re only nineteen. Come on!”

Rishi shrugged. “Maybe it is premature. But I think this could signal some pretty big underlying problems. Isn’t it better that we figure that out now, before we get in even deeper? Can you imagine having this exact conversation in fifteen years?” He shook his head and pulled a leaf from his hair, where it had fallen. “I don’t know. I think maybe we should both take some time, think about things.”

Dimple’s heart lodged somewhere in her throat. Her palms were drenched in sweat. “Think about what, exactly?” she asked, her voice quiet.

Rishi looked at her, his eyes soft and tender and tinged with sadness. He cradled her cheek with one hand. “Think about us,” he said softly. “Think about what we want from the future. Dimple, maybe I’m not what you want or need after all. And if I’m not, then I’d rather find out now.”

Her entire body felt stiff and frozen. “Right,” she heard herself saying. He really meant it. He wanted them to take a break. He wanted her to consider if this, if they, were what she wanted after all.

He was making it about him . . . but maybe he was right. Were they the best match for each other? Was Rishi Patel what she wanted for her future?

Dimple felt her emotions recede, as they sometimes did when she had too much to process. As if her brain were short-circuiting. “Okay,” she said, her voice remote. “Fine. I will.”

Rishi smiled sadly at her. Then he brushed his lips against hers in the sweetest, softest kiss. When she opened her eyes, he was already walking away.


Rishi

Rishi lay diagonally on his bed amid a pile of pillows and blankets, marathoning The Great British Bake Off.

Ashish walked in, glanced at the TV, and then tapped Rishi’s sock-clad foot (which was hanging off the bed) with his knee. “What are you doing?”

Rishi grunted and pointed one lethargic hand toward the screen. “Seriously considering having our chef teach me how to make mille-feuille. I think it might enrich my life.”

“Right . . . ,” Ashish said, narrowing his eyes. “You know what might help in the meantime?” He walked over to the windows across from Rishi and pulled open the curtains, letting in a blinding stream of sunlight.

Rishi groaned but couldn’t summon up the energy to do much besides that.

“Dude, you need to get up. Seriously.” Ashish ripped a blanket off him.

Rishi curled up into the fetal position. “Ash,” he mumbled, his voice muffled by a pillow into which his face was now pressed. “I think I might actually die.”

He heard Ashish plop down onto Rishi’s monster-size beanbag. Rishi had had that since eleventh grade. “What happened? It’s been three days since you and Dimple met up at the park, and you haven’t said anything to anyone. Ma’s starting to consider getting Adam uncle to take a look at you.”

Rishi groaned again. Adam Cherian was Pappa’s golf buddy and a very prominent psychiatrist. “I don’t need a shrink, man. My affliction has only one solution, and I’m pretty sure she’s decided to . . . go a different way.” That was the euphemism for when you got totally screwed over, right? Even corporations used it. It was nice and sanitized. It made his broken, bleeding heart feel a touch better. Dimple decided to go a different way, as if she’d meandered down a beautiful brick path instead of tossing him aside like a rag doll.

But that description wasn’t entirely fair to her, and Rishi knew that. He’d told her to take her time, to really think about what she wanted. In three days, she hadn’t sent him a single text. She really was taking her time. The longer she took, the more certain Rishi was about what her answer would be. He was actually dreading the sound of his phone now. He knew it was only a matter of time before Dimple delivered her verdict. She wasn’t the type to just ghost him and never finish it up. Once Dimple made up her mind about something, she saw it through to the end. She made sure everyone knew exactly how she was feeling.

Rishi swallowed and turned on his side so he could see Ashish. His little brother had somehow grown a couple more inches over the summer, and he looked like a giant praying mantis dressed in a basketball jersey and shorts. Rishi’s fingers itched for his sketchbook, but his body wouldn’t comply.

“You don’t know that,” Ashish said, shaking his head. He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture Rishi was intimately familiar with because he did it in exactly that way too. “I can’t tell you how many times I used to think Celia was blowing me off, but usually it turned out she was just studying for finals or something.”

Rishi raised a tired eyebrow. “Celia dumped you.”

Ashish looked slightly abashed. “Yeah . . . maybe that was a bad example.” He reached over to Rishi’s desk and grabbed a stress toy shaped like a banana and began to play with it.

Rishi grabbed one of his dozen pillows and hugged it to his chest. “Does Sweetie ever leave you hanging?”

Ashish couldn’t quite hide his smile, even though Rishi could tell he was valiantly trying to. “Nah, but she’s different, man. None of the rules apply with her.”

“Yeah,” Rishi said, feeling his chest squeezing in pain. “That’s how it always was with Dimple. She’s never been this quiet for so long, Ash. I can feel it coming. It’s like a freight train, and it’s going to hit me soon. It’s just a matter of when.”

His brother held his eyes. “Then I’ll be right here with you when it does,” he said, and Rishi could tell he meant it. He felt slightly better. Maybe the love of his life would be gone forever, but at least he’d always have his little brother.

It wasn’t enough—not nearly enough. But it was something.


Dimple

Dimple sat in the window seat on the staircase landing of her parents’ house, looking down at the street below. There were a few kids, probably no more than seven or eight years old, playing in the sprinkler on a neighbor’s front lawn. There was only one girl among the clot of boys, and she was clearly the ringleader. As Dimple watched, the girl made all the boys—who were getting way too rowdy, from the looks of it—form an orderly line so everyone had an equal turn at the sprinkler. Dimple smiled a little.

She glanced down at the blank screen of the cell phone in her lap, her hands clutched tightly around it. It had been almost a week since she and Rishi had spoken at the park, and so far it had been radio silence on both ends. Dimple knew he was waiting on her, but . . . she wished he’d have reached out. Or would that have made her feel more pressured?

This was impossible. Why was she making this choice now? How was she, a nineteen-year-old, supposed to know what Dimple Shah the thirty-five-year-old might want? How could she see into the future, to whether she and Rishi were really compatible on the big stuff, whether they’d be on the same page marriage-wise down the road? Why couldn’t Rishi just let her be?

She felt a surge of anger, but it subsided just as quickly as it had come on. If Dimple were being honest, she knew she wasn’t really being fair to Rishi. He hadn’t asked her to make this decision because he wanted to force her hand. He wasn’t asking her to predict the future. He’d simply asked her to look into her heart, to see what was truly there. He was asking her to be honest with herself and with him. And there was nothing inherently wrong with that.

