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            Author’s Note

         

         Dear Reader,

          

         Thank you so much for picking up First Love, Take Two and joining Preeti and Daniel as they navigate family and society to find their truth again in sometimes funny, sometimes heartbreaking ways.

         Although First Love, Take Two is a tale of second-chance romance with lots of flirty banter and food cameos, the story also deals with mental illness, racism, and a brief fetal demise scene.

         Preeti is finally ready to share her journey with y’all, brimming with friends, family, food…and, of course, a hefty dose of Daniel! He might be just what the doctor ordered.

         I sincerely hope you enjoy!

          

         Many thanks and so much love,

         Sajni Patel

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Some things that I found fascinating: the geometric designs of flowers, the way rectal polyps reminded me of raspberries, the number of penises I saw in a day, and lacerating this infected lesion so that the swollen cocoon of skin around it deflated like a saggy balloon. Oddly mesmerizing.

         As I finished the debridement and meticulously applied a padded wound VAC and sterile dressing around it, I nodded proudly at my work, as if saying: Fine job. Another beautiful fix, and another infection case to add to my research project.

         As a fourth-year medical resident, I saw patients on my own and treated them, with a physician’s sign-off. As chief resident, I’d just gotten off night call but had to cover for a sick colleague, since no one else could; I still had the holiday schedule to work out for fellow residents, plus their final assignments; and I was a million days behind in my work presentation on infectious diseases. But thanks to this new patient, I met the minimum requirements for case studies. This presentation queen was on her way, giddy with the thought of color-coordinated cards. First came prep, then wowing my boss enough to land the one coveted open position at this practice.

         I’d interviewed two weeks ago and was slowly crumpling from the suspense. However! Every day that passed without a decision meant I was still in the running, and every day that I was in the running was another chance to show my worth.

         I went over care instructions with the patient and called in the receptionist to set him up with a visit to the wound care clinic for further treatment.

         “Thank you. Thank you so much, Doctor,” he said effusively, offering his hand for a shake after I removed my gown and gloves.

         I glanced at his outstretched palm, a request for something so common, for reasons beyond me. Not wanting him to feel that my response to reject his handshake had anything to do with him, but rather everything to do with my touch aversion, I smiled. “So glad to help. It’s what we’re here for,” I said as I went to the sink to wash my hands.

         Family practice wasn’t always a walk in the park, but the rewards were immense. Helping people, breaking symptoms down to find diagnoses, prognosis, and treatment, was the most fulfilling job in existence. Developing lifelong relationships with patients was a major bonus. I couldn’t imagine doing anything else with the rest of my life.

         I scrubbed my hands to death in the patient’s room before leaving. Then again in the locker room for good measure before changing into my dress pants. Life hack: pull-on pants are as comfortable as scrubs, which are in fact as comfy as pajamas. I declined an invitation to go out for drinks with the other residents and hurried out the door, checking my watch, on the way to my tenth interview in the past three months.

         Traffic had nefarious plans to thwart my punctuality, causing me to be fifteen minutes late. Which, in turn, diverted my focus. I stuttered, shook, and tripped over answers…no wonder the interviewing doctors seemed eager to get me out of their space.

         Every day had its ups and downs, but this down felt deeper than it had been in weeks. My residency was up in two months, and not having a permanent job yet had my stress skyrocketing.

         My chest ached. There was no worse feeling than the anxiety that came from not acing something so important. My headache started before I reached my car and then worsened into a stabbing pain.

         “Crap,” I muttered. I turned on my calming app to help alleviate some stress before heading to the apartment.

         My roommate, Reema, was due to return this weekend from her honeymoon, with a new husband attached, and three made for an awkward crowd.

         Rohan had given up his place to move in with Reema, seeing that our apartment was bigger and conveniently located for both of their jobs. That left me in search of a new place. Something I should’ve found by now, but as it turned out, there was such a thing as losing an apartment if you didn’t sign the lease in time.

         By the time I parked and pried my fists off the steering wheel, they were aching from the death grip. My heart pounded and a dizzy spell bore down on my thoughts, my head crowded with haunting missteps from interviews past and trying to figure out where to live. The hospital might not approve of me utilizing the on-call room as a permanent residence.

         I could move back home with my parents, since they kept offering, but the drive from their place to the hospital and clinic was too far.

         Reema and Rohan weren’t heartless, though. They would let me stay a bit longer. Things were okay. No need to panic. Calm down. Reema was like the mom in our tight circle of friends. She kept us all in line and brought profound wisdom. And a mom wouldn’t just kick a roomie out if they didn’t have a place to stay.

         I walked up the open staircase to the third floor, my backpack full of textbooks and a laptop, while responding to texts and managing to trip only twice.

         
            Reema: Hi! Sorry to bother you, hon, but do you mind bringing in the delivery Rohan received, if you’re going to be there? We got a notification it arrived earlier today. It’s his new desk!

         

         
            Me: OfC! Hope you’re having a fantastic time!

         

         
            Reema: It’s perfect! We’re so ready to jumpstart all of our plans when we get home. But first honeymoon calls. ;)

         

         They had lots of plans, all right. Rohan worked from home twice a week and his first goal was to have an office ready to go. AKA my room.

         I felt like a college kid who realized their parents had turned their bedroom into the hobby room they’d always wanted. There was no moving back home after that. There was no staying for me.

         Time to woman up and live on my own. Just until my own wedding, which seemed to be nipping at my heels. My body wanted to shut down at the thought. Marriage wasn’t always about love and connection. Sometimes it was about fulfilling happiness in other ways: duty and honor and moving forward with life. But in my case, moving forward meant having to scale a massive wall studded with the jagged edges of my emotions.

