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      Chloe: Ok, so who’s bringing a plus one to TG?

      
        
        Brad: Ummm, well I am married, so yeah, my wife is coming.

        Mike: Yep, ditto for me, obviously. Did you have a stroke or something, Chlo?

        Simon: Yeah of course, I’m bringing Summer.

      

      

      Chloe: Fuck, so that’s a yes x 3? You guys suck.

      
        
        Mike: What about Anton, Anthony, Andrew…wtf was his name?

        Brad: Anton.

        Simon: Anton

      

      

      Chloe: Actually, it was Andrew, you idiots and we broke up 6 months ago.

      
        
        Brad: Really, what happened?

      

      

      Chloe: He sucked…and not in the good way.

      
        
        Simon: Ewwww gross, Chlo, jesus!

      

      

      Chloe: Please, like having 3 brothers meant I didn’t have to listen to this shit constantly?

      Chloe: Also, again, you guys suck. WTF am I gonna do? Mom’s already up my ass about bringing a +1.

      
        
        Mike: Escort?

        Simon: Gigolo?

        Brad: OMG, yes! But seriously, $50 if you do it!

      

      

      Chloe: Again, you guys SUCK! Thanks for nothing, dickheads.

      Chloe: Also, see you on Wednesday. Love u

      
        
        Mike: Love you, Chlo

        Simon: Ditto

        Brad: Love u too

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      My phone rings and I instantly know who it is. Groaning out loud, I don’t even need to look at the screen, so instead I let it ring. The dreaded chime echoing through my apartment, making me want to bang my head on the counter.

      Instead, I do what I know I shouldn’t: I answer it. I have no idea what is wrong with me because I know how this conversation is going to go and I am so not in the mood to deal with it today. Who am I kidding? I’m never in the mood to deal with it. I tend to call her when I’m in the car driving somewhere and when she gets to be too much, I pretend the call gets dropped. That doesn’t work so well in my apartment.

      “Hello,” I say, sounding far too annoyed already. She’s going to hear it in my voice and call me out on it.

      “Chloe, it’s your mother,” she says, like she always does, and I respond the same way I always do.

      “Mom, you know you don’t have to tell me it’s you when I answer, right?”

      “I don’t understand why it bothers you,” she bites back, letting out a long, hard sigh.

      “Well, first of all, I’ve known you my entire life and can recognize your voice anywhere, and when I say anywhere, I mean anywhere. Like that time you tried to leave me in Nordstrom, but you were arguing too loudly with the sales associate, and I found you. And second, your name comes up on the screen of my phone.”

      Again with the hard sigh. “I didn’t try to leave you in Nordstrom. You just wouldn’t listen, so I walked away.” She always defends herself by reminding me I was and still am her most difficult child. “I am glad to know I’m at least saved in your phone.”

      “I mean you are saved as ‘Mommie Dearest’, and your ringtone is the theme from Jaws,” I say, knowing this will really set her off.

      “Chloe, why do you have to be this way?” my mother asks, but it’s a question that is tossed out into the wind, rhetorical and unanswerable, or at least not with the answer she wants.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, despite knowing that answer won’t suffice. “Did you need something, Mom?” I now ask, even though I know she’s calling about Thanksgiving.

      It’s her favorite holiday and one that I am unable to miss. Ever. She loves the idea of having a massive dinner with all of her children, all dressed up like she has this perfect family, until I show up.

      “Yes, dear, it’s almost Thanksgiving and I wanted to make sure you’re still going to join us. We can book you a flight if you need us to,” she says, and while her offer is very kind, it will come with stipulations. More than likely, it will come with a start and end date set by her and I can’t have her having that much control over my life.

      “I’m going to drive,” I tell her, and I wait, my eyes closed, my teeth clenched. It’s coming, the backhanded insult, the passive aggressive comment.

      “This is why I wish you had a boyfriend.”

      And there it is.

      “Why?”

      “So he could drive.”

      “It’s the twenty-first century, Mom. Women have been driving for at least the last ten years, or maybe it’s actually been the last eighty years. I don’t know.”

      “Will you be bringing someone with you this year?” she now asks, ignoring my comment. “If you do, don’t wear those fishnet patterned tights like you did last year. You looked like a dollar a dance.”