The problem was, Dimple did feel pressured, whether Rishi intended it that way or not. It was hard to be with someone for a year—God, she could barely believe their anniversary would be next week—without taking into account their dreams and hopes for the future. It was impossible to be with someone like Rishi, so sunny, so boundless in his enthusiasm for life and his support of her, without letting what he wanted seep into her consciousness as well.

“Diiiiiimple? Diiiiimple? Where are you, beta? Dimple, can you hear me?”

Dimple tried not to roll her eyes at her mother’s desperate tone. Did she think Dimple had been abducted from her room upstairs in the middle of the day? “Yes, Mamma!” she called down the stairs. “I’m in the window seat!”

She heard her mother’s plodding footsteps then, as she made her way up. “Hai Ram!” Mamma said, putting a hand on her chest and breathing heavily, as if she’d ascended the Himalayas instead of a few stairs. Mamma should’ve seriously been a Bollywood actress; she was even dressed for the part right then, in a school-bus-yellow salwar kameez, a billion multi-colored bangles on each wrist, and a full face of makeup. She’d missed her calling.

“What are you doing up here?” Mamma paused, frowning. “Why are you wearing that Insomnia Con T-shirt and jeans? Don’t you have anything prettier in your closet? What about that brocade salwar kameez I bought you for your birthday?”

Dimple rolled her eyes. “Mamma, please. I’m just chilling at home today.”

Mamma looked like she wanted to say about seventeen different things, but she swallowed them all, maybe at whatever expression she saw on Dimple’s face. “Hmm. So what are you doing here all alone?”

“I don’t know,” Dimple said, resting her head against the wall. “Just thinking, I guess.”

“Oof oh, Dimple,” Mamma said, wedging herself next to Dimple on the window seat without asking. “Your problem is that you think too much.”

“You don’t even know what I’m thinking about!”

“Okay, okay,” Mamma said in that slow, maddening way she had, as if to say she knew whatever Dimple was thinking about was probably ridiculous, but she was willing to hear her out because of what an excellent mother she was. “Then tell me.”

Dimple wove her fingers loosely together and hung them between her knees. Her head bowed, she said, “I feel like I’m at a crossroads, Mamma. A pretty big crossroads, in fact. And I’m no closer to a decision today than I was almost a week ago.”

She thought about Rishi, how he’d kissed her softly right before he turned away. God, she missed him. She felt a pang of longing so sharp, it felt like she should be able to touch it right there, in the center of her chest. She just wanted to run her hands through his hair. To lace her fingers through his. To kiss him, to shake him, to ask him why he couldn’t be more like her. But she knew the answer to that question already—because if he were more like her, the magic between them wouldn’t exist. If he were more like her, he wouldn’t be Rishi.

“So you have two options you’re facing?”

“Yes.”

“What are they?” Mamma demanded.

Dimple shook her head and straightened. “I can’t tell you.”

“Dimple—”

“Mamma, no. Please don’t ask me.”

Mamma blew out an annoyed breath. “Thik hai, thik hai. Fine.” She sat back and appeared to think about it. “Do you remember last year, when you came home from Insomnia Con? You thought you had to make a choice between your career and Rishi.”

Dimple almost laughed. If only Mamma knew she was faced with a very similar dilemma now. Only it seemed . . . much larger this time. Much more serious. And this time, it wasn’t just her who had doubts. It was Rishi, too. What if he decided he didn’t want anything to do with her? What if his silence was an indication of the fact that he wanted to break up with her? Dimple’s mouth went dry.

“Dimple?” Mamma said, frowning, bringing Dimple’s attention back to the matter at hand.

She cleared her throat and met her mother’s gaze. “Yeah, I remember.”

“You thought you had to pick between one or the other, but it turned out that was a . . .” Mamma paused, scrunching up her nose. “What is that logic thing you always talk about? Oh yes, a false dichotomy.”

Dimple suppressed a smile. So Mamma did listen to some of the things she said. “True.”

“You were able to make progress on your programs with Jenny Lindt and maintain a relationship with Rishi beta.” Mamma patted Dimple on the back, her bangles jangling. “So maybe this choice isn’t as black or white as you think either, hmm?”

Dimple sighed. Through the window, she heard faint little-kid screeching as the neighbor children jumped through the sprinkler. “This feels different, Mamma. And maybe this choice isn’t fully up to me.” Not if Rishi broke up with her anyway. She looked into her mother’s eyes, seeing love and wisdom and no judgment. “Mamma . . . am I a lovable person?”

“Kya?” Mamma said, sitting back, sounding affronted. “Of course you are! Kyon? Why do you ask me this?”

“I’m just curious.” Dimple shrugged, feeling her lower lip wobbling in spite of her best efforts. What was it about your mother’s unconditional acceptance that could get through eight layers of defenses? “What if Rishi thinks I’m too much trouble to put up with?” Crap. Where had that come from?

“Beta,” Mamma said, chuckling.

“It’s not funny,” Dimple said, blinking her eyes to get rid of those obnoxious tears forming without her permission.

“Haan, it actually is,” Mamma said, patting her knee. “You know why?”

Dimple shook her head.

“Because the way Rishi looks at you? Hai Ram, that poor boy. He had no chance from the beginning. The first time he came over here for dinner, I told your Papa, you know. I said, Vijay, that boy looks at Dimple like that Edward looks at Bella.”

Dimple snorted. “Mamma, a Twilight reference? Really?”

“It is a great love story!” Mamma said, looking offended. “Anyway, Dimple, the fact of the matter is, don’t doubt Rishi’s love. He has never once given you any reason to doubt it, has he?” When Dimple didn’t answer right away, Mamma said, “Has he?”

“No,” Dimple answered, honestly. “Not once. If anything, I’m the one who pulls back. Maybe more than I should.”

Mamma smiled, a little smugly. “You know what Papa said on his birthday, when Rishi bought him that Honma golf driver he was lusting after?”

“What?”

“That Rishi is so thoughtful, he’s like the son Papa never had. He bought him that because Papa had dog-eared that page in a catalog, you know. Rishi casually asked about it, and Papa apparently gave him a big lecture. So Rishi went and bought it for him with the money he earned from selling some drawings at an art fair.”

Dimple smiled a little. “Yeah, I went with him that weekend and sat at the booth studying while he did that. People went nuts over his art.”

“That is rare, beta. A boy who loves not just you but your family as well? That is why I call him so much on the phone. He never makes me feel like I’m interrupting him. And he has very good jokes.”

Dimple felt her eyes well with tears again. This was even more painful now than when she’d first sat down here. Whether she liked it or not, whether she acknowledged it or not, Rishi Patel was a part of this family. It wasn’t fair, dragging this out anymore. And not just to her, but to her family.

