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To my family, who always let me unleash
my inner extra-ness.











I do not know whether it ought to be so, but certain silly things cease to be silly if done by sensible people in an imprudent way.


—Jane Austen, Emma












CHAPTER 1


Kamila Hussain didn’t have a lot to complain about in her life. She realized self-loathing was all the rage among her millennial peers, but in her opinion, she didn’t have much to loathe. She was blessed with a steady income as an accountant at Emerald, her father’s accounting firm. She loved her job and had recently redesigned the office with soothing pastels and stress-relieving greenery, so it was a joy to be there. She had no shortage of friends, and if she wanted a little something more, she had no problem finding dates or hookups. She adored her living situation—a quaint brownstone in Toronto’s east side that had also been recently redone. And of course, she had Darcy, her adorable bichon frise. Darcy was arguably the cutest dog east of Yonge Street, with more Instagram followers than many reality stars, and who had gone full-on viral on TikTok five times.


But in her own eyes, the most significant of Kamila’s blessings was her father. Dad was easily the sweetest, kindest, most supportive parent in existence. Being a daddy’s girl was such a cliché, but Kamila had no shame in telling anyone that she happily lived and worked with her father. He wouldn’t do well alone, and Dad deserved to be healthy and happy more than anyone in the world.


In fact, it was for him that she was awake at eight on a Saturday morning, even after she was muddling fruit for virgin caipirinhas pretty late last night. Dad’s annual physical was in a few days, and she intended to do whatever she could to make sure his blood pressure and cholesterol were in line. She couldn’t leave the men to fend for themselves for breakfast this time. Nope. No eggs fried in ghee and boiled chai on her watch.


She smoothed her robin’s-egg blue apron over her red floral full-skirted dress and admired her kitchen prep. The toast toppings she’d mashed, diced, and sliced were in colorful handmade Portuguese bowls that glowed against her white marble countertops. She snapped a pic and uploaded it. #dreamkitchen. #blessed. #homecooking.


“Kamila is cooking,” Rohan said from the stairs. “Isn’t this the third sign of the apocalypse?”


She glared at him. “Shush, you, or you don’t get any.”


He was still in his pajamas—a matched buttoned-up set. Did he dress like this even alone at home? His hair needed to be combed, and his chin needed a shave, but somehow Rohan still managed to exude the air of the powerful corporate executive he was. Hearing his voice, Darcy’s ears perked up and she rushed to him. Because of course she did—the only human Darcy loved as much as Kamila and Dad was Rohan, despite Rohan’s usual indifference to her. Kamila really needed to have a girl-to-girl with her dog about when to ease off if your affections weren’t returned.


Rohan chuckled at the dog while rubbing his fingers over the scruff on his own chin.


Kamila put her hands on her hips. “No snark from you today, mister. Dad needs to eat better. Every weekend he fries eggs in ghee.”


“I’m looking forward to trying something new,” Dad said from behind Rohan on the stairs. “Kamila takes such good care of me. Can I help you, beti?”


Kamila looked carefully at her father’s eyes as he reached the bottom step. They looked a little tired, which was expected for early on a Saturday. But there was a hint of amusement and contentedness there. Good. Kamila spent a great deal of time studying her father’s eyes. It helped that they were so expressive. Some people wore their heart on their sleeve, but Kassim Hussain showed it in his eyes.


“I got it, Dad. Go ahead and sit. I’ll pour your tea.”


He smiled and planted himself at the dining table, then opened his iPad to read the news. “You always take such good care of everyone, Kamila. Rohan, did she tell you she’s in charge of the puppy prom for the animal shelter this year? That’s the last event at Dogapalooza, right, beti?”


“That’s right, Dad.”


The Dogapalooza was an annual fundraiser for the animal shelter where Kamila had volunteered for years. This year, she and her friend Tim were in charge of planning the festival’s final event—the Sunday-night puppy prom.


Rohan looked sideways at Kamila. “Can’t say I’m surprised Kam would volunteer for a party. She’s a consummate host.”


“Did you just compliment me?” she asked playfully as Rohan joined her in the kitchen.


“That’s up for interpretation.” He looked at the spread of dishes Kamila had already prepared. “You know, when I said yesterday that your Uber Eats account might see more action than your Tinder account, I wasn’t hinting for you to cook. Chai and toast are fine.” He swiped a cherry tomato from the colander and ate it. “Are those sweet potatoes? For breakfast?”


“They’re high in potassium to lower Dad’s blood pressure. I got hibiscus tea, too. It’s good for both blood pressure and blood sugar. He’s going to nail his physical.”


He leaned back against the marble counter. “Food to manage his blood pressure? Wow, Kam, I’m impressed.”


“Why are you impressed? I can google.”


“Clearly.” He looked again at the spread laid out on the counter, then at the new canvas print she’d hung on the kitchen wall. It was Darcy’s head photoshopped onto a French chef’s body, standing outside a Paris bistro. Rohan shook his head, laughing at the print. “At least you’re cooking and not Darcy. Actually, you have more cooking ability than I realized. Or at least”—he looked into the bowls again—“mashing-black-stuff ability. What is that sludge, anyway?”


“Crushed black beans.”


He raised a brow, skeptical, then looked at the clear glass teapot where vibrant red hibiscus flowers were steeping in hot water. “Can I have regular chai instead?”


“You know where it is.”


He filled a pot for his chai. Normally, Kamila would never expect a guest to make their own tea, but Rohan was hardly a stranger in this house. He spent most Friday nights in her spare room after her Bollywood-and-biryani party instead of driving back to his downtown condo, so he and Dad could talk business after breakfast. “I don’t get why you go through all this trouble, Kam. After last night’s spectacle—”


“Last night’s party was not a spectacle. It was low-key. I didn’t even serve a signature mocktail.”