         A giant box at the door glared at me as if it had won a battle. It had. It was taking my room from me.

         After unlocking the front door and depositing my backpack on the couch, I lugged in the box. It was so wide I could barely get my scrawny arms around it. I channeled all of my effort into my legs, grunting the whole time. Ugh. I should’ve done more weight training and less cardio.

         With a final pant, I pushed the box into the center of the living room, between the back of the couch and the hallway. It wasn’t the best place, but neither was my still-intact bedroom.

         Exhausted, I showered, slipped into my favorite pair of pink sweatpants and a T-shirt, and heated up dinner. There was just enough space beside the box to ease onto a barstool.

         I called Liya as I ate generous wedding-food leftovers. Couldn’t let it go to waste! And not just reception dishes, but snacks from the actual wedding and food from the events leading up to it. Cake was next. There was this thing, apparently, where couples froze the top tier of their wedding cake to eat on their first anniversary, but Reema and Rohan wouldn’t have any left at this rate.

         “Hello, love!” Liya said in an unexpectedly affectionate and energetic voice. She was the wild, fearless one in our group of four, and hearing this unusual sweetness from her had me wondering what she was up to.

         “Um. Hello. Love?”

         “I’m trying it out. What are you doing?”

         “Eating wedding food.”

         “What is it?”

         My mind went blank as I pushed a fork through the vegetarian dish. “Um. Curried chickpeas.”

         Liya asked dryly, “You mean chana masala, chole? Anything but curried chickpeas.”

         “Couldn’t think of the word. Sorry. Sheesh. Do you want to take my Indian card?”

         “Um, yes. I think I have to.”

         “Fine. I don’t have many cards left anyway.”

         She laughed. “You don’t. But you at least like Indian food. Eat your chole in peace.”

         “You know, I’m a doctor. I can’t remember everything at all times. Anyway…are you feeling better?” I asked, my gut twisting as I remembered the night of Reema’s wedding. Going after Liya that evening had meant being the only one there for her when her prick of a father and an elder in the community had tried to destroy her. It was the final straw that pushed my dear childhood friend out of town.

         Her tone seemed relaxed, calm when she replied, “Yeah. Actually. Moving to Dallas was the best decision for me, you know? Don’t get me wrong, I miss you girls the way I’d miss cheese if I had to go vegan, but Houston is too toxic for me. I feel like I can breathe here. It’s a new start, but not too far. I make more money with this job and it’s not nearly as stressful as the last. Jay is moving here, helping me cope.”

         “I wish I had known. Liya, all this time you’d been suffering at the hands of a man who everyone else respected.”

         She scoffed. “Except you.”

         “Well, he did spread vicious lies about me when it came out that I was dating Daniel,” I said, skipping a breath from having said his name aloud, both a soothing balm for the burnt remnants of our past relationship and a tormenting memory of how things had ended.

         “We all know your fois lit those fires. But let’s be real. A lot of folks here were racist to begin with, not just your aunts. That crap doesn’t rear its head just because one of their own is sullied.”

         “I hate him for what he did to you.”

         “Me too. But things are good, Preeti. They really are now. The only way they could be better is if you moved here,” she said, hopeful.

         I laughed. “The only thing I can promise is that I’m looking for work in Dallas. But who knows?”

         “You haven’t heard back from any interviews?”

         My shoulders slumped. A panic attack brewed at the edges of my thoughts, creeping closer and closer as my unease turned physical. Anxiety was like soft, annoying fingers pressing down on my brain. If I didn’t take care of myself now, that soft but unnerving stroke would turn into a harsh, suffocating grip. “No. I’m so tired of interviewing and wonder if I’ll ever get a job at this rate.”

         “You’ll get the one you want. Look at everything you do, Miss Chief Resident!”

         “I really hope so. All those hours doing side projects and scheduling and filling in for sick call at the drop of a hat and mentoring new residents better be worth it.”

         “Don’t worry. They will be. Reema and Rohan are back this Saturday night, right? I’m driving down. We’ll get your mind off job hunting.”

         I beamed. “That would be fantastic!”

         “By the way, did you find a new place? In all my drama, I don’t think I asked where you’ll be living.”

         “It slipped my mind to turn in my lease for the new apartment with all the chief resident duties. In the chaos of the wedding and you leaving and work and seeing Daniel…” I muttered.

         “Oh? Did you speak to him at the reception?”

         “No. I managed not to.”

         “Did you run? Like, literally, run?”

         I was an expert at running from Daniel: dodging calls and texts, ignoring his knocks on my door, making my friends evade his questions, and, more times than I could count, literally just walking away. Avoiding confrontation wasn’t my best feature. Quite possibly one of the worst things about me, actually. If I had better conflict management skills, I would’ve shut down my aunts at the first accusation and maybe I’d still be with Daniel.

         I admitted, “I ran as fast as I could in my chaniya choli.”

         “Ah. Since I took up my new job’s offer of living arrangements, I still have two months left on my Houston lease. Why don’t you stay there?”

         I gasped. “Are you serious?” Liya’s apartment was the perfect location for work, and when else would I ever get a chance to live in such a posh place? Oodles of stress immediately drained out of me at the knowledge that I would have a temporary place to live and more time to find a permanent residence, and could get my butt out of this apartment before Reema and Rohan returned. It was perfect timing, too. Her apartment lease would be up when my residency ended, so no long-term commitment if I didn’t secure a job nearby.

         “Yes! And my new company provides a furnished apartment because they wanted me here on short notice. I won’t need my furniture for a while. It’s just sitting there.”

         “You’d be saving me! I would pay rent, of course.”