Dimple sat up straighter, everything finally and suddenly coalescing in her mind. She thought about what Rishi had said at the park. Isn’t it better that we figure that out now, before we get in even deeper? Can you imagine having this exact conversation in fifteen years? She thought about everything Mamma had said. No, she couldn’t imagine having this conversation in fifteen years. It needed to be now.

“Mamma,” she said, turning to look her mother right in the eyes, her jaw hard. “I need to call a family meeting with you and Papa. Right now.”

She’d had enough of this torment, of this wishy-washiness, of tossing and turning and not knowing what to do. She was Dimple Shah, for cripes’ sake. She always knew what to do. It was time to end this.


Rishi

“I’ll . . . I’ll . . . make you dinner every night.”

Rishi frowned at his peanut-brained little brother. “You can’t cook. Besides, we have a chef.”

“Okay, I’ll wash your car.”

“No, thanks. I don’t trust you with it.”

“I’ll e-mail Leo Tilden—that’s right, comic artist legend and your childhood hero—every single day pretending to be a different fan of your work, asking him to please check out Rishi Patel’s website.”

Rishi raised his eyebrows. “Points for deviousness.” Then he went back to his book. “But no.”

Ashish crawled to Rishi across the den floor on his knees, his hands clasped in the classic prayer position. “Please, Rishi. Please. You have no idea how much I need your support.”

“So, Ma and Pappa are inviting Sweetie over for a post-dinner chat. What’s the big deal? They already like her, right?” Rishi leaned back in his chair and set his book aside, resisting the urge to check his phone again with every fiber of his being.

It had been ten days now since he and Dimple had last spoken. And in all that time, there had been absolutely nothing from her. He was trying not to be overly sentimental about it—he’d told her to take whatever time she needed—but today . . . today was their official one-year anniversary. The day he’d taken her out on their first “non-date” to the book bar. The day everything had begun.

He’d honestly thought she’d reach out in some small way. He’d sent her a text at midnight that night, just a simple Thinking of you, but she hadn’t responded. Rishi was beginning to reconsider his former position that she’d never ghost him—maybe she already had. He wrenched his mind back to the present when Ashish began to speak.

“Yeah, sure, they like her. But what does that really mean when it comes to Kartik and Sunita? Does it mean they won’t embarrass me? Does it mean they won’t say something completely inappropriate, thus causing Sweetie to run far, far away? And believe me, she’s a track star; the girl can run. Does it mean they’ll behave like two normal parents should behave? No, it doesn’t mean any of those things. Let’s not forget, these are the people who contractually obligated me to date this girl. If anything, they’ll probably just intensify their interrogation tactics now that we’re together and they see a semblance of a future. You have to be there as a buffer. If our heaven-forged brotherly bond means anything at all to you, bhaiyya.”

Rishi snorted. “Okay, okay, jeez. You don’t have to lay it on so thick.” To be honest, he felt obligated to go to this thing anyway. Ashish had been a huge source of comfort these past few days. He’d hung out with Rishi, watching bad action movie after bad action movie, making stupid jokes. It was obvious he wanted to take his mind off Dimple. He’d even skipped a couple of basketball practices, a completely unheard of event in Ashish Land. Rishi forced a smile. “It would be my pleasure,” he lied, marginally convincingly, he thought.

Ashish gave him a sympathetic smile.

*  *  *

At just past seven o’clock, Rishi was sitting at the giant architect’s desk in his room, trying in vain to draw something in his sketchbook, which he hadn’t touched in more than a week now. He looked out the window at the sunset, how it stained the hills in the distance, trying to glean some inspiration. A movement caught his eye in the yard below: one of the gardeners, carrying a bunch of string lights and paper lanterns, probably for some charity event his mom was going to be throwing soon. Sighing, Rishi turned back to the blank page.

His phone bleeped with a text, and his heart skipped a beat. Forcing himself to move slowly, he picked his phone up and glanced at the screen. His face fell.

Ashish: Dude, where are you?? Sweetie’s here, and Ma and Pappa are full-on Pateling her!

Crap. He’d totally lost track of time.

Rishi: Coming, sorry!

Grabbing his phone, Rishi pushed his chair back and ran out of his room.

*  *  *

Holy crap. His parents had actually set up an entire coffee bar on the side patio. They—and Ashish and Sweetie—sat on the rocking chairs that peppered the space, each of them holding a drink. The sky was a golden pink, a perfect setting to chill outside and watch the world go by. Or to grill your son’s new girlfriend.

Rishi walked to the trestle table that held the various coffee concoctions. A little chalkboard menu told him what he could request, and Myrna stood at the ready to make whatever he chose. Rishi smiled at her, and she nodded solemnly back.

“I’ll just have a decaf iced coffee, please,” Rishi said, knowing fully well that he was only ordering an iced coffee because it was Dimple’s favorite drink and also that doing so made him a completely pathetic fool. He didn’t care. He missed her so much, it was like his soul had a toothache. Just this constant, gnawing, agonizing feeling in the center of his being that told him something was not right. That a part of him was dying.

“I will bring it out to you, Mr. Rishi,” Myrna said.

Rishi nodded morosely. Then, taking a deep breath, he pasted a smile on his face and turned around so he could join his family in this happy gathering.

“You remember my brother, Rishi,” Ashish said, with obvious relief, as Rishi walked closer.

“Hi!” Sweetie was dressed in a pink-and-gold salwar kameez that brought out the rosiness in her cheeks. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and her smile was bright and authentic. “It’s nice to see you again!”

Rishi took her proffered hand before sitting next to Ashish, across from Pappa and Ma in the loose circle they’d created with their chairs. “Likewise. Ashish, as usual, can’t stop talking about you.”

Ashish whacked him on the arm, and Sweetie blushed lightly, which was really freaking charming. Wow. He still couldn’t believe this was the girl Ashish had fallen head over heels for. Rishi had met her once before, when she’d shown up to Ashish’s basketball game, cheering her heart out. They’d all gone out for frozen yogurt afterward. At one point, Sweetie had shyly produced a little scrapbook she’d made for Ashish, featuring a bunch of pictures of him playing basketball and hanging out with his friends. She’d decorated each page beautifully and scattered small handwritten messages throughout, meant only for Ashish’s eyes. Right in the middle of that Froyo store, Ashish had sat down with the book and read each and every page, a small smile on his face, one hand circled firmly around Sweetie’s. It was incredible; Rishi and Dimple had exchanged amazed looks throughout the night.

