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​​Chapter 1:

The Lie Slips Out
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The front door stuck the way it always did in winter, and Sophie had to shoulder it open like she was breaking into her own childhood home. She stumbled into the foyer with her overnight bag, a bottle of wine, and the distinct feeling that she'd made a mistake coming home for Christmas.

"She's here!" Her mother's voice carried from the kitchen. "Richard, Sophie's here!"

The house smelled like her grandmother's rolls. The same rolls from every Christmas for thirty-two years. Sophie set down her bag and took a breath.

Her mother appeared in the hallway, wiping her hands on a dish towel, already scanning Sophie from head to toe. "You look thin. Are you eating? Let me take your coat."

"I'm eating, Mom."

"You're not eating enough." Her mother tugged at Sophie's sleeve. "Come in, come in. Everyone's in the living room. Aunt Linda brought her new boyfriend. He sells insurance. Very stable."

Sophie let herself be guided down the hall. The living room was exactly as she'd left it last Christmas: her father in his armchair, her brother Matt sprawled on the couch with his wife, her grandmother in the corner seat she'd claimed sometime around 1987. Aunt Linda sat next to a man with a mustache and an eager smile.

"There she is!" Her father stood to hug her. "How was the drive?"

"Fine. No traffic."

"That's because you left too late," her mother said. "I told you to leave by two."

"I left at two-thirty."

"See? Too late."

Sophie hugged her grandmother, waved at Matt, and found a spot on the floor near the fireplace. A single strand of garland had come loose from the mantel and dangled toward the flames. She tucked it back up.

"So." Aunt Linda leaned forward. "Sophie. Tell us about your love life."

And there it was. Less than three minutes.

"Nothing to tell," Sophie said.

"Nothing? A pretty girl like you?"

"Leave her alone, Linda." Her mother handed Sophie a glass of wine. "She's focused on her career. There's nothing wrong with that."

"I didn't say there was anything wrong with it."

"You implied."

"I asked a question."

Sophie took a long drink of wine.

"What about that guy from the office?" Matt asked. "The one you mentioned at Thanksgiving?"

"What guy from the office?" Her mother's head swiveled. "You didn't mention any guy."

"There's no guy."

"Matt said there was a guy."

"Matt needs to mind his own business."

Her brother grinned at her from the couch. He was enjoying this. He'd been enjoying this ever since he got married three years ago and the family spotlight had shifted entirely onto Sophie's romantic prospects.

"I just think," Aunt Linda said, "that at your age, you should be settling down. I was married at twenty-four."

"And divorced at twenty-six," Sophie's grandmother said without looking up from her knitting.

"That's not the point, Mother."

"What is the point?"

"The point is that Sophie is thirty-two years old and she's never brought anyone home for Christmas. Not once. In thirty-two years."

"I was a baby for the first several of those years."

"You know what I mean."

Sophie looked at her mother for rescue, but her mother was doing that thing with her mouth. The pressed-lips thing. The thing that meant she agreed with Aunt Linda but didn't want to say so out loud.

"Mom."

"I'm not saying anything."

"You're thinking it."

"I'm allowed to think."

Her father cleared his throat. "Let's talk about something else. How about those Bears?"

"Richard, nobody cares about the Bears."

"I care about the Bears."

"Sophie." Aunt Linda wasn't finished. "I'm only asking because I care. Don't you want someone to share your life with? Don't you want a family of your own?"

The room had gotten quiet. Even her grandmother's knitting needles had stopped clicking. Everyone was looking at her. Her mother, her father, Matt and his wife, Aunt Linda and the insurance boyfriend, her grandmother. All of them, waiting.

Sophie had practiced for this. She had a speech prepared about how she was happy, how she was fulfilled, how she didn't need a relationship to feel complete. She'd rehearsed it in the car on the way here. Calm. Confident. Convincing.

What came out of her mouth was: "Actually, I'm engaged."

The silence lasted exactly two seconds.

Then her mother screamed.

"Engaged?" Her mother grabbed Sophie's hands and pulled her to her feet. "You're engaged? Why didn't you tell us? Who is he? When did this happen? Where's your ring?"

"I don't have a ring yet. We're still figuring out the details."

The lie kept building itself. Sophie stood in the middle of her family's living room and watched herself construct an entire fictional relationship out of panic and desperation.

"What's his name?" Matt asked. He was suspicious. He knew her too well.

"You wouldn't know him."

"Try me."

"It's new. We wanted to keep it private."

"But you're engaged." Aunt Linda had her hand pressed to her chest. "How can it be that new if you're already engaged?"

"When you know, you know." Sophie heard herself say the words and wanted to disappear into the floorboards. When you know, you know. She sounded like a greeting card.

