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Chapter One Anita 
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My phone buzzed for the seventh time that hour, the screen lighting up with my mother's name and a preview of her latest plea: "Ani, we need to discuss the Patel boy's, " I silenced it mid-sentence and buried it beneath a throw pillow, as if the fabric could somehow muffle the weight of expectations piling up around me. Three marriage proposals in two months. Seven increasingly desperate phone calls today alone. The walls of my apartment seemed to be closing in, shrinking my carefully constructed independence into something fragile and threatened. I needed a solution, not another lecture, not another introduction to a "nice boy from a good family." I needed Tony.

My aunt's voice from Sunday dinner still echoed in my head: "Twenty-eight is not young anymore, Anita. Your cousins all married at twenty-four. What are you waiting for? The perfect man doesn't exist." The memory made my chest tighten. The glossy wedding brochure my mother had "accidentally" left in my bag lay open on my coffee table, mocking me with its smiling couples and promises of perfect unions.

I paced the length of my living room, five steps one way, six the other, the hardwood cool beneath my bare feet. My phone buzzed again from beneath the pillow. This time, a text from my father: "Call your mother. She's worried about you." Translation: they were closing ranks. When Dad got involved, the pressure was about to double.

The calendar alert on my laptop chimed, reminding me of next weekend's family gathering, the one where Uncle Vijay and Aunt Meena would be bringing their nephew who "just happened" to be visiting from Chicago. Another "accidental" introduction. Another evening of pointed questions about my career being "just a phase" before settling down.

My fingers were dialing before I'd fully formed the plan.

"T, I need you," I said when he answered, my voice tight. "Can you come over? It's an emergency."

"Are you hurt? Do you need me to call someone?" The immediate concern in his voice loosened something in my chest.

"No, nothing like that. Just... please. I need to talk to you."

He didn't hesitate. "I'll be there in twenty."

I spent those twenty minutes making coffee I was too anxious to drink and rehearsing conversations that kept dissolving into jumbled thoughts. When the knock came at my door, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Tony stood in my doorway, slightly out of breath, his dark eyes scanning my face. "What's going on? Your message sounded serious."

I pulled him inside, closing the door against the outside world. "Thanks for coming so fast."

"You said emergency. I was worried." He followed me to the kitchen, leaning against the counter while I poured coffee we both knew I'd made just to have something to do with my hands. "Ani, what's wrong? You're scaring me."

"They're trying to marry me off," I blurted, setting the coffee pot down too hard. "And they're not taking no for an answer anymore. Mom's got three candidates lined up. Three, Tony. She's sending me their family histories and résumés like I'm hiring an employee, not choosing a life partner."

Tony's eyebrows pulled together. "That's... intense. But it's not exactly new, right? They've been pushing this for years."

"It's different now." I ran my hands through my hair, tugging at the roots. "They've set a deadline. If I don't choose someone by my birthday, they're going to arrange everything themselves. They're calling it their 'parental duty' since I'm apparently incapable of finding someone on my own."

"They can't actually force you to marry someone," Tony said, accepting the mug I handed him. "This isn't the 1800s."

"You don't understand how this works." My voice caught. "The guilt, the emotional manipulation. The entire extended family getting involved. They'll wear me down until I give in just to make it stop." I wrapped my fingers around my mug, drawing warmth from the ceramic. "My cousin Priya tried to resist. She held out for six months before caving. Six months of being treated like she was breaking her parents' hearts every day. I can't... I don't have that kind of strength."

Tony set his mug down and stepped closer, his hand warm on my shoulder. "Hey, you're the strongest person I know. We'll figure something out."

The touch, the quiet confidence in his voice, it pushed me over the edge. The words tumbled out before I could second-guess myself.

"Marry me."

His hand dropped from my shoulder. "What?"

"Not for real," I clarified quickly, watching his eyes widen. "Just... on paper. If I'm already married, they can't push anyone else on me." The idea crystallized as I spoke, desperation making it seem more reasonable with each word. "It would just be temporary. A year, maybe two, until they give up for good. Then we get a quiet divorce and everything goes back to normal."

"You can't be serious." Tony took a step back, coffee forgotten. "Ani, marriage isn't... you don't just..."

"I know how it sounds." I moved toward him, closing the distance he'd created. "But I'm out of options. The deadline is in six weeks. My birthday dinner, they're expecting me to announce my choice then. If I don't, my mother has already selected someone." My voice cracked. "I can't marry a stranger, T. I can't live someone else's vision of my life."

"This is insane," he said, running a hand through his hair. "We're talking about legal documents, shared finances, lying to everyone we know. What about your family? They'd never believe we suddenly fell in love."

"We've been friends for years. It's not that big a stretch." I pressed on, the words rushing out. "We could say we've been secretly dating, that we didn't want to say anything until we were sure. They know you, they like you. You've been to family events before."