“Then what were those Brazilian things you all were drinking?”


“Virgin caipirinhas! Ernesto brought them. Wasn’t that sweet of him? He brought the makings for alcoholic ones, too.”


Kamila did drink, but not very often. And she never drank at her own parties—she preferred to be alert and sober when hosting her friends. She went back to quartering bright cherry tomatoes for the pico de gallo. Kamila accepted that low-key by her standards was a pretty swank party to most, but since she hosted her friends for dinner and a movie every week, the party wasn’t that much exertion for her anymore. She may have sourced a special Kashmiri biryani last night to match the old Kashmiri movie Rohan had picked, but the charcuterie board didn’t have any single-origin dark chocolate on it this time. She hadn’t even put out her special party throw cushions and candles.


“Besides,” she said, dropping the tomatoes in a bowl, “considering you’ve never missed one of my movie parties, I’m surprised you’re complaining.”


“I’m not complaining. But I’d be here even if you served potato chips from a bag.”


Probably true. Rohan loved old Hindi movies more than the average tax lawyer. “Maybe next week we can get you to join in the postmovie sing-along.”


Rohan snorted. “Who taught you to play Bollywood hits on the ukulele anyway?”


“I’m taking lessons over video conference.” She adjusted the tomatoes in the bowl a bit, then clapped her hands together. The tomatoes looked like glimmering rubies with the bright pot lights reflecting on them. “Look at all this color.” She snapped a picture with her phone.


“Ah. Your true motivation. Your precious Instagram.”


“We eat with our eyes first.” She took a short video clip of the spread of food.


“You eat with your camera even before that.” He hopped out of the sight line of the camera. “Hey, leave me out of this. I don’t want to turn up on your tick-tack-toe thing.”


“It’s TikTok. You don’t have to participate in social media, but unless you want to further solidify this boomer rep of yours, at least learn what the platforms are called.”


“Eh. What’s the point if I don’t use them? And unlike everyone else in the world, I don’t need the clicks to know my worth.”


Kamila laughed. “I don’t use social media to tell me my worth. I already know I’m fabulous. That’s why I have a duty to share all this with the world.” She swept her hands over her dress with flourish. “Now, go wait with Dad, old man,” she said, throwing in the nickname to annoy him. “You’re making me nervous. Nerves combined with newly sharpened knives are a disaster in the making.”


Kamila knew Rohan’s snarky comments were just teasing, and she usually liked to volley right back. She’d known him literally her whole life, and they both knew exactly which buttons to press without going too far. Still, she wasn’t exactly an experienced cook, and she’d prefer to finish the job without a running commentary.


He snorted. “Fine. If only to spare your flawless skin.” He smirked as he took the tray with his masala chai and Dad’s hibiscus tea to the dining room. Kamila picked up the next vegetable to cut.


As if on cue, disaster chose that moment to strike. The honed steel knife slipped in her hand and sliced her finger instead of the organic sweet potato. No problem. Barely a scrape. As she rustled in the drawer looking for a bandage, several crimson drops of blood spilled onto a bag of rubber bands. She took a breath as she reflexively wrapped her hand in her apron, and cringed as a red stain grew on the pale-blue fabric.


Her beautiful new apron. “Siri, what gets out blood stains?”


“Oh dear, beti, what happened?” Dad rushed to her side while Siri was detailing the wonders of hydrogen peroxide and enzyme soap. He unwrapped the apron from her finger, his gentle touch and concerned expression grounding her. “Oh no. I’ll get the first-aid kit.” He smiled and lovingly patted Kamila’s arm. “Everything is okay, Kamila. Do your breathing. I’ll be right back.”


Dad rewrapped the finger in her now probably ruined apron and disappeared up the stairs. She pressed on the cut to stop the blood as she leaned against the fridge, feeling light-headed. Even after all these years, she couldn’t cope with the sight of her own blood.


She closed her eyes and heard her therapist’s voice in her ears. Breathe. The apron—maybe it could be saved? Count to ten. She had plenty of peroxide from a misguided attempt to go blond a few years back. Actually, this was a much better use for that peroxide. She opened her eyes and focused on a point on the wall. One, two …


Rohan stepped back into the kitchen.


“Don’t say it,” she warned.


“Don’t say what?”


“Any comment at all about my ineptitude in the kitchen.”


Shockingly, his smirk was nowhere to be found. He took her apron-wrapped finger in his hand and applied firm pressure as he looked into her eyes. “You’re shaking, Kam.”


Was she shaking? Three, four … “I don’t like blood.” She shivered, looking down. The room was spinning a bit. Not much, really. She was fine.


“Kamila, breathe deeply. Talk to me. Tell me what you’re doing for the rest of the day.”


Five, six … “I have a meeting with a prospective client, and then I’m taking Darcy to the dog park for a photo shoot.” Her voice was shaky.


“A client meeting in that dress?”


She tried to smile and even tease him back, but her voice was too brittle and her words weren’t working.


“Look at me, Kam.”


She did. His eyes were so familiar. Deep and dark. And here.


Seven, eight, nine … Whenever disaster struck—and she reluctantly agreed it struck this family often—Rohan was here.


Still holding her hand, Rohan spoke with a soothing voice. “Look at all this you’ve done here. It’s exquisite. You’ve even got the June Cleaver dress on. With matching shoes.”


Ten. She let out a breath, grounding herself in his face. Focusing on it. Studying it, mostly so she wouldn’t pass out. But also, she noticed something.


“That’s more than a day’s worth of stubble on your face,” she said weakly.


He chuckled, still holding her hand. “I’m considering growing a beard. What do you think?”


She narrowed her eyes. “It will suit you.”