"I have to meet him." Her mother was crying now. "Tonight. He has to come tonight. It's Christmas Eve, Sophie. I have to meet the man who's going to marry my daughter."

"He can't come tonight."

"Why not?"

"He has plans."

"What plans are more important than meeting your future family?"

"It's complicated."

"What's his name?" Her mother squeezed Sophie's hands tighter. "At least tell me his name."

Sophie opened her mouth.

No name came out.

She didn't have a name. She didn't have a person. She had a lie that had grown too large in the span of sixty seconds and now everyone was staring at her and her mother was crying and Aunt Linda was saying "I knew it" over and over and Matt was shaking his head because he knew, he absolutely knew, and Sophie needed air and space and time to think.

"I need to make a call," she said. "I'll be right back."

She walked out of the living room, down the hall, and onto the back porch. The cold hit her immediately. She'd left her coat inside.

Her phone was in her hand before she knew what she was doing. She scrolled through her contacts. Past her coworkers, past her college friends, past the people she hadn't talked to in years and should probably delete. She needed someone who would say yes. Someone who could be here tonight. Someone convincing enough to fool her family and kind enough not to judge her for this complete disaster of her own making.

She stopped on a name.

Eli Parker.

Her neighbor from 4B. The one who'd helped her carry groceries last month when the elevator broke. The one who always held the door and asked how her day was and once let her borrow a phone charger for three days without complaining.

She'd talked to him maybe a dozen times. She didn't know his middle name or his birthday or what he did for work.

She was going to ask him to pretend to be her fiancé.

Sophie pressed call before she could think about it any longer. The phone rang once. Twice. Three times.

"Hello?"

"Eli. It's Sophie. From 4A." She closed her eyes. "I need a favor. A big one. Possibly the biggest favor anyone has ever asked you."

A pause. "Okay."

"How do you feel about Christmas Eve dinner with my family?"

Another pause, longer this time. "I have a lot of questions."

"I'll explain everything. Please. I just need you to say yes."

The cold was seeping through her sweater. Inside, she could hear her mother calling for her. Her whole family was waiting to meet a man who didn't exist.

Eli exhaled on the other end of the line.

"Where do you need me?"
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Chapter 2:

I Owe You One
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Eli was reheating leftover Thai food when his phone rang.

He almost didn't answer. Unknown numbers were usually spam, and he'd already declined three calls about his car's extended warranty this week. But something made him check the screen.

Sophie. 4A.

He'd added her contact after the elevator incident. Just in case she needed to borrow the phone again. She'd never called.

"Hello?"

"Eli. It's Sophie. From 4A." Her voice was tight. Strained. "I need a favor. A big one. Possibly the biggest favor anyone has ever asked you."

He set down his fork. "Okay."

"How do you feel about Christmas Eve dinner with my family?"

He looked at his apartment. The microwave humming. The single plate on the counter. The Christmas lights he'd hung in the window because the building manager had asked everyone to be festive this year.

"I have a lot of questions."

"I'll explain everything. Please. I just need you to say yes."

She sounded desperate. Not casual desperate. Actually desperate.

"Where do you need me?"

She gave him an address. Forty minutes away, in the suburbs. She said she'd text him details and hung up before he could ask what he was walking into.

Eli stood in his kitchen for a long moment. The microwave beeped. His pad thai was ready.

He put it in the fridge and went to find a clean shirt.

***
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THE HOUSE WAS A COLONIAL with blue shutters and a wreath on the door. Christmas lights outlined the roof. Two cars sat in the driveway, and through the front window, Eli could see people moving around.

Sophie was waiting on the porch. She'd wrapped her arms around herself against the cold.

He parked on the street and walked up the driveway. She met him halfway.

"Thank you for coming." She was already talking fast. "I know this is insane. I know you probably think I've lost my mind. You might be right."

"What's going on?"

"I told my family I was engaged."

Eli waited.

"I'm not engaged," Sophie said. "Obviously. I panicked. My aunt was interrogating me about my love life and everyone was staring and I just said it. I don't know why. It came out."

"Okay."

"Now they want to meet him. Tonight. My mother is crying. My aunt is gloating. My brother knows I'm lying but he won't say anything because he's enjoying watching me suffer." She took a breath. "I need you to pretend to be my fiancé."

The request hung in the air between them. Cold wind pushed at his jacket.

"For how long?"

"Just tonight. Dinner. Maybe dessert. A few hours."

"And then what?"

"I'll figure that out later."

"Sophie."

"I know." She pressed her hands to her face. "I know. This is a disaster. I'm asking you to lie to my entire family on Christmas Eve. You can say no. You should probably say no. Any reasonable person would say no."

She dropped her hands. Her eyes were red at the edges.

"Why me
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