      I run a hand over my face, counting silently to myself as I take a few deep breaths. This is why I shouldn’t have answered the phone. Text messages are better. I don’t get the full effect of her comments via text, and I can trick myself into thinking she’s just being sarcastic.

      “And it would be good if you started to wear a little less makeup,” she adds. “That might be the issue with you and men. I don’t think they like that heavy look.”

      Wow, she really controlled that. I was expecting her to say ‘whore’ or ‘lady of the night’ or some other insult.

      “Yeah, I’m certain that’s why I don’t have a boyfriend. Winged eyeliner. I knew it was something simple,” I deadpan.

      She falls silent and it takes everything in me not to start laughing. It’s pretty much my favorite thing in the world when I can stop her in her tracks.

      “You didn’t answer my question. Are you bringing someone to Thanksgiving?”

      Without thinking about it, I blurt out an answer that is a total lie. “Yes, I am. My boyfriend.” This is so going to come back to bite me in the ass.

      “Oh!” she squeals, and I swear I hear clapping in the background. “This is wonderful. How long have you been dating? Is it serious? What’s his name? What’s he do for a living? Or is he still in college? What’s his major?”

      She’s like a damn machine gun with her questions, but I guess this is better than having her ask about school or my job or bragging about how my brothers are literally dreams come true.

      “Not that long. His name is…” I stall, not even sure what the hell I’m doing. And that’s when he walks through the door, so I just spit out his name. “Seth.”

      “Yeah?” Seth says, looking over at me as I slump against the kitchen counter and shake my head at him, pointing to my phone.

      He moves about my apartment, grabbing himself a glass of water and getting comfortable on the couch as he switches on the TV. I watch him, silently begging for him to agree to this disaster I’ve just involuntarily volunteered him for.

      He’s my best friend and I would literally do anything for him, so why wouldn’t he pretend to be my boyfriend for a few days? After that, I can just tell my family we broke up, which would be totally plausible, since in their eyes I can’t make a man stay for anything. And I’ll be back here in North Carolina, miles away from home and no one needs to know I lied.

      “It hasn’t been that long,” I now say, prepping my mom for the imaginary breakup. “He lives in my building, across the hall and things are good. Really good.”

      As I’m talking, Seth is looking over at me, his brow cocked as he listens to me bullshit my mother about this fake relationship I’ve just concocted so I can avoid her judgment. Well, the judgment will still happen when I end this farce, but for the time being, things feel less stressful.

      It’s not a full-blown lie though. Things between Seth and me are really good. We spend pretty much every day together and he makes me laugh, loves to drink whiskey and he knows me better than I know myself. It’s just that he’s not my boyfriend. He would never consider dating me. The girls he dates are leggy and tall and blonde and look like a living Barbie. I look like Barbie’s sister Skipper with tiny boobs and barely hitting five foot three inches.

      Seth is now glaring at me, his lip curled up in a weird, confused way as I continue to brag about our perfect relationship, laying it on way too thick.

      “Your brothers will be so excited to meet him,” my mom says, her voice dripping with sweetness at the idea of her only daughter finally finding a suitable partner. “I’m sure he will be better than the last guy. Anton, ugh, he was…” She trails off, and all I can think about is why everyone thinks his name was Anton. Did I accidently introduce him as that via a FaceTime call? Possibly.

      Seth kicks off his shoes, turning on a Carolina Panthers game, he walks over and grabs a beer from the fridge, holding one out to me. I nod, mouthing ‘thank you’ when he opens it and hands it to me.

      I take a long drink, wondering how quickly the alcohol will take effect and how quickly I can pound this beer. It might help ease the pain of this conversation and help me work up the courage to tell Seth I need to bring him to my family’s Thanksgiving dinner.

      “How’s school?” she now asks, like we have conversations like this all the time and I’m caught off guard.

      “It’s good. Nearing the end,” I reply.

      “Thank god. This whole five-year plan you’ve got going on is still hitting us right in the wallet,” my mom quips and I knew there would be a jab in there somewhere.

      “Happy to pay for my last semester or reimburse you for the last four and a half years,” I answer back, a bit of acid to my tone.

      Paying for my education is something that she has held over my head for the last four years. Of course, my brothers all finished in four years, went on to law school and quickly found jobs and partners and made my mother’s life easy. Not black sheep Chloe. Good thing my brothers love me, and we all get along because it could be really ugly.

