
 
[image: Cover image: Can’t Help Faking in Love by Swati Hegde]







[image: Closed envelope image]


JOIN OUR COMMUNITY!


 


 


Sign up for all the latest news and 
exclusive offers.


 


 


 


 


BEDFORDSQUAREPUBLISHERS.CO.UK







   

Praise for Can’t Help Faking In Love


‘Hegde’s sophomore novel is joyful, fun, and heartfelt. I will read everything Swati Hegde ever writes!’


Hannah Bonam-Young, author of Out on a Limb


‘I couldn’t help falling in love with this story. Can’t Help Faking in Love is the kind of romance that leaves you kicking your feet and grinning ear to ear. Hegde has crafted a love story that feels like a first kiss – you’ll love it!’


Denise Williams, author of How to Fail at Flirting and Technically Yours


‘A fake-dating delight with all the warmth and charm of a classic Bollywood movie! I adored Harsha and Veer, and rooted for them every step of the way!’


Naina Kumar, bestselling author of Say You’ll Be Mine


‘A sweet and funny love story with so much heart. I was rooting for these characters all the way through’


Aisha Saeed, author of The Matchmaker


‘The vibrant Bangalore setting is an appealing backdrop for this thoroughly enjoyable closed-door, fake-dating romance’


Library Journal


‘Hegde takes on the fake relationship trope in her solid, Bangalore-set sophomore novel’


Publishers Weekly










Can’t 
Help 
Faking 
in 
Love



Swati Hegde
   

 


 


 


 


 


[image: Bedford Square Publishers logo]







   

For Rachel – my agent, publishing soulmate, 
and the balm to my anxiety. 
None of this would be possible without you.









[image: ]



CHAPTER


1


“Welcome to the real world. It sucks. 
You’re gonna love it!”


—Monica Geller, Friends


Harsha Godbole had never been dumped like this before.


She sat across from her now ex-boyfriend during their lunch date, a forkful of spaghetti midway to her mouth, as he explained that he was ending their three-month relationship to marry a complete stranger.


“I really like you, I do,” Shashank insisted, sipping his iced americano. “But I was just introduced to a prospective match, and with all of my parents’ life experience, they probably know enough to make the right choice for me, don’t you think?”


“Uh-huh.” Harsha set her fork down and wiped her mouth with a napkin, her lips pressed together. The men she’d dated in the past had given her far simpler reasons – There’s no spark; I’m not ready for a serious relationship; Your family is too much to handle – but to be rejected by a thirty-year-old man because he was letting his parents choose his bride? What decade was he stuck in, the 1980s? And now that she thought about it, why was he meeting prospective brides while still dating her?


Shashank looked at his wristwatch and did a double take. “Shit, I have a meeting in ten. I hope we’re good? No hard feelings?”


It would have been funny if it weren’t for the dread slowly sinking into the pit of her stomach.


Harsha forced herself to smile. “Of course. Thanks for lunch.” She grabbed her purse and laptop bag and strode out of the Italian restaurant, refusing to turn around and check if he was looking her way. She didn’t need any more disappointment.


She tugged on a stray coil of her curly black hair as she walked through the traffic-filled streets of Bangalore while cars honked and auto rickshaw drivers cursed at each other. If only the noise would drown out the fearful thoughts crowding her mind. Maybe moving here had been a mistake. Sure, it was cheaper than living in California, and there was no way she would move back home to Mumbai, but now she was not only friendless in this strange new city but also single. Alone. And – to top it all off – unemployed.


Her best friend from college, Sasha, would say she was being hard on herself. After all, Harsha was getting through life as a struggling freelance photographer, armed with just her camera, a steady hand, and an eye for beauty. Her double degree in sociology and photography from Berkeley had proved useless in getting a job in Bangalore, the city of software engineers, so she was relying on her camera to make her some money until she could figure something out. Research online promised her that Bangalore’s urban, cosmopolitan vibes would feel familiar to her Mumbai roots, but with better weather and cheaper rent. Though the cool breeze was a constant, freelance jobs were few and far between. She had landed her last gig at a college graduation only because her aunt knew a professor there. That was two weeks ago, and her bank account was depleting by the minute. Her coffee addiction didn’t help.


Sighing, Harsha pushed open the glass door to Sunstag Café, the only place that felt anywhere close to safe right now. She ignored the tinkling of the wind chimes and the “Welcome to Sunstag!” greetings of the baristas she saw every day and stormed upstairs to her usual spot by the wall.


“Well, you don’t look happy. All good?” Veer, her favorite barista, said, quirking an eyebrow as he passed by her table with an empty tray.


“Yeah, I just—” Harsha’s shoulders slumped, but she stopped herself from saying more. He was a barista, not a bartender. He wasn’t going to listen to her sob story and offer sage words of advice. “Never mind.”


Besides, the only thing he knew about her was her coffee order, although he teased her every day, acting like he didn’t.


Veer shrugged, brown eyes bright and that goofy smile on his face like always. Maybe he was in a happy relationship, unlike Harsha. Maybe he didn’t just get dumped by a man worthy of being the Indian Bachelor. Not everyone can be so lucky, Harsha mused.


“The usual?” he asked.


“Yeah, thanks.” She lowered her eyes and handed him her Sunstag loyalty card. The tears were going to come any minute now, and she didn’t want his sympathy.


