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Chapter One


JIA AHMED knew how to make herself look good. Angles, lighting, makeup, clothes, poses, postproduction editing. She could manipulate eternal factors to the point where cameras caught only the best parts of her, the funny, charming, clever, beautiful parts.


They didn’t catch the parts like now, when she was so anxious and insecure she was hiding in a bar’s bathroom and applying and reapplying her lipstick ten times.


She carefully traced her lips with the pink liquid. It’s perfect.


Except for the bow of her upper lip, which was blobby. Blast it. Her hands were getting more shaky, not less.


Leave the blob. Leave it!


Like she wasn’t a perfectionist when she wasn’t meeting a potential love interest. She pulled out yet another makeup wipe and swiped the pink off.


She needed to chill. No need to be nervous, couples met on apps and then in real life all the time. True, this was a little different, given that she was crashing a party to get face time with the man who had slid into her DMs.


What was a girl supposed to do! It had made sense to only talk via text when they’d first started chatting over a year ago, given he lived so far, and they were rarely awake at the same time. Though she’d been smitten, without physical interaction, the conversation had fizzled out after six weeks.


She’d been so busy with everything going on in her life and exploding career, she hadn’t really spared him much thought until she got sick a couple months ago. She was recovering, he was across the world; she’d accepted that he wanted to see her face for the first time in person.


But he’d been in America for a week now, within driving distance of her. She’d pressed to see him, but there was always some reason he couldn’t.


Do you want to get dinner?


How’s life in America treating you? Want to get a drink?


Do you like bowling?


And his responses:


I’d love to, but am tied up with work this week.


We can meet once I get adjusted.


Jet-lagged right now. Rain check?


So she’d done what any normal red-blooded woman would do. She’d used her frightening Google skills to track down where the cast for his new show was having a little party, scored an invitation through her various influencer connections, et voilà. Here she was.


Jia leaned closer to the mirror and applied the lippie again, going slow and steady. Finally, no blobby blobs. She critically inspected the rest of her face for any other possible flaws. She’d gone with a smoky eye for the evening and paired it with a light bronzer and nude lip. Her God-given cheekbones didn’t require much contouring, but she’d done a heavy beat tonight regardless. One of her sisters had once accused Jia of using makeup as a shield, but it wasn’t that deep. Art had always been her favorite class.


The bathroom door opened and a beautiful redhead walked in. She came to stand next to Jia at the sink, her own compact in hand. Jia gave her a smile and dropped her lipstick in her purse. She washed her hands again, though she’d already done it. One could never wash their hands enough. Plus, it would delay her having to leave the bathroom and put on her big-girl pants. Metaphorically speaking, since she was wearing a dress.


Jia caught the sideways glance the woman gave her, and then the double take. “Hey, do I know you from somewhere?”


A little thrill ran through her, the same thrill she always felt when she was recognized in L.A., a city where half the population was vaguely familiar. Internet famous was a weird thing, one where it was easy to forget that people might recognize her. She spent most of her time filming on her own or with a single cameraperson. There were modeling gigs and sponsorships, but those had dried up lately.


Part of her wished she could feel weary about attention—that was how humble people reacted to that sort of thing, right? But she loved attention, especially now. It was a nice reassurance that her recent mandatory illness-induced social media absence hadn’t totally tanked her career.


“You might.” Jia used a napkin from the classy stack on the counter to wipe her hands. “Are you plugged into the beauty side of social media?”


The woman brightened. “You do makeup tutorials! You’re that model!”


That model, which was better than oh you! or is that a real job? “That’s me.”


“So cool. You’re not as tall as I thought you’d be.”


Jia resisted the urge to straighten up. When one was five foot nothing in an industry where height was a conventional beauty standard, one grew accustomed to such comments. “Uh, thanks.”


“I love meeting influencers. I’m an entertainment reporter.” She named an outlet, but Jia had never heard of it. “Can we take a selfie, and can I tag you?”


Something else to delay her crashing a party? “Sure!”


“Oh my gosh, thank you!”


“No problem!” One of the big benefits of this industry was that she got to indulge her love of speaking in exclamation points. “Wait, move like this.” Jia scooted so the toilet stalls weren’t behind them, but a more flattering red wall.


“Ha, I forgot we were in a bathroom. Do you want to step outside?” the woman asked.


No, Jia did not want to step out of the protective force field that this bathroom was providing. If she stepped out, she might explode from anticipation and anxiety. “Fun fact. Bathrooms often have the best selfie light.” Jia feared her smile might be more strained than not, but the woman seemed satisfied with their pic.


“Thanks again,” the redhead enthused. “Are you going to the party? I’m covering it. Hoping to snag a pic with Richard Reese.”


“I am going to the party.” Jia hesitated. If she said the words out loud, maybe she could manifest it. “I’m hoping to meet Dev Dixit.”


The woman gave her a blank look. “I don’t know him.”


“He and his family are kind of legendary in Bollywood. Vivek Dixit? Shweta Dixit? Arjun or Rohan?”


“Nope, nope, nope, nope. Sorry, I bet he’s more popular for Indians.”


Jia could explain that she was Pakistani American and had known about the Dixit clan despite being not very familiar with Hindi cinema, but she had too much on her mind tonight to sweetly explain geography and the popularity of a foreign film industry to outsiders. “You’ll get to know him. Anyway, Hope Street is his U.S. debut.”


“Ooh cool.” The redhead glanced at her phone, her interest exhausted. “See you up there?”


“Yup.” She just had to . . . leave the bathroom and take the elevator up. Her new bathroom selfie friend made it look easy.


“You got this,” Jia whispered to her reflection, then bounced on her feet and lip-synched a few bars of Destiny’s Child. Surely if anything could get her motivated, it was Beyoncé telling her she was a survivor. She was gonna make it. She was a survivor. Keep on surviving.


No, that didn’t help. She had never felt like this before, terrified and excited and nervous. All those feelings separately, yes, she’d had them, but never all together.