"As your friend," he emphasized. "Not as your... husband." The word seemed to stick in his throat.

"Please," I whispered, hating the desperation in my voice but unable to hide it. "I wouldn't ask if there was any other way."

Tony paced the small kitchen, his shoulders tense. "What happens when one of us meets someone real? Someone we actually want to be with?"

The question stung more than it should have. "That's part of the agreement. If either of us meets someone, we end it. No questions asked." I swallowed hard. "I've thought this through. We keep our finances separate except for a joint account for appearance's sake. We live here, my place is bigger. After a year or two, we quietly divorce. I'll even cover any legal fees."

He stopped pacing, his back to me. For a long moment, he said nothing, and my heart hammered against my ribs. When he turned, his expression was unreadable.

"You're really terrified, aren't you?" His voice was soft.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak without my voice breaking.

He studied my face for what felt like eternity. "If we do this, and I'm not saying we will, we need rules. Boundaries."

Hope fluttered in my chest. "Absolutely. Whatever you need."

"And a definite end date. Not 'a year or two', a specific date when we file for divorce, regardless of what else is happening."

"Done," I agreed quickly. "One year from the wedding date. That should be enough time to convince my family."

Tony took a deep breath, closing his eyes briefly. When he opened them, something had shifted. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but... okay."

The relief was so intense I nearly staggered. "Really? You'll do it?"

"Against my better judgment," he said with a weak smile. "But yes, I'll do it. For you."

I moved toward him, intending to hug him, then stopped, suddenly uncertain. This arrangement changed something between us, I just wasn't sure what. Instead, I extended my hand. "Partners?"

He looked at my outstretched hand, then back to my face. Something flickered in his eyes I couldn't name. He took my hand, his palm warm against mine, fingers wrapping around my wrist slightly more than a normal handshake would warrant.

"Partners," he agreed, his voice lower than usual.

Our hands remained linked seconds longer than necessary. His gaze held mine, searching for something. The air between us seemed to thicken, charged with an awareness I'd never felt with him before. My pulse quickened under his touch, and I wondered, fleetingly, if he could feel it.

When we finally let go, the absence of his touch left me strangely cold.
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I adjusted my tie for the third time, checking my reflection in Anita's bathroom mirror. The story we'd rehearsed played on loop in my head: secret dating for six months, spontaneous proposal last weekend, too in love to wait for a long engagement. My mouth felt dry. I'd lied plenty in my life, white lies, exaggerations, necessary omissions, but nothing of this magnitude, nothing that required legal documents and rings and vows. When Anita had asked me to marry her four days ago, I'd agreed out of loyalty, out of friendship, out of the naked fear I'd seen in her eyes. What I hadn't counted on was how the word "fiancé" would taste different on my tongue when applied to her.

"Tony?" Anita's voice called from the living room. "We should leave soon. My mother will take lateness as a personal insult."

"Coming," I responded, giving up on the tie and unbuttoning the top button of my shirt instead. Casual confidence seemed better than stiff formality.

She was waiting by the door, fidgeting with the small diamond ring we'd bought yesterday. It was modest but elegant, "Nothing flashy," she'd insisted, "or they'll know it's not real." Now she twisted it on her finger, a nervous habit already forming.

"You look beautiful," I said, the words slipping out before I could consider them. They weren't part of the act, we were still alone in her apartment, but they were true. The deep blue of her dress made her skin glow, and she'd styled her hair in loose waves rather than her usual practical ponytail.

She glanced up, surprise flickering across her face. "Thanks," she said quietly. "You clean up pretty well yourself."

The drive to her parents' home passed in tense silence. Anita stared out the window, twisting the ring, occasionally murmuring reminders about which cousins were married to whom and which aunt to avoid discussing politics with. I nodded, only half-listening, too aware of how the evening light caught in her hair, how the car felt smaller with her nervous energy filling it.

"Remember," she said as I parked outside a well-maintained two-story home in Bay Ridge, "my aunt Meena is the suspicious one. She notices everything."

"I got this," I assured her, though my racing pulse suggested otherwise. "Trust me."

Her hand found mine as we walked to the door, her fingers cold despite the warm evening. I squeezed gently, and something protective surged through me when she squeezed back.

The door opened before we could knock. Anita's mother stood in the entryway, her critical gaze sweeping over us both before settling on our joined hands.

"Anita," she said, her tone carefully neutral. "You're just in time." Her eyes shifted to me. "Tony. I didn't expect to see you tonight."

This was the moment. The point of no return.

"Mrs. Sharma," I said, smiling warmly. "Thank you for having us. I know this is a surprise."

Anita's grip tightened. "Mom, I, we have something to tell everyone."

Her mother's
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