“Blended mocha with whole milk and caramel syrup,” he said as he headed downstairs. “Coming right up!”


She half-smiled at his retreating back, not even bothering to correct him. The familiar joke didn’t make her laugh like it usually did. Harsha had only failure on her mind.


Sighing, she hunched in her seat and idly scratched her knee. At least she always had Sunstag to return to, where her favorite baristas made the best coffee and brought it right to her seat. At least she didn’t have to carry her own coffee up one flight of stairs every morning and afternoon. Gotta be grateful for the little blessings in life, right?


Her phone chimed, and she dug her hand into her bag eagerly. Maybe Shashank had seen the error of his ways and was ready to reconcile. After all, who gave up three months of almost-love for a parent-recommended bride they barely knew?


Shashank had been her perfect match on paper. Her family would have approved of his career, status, and upbringing; society would have gone gaga over how good he and Harsha looked together… and sure, maybe their relationship wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine in the real world, but was any relationship? They had had a good thing together – potential. Didn’t that matter?


Harsha unlocked her phone screen, then exhaled. It was a text from the second-last person she wanted to hear from – the first being her father.


Maa:


Are u free? Need to talk to u


She scowled and put her phone face down on the table. What was it this time? More nagging about how Harsha’s lack of marital status was bringing shame to the entire Godbole family? Or that capturing people on the best days of their lives wasn’t a respectable enough way to make money? Or that she needed to come back home after three months of being away and put on a happy front for the sake of their extended family? She didn’t need that toxic energy in her life.


Which was exactly why, a month before she had graduated from college, Harsha made the decision to separate herself from the Godbole family – and their money.


Before moving to America, Harsha wouldn’t have had to think twice about doing as her parents said. Having your cake and eating it too – that was life with the Godboles in a high-rise penthouse apartment. The full-time housekeeper ready to do all the cooking and cleaning. The driver taking Harsha to and from the places she visited. Her parents willing to find her a handsome groom.


It was chocolate cake with the most delectable icing. No wonder most of the girls from her private school had opted for that kind of lifestyle.


The only thing missing was the cherry on top of the cake: freedom and unconditional love. And, unfortunately, Harsha would rather have the cherry than the actual cake.


She exhaled and took out her laptop, deciding to scour the internet for anyone looking to hire a photographer, when Veer appeared with a foaming hot latte. The smell of vanilla wafted into her nostrils, and she smiled contentedly. Her post-lunch coffee always cheered her up, no questions asked. “One triple-shot espresso with peppermint syrup,” Veer said with a wink.


She smiled weakly. “I already know you’ve brought me the right order. I can smell the vanilla.”


“I’m a barista. It’s not the most exciting job on the planet.” Veer let out a huff, scratching his stubbly beard. “This is the only fun I get to have.”


“Fine, I’ll play,” she said. “Oat milk?”


“Yes.”


“Half a shot of coffee?”


“Yes.”


“Extra whipped cream?”


“Yeah.”


“Five pumps of vanilla?”


“How have you not died of a sugar overdose yet?” he asked.


“I have good genes,” she said primly.


Veer gave her a once-over, then looked away, smirking. “Yeah, I can see that. Enjoy.”


Her lips turned up the slightest amount. “Thanks.”


“Are you sure you’re doing okay?” Veer’s forehead creased. “That smile looks a little too small for how great my sense of humor is.”


Harsha made a big show of rolling her eyes. “Maybe you’re just not as funny as you think.”


“Impossible. See you.” Chuckling, he went downstairs, probably back to the counter, and Harsha took a sip of her overly complicated coffee, leaving a red lipstick stain on the cup.


The coffee almost felt off-putting today, though. Harsha set it down and tugged on her lower lip with her teeth, thinking of Shashank. She was going to miss resting her head on his muscular chest and sleeping contentedly three nights a week, when she’d visit his sprawling apartment instead of staying cooped up in her tiny one-bedroom.


When her phone rang, jolting her back to reality, she jumped. Her mother was video calling her. Harsha hesitated, her eyes on Maa’s profile photo: a selfie atop the Burj Khalifa taken during the extended family’s recent vacation to Dubai. Harsha hadn’t been invited to that one, owing to their big fight four months ago. Maybe Maa was calling to apologize, finally.


She put on her AirPods and hit the green icon. Maa popped up on the screen, her gray eyes slightly widening as though she, too, couldn’t believe Harsha had picked up. “Hi, beta,” Maa said, smiling tightly, or maybe that was the result of her Botox. “How are you?”


Harsha shifted in place. “Fine. Just getting some work done.”


“You got a job?!”


“I meant for my photography business.”


Maa cleared her throat, clearly unimpressed. “All right. And how’s your boyfriend? Neha saw your three-month-iversary dinner photos on your story last weekend at that gourmet restaurant. Her fiancé takes her there all the time.”


Shit. Harsha had never posted Shashank’s face on her Instagram or even tagged him, given that he refused to use social media, but showing off snippets from their fancy date nights was her way of hinting to her parents – and her snobby cousin – that she could find herself a perfectly suitable match without their help.


She widened her lips into a fake smile. “He’s great. We just had lunch together.”


“Wonderful.” Maa scratched the side of her eyebrow. “I’m glad you’ve found a nice boy for yourself. A nice Indian boy who meets all of our standards.”


“Thanks.” Harsha’s throat tightened, and she pretended to look sideways at her laptop. “I have a lot of photos to edit, Maa. Is there anything else?”