         “Oh my god, Preeti. No. You’re not paying rent. But for full disclosure, someone else just asked me about it, too.”

         My shoulders slumped. “If you gave it to someone, then no worries.”

         She quickly rebutted, “Do you have another place to live?”

         “No…” I bit my lip.

         “Then maybe you two can share the place? You take the bedroom, he can take the couch?”

         “He who?” I sat up pin straight. I couldn’t believe Liya would seriously suggest I share an apartment with a stranger, much less a man.

         “Um. Daniel,” she replied, sounding a little like a kid saying oopsie—but more like a giddy woman executing a setup.

         I nearly choked on my water and almost fell off the barstool. Please, lord, tell me she’s joking. “How is that a good idea?”

         “It’s temporary. He needs a place for three weeks. That’s all. He can take the couch. You can have the entire bedroom. And if y’all work it out and get a little busy, then hey, icing on a very delicious cake.”

         “Liya!” My skin heated at the thought of all the very intriguing, sexy things that could, but would not under any circumstances, happen. “I’m dating Yuvan! Our parents are expecting us to get engaged.”

         “Do you even love Yuvan? Or rather, don’t you still love Daniel?”

         I opened my mouth to protest the validity of that question, but she quickly went on, “And don’t even try to deny. You are the worst liar in Houston. You’ve been in love with him since college, and I don’t know who Yuvan is, but he’s not Daniel. And that’s all anyone needs to know.”

         I groaned into the phone, but there was no argument to have. No one compared to Daniel.

         “You could live with Reema. But Rohan will be there. And when your parents find out, they’re going to make you move all the way to their house in the suburbs. And you can’t live with Sana because she’s living in a full house with her family.”

         I pressed my lips into a tight line. Liya was right. Even if I wanted to squeeze into a bunk bed with the fourth member of our girl group, Sana was already losing her crap from the lack of privacy.

         “What’s the worst that could happen, anyway?” she asked.

         I guffawed. “Ruining my relationship with Yuvan? My parents finding out and their utter disappointment? Any auntie at mandir finding out and going through the exact same thing that happened years ago? A lot is on the line, Liya.”

         “I know that. But I think you also know that you’ve got some sorting to do. You’re an adult,” she reminded me. “And if you can’t stand to be near Daniel without ripping his clothes off, then you’d best rethink this whole Yuvan business.”

         Dang it. “I hate when you’re right.”

         “You love when I’m right,” she teased.

         I gnawed on my lower lip as anxiety descended again. I closed my eyes and made a snap decision, based on logic and current needs and the most efficient way to do things, just as I would with an emergency at work. “Okay, fine!”

         “Yes!” Liya whooped.

         “But just so you know, I’m going to move forward with dating Yuvan, and eventually engagement, because it’s the right course of action.”

         “Engagement? Ugh. I can’t believe you never told us you’d been dating some guy.”

         “I had to be certain about him before you started a debate,” I muttered.

         Yuvan and I had been chatting for months, so when the time would come to say yes to engagement, I could be one hundred percent sure without the pressure from friends and family. But in my family and in our community, going public about dating was basically an announcement that we were considering marriage. My stomach sank at the thought. Marriage felt so…permanent. “My parents have their hearts set on him.”

         “I still think you need to work things out with Daniel.”

         “Not possible.”

         “Tell me that after you spend some time with him. One night alone with Daniel and you wouldn’t be entertaining this ridiculous idea of being with anyone else. You saw him for part of a night at the reception. You need to finish that night.”

         I wished she could see the scowl on my face.

         “I mean…what would you do if you were stuck alone with him?” she asked almost whimsically.

         “Probably hide.”

         “Preeti! He deserves the truth. First love always deserves a second chance. All right. I’m going to give him a heads-up about you staying there.”

         Maybe Daniel would decline the offer to stay if he knew I came with the apartment. Hope fluttered through me.

         “Well, you better get to packing! I’ll be in town Saturday to welcome Reema back to good ol’ Houston. I’ll get some things from my place, but I’ll be staying with Jay, so feel free to start sleeping there right away,” she said almost too eagerly. “I can help you move.”

         “That would be great. I want this place clean and ready for their return.”

         “I don’t think I volunteered for cleaning duties.”

         “What are best friends for, though?” I grinned into the phone.

         She sighed. “Fine. See you then!”

         As soon as I got off the phone with Liya, I called Sana to see if she could help me move over the weekend. She, of course, was eager to spend time with me and Liya.

         I giddily packed blouses and slacks. I’d never lived by myself before, much less in a luxury apartment. And seeing that my singlehood could come to an end faster than the onset of lidocaine, I suddenly felt the need to live it up—after Daniel moved out, of course, because until then, I would be a master of hiding.

         Maybe it was cold feet.

         Maybe it was the constraints of marriage to a person I didn’t feel a connection with.

         Maybe it was leaving the days of roommates and fully embarking on my own.

         Whatever it was, I had a couple of months to be wholly free.

         But that was the problem, wasn’t it? Singleness equated to freedom while marriage meant binding myself to a guy whom I didn’t love in hopes of developing those feelings later. It wasn’t unheard of—marrying out of pragmatism and falling in love at some point afterward. My parents had done it. My aunts and uncles and several cousins and countless others from mandir and literally millions across the Indian diaspora and beyond had done it. Our culture wasn’t the first or the last to encourage marriages according to carefully laid-out plans.

         My brain, full of intelligent reasons and conceptual propositions, bluntly declared that marrying Yuvan was the practical, correct course of action. He was patient, successful, and adored by my parents. But my heart, or rather the chemical impulses raging uncontrollably across my system, blasted off that it was still, and always would be, a die-hard lover of Daniel Thompson.

