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            Dedication

         
         
            For the women who have been told to lower their standards.

            I hope you never do.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            There’s small choice in rotten apples.

            —Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew

            Every apple has a little bit of bruising. It’s up to you to add lemon juice and masala, so you can’t taste the difference.
               The key is to get yourself some fruit.
            

            —Mrs. W. S. Gupta, Indians Abroad News
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            Chapter One
Kareena

         
         
            5:45 a.m.

         

         
            
               
                  Kareena: You are the reigning queen of rice! “Make your own biryani” bar? I mean it’s genius. As your lawyer, I’m telling you that
                     you have to trust me on this. You’ll get the loan.
                  

                  Nina: Are you sure? I’m so nervous!
                  

                  Kareena: I’m sure. I’ll meet you at the bank later today.
                  

                  Nina: I’m so glad I hired you and Women Who Work! You’re really going to make my restaurant expansion dream a reality.
                  

                  Nina: Sorry the bank had to schedule this on your thirtieth birthday, though. I can’t believe you’re general counsel of an incredible
                     company at such a young age!
                  

                  Nina: I mean, I was married, had my firstborn and my restaurant by thirty, but that’s different. I WANTED a husband and family.
                  

                  Kareena: See you in a couple hours, Nina.
                  

               

            

         
         Kareena tore the eye mask off her forehead and straightened her Taylor Swift concert sleep shirt. She had secured her dream job at a company that developed women-owned businesses in the tristate area before her thirtieth birthday. But of course, one text from a client and her boss energy dissipated like mist. She tossed her phone on the rumpled bedspread and rubbed her hands over her face. 

         
         She was thirty and single.

         
         No, no, thirty and successful.
         

         
         Thirty and financially independent.

         
         Thirty and . . . still lived with her dad and grandmother.

         
         And single. Very, very single.

         
         Without even a maintenance man to grease the plumbing.

         
         If she had a time machine, she would’ve gone back to her last relationship in law school and said: Sweetie, giving up dating until you achieve your career goals may not be the best idea. Especially if you’re searching for
               a happily ever after with a man. It becomes way too easy to be alone.

         
         Kareena felt like her family, her aunties—hell, the entire New Jersey South Asian population—had been preparing her for being
            thirty and single, but did she listen? Nope. More importantly, did she really have to be reminded first thing in the morning?
         

         
         Like T-Swizz said. Damn. It was only seven a.m.

         
         “I should’ve taken today off,” she mumbled as she crawled out of bed and walked toward the adjoining bathroom.

         
         Even as she showered and mentally reviewed her schedule for the day, the misogynist adages she’d heard whispered at cultural
            gatherings echoed through her head.
         

         
         If you’re single at thirty, you have to lower your standards. If you’re single at thirty, your prospects for a happily ever after are diminished. If you’re single at thirty, you are perceived as difficult, and no one will want to marry you.

         
         Her father had never made her feel that way growing up since he had a love marriage versus arranged marriage himself. But
            now that her younger sister was engaged, it was like ghosts of ancestors past had taken over his body, and he had suddenly
            become a traditionalist.
         

         
         “Beta, the oldest daughter should be at least engaged before the youngest gets married. You should date more. Or we can find
            you matches. Rishtas. Maybe someone will want to marry a woman so independent at your age.”
         

         
         His arguments, which were normally tepid, were becoming more and more frequent. It didn’t help that her grandmother, Dadi,
            who Kareena also had a tendency to fight with on a regular basis, sided with Dad.
         

         
         Dadi’s arguments, however, were now paired with subtle passive-aggressive acts like cutting out a picture of Kareena’s head
            and pasting it on the body of a bride that she tore from Indian Matrimony Vogue Magazine, which was then left tucked in a holy book in the temple room.
         

         
         Kareena stood in front of her bathroom mirror, cringing at the memory. 

         
         Well, she was finally going to make everyone happy.

         
         She was going to start dating again. She was ready. The list of qualities she wanted in her perfect man was ready to go. It
            had been waiting neglected in her notes app for far too long.
         

         
         After she finished her makeup, she put on a white button-down collared shirt and a cobalt-blue sweater vest. She dropped a
            cute pair of floral heels in her tote bag that she’d wear when she finally got to the office.
         

         
         Exactly forty-five minutes after she texted her client back, Kareena scanned her bedroom to make sure she didn’t forget anything. It was the bedroom she had returned to after college. The same one her mother designed for her when her parents built the house. She had the same standing mirror, open closet, and desk shoved in one corner, with meticulously arranged framed photos with Bobbi and Veera and her law school Bluebook. The only major upgrade was the TV and stereo.
         

         
         “Hopefully my morning will improve with food,” she mumbled as she picked up her bag. It was time for birthday paranthas. The
            stuffed spicy flatbread was exactly what she needed to course-correct her day. 
         

         
         She opened her door, and instead of hearing the sizzling sounds of ghee in a hot pan, there was only silence. The delicious
            aroma of spices was missing. Usually, the smell of birthday paranthas permeated the house. Maybe Dadi was waiting for her?
         

         
         Kareena paused in front of the framed photo of her mother that took up most of the freshly painted hallway wall. The large
            portrait had a string of fake marigolds tucked into the top corners, so it draped like a necklace over Neelam Mann. Her eyes
            were full of love, and she looked so happy.
         

         
         “Miss you every day, Mom,” Kareena whispered. She pressed her fingertips to her lips and to the base of the picture. “I feel
            you every time I take care of our house and work on your car. My car now.”
         

         
         After saying a quick thank-you prayer in the temple room next door, Kareena lugged her tote bag downstairs, and through the
            narrow hallway to the kitchen in the back of the house.
         

         
         “Hello, I’m here— Oh. Um, what’s going on?”

