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There you are.” Kelly burst through the door. “Come on, Dhara. We have to get you out of here.”

With a ringing of bangles, Dhara Pitalia turned to face one of her oldest and dearest friends. Kelly stopped before her, weaving on heels much higher than the little redhead was used to wearing. Her face, reflected in the dozens of mirrors in the vanity room, was tight with concern.

Dhara bowed her head, feeling the slow sinking of her hopes. She supposed she deserved being ambushed in the hotel bathroom like this. She’d just assumed that Kelly would have the good sense not to pin her down today. Not while two hundred and thirty-one members of the Pitalia and Bohara clans celebrated her engagement in the banquet room down the hall.

“I meant to tell you earlier, Kelly.” Dhara plucked at the folds of her sari. “I really did.”

“Oh, God.” Kelly clutched Dhara’s hand, crushing a stack of rings. “We couldn’t believe it when we got the invite. We thought it was a joke. Then Wendy called the hotel and found out it wasn’t.”

“His name,” Dhara said softly, “is Sudesh Bohara.”

“I know. I read the placard in the hotel lobby just like everyone else.” Kelly let go of Dhara’s hand and wobbled on her heels to the door. “We can’t believe you’re being forced into marriage.”

Dhara flinched and swayed back against the countertop. She understood Kelly’s concern, she really did. Wendy, Kelly, and Marta were part of that other world, the American world, the one she’d had one foot firmly planted in her whole life. This was why she’d dodged their emails, texts, and phone calls all week. To explain to them the painful route her heart had taken to get her here—wrapped in a silk sari, draped in gold jewelry, and about to perform an ancient Hindu engagement ceremony—would take more than a few minutes locked in a hotel bathroom.

“Sudesh,” Dhara said, his name strange on her lips, “is the son of one of my father’s business associates.”

“I know. I spoke to your cousin Ravi. He told me you met him only last week.”

Dhara had met Sudesh ten days ago. She’d been seated on a couch in a pink sari in the lobby of this very hotel. She’d watched him discreetly while their parents worked out the details of the arrangement.

She tried to gauge the kind of man he was by the way he folded his hands.

“I want to hear the whole barbaric story, in gritty detail, over a rum and coke,” Kelly said. “But first, we have to get you out of here.”

“But it’s almost time for the Ganesh pooja.”

“It’s all planned. Marta is keeping an eye on the hallway so we don’t attract any attention.” Kelly squinted out the crack of the door. “She says it’s clear.”

“After the pooja will be the exchange of rings.”

“Then we better move fast. Wendy is already waiting in front of the hotel with the car running.”

“If I leave before the ring ceremony, my parents will be publicly humiliated.”

Kelly crossed the room in three quick steps. She stood so close that Dhara could smell cardamom and cloves on her breath.

“You know I adore your parents. You know I would never do anything to hurt them. But better they be humiliated now, than you spend the rest of your life sleeping with someone you don’t love.”

Dhara squeezed the counter until the edge bit into her palms. This was sweet, really it was. Her three best friends in the world, so concerned about her, had made arrangements to sweep her past hundreds of relatives into Wendy’s Benz. Once there, Dhara supposed Wendy would deliver her to Kelly’s nubby couch, where they would hide her from an army of Pitalias until she came to her senses and put a stop to the marriage whose future date would soon be determined by an Indian astrologer.

“Kelly,” she said, her voice shaky. “Tell Wendy to park the car and come back to the party.”

“Is there somewhere else you’d rather go?”

“Back to the hall, where all of my aunts are practicing their dance moves.”

“Wendy said you’d resist.” Kelly swiveled on a heel and began to pace. “She said this was a foolish idea. She said you’re too attached to your family to play the runaway bride. But I remember that weekend, Dhara. I remember what you promised yourself.”

Dhara’s will withered. “That weekend” was such a defining moment in their friendship that all of them referred to it by no other name. It had been senior year, and the four of them had huddled together in their shared apartment—reeling from their own individual crises—resolutely making rules to forever protect their broken hearts.

Today, she broke Rule Number One.

Dhara took a deep breath and then gripped Kelly’s arms to try to calm her. “I’ve warned you about the masala chai. How many cups have you had?”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“I am, because I know you don’t want to hear what I have to say.” She leaned in close enough for the jewel of her maang tikka to brush Kelly’s forehead. “I’m not being forced into this. I’m marrying Sudesh Bohara willingly.”

In the silence that followed, Dhara could hear the muffled sounds of her own engagement party drifting in from the hall—the Hindi chattering of her aunts and the shouts of her cousins as the DJ played the theme song of the latest Bollywood movie. Beyond that door lay the force of Indian custom, three thousand years of ancestral tradition. Inside this room, she faced the force of one determined Vassar girl.

“I don’t understand.” Kelly’s face paled under her freckles. “Did you fall for him? Head over heels? So quickly?”

Dhara mustered a smile. Dear, romantic Kelly. While Dhara was in medical school, Kelly had teased her for not even noticing the fine young doctors Dhara spent her days with. Kelly knew better than anyone that she just wasn’t the type to be swept off her feet. But Dhara supposed any explanation would make more sense than the idea that she might put her whole romantic future into the hands of her religious, tradition-bound parents.