Ashish’s girlfriends were usually very different from Sweetie. They were the cool party girls who vaped and wore moto jackets, the ones all the dude-bros (like Ash used to be, until very recently) wanted to date. Sweetie, with her guileless smile and heart-on-her-sleeveness, was a complete surprise. Rishi had to admit, it was nice to see how clearly besotted with Ashish she really was. He deserved to experience true love. There was nothing like it; Rishi should know.

“Rishi?”

Rishi blinked and looked at Ma, whose smile was fading in concern. He’d obviously missed something. Oh, right. Myrna was standing off to his side, his iced coffee on a silver tray.

“Thanks, Myrna,” he said, taking the glass from her. She inclined her head seriously, as if she were delivering a last meal to a death row prisoner, and left.

Ma smiled tentatively at him, and Rishi forced a smile back. “We were just telling Sweetie about that time we took you two and Dimple on the Segway tour of Fisherman’s Wharf. Remember that?”

Rishi groaned. “Yeah, vividly. Why was I the only one of the five of us who couldn’t stay on that stupid Segway?”

Ashish laughed. “And we had twenty minutes of training too! Remember the tour guide asking you if you wanted to go back to base and re-train when you nearly ran over that poor pigeon?”

“The pigeon shouldn’t have been so focused on that french fry on the road!” Rishi exclaimed. “It wasn’t all my fault!”

Ashish slapped his knee, breathless with laughter, and Sweetie elbowed him.

“I’m sure it’s a lot harder than it looks,” she said kindly, and Ashish snorted.

“Yeah, if you have no athletic skills whatsoever.”

Rishi took a gulp of his coffee. As the sun dipped lower in the sky, the automated low voltage lights around them came on. “Very funny. We can’t all be desi Michael Jordan, though.”

“No, and Rishi has his own skills,” Ma said loyally.

“Dimple was very good at it. Probably because she’s a Stanford girl. They’re very bright, you know,” Pappa said, because he needed any excuse to bring up the fact that his future daughter-in-law went to Stanford.

Rishi stopped short, the glass halfway to his lips. Except she wasn’t his future daughter-in-law. Not anymore. Oh, gods. He needed to tell Ma and Pappa at some point about all of this. Somehow, mired in the unending pit of his own agony, he’d neglected to consider that they’d be just as heartbroken as him. Awesome. This day just kept coming at him.

“Dimple is busy today,” Pappa said. Not a question. He raised his eyebrows at Rishi.

“Ah, she’s, um . . .” Rishi took another sip of his drink, just to deny the inevitable.

“Yep, she’s busy,” Ashish said, and when Rishi looked over at him, he winked from behind his mug of black coffee. “She’s got super important stuff to do.”

“Because she’s a Stanford girl,” Pappa said again, and Rishi stifled a sigh.

“Tell me, Sweetie,” Ma said, sipping elegantly at her latte. She looked like royalty, dressed in a silk kurta with heavy gold edging along its three-quarter sleeves and neckline. Pappa, by contrast, was wearing his usual polo shirt and weekend cargo shorts. Maybe that’s where Rishi got his dress sense from. Ashish clearly took after Ma, in his skinny jeans and a T-shirt with the short sleeves rolled up a bit, something Rishi didn’t even know was a cool thing to do. “Would you like to go to a wedding with us next weekend? It’s a distant relative of ours. We just attended one, but this is wedding season! Everyone’s getting married.” She smiled. “And it would be good for you to begin meeting the extended family.”

Ashish spluttered on his coffee. “Ma!” he said, his eyes almost bugging out of his head. If Rishi didn’t feel so dead inside, he might’ve laughed. “Please! I didn’t bring her here so you could scare her. Save it for Halloween.”

“I just thought it might be nice!” Ma said, looking wounded. “Dimple went to Puja’s and Aniket’s wedding last Saturday!”

“That’s different!” Ashish said.

“Why is it different?” Ma asked. “I don’t see any—”

“Because Dimple and Rishi are very serious,” Pappa said sagely. “Ashish doesn’t want us to make it seem like he’s that serious about Sweetie. It’s not ‘cool,’ you know, Sunita.” He looked around at them all. “I am very hip.”

Ashish groaned, and Sweetie laughed softly. Rishi cleared his throat. Rip off the Band-Aid, Rishi, old chap. This was the perfect time to come clean. And maybe with Sweetie here, his parents would go easy on him. “Um, guys, I should just tell you now, but . . . Dimple and I are not serious. Not anymore.”

His parents whipped their heads around to look at him. The world went still.

Rishi forced himself to speak clearly, in spite of the heat of all their gazes. “We had kind of an intense conversation about a week and a half ago. I told her to think about what she wants from life—specifically, if she wants me. She’s just so anti-marriage. . . . Sometimes I just think Dimple and I . . . Our needs are so different. I don’t want to hold her back, but I also . . . I don’t want to be someone she feels obliged to be with.”

Ma was studying him with clear, steady eyes. “Rishi, do you love her still?”

“Of course I do,” Rishi said. He took a few deep gulps of his coffee for strength (cursing his decision to get decaf) and noticed that his hands were shaking slightly. “Of course I love her. With everything I have. Nothing’s changed for me. But love should be equal, should it not? If Pappa didn’t think he could ever love you as much as you loved him, would you still have married him?”

“But did Dimple say she doesn’t love you? Or that she loves you less than you love her?” Pappa said.

“No, but if she can’t see herself being with me, then there’s obviously something wrong,” Rishi said. “I don’t know what it is. Maybe she doesn’t think I bring enough to the table or maybe she thinks I’m too suffocating.” His heart squeezed with pain as he said the words, as he realized how they might’ve been true for the entire year he and Dimple were dating, but Rishi forced himself to keep going. “Anyway, I told her to think about it, and she hasn’t reached out to me at all. So I guess I have my answer.”

There was silence as he finished, except for a few birds tweeting in the trees around them.

“Beta,” Ma said. “Sometimes we can’t see the answer when we’re so close to the page. But usually things do become clearer with time. Maybe Dimple just needs time.”

“Stanford girls like to think about things,” Pappa said. “So that they can be sure of their answer.”

Rishi forced a half smile. They didn’t get it. They were still holding out hope for something that Rishi was now sure would never happen. “Right. Maybe.”

“For what it’s worth,” Sweetie said, “I really do think you and Dimple are perfect together.” Rishi studied Sweetie’s expression and realized she wasn’t just telling him what she thought he wanted to hear. Her eyes were tinged with genuine pain for him. Hearing her boyfriend’s brother be pathetically, awkwardly heartbroken hadn’t made her cringe and run away? Wow. Ashish better hold on to this one.