         
         Instead of seeing Dadi in the kitchen hovering near the stove, Kareena’s grandmother and father were sitting at the dining table with bowls of cereal. Over a dozen glittery gold letter boxes sat between them. Dadi was on her large tablet, while her father was reading something on his cell phone. Neither of them spared her a glance. 

         
         “You guys are having cereal?” Kareena asked.

         
         Dadi sat back in her velour maroon tracksuit. Her freshly dyed black hair was wet from her shower and combed back in a short
            severe style accentuating the happy lines around her mouth and eyes. “If you want something, you can make it yourself. I taught
            you how.”
         

         
         “Okay, but . . . well, aren’t we celebrating?” Kareena responded in the same mix of Hindi, English, and Punjabi her grandmother
            used.
         

         
         Dadi’s eyebrows furrowed. Then with a look of surprise, she motioned to the gold boxes with her chai cup. “Oh this? Your sister
            wants us to look at invitations. She plans on personally delivering these gold boxes with scrolls in them to all her guests.
            You may have to help her. Her wedding is less than a year away, you know.”
         

         
         “Oh, I know,” Kareena said. She’d known since the day her sister announced her engagement. It was right after Kareena had
            shared the news that she accepted a position at Women Who Work as their general counsel, which wasn’t received with nearly
            as much excitement. 
         

         
         “Why are you standing like that over there?” her father asked. He sounded irritated, which was no different than how he normally
            sounded to her lately.
         

         
         Kareena dropped her tote bag and pressed a hand to the ache in her chest. “This is a joke, right? You two couldn’t have . . . I mean, I know I’ve been working late, and I haven’t seen you for the last few days, but there is no way that you don’t remember. It happens every year.”
         

         
         When her father and grandmother looked at each other, then at her, Kareena knew.

         
         They’d forgotten.

         
         She hadn’t woken up particularly happy about her birthday, but damn it, she was really looking forward to those paranthas.
            And maybe even a moment that was about her. A moment that didn’t revolve around her sister or her sister’s wedding, or her
            sister’s YouTube channel.
         

         
         Kareena should’ve been angry, but after so many disappointments recently, this was expected.

         
         “Happy thirtieth to me,” she mumbled.

         
         Her father and grandmother must’ve heard her because their eyes went wide. 

         
         “J-just kidding!” Dadi said, and bolted from the table. She hobbled forward, arms out for a hug. “Happy birthday, my bachcha!
            How could I forget my May grandbaby?” She squeezed Kareena around the waist.
         

         
         Kareena patted her grandmother on the back. “It’s fine, Dadi.”

         
         She met her father’s eyes as he rose from his seat. He was dressed for work in khakis with a phone clip on his belt. “You
            don’t want to celebrate today anyway,” he said as he rounded the table to give her a hug. “Thirty is your first infertility
            milestone.”
         

         
         “And to think, I wanted to spend my morning with you both. Well, if there are no paranthas, I’m going to catch an earlier
            train into the city.”
         

         
         “No, no sit!” Dadi said motioning to the table. “Your sister wanted gobi paranthas today during lunch while we reviewed her
            wedding invitations. I’ll just make them now for you.”
         

         
         Kareena didn’t miss the double standard that existed for her sister when it came to food. “You know I hate cauliflower paranthas. Leave it, Dadi. It’s fine.” Damn it, what did she have to do to get that kind of treatment from people she loved? 

         
         Oh, that’s right. She had to get married.

         
         Her grandmother was already taking out the Corelle cups and plates with the cornflower blue floral design on the edges from
            the cabinets Kareena refaced the month before. Then came the ceramic yogurt container with homemade dahi, the mango pickle,
            a  Tupperware container of dough, and a matching container with dry durum wheat flour.
         

         
         “It’s already prepared,” Dadi said. “Just sit, it’ll take me two minutes to make.”

         
         “Dadi, it’s fine.” Kareena really hated cauliflower paranthas. It was like putting garam masala on farts.

         
         “You shouldn’t be shouting at Dadi,” her sister said. Bindu strode in from the mudroom with her cascade of perfect curls.
            They flowed around her like the loose fabric of her maxi dress. Her hooped nose ring sparkled, and her bangles clicked as
            she dropped a gift bag to the floor.
         

         
         “Happy thirtieth birthday, big sister!”

         
         Holy crap, her younger sister actually remembered her birthday. Kareena had to admit it was a nice surprise that she showed
            up at all, since Bindu spent more time with her fiancé now than anyone else.
         

         
         Kareena opened her arms for a hug. Like a musical fairy, Bindu gracefully returned the gesture. That’s when Kareena smelled
            something . . . earthy.
         

         
         “Seriously, wake and bake, Bindu?” she whispered against her sister’s ear.

         
         Bindu’s eyes sparkled. “Better morning sex,” she whispered back. “But don’t worry, I Ubered here.” She held out the birthday bag. “Happy birthday,” she said loud enough for Dadi and Dad to hear. “Now why are you fighting this time?” 

         
         Kareena motioned to her father and grandmother. “They forgot my birthday.”

         
         Bindu gasped. “Seriously?”

         
         “Have some breakfast,” Dadi said, motioning with a rolling pin. “You too, Bindu.”

         
         “I’ll sit. Hey, is that gobi paranthas? I thought you were going to make that for me later.”

         
         “It’s for birthday paranthas!” Dadi said. Her voice had a false pep in it that no one was buying.

         
         “Well, I guess that’s okay then,” Bindu said, pouting. “I’m teaching a calc class at a sister campus later today, so I should
            eat something heavy now to last me. Oh! I actually came here to talk to you, Daddy.”
         

         
         And there it was, Kareena thought. The real reason why her sister got out of bed and spent her precious time coming over to
            the house so early. Because she wanted something from her father. Since he was always in a better mood in the mornings, Bindu
            could get her family obligations out of the way and also talk to Dad at the same time.
         