Maa nodded, looking smug. “It’s your Uncle Madhu and Aunt Pinky’s twenty-fifth anniversary party next month, here in Mumbai. I’ve already told everyone you’re bringing your boyfriend.”


Harsha’s mouth fell open, the phone nearly slipping from her grasp. “Maa! How could you do that without asking—”


“Shush.” Maa put out her free hand, her diamond-studded wedding ring glinting. “We’ve given you plenty of space. The least you can do is make an appearance at family gatherings every now and then. You chose to move away from us with no warning. People talk.”


Harsha licked her lips. “Okay,” she said, if only to be done with this conversation. “I’ll be there.” She hit End Call and groaned. Uncle Madhu and Aunt Pinky’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, bound to be a lavish affair at some five-star Mumbai hotel. That meant her entire family would be there: parents, uncles, aunts, grandparents, cousins, their spouses, their kids – everyone. And of course, that included Neha Godbole, her beautiful, successful cousin who worked for the UN and was engaged to a surgeon. Arranged marriage, obviously.


Aunt Pinky, Neha’s mother, was the only sensible person in their family, the one ally Harsha still had among the Godboles. She was the aunt who had set Harsha up with her last freelance job. But she was probably busy planning the anniversary party; there was no point taking up more of her time and asking her for help.


It was fine. Harsha would figure something out; she always did when it came to her family, especially seeing how much drama being a Godbole entailed, given her dad’s industrial business and her uncle’s Bollywood movies. When she was younger, she used to have to meet her real friends in secret because they weren’t “society-approved,” or avoid the paparazzi during a terrible bout of teenage acne when visiting her aunt and uncle.


Harsha whipped out her phone and rested her finger on Shashank’s contact. She could call him and ask him to play along, just for the anniversary party. But after the nonchalant way in which he’d dumped her, as though it were merely something he was checking off his daily to-do list, calling him was not an option. There was nobody to take her side, reassure her that she wasn’t a complete failure, or tell her she was loved even if her parents didn’t approve of her decisions. She was on her own again.


To top it all off, Harsha didn’t have anything to wear to the anniversary party. She’d left most of her wardrobe at her parents’ penthouse in Mumbai, and quality sarees were expensive.


Financially speaking, she had one decent backup plan, though her ego would be seriously bruised if she took it. Her dad had transferred a good sum of money from the family trust fund into a secondary account when she turned eighteen. She hadn’t touched the money since moving back to India, but her father had encouraged her to use it, “just in case” – of course, he didn’t believe she could make it on her own. There were probably still five million rupees in the account.


If she needed to make ends meet, she could always dip into the secondary account, and her father wouldn’t even know. But it would mean breaking the promise she had made to herself…


First, she would breathe. She would send out a bunch of cold emails. And then she would head to a bar and find solace in a vodka soda, or three.


Until then, Veer’s delicious coffee – and his silly jokes – would keep her company.
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“The college canceled your scholarship?” Veer Kannan paused in front of his locker, his apron still half-tied around his back, and tried to make sense of what his brother had just told him. “How can they do that?”


“I don’t know,” Arjun said. “They said there was some sort of technical error, and I was never even allotted the scholarship. I don’t know why this is happening. I’m so sorry.”


“No, look, we need to call them,” Veer urged.


“But I already tried. I called so many times. I think they had to move money around, and maybe it went to someone else. You know how these things go.” Arjun’s voice was defeated and small. It tore at Veer to hear his brother sound so broken when just yesterday, at breakfast, he had been so giddy about the courses he’d signed up for, wondering which professors he would be assigned. Veer had nearly felt excited himself for that economics lecture, which ought to have been an impossible feat. Now, as Veer reflected in the dead air of the phone call, it made sense why the financial offices had delayed the scholarship for so long. They had known that certain strings were getting pulled, and people like them were never the ones with the power to yank back.


“When’s the last date to pay the tuition?” he asked finally.


Arjun gulped, loud enough for him to hear it. “Monday.”


Fuck. That was three days away. “I just got done with my shift. Let’s talk about this at home,” Veer said, biting his lip. “We’ll figure it out, Arjun, I promise.” He hung up and ran a hand through his hair.


Okay, all right. Veer had three days to make half a million rupees.


Well, probably not make. He didn’t make that much money in a year, never mind in three days. The initial deposit money had been only a drop of the total, and even that had been painful to pull together by the deadline. The Business Institute of India, Delhi, was one of the top management schools in the country, and a well-paying corporate job was just about guaranteed after graduation. So he’d have to get his hands on the money somehow. If he didn’t, Arjun would lose his admission to BII, he wouldn’t get his MBA, and he wouldn’t have the best future possible – one he had already worked so hard for.


And Veer couldn’t let that happen to his little brother.


He took off his apron and folded it neatly, stowing it back in his locker, then sighed. Half a million rupees. He had less than ninety thousand sitting in his bank account right now, having spent a considerable amount last week fixing up his secondhand car after some asshole rammed into it in broad daylight. And as the sole breadwinner in their family, Veer was responsible for taking care of his mother’s living expenses as well.


Maybe they could apply for an education loan? But it was Friday. There was no way a bank could process an application and grant the necessary funds by Monday night. Still, he could try.