      “Oh, Chloe, I’m not sure that’s feasible on your barmaid’s paycheck.” She says barmaid like she’s saying motherfucker. It’s meant to be an insult and she works hard to make sure I know that. “Are tips really that good?”

      I’m not going to be a bartender forever. It’s just until I finish school. I use the money to pay my rent and to buy groceries and save money to move to the farthest point away from my mother. Last time I checked it was Perth, Australia. I’ve researched it heavily. Seems like a lovely place.

      “My barmaid job pays pretty well, Mom,” I say, the harshness I’ve tried to keep out of my tone is now on full display. I have to bite down on my lip to keep from laughing when Seth looks over the back of the couch at me and mouths ‘barmaid’ to which he adds a pointed finger and a hearty laugh at my expense.

      I walk over to the couch and flop down next to Seth, the phone still at my ear. I knew I should have put in my earbuds, my hand is starting to cramp from holding the phone. This conversation is longer than I would like, but there’s no getting rid of her now. She’s on a roll.

      I switch it over to the speaker, tossing it onto the coffee table as Seth mutes the game, listening to my mother drone on about how being a barmaid is not a career and she didn’t pay for nearly five years of an education for me to serve drinks.

      “But I have this regular who comes in at like ten in the morning and he drinks all day, Mom. Sometimes he doesn’t leave until we close. He tips well,” I say and she’s unaware that I’m fucking with her. She’s never had much of a sense of humor. That’s my father.

      “He’s an alcoholic, Chloe. You really shouldn’t be serving him.”

      Seth bursts out laughing, and I slap a hand over his mouth, stopping him from being heard. She’d have a field day if she knew my fake boyfriend is here sitting next to me on the couch. I have no idea how I’m going to convince him to come to Thanksgiving with me, but I need to come up with something quickly.

      Carolina Panthers tickets?

      A trip to Hawaii?

      Clean his apartment for a year?

      “Yes, Mom, that was a joke,” I now say, rolling my eyes. Maybe I can use the getting disconnected method in a few minutes. I’m not going to make it much longer.

      “Oh, haha,” she says, but her laugh is forced. “Well, I guess I’ll let you go. Remember, Thanksgiving is formal. Make sure you and your boyfriend are dressed appropriately. Don’t wear those heels with the red bottom either,” she adds. “They make you look like you should be standing on a corner.”

      “Yes, that’s what I thought when I bought them. I figured I could boost my barmaid’s salary by standing on a corner, Mother.”

      “Don’t say my name like that,” she bites. “You make it sound like you want to tack another word onto the end of it, Chloe,” she chastises, and she’s right, I do want to add another word to the end of it. I kind of want to scream it.

      “I’ll see you on Wednesday. I’ll text you when I’m on my way,” I say, trying to end the conversation. It seemed like she was wrapping it up, but she just needed to get in a few more jabs.

      “Yes, and no Black Wednesday with your brothers, you hear me,” she adds, a firmness to her words. “Hopefully your boyfriend can keep you under control.”

      “I’m sure he can. Sometimes he carries around handcuffs and a whip.”

      “Is he a police officer, Chloe?” she asks, missing my joke, again.

      “No, Mom. I’ll see you Wednesday.”

      “Looking forward to meeting your boyfriend,” she calls out as I quickly hit the end button on the call.

      I fall back against the couch, covering my face with my hands, I scream into them. Seth doesn’t even respond; he just unmutes the TV and takes a swig of his beer. When he leans forward to set it down on the table, I grab for it, drinking the rest in one go.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter, shaking my head as I get up and grab both of us another beer. I’m going to need it and so is he when I drop the bomb on him that I told my mother he’s my boyfriend. And that he is coming to the Adams family Thanksgiving.

      “Who’s your boyfriend?” Seth now asks, narrowing his eyes at me when I join him back on the couch. I hand him the beer, smiling sweetly.

      “About that. I need a huge favor.”
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            Seth

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, this ought to be good,” I say, grabbing my beer from her hand and taking a long pull. Chloe smirks at me, but I’m actually not joking because literally all of Chloe’s favors or plans or ideas aren’t just good, they’re epically fucking good.