Was this what infatuation felt like? Was this what she’d missed all those years when she’d been studiously avoiding distractions?


Jia pulled a wireless earpiece from the hidden pocket of her dress and stuck it in her ear. Then she navigated to her audio files and hit play on the latest one.


“Hi, Future Jia!” came her own cheerful voice in her ear.


If anyone knew that she taped affirmations for herself, she would die. Which was why it was a closely guarded secret, shared only with her twin.


Jia glanced around warily, but the bathroom was empty now. “You’re nervous,” said Past Jia, “and that’s okay. You’re meeting Dev face-to-face for the first time tonight, and that’s weird.”


It was weird, to feel like she’d connected so deeply with someone she’d never even been in the same room with.


“Are you scared you won’t feel the same connection when you’re physically in the same place?”


Yes.


“Are you scared you’re going to hate the sound of his voice? Or he’ll hate yours?”


Yes.


“Are you scared he’s not even real and this has all been fake?”


“No,” she whispered, with a conviction that she knew would cause her older, more cynical roommates to exchange a glance.


One of her many talents was stalking people on the internet, but there hadn’t been any stalking necessary here. Dev had messaged her from his official account. She wouldn’t have even responded to him if that blue checkmark hadn’t declared his authenticity.


You want him to be real so badly, it may be clouding your judgment. That was possible. He’d been kind to her for the weeks she’d been sick and the weeks after, when she’d been too fatigued to get out of bed. His words had given her something to look forward to while she’d been quarantined from her roommates, on the opposite coast from her family.


“It’s weird he’s being so hesitant about seeing you right now, which is why it’s even more important you bite the bullet and get in there. Things don’t happen, you have to make them happen.”


Yes, that was her mantra.


“Whatever your fears are right now, remember how sweet he is, and the beautiful romantic stuff he’s sent you. Time is nothing but a way to mark the beat of your heart.”


She straightened and smiled, as she had when he’d said the romantic words. Yes, her roommates could keep their cynicism. She liked him.


Hopefully, he liked her! Liked her for who she was, un-conventional and goofy and successful and not humble and an attention seeker. The pretty parts and the not-always-pretty parts. The parts he’d only get to see in real life.


A burst of confidence had her popping her headphone out of her ear. She did one last mirror check for any pesky wrinkles or blobs. She’d decided on a simple gold scarf for her hair today. The material caught the bronzer on her cheeks and matched the gold threads in her black-and-gold dress, and the matching dupatta she’d draped and pinned over her shoulders as a shawl.


She’d worn this dress for a party over a year ago, and it was the reason he’d messaged her that first time. You look like you were dipped in gold.


Her smile now was genuine. Of course this would work. He would be excited by this surprise, happy she’d taken matters into her own hands. That was one of the things he’d liked about her, he said. Her assertiveness.


It was time.


Jia took the elevator to the rooftop bar. She got why this was an It Place, with its greenery and flowers wrapped around the chandeliers and dripping off the ceiling. At any other time, she’d be joining the people over at the balcony, taking photos and selfies with all the concentration of an accountant doing taxes. Because for most of them, this was probably their job.


Not tonight. She wanted to speak with him before the party grew too crowded. That way, if it was wonderful, they could talk the night away. If it was terrible, she could escape.


The hostess’s gaze flicked over Jia as she approached, and Jia knew what the woman was doing: calculating the cost of her clothes and shoes and cross-referencing it with her demeanor. There were plenty of important people in L.A. who dressed down. “Hello, I’m here for the Hope Street party.”


“Lovely. Your name, miss?”


“Jia Ahmed.” She surveyed the restaurant. It was still cool for March, and the windows that surrounded the room were all open, bringing in a nice breeze. Some people were wearing jackets, but Jia was fine in her long-sleeved dress. She’d grown up in the frigid Northeast; she could handle sixty degrees when it was salt-tinged ocean air.


She recognized more than a few faces. This wasn’t her first Hollywood party. She got invites fairly regularly since she’d signed her last spokesmodel contract a couple years ago. The guest lists were usually a combination of influencers, young actors, models, sports stars, and Twitterati. Her roommate Katrina had been a model, and she’d told Jia she’d hated these soirees. Jia loved them, every single glittery, slightly fake part of them, from the laughably pretentious people to the gift bags. Ooooh, the gift bags. Dumping those adult goody bags out on her bed after the party and pawing through the loot was a delight, though she usually just gave away most of the stuff to her followers.


Tonight, the gift bag was the second-best attraction, though.


The hostess found her name on her tablet and her demeanor changed, becoming less haughty. “Welcome, Ms. Ahmed.”


She’d known she’d be on the list, but impostor syndrome was a struggle. Jia inclined her head in what she imagined a classy gesture to be and tried to glide nonchalantly through the indoor spring wonderland of flowers and lush greenery like she belonged.


The bathroom selfie redhead was here, ordering a drink at the bar. Jia recognized a few of the actors, including the salt-and-pepper Richard Reese, the star of the show, who was animatedly talking to a rapt audience.


She stood up on her tiptoes, though the extra half inch of height wasn’t enough to be effective. The crowd around Richard parted, and there he was.


A single spotlight falls on the hero, and the rest of the crowd ceases to exist.


Tall and dark and handsome, he wore a black suit with a stark white shirt and a skinny blue tie. No contouring needed for his face. It was too sharp and angular to be conventionally handsome like the rest of the famous men in his family, but the others could keep their handsome. Stern had its own thing going for it.


His lean lanky body wore that designer suit with casual elegance, like he’d been born to couture, which he had, as the eldest Dixit grandson.


He’s far too sophisticated for little old you.


No, he wasn’t. He was older than her, yes, thirty-two to her twenty-nine. She didn’t have much experience with men, between school and med school and quitting med school and her internet side hustle becoming her main hustle. In her sleuthing, though, she’d discovered little in the way of an excessive or extravagant life for him.