         
         “What is it, princess?” he said in Hindi.

         
         Bindu flipped her long hair over one shoulder and pressed her palms together, already pleading her case. “I was thinking about
            having an engagement party in early September. The wedding isn’t until next year, and we should really celebrate with friends
            and family. We can make it a big, festive event that will coincide with Loken’s family’s trip from Italy. Catering, DJ, open
            bar, all of it.”
         

         
         “Engagement party?” Dadi called out. She swung her spatula around like a conductor. “Yes! What a wonderful way to celebrate Loken’s family visit.” 

         
         “That should be fine,” Kareena’s father replied, leaning back in his chair. “But I’m not paying for it.”

         
         “Daddy.”
         

         
         “Beta, I told you that I have a set amount of money for both you and your sister. You get it as a down payment on a house,
            or you get it for the wedding. You’ve used every last cent of your share for this extravagant Italian desi wedding. And with
            two caterers! Because god forbid their vegetarian food is cooked with the same utensils that are used for the nonveg meals.”
         

         
         “Dad,” Kareena chided. “Be respectful.”

         
         He waved a hand in her direction. “I have nothing against veg food, but I don’t need anyone else making me feel bad about
            my goat meat.”
         

         
         “Excuse me, but this is about me,” Bindu said, pouting. “It’s embarrassing Loken has to chip in, but I guess we’ll have to
            do it.”
         

         
         “How is it embarrassing?” Kareena asked. She took Dadi’s chai cup and took a sip. “Your fiancé is from the richest Gujarati
            family in Italy. I’m sure that he can afford to cover something.”
         

         
         “Not your business, big sister,” Bindu shot back. “Oh! Daddy, one more thing. If we do this engagement party in September,
            it’s not going to interfere with your retirement plan to move to Florida, right?”
         

         
         Kareena spewed chai all over the table. “What?”

         
         “Bindu, she doesn’t know yet.” Her father pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a heartfelt annoyed sigh.

         
         This had to be a joke. “You’re retiring? In Florida?”
         

         
         Kareena waited for a response, but the kitchen was pin-drop silent.

         
         “Are you . . . are you selling the house?”

         
         “Kareena . . .”

         
         “Oh my god.” The words were raw in Kareena’s throat, like bile had burned her and she was struggling to speak.

         
         Her family looked at one another, down at their plates, at the floor, anywhere but directly at her. Dadi turned her back and
            fixated on the stove.
         

         
         “Please tell me you aren’t going to sell Mom’s house,” Kareena exploded. It was a living, breathing entity that held all her
            favorite memories. And somewhere, between fixing pipes, changing wallpaper, adding her shed in the backyard, and replacing
            window treatments, the house had become hers, too.
         

         
         “Dadi and Dad said you were going to be emotional about it,” Bindu replied as she picked up a napkin to clean some of the
            chai spray that landed on the table in front of her. “And you are kind of proving them right, Kareena.”
         

         
         Kareena pushed back from the table, her brain racing to try to compute what was happening. “This is Mom’s home. It’s her dream
            home. She designed and built it from the ground up! We built it from the ground up.” Kareena had even helped repair doorknobs and light fixtures in an effort to keep her mother’s
            vision and passion alive. “Dad, why am I only finding out about this now? Why does Bindu know about it before me?”
         

         
         “Beta,” her father said gently. He folded his hands in front of his empty cereal bowl. “I know how close you were to your
            mom and how much this house means to you, too. How you thought maybe one day you’d live here. But I think it’s time we all
            moved on. I can sell it, and then take the money and buy myself a retirement home. Your sister is moving out soon, your grandmother
            is thinking about moving back to India—”
         

         
         “Dadi is going back to India?”
         

         
         “Your father has worked hard almost all his life,” Dadi said as she prepared a parantha. She pinched dough and rolled it into a small ball before flattening it with a slap of her palm. “It’s time for him to enjoy himself. And for me to go back home.” 

         
         “Dadi, you’ve been here for eighteen years,” Kareena said. “This is your home. And Dad, this house meant a lot to you, too.
            I refuse to believe that you’re going to sell it without talking about it with me!”
         

         
         “I don’t know why you’re surprised,” Bindu said. She scrolled on her phone as if nothing of importance was being discussed
            at the table. “He’s been hinting about this forever. Mom isn’t here anymore. He can do whatever he wants with the house. It
            doesn’t automatically belong to you just because you painted a few walls.”
         

         
         Kareena pressed a palm to her breaking heart. Did no one else care their home was going to be sold off? Or at the very minimum,
            did no one else see how wrong it was for them to cut her so cleanly out of a major decision? She’d been the one taking care
            of it all while her father worked and her sister did god knows what on YouTube and her grandmother went to card parties in
            the afternoons.
         

         
         “Your mom loved this house,” her father said quietly. “But it’s important for all of us to move on. And we, your sister and
            grandmother and I, all agree. The only reason why it hasn’t fallen apart yet is because of you, but you have to move on, too.”
         

         
         “Sit down and drink some water,” Dadi said. “You’re wheezing again.”

         
         This was getting nowhere and fast. Kareena turned back to Bindu. “You’re completely okay with losing our mom’s home, Bindu?
            For real?”
         

         
         Bindu shrugged. “It’s just a house. Loken and I are thinking about getting a place closer to the college so it’s easier for
            us to get to work.”
         

         
         Kareena pressed her palms against the table and leaned in toward her father. “Dad, you’ve always known that I wanted this house!” 

         
         “Which is why I didn’t ask you.” His eyes looked sad like they always did when he thought about Kareena’s mom. “You have our
            old car. You can focus all your attention on fixing that, rather than trying to renovate a family home as well.”
         