“You swore you’d never let your parents choose your husband,” Kelly said. “We were sitting in the Shakespeare Garden. You’d just dragged me to see that Karan Johar movie about the same thing. And now, all of a sudden…” Kelly’s throat worked as she struggled to understand. “Admit it. This looks like some crazy kind of rebound.”

Under eighteen feet of pleated sari, Dhara tensed. She dug her fingernails into Kelly’s upper arms, willing her not to bring this up. “It’s not a rebound. We’ve been apart for over a year.”

“A year is nothing. If you include the decade you two knew each other as friends, then you were together practically forever.”

Air hitched in Dhara’s chest. Little thick bubbles of it, clogging the bronchi, making it impossible to inhale.

“I just can’t come up with any other reason you’d do this. It must have something to do with Cole.”

And at the sound of his name, Dhara’s heart did a painful little roll. The cardiologist in her noted the arrhythmia, probably caused by a premature ventricular contraction overriding the sinoatrial node and compensated by a powerful subsequent contraction.

But the woman in her felt something different: a rushing ache, a yawning sense of loss.

Kelly said, “It’s all right, Dhara. We all know you still love him.”
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Kelly caught the flash of pain in her friend’s kohl-rimmed eyes and found the proof she’d been searching for. Dhara was making the mistake of a lifetime. If there was one fundamental truth in the world, it was that Dhara Pitalia and Cole Jackson were truly, madly, deeply in love. When two people are in love, nothing should stand between them and happily ever after.

Kelly needed to believe that. With a fresh shiver of nerves, she thought of the hotel key card hidden deep in her purse. She needed to believe in a perfect world, today more than ever.

“Kelly, Kelly, you are so very sweet,” Dhara murmured. “You’re my fierce protector, come to save me.”

“One word, and we’re out that door.”

Kelly didn’t like the look on Dhara’s face. Her friend was smiling. The trail of tiny jewels arching above her brows glittered in the fluorescent lights. But her friend’s eyes were dry, and the expression in them apologetic.

“You must think I’ve gone utterly mad.” Dhara lifted a length of coral chiffon, shot through with gold thread. “Here I am, dressed up like a village bride.”

“Stop. I’ve seen you in saris before.” Kelly had spent a good number of college vacations with the Pitalia clan, when she didn’t have enough money for a bus ride back to Massachusetts. She’d attended family events dressed up in Dhara’s saris, playfully sporting a bindi though she was an unmarried woman. “You look as glamorous as Vasundhara Das in Monsoon Wedding. As glamorous as you looked at our senior formal.”

Kelly knew the memory would hit its mark. She suppressed a stab of guilt. It was her job to make Dhara see sense by any means. That’s what friends did for each other. That’s what they’d promised, ever since that weekend.

“Oh, Kelly, I know you believe that Cole and I belong together. A year and a half ago, I was so blind with love that I would have agreed with you.”

“Then don’t let your parents get in the way of your happiness.”

“It’s not about my parents. It hasn’t been for a long time.” Dhara worried her hands in the folds of her sari. “Think about it. When I finally brought Cole home to my family, I was thirty-five years old.”

“Practically dead.”

“You know that’s ancient for an unmarried woman in my family. You know my sisters all married before me. I could have brought home a Punjabi Sikh from Kashmir, and my parents would have showered him with flower petals. By the time I worked up the courage to introduce Cole, they welcomed him.”

Kelly shook her head. That piece of information never did fit in. For so many years, Dhara had resisted Cole precisely because she was afraid that her family would not accept a laid-back, Ultimate-Frisbee-playing boy from Oregon as a potential husband.

“If that were true,” Kelly murmured, “we’d be celebrating your engagement to Cole right now.”

“It’s not that simple. Life is never that simple.”

“It can be.” Kelly thought of the key card again. “It must be. One phone call to Cole and you know he’ll come. He’ll sweep you right away from here. It’ll be like the ending of that Mani Ratnam movie—”

“Kelly.” Dhara ran a finger across her brow, wincing as if she had a headache. “Cole asked me to marry him last year.”

Kelly started.

“I should have told you. I should have told all of you.” Her chest rose and fell on a sigh. “I didn’t, for a lot of really good reasons. But mostly because when he asked me to marry him, I said no.”

Kelly stood numb, the words bouncing off her, as incomprehensible as the Hindi growing louder from the other side of the door. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. She felt like she’d been caught by the crosscurrents at the Isle of Shoals in Gloucester Bay—a stretch of dangerous water her father never taught her how to navigate. She leaned forward, full of questions. But Dhara held up the flat of her palm, her bracelets jangling.

“I have to go now. They’re looking for me.”

Kelly recognized the voice of Dhara’s mother, rising in alarm in the hallway.

“Be happy for me, Kelly.” Dhara touched her arm. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”
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“Are you all right, Kelly?”

Kelly glanced up. In the mirror she watched Wendy Wainwright poke her head around the door and then sweep into the vanity room. Kelly suddenly realized that she hadn’t moved from this spot since she’d heard the jingle of Dhara’s ankle bells fade down the hall.

“Dhara’s gone, Wendy.” Kelly bent over the sink so she could dodge Wendy’s eyes. “Somebody should go after her. We can’t let her walk out on an intervention.”

“Yes, we can. This was a very bad, very ill-timed idea.” Wendy twisted Kelly’s hair in one hand and lifted it off the back of her neck. “Promise me you won’t pull this in September at my wedding.”