All she wanted to do was gallop toward him eagerly, but she settled on a sedate walk. When she was a couple of feet away, Dev turned his head. Their eyes met, and Jia swallowed the lump of excitement in her throat. “Hello.” Her voice was breathier than she’d ever heard it. Almost sexy. Not her usual vibe.


Dev’s gaze dipped over her, and a flush worked its way to her cheeks. She could put to rest her worry about the physical attraction, on her end, at least.


Since she’d decided to crash this party, she’d played this scenario out in a dozen different ways. He’d be shocked, delighted, annoyed, angry, panicked.


Not one of those expressions was on his face right now. Which made sense! He was an actor and good at controlling his emotions. Of course he wasn’t going to rear back in surprise or wrap her up in an embrace here in public.


“Hello,” he said, his voice low, and that was all she needed to nearly swoon. He had such a clipped and sexy accent.


“Hi,” she nearly responded, then mentally kicked herself. She’d already said that.


He held out his hand, and she accepted it automatically. His skin was a darker brown than hers, and a scar ran across his thumb. She almost jumped from the spark that leapt between them as flesh met flesh.


“I’m Dev Dixit. And you are . . . ?”


The spark extinguished at the splash of cold reality, and her hand slipped from his. He wasn’t possibly going to . . . pretend he didn’t know her?


Nobody. Didn’t. Know. Her.


Lots of people don’t know you.


She hushed her tiny voice of logic. That wasn’t what he meant. He has a reason for this. It’s a joke. It’s an act, for . . . reasons.


Her heart supplied excuse after excuse, even though her rapidly growing logic shot them all down. He’d offered her a casual handshake, then asked who she was. If it was an act, he was committed.


She had to know. “Are you serious?”


His hair brushed his high cheekbones. It was longish, carefully cut to frame his face. “I . . . yes. I’m sorry. Have we met?”


She breathed deep, her brain racing. “You—We’ve been conversing.”


“I converse with any number of people, I’m afraid.” His smile was painfully polite, showed no teeth. “Apologies. Could I trouble you to give me a reminder?”


What on earth? He’d done this to multiple women? Found them on the internet, sent them messages? Wormed his way into their hearts? Why? Why do that?


“You’re really saying you don’t know who I am?” Her voice was hoarse.


His smile faded, and wariness replaced the charm in his eyes. He placed his glass of wine on the high-top table between them. “Uh. No. I don’t think I do.”


The cold ball of anger and panic that shot into her belly was welcome. It was a sharp distraction from the crack of her heart. After he’d written her long blocks of texts about how much he liked and admired her? He was going to do this? She took a step closer, and then another one, until they were only a few inches apart. She’d ignore his tall body and how much bigger he was to focus on this hurdle. “Where’s your phone?”


His thick eyebrows rocked up. “I beg your pardon?”


“Give me your phone.”


“I think you have me mistaken for someone else, Ms. . . . ?”


Her hands curled into fists. If her mom or sisters had been here, they would have seen the warning signs of her surge of emotions and immediately removed her from the situation, lest her impulsiveness take over her common sense. “I can’t believe this,” she whispered and was horrified at the pinprick of tears at the corners of her eyes.


Not as horrified as he was, though. He swayed forward, brow creased. “Are you okay?”


No, she was not. The kind, occasionally cheesy man who had talked to her during a lonely and vulnerable time in her life was now telling her he had no idea who she was.


“I’m fine.” She had to leave. She pivoted on her heel—why had she wasted heels on this man!—but he stopped her.


“Wait, Miss—” He placed his hand on her shoulder, and she was too upset to appreciate this featherlight touch from one of the most famous faces on a subcontinent. She shrugged it off with a sharp jerk and was hauled to a stop by a ripping sound and a tug on her neck.


“Hang on,” he said sharply. “I’m stuck on you.”


She turned around, her face burning as he raised his arm, his smart watch band caught on the gauzy fabric of her shawl. She instantly took a step back as he took a step closer. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to . . . It’ll rip. Let me . . .” He took another step, and she inhaled.


That was a mistake. He smelled exactly how she’d thought he might, clean and fresh. His head lowered as he focused. He had incredibly long lashes. “Almost got it.”


“Rip it.” Before I start counting your lashes. Or ripping them out.


She was feeling a lot of feelings right now, darn it.


“It’s a beautiful fabric. I’d rather not.”


It was a beautiful piece, one her grandma had brought her from Pakistan, but she didn’t care. Humiliation and rejection burned her face. She couldn’t resist her heartbreak coming out in her next words, though she hated herself for it. “You told me you’d searched the universe for a woman like me,” she said, her voice breaking. “Why are you pretending you don’t know me?”


Dev stiffened, but the pocket of silence around them snapped Jia from her turmoil faster than a siren could. She glanced around and found that the people at the bar were watching them, eyebrows raised. A circle of people observe the heroine’s embarrassment while the band plays on.


The audience included the redheaded reporter—and the phone the woman held in her hands. Oh no. Jia shook her head, the sting of tears frightening her. She hadn’t cried in years, and she definitely didn’t cry in public. It would ruin her makeup and was extremely off-brand. “Are you done yet?”


He raised his wrist, free of her. “Yes.”


“Goodbye.”


“Wait—”


She spun around, her wide skirt flaring around her ankles as she half jogged away. She only paused at the table at the exit. “Where’s the gift bag?”


She was going to have something to show for this night, damn it, even if it wasn’t love.


Jia grabbed the fabric bag the bored employee held out and continued her dash.


The tears started falling by the time she got to the elevator. She jabbed the lobby button and collapsed against the back wall.


Jia, you are being extremely melodramatic right now.


She clutched the goody bag to her chest and let out a small sob. Yeah she was. She was the little piggy who was going to be melodramatic all the way home, too melodramatic to even care that strangers may have observed her embarrassment.


By the time she got to the lobby, she’d at least controlled the more vocal sobs, though the valet still looked at her askance when she handed him her ticket. She pulled out her phone while she waited for her car and scrolled through her voice notes. Why hadn’t she thought to record an affirmation for herself in case this didn’t work out? Silly optimistic Past Jia.