He rolled his eyes as he slammed the locker shut. Colleges couldn’t just offer you a full-ride scholarship on a platter and then claim there had been a department error. How could anybody pay up half a million rupees in tuition over one weekend? Were people really that rich?


Maybe if that sitcom pilot episode had been green-lit instead of getting scrapped… Veer still remembered the rush of adrenaline he’d felt when he walked into the small Mumbai studio on his first day of filming, and the bounce in his step after the daily shoot. He – and everyone else on set – had been so sure the sitcom, a hilarious show following a class of law school students, would be a hit. Veer had even bought legal textbooks, as boring as they were, to prep for his role as the underdog main character from the wrong side of town.


But then it went nowhere. It was the director’s debut, Veer and the other actors were unknown names in the industry, and the market was “saturated” with both college shows and legal dramas. Nobody had faith in them. Or, as it turned out, in Veer. His film agent dumped him shortly after that.


It’s pointless to think about that, he reminded himself. He grabbed his things and headed out into the store from the employees’ room.


“Wanna get drinks later, Veer?” Deepika, his girl best friend and fellow barista, asked as she waved from the counter. Raunak, his other barista buddy, raised his eyebrows.


“Maybe tomorrow, I’m beat.” He put on a smile and headed to the door, his mind on the astronomical sum of money.


Five hundred thousand rupees. Fuck.


He bit his lip. There was no way out of this, so Veer did the only thing he could think of: distract himself.


Turning back to his friends, he said, “On second thought, drinks sound like exactly what I need.”


Raunak pumped his fist in the air, startling a customer at the counter, then apologized when Deepika side-eyed him. “See you tonight,” she said, and Veer cracked the smallest of smiles before making his way out.
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CHAPTER


2


“What a week, huh?”


—Liz Lemon, 30 Rock


Drinking alone was the worst. The main character in rom-coms could always pull it off, casually sitting on a barstool dressed to the nines, ordering a martini and waiting for the love of her life to walk up to her. But as Harsha sat there, hunched over in a too-short-for-comfort red dress, trying to get a piece of nacho out of her teeth, she could only think about her mother’s phone call and the walk of shame she would have to do at the anniversary party, dumped and dateless.


She finished her cocktail and looked around the bar, sighing. This never would have happened to her in college, over eight thousand miles away from her Mumbai home. In California, she was confident in herself and didn’t have such unrealistic expectations to uphold for her family’s sake.


She’d made friends – real friends – without a second thought about what Maa or Papa would think of their family background. She had fond memories of going hiking with them, asking them to pose for her against the breathtaking views of Oakland Hills.


Although she’d still relied on her trust fund money for some expenses – California wasn’t a cheap place to live, after all – her life was a breath of fresh air, and, away from the prying eyes of the Godboles and the media circus that tended to follow them, she no longer had to hold herself back from being her fun-loving, carefree self. It was fascinating how joyful life could be when Harsha wasn’t constantly looking over her shoulder or apologizing for a social misstep.


Realizing that, Harsha told her parents, a month before graduation, that she wouldn’t be returning to Mumbai – she wanted to make a name for herself instead of living in Papa’s shadow forever.


Harsha wasn’t surprised when her parents didn’t show up to her graduation ceremony because of conveniently timed “work conflicts.” It was all the proof she needed to distance herself from them – and their money – and decide that she didn’t need their approval anymore.


And yet, the Universe wasn’t done playing cruel jokes. Because the second she got on the plane to Bangalore a week later, ready to prove herself to the world, there Shashank Kapoor was, sitting in the seat next to hers. The perfect parent-approved gentleman. The handsome rich guy in a suit who was happy to listen to her talk about how she wanted to be her own independent self now that she’d graduated.


Maybe Harsha didn’t have to face her family at the party at all. She could simply fake her death, move to Paris, and get a fresh start. Meet a nice Frenchman who’d buy her croissants and kiss her in front of the Eiffel Tower.


Except moving back to India was supposed to be her fresh start. Harsha snorted and ordered another vodka soda. Where was a good man when you needed him?


“Harsha?”


She looked to the left and smiled at Veer, who’d just joined her at the bar. He looked surprisingly different out of his black-and-yellow barista uniform, now dressed in a plain red T-shirt and fitted blue jeans. Without the Sunstag cap, his hair was smooth and wavy, slightly curling at the base of his neck. “Hey,” she said. “What are you doing here?”


He hooked a thumb behind him. “Getting another round of beers for us.”


Harsha leaned back in her seat to spot a booth where two of the other baristas she saw every day were sitting. Maybe they were all close friends. “Isn’t Friday night about getting a break from the people you work with during the entire week?” she joked.


“It is.” He grinned. “Why do you think I’m standing here with you?”


She laughed. “You see me at Sunstag every day, too, so I don’t count.”


Veer’s eyes glinted. “I think I’ll be the judge of that.”


Harsha usually would have enjoyed this interaction a lot more, but right now, she was too mad at men – and humanity – to appreciate Veer’s flirting skills. The bartender slid Harsha’s third vodka soda in front of her, and she took a sip before easing into the itchy barstool that was rough against her bare legs. Then she said, “Hey, can I ask you something?”


“Sure, what is it?”


She took a deep breath, then spoke. “Why do Indian men care so much about what their parents think?”


Veer paused, just as he was about to signal to the bartender. “What?”


“For example” – she sipped her drink – “why do they bother dating modern women, telling them sweet nothings, making them feel wanted and chosen, only to turn right back around and decide to have an arranged marriage?”