“Why would I? You love your fiancé. You guys have been together so long it’s like you’re already married.”

“Still. The extent to which you guys are willing to meddle makes me nervous.”

“But Dhara and Cole belong together. I know it.”

“You’re working yourself up. And the air-conditioning in this place stinks. Come on, run some cold water over your wrists. Just try to breathe.”

Kelly bent more deeply over the sink. Nothing made sense anymore. Her thoughts circled and short-circuited one another like a jury-rigged motherboard. She was the wrong friend to send on this job. She understood patterns, logic, and flowcharts. Amid the complications of human relations, she was a lumbering dolt.

Above all came this thought: If such a couple as Dhara and Cole couldn’t make it, then what possible hope did she have, with the mercurial man who’d just swept back into her life?

“Are you coming, Kelly?”

Wendy let go of Kelly’s hair. As she twisted her string of pearls, Wendy waited for an answer to a question Kelly hadn’t heard.

“Ahh …”

“No way, Kell,” Wendy interjected. “We might not approve of this engagement, but it’d be disrespectful to leave before the ceremony. Afterward, you can tell me and Marta exactly what happened.” A line appeared between Wendy’s brows. “In the meantime, we have to get back to the hall.”

Kelly realized she’d been asked to join the party again. She also realized, as a redhead with a frightening tendency to faint in the heat, that she had a legitimate excuse to delay.

“It’s like Bombay in that hall.” Kelly flattened the wet palms of her hands against her cheeks. “You and Marta go on ahead. I’ve got to cool off. I’ll catch up later.”

Wendy’s gaze narrowed, but then she nodded and headed out. As soon as the ladies’ room door squealed shut, Kelly slipped into the other room and made a beeline to a stall. She locked the door and leaned up against it. Blindly she tucked her hand in the pocket of her purse and clutched the hotel key card so hard that the edges dug into her palm.

She was free now. Free to dance with Dhara’s flirtatious cousin Ravi, free to stuff herself with tandoori chicken, free to join in the line dance from last week’s showing of My Name Is Khan at the Bombay Cinema.

Free to go to him.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Her rational mind—the one that served her so well in the IT department where she worked—was screaming. She knew she shouldn’t do this here, not now. It was dangerous. It was too soon to take the risk. If Wendy, Marta, or Dhara caught her with him, the intervention to follow wouldn’t be a gentle version of lock-the-bride-in-the-bathroom. It’d be a full-blown screaming match that wouldn’t end well.

Trey.

The edges of the card cut more deeply into her hand. Who was she kidding? She’d known she would go to him. She’d known the minute he’d slipped the key card in her pocket.

Kelly tucked her clutch under her arm and exited the bathroom. As she passed by the open doors of the banquet room, still throbbing with music, she caught a glimpse of Marta and Wendy but she didn’t pause. She reached the main lobby and walked to the bank of elevators, pressed the UP button, and darted inside the first open one. The last thing Kelly saw as the elevator doors closed was the young clerk behind the reservation counter bobbing to the Bollywood beat.

The eighth floor was blessedly empty. She slipped down a corridor and found the room. She ran the card through the slot and watched the light turn green. Just then, the door opened under her hand.

There he was, his brown eyes bright with mischief.

Tall, mussed, and shirtless.

And once again she was struck by the fact that she, little Kelly Palazzo from the North Shore, who spent every summer of her teenage years in rubber boots on a fish-​stinking trawler, was an object of affection for this Princeton-​educated scion of an old family whose smile stole her capacity to breathe.

Trey hauled her into his arms. “What took you so long?”

“Sorry I was delayed.” Kelly dug her fingers into his shoulders. He smelled like clean, powdered starch. “I couldn’t get away from your sister.”
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“Where’s Kelly?”

Wendy glanced around the hotel lobby, now swarming with guests saying good-bye. Mrs. Pitalia beamed beside her daughter. Even Mr. Pitalia—normally a quiet man who preferred the comfort of his own den—stood with his hands clasped behind his back, rocking, a beatific smile on his face. In this swirling, chaotic crowd of mostly dark-haired Pitalias and Boharas, redheaded Kelly should be easy to spot.

“I haven’t seen her since she disappeared into the ladies’ room with Dhara.” Marta scrolled through her email as she slipped a wireless headset in her ear. “Maybe she left without us.”

“She wouldn’t have gone without telling me.” Wendy worried her pearls with her fingers. “She never got a chance to tell us what happened in there.”

“Poor kid. With this mess with Dhara and Cole, I guess she figures she lost her matchmaker magic.” Marta dropped her phone into her purse and glanced up the street in search of a cab. “Hey, maybe she just bumped into Ravi—he’s an engineer, right? They’re probably so absorbed talking about the latest Star Trek movie that they forgot there was a party. Here’s your car.”

Wendy turned to see the sleek white Benz pull up in front of the hotel. She took the keys from the valet and slipped a bill into his hand. “Marta, you know I would drive you both—”

“Don’t be silly. No sane woman would drive into Manhattan during rush hour.” Marta tilted her head so one oversize gold hoop gleamed on her cheek. She gave Wendy a sly smile, showing off white teeth against bright red lipstick. “Unless, of course, you’re determined to miss that appointment with the wedding planner?”

