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DISCLAIMER 

This book contains mature themes, including romantic and emotional conflicts, and adult situations.  The characters, events, and situations are entirely fictional, and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

This story also touches upon sensitive topics such as bribery and deception. The author does not endorse or promote bribery, dishonesty, or any unethical behavior. All such events are depicted purely for narrative purposes to explore characters, relationships, and the consequences of their choices.

Readers are encouraged to engage with the story with maturity and an understanding of its fictional nature. The tale is intended to entertain, provoke thought, and explore the complexities of love, independence, and societal norms in a dramatic and emotional context.

Reader discretion is advised.
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❤️

In Chandigarh, marriages don’t start with love they start with a photo.

My father held it like a lottery ticket, my mother called it beautiful.

I called it outdated, but nobody asked me.

At thirty-three, I thought I knew contracts.

I didn’t know the biggest one would come with a bride.
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CHAPTER ONE ❤️ 
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Veer 

That evening in Chandigarh, our living room became a stage for something I thought belonged in old Bollywood films those movies of Rishi Kapoor ,Dev Anand etc, not real life. But life had other agendas when Gansham chacha walked in, holding a small photograph between his fingers as if it were something fragile, something sacred. 

He handed it straight to my father, Pyaare Mehra, a retired Judge, who was halfway through his evening ritual of  sipping tea with the extra milk, checking the news of the price of fuel and  business related, pretending not to worry about my future. But the moment that photo touched his hand, the man transformed, it could feel as if you are seeing some cartoon version of Dragon Ball. 

His eyes widened as if he had won the lottery jackpot.

He set his cup aside almost spilling his tea then gradually  wiped his hands on his kurta, and just stared. It was as if the room disappeared, the news anchors’ voices turned mute, and even I became invisible. That photograph -that girl - had all his attention.

Now, I know what you’re thinking. 

In Chandigarh, the age of Tinder swipes, Instagram reels, and half-baked ideas of “soulmates,” who in their right mind still entertains arranged marriage? Well, the answer is: my father does. The Mehras do. Our household has never believed in chasing love stories written in the stars. 

We write our stories with family approval, community reputation, and bio data printed on thick paper. Old school? Maybe. But that’s the world I was born into.

And me? I’m Veer Mehra. Lawyer. Thirty-three years old. 

A man who can argue legal loopholes in the courtroom, but somehow can’t argue his way out of my father’s plans. 

Sometimes, I wonder if all those years of education, those long nights buried in case files, were secretly preparing me for this exact moment when I’d be cross-examined about my future bride. Because that’s how it feels. Like I’m on trial.

I glanced at my father, then at the photo he held so dearly. His expression said more than words ever could  hope, pride, desperation all mixed into one. For him, this wasn’t just a photo. It was a lottery ticket, a promise of legacy, of family dinners where everyone smiles for the sake of tradition.

I wanted to laugh at the seriousness of it, but something in me held back. Maybe it was respect. Maybe it was fear. Or maybe it was that tiny, buried part of me that wondered what if, just what if, this fairy-tale version of love my parents believed in still existed?

Because here’s the truth I rarely admit: being thirty-three in India, unmarried, comes with its own brand of silent judgment. The whispers at weddings, the sympathetic nods from relatives, the random neighbours who ask my parents if I have “problems.” You learn to ignore it, to drown it out with work, late nights, and friendships that don’t ask for explanations. But when your own father looks at a photograph like it holds the key to his happiness, you realize maybe you’ve been ignoring something bigger.

So yes, in the era of modern love, in this city buzzing with cafés, start-ups, and fast lives, my story starts the old-fashioned way. With a photograph of a stranger. And with me, Veer Mehra, trying to figure out if destiny still has the patience to write fairy tales.

The photograph didn’t stay in my father’s hands for long. My mother Shilpa Mehra  leaned forward, curiosity written all over her face, and plucked it away before he could even speak. She adjusted her glasses, studied it closely, and within seconds I heard the words that were both predictable and inevitable.

“She’s beautiful,” she said softly, almost like a prayer, as if the girl inside the frame had already been approved by the gods themselves.

I watched her smile, the kind of smile mothers reserve only for daughters they don’t yet have but already dream about. My father nodded in agreement, but his mind was somewhere else. I could see it in his eyes, the calculation happening silently behind them. He wasn’t just admiring her face. 

No, he was mapping out the future, rearranging our household like a chessboard where this girl, this stranger, was about to become the queen piece.

My father,  has always been a practical man. Love, romance, companionship these were words for films and novels, not real life. In his world, a wife wasn’t only about companionship; she was about balance, duty, and family structure. And as much as I hated to admit it, I knew exactly what he was thinking when he handed the photo to my mother.

He wanted this girl to step into our home not just as my wife, but as the one who would keep things running. He wanted her to become the domestic backbone of the family, the silent support system, while my mother, already tired from years of carrying that burden, could finally step back and rest.

It sounds harsh when I lay it out like that, doesn’t it? But that’s how households like mine worked. In cities like Chandigarh, no matter how modern the malls looked or how fast the Wi-Fi ran, some traditions never loosened their grip. My father didn’t want a daughter-in-law who posted selfies in cafés or argued about career choices. He wanted one who would blend into our family seamlessly, someone who would cook, clean, and manage everything without protest. Someone who could replace my mother in all the unglamorous, thankless jobs she had carried on her shoulders for decades.

My mother didn’t argue. She never did. That was her way accept first, adjust later. She just kept looking at the photograph, already picturing this stranger walking through our doors, filling the void she herself was ready to vacate. And I sat there, caught between them, realizing that for them this wasn’t just a photo of a girl. It was a solution. To my bachelorhood, to my mother’s exhaustion, to my father’s silent worries.