“I… don’t know?” Veer scratched the back of his neck, that very spot where his hair curled. “I’ve never been a fan of arranged marriages.” His scruffy jaw gritted for a second before he quirked an eyebrow at her. “Why do you ask?”


She drank deeply and turned so she was facing him completely. “You know, just asking for a… friend.”


Veer leaned both his arms against the bar counter and scrutinized her. His forearms were thick and dusted with dark hair, the muscles straining from his movement. Harsha looked away just as he said, “Is that why you looked so upset at Sunstag this afternoon? Someone broke up with you?”


Harsha bit her lip. A small instinct made her shift her barstool just a few inches closer to him. “I’m surprised you noti—”


“Harsha? Harsha, oh my gosh! Hi!”


No. No, no, no. Harsha slid off the barstool, having recognized that voice. That noisy, whiny voice. The voice of her cousin, who was now flashing her expensive diamond ring as a faux hello.


“Hey,” mustered Harsha with a weak smile.


Neha was her only family member who lived in Bangalore, unlike the rest of the Godboles, who occupied Mumbai – the one downside to moving here. Luckily, she hadn’t run into her until now. Neha pulled Harsha in for a hug, which Harsha did not return, and then added, “Oh, you haven’t met my fiancé, have you?”


The engagement had happened while Harsha was still in California, so she thankfully never had the pleasure. “Nope,” Harsha said, raising her eyebrows at Neha’s future husband. Hmm. Tall, handsome, rich, and probably obnoxious, given that Neha had decided to marry him.


“Rohan, Harsha. Harsha, this is Dr. Rohan Jha. He’s a neurosurgeon. Congrats on graduating – sociology, was it?”


“And photography,” Harsha clarified.


“Right, congrats, tough field,” Rohan said, shaking her hand stiffly, then looked at his wristwatch as though greeting her was a waste of his time. Yep. Neha’s type, for sure.


Neha’s gaze fell on Veer, and the very slight gap between his and Harsha’s barstools, and she held her hand out. “Oh, hello. I’m Neha Godbole, Harsha’s cousin.”


“Hi,” he greeted her back. “I’m Veer—”


“Oh, I know who you are.” She simpered, then turned to Harsha. “Harsha, good to see you being serious about dating. After all those flings you had in America” – Neha let out an exhale – “it’s nice that you’ve finally moved on from boring white boys.”


Harsha’s eyes widened, and she stared from her cousin to Veer, who had stood up from his barstool, looking just as confused as she was. “Neha, Veer is—”


Neha went on, clapping her hands. “And you’re coming to my parents’ anniversary party! Your first family event in nearly six months, with a boyfriend this time. How exciting! Rohan, isn’t it exciting?” She turned to her fiancé, who stifled a yawn in response.


Harsha’s palms went clammy with sweat, and she wiped them on her short dress. “Did Maa tell you about that?”


Her cousin beamed at her. “She gushed to everyone in my wedding prep group chat about how well things are going in your new relationship.” Her eyes went to Veer again, and Harsha realized, with a deathly lurch, that Neha thought the man standing next to her at the bar was her boyfriend. The boyfriend who no longer existed. The Universe obviously hated her.


Veer sat back on the barstool, frowning. “I’m sorry, but Harsha and I—”


“—are so excited about the anniversary party,” Harsha said, speaking over him before she could stop herself. She wound a hand around Veer’s own and ran her other palm along his warm, muscley forearm. “And your wedding, of course.”


“Your first plus one! I’ll have to go in and update your RSVP – it must have gotten lost in the mail?” Neha added with a smile, though her eyes narrowed.


“Sorry about that,” Harsha said. She rested her head on Veer’s shoulder and forced out a sigh of pleasure. “We’ve been busy.” She could feel his dark eyes on her, a searing gaze that made her want to disappear into the crevices of the earth and never surface, but she ignored him and held on tighter.


“So what do you do, Veer?” Neha asked, cocking her head.


“He works at Sunstag Café,” Harsha said, then held back a wince. Oh, fuck. She knew without a doubt what Neha, with her classist, uber-rich upbringing, was going to say next.


“A barista?” said Neha, with a split-second wrinkle of the nose. “That’s… cute.”


“He works for Sunstag as the district manager.” The lie fell out of Harsha’s mouth, although she knew it was wrong to say it, and Veer stiffened next to her. She tried to ignore the churning in her belly. Ordering all those vodka sodas – and nachos – might not have been the best idea.


“I guess that’s an upgrade.” Neha frowned. “Well, it’s been great catching up, Harsha, but I have got to get out of this dingy bar. The things we do for our friends, right? We’ll see you both soon!” After giving Harsha a painful kiss on the cheek and shaking Veer’s hand the couple walked away, whispering together.


The second they were out of sight, Veer pushed away from Harsha, scowling. “What the hell was that about?”


“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you,” whispered Harsha, letting go of his hand and running her fingers through her hair. “She’d never have let me hear the end of it if she found out Shashank and I broke up.”


Veer’s eyes narrowed. “Why would she care?”


“Because she’s two years younger than I am, she works for the goddamn UN, and she’s marrying McDreamy in less than two months.”


“Well, sorry that being with a barista would be so embarrassing.” Veer took a step back and folded his arms.