Wendy’s stomach did one of those funny little drops, like it did sometimes on Parker’s sailboat when they ventured into rougher seas. It was silly to worry about a meeting that would revolve around world-rocking issues like whether to fill the table vases with river stones or glass beads. Silly to worry about it, even though tonight she was determined to confront her mother about her sister Birdie.

The sight of a familiar silhouette saved her from responding. “Ah, here’s my brother.”

Marta lit up. “Trey! Where have you been hiding?”

“Dancing with one of Dhara’s gorgeous cousins.” Trey sauntered over and leaned down for Marta’s airy, double-cheek kiss. “Missed you, Marta. We could have shown them how it’s done.”

“Oh, how sweet, you,” Marta said, and then gave him a playful slap that would probably leave a mark. “It’s such a pity you’re a player.”

Trey’s smile widened as he rubbed his cheek. “Know a hot Latino who can settle me down?”

“Latina, baby, Latina.” Marta gave him a wicked smile. “Unless there’s something you want to get out of the closet…?”

“You know me better, chica.”

Wendy resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Since the ugliness with Kelly all those years ago, she’d spent most of her adult life keeping her older brother, Jeremiah “Trey” Warner Wainwright III, clear of her friends. The patter that sounded so banal to her seemed to work wonders with an alarmingly wide range of intelligent women. Even worldly-wise Marta came to life in Trey’s presence, but Wendy knew Marta understood his type.

“Come on, Trey.” Wendy swung around to the driver’s side. “Bitsy’s waiting for us at the club, and I’d like to get there before her third gin and tonic. You’ll take care of Kelly, Marta?”

“Don’t you worry. I’ll find our disillusioned friend and share a cab with her back to the city.” Marta gave her a sassy wink. “Have fun picking out wedding favors.”

Marta headed back into the hotel as Trey slipped into the car. He flung the jacket of his Savile Row suit in the backseat.

Wendy slipped the car into gear and said, “Next time, I’m making you take the train.”

“What?”

She reached over and tugged the Egyptian cotton of his Oxford shirt. “Your shirt is buttoned wrong.”

“The dance floor was packed. I unbuttoned to cool off.”

“You stink of sex.”

“That’s sweat.” He gripped his collar and buried his face in the cloth.

“Trey, I asked you to meet me here for convenience. So I wouldn’t spend two and a half hours trying to fetch you out of the bowels of Manhattan. I did not ask you here so you could cause trouble at Dhara’s engagement party.” Wendy felt her temper rising. “And just because your driver’s license is suspended doesn’t mean I have to be responsible for driving you upstate every weekend.”

“Relax, relax!”

“Just convince me,” she said, as she turned into traffic, “that you didn’t hook up with any of Dhara’s cousins.”

“Hey, I don’t ‘hook up’ with your friends anymore.” He fumbled with the buttons. “Ancient friggin’ history, Wendy.”

Wendy’s jaw tightened. He was right, of course. The thing with Kelly was a long time ago. And he’d made his apologies back then, as best he could after the emotional damage was done. But Trey’s screwups were frequent and had a very predictable cycle: he’d do something stupid and then spend an inordinate amount of time flailing about, looking for ways to patch things up.

Problem was, a fragile woman’s heart just couldn’t be made new again.

“So,” Trey said, settling back in the leather seat, “it’s finally getting to you.”

“What?”

“You know, Bitsy’s plan to make your wedding the Event of the Millennium.”

Wendy’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. She would have closed her eyes, if she weren’t weaving through rush-hour traffic. “Mom’s heart is in the right place,” she said. “But you’d think, if you hired a Manhattan wedding planner to coordinate an event, that the wedding planner would make most of these decisions for us.”

“As if Bitsy would let that happen.”

“Dhara got engaged only a week ago,” she said, “yet her parents managed to throw together a party for two hundred relatives.”

“Balloons, Wendy. There were balloons.”

“They called a relative who manages the hotel, and they had a hall. They called another family friend who catered the food. They hired a DJ who was a member of the family. Voilà, a party.”

“Right, I can just see Bitsy eating lamb curry with a plastic spork.”

“No sixteen-piece band, no harpist at the cocktail party, no—”

“My dear,” he said, imitating their mother right down to the cadence of her speech, “that’s just the way things are done.”

Yes, Wendy thought, that was the way things were done with the Parkers and the Wainwrights and the Livingstons of Westchester County, that’s the way it had been done for generations, and so that was the way it was going to be done now and for all generations going forward, like a succession of rogue waves battering each bewildered young couple.

Poor little rich girl.

Wendy cleared her throat to cover up a humorless laugh. Poor little Wendy with her rich-girl problems. What she really needed was perspective: There were much worse wedding situations than hers. Dhara, for example. Agreeing, for reasons Wendy still couldn’t fathom, to marry an utter stranger.

Wendy wasn’t marrying a stranger. She was the luckiest woman in the world. In three months, she’d be married to Parker Pryce-Weston.

An hour later, when she pulled up the long drive to the Briarcliff Country Club, she glimpsed Parker leaning against one of the Corinthian columns that flanked the entrance. His blond hair made him instantly recognizable, bleached a shade short of white by weekends spent sailing the Long Island Sound. The moment the Benz rounded the long, curved driveway, a sexy Mario Lopez dimple deepened in his cheek.