This Rohan, the one in pajamas in her house every Saturday morning, wasn’t the Rohan the rest of the world saw. He was usually in suits and ties so high-end and perfectly tailored that any facial-hair situation would complement them, so long as it was neat and tidy. He’d probably look even more dignified with a beard. She nodded, letting a smile sneak onto her face.


The room had stopped spinning. She pulled her hand back from his and wrapped the apron tighter around it. She felt weird about Rohan seeing her freak out there, but it was fine. They were friends.


The landline phone rang, and she heard Dad answering it upstairs.


Kamila turned back to the food so she wouldn’t break down again. She lined up the uncut sweet potatoes on the board. “You’re ordering the biryani for next week’s movie night, right?”


“Yep.” He plunked another cherry tomato into his mouth. “I scoped out a new place. We will be feasting on Burmese biryani.”


She raised one eyebrow. “Burmese? Trying to one-up me for the Kashmiri?”


“It looked interesting. The biryani is served with a dried shrimp topping.”


Kamila was skeptical. “At least it’s my turn to choose the movie. Enough of your epic oldies. I have the perfect film picked out for next week. Jab We Met. It’s about a buttoned-up businessman and the free-spirited woman who makes him want to live again.” Kamila wrinkled her nose. “Now that I think about it, that’s really sexist. Like, the only purpose for the quirky woman is to be an object that teaches the uptight man to enjoy life? But anyway, the scenery in it is supposed to be amazing. And I checked—the lead actress dances soaking wet in the rain. I know you’re not happy unless you see at least one dancing-in-the-rain scene in an Indian movie.”


He blinked, blank faced.


“You know it’s true, Rohan. I swear, if I ever find a man who looks at me the way you look at a woman in a wet sari, I’ll be set for life.”


He laughed, turning to look at the food on the counter. “Is there an issue with how that child you’re dating looks at you?”


“Ernesto is twenty-three. And we were hooking up, not dating. It was an FWB situation.”


“FWB?”


“Friends with benefits. But the benefit period has now ended. His internship is done and he’s heading back to Brazil today. That’s why he left before the movie last night.”


Rohan’s head tilted in what looked like genuine concern. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You okay?”


Kamila shrugged. “We had fun, but like I said, casual.” She frowned when she remembered Ernesto’s goodbye last night. “It’s probably for the best he’s leaving now—the guy was growing a little too … enamored. I would have had to have broken it off anyway.”


“Honestly, Kam, I don’t get how you can only want casual. You don’t want people feeling things for you?”


She rolled her eyes. “Of course I want people feeling things for me. Just not, like, permanent commitment-type feelings. Casual is the new exclusive.” She exaggeratedly looked around the empty room before lowering her voice and stepping closer to him. “It’s pretty great to only have shiny new-relationship sex and never boring routine sex. Nothing like that new man smell.” She licked her lips, watching a cute shade of pink rise up Rohan’s cheeks.


This was fun. “Although … ” she continued. “I am going to miss Ernesto. We had a private final date on Thursday, and let me tell you, that man is talented. He could do this thing with his fingers and his tongue in sync—”


Rohan slapped her hip with a tea towel to stop her. Probably best. She loved knowing she could unravel Mr. Buttoned-Up like that, but she knew he wasn’t getting much action. It was cruel to rub it in.


“Anyway,” she said. “You know why I only do casual. I have no intention of abandoning Dad, and that’s what a serious relationship would do. All a girl needs are friends, companionship, and sex. I have plenty of the first two, and I always know exactly where to find the third.”


Her father wasn’t over Kamila’s best friend, Asha, who’d lived just around the corner, moving four kilometers away into her new wife’s McMansion. Bad enough that Kamila’s sister, Shelina, and her husband, Zayan, who happened to be Rohan’s brother, moved two hours away to London, Ontario, with their sons a few years ago.


Rohan was still a touch pink, so she decided to see how frazzled a CEO could get. “You should think about having casual sex sometime, old man. You’ve been divorced for what—a year now? I saw an ad for a seniors mixer at the community center. Want me to get the deets for you?”


He looked comically affronted and almost said something before shaking his head, smiling. “Kamila Hussain, you are trouble. Capital T. I have no idea why I put up with you.”


She smiled her sweetest smile and ran her finger over that scruff on his cheek. “Because I make you feel young again.”


At thirty-two, Rohan was only five years older than her twenty-seven, so hardly an old man. With his rock-climber’s body, chiseled jaw, and seriously intimidating demeanor, he was the perfect example of a high-powered King Street executive. Except, of course, on Saturday mornings when he was in his pajamas and swatting Kamila with tea towels. Rohan would have a lineup of women happy to be casual, committed, or anything in between if he wanted it. But he didn’t seem to be interested after his wife left him.


Dad reappeared then, a small box of bandages in his hand. “Sorry, beti, I had a phone call.”


Kamila took the box from him. “Go, sit, drink your tea.” She could handle this. Her blood thing was usually only a problem at the first sight of her own blood. Rohan looked back at her, concerned. “I got this. Go sit,” she told him.


“Okay, but I’ll be right here if you need me to put out any fires.”


After bandaging her own hand, she finished slicing the sweet potatoes and put two slices in the toaster.


“That was Rashida on the phone,” Dad said to Rohan. “Jana Suleiman is returning from Tajikistan soon.”


What? No. Kamila must have misheard. Jana Suleiman’s fancy contract at an international aid agency was supposed to go on for a few more months.


“Her contract is over already?” Rohan asked.


“Apparently she’s left her post early,” Dad said.


They continued talking about Jana the Great, while Kamila’s mind was reeling. Fudge. Kamila did not like Jana Suleiman.