His brother patted him on the shoulder. “I agree. You guys are meant to be.”

“Yeah,” Rishi said, sighing. “I thought so too.” Why couldn’t they have said they thought he and Dimple were a horrible match and they were glad it was over now? That would’ve been so much easier to hear.

Rishi brought the glass to his lips, intending to drain the last of his iced coffee. But as he did so, something clinked against his teeth.

“What the . . .” Frowning, Rishi looked into the glass. Something metallic was bobbing in the liquid. “There’s something in here.” He fished it out with two fingers, his brow clearing as he realized what it was.

His great-grandmother’s gold ring. The one his parents had given him when he’d first gone to see Dimple at Insomnia Con last year. It usually resided in a safe in his dad’s study. Dazed, Rishi looked up at his parents, who were watching him with small smiles on their faces.

“What is this?” Rishi asked, his voice sounding robotic and wooden. Thoughts and feelings and emotions were swirling around his brain in a tornado. He couldn’t identify a single one.

Grinning, Ashish stood. “Bhaiyya,” he said. “Follow me. And bring the ring.”

Rishi stood, his legs suddenly feeling like rubber. Slipping the ring into his shirt pocket, he said, “Where are we going?”

But Ashish didn’t say anything else. He led Rishi around the side of the house, through the side yard and the orange tree grove, past the swimming pool, in complete silence. At one point, Rishi glanced behind him and saw that Sweetie and his parents were following too, all of them grinning, their eyes sparkling. Rishi’s heart pounded furiously. Hope ballooned in his chest, but he fought against it. It was too much. He couldn’t handle a letdown.

Finally they emerged via a wooden arbor into the giant main garden that was Ma’s pride and joy. The scent of roses greeted Rishi before his brain had a chance to process everything else.

Like the dozens of strands of twinkling lights wound around every tree branch and trunk. Paper lanterns had been hung from every low-hanging branch too, casting a golden glow around the garden, their light intensified by the sinking sun. Off to the side were Dimple’s parents, Vijay and Leena, both sporting gleeful smiles, and joined now by Ashish, Sweetie, and Rishi’s parents.

Rishi turned his head back to the center of the garden. There, in a large oval clearing, wearing a knee-length purple dress that set off her wild black hair and made her look like a glorious queen of dusk, was Dimple.

Rishi walked slowly up to her, unable to look at anyone or anything else. He realized he was barely breathing. She held his gaze, solemn and steady. When he was within a foot of her, he said, “Dimple?” His voice wobbled, but he didn’t care. “What’s going on?”

Dimple took his hands. Hers were cool and dry, and her grip was firm but gentle at the same time. Rishi was sure she could feel his hands shaking, but he was too far past embarrassment.

“Rishi,” Dimple said, gazing up at him with those sparkling brown eyes that had made him feel, on so many occasions, like no one else existed in the world but the two of them. “Recently you asked me to think about what I want. To really narrow down my views on marriage. Well, I have to say, I did, and . . . nothing’s changed.”

Rishi’s heart dropped like a stone.

“I still think marriage is an old-school, patriarchal system designed to intimidate and disempower women.” From off to the side, Rishi heard bangles clinking, and Dimple’s mom groan a soft Hai, Ram. Dimple continued, “I still think it shouldn’t be regulated by the government. I still think it’s a sham, in many ways.”

Rishi wanted to take his hands from hers and run. His heart was breaking. Why was she doing this in front of both their families? He’d heard all of this already. “I know,” he began, but Dimple was shaking her head.

“But all of that means nothing when it comes to you and me,” she said, a small smile on her face. A breeze whipped through the garden, blowing her hair into his face. She smelled the same as she did on that very first non-date: coconuts and jasmine. “You and I, Rishi? We’re a universe to ourselves. None of those feelings and doubts belong in this universe. Because you’re different. And I know you would never, ever hurt me. Never.”

Rishi shook his head, feeling a lump in his throat. “I’d cut my own ear off before I hurt you.”

Dimple laughed a little. Her eyes still sparkled, this time with tears. “I know,” she said, sniffing. “Van Gogh.”

Rishi laughed. “So what is this all about? What are we doing here?”

Dimple got serious again. As he watched, thunderstruck, she let go of his hands and got down on one knee right there in the grass. From the pocket of her dress, she pulled out a small burgundy jewelry box and opened it. Nestled inside was a gold-and-onyx ring. “It was my grandfather’s,” Dimple said, her voice high with tears. “A year ago you showed me your great-grandmother’s ring and told me what it means to you. Now it’s my turn. Rishi Patel, will you do me the great honor of marrying me . . . one day?”

Rishi felt tears brimming over and staining his cheeks. “Dimple,” he whispered, “are you sure about this?”

“I’ve never been surer,” she said, gazing up at him. “My mom and I were talking, and I realized . . . Rishi, you’re part of the family already. You’ve woven yourself into the fabric of my life and made it richer and more vibrant. Why would I want to cut that out and go back to that flat, dull piece of cloth I had before? So, yes, I want to marry you one day,” she continued. “After we’re done with school and whatever else we may want to do. I want to become your official family, Rishi. And I want you to become mine. I’ve never been surer about anything in my life.”

Rishi was worried his heart would leap out of his chest. “In that case, Dimple Shah,” he said, laughing, “I would love to marry you. One day.”

There was cheering from the family units off to the side, but Rishi’s eyes were on Dimple as she stood and slipped her grandfather’s ring onto his left hand. They stood staring at each other, in amazement and wonder and pure, deep, unadulterated joy.

Someone cleared their throat. “Now give her your ring!” Ashish said in a stage whisper.

“Oh, right.” Rishi slipped his great-grandmother’s ring, coated slightly with sticky coffee, out of his pocket. Grinning, Dimple held out her left hand, and he slipped the ring on her finger. It fit perfectly, as if it had been forged for her from the start.

He swept her into his arms then, and she collapsed against his chest while their families cheered and whooped and made as much noise as a whole family tree of relatives who couldn’t be there with them in that moment.

“So how did you plan all this? Did you have their help?” Rishi said, glancing back over his shoulder at his parents, who were hugging the Shahs.

“Of course,” Dimple said, grinning. “And Ashish and Sweetie were integral in getting you out here without suspecting anything, of course.”

Rishi chuckled. “Oh my gods,” he said, shaking his head. It was actually hard to believe that he’d been a veritable zombie just an hour ago. He was so incredibly happy now, it felt like he’d always been this happy and like he’d always be this happy. Forever.