She stepped out of the car and tossed the keys to the valet. Trey vaulted up the steps. “Hey, bro. Get in any sailing today?”

“Nah. Worked all day.”

“Parker Senior’s a taskmaster, eh?”

“Hey, at least I’m not in the mailroom anymore.”

“Yeah, I hear you. Listen, I’ve got to shower and change.” Trey tripped backward toward the door. “See you later for a drink?”

“Count on it.”

Parker watched Wendy come up the stairs. He held his drink with cocksure preppy confidence. He gave her that sideways little smile that always made her feel like he knew what she was thinking, and knew better than to ask.

“Hey, you,” she said, raising her face for a kiss.

“Hey, beautiful.”

He tasted like breath mints and lime. His hand stretched across the small of her back, comfortably familiar.

“You shouldn’t let Trey bait you,” he murmured. “You know it only pisses you off.”

“I believe that’s his mission in life.” She noticed that the sunburn on his forehead and forearms was just starting to darken. “I suppose they’re waiting for me?”

“Bitsy just ordered number three.” He guided her toward the doors. “Sorry I missed Dhara’s party. I was looking forward to watching her aunt Indira rocking on the dance floor.”

Wendy smiled. Parker had attended a party Dhara’s family had thrown after Dhara finished her medical residency. Inspired by the family’s exuberance on the dance floor, he’d stripped off his tie with admirable abandon and joined them. It had been one of their first dates.

“It was fantastically chaotic,” she admitted, as she stepped into the high-ceilinged lobby, where natural light spread down from a skylight in the cupola. “And, as unbelievable as this sounds, the marriage really has been arranged by her parents.”

Then Wendy stiffened as she saw a tennis foursome blocking the path between the lobby and the yellow parlor. As they turned with pleasant smiles, she braced herself for the battering of small talk, curious questions, and embarrassing advice that her and Parker’s presence always seemed to elicit.

But then Parker—perceptive Parker—gently took her arm and propelled her forward, smiling at everyone but not slowing their pace, nodding and making excuses until they’d passed through the gauntlet.

“You know,” he said, his voice rippling with amusement once they were out of earshot. “You and I could always just skip out of here and get married on the sly.” He leaned into her. “We’d tell them we were going out on a date. No one would know we were missing for days.”

“Yes, but as soon as we got back, my mother would continue with the wedding plans as if nothing had occurred.”

“Your mother is a force of nature. But you’ll sail through the storm.”

“Well, brace yourself tonight.” Wendy heard her mother’s voice, drifting from the open doors of the yellow parlor. “I’m going to talk about Birdie.”

“Right now?” Parker stopped a few paces from the door and gave her an odd look. “Sure you want to do that?”

“I can’t put it off much longer or the seating arrangements will be written in stone. I’m just glad you’re here—”

“Here are the lovebirds.”

Wendy started. Bitsy appeared at the door of the parlor, striding forcefully toward them.

“We’ve been waiting for you, my dear.” Bitsy brushed her smooth cheek against Wendy’s. Her hair, a mix of blond and white, was drawn back in a sleek ponytail. “Traffic bad?”

“Terrible.” Wendy loosened her grip on Parker’s arm and gave him a here we go look. “We sat on the Whitestone Bridge for half an hour.”

Her mother’s gaze lingered for a moment on Wendy’s right ear, and Wendy realized she’d forgotten to remove the pewter stud in her cartilage piercing. It was only the second piercing in that ear, the other four having closed up long ago. Her mother liked to call that piercing Wendy’s “last little eccentricity.” Wendy remembered well her mother’s reaction when she came home with it.

Honestly, my dear, I’m a little relieved. Every Livingston has an eccentricity. At least you didn’t run off to join a polygamous cult in Utah like your cousin Beth.

Bitsy raised a brow but said nothing aloud. Instead, she led Wendy into the parlor. “You remember Terry, of course?”

Wendy thrust her hand at the wedding planner. “Terry, so good of you to make the trip up here again.”

“There is so much to be done.” Terry slipped her reading glasses onto her nose as she settled down to consult her binder. “If you all don’t mind, I’d like to skip the pleasantries for now and get right down to work.”

Bitsy gave Wendy a wide-eyed look. You know how these New Yorkers are. “Very well then. Wendy, Terry was just showing me some fabulous ideas for the wedding favors…”

Wendy sat with her eyes glazing over as Terry flipped through a book of suggestions, elaborating on each one. Wendy couldn’t help compare these engraved silver vases and cigar holders with the handcuffs she’d received at an artist friend’s wedding last year, held in the basement of an East Village pub. The dress code for the ceremony was leather. The guest book was black canvas stretched across the back wall, finger-painted in red.

Nope, no painted miniatures of copulating stick figures for her wedding. It would probably be Tuscan candy dishes, if her mother’s keen attention was any indication. They all talked about the candy dishes for a good fifteen minutes, until Parker finally quipped that they should definitely do the pottery—but keep it far from Uncle Tad. Everyone laughed, because Uncle Tad was a notorious imbiber and was best remembered for breaking a seventeenth-century Chinese vase at the Livingston-Randall wedding thirteen years ago.

Wendy joined the laughter, because if she smiled along with everyone else, then the first issue of the evening would finally be resolved.