      I think I knew that the first day I met her when I walked into the chem lab, ready to kick ass in my newly acquired TA role, and she nearly burnt the whole lab down when she started messing around with the Bunsen burner. She didn’t manage to finish the semester in chemistry, and the fire that ran the length of the lab table was pretty awesome, not to mention hilarious. But she and I have been best friends ever since. So much so, that when the apartment across the hall from me became available a couple of years ago, she was the first person I called to suggest she take it.

      “No, Seth, I mean this is seriously a huge favor,” she starts, turning on the couch to face me as she grabs my hand in hers, gripping it tightly. “Like if you do this, I will seriously owe you for life. Maybe even with my first born or, oh, a kidney or something.”

      “Chloe,” I say, mock serious as I turn on the couch to face her. “I’m not sure your first born will be a good favor repayment, especially with your genes and personality, but I’ll definitely take dibs on the kidney.”

      This earns me a smack on the arm and when I laugh, her hand moves to my chest, pinching my nipple hard.

      “Oww, fuck, Chlo!”

      “I’m being serious, Seth,” she whines. “And I really need you to be serious as well. Like seriously-hear me-out-with-this type of serious.”

      I hold up my almost empty beer bottle, biting my lip as I try not to laugh. “I swear to be serious, Chloe Adams, like seriously serious. Hit me with it.”

      She sidles closer to me on the couch, a smile on her face that if I didn’t know better was her, I’m trying to pick you up and get laid, kind of smile, but what I actually know is really her, I’m about to ask you something you’re not going to like but just roll with it, kind of smile. “I need you to come home with me for Thanksgiving with my family and pretend to be my boyfriend.”

      The words tumble out of her mouth in a rush and are so not what I was expecting her to say. “What now?” I finally get out.

      “I need you. To come home to Brooklyn. With me. For Thanksgiving. Pretend to be my boyfriend.”

      She says it all in short, direct sentences, like maybe she thinks I’m stupid or can’t get it or something, which in fairness to me, I sort of can’t.

      “Why?”

      Chloe huffs out a breath, her head falling back as she looks up at the ceiling. “Because my mom has been up my ass about me getting a boyfriend and she caught me in a weak moment and my brothers all suck because they are fucking perfect, and I just lost my mind for a second and fucked up and blurted out that you were my boyfriend.” Her head falls forward, her eyes locking with mine. “I mean you walked in just as I was trying to come up with a name, so you know…”

      “Oh, so it’s my fault then?” I say with a laugh.

      “No!” she whines. “It’s my mother’s fault, you know what she’s like!”

      Chuckling, I get off the couch and walk into Chloe’s kitchen, bypassing the fridge this time and instead grabbing the bottle of whiskey she swiped from the bar she works at and two glasses. I get the feeling this conversation is heading into hard liquor territory at this point, for more reasons than Chloe realizes.

      “Chlo,” I say, flopping back onto the couch. “Why don’t you just tell her to back off, that you don’t need a man to feel fulfilled and you are your own person and perfectly happy like that?”

      Chloe hits me with a look that I know is reserved for when she legit thinks someone is speaking out of their ass. “Okay, I know you have never met my mom,” she says, air-quoting the never met part. “But you’ve obviously sat in on enough of my conversations with her to know that she is NEVER LETTING THIS GO!”

      I burst out laughing, having no idea how Chloe Adams can be the same whiskey-swigging, ass-kicking, lab-setting-on-fire, girl I know and love, and then cave the second she gets on the phone with her mom. I mean she gives her shit yeah, but she also gets so riled up by her, agreeing to shit I know she doesn’t really want to do.

      “Plus,” she adds. “You know my three brothers are all perfect in her eyes. Like they could literally shit shit and she would still think that.”

      With another laugh I say, “Chloe, everyone literally shits shit.”

      “Ugh, whatever,” she says, waving her hand at me. “I mean I love them yes, but fuck, I can’t compete with their perfectness, Seth, and just once I’d like to. And with you, with this…” she pauses, waving a hand between us. “I might actually be able to.”

      With a smirk, I rest my arm along the back of the couch, tugging on her long hair. She looks so hopelessly adorable sitting there, waiting for me to agree to this. “Oh, because I am literally perfect, right?”

      Chloe rolls her eyes before hitting me with a smile. “I mean, obviously,” she says. “You’re smart, you’re going to be a doctor, you have a good family and all your teeth. And,” she pauses, holding up a finger as though this is the crucial point, “you’re actually going to finish your degree on time without having to turn tricks on the corner.”