“I wanted you to have that beautiful, memorable proposal you’d always imagined, Rishi,” Dimple said, smiling. Then, her smile fading, she added, “I’m sorry.” Her eyes filled with tears as she looked up at him. Dabbing the corners of her eyes on his shirt, she added, “I’m so sorry I hurt you. I just needed to think. And when I did, I realized it was so simple. So very simple. I love you, Rishi Patel. Nothing else matters.”

“As kismet would have it,” Rishi said, bringing his lips down to meet hers, “tujhme rab dikhta hai. I love you too, Dimple Shah.”

And the world closed in around them.
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CHAPTER 1

Ashish

List of totally overrated things:

1. Love

2. Girls

3. Love (yeah, again)

Ashish Patel wasn’t sure why people ever fell in love. What was the point, really? So you could feel like a total chump when you went to her dorm room only to find she’d gone out with some other dude? So you could watch your mojo completely vanish as you became some soggy, washed-out version of your former (extremely dashing) self? Screw that.

Slamming his locker shut, he turned around to see Pinky Kumar leaning against the locker next to his, sketchbook in hand, one purple eyebrow up (as usual; she’d probably been born like that, all skeptical).

“What?” he snapped, adjusting his backpack with way more force than necessary.

“Oh.” Pinky blew a bubble with her gum and then continued chewing. She’d drawn all over her black jeans with a silver marker. Her parents would probably be pissed; no matter how often Pinky messed up her clothes for her “artistic statements,” their corporate lawyer selves could never get on board. So yeah, they’d be pissed. But not as pissed as when they saw she hadn’t thrown out that Pro-Choice IS Pro-Life T-shirt they thought was so “vulgar.” “Still IMSing, I see.”

Asking about IMS—Irritable Male Syndrome—was Pinky’s common refrain when Ashish was grumpy. According to her, it was about time people began blaming cis men’s emotionality on their hormones for a change. “I am not . . .” Ashish blew out a breath and began stalking down the hallway, and Pinky fell easily in next to him. She was tall—almost five feet eight—and could match him pace for pace, which was really annoying sometimes. Like right then, when he wanted to get away.

“So why do you look all cloudy?”

“I don’t look—what does that even mean?” Ashish tried to keep his voice mellow, but even he could hear the thread of irritation running through it.

“Celia texted you?”

Ashish opened his mouth to argue but then, sighing, reached into his pocket for his cell phone and passed it to Pinky. What was the point? She could read him like an open book. It wouldn’t be long before Oliver and Elijah, his two other best friends, found out too. Might as well get it over with. “I don’t care, though,” he said in his carefully-practiced-last-night I am so over Celia, in fact Celia who? voice.

“Mm-hmm.”

Ashish didn’t lean over to read the text with Pinky; he didn’t need to. The words were burned into his freaking retinas.

I’m sorry, Ashish, but I wanted you to find out from me. It’s too hard . . . I can’t keep driving myself crazy thinking about you. Thad and I made it official tonight.

Ashish had had to read the text about twenty-two times before it finally sank in that (a) Celia was truly going out with someone named Thad, (b) she’d been the one to move on first, and (c) Ashish’s first real relationship had been a spectacular bust.

Ashish had been irrationally optimistic that he’d get to the moving-on stage first. He’d had to suffer the indignity of being dumped; the universe had to hand him the consolation prize of dating someone new before Celia did, right? Instead the universe decided to blast out a cute little song called “Ashish Is a Loser and Everyone Should Know It.” Well, screw the universe. Screw it all the way to the Milky Way. He was Ash-freaking-shish. He was debonair. He was brilliant.

Okay, so he hadn’t had a date in three months. So his basketball game was suffering a bit. His mojo wasn’t gone, though. It was just . . . on hiatus. Kicking up its shoes on the table, snoozing. Taking a little trip to Hawaii or something. For frick’s sake, even his über-nerdy, Boy Scout–level goody-two-shoes older brother, Rishi, now had a serious girlfriend.

Pinky handed the phone back to him. “So what?”

He glared at her as they rounded the corner to the cafeteria. Oliver, Elijah, he, and Pinky had eaten breakfast together before school started every morning since freshman year. Now that they were juniors, it wasn’t even a tradition anymore—it was just a habit. “Easy for you to say, Priyanka. You’re not the one who’s in serious danger of damaging your playa rep.”

“It’s Pinky,” she said, glaring at him like her eyes were blades that could slice and dice. “Only my grandma calls me Priyanka.”

Ashish felt a prickle of guilt. He was being petty; he knew she hated to be called Priyanka. “My bad,” he mumbled.

Pinky waved a hand. “I’m going to let that go because you’re obviously having a bad day. But seriously. Just date someone else. Come on.” She pushed him with her shoulder and scanned the other students at the lunch tables. “Oh, look. There’s Dana Patterson. You’ve had the hots for her forever. Go ask her out, right now.”

“No.” Ashish pushed back, but not hard enough to knock Pinky over, though he seriously did consider it. His palms felt tingly, like they might be on the verge of sweating. At the thought of talking to a hot girl. What the hell was happening to him? “I—I don’t want to ask her out, okay? It’s just—it’s weird to ask girls out in the cafeteria.”

Pinky snorted. “Really? That’s the excuse you’re gonna go with?” They got in line for breakfast burritos.

“What’s weird?” a familiar male voice said from behind them.

Ashish turned to see Oliver and Elijah, his two other partners in crime since middle school, saunter up to join him and Pinky. Oliver was the taller of the two, but Elijah had the muscles that just about everybody in school swooned over. They were both black, but Oliver was paler than Ashish, while Elijah was a shade or two darker than Pinky.

The four of them had been Richmond Academy’s “Fantastic Four” since seventh grade, when they’d coincidentally—some might say fatefully—all concocted the same harebrained excuse about why they hadn’t done their book reports on The Scarlet Pimpernel. Apparently, Mrs. Kiplinger, their English teacher, found it hard to believe that all four of their mothers’ water had broken on the same exact day. The excuse was totally ridiculous, considering Mrs. K. found out they were lying with a quick phone call to each of their moms. Despite (or maybe because of) their shared lack of finesse in executing subterfuge, they became instant best friends in detention.

Pinky answered before he could. “Ashish suddenly thinks it’s weird to ask girls out in the cafeteria.” She smiled at him spitefully and he rolled his eyes.

“Since when?” Elijah said. “You ask girls out in the greeting card section at Walmart. What’s the difference?”

They’d laugh until they choked on their own spit if he told them he was nervous. “Nothing.”

Oliver, the more empathetic of his best friends, put his arm around Ashish. “Aww. Tell Ollie what the problem is.”