Her mother moved quickly to another topic—what to do with the children invited to the wedding. Wendy’s smile froze. She and her mother had already “discussed” this issue, and Wendy had made her intentions quite clear. Many of her and Parker’s friends had beaten them to the altar, and several already had babies and toddlers. Wendy wanted all of them there, milling about in their joyous chaos, just like the swarm of dark-haired young Pitalias and Boharas at Dhara’s engagement party, racing around the hotel ballroom like pods of mackerel, weaving and changing direction in silvery unison.

Parker squeezed her hand. She jumped a little and realized she must have grunted.

“Mother,” she said, feeling like an actress who’d just been prompted for her line. “As we discussed, we can ask the club for the use of one of the parlors. We can hire a few babysitters, have some games. The children can join us for the meal. It’s as simple as that.”

“I suppose that would work.” Bitsy gave her a high-browed look. “If you continue to insist, that is.”

“I do insist.”

There, she’d violated the unwritten WASP code of expressing strong feelings, and in the parlor, there descended a moment of acute discomfort. The wedding planner must have sensed the sudden stillness, for she lifted her face from the ink-splattered page of her planning book and her gaze traveled between the two women, her pen poised above the page.

Well, my little Birdie, Wendy thought, it’s now or never.

“While we’re on the subject,” Wendy said, corralling her courage, “there’s something else—”

“Excuse me, ladies.”

Parker squeezed her hand painfully. Startled, she glanced at him as he rose from the chair.

“I’m going to leave you to your plotting and scheming.” He gestured vaguely to the parlor door and beyond, to the smoking room. “My future brother-in-law is saving me a stool at the bar.”

Before Wendy could react, Parker dropped a quick kiss on her head and strode toward the door. She sat stunned, watching him leave the room. Then, ignoring her mother’s elevated brows and the planner’s curious look, Wendy stood up to follow him.

She ran into him just outside the door.

“I’ve been thinking about this, Wendy,” Parker said, shoving his hands into his pockets. “And I disagree with you about Birdie.”

She shook her head, not understanding. Parker knew how much this meant to her. She could do without the sex-toy wedding favors, the black strobe lights, and the techno-punk band.

But there was no way she was getting married without Birdie.

“Your sister,” he said, “just doesn’t belong at our wedding.”
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Marta ushered Kelly into the cab and then squeezed in after her, addressing the cabbie before Kelly could.

“Take the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge,” Marta said, pressing the screen on the back of the seat to mute the voice urging her to buckle up. “Then go to Fifty-sixth and Eighth.”

“No, no, your apartment is closer.” Kelly sat in the corner of the cab, her hands white on her clutch. “Have him drop you off at Tudor City first.”

“I’m not going home yet.” Marta slipped her oversize bag off her lap and let it jangle on the seat between them. “I’m visiting Carlos at the restaurant, so it just makes sense to drop you off first.”

It was a little white lie, but it worked, and Marta watched Kelly succumb to the edgy silence in which Marta had found her, toying with the ribbon of a balloon in the corner of the ballroom. Kelly had been flushed and sweaty. Marta had done a quick scan of the hall, hoping some hunky Bohara might be responsible for Kelly’s disheveled state, but Kelly was most definitely alone.

Marta nudged her shoulder, trying physically to knock her out of her mood. “Stop thinking about Dhara, Kelly. We’ll drag her out for lunch next week.” If I can squeeze that in, with that IPO looming. “We’ll slip some gin into her ginger ale, and she’ll spill the whole story. We’ve got some time. The wedding date isn’t set yet. Her sister said something about the astrologer looking at dates in the fall, so the family can fly over some relatives from India.”

Kelly glanced at her, blankly, and it was as if the girl were waking from a deep sleep.

“Isn’t it weird, though, how happy she seemed?” Marta glanced out the window. Under the elevated railway, the storefronts changed from Hindu newsstands to Greek diners to Spanish bodegas. “Maybe Dhara knows something we don’t. In some ways, this arranged marriage idea is smart. It’s efficient. You make the decision, and boom, it’s done.”

Kelly blew out an exasperated sigh. “Marta, she’s not shopping for the perfect sweater. She’s choosing her husband. And you don’t agree to an arranged marriage because you’re thirty-seven and you think it’s time.”

“We’ve all got biological clocks, and they’re tick-tick-ticking.”

“You marry for love. Period.”

At the look on her friend’s determined face, Marta felt a familiar stab of worry. It was charming, in a way, that a woman Kelly’s age could still believe in something as slippery and romantic as true love. The problem was that the belief seemed to keep Kelly from getting involved with anyone. Kelly—always waiting for the Big Thing—might miss the love boat altogether if she didn’t open herself up to possibilities.

“Hey,” Marta said, “what ever happened to that guy you work with, the one who keeps bugging you to go out for coffee?”

Kelly frowned. “Lee?”

“Yeah, that Chinese guy, the one with the fabulous hair.”

“Marta,” Kelly said, in full you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me mode, “I work with him every day.”

“I know. That’s the point.” Sometimes trying to get Kelly to pick up on social cues was like trying to explain intellectual property law to a thirteen-year-old hacker. “I mean, he’s a computer genius too. That raises the chances that he’ll have a collection of Lego action figures like yours, you know what I’m saying?”