         Well, too freaking bad, oh treacherous heart. The brain must win this one. I had come too far in my personal journey to be swayed by a few encounters with Daniel.

         I took in a couple of shaky breaths. Get a hold of yourself! You are a doctor, for goodness’ sake! How was it that I could deftly use a scalpel to cut open body parts and reapproximate everything without being a nervous wreck, yet I couldn’t manage to see my ex without imploding? One look at Daniel and I was five steps back.

         All right. I could work past this.

         Living with Daniel for three weeks? No big deal.

         Calm down, body. No need to get all revved up.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Thursday was typically family dinner night with my parents, but moving and overworking had me breaking the tradition this week. On the bright side, I could dodge questions about Yuvan. Circumventing questions was my specialty. I had at least three gold medals to show for it and might hit a fourth one for this week alone (crossing all fingers).

         “Come to the house for dinner with Yuvan and his family. We can discuss dates. What do you think?” Mummie said over the phone that morning.

         “Lots of work. Can’t this week. Besides, I need to take care of Liya.”

         “Oh my! Poor, poor girl,” Mummie replied, and sent our conversation toward holding one of our elders accountable for assaulting my best friend. It was not easy. We lived in a society where a victim had to fight to prove her story while every skeptical doubt was thrown at her. She was villainized more than the actual villain.

         I clenched my eyes, feeling the pain Liya had endured.

         Mummie had a sudden fire in her that I lived for, though. I was content listening to her updates from the auntie squad. She’d banded with Liya’s and Jay’s and Reema’s moms and a bunch of other moms and orchestrated a plan to hold Mukesh accountable while Jay worked on the legal case. It made my heart swell with pride. Liya was strong and loyal and loving, and she’d found a match in Jay, who never left her side. It was a weird feeling to be elated for her and yet sick to my stomach for her.

         I blinked and stared at my bedroom wall. Don’t think it. But ghostly whispers formed in the depths of my mind and curled to the surface.

         Why hadn’t my mom spoken up for me when the fois raged with seething gossip bathed in inherent racism about my dating Daniel? Where was this band of aunties then? I knew my situation wasn’t as horrific as Liya’s, but still…where was the community to support me?

         When we hung up a short while later, I sat on the bed and lost the battle to scroll through my contacts list.

         I lingered on Daniel’s number, wondering aloud, “Is it still the same?” as my fingers hovered over the cell phone screen.

         
            Great seeing you. Sorry that I ran off at Reema’s wedding.

            Just wanted to say that you looked nice. It’s been so long.

            How long are you in town for?

         

         I groaned, deleting the text as quickly as I’d typed it. What would I say if he responded? Hey, we should grab dinner? Let me explain why I left you the way I did and broke your heart?

         Ugh. It was best to leave him alone. He probably didn’t want to hear from me, probably would ditch the apartment knowing I would be there, too. How could he ever forgive me? He likely thought that I had no problem taking four amazing years of dating, of being in love, and throwing it away like it meant nothing. He probably thought I was callous, even six years later. If he knew the reasons why I’d left him, there was no way that he would look kindly at me again. He’d have so much hate. And well…I wouldn’t blame him. I was a coward. Gold medal for that, too.

         Why couldn’t I commit to deleting his number?

         There was a profile picture next to it in my contacts, taken years ago, a masterful selfie of me beaming down at him while he lay on his back in the park. My sun-drenched hair fell over my shoulders as I leaned over him. We’d had the biggest, cheesiest grins. He wore a muted gray button-down shirt and I had on this bright pink blouse. I hadn’t thought much of the top, but Daniel had thought the combination of it all created an ethereal glow. Together we looked…perfect.

         I couldn’t even delete this picture. In this frozen snapshot, all I could see was love and all I could feel was pain.

         I remembered the day Daniel walked the stage for his master’s degree, when I’d met up with his parents before the ceremony. They’d never liked the fact that we dated, which was why Daniel and I hadn’t spent much time with them. His mother had been kind, although the quiet disapproval in her features wasn’t.

         Daniel’s father had looked down on me the moment he realized Daniel and I were still together.

         “That’s my boy, my firstborn, my legacy,” he’d said beside me in the stadium as we located Daniel among the other graduates. Daniel’s mother sat to Mr. Thompson’s left, while Daniel’s sister, Brandy, and her grandparents sat to my right. I didn’t understand why Mr. Thompson wanted to sit next to me until his words came. “Our family fought hard to get to where we are so that Daniel could have a better life and fewer battles. I don’t blame him for thinking things like choosing a future wife are simple. Just love. Treat each other well and all’s good.”

         He’d turned to me then, amid applause for another graduate who walked the stage. He studied the stunned look on my face and went on, “You have no idea what you’d have to learn and sacrifice, being with him in the real world. Our world. All the business and leadership required.”

         “I don’t understand,” I’d said.

         “Of course you don’t. Do you realize he’s worth millions?”

         My jaw had dropped. Not just because of the sheer amount of money but also because Daniel had told me otherwise. I’d never asked Brandy about their family’s wealth, as that seemed too personal and unnecessary to our friendship. But Daniel? I would’ve never expected him to lie.

         “He never told you? Interesting. I wonder why. Was he afraid you’re a gold digger? Unworthy of the respect and responsibility that knowledge brings? You come from a traditional family, don’t you?”

         I’d nodded, dumbfounded and queasy knowing where he was going next.

         “Then you understand how a relationship like yours is doomed. Different cultures, different religions, different societies. We don’t live for ourselves because we’re not selfish. We have family and community to consider. Daniel needs a woman who knows our life, who’s better suited for it. I’m sure your parents want the same for you.”