         
         “Fine, then I’ll buy it from you. Just like I bought the car from you before you tried to sell that off as well.” She had
            savings. Her entire financial plan would go to hell, but she’d move things around if she had to. She had to at least try.
         

         
         Her father leaned back and let out a laugh. He patted his round belly as if she’d told a joke instead of offering to save
            her childhood home. “There is no way you could afford the down payment on this house for what I’m listing it for. Especially
            not now with your job that pays you so little compared to what you used to be making.”
         

         
         His words were like a dozen tiny cuts. Dream job or not, she wasn’t earning enough for parental approval, apparently. But
            that didn’t matter right now. She had to figure out how to stop this madness. She had to stall as long as possible.
         

         
         “When are you retiring?” Kareena asked.

         
         He raised an eyebrow in her direction. “December. I’m listing it end of September.” He named a figure that had her eyes go
            wide. Damn New Jersey housing market.
         

         
         September was not nearly enough time to save for a large down payment. Kareena looked at Bindu, then at her grandmother who
            was eyeing her from the kitchen. Then she homed in on the gold letter boxes on the table. The answer seemed both absurd and
            perfect at the same time.
         

         
         “The wedding money,” Kareena blurted out. “You said you had wedding money set aside for me. Why don’t you give that to me now to use as a down payment for the house?” 

         
         “No way,” her father said. “That money is only available to you once you’re engaged. Which I’ve been trying to encourage you
            to do for the last six months.”
         

         
         The only people in the world who ever made her want to throw things were her family. “I don’t understand why you won’t just
            work with me here! If that money is earmarked for me, anyway, then think of it as a birthday present. You know, for the birthday
            you forgot?” 
         

         
         Her father gave her an exasperated look, as if she was the one being completely unreasonable here. “I started saving that money because your mother and I wanted to give you
            and your sister a wedding gift. We didn’t have anything when we started our lives together, and our hope was to give you a
            nest egg for when you begin your future.”
         

         
         “News flash! I’m thirty. My future has already begun. I don’t need to be married to have one.” 
         

         
         “Call it tradition,” he said mildly. “These are the rules. I’m not changing them. If you want the money, then you have to
            find your jeevansathi first.”
         

         
         Jeevansathi. Soul mate. Kareena wanted one in her life so badly, but actually finding her match was time consuming, and painful.
            That was one of the reasons why she’d pushed it off for so long. 
         

         
         “What an excellent idea!” Dadi said, waving a spatula in the air. “Beta, I can always reopen your Indian dating profile. You
            know, you can find someone in time for your sister’s engagement party. Loken’s family won’t worry that there is something
            wrong with us then because the oldest daughter is still single.”
         

         
         Kareena had to take even breaths just so she wouldn’t strangle anyone. This is what she hated the most about her family. It was as if they never listened to her, and she ended up screaming at them at the top of her lungs just to get them to pay attention. “I’m not getting engaged or married just because my younger sister is getting married! That’s such an archaic practice and I expected better from both of you. And, Dadi, your matchmaking skills aren’t exactly great.” 

         
         She still had nightmares from the date in law school.

         
         “Beta, it was one bad match, and his prison sentence was only six months. It’s not like he killed someone. Just some bad checks, no?”
         

         
         “Oh, that makes it so much better.” Kareena waved a hand at all three individuals staring at her. “I want a freaking love
            marriage. Hearts, flowers, the works. Someone who understands me and doesn’t make me lose my ever-loving mind.”
         

         
         “I think you know that people don’t like your abrasive personality,” Bindu said. “That’s why you’d rather listen to Taylor
            Swift under a weighted blanket and drink chai while reading romance novels than go out and meet people.”
         

         
         “Hey, asshole, I’ve been working,” Kareena snapped.
         

         
         “Language, Kareena!” her father and grandmother shouted at the same time.

         
         “Whatever. I was planning on dipping my toes back into the dating world to search for Mr. Perfect. If that’s what it takes
            to get the money for the house, then fine. I’ll get married. But it will be a love marriage.” Her skin itched at the very
            idea, like her food allergy was acting up, but desperate times.
         

         
         Dadi snorted. “Even I know that it’s not as easy as you think it will be,” she said in Hindi. “Bindu is right about your attitude,
            beta. And things are different for you kids now. Everyone is so picky.”
         

         
         “And attitude or not, love sometimes takes time,” Kareena’s father added. “I know you’ve always wanted this house, but I have to do what’s best for me, too.” 

         
         Out of everything she expected to happen on her thirtieth birthday, this was definitely not it. Her mother was in every beam,
            every stud, every original nail that built the home, and Kareena couldn’t lose it. Because once it was gone, it wouldn’t just
            be her mother. It would be a part of her soul, too.
         

         
         “It’ll be fine,” Dadi said in Hindi as she crossed the kitchen to put the stack of paranthas in the center of the table. “Now.
            Why don’t you eat? I’ll drive you to the station.”
         

         
         “The car!” Kareena burst out. She’d completely forgotten. “Where am I going to keep it?”

         
         “Maybe you can sell that junker for parts,” Bindu murmured as she scrolled through her phone. “It’s so old.”

         
         Kareena didn’t even bother rewarding her sister with a response. Her car was rare enough that if she did sell it, she’d probably
            make enough to supplement the savings she’d had for the house. But the special restoration project on her 1988 BMW E30 M3
            was her pride and joy. It was a symbol of how far she’d come since she lost her mom.
         

         
         “Now enough of this talk,” Dadi said. “Sit and have some food so you can calm down before going to work.”

         
         Kareena had completely lost her appetite. She picked up her tote bag and slung it over one shoulder. “I have to go.”

         
         “Wait!” Bindu said. She ran over to the bag she’d carried in with her and held it up for Kareena. “Two things. First, I’m
            taking Dadi’s car to an interview tomorrow. It’s with a local TV show. They’re talking about dating, and I need someone to
            drive me so I can prep my notes and makeup and things like that on the way. Will you do it?”
         