She took a breath. This wasn’t a big deal. Her focus should only be on Dad’s health and growing her client list at Emerald. So what if her secret nemesis was moving back to town? She felt a throbbing in her finger, a reminder that she’d already had one mishap here and didn’t need another. But it was fine. One cut finger was hardly a fire to be put out.


Dad suddenly stood, knocking his chair to the floor. “Kamila! The toaster’s on fire! You need to put it out!”


Damn it.









CHAPTER 2


Kamila put that little kitchen inferno out of her mind because her client meeting today was beyond important. It had to go well—this was a dream client. It was exactly the type of large, complicated account Kamila needed to prove to Dad that she could manage things fine if he went down to part-time at Emerald. But if there was one thing Kamila prided herself on, it was her ability to brush off setbacks and forge ahead, usually with impeccable style. And style was something she’d need to wow this client—Nirvana Lotus Day Spa was a buzz-worthy establishment whose soothing bamboo and vibrant lotus flower decor was so Insta-worthy the place had risen to the top of Toronto spots to be photographed in. That was why Kamila hadn’t changed out of the full-skirted floral dress and matching heels.


After arriving at the posh building, she gave her name to the receptionist and waited for one of the spa owners to meet her.


Five minutes later, a woman appeared in the waiting room. “Ah! Kamila! Fabulous! Thank you so much for meeting me on a Saturday! I’m sorry I had to cancel yesterday. Can I offer you a manicure to make up for it? I was just about to get my weekly polish change.”


This was Kacey McKinley, one of the owners of the spa. Kamila wasn’t about to say no to the manicure, as she’d discovered that business owners were easier to please when immersed in the services they provided. She’d signed a hairstylist client while getting her color done, and she’d secured Ink Girls, a chain of tattoo shops, while a watercolor-style peony was tattooed to the side of her right rib cage just last week.


“So, tell me more about your company itself,” Kacey asked as the technician soaked off Kamila’s polish. “I’m always looking to support women-owned businesses.”


“Well, we’re not woman-owned per se. My father owns Emerald. Dad is all about gender equality, though!” Kamila cringed, well aware that she sounded amateurish. She sat up straighter as a woman wearing a dust mask clipped her cuticles. “We each keep our own clients. He works mainly in the health-care sector, while I’m moving toward providing freelance CPA and financial-analyst services for small- to medium-sized service-industry businesses.”


“You don’t look anything like any of the other accountants I’ve met with.”


Kamila grinned. She knew she didn’t look or dress like most accountants. For some, that might be a negative, but for a client like Kacey McKinley, it was a strike in Kamila’s favor.


“I’ll be honest with you, Kamila. I’m meeting with other accountants this week,” Kacey continued. “Bigger firms that have experience working with businesses at our level. We are planning to expand significantly in the near future, and the finance piece of it will get complicated. Plus, a conscientious accountant is important to us. We value sustainability and ethical commerce above all else. Did you know we work with a women’s collective in the Congo to make the herbal soaks in our vitality ponds?”


The nail tech held out a tray of gel polishes, and Kamila picked a nude similar to the one Kacey was having applied. Not Kamila’s usual vibrant hues, but maybe she needed to play the part here. “I’ve done a lot of research on your business.” Kamila would normally have brought out a file folder with a full proposal for the client at this point, but her hands were, of course, occupied. Good thing she had a stellar memory. “On the phone you mentioned looking for new capital. Well, I found several grants for women-owned businesses in Ontario you can apply for. You can also leverage your work with the local college to get funding from the Ministry of Education. And there are opportunities if you register as a sustainable business. Another of my clients was able to get—”


Kacey interrupted her. “I’m interviewing an intellectual collective next—a group of women who provide business services cooperatively. Every summer they pack up their business and work remotely while planting trees in the North.”


Kacey continued talking about this collective, which progressed to her telling Kamila about her mind-opening trip to Thailand where the Buddhist Eightfold Path had enlightened her brain to the possibilities of conscious business, and how compassion and sustainability were driving the momentum forward in her spa.


Kamila smiled and nodded, realizing that signing this client seemed unlikely at this point. She wished she’d gone with the red polish.
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After first nearly burning down her house and having her unsustainable and inexperienced accounting practice rejected by a Buddhist white lady in palazzo pants and a headwrap, Kamila desperately needed a boost to her self-image. Thankfully, she had plans with her friend Asha that afternoon. The Norwegian colorwork sweaters she’d ordered for Darcy and Asha’s dog, Lizzy, had finally come in, so it was time for a photo shoot of the two dogs frolicking in the fall leaves wearing their Nordic attire. Darcy’s fans were clamoring for new glamour shots, and with any luck, she’d go viral again. After rushing home to change and get the dog and her sweater, Kamila drove to her neighborhood dog park.


“You look … autumnal,” Asha said as Kamila got out of her car. Kamila had changed into a full-skirted cream shirtdress covered with huge orange-and-yellow blooms. She’d paired the dress with an open mustard cardigan and knee-high boots in the softest brown leather imaginable.


Kamila kissed her friend on both cheeks. “I’m so stoked it’s finally sweater weather. That septum ring new?”


Asha grinned, tilting forward so Kamila could get a closer look at her ornate new nose ring. “Another gift from Nicole. She likes to adorn me like a Christmas tree, and I’m loving every second of it.”


Asha looked effortlessly luminous, as she always did. Her riot of curls was barely held back with a yellow scarf today, and she was wearing her standard black-leggings-and-dress combo with a red lipstick that looked amazing against her rich brown skin. Kamila had known Asha for about four years, since Kamila had started volunteering at the nearby animal shelter where Asha was the operations manager. They’d chatted while Kamila cleaned up after puppies and cut carrots for rabbits, and Kamila was delighted to learn that Asha lived in the condo on the other side of the dog park. When Asha adopted a one-year-old corgi that had been surrendered to the shelter with the unfortunate name of Lizard-Monster, Kamila acknowledged that as the owner of a dog named Darcy, she had no choice but to be good friends with someone who had a dog named Lizzy. Their friendship had only deepened in the last couple of years.