         He harrumphed. “You also understand how pursuing passion can destroy generations’ worth of hard work. You’ve been taught to value logic above anything else. So know that when I say you’re not prepared to be in his future, I’m right. To help carry our empire on your back, to support him as he uncovers his greatness, you’d have to be strong. And you, Preeti, are not strong enough for my son. You’re not adding value to him. You’re hindering his potential. If you love him and want what’s best for him, then you need to end things. Save both of yourselves.”

         Even to this day, his words stuck with me. Logic over passion. Not being strong enough. He was right.

         I’d never told Daniel, would never want to be the reason he hated his father when their relationship had already been strained.

         The name Thompson flashed across my screen as it lit up with a phone call. I almost dropped my phone, thinking it was Daniel.

         Brandy Thompson. Oh, lord! She almost gave me a heart attack.

         “Hi, Brandy,” I said, trying to sound as relaxed as possible.

         “Preeti! What happened to you at the reception? You disappeared. We didn’t get one picture together. Even Reema and Rohan were looking for you.”

         “I know. I’m sorry. An emergency came up and I had to deal with it.”

         “Was it my brother?”

         “No. Much worse.”

         “I hope everything is okay?”

         “I hope it will be.” I twirled the end of my ponytail, desperate to tell her Liya’s story. We’d all been friends through college, and Brandy and Liya had clicked on a personal, fashion-passion level. But it was not my place or my story to tell.

         “Um, how’s Daniel?” I asked, my throat suddenly dry. Did I even have a right to ask?

         Brandy paused before replying, “He’s as expected.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “You know what that means. You know he’s messed up from seeing you.”

         “No way. He can’t possibly be after this long.”

         Her voice turned stern. “You did break his heart.”

         “How are we even friends?”

         “Y’all’s business is not my business, as much as I’d love to know why you left my brother. Like, the real reason, because him lying about his financial status wasn’t it, and don’t even try to convince me that it was.”

         “He was angry seeing me?” I asked nervously, turning the conversation back and tugging my hair even harder.

         “Angry that you ran off. Really, Preeti? You walked away. Not even a hello.”

         “What am I supposed to say? How I left him was horrible.”

         “I dunno. Woman the hell up. We all want to know the reason,” she prodded. “My grandparents maybe even more than Daniel.”

         “Is that why you’re calling?” I stood and one-handedly packed medical books into a box.

         “Actually, my grandparents are having a dinner and they invited you.”

         “Aw. They’re so sweet.” I practically drooled at the thought of Grandpa Thompson’s marinated chicken and Grandma Thompson’s family-recipe Southern pies.

         “It’s tomorrow night. Sort of dressy.”

         “Lots of people?”

         “Some business people, probably, and family.”

         “Wait. Will Daniel and your parents be there?”

         “I can’t confirm they will or will not be there.”

         I groaned and dropped the last book into the box. “Not a good idea.”

         “Just come early, grab some food, and head out. Grandpa will make you a to-go bag.”

         “You know that your grandparents aren’t going to let me just slip in and out without sitting down to eat.”

         “Grandpa’s insisting, really. Actually, they’re right here, and if you say you’re not coming, they’re going to grab this phone, and you know they will not take no for an answer.”

         “Oh, lord.”

         “Listen. It starts at five. Come by, maybe, four thirty? The food will be ready, people might arrive a little after five.”

         In the background, Grandma Thompson called out, “Pie!”

         Brandy laughed. “Yes, Grandma. She’s making you your own pie, Preeti.”

         “How can I say no to that?” I asked.

         What was the worst that could happen, anyway?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The party was not at Grandpa Thompson’s house, but at Brandy’s parents’ house. Which meant that despite my leaving early for the anticipated twenty-minute drive, it took forty minutes to get there, and Brandy sending out the address last-minute didn’t help.

         Brandy and Daniel’s childhood home was a large house on a massive lot, pushed back from the street for added privacy and space for more than a dozen cars along the wide and generous driveway. There were plenty of cars here already, and I didn’t want to get trapped between any, since my plan was to get in and get out. I parked farther down the winding drive in exchange for a longer walk.

         The gravel walkway crunched beneath my steps and a slight breeze swept through. Japanese maple trees with the most gorgeous shade of maroon-purple-tinted leaves mixed dramatically with oaks on a manicured lawn.

         I texted Brandy to let her know I’d arrived, just now seeing her earlier text telling me to let myself in. I took a few breaths to steel myself in preparation for seeing her parents and Daniel.

         I opened the opaque-window-paned front door to a hum of conversations, light classical music, and a banquet of scents, some delicately floral, some luxurious perfumes, some decadent food.

         The living room appeared to the right, speckled with oil paintings and a floor vase of silk flowers.

         I maneuvered through chattering groups, feeling more and more out of place. Women in cocktail dresses and pearls and men in suits and watches that caught every glint of light like diamonds made me feel plain and simple in my blouse and slacks. But this was the norm for the Thompson family. They were Southern royalty, and I had no idea what was going on, nor an ounce of belonging, as I searched for Brandy and her grandparents.

         “So good to have Daniel back,” I heard someone say.

         “Wonder if he’s taking over the business now?” another asked.

         Others chuckled. “Think his dad is going to hand things over like that?”

         “What are we thinking? He’s much too possessive to let go of control.”

         “This’ll all be…so interesting.”

         Was Daniel back for good? Not just for a few weeks while we shared an apartment? Had Brandy lured me into a homecoming dinner for the brother I’d dumped?

         The hairs on my arms stood up, warning me it was best to hurry.