         
         “Uh, yeah, sure. Whatever.” She would have agreed to anything at that moment to make her escape.

         
         “Great! Second, I got you a gift.”

         
         “Bindu, I’m really in a terrible place right now. I’ll open it when I get home tonight.”

         
         “No, open it now!” Bindu said. “It’ll make you feel better. I promise.”

         
         Kareena eyed the bag. The last time her sister had brought her a gift, it was homemade brownies that made her so paranoid,
            she had to have her friends spend the night to convince her that aliens with Mumbai accents weren’t going to abduct her in
            her sleep and take her to an ice planet.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she mumbled as she opened the bag and pushed aside the tissue paper. She was praying for a wad of cash but that
            was doubtful.
         

         
         It took Kareena a moment to realize what was inside. The white box was labeled Asian Sensation and pictured a large, tan colored, U-shaped vibrator. It was a modern design that didn’t look like a penis. Quote bubbles
            read “waterproof” and “rechargeable.”
         

         
         “Bindu, please tell me this is not a—”

         
         “Yup!” Bindu said. She tossed her hair back and let out a screeching laugh. “You’re always so uptight, so I knew this would
            be the perfect gift.”
         

         
         “What? What is it?” Dadi asked. She hurried over from the table.

         
         “You know,” Kareena said as she pushed the tissue paper back in place to cover the brown sex toy. “One day I may find this
            hilarious. Today is not that day.”
         

         
         Bindu doubled over, wheezing.

         
         Without a second thought, Kareena passed it to her grandmother. “Why don’t you take this, Dadi? Bindu knows it’s not my style. Bindu, you’re going to tell her what it is, right?” 

         
         Bindu’s face went sheet white.

         
         Kareena shoved her glasses up her nose and turned to leave the kitchen. “I hope all of you realize how truly shitty you all
            are acting right now.”
         

         
         Her father’s expression turned thunderous. Her grandmother looked appalled at her language, and her sister was still pale
            now that Dadi was holding the vibrator gift.
         

         
         Kareena strolled out of the house and started walking toward the train station before anyone could say another word to her.
            “Happy thirtieth birthday to me,” she said in a tear-soaked voice. “Happy fucking thirtieth birthday to me.”
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            Dear Readers,

            It’s important to remember that your single children are born in a generation that is different from yours. To start, you
               must first learn why your children are against marriage. It is then your responsibility to convince them that they are wrong.
            

            Mrs. W. S. Gupta

            Columnist
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            Chapter 2
Kareena

         
         
            
               
                  Aunty WhatsApp Group

               

               
                  Farah Aunty: Happy birthday, darling!
                  

                  Falguni Aunty: Happy birthday, sweetheart. Your mother would be so proud of you and all you accomplished.
                  

                  Mona Aunty: I have money for you, beta!
                  

                  Sonali Aunty: ::religious birthday meme::
                  

                  Sonali Aunty: ::religious birthday meme::
                  

                  Sonali Aunty: ::religious birthday meme::
                  

               

            

         
         “I have no idea what I’m going to do,” Kareena said as she took another sip of her drink. “You guys know how important that
            house is to me. To my mom.”
         

         
         “Here, let me call for another cocktail,” Veera said. Kareena watched as her friend gracefully lifted a hand and grabbed a
            server’s attention.
         

         
         Phataka Grill, the brand-new restaurant right in the middle of Jersey City, was a charming throwback to an old-fashioned Indian
            canteen. Bollywood movie posters hung haphazardly on exposed brick walls, and the chairs were painted bright colors with aluminum
            backing. Sexy seventies Bollywood remixes were barely audible over the sound of conversation from packed tables. It was the
            perfect place to get inebriated.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Kareena said as freshly made drinks were placed in front of them. “I need this. And you two.”

         
         “I still think that you should’ve let me throw you a party to help get your mind off things,” Bobbi said, swirling her lychee
            martini. “We could’ve rented a limo to take us into the city where we would sweat our asses off dancing at a club, then hook
            up with sexy men we regret in the morning. Oh! And cupcakes. Cupcakes after dancing and hookups.”
         

         
         “I’m just not in the mood, guys.”

         
         “The last time we went was what, five years ago?” Bobbi asked. “Right before your dating moratorium. God, does your waxer
            find cobwebs in your coochie?”
         

         
         Kareena threw a napkin at her best friend. “Oh, shut up. You work more than I do, and I don’t see you getting regular checks
            for your jalebi.”
         

         
         Their server arrived with plates piled high with biryani, butter chicken, veggie tandoori platters, and naan. “Here you go,
            ladies,” he said, his New Delhi accent as thick as his full head of curling black hair. “Let me know if you need more drinks.”
         

         
         Kareena began piling food on her plate after the server left. Hopefully it tasted as good as it looked. She was starving since
            she hadn’t gotten a chance to eat all day. That along with her restless sleep meant she was eternally irritated.
         

         
         Bobbi leaned across the table, her cleavage on display. “You would’ve had such a kick-ass thirtieth that your mom would be calling in from her next life to join in, and then give you advice on how to keep the house.” 

         
         Kareena snorted. “I doubt that. Besides, most of our mutuals wouldn’t show up. Everyone we know is either in a long-term relationship,
            engaged, newly married, or popping out children. Do you think they want to celebrate a single friend turning thirty? Their
            calendars are filled with cake tastings or mommy playdates. If they do, by some miracle, have an opening in their schedule,
            they’ll end up judging me and saying things like ‘you’ll know when you find the right one,’ or ‘you’re so lucky to be single
            without responsibilities.’”
         

         
         Veera squeezed Kareena’s arm. “Don’t be like that. I’m sure everyone would’ve come to support you. Thirty is a big deal.”