“He’s a Star Trek: The Next Generation fan.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m a fan of the original series.” She stared at Marta, waiting for her to make some connection. “Oil…water?”

“Oh, please.”

“Hey, in the geek world, this stuff matters.”

“C’mon, Kelly. Take Lee up on that invitation. For me, okay? Believe me, you never know what can happen over coffee.”

It was over a cup of sweet, foamy café Cubano that Marta had first met Carlos. He’d been serving it to her, all six-foot-three-inches of him, while she was dining with clients at a chic little restaurant in the Village. The look he gave her with those black eyes was hotter than the sweet espresso. Her thighs had reacted instantly, going quivery and warm—oh, she’d been working so hard, and it had been so very long since she’d had a sweaty bout of sex—but she’d promised the girls and swore to herself to guard her heart carefully and never to get involved in meaningless and unhealthy hookups with baristas, waiters, and struggling actors.

And anything with Carlos would have been meaningless, because she’d already passed the point in her Life Plan—first written when she was nine years old—when it was time to find an appropriate husband. For a law associate on her last chance for partnership in a white-shoe law firm, waiters were definitely not husband material.

It was a week later, when Carlos served her another café Cubano—this time buck naked among the sweaty sheets of her king-size bed—when he boasted he was about to quit waiting tables at Cuba Libre to open a restaurant of his own. Wrapped in satin sheets, Marta had felt a moment of triumphant relief. Now she didn’t have to put on the mantilla and slink off to confess to the girls that she’d sheepishly slept with a hot waiter. She could tell them she’d started a relationship with an entrepreneur.

“So?” Marta prompted, digging an elbow into Kelly’s arm. “Are you going to take Lee up on the coffee date or what?”

“No promises, Marta.” Kelly gazed at the Manhattan skyline as the cab rumbled over the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge. “He’s just…Lee Zhao. There’s nothing there.”

“Sometimes with guys, it’s a slow burn, you know what I’m saying? You never know, really, until you give them a try.”

Kelly turned sullen eyes upon her. “Is that what it is for you and Carlos? You guys have been living together for what—a year and a half?”

“Sixteen months,” she corrected. “Why? You going all Catholic on me?”

Instantly, an image rose in Marta’s mind of her grandmother grasping the large gold medallion of the Sagrado Corazón, praying loudly to a legion of saints for intercession in the matter of her thirty-seven-year-old unmarried granddaughter, living in sin in Manhattan.

“Marta, don’t you think something should have happened by now? Like meeting his mother in Miami?”

Marta stifled the urge to swear in Spanish. She was tired of having to explain that she worked at least sixty-five-hour weeks at Sachs, Offsyn & Reed. Her ambitious, sexy, entrepreneur boyfriend also spent seventy-hour weeks at his restaurant. By living together, they had a chance to see each other for a few hours before they both fell, exhausted, into bed. A trip to Miami to meet Carlos’s family? Not so easy to arrange around the time bombs of her corporate calendar and Carlos’s need to be on-site, all the time.

And as of two weeks ago, all those long hours had finally paid off. She and the girls had celebrated with mojitos in Carlos’s trendy new restaurant, Café Havana. She was the granddaughter of Puerto Rican immigrants only a step out of the barrio—and now she was also a junior partner.

Junior partner!

Partner!

Sometimes, when she was in her office at night, breathing in the scent of paper and ink and Pine-Sol as the janitor cleaned the floors, she would listen to the thrumming hum of her laptop and the high-pitched whine of the fluorescent lights and just gaze out her tenth-floor window. She’d sit there taking in the long canyon view of Midtown—so very, very far from Washington Heights—and she’d feel such a thundering rush of glee that she’d leap up out of her chair and do a Sacred Heart basketball team victory dance all around the empty office.

“Marta, what are you grinning about?”

“It’s your fault.” Marta glanced at Kelly, knowing her face was hopelessly bright. “Now you’ve got me thinking about Carlos.”

Carlos, whose sweet patience with her crazy schedule she would reward in abundance tonight. For now that she’d made partner—mission accomplished—she could turn her full attention to the next goal in her Life Plan.

Marriage.

After seeing Kelly off, Marta directed the cab driver to go back across town to her Tudor City condo. She checked her phone but saw no message from him yet. Sometimes it took him hours to text her because he was so crazed in the kitchen. He was usually home by eleven on Sunday evenings, and it was barely seven thirty, which would give her time to prepare for his arrival. A leopard-print thong, she mused, and five-inch red stilettos. He always liked her to keep those on.

Once inside her apartment, she reflexively flipped the switch just inside the door, but the light didn’t go on. She frowned up at the fixture, remembering that she’d asked Carlos to fix it.

Then she heard his laugh.

She glanced down the narrow hallway and saw the blue light spilling into the hall from the bedroom door, partially ajar. His wallet and keys lay on the hall table, and his cell phone blinked with notice of her text message. He must have come home early to do some work on his computer, she thought. She hoped nothing had gone wrong at the restaurant.

She went a little weak behind the knees. He was home already. They had a whole Sunday night—hours and hours of time. It seemed like months since they’d shared anything more than a quickie. With a growing sense of mischief, she shrugged off her suit jacket and laid it on the floor to muffle the sound of her purse as she set it on top. Flicking at the buttons of her crisp tailored blouse, she tiptoed down the hallway.