         Daniel’s family didn’t play it small and quiet. The backyard, visible through large windows covering the entire back side of the house, was set up with tables underneath blue and gold tablecloths for catered appetizers. A bartender was making all sorts of drinks. The living room and yard were decorated with vases of flowers and ribbons wrapped around pillars.

         “Everything is an opportunity for the future,” a man said.

         I would have recognized Daniel’s father’s voice anywhere. It was deep, like Daniel’s, but stern and level, whereas Daniel’s was more soothing. Mr. Thompson was an intimidating man, to say the least. Tall, handsome, commanding, poised, intelligent, and capable of speaking his mind with just a glance.

         Could I slip by without his noticing? Should I say hello? No. Of course not. He wouldn’t want to see me after having told me to leave Daniel alone all those years ago.

         “Right. Because a quiet meal with the family was too much to ask for,” Daniel replied.

         My heart fluttered. My chest filled with rampaging zombie butterflies gnashing around. Daniel had his back to me, but there was no denying exactly who he was from the mere sound of his voice, throaty and sexy.

         I couldn’t help but eavesdrop from the other side of these tall plants, drinking in his voice. My legs wouldn’t move.

         Mr. Thompson was decked out in a finely tailored tan suit while Mrs. Thompson stood nearby with another woman.

         “It’s time to work hard, Daniel,” his father said.

         “Harder, you mean?” Daniel retorted. Then he eased out of the conversation with an “Excuse me, Dad.”

         “Trying to make a quick getaway?” a tall, beautiful woman asked as he walked off. “Welcome home, Daniel,” she said with a bright smile.

         As I watched her lean in to kiss his cheek, I felt a nasty stab in my guts, like someone had prodded my insides with a red-hot poker.

         After all this time, of course Daniel would’ve moved on.

         I nearly jumped out of my skin when someone tapped my shoulder. I spun around to face Jackson, Daniel’s best friend and Brandy’s boyfriend. He grinned. “Preeti! You made it!” He gave me a side hug that lasted the entire two seconds he was allotted by my touch aversion.

         “Jackson! You scared me.” I put a hand to my chest.

         “Were you eavesdropping?”

         “Uh, oh,” I stuttered. “I didn’t mean to. Seeing Mr. Thompson is usually cause for freezing up.”

         “I’m just joking with ya.”

         “Who are they?” I cocked my head toward the small crowd around Daniel.

         “Frank Peterson. Best friends with Daniel’s dad. Future business partner. Owner of a real estate empire. Alisha Peterson, his daughter, following in her mother’s footsteps. Part of the next generation of board members of local charities and the organization founded by Daniel’s grandmother. Powerhouse businesswoman. Set to take over the Peterson legacy.”

         So she was even more formidable than she appeared.

         “Let me introduce you around. Brandy is taking care of some things out back.” He led me to a few small groups, making introductions and joking and being his charming self. All the while, Daniel moved from Alisha to others and passed us from behind. I could detect him the way bees detected flowers, alluring and delectable. I called it the Daniel Effect.

         Jackson led me down the hall. “Grandma’s in the kitchen. I’ll be back. Just need to check on a few things. You okay?”

         “Yes. Thanks.”

         I turned from him and emerged into a room with a kitchen big enough to feed a school to the left and a dining table for eight to the right. I sidestepped to stand behind a dining chair as I searched past the small group of caterers in black-and-navy uniforms.

         Grandma Thompson spotted! Her perfect crown of salt-and-pepper hair was twisted into a bun and locked in place with a subdued purple hair pin. She tossed her head back and laughed, her cheeks dotted plum with joy as she nudged Daniel with an elbow.

         He chuckled and reached around her, hugging her as he rocked back and forth.

         Oh. My. Lord.

         I knew I’d have to face him sooner or later, but being in front of Daniel was always a jolt to my system. As if I’d been walking around half-dead and his closeness was the lightning bolt that brought me back to life. Exhilarating. Dangerous.

         Six years. Six years since I’d left him, since I’d last loved him with all of my being, and yet the reaction to him was as immediate and strong as if it’d been just yesterday.

         My breath hitched and my gut sank.

         There he was. The smoothness of dark brown skin glowing like the sun itself. Those perfect lips that had once devoured me. Thick black hair grown out just a little into short twists, shorter and clean-cut closer to his neck. Sparkling brown eyes as rich as honey. A firm, square jawline like brushstrokes from a master painter. Six feet, one inch of delightful, powerful height. One could tell from the way his clothes hugged every contour that he probably didn’t skip the gym for three months at a time like I did.

         He was as immaculately and demurely dressed as his parents. He wore dark blue slacks, a black dress shirt, and a tie with speckles the color of bluebonnets.

         I loved bluebonnets. He knew that, because I’d forced him to take bluebonnet pictures with me when we were both in Houston. He’d grumbled like he hadn’t wanted to, but it was a Texas spring tradition. He’d asked me to get dressed up, so I’d worn this little dark-blue-and-purple outfit that I’d thought was so cute. Then he’d shown up, decked out to the nines in a suit very similar to what he wore now. We’d driven out to some seemingly random place off a highway, when in fact he’d scoped out the best places to get a picture packed with wildflowers, without a bunch of people or traffic. And he’d found the perfect spot beneath a lone, towering oak tree. He’d put out a blanket and a full picnic and taken lots of pictures of us in a sea of bluebonnets mixed with red-and-yellow wildflowers below the setting Texas sun. It had been magical.

         Daniel stabbed a fork into one of five pies and shoveled a bite into his mouth.

         “Daniel!” Grandma Thompson rebuked him, but then smiled and rubbed remnants of crust from his chin.