“You don’t know her,” Harsha said, pleading. “She’d have said something rude to you. I was just trying to—”


“She didn’t need to. You did, on her behalf.” Veer shook his head at her, sighed, and went back into the crowd.


Despite the guilt and embarrassment she felt, Harsha watched him walk up to the other baristas, considering the idea that was starting to form in her head – and it was a good one. Veer was handsome, now that she thought about it. Cute smile. A good physique. He wasn’t an actor, but he could be with some training.


The anniversary party was in one month, and every single one of the Godboles was expecting Harsha to bring her perfect boyfriend, including her cousin. Maybe she could still make that happen…
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Veer stormed into the booth where his friends were waiting. Raunak frowned when he saw Veer’s empty hands, and Deepika let out an ugh. “I thought you were bringing the next round of beers.”


“You won’t believe what just happened,” he fumed, slamming his butt into the couch.


Raunak raised his brows. “Are you okay?”


“No.” Veer put his head in his hands and whisper-yelled, “I saw Harsha here.”


“Your Sunstag crush, here in real life?” Raunak teased. “Did you finally ask her out?”


“No, and I don’t have a crush. Her cousin showed up at the bar and assumed I was her boyfriend,” Veer explained. “Harsha went along with it and said we’d go to the cousin’s wedding together. Then she insulted me by lying about what I do for a living.”


Deepika’s mouth fell open, while Raunak just stared mutely.


Veer groaned. “I’m so angry. You bet your ass I’m going to spit in her coffee tomorrow.”


“I don’t blame you,” Raunak said. “We may be baristas, but we’re the best damn baristas the world has ever seen.” He slammed his fist on the table. “Now, let’s get wasted!”


They cheered, raising their glasses of water as a toast.


Veer headed back to the counter to get their drinks, Deepika in tow this time, and as they placed an order for more beers, he bit back a sigh and flexed his hand, which still tingled from Harsha’s soft, cool touch. And the way she’d grazed his forearm with her fingers…


“How are things at home?” Deepika asked, and he turned to her. “Is Arjun excited about going to BII?”


“Uh, yeah.” Veer shuffled his feet and planted a smile on his face. “We’re all excited.”


“As you should be. This is such a huge deal!” She must have noticed the split-second frown on Veer’s face, because her forehead wrinkled. “Hey. Arjun’s getting his big break. You will too. You don’t have to be a barista forever, unless you want to.”


Veer tried not to roll his eyes. “Let’s not go there again—”


“Shut up.” Deepika stuck her hand out. “I’m older and wiser than you, and I know acting is gonna work out for you, if you would just let it.”


He snorted. “You’re only eighteen months older than me.”


“That’s not the point. Think about it, okay?” She grabbed two foaming mugs of beer and started back toward their booth. “Come on.”


Veer grabbed the third mug and followed her, knowing this wasn’t the time to think about his own dreams. Before meeting them for drinks, he had spent all evening filling out multiple applications for bank loans and emailing the BII administration asking for more time. But he hadn’t heard anything from the banks or the college yet. Maybe he’d place his trust in the Universe and see what tomorrow would bring. Until then, he had beer and his two best friends to distract him.


“Look at those two hot girls there,” Raunak said, jutting his head toward a nearby table as they sat back down. “Veer, be my wingman?”


Veer sighed. He didn’t even bother to look. “Not tonight.”


Deepika tutted, taking a sip of her beer. “Harsha’s really got you feeling down, huh?”


He swallowed back the truth and decided to play along. “Yeah, she hurt my feelings. Anyway, enough about me. How’s your mom’s store doing?”


“Business has been slow.” She set the mug down. “Hopefully it picks back up now that wedding season is here.”


“Is she still bugging you about quitting Sunstag?” he asked. Deepika’s mom owned a wedding boutique and had always wanted her to help out, but Deepika had other, bigger dreams – someday, she wanted to run her own café, and moving up the ranks at Sunstag was one step to getting there.


“Yeah, she is.” Deepika’s shoulders slumped. “She thinks it’s silly that I prefer brewing coffee to designing clothes.”


Raunak drank his beer, chuckling. “I bet you’ll get that store manager promotion soon, then she’ll have to understand.”


“It’ll happen,” Veer agreed, and Deepika let out a grin.


Midway through their next round of drinks, Veer’s phone dinged with a notification from Google. He still had alerts for Bollywood as well as the local Kannada film industry flagged in his settings. So far, none of the alerts had been useful, just depressing. But after that talk with Deepika, he figured he might as well take a look.


This particular alert was about Madhusudan Godbole’s next rom-com going into production, inspired by his own daughter’s arranged-turned-love marriage story.


Veer scoffed. That man’s films were always the same – a “pick me” heroine falling for a “you owe me your love” hero – but they made millions at the box office, quality be damned. He was about to swipe away from the article when he saw the image underneath the headline. The famous director was hugging his wife and daughter, and the caption read: MADHUSUDAN GODBOLE WITH WIFE, PINKY [LEFT], AND DAUGHTER, NEHA [RIGHT].


His eyes widened. It was the same Neha he’d met minutes ago. Which meant that Harsha, the girl who had royally offended him, was the niece of one of Bollywood’s biggest directors.
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CHAPTER


3


“People don’t turn down money! 
It’s what separates us from the animals.”


—Jerry Seinfeld, Seinfeld


The next morning, Harsha paced around in the living room of her cramped one-bedroom apartment, thankful for the music blasting from her phone that mostly hid the sounds of her upstairs neighbors having louder-than-porn morning sex.