He didn’t have to say anything, though. Pinky filled them in on Celia’s latest text.

“I don’t get it,” Elijah said, frowning. “You were already broken up, right? Ever since you went to her dorm and found out she was out with that guy Thad. So what’s the big deal?”

“The big deal,” Ashish said, annoyed that his friends really didn’t get it, “is that I thought this whole thing with Thad was supposed to be temporary. She said it wasn’t serious. She was just . . . bored or experimenting in college or whatever. We were still texting. There was still the possibility that we might . . .” He stopped abruptly, feeling more like an idealistic loser than ever. He’d really thought they might get back together at some point, hadn’t he? God. He wasn’t the basketball-playing Romeo/GQ model he’d thought himself to be at all; he was a freaking Teletubby. And he was now seventeen. One year away from being an official, card-carrying adult. Why couldn’t he keep a girlfriend?

Oliver, sensing his embarrassment, pulled Ashish closer. “I’m telling you, Ash, you gotta just get back up on the horse again. Just do it. Celia’s doing it.”

“Yeah, man,” Elijah added. “It doesn’t even have to be a particularly nice horse. Any old mare will do.”

Pinky glared at him. “Nice.”

Elijah made a What? face, and Oliver shook his head and sighed. Pinky turned to Ashish. “Look, if you’re afraid, I can do it for you. I know Dana . . . sort of.” She took a half step in Dana’s direction.

Ashish grabbed her shoulder. “I’m not afraid, for crap’s sake.”

“Then do it,” Pinky said, crossing her arms. “Right now. You won’t have a better opportunity.” Ashish darted a longing glance at the burritos, and she added, “I’ll save your place in line.”

Ashish adjusted his backpack and surreptitiously wiped his definitely damp palms on his shorts. “Fine. You jerks.” And then he walked over to where Dana sat with the other cheerleaders, dressed in a crop top and amazingly tight jeans. She’d probably end up in the principal’s office over that outfit before the day ended, but that was the cool thing about Dana: She just never gave up.

She looked up as Ashish approached, her face breaking into a smile. Tucking a strand of short blond hair behind one ear, she slid over on the bench. “Ash! Come sit with us.”

Dana had been pretty openly flirty with him at the last few basketball games, even given that he’d been a ball-fumbling shadow of his former shining-captain-of-the-team self. Ashish knew she’d say yes if he asked her. He should ask her. Pinky, Oliver, and Elijah were right: The only way forward was through. He needed to get this first-date-after-Celia thing out of the way. Jeez, it had been three months. It was way past about time.

“Thanks,” Ashish said, sitting. He smiled at her friends Rebecca and Courtney. And then stopped. His smile faded. What was he doing here? His heart was so not into this, it was on another continent entirely. Ashish suddenly felt like a total jackass.

Dana put one hand on his. “Hey, are you okay?” Her blue eyes were soft and open, concerned. Her friends leaned in too.

“Fine,” Ashish mumbled automatically. Then, as if his mouth had been charmed by an evil, sadistic magician, he found himself adding, “Actually, no, I’m not. I got dumped three months ago and last night I found out that she’s making it official with a guy whose parents actually looked at his red, scrunched-up newborn face and said, ‘You know what? This miniature human looks like a Thad Thibodeaux.’ Thad Thibodeaux. I met Thad once at a party, you know. For some reason known only to him, he likes to punctuate every sentence with a thumbs-up sign. And she chose him. Over me. So what does that say about me, exactly? I’m lower on the dating ladder than ‘Thumbs’ Thad Thibodeaux.

“Oh, and let’s not forget that the reason Richmond’s spring basketball league has won any games these past few weeks hasn’t been because of me. It’s been in spite of me. I’ve been performing the same function as that chandelier in the student lounge that doesn’t work. I look pretty but I’m essentially useless. I’d have been more useful serving Gatorade than taking up space on the court. I’m seventeen, and I’m already past my prime.”

Whooooaaaa. Ashish snapped his flapping mouth shut.

Had he seriously, literally just said all that to Damn-Fine Dana and her friends? Ashish thought he should be more embarrassed, but could he really fall any lower? See exhibit A: playing like a JV basketball newb when he was supposed to be the prodigy captain. Or appendix B: being dumped for Thumbs-Up Thad. He’d already scraped the bottom of the barrel. No, scratch that. He hadn’t just scraped it, he was now curled up on its moldy bottom and preparing to take a very long, very soothing nap. Ashish Patel was beyond humiliation.

But Dana didn’t move away with a nervous laugh like he expected. She took her hand off his and wrapped her arms around him instead. “Oh, you poor baby,” she crooned, kind of rocking him. Ashish only vaguely noticed her boobs pressed up against his arm. Meh, boobs, he thought, and then: Oh my God, what has Celia done to me?

“Breakups are the worst,” Rebecca added, reaching over the table to pat his arm. The beads on her braids clicked together. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s totally her loss, Ash,” Courtney said, tossing her curly red hair. “You’re a hottie.”

“Absolutely,” Dana said, letting go of him to take his chin in her hand. “You’re gorgeous.”

Ashish smiled faintly and ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I know. But thanks. I just feel really . . . off.”

“Totally normal,” Dana said, leaning over to kiss his cheek. “But when you’re ready to get some revenge, you just let me know, okay?”

Oh God. The pity in her eyes. He was a charity case. He was a storm-soaked puppy. Ashish sat up straighter and forced a laugh, which came out hollow and fake. “Ah, I’m fine. Really. And I need to get back to my friends.”

With deliberate swagger, he pushed himself off the cafeteria bench and, throwing the best approximation of what Richmond Academy girls called the Ash Smolder their way, sauntered back to his friends.

“So apparently, I was wrong,” Ashish said to them, smiling jauntily for Dana’s benefit, just in case she was still looking at him. “I can sink lower. I’ve broken through the bottom of the barrel to the quicksand below.”

“Dude, what’re you talking about?” Elijah said.

Oliver grinned. “She kissed you, my man. On the cheek, but still. That’s progress.”

“Yeah, it was totally disgusting to watch, but I’m happy for you,” Pinky said, stepping up to grab her burrito. “Really.”

“Believe me, it’s not what it looked like,” Ashish said, feeling bad about bursting their optimistic little bubbles.

Once they all had their food, they sat at their usual table by the big window that overlooked the organic garden.

“So what happened?” Pinky said, tearing off a big bite of her burrito. “You were supposed to ask her out.”