Either the person she’d been talking to all this time wasn’t the man she’d met upstairs, or he was a cold-blooded internet seducer. Which reality was more palatable? Was she a naïve fool or was she a naïve fool?


Or, third option, you’re too difficult to be lovable, and he realized that once he saw you.


Jia shook the insecurity out of her head, but it was deep-rooted, waiting for any hint of weakness.


She navigated to her messaging app and clicked on Dev’s name. She’d put a heart next to it, during a mushy moment. She scrolled through the last few messages she’d sent, then typed into the message box. Who the fuck are you???


Three dots immediately popped up, and she waited with bated breath, but the dots went away, and there was nothing.


“Ma’am?”


She swiped her tears and took her keys from the valet, putting a crumpled mound of cash in his hand for a tip. Judging by his effusive thanks, she assumed it was enough.


Her car was as silent as her phone. She cranked the volume of her radio up, until the bass vibrated, and then peeled away from the curb. There were so many thoughts flying around in her head, but right now, the only thing she could stomach deciding was whether she should pick up two or three pints of ice cream on her way home.









Chapter Two


DEV HAD only visited America three times. Once for a wedding, once for a graduation, once for an awards show. He liked the country, but found it a strange place, what with its citizens openly carrying large guns and holding events like pie-eating contests. He hadn’t seen them do both those things together yet, though he supposed such a joint event would not be absurd here.


He never thought he’d end up leaving his home in Mumbai to come work in this country, but here he was. He also never thought he’d become utterly preoccupied with a strange woman within the space of time it took for her to walk up to him, but there she’d been.


You told me you’d searched the universe for a woman like me.


Dev quietly closed the door of his flat. He threw his keys in the dish on the foyer table, and winced as the metal met glass. He fished them out immediately and placed the keys on the table runner. The place had come furnished, the owners vacationing somewhere in Barbados. Given his tight finances and his teenage niece, he’d wanted to opt for a less expensive flat without thousand-dollar glass dishes, but his agent had pointed out that a decent address would be beneficial. His main attraction to these Hollywood hotshots was his famous family. He needed to keep the illusion of wealth intact until he was established here. Luckily, they’d gotten the home for a steal.


The muted sounds of the television led him to the living room. Loud snores from the man on the couch punctuated the forgotten Hindi movie on the screen. Dev picked up the remote and clicked it off.


His uncle sat straight up, coming from sleep to waking in a second. Dev didn’t jump. The man had been a cab driver in New York for over thirty years, and was quick to wake up from his snoozes.


“Dev?”


“Yes. Sorry Uncle, did I wake you?”


“Not at all.” Adil scrubbed his hands over his face. His uncle had just started to get a stoop to his shoulders and silver in his thinning hair. “I was waiting up for you.”


Dev perched on the arm of the chair next to the couch. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“I wanted to.”


It had taken some time for Dev to get used to having such a carelessly affectionate paternal figure in his life after so long. His uncle had been so busy scraping together here in America, Dev had only met Adil Khan a handful of times. Retired and newly widowed, his late mother’s brother had traveled back to India last year to live with him when Rohan had died and had quickly become an invaluable part of his small household.


“How was the party?”


“Tiring.” He’d never been the life of the party, even when he was young. His desire to make small talk and court the other guests was declining in inverse proportion to his age. The rest of his family loved socializing. Rohan had lived for parties.


As usual, he shoved his brother’s name out of his head as quickly as it had popped in.


Adil settled into the couch. “Any pretty girls your age?”


“No.” He could tell by Adil’s eyebrow that he’d answered a little too quickly.


It wasn’t a total lie. The girl had been a woman, and she’d been gorgeous, not merely pretty.


He’d noticed her immediately when she’d walked into the room. There weren’t many South Asians in the Hollywood crowd, but that wasn’t the reason she’d stood out. Though she was petite, she’d carried her shoulders with a bold confidence he’d wished to absorb. From her cheekbones to her dress to her hair covering to her shoes, she’d glinted and glowed like the gold foil that was sprinkled on his favorite desserts.


Another man might have immediately approached her, but he’d never been good at that. He’d averted his eyes, hoping his courage would build if he didn’t look at her.


In the end, she’d approached him. A million things had raced through his head, but he’d only been able to fall deep into her warm light brown eyes and stutter out a hello.


Then her warmth had transformed into inexplicable wounded anger. What on earth had he done to inspire a reaction like that? He’d gone over his words a hundred times since she’d stalked away from him, and he couldn’t find a single explanation.


You told me you’d searched the universe for a woman like me.


Dev rubbed his thumb against his palm, where her soft dress had imprinted on him as he’d untangled himself from her.


“Dev?”


He clenched his hand. “Yes?”


Adil gave him an assessing look. “Are you okay?”


“Yes, thank you.” Dev cleared his throat. “I’m going to head to bed.”


“There’s a plate in the fridge for you.”


He was tempted, but then he remembered the wardrobe fitting he had this week. “I ate at the party.” It had only been a few carrot sticks. His stomach was still pretty empty, but Adil’s food was delicious and high calorie.


Dev might have been the romantic lead on his show back home, but he hadn’t had to stay in tip-top shape. Things were different here, where the pressure to conform to certain beauty standards was more intense.


Adil tsked, like he knew exactly how much food Dev had consumed. “I placed one of those garbage granola bars at your bedside.”


Dev smiled, touched. He wouldn’t eat the bar, but it was a nice thought. “Thank you. Is Luna . . . ?”


“Asleep? Yes. Or at least, she’s in her room.”


That twist to Adil’s mouth didn’t bode well. The last year had been a long settlement period for all of them. “What happened?”


“I cooked a good healthy dinner for her, and she insisted on Bagel Bites.”


Dev had only the vaguest idea of what those were, but he could guess they weren’t fresh vegetables and protein cooked by his uncle’s loving hands.