         
         “But only because we make it that way,” Kareena said.

         
         Her best friends, the same ones she’d met during freshman orientation at Rutgers, the only other Punjabi girls in her seminar
            classes, watched her, patiently waiting for her to adjust her glasses, step up on her proverbial soapbox, and explain.
         

         
         “At thirty, people have all these expectations of how many life milestones I should’ve achieved, but how can I do any of those
            things when I don’t have enough money to buy my mother’s home, my car is still in a shed in my backyard, and trying to find
            true love makes me nauseous? Even though that’s what I want. And in the past few months, that’s all I’ve been able to think
            about.”
         

         
         Veera and Bobbi glanced at each other then back at Kareena.

         
         “What do you mean?” Veera asked. “You’ve been thinking about true love? Like . . . dating?”

         
         Kareena nodded. “I have the job I want. Now it’s time to get the family I want.”

         
         “Girl, sometimes, life doesn’t go according to your spreadsheets and timelines,” Bobbi said. “Finding love may take some time.”

         
         “Which I don’t have,” Kareena said.

         
         “Wait, you said your dad has the money, right?” Veera asked. “Are you going to . . .”

         
         “Try to find a guy in time to get engaged and ask for my dad’s wedding gift to pay off the house?” Kareena downed the rest
            of her drink. “That’s the idea.” She’d been thinking about it all day. Even if she put less than 20 percent down for the mortgage,
            she wouldn’t be able to afford the house. It was in a prime location and way out of her price range. Getting married was the
            only option she had.
         

         
         “I thought you wanted hearts, flowers, and romance,” Veera said. “Please tell me you’re not giving that up.”

         
         Kareena shook her head. “I’m making one promise to myself in this whole mess. I have to fall in love with this person before
            I commit to marry him. I want heart eyes, and racing pulse. Romantic gestures, and conversations about forever. I want all
            of it. He’ll be my jeevansathi even though our falling-in-love journey will be a little shorter than expected.”
         

         
         “Jeevansathi,” Veera said. Her expression became dreamy, and she clasped her hands together. “That word is so romantic isn’t
            it? Life partner. For someone who puts up quite a shield, it won’t be easy, Kareena.” 
         

         
         “Like a needle in a fucking haystack,” Bobbi added bitterly. 

         
         “Oh, I know. My dad hinted at the same thing. And there is a good chance I won’t win. But I have to try. For my mom.” And for myself, Kareena thought. The house meant so much to her, but it would be meaningless if she had an arranged marriage that was built
            on compromise only. She didn’t want her life partner to be practical. She wanted him to be . . . well, she had a list.
         

         
         “Where are you going to find these guys?” Veera asked. She grabbed a naan and began tearing it into small pieces.

         
         “I think online is my only choice, to be honest.”

         
         “Online can work, but consider other dating options,” Veera said. “People treat online dating profiles like they’re shopping
            on Amazon Prime, and it can burn you out emotionally.”
         

         
         “Did you know Indians are doing singles cruises now?” Bobbi said with a grin. “And the moms go with their kids.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’m not going to do that,” Kareena said. “I have a short list of websites, and if I can’t find someone that way, then
            I may try a professional matchmaker or something.”
         

         
         Bobbi and Veera glanced at each other.

         
         “What?” Kareena snapped.

         
         “Honey,” Veera said softly. “There may be one option you haven’t thought about.”

         
         “The devil works hard, but desi aunties work harder,” Bobbi said.

         
         Kareena volleyed between her best friends, and she saw the truth written all over their faces. The thought was so ludicrous
            that she almost bolted from her chair. “Absolutely fucking not!” she burst out. “The aunties are like loose cannons. Involving
            them would be disastrous. Besides, I want true love, not a clinically arranged match.”
         

         
         “Your aunties are fierce,” Bobbi said. “They are your mom’s best friends and if anything, they’ll be as picky as, if not worse
            than, you. They know that they’ll have to find someone who is your true love.”
         

         
         “They bring along so much drama!” Kareena’s brain played back a kaleidoscope of memories. There was Mona Aunty, who dressed up like she was going to a movie premiere every day. She always had gold rings on her fingers and a perfect blowout. Then there was Sonali Aunty who was the most religious of the group. She often used her beliefs as an excuse to say the most ridiculous things. Falguni Aunty was constantly feeding everyone. She’d show up in kurta tops and Crocs and say that everything was going to be okay. And last there was Farah Aunty, the retired software engineer from IBM who knew a little too much about internet stalking. 

         
         Together they were dangerous. Kareena remembered the time Farah Aunty burst into her school to verbally destroy her English
            teacher who refused to pronounce her name correctly. And when Mona Aunty took her to get her first Brazilian and insisted
            on being within earshot to make sure the waxer was doing a good job. Kareena still had nightmares about Sonali Aunty’s religious
            studies sessions, and Falguni Aunty’s cooking classes.
         

         
         “Your aunties will be able to sniff out a man with your qualifications within weeks, which gives you time to date and get
            to know him,” Bobbi said. “And they know how much a love marriage means to you.”
         

         
         “They’re exhausting.”
         

         
         “No, they’re progressive,” Veera said. “They’ll help you keep your mom’s house. They had memories with your mom, too.”

         
         Their server arrived just in time with chai shots in authentic clay kulhars with heaping bowls of ice cream. He took away
            some of the empty plates and left as quickly as he came.
         

         
         Kareena reached for one of the kulhars and tossed it back. She couldn’t even taste the alcohol at this point with all the
            nervous anxiety rushing through her bloodstream.
         

         
         There was so much that could go wrong if she involved the aunties. The worst being that she disappointed them. No. That wasn’t
            it. The worst would be if her person rejected her.
         

         
         Because then the aunties would kill that person and she’d be bailing them all out of jail.