         “That one’s mine now,” he declared.

         “Son, you’re going to waste your appetite,” Grandpa Thompson playfully scolded, but then he got sidetracked by a glance at three pitchers filled with amber liquid that seemed to glow in the fading sunlight.

         Grandma Thompson had made her world-famous iced tea, as sweet as honey with a certain kick at the end that was sure to leave anyone feeling good and heady. She carried a pitcher out but didn’t see me.

         Grandpa Thompson tore away from this nectar of the gods, as Brandy called it, to pile food on a platter. The kitchen smelled of sweet baked fruits, aromatic spiced meats, and buttery breads.

         My mouth watered. Hard. My stomach growled as if I’d neglected my body for weeks with starvation.

         “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble,” Daniel said to his grandfather. “Dad catered.”

         “He can keep that fancy food for his business associates, son. My grandchild deserves some home-cooked food,” he replied.

         “Mm! Can’t wait to eat!” Daniel rubbed his hands together and glanced up, his chin a little high, his gaze finally meeting mine. His smile slipped and his lips parted like he wanted to say something. But then he pressed his mouth into a tight line, flashing that dimple, and I knew he was less than happy to see me.

         My heart pounded out of control and my breathing turned erratic, harsh. It was like my lungs had forgotten what they were made for, and my skin flared hotter than ever. Thoughts careened through my head, making me all sorts of antsy, bombarding me with memories, flashbacks, raw emotions.

         All signs of an oncoming anxiety attack. I was too close to the edge.

         There was a sense of urgency and betrayal in Daniel’s features, a reaction that fragmented my insides and reminded me of what a terrible coward I’d been, running off the way I had. His jaw hardened and his body tensed for the quickest of moments. I expected him to rush toward me and demand answers.

         When Grandpa Thompson finally saw me standing off to the side, his gaze following Daniel’s, he gave me a wink. We met partway across the grand kitchen, his arms extended. He hugged me. “Oh, baby girl. You made it. Let me take a look at you.”

         Grandpa and Grandma Thompson, much like my inner circle, didn’t aggravate my touch aversion. Their hugs felt like sunshine.

         He pulled back, his hands still gently on my shoulders as he took in my face. “As pretty as ever. Been too long, though.”

         I tried not to look at Daniel, because the truth was that I saw his grandparents every couple of months. Despite the breakup, they had insisted on having me over for brunch regularly.

         “You’re too sweet, Grandpa Thompson,” I said, relaxing in his presence.

         He batted away my words. “You can call me just Grandpa, you know? Thought I told you that.”

         He had. But that felt weird, considering the situation.

         “Come sit. We’re ready to eat.”

         I shook my head. “Oh, no. I couldn’t intrude. I was supposed to take something to go?”

         “You’re never intruding,” he insisted. “And you still have a bag to take with you. Don’t worry. Did you honestly think we’d invite you and not insist on you joining us?”

         “This sounds like a homecoming, and I had no idea.” I finally glanced at Daniel apologetically. The edge to his features had gradually softened. The rigidity of his jaw, shoulders, and hands relaxed. Even more so when his grandfather nodded at him with his notorious, infectious grin.

         “Nonsense! We have plenty of food and seats, and you can still go home with a bag of goodies. Daniel, son, do you mind?” Grandpa Thompson asked him.

         Daniel stuffed his hands into his pockets, casting a cold and silent, albeit fleeting, look at me. He shrugged at his grandfather and shook his head, adding a slight, soft curve of the lips like he had no choice.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Grandpa Thompson slipped into the backyard carrying a platter of food while Daniel inched toward me until he stood two feet away, his arms crossed. His biceps tugged at the fabric of his tailored shirt. My insides did all sorts of somersaults. I shivered down to my bones.

         “What are you doing here?” he asked, his tone level.

         “Your grandparents insisted that I drop by and get some food. I’d planned on getting here earlier and leaving before…”

         “Running into me?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Still avoiding, huh?” he asked sharply.

         “I, um, can leave.” I pointed at the hallway behind me like an idiot.

         He swallowed, contemplating an answer, which should’ve been an answer in itself. “It might be best.”

         Dang if words weren’t sharper than daggers, but what did I expect?

         “Unless you want to tell me why you’ve been running from me for six years.”

         My body went slack. The truth burned on the tip of my tongue. He deserved to know. It wasn’t fair that he didn’t. But I should’ve spoken up years ago. Let me loose in medical school and residency to tackle the top spot, and I was a bulldog. But leave me to confess why I couldn’t handle things back then, and I was far from tenacious.

         How could I tell him? How could I see the hurt and pain unfurl in his eyes?

         Oh, gee, Daniel, your father loathes me because you’re too rich for my lower-middle-class, unrefined, immigrant blood. You needed a woman who could fit into your world of business empires and galas and elegant Black society. I could and would never understand your family’s struggles and ambitions and was told that I was a hindrance to your full potential.

         Even now my heart ached at his father’s words.

         More importantly, had Daniel felt that way? Was that why he never spoke to me about his parents or leading empires or how his family made more in one year than I ever would in my entire life?

         Or Gee, Daniel, my aunts are so passively racist that the toxic fumes curled over my family and strangled us? That it sent my mother to the hospital with a heart attack and shoved my father out of the good graces of the one community he felt he fit into? How could I tell Daniel that I chose my parents over him, not because they asked me to but because I couldn’t withstand watching society batter them to pieces? I couldn’t hold his hand and shield my parents at the same time, and the guilt added to the gnawing monster in my head known as anxiety.