“Only, I don’t buy such things, so she ordered someone to go to the grocery store and have them delivered. Did you know you can do that from your phone?”


“Yes. Though she shouldn’t be doing it.”


Adil grunted. “In any case, she made her disgusting food and took it to eat in her room even though I told her we’d eat at the table.”


Dev frowned. Luna’s most negative moods were characterized by depression or withdrawal, rarely open defiance. She’d been sweet lately, too, growing more comfortable expressing herself with both of her elders.


“She stomped away from me.” Adil clicked his tongue. “If I had done the same to my uncle, I would have been thrashed.”


Dev’s lips twitched, despite the seriousness of the situation. Adil’s blustering was just that, blustering. The man had fallen in love with his grandniece at first sight. The only person less likely to raise their hand to Luna was Dev.


He checked his watch. He’d gotten home later than he’d hoped. In Mumbai, he had the clout to leave a party whenever he wanted, but he couldn’t insult the executives here. “I’ll check in on her. You get some rest.”


Adil gestured to the television. “I have to finish my show first, but good night.”


His uncle would be asleep three minutes after Dev left. “Yes, good night.”


He paused outside his niece’s room, but all he could hear was the humidifier running. He cracked the door. The light glowing under the blanket winked out. He opened the door wider. There was plenty of light in the room from the moon streaming in and the nightlight he’d installed near the door for him to see.


“Luna,” he whispered. “I see you’re awake. Can I please speak with you?”


The cover shifted, and out popped a curly dark head. Luna’s hair had been much longer, but right before they’d moved, he’d come home to find her standing in the bathroom, black strands all around her feet, scissors in her hand, and a blank expression on her small face. He’d hidden his concern by helping her clean up the bathroom and trim parts of the back she hadn’t been able to reach. Once he’d been alone, he’d reached for one of the many books he’d bought on children and grief to assure himself that he hadn’t somehow screwed something up.


Luna plopped her phone on the bed and leaned against the headboard. She looked much younger than thirteen, with her tiny heart-shaped face and short bob. She muttered something in Spanish. One thing his brother had done was engage good tutors for Luna. She spoke five languages fairly fluently and could slip in and out of them with ease.


She chose Spanish and French when she wanted to keep something from him. Joke was on her, however. He’d downloaded an app for that.


Knock was the only word he could make out, but that was enough. He took a step in. “I should have knocked. I’m sorry.”


Even after a year, she still looked bemused when he agreed with her or treated her as an adult, which made him wonder exactly how his brother had treated his daughter. Probably with the same casual distracted affection Rohan had given to most things that weren’t acting or women or drugs.


Perhaps if Dev had been around more, had paid attention to her before his brother had died a year ago, he would know more about how Luna’d been raised. A stab of guilt ran through him, a feeling he was so familiar with, it was almost second nature now.


She switched to English. “Thank you.” Her manner was stiff and formal.


Internally, he heaved a tired sigh. He hadn’t thought getting sudden guardianship of his niece after her father’s death left her an orphan would be easy, but he’d been lulled into a false sense of calm over the last month or so.


“You know the rules, though. No phone this late.” Monitoring and enforcing cell phone usage was something he did reluctantly. He hated playing the disciplinarian, but he also didn’t want his ward to have unlimited screen time. All the experts seemed to agree that wasn’t good for developing brains.


“Sorry. The book got good.”


He tossed the screen time rule out the window. He couldn’t see how limiting reading could ever be good. “What are you reading?”


“Stephen King.”


“At night?” He wouldn’t police age appropriateness in reading either, though he did wonder if scary tales at night were good for her.


“It’s the best time to read it. Did you just get home?”


“Yes.” He came to sit on the edge of the bed. “What did you do tonight?” He kept his tone mild and not accusatory.


A muscle ticked in her jaw. That tick had made Vivek Dixit famous back in the golden screen days. “Uncle’s mad at me, I guess.”


“Why would you think that?”


“Because we had a fight about dinner.”


Dev nodded. “I understand you had a disagreement over something called a Bagel Bites.”


“It’s pizza on a bagel.”


“That does sound . . . “ American. “Intriguing. But perhaps not as healthy as a home-cooked meal.”


“I’m tired of Indian food all the time. Junk food’s the best part about coming to America.”


He adjusted the teddy bear next to her. In many ways, Luna was becoming a young woman, but she still slept with this ratty blue bear. “That’s the only reason you grew upset? You were fed up with the same style of food every night?”


She looked away. “Yeah.”


“It wasn’t kind of you to snap at Adil Uncle. He loves you very much and he deserves your respect.”


Her eyes grew wet, but the tears didn’t overflow. “I know. I’m sorry.”


“You’ll have to tell him that tomorrow.” His uncle had the same soft heart as Dev’s mother. The man would immediately forgive Luna.


Her throat moved. “I will.”


Dev hunched his shoulders, trying to make himself smaller. The last thing he wanted to do was make his niece feel cowed or scared. “Where did you get the money for ordering the food you wanted?”


“Aji gave me a credit card to use for emergencies.”


Now it was time for him to control the tic in his cheek. His grandmother. “I don’t want you using that card for anything but emergencies,” he said quietly. “Real emergencies.”


“Okay.”


“Perhaps we could go out to dinner, the three of us, when I get home tomorrow. Try some American cuisine. Get out a little and give your uncle a break from cooking. We can do so weekly.”


Luna shifted. “That might be nice.”


She didn’t look especially enthused, which told him the issue wasn’t really about the food. Or at least, not entirely about the food. “Sometimes when I’m acting and I have to act sad or angry, I have to think about something that made me sad or angry, and transfer my emotions from there to the scene.”


“That’s cool.”


It wasn’t, but he was trying to make a point. “Did something else make you frustrated today? Something other than Bagel Bites?”


She fiddled with her collar. “Maybe.”


She had moved on to speaking Hindi now, and he followed her there. “Tell me.”


“I want to go to school.”