Kamila looked down at the sweater stretched over Lizzy’s back. “The sweater is a bit …”


Asha frowned. “Tight—yeah, I know. Lizzy’s also getting spoiled these days. Two moms, double the treats. Twice last week he tricked Nicole into giving him a second dinner. We need to figure out a system.”


Kamila patted the dog’s head with amusement, then looped her arm through Asha’s. “C’mon, let’s get some pictures by the trees before going to the off-leash area. If we get good shots, I want to photoshop them into this Norwegian Christmas market picture I found.”


It was supremely basic to wax poetic about fall, but Kamila was happy to own her basic-girl status, because September was so excessively idyllic. The warm sun. The hollow hum of cicadas and laughing children excited to be reunited with their friends after summer holidays. Foliage transforming to the exact tones that best complemented Darcy’s pale-beige and white fur and brown eyes. These pictures would be epic, even unphotoshopped into Norway.


But the moment Kamila unclipped Darcy’s leash for pictures, the dog jumped headfirst into a pile of leaves. Lizzy looked on, head cocked, knowing his mom wouldn’t approve of him joining his free-spirited friend. Lizzy might have had the fine eyes of Elizabeth Bennet, but they were paired with the dignified stoicism of Fitzwilliam Darcy. Kamila had often wondered if the two dogs should trade names.


“Take pictures quickly. Darcy’s sweater will be caked in leaves in about three seconds. I’m not sure wool is best for active dogs,” Asha said, gently urging Lizzy to play with his friend.


Kamila hurriedly took some pictures with her phone.


“How did your client meeting go today?” Asha said as she picked up a suspicious Lizzy and attempted to deposit him in the leaves.


“Terribly. Look at this profoundly drab manicure.” Kamila held up one hand to show off her nails. “I think this is all I’ll be getting from Nirvana Lotus Day Spa. Certainly not a freelance accountant retainer.”


“Oh no! Why not?”


Kamila sighed. “She didn’t seem that impressed with me. It’s fine. I’m not sure I want to work with a born-again Buddhist vegan anyway. I’m feeling a little wounded that she didn’t think I was righteous enough, though.”


“Righteous? Is that what she said?”


“She implied it. And she implied I couldn’t possibly have the experience needed to work with them on an expansion. It’s frustrating. I have loads of new clients, but they’re all pretty small. If I got a big client like this, maybe I could convince Dad to go part-time.”


“Didn’t your dad’s client refer someone to you last week? How did that pan out?”


Kamila snorted. “Even worse than the spa. He’s like this sixty-eight-year-old who owns a chain of medical walk-in clinics. I agreed to meet him so Dad wouldn’t take the new client, but that dude’s not going to hire me. I’m learning that I lack a certain something many of Dad’s older clients prefer in an accountant.”


“A penis, I assume.”


“Yep. Or at least glasses and sensible slacks.”


Asha laughed. “Glasses might look cute on you, though.”


“Of course they’d look cute on me.” Kamila snapped some more pictures as Lizzy sniffed Darcy’s nose.


“If it’s any consolation, Nicole is technically one of your dad’s older clients, and she adores you. She’d switch to you in a second if he retired.”


“Yeah, I don’t see that happening, anyway. Dad retiring, I mean. Honestly, if he’d just agree to go part-time, I’d worry less.” She put her phone down and grinned at Asha. “And of course Nicole loves me. I introduced her to the love of her life.”


“And you’ll never let any of us forget it.”


“Nope. I’m a matchmaking artiste. I’m very proud of my work.”


Kamila had always enjoyed playing matchmaker for her friends, but she was particularly proud of Asha and Nicole. They were different races, religions, and tax brackets and had a ten-year age difference, and yet the moment that Asha told Kamila she was looking for something long-term, Kamila knew Dad’s client Nicole was for her. A quiet, Black, plant-loving ob-gyn and a self-proclaimed social-justice-focused Indian dog lover weren’t an obvious match, but as expected, it was practically love at first sight. It was their complementary dry and sometimes absurdist senses of humor. Plus, their love of cheesy movies and romance novels.


Kamila snapped another picture of Lizzy. Darcy was still digging in the leaves, but Kamila at least managed to capture Darcy’s rear end in the shot.


Asha’s text tone rang then. She glanced at her phone. “It’s Maricel. She’s bringing some shelter dogs here for a walk in a bit.”


“Oh, good.” Kamila grinned. “I found some possible spaces for her puppy academy.” Maricel was one of Asha’s employees at the shelter, and Kamila was helping her launch a dog-training business. “I was totally going to call her earlier, but it slipped my mind after the calamity at breakfast.”


“What calamity at breakfast? Your dad didn’t like the sweet potatoes?”


“He’d have liked them fine if he’d actually eaten any.” She managed to get a few more pictures, some miraculously with both dogs’ faces in the frame. “The toaster went up in flames before I could serve anything.”


“Holy shit, Kamila! Fire? How did that happen?”


Kamila put her hands on her hips. “It wasn’t my fault. I’m pretty sure Mercury is in retrograde or something. It would explain a lot about my day. I was following the recipe and suddenly the sweet potatoes were on fire.”


“The sweet potatoes were in the toaster?”


She’d already put up with Rohan’s incredulous rant about why she’d put vegetables in the toaster—she didn’t need to hear it from her best friend. “Asha, it was sweet potato toast—how else was I supposed to toast them?”