         
         Kareena pushed her plate out of the way and banged her forehead against the table in front of her. “I want to start slowly. I think I’ll just do the online dating first. Just for a week or two. And then, maybe, I’ll ask them for their help if that doesn’t work.” 

         
         “You need a monetary gift,” Veera said. “There is literally no other way you can get this house in such a short time frame.
            As your financial advisor, believe me. I know. But is this really how you want to go about getting it?”
         

         
         “I’m open to other suggestions.” Kareena reached out for another shot. 

         
         “The aunties it is,” Bobbi said. “They are better than the NSA. They could get in touch with every eligible bachelor from
            here to the West Coast. And probably in Canada, too.”
         

         
         Their words were a painful truth that Kareena hated hearing but knew was correct. “Fine, I’ll think about it.”

         
         A chime interrupted them, and Bobbi reached in her bag to get her phone. She looked at her screen and gasped. “Son of a bitch.”

         
         “What happened?” Kareena asked.

         
         Bobbi grabbed her drink and chugged it before she turned to Kareena. “My cousin is doing a wedding in Parsippany, and she
            needs me to come out there to help her. Apparently the Bollywood dancers they’d hired to perform at the sangeet are a bunch
            of strippers who dance to Bollywood. They started taking their clothes off, and the grandfather had a heart attack.”
         

         
         No wonder Bobbi wasn’t pressed to find a man, Kareena thought. Her life was so full of drama and weddings that she practically
            lived out the stress between couples every day.
         

         
         “Okay, let me get the check and we can all go,” Kareena said.

         
         Bobbi was already on her feet, waving at her to stay seated. “I already put my card on file. Just sign for it when you’re
            done. Have another few drinks on me.”
         

         
         “How are you going to get out there?” Veera asked. “Train or car?”

         
         “Whatever I can get,” Bobbi replied.

         
         Veera stood. “My car is parked around the corner. I can take you. I’m still completely sober. Kareena, are you up for a drive?”

         
         “I can’t,” Kareena said. “I’m in the opposite direction. You two go. I’ll be fine on my own.”

         
         Veera leaned down and hugged her. “Come back to Jersey City tomorrow then. We’ll watch movies and get really drunk on boxed
            wine.”
         

         
         Kareena hugged her back. “I’ll let you know. I want to put in shelves in the laundry room tomorrow and I still have to work
            on the car.”
         

         
         Bobbi hugged her next, then whispered in her ear, “Maybe you should reconsider having that fun hookup at the bar tonight to
            celebrate your thirtieth. You can start looking for your forever life partner in the morning.”
         

         
         Kareena snorted. “Yeah, like that’s going to happen. The hookup, I mean. Text me details about the strippers.”

         
         “I’ll take pictures.”

         
         After her friends left in a flurry of chatter and energy, she was left alone at the circular table with empty dishes and half-finished
            glasses spread out in front of her.
         

         
         “A fitting ending for the day,” she said. It had truly been shitty between her forgotten birthday and the news of her father’s
            retirement. Despite her friends’ advice, she was going home alone. Finding a hookup sounded exhausting.
         

         
         She checked the time and realized that her train wouldn’t leave for another forty-five minutes. Kareena grabbed her bag and headed over to the crowded bar at the center of the restaurant. She’d have one drink by herself and go home and try to get some sleep. Then in the morning, she’d think about what she had to do to save her mother’s house. 

         
         After waiting for a few minutes, she found a spot between a group of older desi men and a couple on a date. She raised her
            hand to get the bartender’s attention, and after he acknowledged her with a brief tilt of his chin, Kareena turned around
            to people-watch until she could put in her drink order. That’s when she saw the man sitting at a table across the room.
         

         
         Well, shit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Prem

         
         
            
               
                  Mom: Today is the three-year anniversary of Gori’s death, Prem. It’s been too long. Being single is for white people. You need
                     to stop it.
                  

                  Prem: How many times have we talked about this? You can’t SAY things like that.
                  

                  Mom: Well, I don’t care what other idiots say. I know it’s true for my baby. You’ve mourned Gori long enough. It’s time to get
                     married.
                  

                  Prem: I’m focusing on building my clinic.
                  

                  Mom: Yes, I know, when you could be a surgeon and married by now. Prem, if you get engaged this year so I can plan a wedding next
                     year, I’ll pay you.
                  

                  Prem: What?? Are you serious?
                  

                  Mom: Yes.
                  

                  Prem:  . . . How much?
                  

                  Mom: A lot.
                  

               

            

         
         Prem gaped at the most recent text he received from his mother and pocketed his phone. “My mother just offered to pay me to
            get married.”
         

         
         “It’s the way of the modern arranged match,” Bunty said. Benjamin Padda, childhood best friend, restaurateur, and chef, motioned
            for one of his staff and held up two fingers. “I know my mother is breathing down my neck, too. No matter how much we succeed,
            some cultural beliefs last forever.”
         

         
         “Isn’t that the truth,” Prem muttered. He never understood how his parents could be so desperate to get him married. He was
            a product of a relationship based on hormones and an intense emotional reaction from the midbrain. His parents claimed they
            had a “love marriage” when they rarely showed any sort of affection toward each other. Which only proved that emotions fade,
            and with that, all common sense. 
         

         
         It didn’t seem to matter how Prem got married, just that he would. The promise of a great wedding, grandkids, and yes, seeing
            their son settled was probably why his mom was pushing old stereotypes.
         

         
         There was also the aggressive need to see him move on from Gori. It appeared that his mother was convinced Prem had grieved
            enough.
         

         
         “Thanks for treating me today, man,” Prem said. “I appreciate it.”

         
         “I couldn’t bear to see you sulk by yourself,” Bunty replied. He held up his tumbler in toast. “To Gori. May her next life
            be filled with love from a man better than you.”
         