He raised an eyebrow. “You go to school.” Her tutor in India had been one of the best, and Dev had kept the woman on, despite the hefty salary she commanded. She taught Luna virtually, willing to accommodate their new time zone.


He opened his mouth, but Luna held up a finger, her words coming fast, like she’d rehearsed them. “I have no real educational structure right now, except for the one my tutor makes up.”


“You’re two grade levels ahead of your age. Your structure is the four hours you work with your tutor in the mornings, plus any homework she assigns. Is it that you feel as though you don’t have a dedicated workspace? I’ll buy you a desk.” Actually, he quite liked the idea of that, both of them working side by side in his office in the apartment when he wasn’t on set.


“Please hold comments until the end.”


Not for the first time, he wondered if Luna was actually a too-serious forty-five-year-old businessperson in a child’s body. He mimed zipping his lips.


She held up a second finger. “While I do get to participate in many activities, group sports and social events are not possible. I want to join a football team, or play cricket—or baseball, whatever—or be on a fancy dress party committee.”


She had a point there. He had no doubt Luna had gotten to do many things her friends didn’t, by virtue of being a Dixit, but team sports and the like hadn’t been one of them.


He noticed she didn’t say theater. She’d demonstrated no interest in the art, and he wasn’t about to push her into it. There had been enough unnecessary pushing in this family.


A third finger. “Currently, I have no friends except you and Adil Uncle. I am thirteen years old and require more friends my own age in close contact. Studies show this is when our brains develop to learn how to have relationships.”


That, he couldn’t argue with. He forever felt guilty that Luna wasn’t around kids her own age. It was the reason she was even allowed to have social media, so she could keep in contact with her friends.


“What if we leave here in six months?” he asked. Hollywood was fickle.


“I don’t care. I want to go to a real school.” She swiped her hand at a curl over her eye. “I know how to work Uber or whatever other service they have here. I can take a car to school and back. You wouldn’t have to come to any events. It wouldn’t take any more of your time.”


He raised his hand to stop the flood of words that mildly broke his heart. “I am not too busy to drive you to school,” he said gruffly. “My concern is that you’ve never gone to school before.”


She lifted one shoulder. “Only because Baba said tutors were easier for him.”


Rohan.


“I know you think an American school will be like 90210, but it’s not that glamorous,” he warned.


She gave him a blank look. “What’s that?”


“It’s not like the TV shows, I mean.”


“I don’t want to go because we’re in America. I’ve wanted to go forever.”


“Why didn’t you say something?”


“Because I needed time to think of reasons to give to you for me to go.”


“You are a great debater,” he conceded.


“Aji said I could play a great lawyer.”


“Or you could be a lawyer.” He might not pressure her, but their elder relative was a different story. “Why don’t we discuss this in the morning.”


Her shoulders slumped. “That means no.”


“It means yes. However, it’s too late to determine which school you should attend.”


Her eyes brightened. “Really?”


He smiled, relieved that the dark clouds in her eyes had vanished. “Really.”


“I don’t want it to be a fancy school.”


“If you’re going to school, it will be the best school.”


“I’ve heard the best private schools are quite the party places. Rich kids.”


He narrowed his eyes. His schools had been decidedly middle class until sixteen, and he could concede she was right. “You will go to the second-best school.”


“I’d like to go to a public school.”


He reared back. “Luna, that is too much.”


“Don’t be classist. A public school will allow me to meet different kinds of people.”


“I’m not . . . fine.” He gritted his teeth. He supposed his instant dislike of a public school for his niece was classist. Besides, it wasn’t like he had the money to justify this particular ism right now. “We will investigate both options.”


A smile spread across her face. “Thank you, Kaka.”


He wanted to hug her, but he kept the space between them. Physical affection had never been something he craved, but he’d never before been faced with a young curly-haired orphan with his brother’s chin and a polite smile and haunted eyes. “You will study at home independently, though. I want you ahead of your class, so you won’t face any trouble if we return to India and you’re back in a more rigorous curriculum.”


“I’m okay with that. School doesn’t take me much time.”


She always had been a quick student, and Dev had told her tutors to advance her where necessary. “Perhaps they’ll let you skip a grade—”


“No. The goal here is to be around people who are my age.”


He tugged on a curl. “Very well.”


“Can I call Aji to tell her?”


“Certainly. Tomorrow.” He was perpetually surprised by how close Luna and his grandmother were. Lord knew, Shweta Dixit, Legend of the Silver Screen, hadn’t done much but toss cash at her grandchildren, especially the two she hadn’t met until their teenage years.


Dev might harbor some rejection and resentment over that, but he took those emotions and dealt with them the way he dealt with all emotions: bundled them up into a ball and stuffed them deep deep down. Like all healthy people did.


“How was the party?”


It glowed for a few minutes. “Fine. Like any other party,” he said, with a twist to his mouth Luna probably wouldn’t catch.


“Did you meet anyone?”


Those fierce eyes popped into his mind. Yes. “No.”


“Oh.”


“Why do you ask?”


Luna crossed her arms over her chest. She wore an old Coca-Cola T-shirt of his. Vintage, she’d called it, when she’d politely asked if she could take it from his donation pile during the move. “Adil Uncle said you needed to find a woman, or you’d lose all your money, and since all you do is work, these parties are your only chance.”


Adil. Why. “He said that to you?”


“No. I heard him on the phone.”


“He’s incorrect.” No, he’s not. “I’m quite content as I am.” No, you’re not.


Luna nodded slowly. “If you say so, Kaka.”


“I do.” He busied himself pulling her blanket up higher so she wouldn’t see the frown on his face. Her mother had never been in the picture, and the therapist he’d obtained for Luna had stressed the need for consistency and calm since her father had died. His brother had been neither consistent nor calm, so Dev figured it was extra important he give her a stable home, and a stable home didn’t include talk of shaky finances or an asshole of a grandfather essentially cutting his grandson and great-granddaughter out of his will. “Time for bed now. You have lessons early tomorrow. No more phone for the night.”