Asha shook her head, clearly straining not to laugh, so Kamila went back to photographing the dogs.


“You should have at least kept an eye on them in the toaster,” Asha said.


“I know. I was distracted. I’d just heard Jana Suleiman is coming back to town.”


Kamila was fully aware that pettiness wasn’t an attractive character trait, so she’d kept her father’s best friend’s daughter’s status as her secret nemesis to herself. Asha had only met Jana a few times and barely knew her.


“Oh. It’ll be great to have your old friend back in the neighborhood.”


Kamila shrugged. Old friend? Hardly. Not when Jana had always been smug about clearly being a better daughter to her parents than Kamila was. But there was more to Kamila’s dislike of Jana. When Kamila and Jana were both in their last year of high school, the nosy aunties in their circle told Kamila’s parents that they saw Kamila in a parked car outside Jana’s house with the neighborhood bad boy, Bronx Bennet, when she was supposed to be at school. That was bad, because Kamila had been forbidden to see Bronx since the last time she’d been caught in a parked car with him.


But the thing was, even though Kamila had skipped school that day, and even though she and Bronx had still been secretly hooking up, she hadn’t actually been with him that day. Kamila had spent the whole day at the mall. But of course, Kamila’s mother hadn’t believed her.


Mom used to throw these massive parties back then … and she’d hosted a huge one for Shelina a few years earlier for her high school graduation. Kamila didn’t really want a graduation party, but Dad (bless him) insisted that Kamila deserved a party, too. But after the Bronx-in-the-backseat accusation, Mom deleted Kamila from her party. Deleted Kamila, not canceled the party, because she’d already hired the caterer and rented a hall. She proclaimed the celebration was now in honor of Jana’s fancy scholarships. When Kamila confronted Bronx about the incident, he told her it had been Jana in the car with him. Jana had known Kamila had lost her graduation party because of this accusation, and she hadn’t come forward to admit it was really her steaming up Bronx’s old Toyota’s windows.


But even though Kamila lost the hookup buddy, and any respect she had for Jana Suleiman, she decided not to tell anyone the truth about it. Jana was heading to Oxford in the fall, and the last thing Kamila wanted was for something to jeopardize her nemesis’s school admission. Kamila preferred Jana on another continent.


Kamila didn’t want to talk or think about Jana anymore. She shook her head while mounding the leaves in a pile. It wasn’t working; Darcy was diving in and destroying her progress the moment she had more than three leaves assembled. “Darcy! Can you not?”


“How is your kitchen?” Asha asked.


“The kitchen’s fine. The toaster is … toast. Rohan put the fire out before any other damage.”


“Thank goodness Rohan was there.”


“Yes, yes.” She waved her hand. “Super Rohan saving the day, like always,” she said with plenty of sarcasm in her voice. “I could have dealt with it. I know where the fire extinguisher is. But whatevs. Anyway, a new toaster will be delivered tomorrow. I got a turquoise one this time. Do you think it will work with the brass fixtures? Or should I—”


“He’s over a lot lately,” Asha interrupted.


Kamila gave up and lifted Darcy out of the leaves. “Who?”


“Rohan.”


“Yeah, of course he is. He loves Bollywood, and he and Dad talk business after breakfast every Saturday.” Dad pretty much ran the show at Emerald, but it was technically a subsidiary of Rohan’s company. And Dad still had a minority share in that company.


“I just hope it’s not because he’s lonely, but yeah, I think that man is into Bollywood even more than Nicole. Did I tell you I caught her reading the Times of India gossip pages?”


Kamila flashed a satisfied smile. “You two have the perfect marriage. I did really well there.”


“Do I get any credit for the success of my marriage?”


Kamila beamed, shaking her head. “Nope. It’s all on me. I have a gift, you know.”


Asha laughed, reaching to pull Lizzy out of the leaves. “You should set up Rohan with someone next.”


What? That was an utterly ridiculous idea. Kamila picked more leaves off Darcy’s sweater. “Why would I set Rohan up with anyone?”


“C’mon. All alone in his gilded cage? He’s clearly craving company. He should at least get a dog.”


“Rohan’s not a dog person. He had a cat, but his ex-wife took it in their divorce settlement.” Kamila clipped Darcy’s designer leash to her purple studded leather collar. “And a King Street penthouse is hardly a gilded cage. Although … ” She frowned. “I haven’t actually seen his condo. Holy cheese crackers, do you think his place is actually gold? I mean … he is an uptight finance lawyerly type. Oh my god, do you think it’s all like Trump Towers–esque?”


“Hold your tongue, Kamila. You’re technically a finance type, too.”


“I’m a glorified bookkeeper in a small tax office over a coffee shop.”


“Kamila. You’re a CPA who is trying to expand her business.”


“Yes, and Rohan is one of the city’s top tax lawyers and owns one of the province’s largest financial service providers, with offices in Toronto, Ottawa, and London, Ontario. You do see the difference, right?”


Asha shrugged. “You’re both capitalist money crunchers, as far as I’m concerned. And you have an awful lot of brass fixtures in your house, so maybe you shouldn’t talk about gilded homes?”


Kamila’s nose wrinkled. She didn’t much like being called a capitalistic money cruncher, but it was technically true. “So, do you think Rohan’s place is all nouveau riche? I mean, it’s strange he’s never invited us over, right? Maybe that’s why.”


“Doubt it. Probably standard dude decorating. I’d put money on a black leather chair somewhere. Maybe a recliner. A whiskey decanter with those rocks that you freeze to chill your drink. He’s been alone for how long—three years?”


“Only two-ish years since he and Lisa separated. Divorce finalized a year this month.”


Asha’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “He’s totally ready for someone new. Who can we find for Rohan? Aren’t you still looking for someone for Maricel, too?”