“I tried,” Ashish said. A concrete wall of hot shame slammed into him as he recalled saying the words “past my prime” to three incredibly hot girls. What the hell? “I ended up telling her about Celia breaking up with me instead.” He said the rest quickly and quietly, needing to get it off his chest but also hoping the others wouldn’t hear. “And I might also have moaned about how much I suck at basketball and compared myself to a broken chandelier.”

Elijah groaned, but Oliver silenced him with a glare.

Ashish took an aggressively nonchalant bite of his sausage burrito, to show he didn’t care that he’d just embarrassed himself in front of three of the school’s cutest girls. A guy had to retain some self-respect, even if it was all bullshit.

The burrito was Richmond Academy’s specialty spicy cardboard flavor. Awesome. “Wait.” Pinky gave him a funny look. “Were you in love with Celia or something?”

Ashish looked slowly around the table at them all. “Uh. Yeah. And she didn’t feel the same way at all, so now I’m just some high school man-baby she can laugh about.” Oops. He hadn’t meant to say that last part. Talk about super-not-cool.

Everyone was staring at him in silence, their eyes wide. Shocked that Ashish Patel, player extraordinaire, had been in love. And that he was now completely wrecked as a result. The pity on their faces was the freaking cherry on top of everything, a special prize, just in case he wasn’t feeling like enough of a loser already.

Pushing his tray back, Ashish stood. “You know what? I . . . I’m going home.” And then he walked right out of the cafeteria, not even turning around when he heard his best friends call his name.


Sweetie

Sweetie held the shampoo bottle up to her mouth. It helped her get into the right headspace. In here she wasn’t just Sweetie, she was Sizzling Sweetie, Sexy Shower-Singing Sorceress. She liked alliteration, what could she say?

“R-E-S-P-E-C-T!” she belted out.

“Find out what it means to me!” Kayla, Suki, and Izzy shouted back.

“R-E-S-P-E-C-T!” Sweetie sang again.

“Gimme those Jujubes!” Izzy sang, at the same time that Kayla sang, “Open sesame!” and Suki sang, “Mayfair, pretty puh-lease!”

They stopped suddenly, and then Kayla said, “Jujubes? Are you kidding me, Izzy?”

“Oh, like ‘Open sesame’ is any better?” Suki retorted from her shower stall.

“What about ‘Mayfair’?” Izzy said. “That doesn’t even make sense!”

“Guys, guys,” Sweetie called. “It’s ‘Take care, TCB.’ ”

“What?” the three girls chorused back.

“What does that even mean?” Suki said.

“Nothing, that’s what,” Kayla said. “If you ask me . . .”

Sweetie knew the argument could go on forever, so she just launched into the “Sock it to me” stanza. The others fell quiet, listening.

This was how they were, their postpractice showers. The other girls on the team didn’t even say anything; they enjoyed it when Sweetie began to sing.

She shimmied in the shower, her round, robust voice echoing across the tile like a symphony of clear bells, bouncing off the glinting silver faucet and showerhead. When she was done, she bowed her head, letting the water rush over her, her arms held up high and triumphant.

There was thunderous applause, just like every other time. Sweetie closed her eyes and smiled, enjoying this one moment when she felt supremely confident and unquestionably beautiful.

Then as the last of the applause faded, she sighed, turned off the shower, and reached for her towel.

*  *  *

Out by her locker, Sweetie dried off and climbed into her clothes quickly. She didn’t even know why she was moving quickly. . . . It wasn’t like Kayla, Suki, and Izzy would judge her. But Amma’s voice echoed in her head: Cover your legs and your arms. Until you lose weight, you shouldn’t wear sleeveless tops and shorts. If her mother felt that strongly about a sleeveless shirt, she could imagine what she’d say about Sweetie being naked in the girls’ locker room.

“You slayed it, as usual!” Kayla called from her locker. Her deep-brown skin was flawless, her abdomen toned and her legs shapely. She didn’t rush to put on her clothes.

“Thanks. You weren’t so bad yourself.” Sweetie smiled, trying to shake off her thoughts. She’d kicked butt on the track today, beating her own best time on the 1600 meter run. She should be feeling nothing but happiness. My body is strong and does everything I want it to do, she told herself, repeating the mantra she’d always chanted silently after one of Amma’s “motivational” talks. I’m the fastest runner at Piedmont High School, and the second-fastest high school student in the state of California.

It was true, too. Sweetie could leave anyone in the dust. There was a reason the local paper had called her the Piedmont Road Runner recently (but it had been a mistake to read the comments on the online article—those were full of people who couldn’t stop asking variants of the asinine question, How does she lug all of that around the track?). Coach was always telling her she could get a scholarship to pretty much any college if she kept it up.

“Hoo, check this out!” Suki called from her locker. She’d thrown on a skirt and a top and was sitting on the bench, bent over her cell phone as usual, her straight black hair all wet.

They gathered around her. It was a picture of a handsome guy in a basketball jersey on the sports page of the Times of Atherton, the local paper.

“Ashish Patel at last weekend’s game,” Izzy said, leaning in. Her pale cheeks were flushed from the hot shower. “Yum-eeee.”

“I heard he led Richmond to another victory,” Kayla said. “He’s their golden goose. Coach Stevens wants to poach him.”

“Good luck with that,” Izzy scoffed. “His dad’s the CEO of Global Comm. His kind of money would never go to a school like Piedmont.”

Sweetie laughed. “We’re not a hovel. But yeah, we’re definitely not the Ivy League incubator that Richmond is either.” She crossed her arms, frowning a little as she looked at Ashish’s picture. “Is it just me or does he look kinda sad to you guys?”

Kayla, Izzy, and Suki just looked at her blankly.

“What would he have to be sad about?” Kayla said. “The boy’s got everything.”

Maybe on paper, Sweetie thought.

“Why? Is your Sweetie Sense going off?” Suki said, laughing.

Sweetie felt her cheeks get warm. She’d always been perceptive, prone to listening to her intuition about people. But Suki thought it was a bunch of crap, that Sweetie just believed what she wanted to believe. Who knew, maybe Suki was correct.

“Yeah, you guys are probably right.” Slinging her bag over her shoulder, Sweetie said, “Hey, want to get some breakfast before class?”

Suki put her phone away, and her friends all stood, laughing and talking about how Coach had seemed even more stressed out today than usual, chewing viciously on a wad of gum. Then she’d yelled at Andrea for not giving 110 percent and had almost choked on it.

Sweetie kept one ear on the conversation, but her mind kept drifting back to the picture of Ashish Patel at his basketball game. What did a boy like that have to be sad about? Sweetie gave herself a mental shake. Come on, what do you care? It’s not like you’ll ever find out.
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