And me? I didn’t say a word. Because what could I say? That I wasn’t sure if I wanted a wife chosen like this? That maybe I wanted something more than a domestic arrangement? That maybe, at thirty-three, I wasn’t ready to let someone’s face in a photograph dictate the rest of my life? The words stayed locked inside me.

So I just sat back and watched as my parents planned the future—with her face in their hands, and my silence in the background.

The next morning began like any other, I woke up to usual routine, early morning shower , the freshness of air, birds chirping except for the knot in my stomach that reminded me I had an important case to fight. Court days were always busy, but this one carried a little extra weight. Maybe it was the photograph from last night still floating in the back of my mind, or maybe it was just the way my father’s silence had turned into expectation. Either way, I stepped out of my room, tie in place, files in hand, ready to switch into lawyer mode.

I walked towards the porch and started my car, only to see the fuel needle leaning dangerously close to empty. Perfect. Of all days, it had to be today. I slammed the door shut and muttered, “ Driver!”

Our driver, Harpal, came rushing out, adjusting his turban in a hurry. “Sir?”

“Come quick . Drive me to court. I’m already late.”

As I jumped into the backseat, my mother’s voice spoke through the morning chaos. “Veer! Wait!” She came rushing out of the kitchen door, her apron  flying, holding a small bowl in her hands. The sweet, unmistakable smell of kheer filled the air.

“ What now, Ma? I don’t have time,” I said, half-opening the door, already impatient.

“Just one spoon. Every important day deserves some good luck,” she insisted, her eyes filled with that familiar motherly stubbornness. No lawyer in the world could argue against it.

I sighed, leaned forward, and took a spoonful straight from her hand. Warm, sugary, perfect. “Happy now?” I teased.

She smiled, but her smile froze as a small drop slipped right onto my tie. A neat, white patch on a navy-blue background. I looked down and groaned.

“Maa!”

She tried hiding her laugh. “Arrey, it’s just a little. Wipe it, wipe it.”

I pulled out a tissue and rubbed furiously, but the stain only spread, turning into an abstract art piece. My tie now looked like some child had tried colouring on it with leftover chalk. “Great. Just great.”

“Change it,” my mother said, already turning to run inside.

“No time,” I cut her off, holding my files tighter. “Judge won’t wait because of kheer.”

She shook her head at me, half amused, half irritated. “You lawyers think the world runs on your clock.”

I smirked. “Well, Ma, for me, it kind of does.”

The driver honked gently, reminding us of the minutes ticking away. I leaned out one last time, gave her a quick look, and said, “I’ll see you in the evening.”

She waved, holding her bowl and going back inside the house. Maybe it was pride, maybe worry. Mothers never really said what they felt in full sentences; they just sent you off with blessings disguised as food.

Harpal dropped me at the court gate. I adjusted my coat, glanced once at my ridiculous tie, and sighed. “Perfect start,” I muttered under my breath. But there was no turning back. Inside those walls, stains didn’t matter. Only words did. And today, my words had to win. I walked in, greeted everyone. Just as I was about to start,

My phone rang right when I was in the middle of cross-questioning the witness. The ringtone of Tere bina from Guru rang loud that I had forgotten to put it on silent and suddenly it felt like the whole courtroom turned towards me at once.

The judge stopped scribbling, looked up and pierced me with those eyes that could strip a man of confidence in seconds. “Mr. Mehra,” he said, dry and sharp, “do you think this is a wedding baraat?” A few people chuckled.

I didn’t expect them to start laughing. I being Veer having ten years of law practice, just reduced to looking like a rookie because of one damn ringtone.

Before I could even apologize properly, the judge waved his hand. “Five hundred rupees penalty,” he announced. Just like that. And my brilliant morning was gone in the blink of an eye.

I shoved the buzzing phone into my pocket, muttered a half-apology and turned to my colleague. “Barad, take over,” I whispered, sliding the file into his hands. He gave me a half-sympathetic look, half-amused one, like he’d been waiting for me to mess up at least once in life. 

I stepped out of the courtroom, still fuming. Outside, under the echoing arches of the corridor, I finally pulled out my phone and answered. “Dad, what the hell? I’m in court!” I snapped. 

My father’s voice came through the speaker, calm as ever. “Arre, so what? Listen first.” I almost laughed. “Do you know I just got fined because of this? Five hundred rupees, gone!” I said, pacing the long corridor as clerks and lawyers walked past.

“Five hundred?” he said, like it was nothing. “Big deal. A bigger matter is here.” My irritation rose. “What now? Another land dispute? Cricket club drama?” I shot back. He cut me mid-sentence. “Marriage,” he said. Just like that. No build-up, no preface. I stopped walking. “What marriage?” I asked. My father cleared his throat. “Yours, obviously. Who else’s? You’re thirty-three, Veer. People have started saying there’s something wrong with you.

I wanted to scream at him. “Dad, do you realize what case I was fighting right now?I asked him. 

“NO! I don’t”, he responded. A dowry case. I replied back. Families harassing women for money. And in the middle of that, you call me to tell me about my own marriage proposal? Can you not see the irony?” But he was unmoved. “Just, no arguments. Go meet the girl. Time doesn’t wait for anyone, not even big lawyers.” that’s what he wanted.

I took a deep breath. “I’m not meeting anyone,” I said, firm. He lowered his voice, calm but threatening. “You are. Don’t make me come to court and drag you out myself.”and he cut the call.

That was my father. End of discussion. I leaned against the wall, staring at the heavy stone pillars of the High Court, watching people rush around with other people’s lives in their hands. And mine? Mine was suddenly hanging on an MMS, a stranger’s face about to arrive on my phone, ready to decide the next thirty-three years of my life.
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