Kamila’s head shook vigorously. “I just said no!” The entire thought was preposterous. “Yes, I’m looking for a man for Maricel, but I am not setting up Rohan. With anyone. We’ve got a happy balance in the family right now. Equilibrium. You know I’m not looking for a serious relationship for Dad’s sake, and Rohan in a relationship again would be worse, right? He’s supposed to take Dad to the doctor this week!” Kamila loved her father, but he was a bit … old-school. After Kamila and her sister noticed that he avoided the doctor when either of them offered to take him, they realized he’d prefer a male escorting him to his medical appointments. Since Kamila’s brother-in-law moved away, that job fell to Rohan.


“Yeah, I guess it’s a bit more complicated to play matchmaker with someone you’re related to.”


“We are not related.” Well, not technically, at least. Rohan was Kamila’s sister’s brother-in-law, not hers. “Rohan is my … ” She frowned. Friend didn’t seem right. Tim was a friend. Maricel and Asha were friends. “He’s … my Rohan. I’ve known him forever. And if he finds another relationship, he won’t help with Dad. We barely saw him when he was with Lisa. What Rohan needs is to get laid, not a girlfriend. But he doesn’t believe in casual.”


“Ah. So, it’s selfishness. It’s not Rohan’s happiness you’re thinking of here.”


“Really, Asha? How is it selfish if I’m putting Dad’s well-being first?” Kamila sighed. Rohan knew better than anyone how fragile Dad’s health was. Besides, if he actually wanted a relationship, he would date. He wouldn’t need Kamila to help him find someone.


And yeah, she’d only this morning suggested he find someone to hook up with, but a hookup wasn’t the same thing as a relationship, and Kamila’s matchmaking endeavors were only for relationships. Sex, as she’d told him, was easy to come by. Apps were perfectly sufficient. Rohan could find his own darn bedroom playmate if he wanted one. Her nose wrinkled. “I’m not getting any good pictures here. May as well let the dogs play in the off-leash.” Kamila gave Darcy a scratch behind the ear and guided her dog to the off-leash area of the park.


“Hey, there’s Dane,” Asha said, waving to a twentysomething man with a medium-sized dog as they walked into the fenced-in off-leash area. He waved back at them. Dane was the husky owner who had rented Asha’s condo when she moved into Nicole’s house. Kamila had first met him at the dog park last week. He was a bit of a tech bro and was white, with medium-brown hair and a nice smile. And more importantly, he was single. His dog, Byte, was a bit of a nightmare obedience-wise, though. What Dane needed was a dog-training girlfriend. And Kamila had the perfect candidate.


She squealed under her breath as they made their way to him. “This is amazing. Maricel’s on her way.”


Asha’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not thinking Dane and Maricel, are you?”


“Of course I am.” Kamila beamed. “They’re an ideal match. Maricel loves dogs but doesn’t have one, so she needs a boyfriend with one. And only a dog lover would put up with Byte.”


“Are you more concerned with the dog’s happiness or the humans’?”


“C’mon, Asha. Dane’s nice to look at. And Maricel is a total catch. Hey, there she is!”


Maricel had the leashes of four excited dogs in one hand, and was unlocking the gate to the off-leash area with the other. Kamila winced when she noticed who one of those dogs was.


Maricel Aquino was sweet, good-natured, and beautiful, the type one would expect to be followed by woodland creatures serenading her, not by an absolute hound of hell. But that was the best way to describe the shelter dog Maricel was currently unclipping from her leash to run free in the enclosure.


“Oh my god.” Kamila’s hand was on her mouth. “They’re letting Xena visit the dog park?”


“Yeah, apparently her socialization has been going well, so they’ve added dog-park trips to her training. I’m skeptical.” Lizzy looked skeptical, too, and gave Asha a short bark, warning that something chaotic was about to go down.


Kamila decided to heed Lizzy’s warning. She was plucking Darcy into her arms just as Xena ran by at a speed that made Kamila wonder if there was a little greyhound in her beagle mix. At least five other dogs were chasing Xena, including Dane’s Byte, followed by their owners, while a crowd of onlooking dogs erupted into a cacophony of barking. Lizzy was watching the chaos with concern, while Darcy was, of course, doing her best to jump out of Kamila’s arms to join in the fun. Kamila handed Darcy to Asha. Maricel clearly needed help. “Xena! Heel!” Kamila yelled, running after the dogs.


Maricel finally caught Xena by the collar and held firmly while a poodle and two golden retrievers attempted to climb over Maricel to get at their beagle pied piper. Overbalanced, Maricel tumbled to the ground, barely hanging on to Xena while one of the golden retrievers started licking her face. Behind the golden, Dane’s Byte looked ready to … well, bite Maricel.


This all happened so fast, and by the time Kamila reached Maricel, Dane was pulling a growling Byte away. Kamila grabbed Xena by the collar and waved off the poodle trying to jump on top of her.


“I got you, Xena. Heel. Heel … ” Kamila said, repeating the commands they used in the shelter. Not that she expected Xena to listen. She’d never met a dog so resistant to training.


“Here. Let me,” Maricel said, brushing off the handful of dogs still jumping at her with glee. She scooted in front of Xena with both hands on the dog’s collar and started talking softly. Somehow, even with her jeans covered in white gravel and her hair barely contained in its low ponytail, Maricel was still stunning. Small, with soft curves, long jet-black wavy hair, and smooth tawny-brown skin. She did have room for improvement, though. Her jeans were at least two sizes too big. Kamila made a mental note to take her friend shopping, and soon.


In record time, Xena put her head down in a submissive stance. Maricel clipped a leash on her. “Kamila, oh my god, thank you.”


“No problem. You okay?”