Luna groaned, and it was music to his ears. He’d much rather she play the role of a conventional teen as opposed to the withdrawn, too-mature child he’d taken custody of. “Fine.”


He took her phone and placed it in the dock on her nightstand. “Good night.”


“Night.”


He quickly undressed once he was in his room, and neatly hung his suit up, next to about a dozen suits like it. Every year or so, he had his stylist replenish his closet with clothes he could easily put together. He was hardly the fashion plate his cousin was. Dressing in neutral clothes didn’t speak to his soul, but it ensured he didn’t embarrass himself.


When he took his watch off, something glinted in the light coming from the bathroom. He brought the watch closer to his face. The thread was tiny, an itty-bitty souvenir from the night stuck between the links. He pulled it out and blew at it gently. It fluttered to the floor.


His version of a face routine consisted of removing his contacts, a quick wash with a cleanser, and a pat down. He eyed his shower but decided to tackle that in the morning.


He opened the bedroom windows and listened. Santa Monica wasn’t Mumbai. It was a different ocean and different sand, but if he closed his eyes he could imagine the clock had turned back. That his brother hadn’t gotten drunk on a boat and died, leaving Luna and his astronomical debts to Dev. That he hadn’t had to uproot his whole life because he couldn’t stand to remain in the same country of his loss. That the fate of his small family wasn’t resting on his shoulders, in a place where he couldn’t simply glide on his family name.


Dev closed the windows. He’d love to fall asleep to the noise of the ocean, but when he slept, his brain couldn’t tell the difference between what was real and fake. He didn’t want to wake up homesick.


You told me you’d searched the universe for a woman like me.


He climbed into bed naked but for his boxers. Dev removed his glasses and placed them on the nightstand, then rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was tired, but he couldn’t shut away her memory. Why couldn’t he? He was usually so good at compartmentalizing.


He held his hand up and studied it. It was blurry without his glasses on.


Who was she? It made no logical sense, her reaction. Was she a fan? A stalker? He shuddered at the latter. He’d already had a couple of those, and he’d rather not repeat the experience, no matter how much of an instantaneous connection he’d felt with her.


If she was a stalker, though . . . he should know who she was, right? For his own purposes, for protection?


Yes, you most definitely need protection from that little scrap of a woman.


He hesitated, then rolled over and grabbed his phone. His agent had arranged for an assistant for him here. He’d met the boy, John, earlier in the week, and found him to be eager and bright.


Dev typed out a quick text. Can you get me a guest list for tonight’s party? Tomorrow is fine. He’d surely be able to narrow the hundred or so women down before he googled the more likely names.


Though it was late, John immediately replied. Sure. I’ll email it to you right now.


Of course he would. Dev typed a thanks, then went over to his email. One refresh, and there it was.


He opened the attachment and quickly scrolled the names. He’d try the more familiar ones first.


There were only three possibilities. He tried the first two, but came up with actresses he didn’t recognize. The third one, though. There he hit gold.


Dev didn’t really like social media, was reluctant to even have the apps on his phone. His agency handled those things, adding periodic photos of him, updating his appearances, if any, posting things like tributes to his brother and grandfather.


Jia Ahmed, though, really liked social media, judging by the links that popped up from a name search.


He clicked over to YouTube. She wore a green dress in her profile photo, her eyes popping from the green eyeliner she wore. She was as stunning in emerald as she was in gold.


He ripped his gaze away. She had a ton of videos under her name, and even more followers. He raised his eyebrows at the number of subscribers she had. Literally millions.


He clicked on one video at random. Music blared through his speaker and he fumbled the phone, nearly dropping it.


He toggled the volume down to a more manageable level in time for Jia to layer over the melody. Her voice was pitched slightly different, professional, peppy. When she’d walked up to him at that party, it had been lower, more tentative.


Her face was shiny and makeup free, but it didn’t matter. She was beautiful with the makeup and without it, and so confident it honestly wouldn’t matter what she put on her face.


He’d seen that kind of innate confidence in his cousin and brother and grandparents. As the only seminormal person born into a family of exceptional artists, it was fascinating to him.


Dev wanted to click away and learn more about her, about who she was, what her story was, but she’d mesmerized him. There was an irrepressible gleam in her eyes, like she held a secret he needed to discover.


“Start with eyeliner, at the corner of your eye. Follow the line of your lower lid, you’re going to draw a triangle, and then connect it to the line over your lid . . . Great, you did one beautiful wing. You’re half flying! Now we copy it on the other. Remember, they can be sisters, not twins.”


He checked the date. This video was almost four years old. She had been doing this quite some time. He scrolled up. Her more recent videos had millions more views, plus better production quality.


Dev rolled to his side and clicked on another video at random. Tomorrow, he’d ask his assistant to discreetly check to see if she had any kind of history with other actors or famous people. If Jia was an obsessed fan, he’d protect himself and Luna from her.


What if she’s not?


Well, then, in that case, his path was a little more complicated. He tucked the hand that had touched her dupatta under his head and closed his eyes, her voice wrapping around him. And when he finally did sleep, she wrapped around his dreams.









Chapter Three


USUALLY ONCE Jia woke up for morning prayers, she started her day. Today, she’d groggily crawled right back into bed. Sleep was nice. Sleep meant she didn’t have to face herself.


Unfortunately, she had an internal alarm that didn’t quit, even when she wanted it to. Jia blinked open one crusty eye, then the other. She loved this room, with its cotton candy pink walls and feminine white furniture. It was the first place she’d lived on her own, outside her parents’ home, and had been free to decorate to her taste.


It was far too bright for her mood this morning, though. She’d forgotten to close the shades the night before when she’d crept in, and the Southern California sun was blinding, reflecting off all that white furniture.


She groped for her phone on the bed next to her but came up with a spoon instead. Her therapeutic ice cream binge had clearly exhausted her. Thank goodness she’d tossed the empty ice cream container before falling asleep clutching her utensil like a security blanket, or she’d have a real sticky morning today.