Amid thoughts of last night and the white lie she’d taken one step too far, she sighed at the crumbling yellow paint and the smell of mold that never went away. Every inch of her wall was crammed with photographs she’d clicked of her friends, her life in Berkeley, and her trips to Europe. But even the wave of nostalgia from those pictures couldn’t make up for the colossal downgrade in lifestyle she was now experiencing.


Harsha had grown up in a luxury gated community with a gym, spa, and temperature-controlled swimming pool, then moved to a simple one-bedroom apartment in Berkeley that had felt like a safe space, if not home. India would always be home, and she’d known as much.


However, going from that safe space to living in a building with leaky ceilings and paper-thin walls was… a weird transition, to say the least.


Deciding to be independent and not take her millionaire father’s money, despite his insistence that she wouldn’t make it on her own, might have been the wrong choice. One she was majorly regretting now. She’d spent two years after high school traveling across Europe with Aunt Pinky whenever her uncle headed there for different shoots, and that was where she had fallen in love with photography and bought her first camera. Once her parents had had enough of her globe-trotting lifestyle, they’d pushed college on her, so she picked California – the farthest place from them – and chose photography as her second major. The goal had always been to move back to India in the future, armed with independence, more maturity, and life experience. India was home.


If there was only one thing she had in common with her father, it was being stubborn. No way would she let him control her life anymore. She decided she would move back and find her footing in a new city, completely unknown to her, a good distance away from her parents. She would prove that she was capable and successful.


But she hadn’t expected to start dating a rich man like Shashank, find comfort in the world of luxury again, and then get dumped with no warning, leaving her alone to fend off her family’s expectations once more.


Harsha paused in front of a framed picture she’d taken of two swans whose necks made a heart, and she thought back to last night. The wisp of that idea had started to take proper shape inside her head since Veer walked away from her at the bar, and she wasn’t sure if coming up with this fake-boyfriend proposition made her crazy or a bloody genius.


Neha’s vicious smile flashed before Harsha’s eyes along with the stinging words she’d said last night: “Your first plus one! It’s nice that you’ve finally moved on from boring white boys.”


Bloody genius it is.


She slid her laptop into her Gucci tote bag – a birthday present from Maa she couldn’t bring herself to part with – and booked an Uber, which were thankfully so much cheaper in India than California. Harsha would apologize to Veer, convince him to be her fake boyfriend, and if worse came to worst, she’d pay him to play along, maybe fifty thousand rupees or so. She couldn’t make a payment like that from her own bank account anytime soon, but that was fine. Papa’s money from the trust fund was right there, dangling in front of her nose like a carrot. After returning from California, she had vowed never to touch that money, but breaking that vow would still be an easier hit to her pride than going to the anniversary party or Neha’s wedding stag. Harsha didn’t even want to imagine what faux consoling line Neha would come up with as she conveniently worked the breakup into every conversation. It would be the bridezilla nightmare that never ended.


So that settled it. Harsha had been put in this precarious situation because of her parents’ interference in her personal life, so why couldn’t she make them pay for it?
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“Hi, welcome to Sunstag!” Deepika’s cheery barista voice hit Harsha’s eardrums as she walked through the doors, looking around for Veer in his black-and-yellow barista uniform. Damn it, he wasn’t at the counter yet.


She held back a sigh. Hopefully, it wasn’t his weekly day off. “Hi,” she finally said, handing over her loyalty card. “I’ll have the usual latte.”


Deepika nodded, grabbing a tall mug, black marker, and label. “Do you want your extra whipped cream on the side or—”


“Just put it all on top of the coffee, thanks,” she said impatiently. She craned her neck to look toward the kitchen. Two male voices sounded from inside, but not Veer’s. “Um” – she rubbed the back of her neck – “is Veer around?”


“He is.” Deepika’s eyes narrowed, then her polite smile returned. “I’ll ask him to bring your order upstairs.”


“Thanks.” Harsha took her card as well as the wooden table number sign and headed upstairs, setting her tote bag and laptop at her favorite workspace by the staircase with yellow lightbulbs hanging over her head. The mural gracing the wall next to her depicted coffee bean plantations in all their glory. On the other side of the café was a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking Vittal Mallya Road, one of the priciest and prettiest neighborhoods in all of Bangalore. Sometimes, when she didn’t have much work, she liked to sit by the glass and take photographs of the luxury cars that drove by.


“One vanilla latte with oat milk.” Veer’s stiff voice brought her back to the present moment. Her heart dropped to her stomach when he correctly stated her order. Shit. He must really be mad at her.


“Thanks. Veer, can we talk?” She nodded at the chair across from her.


He set the coffee mug down and glared. “I’m not done with my shift yet.”


“There’s nobody here.” Harsha gestured toward the café, empty during the early morning hour. “Please, sit. Let me explain. Please.”


“Fine.” He fumed, pulling out a chair and sitting. “What do you want?”


“I want to apologize,” she said. “I shouldn’t have disrespected you like that. It’s just, my cousin has this air of superiority when it comes to people who aren’t—” She paused at the tick in Veer’s jaw. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have disrespected you or your job, regardless.”


Veer scratched his beard, but his teeth were still clenched. “It’s all right.”


As he stood, Harsha added, biting her lip, “Also, I need a favor.”