Maricel nodded as she tried to smooth her hair with one hand. “That didn’t work.”


Kamila laughed as she put her free arm around Maricel and guided her and the demon hound out of the enclosure. Asha was waiting on the other side of the gate. Kamila could see Dane pulling his angry husky out of the park.


“I should just take Xena back to the shelter,” Maricel said, still looking a little shaken.


Asha nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll bring the others back.”


Kamila smiled at her friend. “I need to talk to you, but I’ll call you later.”


Maricel nodded and headed across the park to the shelter.


“Maricel is a bit of a hot mess,” Kamila said as they walked back over to the benches at the other end of the enclosure.


Asha chuckled. “It’ll be good for her to get her obedience school up and running. She’s so excellent with dogs. Did you see how quickly Xena calmed right down? She’s a total dog whisperer.”


Kamila smiled. “Imagine what she could do with Byte.”


Asha laughed. “Okay, I couldn’t see Maricel and Dane before, but now … I see your point. Do your matchmaking magic. Hey, is the puppy prom committee meeting this week?”


Kamila checked her phone. “I think Tim canceled it. Next week.”


“Your dad’s physical is Monday, right?”


Kamila nodded. “Yeah. I’m worried. If the news isn’t good … I just don’t want a setback, you know? Mental health–wise, I mean.”


Asha patted Kamila’s arm. “Whatever happens, you’re not alone. All of us are here for you and for your dad. Call me whenever you need me, okay?”


Kamila nodded. She was very lucky to have such great friends. She wouldn’t have survived without Asha the last time her father went through a depressive episode. Asha was right. Kamila had no shortage of people looking out for her family. But the thing was, the Hussains had always had a strong support network. And it hadn’t helped much the last time things got bad for Dad.


But there was no point in worrying until Dad met with the doctor.


Darcy showed up at her feet then. “C’mon, Darcy,” Kamila said, clipping on the dog’s leash. “Let’s go sit with Dad. Make sure he’s happy.”


Because making sure her father was happy and healthy was always Kamila’s first priority. Everything else came second.









CHAPTER 3


On the drive home from work on Monday, all Kamila could think about was how desperately she wanted to take off her black-and-white gingham dress and matching heels and put her feet up on the coffee table. She was pretty sure there was pumpkin-pie ice cream in the freezer, and after a busy day at Emerald, she was all over the idea of Netflixing and chilling for the rest of the evening.


But Dad’s physical was today. She’d of course called him earlier to see how it went, but she couldn’t get much out of him. She planned to interrogate him now … and if he wouldn’t talk, she’d call Rohan, who’d taken Dad to the appointment.


She did not expect to see Dad’s chauffeur himself sitting on her couch with his feet on her coffee table, watching TV when she opened the door. “What are you doing here?”


Rohan glanced at her, then back to the TV. He was wearing dark dress pants with a dark-gray dress shirt and light-gray tie and watching an old Hindi film he’d probably seen a thousand times. Darcy was sleeping, pressed up against Rohan’s leg. “Did you forget I was taking your father to the doctor today? He got dinner for you two on the way back here.”


“Of course I didn’t forget. Hopefully something healthy?”


“Salads.”


Kamila sat on the armchair and peeled off her shoes. Ah. Relief. She wiggled her toes, letting the circulation back in. “Oh, that feels good. Where’s Dad?”


“Napping.”


Kamila sat up straight. Why was he napping at this hour? That wasn’t a sign of trouble, was it? “Is he okay?” she asked. “What did the doctor say?”


Rohan shrugged. “He seemed fine. A little worn-out. I just drove him to the doctor, though—I didn’t go in. I assume he’ll have to wait for the results from the blood work, anyway.”


Kamila bit her lip. If the news was bad, he would have told Rohan, right? She wanted to talk to Dad so she could see how he really was herself, but she also wanted to let him rest if he was tired.


Rohan paused the movie and turned to look at Kamila. “We stopped in at Emerald to get some papers after the appointment. The place looks nothing like the last time I was there.”


“I’m going to take that as a compliment, because it used to look like an eighties basement.”


Rohan snorted.


She relaxed in her seat. She still wanted to take her dress off and put on some sweats, but she loved the way it looked with the lavender cardigan she was wearing with it, so it seemed a shame to change when there was company here. Even if it was just Rohan. She curled her feet under her, spreading her skirt over her knees. “Tell me honestly. Did he seem upset after the appointment?”


He shrugged. “Not really. We talked business on the way home. HNS and Emerald are both doing well, so your father is happy.”


HNS—or Hussain, Nasser, and Suleiman, as Dad still called it—was Dad’s first baby. He’d started the tax firm over thirty years ago with his two closest friends, Rohan’s father and Jana Suleiman’s father. Today, the firm was owned and operated by Rohan and his brother, Zayan, but Dad still owned 30 percent. Even though Dad was no longer involved with operations, he was still emotionally invested, and he counted on regular updates from Rohan on everything going on there. Emerald was technically a subsidiary of HNS, but Rohan and Zayan were completely hands-off with the smaller firm.


Kamila had wondered if Rohan was only humoring Dad with his HNS updates, since Rohan wasn’t exactly a young ingenue needing a mentor when he took over operations—he had come from a busy law firm where he’d been a tax lawyer for years. But after Kamila sat in on some of these meetings, she could clearly see that Rohan actually wanted Dad to know what was going on with the company that still carried his name. Kamila was eternally grateful for that. No one—not Dad’s old friends, not even Zayan—was as patient with Dad as Rohan. He made Dad feel valued.


“Good,” Kamila said. “If Dad is happy, I’m happy.” She stretched her legs and rested her feet on the coffee table. “Darcy, you didn’t even get up when I came in.”
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