Jia swallowed and made a face. Blech. That’s what she got for not brushing her teeth before falling into her ice cream and depression coma.


She peeked under the covers and the pillow for her phone. She always woke up with her phone under her or beside her, the result of falling asleep while scrolling.


Except last night, when she’d thrown her purse—with the phone inside—on her bureau and dug face first into her dessert.


She eyed her purse, the strap innocently hanging over the side. Her fingers itched, but she knew what she’d do as soon as she had it. She’d click on Dev’s texts, read them incessantly, and obsess over what the hell had happened. Maybe even text him more. Something subtle, like what the fuck or who the fuck or why the fuck, though years of being hyperconscious of playing role model to her young fan base had knocked most of her swearing tendencies out of her.


Jia shoved back the comforter and rubbed her exhausted eyes as she rose. Her golden shot dress was draped over her armchair in a crumpled heap. She normally took good care of her clothes, but that particular dress could stay crumpled. Like her romantic dreams.


Jia yelped when she entered the bathroom and saw her own reflection. Yikes, this was not pretty. Raccoon eyes, smeared lipstick, one fake eyelash clinging to her cheek. Her bun had slipped loose at some point while she slept, and her hair was a tangled mess.


Luckily, her counter was filled to bursting with skin products and hair supplies—another perk of having her own space—and she cleaned herself up as best as she could. Once her face was scrubbed and her hair was relatively knot-free and in a low ponytail, she left the bathroom.


She got dressed quickly in tie-dyed sweatpants and a sweatshirt. “Sienna, where are Jas, Katrina, and Rhiannon?” she asked out loud.


There was a beat, and then a red pad next to her door lit up. “Jas has left the house. Rhiannon and Katrina are in the kitchen,” came the pleasant robot lady voice overhead.


It was a little past breakfast time, but Katrina had gotten more flexible since her boyfriend had started a master’s program. “Thank you.” She always thanked the AI, on the off chance the robot came to life one day and went on a murderous rampage. Sienna was the brainchild of one of the startups Katrina invested in, and she seemed to know more than Siri and Alexa put together.


“You’re welcome, Jia. May I say, you sound lovely today.”


Her lips twitched. Katrina had programmed Sienna to give compliments, and Jia was not above liking them. “You, too, Sienna.”


She had two options: avoid her roommates, or go right to them and blurt out all the deets on what had happened last night. Discretion wasn’t her strong suit.


She made her way downstairs to the kitchen. Jia had lived here for almost a year and a half now, and she still hadn’t lost her awe for the airy mansion. She’d grown up firmly middle to upper class, and though her work had left her with a solid savings account, there’d be no way she’d be able to afford a home like this on her own yet. She glanced out a floor-to-ceiling window at the view of Santa Barbara nestled below, the ocean a slice of blue in the distance.


Wealth disparity aside, Jia had wondered in the beginning if she’d be able to carve out a home here. This was Katrina’s house, and she and Rhiannon shared a history, a deep friendship going back years and a business partnership. Rhiannon might have grown up in Jia’s hometown, but she was closer in age to Jia’s older sisters than her.


It had taken Jia about two minutes to slip into a groove here, though. She had so many sisters she hadn’t thought she’d ever want more, but here she was, with two bonuses. Which was why she was dreading disappointing them. Sisterly disappointment was the worst.


She found her roommates in the kitchen, heads bent together at the counter. “Hey,” she said, then stopped when they turned. Whoa. “What’s that?”


Rhiannon raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. She was dressed in jeans and her signature hoodie, bright red today. The clothes were snug on her athletic frame. “Clearly it’s a hologram.”


“Not a hologram, exactly,” Katrina corrected. She hadn’t been a model in a long time, but she was still drop-dead gorgeous with her perfect skin and curves. She was also a shark when it came to pinpointing the next big thing or person to invest in. “Just a new kind of interface I wanted Rhiannon to see.” She made a swiping gesture and images of people started flashing across the transparent blue screen hovering in the air.


Jia walked closer, then around the screen. She could see her roommates through it. “Katrina, are you Iron Man?”


Katrina gave a delicate, tinkling laugh. “I wish. I think we can bring this into the fold and integrate it with Crush.”


Rhiannon folded her arms over her chest. “It’s too flashy. Nothing wrong with good old-fashioned finger-to-screen swiping.”


“Is that old-fashioned now?” Jia had spent too much time lately worrying about what was current and what was old. She walked back around the screen to stand next to her roommates. She stuck her hand into the apparition. “This is like VR without those ugly goggles.”


Katrina pushed a button on the remote in her hand, and the screen disappeared. “I’m telling you, we need to innovate. Before one of our competitors does.”


Rhiannon sneered, ostensibly at Crush’s competitors. “I don’t need tricks to beat them.”


“They can’t hurt.”


“They can if we shell out tons of money for an upgrade that bombs. More focus on keeping people in love and happy and safe, less on tech.”


Katrina shrugged, but there was a determined gleam in her eye that told Jia she wasn’t done. Katrina was soft in the heart, not in her instincts.


“We’ll see. Come on, let’s eat breakfast so you can get a move on to work.” Katrina pressed her palm on Jia’s shoulder and squeezed. “Hungry? I made eggs and toast.”


Jia leaned into the touch. Katrina was empathetic enough to understand when someone loved being touched. “I’d like that, thank you.”


Rhiannon tugged on Jia’s sweatshirt hood as they gathered plates and flatware. At first glance, she didn’t seem as squishy as Katrina, but Jia had come to realize she was possibly even more in tune with people around her. “Did you tie-dye this yourself?”


“Yup. Saw a thing online. You use bleach—”


Rhiannon held up a hand. “Please, I watched enough of those videos when I was working from home. Don’t need any more tutorials or hacks from the youths.”


“The youths are geniuses.” Jia bumped the drawer closed with her hip. It had been the right decision, getting breakfast. Her spirits were rising just being here with her friends. “I like any generation that’s, like, bleach, but make it fashion.”
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