         Back then, these had seemed like giant, valid, crushing reasons, because I was young and scared and—although it was hard to admit—easily manipulated to cower into myself instead of standing up for myself. But now? I just sounded like a coward, and no coward deserved Daniel Thompson. His father had been right. I wasn’t strong enough for him.

         He cocked an eyebrow and waited for an answer.

         I frowned. “Now’s not the time.”

         “Right. But I heard that a certain person comes with Liya’s apartment, so expect to give an answer soon.”

         I swallowed hard, my throat aching. I wished that I could just tell him and get it over with, but not here. “I should’ve given you an answer back then, but let’s not act like you didn’t have something to hide.”

         He groaned and rolled his eyes. “Now wait a damn minute. What do you mean by that?”

         My gaze followed a couple of caterers passing by, my voice quieting until they were gone so as not to make our argument a spectacle. “You didn’t tell me about…all this.” I waved a hand at everything around us. The lavish food and drinks, the granite and wrought iron, the expensive china plates and heirloom silver, the extravagance.

         “My parents’ house?” he asked dryly.

         “Don’t play that, Daniel. You lied.”

         He let out an exasperated breath. “It was a small lie.”

         “It’s the fact that you lied to my face. Several times. And you did it so effortlessly. Did you lie because you didn’t trust me?” And imagine the idiot I felt like when his father was the one to tell me in that condescending voice why I shouldn’t play with fire.

         We were starting to make a scene with raised voices and his crossed arms and my flailing ones. “Let’s just forget about this for tonight. I don’t want to upset my grandparents. Things don’t have to be awkward, you know?”

         I pinched my brows together. “Do you even remember me?”

         He smirked, a bit cocky, a bit sad. “I remember everything.”

         He lifted a hand toward the backyard, allowing me to walk ahead before he appeared at my side. He stuffed his hands into his pockets while I tried my best to focus on the doors. Awkward was an understatement. All I wanted was to get away from him—and at the same time, all I wanted was to be glued to his side.

         I rubbed my arm, trying to press away the goose bumps skittering across my skin in relentless waves. Why was he walking so close? Why did he smell so good? Like rain and cinnamon.

         Daniel cleared his throat, his chest going in and out with heavy breaths. He raised his hand to his neck, maybe to scratch? He used to do that when he was nervous.

         Brandy appeared just beyond the sliding double doors, all smiles and looking cute in a dark green knee-length dress. Her dimples were as deep as Daniel’s, her skin shimmering in the evening light.

         “You made it!” she said.

         “Yeah. Thanks for telling me this was at your parents’ house. And also…a welcome-home party?”

         She sucked her teeth. “Yeah, about that…my grandparents made me.”

         “Mm-hmm.”

         “Well, Grandma has a bag of food for you to take home afterward, I kid you not. Complete with an entire pie.”

         “Wait a minute.” Daniel’s chest was now a torturous few inches from my back. His warmth seeped through my silk blouse and tingled against my flesh. My brain told me to step away while my body screamed, Merge into him and become a coalesced fusion of sexy flesh.

         “Does that mean I’m not getting a pie?” he asked, appalled, while I walked alongside Brandy across the lawn.

         She clucked her tongue. “You’re such a grandma’s boy, of course you’re getting your own pie. Let’s go! I’m hungry.”

         My tongue tied itself into knots wanting to object to staying and eating, and Daniel didn’t make things any easier.

         “Are all these people family?” I asked Brandy.

         She waved off the others behind us in the house. “Every event is an opportunity for business, so says Dad. Don’t mind them.”

         Brandy helped Grandma Thompson set one of the long tables, saying, “Look who’s here, Grandma!”

         “Preeti!” Grandma Thompson said, waving me over and then hugging me even harder than Grandpa Thompson had. “Sit right here! Oh, don’t you look lovely in that shade of pink. What a classy fit.”

         “Thank you.”

         Jackson jogged over from the house and kissed Brandy’s cheek. “Hey, sweetie.”

         “Right here, baby girl. Have some Kentucky porch tea.” Grandma Thompson handed me a glass filled halfway with the sweet drink with a bourbon kick.

         “Oh, I should get going,” I protested.

         “Nonsense.”

         There was no denying her. Before I knew it, amid the fuss of making plates and creating a corner for the few of us, I bumped into Daniel as his grandparents orchestrated seating assignments.

         “Sorry,” I muttered, our arms brushing. A tingle started at the base of my neck and trickled down my back. Goose bumps. We hadn’t touched in years and one simple accidental brush threw my entire body back in time. Memories floundered around my head, and my skin was on fire.

         Basically, I hadn’t been ready for that graze and barely kept my body in check.

         He cleared his throat, his chest expanding and then deflating in quick succession, like maybe he hadn’t been ready for that minimalistic touch, either. I wondered if he felt something nice and memorable, or if he was just annoyed.

         “Grandma, we can sit right here,” he said instead with a nervous laugh, his focus entirely on her now. Those. Dimples.

         After what amounted to a warped game of musical chairs, I ended up settled into a seat between the grandparents and Daniel with Brandy and Jackson across from us. Brandy shrugged, not quite apologetically, as she had just sat there watching our entire awkward interaction, amused. My cheeks flared hot, but when I was cushioned against the grandparents, I couldn’t help but feel their never-ending comfort.

         All right. I could eat quickly and get out.

         The first bite of warm, crispy, baked tortilla-chip-crusted catfish and savory grits with a smear of spicy, robust creole remoulade speckled with crawfish was a heavenly thing. I ate slowly, against the tendencies that I’d picked up over the years of cramming my face in two minutes flat between classes and cases. My eyelids fluttered and I might’ve let out a soft moan. Wow. There was no mistaking Grandpa Thompson’s cooking.
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