         
         Prem gave him the finger, then tipped back his glass. Over the rim, a flash of sweater vest, rectangular glasses, and pouty lips had him pausing. 

         
         Then he promptly choked.

         
         Well, shit.

         
         “What? What is it?” Bunty asked.

         
         Prem could see her intensely beautiful face clearly from a short distance. 

         
         Wow.

         
         Her shoulders were slumped, and that full curved mouth was set in a glossy pout. She’d piled that thick black hair on top
            of her head in a messy ponytail, and the glasses did nothing to hide her large brown eyes. Her prim and proper outfit was
            somehow sensual as her sweater vest clung to the swell of her breasts.
         

         
         “What? What are you staring at?”

         
         Prem cleared his throat and pounded a fist against his chest. “Uh, nothing.” Prem’s interest turned to amusement when the
            sexy librarian looked right at him. Her eyes widened. Hello, there. Yeah, same here.

         
         Bunty turned back in his seat and rolled his shoulders as if he was trying to find a comfortable position in his suit coat.
            He was probably going to fidget all night, Prem mused. The guy was six four and almost three hundred pounds of muscle. In
            all the years he’d worked as a restaurateur, investor, and chef, he’d never been comfortable in a suit, no matter how great
            it fit.
         

         
         “Do you want to send a drink over or something or are you going to continue to eye-fuck each other?”

         
         “That’s so crude, man.”

         
         “I call it like it is. But seriously, I’ll tell my bartender to get her something. It’ll be super undercover.”

         
         He finally glanced back at Bunty. “I know this is your restaurant. You don’t have to flex.”

         
         “That’s all I got,” Bunty said ruefully. “That, or I’m the son of Naan King, the frozen Naan empire, and being an award-winning
            chef suits me better.”
         

         
         Prem grinned. Bunty would always be the Naan prince to him. Ever since they were kids in SoCal, his best friend would wear
            his title like a straitjacket instead of a letterman’s coat.
         

         
         Bunty picked up his whiskey tumbler and swirled the amber liquid. “Listen, if you’re interested in a woman, which you haven’t
            been for three years, at least go talk to her.”
         

         
         Prem glanced at the sexy librarian one more time. She was trying to pretend that he wasn’t there and nursed what looked like
            a mojito from one hand while scrolling on her phone with the other. Someone was going to approach her soon. He had no doubt
            about it.
         

         
         “I can’t,” he finally said to Bunty. “I have a meeting with a potential investor after my talk show tomorrow, which means
            I have to go home early and prep.”
         

         
         “Don’t you usually do your talk shows on Sundays?” Bunty asked.

         
         “Usually, but I’m interviewing this high-maintenance influencer from the area, and she asked that we change the date and time
            of the taping because she’s planning her wedding or something. The producers wanted me to accommodate because she has a pretty
            big following.”
         

         
         “That’s annoying as shit. I can see why you have to prep for her, but don’t worry about prepping for your investor pitch.
            You’ve been working at this for years now.”
         

         
         “I’m too close to take chances,” Prem said. “The office that I want to buy is finally on the market.”

         
         “Oh yeah? You get your name on the list?”

         
         “I did.” Prem thought about the perfect location for his health clinic in downtown Jersey City. The accessibility routes.
            The parking that was almost unheard of in that location. “I have to have the full deposit ready to go in four months to close
            on it, though.”
         

         
         “Do you have a lot left to raise?”

         
         “Not much after the bank, you and Deepak, my own funds, and Gregory at LTD Financial.” Prem named a figure that had Bunty
            nodding.
         

         
         “I wish I could give you more, but I’m tied up until I can finish my expansion plans on the East Coast.”

         
         “Don’t even worry about it,” Prem said. “You and Deepak have already invested enough. Like I said. I’m close. After years
            of planning, my center can finally open its doors.”
         

         
         It was almost surreal to say those words. He’d been focused on his goal for three years, ever since Gori’s death. 

         
         Because of her death. 

         
         He was already connecting with his network of physicians to bring in specialists who were as passionate as he was about caring
            for the South Asian immigrant community. Word was getting out, and the support was immense.
         

         
         All thanks to The Dr. Dil Show. He hated being a TV personality for a local South Asian television network, but he’d done it purely for the exposure and
            the connections. What started out as a ten-minute spotlight turned into a half-hour live talk show where Prem discussed hot
            topics affecting the South Asian community with guest speakers. Thankfully, the show set up the speakers and the topics, and
            all he had to do was approve of each agenda, stick to the script, and show up on time, but the impact on his professional
            career was huge.
         

         
         He’d never be the surgeon his parents wanted him to be, but he was going to make a difference. And he’d be happy.

         
         “What are you going to do with your mom?” Bunty asked. “Between your job at that cardiology center, and your TV show, you
            are already strapped for time.”
         

         
         Prem gave him the finger. “Don’t start on me.”

         
         “I’m just stating the obvious,” Bunty said with a laugh. “The cardiologist who believes that love isn’t a necessary emotion
            for a partnership.”
         

         
         “It’s backed by science, asshole. That’s what made Gori and me a great match before she died. That’s why a large percentage
            of South Asian immigrants today actually pursue an arranged match like their immigrant parents.”
         

         
         “Are you sure it’s not because our parents raised a bunch of anxious overachievers?” Bunty asked. 

         
         “Practical overachievers.
OEBPS/9780063001114_coverimage.jpg
A NOVEL

“Dating Dr. Dil is a
frothy, snarky,
hilarious treat with a
gooey, heartwarming
center. The perfect
addition to any
rom-com lover's shelf.”
— EMILY HENRY,
#1 New York Times
bestselling author

NISHA SHARMA






OEBPS/9780063001114_tpimage.jpg
DATING
DR. DIL

A NOVEL

NISHA SHARMA
e

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