Then she heard a voice.

Marta froze. Her instincts bristled to high alert. All kinds of scenarios flooded her mind. She heard the voice again and realized that it sounded tinny, distorted, like it was coming through a speaker. Her relief was swift, but tinged with yet another suspicion. Carlos was video chatting. With a woman.

A cold, prickling sensation flooded her. Marta muffled her footsteps as she drew near enough to see him through the crack in the door. He was sitting at the desk with his back toward her. His laptop lay open. On the screen bobbed the image of a young girl, chattering in Cuban-tinged Spanish. Then the girl opened her mouth to display a missing front tooth.

The relief whistled out of her. She really was a distrustful little jerk. Here was poor Carlos, catching a moment to chat with his nieces and nephews in Miami, while she snuck around suspecting he was masturbating to the sight of that busty, twenty-two-year-old Staten Island waitress he’d recently hired.

Then a new face loomed into view. Marta pressed her palm hard against the doorframe. This was a young woman, with a shock of glossy black hair and the full, dewy skin of a girl not yet out of her twenties. The woman’s eyes arced with humor as she gazed into the camera.

“See? Now you have to come home, mi amor.” The woman pulled the child away from the camera and set her snugly on her lap. “You made a promise. And a father never goes back on his promises.”
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Dhara waved good-bye to her parents, her smile fading as the car rumbled away from the Terrace Apartments. She slipped into building number nine and climbed the stairs to the shared living area.

They were all there, waiting for her, gathered around a coffee table littered with Chinese food containers. Kelly sat cross-legged, ignoring the three sheets of paper on her lap. Wendy stabbed at her lo mein with disinterest. Marta perched on the couch clutching a paper bag that bore the logo of the local pharmacy. Dhara felt a tremor of dread for Marta, for what she knew was inside.

Dhara kicked off her shoes; they all turned to her with stricken eyes.

Marta was the first to speak, skillfully cutting off any chance for Dhara to ask probing questions. “Dhara, that guy your parents brought with them today. He’s not—”

“Yes, he is.” Dhara sank into the chair with a broken spring. “You just met my potential bridegroom.”

Wendy froze with her chopsticks in midair. “But your parents aren’t—”

“Yes, they are. They can’t wait to make arrangements for the wedding. Apparently, our astrological charts are well matched.”

Dhara drew her knees in tight. Her parents had taken her by surprise, arriving for a visit with a young stranger in tow. At the sight of him, her stomach had dropped. Her mother had filled the sudden silence with chatter. Sanjay was in his second year of medical school, her mother said. He had an opportunity to take the weekend off. Surely Dhara would enjoy talking to someone who’d made it through the first difficult year, a boy she must remember from her cousin’s wedding last summer.

Their eyes had brimmed with hope.

“Dhara!” Kelly leaned forward, her gaze incredulous. “You’re not considering this, are you?”

She laid her cheek against her knees. The knocking noise of her parents’ eleven-year-old Hyundai still rattled in her mind. Faded ink stained her mother’s elegant fingers, a reminder of the part-time job her mother had taken in a dentist’s office just to help pay Dhara’s way through college. Now Dhara was about to graduate, and the time had come. In a moment alone, her mother had bubbled over with talk of silk saris and jeweled bangles and all the wonderful chaos of a Hindu wedding.

Dhara wanted all that. She really did. She would marry, someday. She’d just imagined that she’d marry a man she loved.

“My sister wants to marry,” Dhara explained, “and it’s tradition that I marry first. I told my mother I’m not ready. I told them to let her jump the queue.”

Wendy exchanged looks with the girls and said, “But that means they’ll try again soon.”

“Yes.”

“That’s medieval,” Marta added. “No offense, Dhara.”

“None taken. The tradition is older than that, actually. But, right now, it’s feeling pretty archaic to me, too.”

“This sucks.” Kelly hugged her own arms, though the room wasn’t the least bit cold. “There should be rules about all of this.”

“Yeah,” Marta said. “And rule number one is a no-brainer: choose your own man.”

An image rose in Dhara’s mind of Cole, sprawled in a chair across from her at the library, absently thumbing the cleft in his chin. Cole, with his long hair combed back, tamed at the nape of his neck with a rawhide tie. Breathlessly beautiful Cole. Forbidden Cole.

Dhara’s heart tightened. She loved her parents. She adored her whole sprawling family. She respected the Hindu traditions.

But in this, she was wholly American.

She would choose her own husband.






[image: ornament]chapter two



From the moment Dhara was old enough to walk about town unattended, she and her girlfriends would spill out of Our Lady Queen of Martyrs and wander the sprawling business district, squealing over wedding saris displayed in the various shops. Gazing into the windows of the beauty salons, they argued over the henna designs, hair extensions, and head pendants draped over Styrofoam wig models, planning their own glorious weddings.

And now, as Dhara stepped out of the taxi in front of the Mysore Sari Emporium—one of the biggest sari shops in Jackson Heights—she realized that even thirty-seven-year-old cardiologists could still experience girlish thrills.

She slung her purse over her shoulder and pushed into the store, clanging the bells hung on a string. The place smelled of tandoori smoke from the next-door restaurant. She toed off her low-heeled shoes and lined them up on the shoe shelf, craning her neck in search of her mother.
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