“A favor.” He let out a whoosh of breath, one hand on the back of the chair. “Let me guess, you once again want me to pretend to be Veer the Sunstag district manager and your boyfriend for the sake of your overinflated ego?”


She winced and took a sip of her latte. “Yes?”


Harsha knew how weird and unfathomable this proposition sounded, so she wasn’t surprised when Veer’s eyes bulged out. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


“Look, you’ve met Neha. The rest of the Godboles are exactly the same. Judgmental, invasive, and—”


“Rich,” he finished for her.


Harsha averted her gaze, cheeks flushed. “I haven’t been on good terms with my parents in months. They think I’m an ungrateful embarrassment to the family name, that I’m helpless without them. I can’t go to those events alone and prove them right. I – I can’t.” Her voice broke at that last word.


Veer’s lips turned downward. “That sounds like a big problem,” he agreed, pushing the chair back into the table. “Lucky for you, I studied acting in college.”


Harsha’s breath caught in her throat. She was seconds away from squealing and thanking him when he held up a finger. “Unlucky for you, I’m not interested. Have a good day.”


Okay, this was it. Her one last shot. Time to pull the money card.
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Veer turned to leave, unable to believe Harsha’s audacity – were all rich people this entitled? Then she yelled, “I’ll pay you!”


He paused sharply and glanced back at her. Did he… did he hear that right? “What?”


Harsha’s lips twitched. “I’ll pay you, Veer.”


Slowly, he sat back down, his heart racing. “How much?”


“Name the amount, and I’ll do my best.”


Veer’s stomach twisted itself in knots. Half a million rupees was a lot to ask for from a woman he barely knew. But then again, the woman in question was crazy rich – she was Madhusudan Godbole’s niece, after all – and Arjun’s tuition had to be paid by Monday night. He looked from her flushed, eager face to her red tote bag with the Gucci logo, and decided to do it.


“Half a million,” he said finally.


Harsha’s jaw dropped open. “Half… a… million?” she repeated.


“That’s what I said.” Veer put his hands in his lap, hoping she wouldn’t notice the trembling of his fingers.


She burst out laughing. “Are you kidding? I was thinking, like, fifty thousand rupees.”


Veer scoffed exaggeratedly, as if Harsha were making the biggest mistake of her life turning down his offer. He got up from the chair. “Good luck with your family.”


Please don’t let me leave, please don’t let me leave, he thought to himself as he turned to go. Please don’t let me—


“Wait!” Harsha said.


Veer sighed with relief internally, but when he turned to Harsha, all he did was quirk an eyebrow at her. The things he’d learned in acting school were finally coming in handy.


“I have three conditions,” she said.


“I’m listening.”


“One” – she counted them down by hand – “you’re Veer Kannan, a district manager for Sunstag Café and my head-over-heels-in-love boyfriend. Two, you’ll pretend to be him for my uncle and aunt’s anniversary party and Neha’s wedding. And three” – she gulped – “you will never tell anyone about this. Not your friends, not your family, not even your diary.”


Veer nodded and held his hand out. “Deal. But you’ll pay me in full by Monday.”


“I’ll pay you in three installments over the next six weeks,” she said slowly. “One up front, and the final two after each event.”


His hand twitched. Fuck. That wouldn’t work for the tuition deadline. But even the first installment was more than he could manage on his own… Veer held her gaze for ten seconds that felt like an eternity, weighing his options, before giving a slight nod. “Okay.”


Harsha jumped up and shook his hand, her excitement palpable. “Yes! Deal. Give me your number, and we’ll meet tomorrow to discuss everything. And sign a contract. Thank you, thank you, thank you!”


He let go of her hand and smiled softly. On the inside, he was dancing with joy, but he couldn’t let that show. At least, not yet. “I should get to work. Deepika’s probably wondering where I am.” He texted Harsha his bank account details and went downstairs to the counter.


“What did she want?” Deepika mumbled under her breath as Veer sidled up beside her.


“Just to apologize.”


“Oh. Well, she’s got some nerve. Hi, welcome to Sunstag!” She directed her attention to one of the regulars walking in, and Veer went ahead and prepared some pending drink orders.


Veer had always dreamed of being paid hundreds of thousands of rupees to play a major role onscreen. But never in all his acting days had he expected to be the lead in a fake dating scheme, all so his favorite customer could one-up her equally shallow cousin.


Talk about dramatic.


He could do this; the three installments were substantial enough that he could figure something out with the college admissions department. He’d call them this afternoon and negotiate something, since they hadn’t replied to his email yet.


As far as he knew, BII did not offer payment plans, perhaps not even to their financially underprivileged students. But he wasn’t going to ask them for a whole year to make the payments – this was about six fucking weeks. Less than a quarter of a year. They’d agree. They would.


They had to.


Not to mention, Harsha’s uncle was a direct line to Bollywood. Veer hadn’t seriously thought about acting in two years apart from going for the occasional audition for advertisements and radio commercials. Thanks to the canceled sitcom, the roles he missed out on after his agent left him, and the financial responsibilities he had toward his family, he’d given up hope. But now? Veer could convince Madhusudan Godbole to like him enough to offer him a role. Mom could afford to buy any Kanjivaram silk saree she wanted from the market. Veer could pay Arjun’s tuition in full next year, long before the deadline. Sure, he hated the subtle undertones of misogyny in Madhusudan Godbole’s rom-coms, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.
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