      I burst out laughing at this, marveling once again at the wonder that is my best friend Chloe and how her brain works. “Um, okay,” I say, grinning. “And what about my charm, my good looks, my amazing personality.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she says, smiling. “Obviously all those things too.”

      I suck in a hard breath, letting it out slowly as I pretend to think about whether I’ll do this, even though I already know what my answer is. Chloe gets up on her knees on the couch, her hands clasped together in prayer as she hits me with her puppy dog eyes and pouty lower lip, even though she’s already pretty hard to say no to. I should know, I have the scars and half a night in jail two years ago to prove it.

      “How are we getting there?” I eventually ask, knowing her family lives in New York.

      She clenches her teeth. “Driving?”

      “And everyone’s going to be there?” I confirm, all of a sudden, a tiny bit nervous at the thought of meeting her entire family all in one go. Even though we’ve been friends for five years now, we’ve never done the family thing before. I mean hers are in New York and mine are in Austin, so it’s never really worked out as something we can do.

      “Yep,” she says with a nod. “But I promise you will love my brothers. Even though they’re all perfect and shit, they are actually fun. And,” she says, her eyes widening with excitement, “we are totally doing Black Wednesday.”

      I laugh at this, remembering her mom’s comment. “Aren’t I supposed to be keeping you under control and not letting that happen?”

      “Yeah, good luck with that,” she says with a grin, taking the whiskey bottle from my hand and pouring us both a glass. She clinks hers against mine before taking a mouthful. “With this new development, I’m gonna need to be drunk for the whole four and a half days we’re there, just to get through it.”

      “Four and a half days?”

      She scrunches up her nose, hitting me with an apologetic look. “Drive up Wednesday, back Sunday. Why, you don’t have any other plans do you?”

      I laugh, shaking my head at her. “Other than to see my own family for example?” I tease.

      “Seth!” she shouts, whacking me on the arm. “I thought your parents were going on that cruise?”

      “Yeah, they are,” I say with a laugh.

      “And your sisters are taking advantage and spending it with their boyfriends’ families?”

      “Yeah, they are,” I repeat.

      “Sooooo, what else were you going to do then?”

      “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. “Hang out here, maybe do some volunteer shifts at the hospital?”

      This earns me another eye roll. “Okay, like seriously, you can drop the perfect thing when it’s just us,” Chloe says. “You and I both know, you’d have been hanging out at the bar, missing me and getting drunk while you watched the game.”

      I laugh, because of course that’s exactly what I would have been doing. It always sucks when Chloe isn’t around. “Okay, fine,” I say, exhaling as I take a sip of whiskey. “I’ll come with you to Brooklyn.”

      Chloe puts her glass down on the coffee table, clapping her hands together quickly before she throws her arms around me in a hug, both of us half falling onto the couch as I hold my glass out in an attempt not to spill it. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she practically screams in my ear, planting a sloppy kiss on my cheek. “I promise you won’t regret it and I’ll totally make it up to you!”

      “Oh yeah,” I say, reluctantly easing her back up and off me. “And how exactly are you going to do that?”

      “You know, kidney or whatever. Whatever you want, Seth.”

      I raise a brow as I hit her with a look. “Whatever I want?”

      Chloe licks her lips and my eyes automatically drop to her mouth, my heart kicking up a beat in my chest. “Whatever you want,” she says, all breathy and sexy and having absolutely no idea what fantasies her words conjure up in my head.

      With a laugh, I shake my head, trying not to reveal my true feelings just as her phone chimes out with a text. Chloe leans over and grabs it from the coffee table, reading the message, her mouth falling open and her eyes widening at whatever it says.

      “What’s up?” I ask, taking another sip of whiskey as I try to calm my own internal craziness.

      “Fuck me,” she says with a laugh, handing the phone over to me. I take it, scrolling up to the top of the message.

      

      Mommie Dearest: I’ve spoken to your father about Seth and of course we are both thrilled you have finally found a boyfriend AND you’re bringing him to Thanksgiving. Obviously with everyone coming, we will have a full house, but you know that’s exactly what we love about this holiday!!! Remember, formal dress, Chloe! Now, about the sleeping arrangements. We know you’re an adult, Chloe, and we know this means you’re probably having sex too. Remember that time I found the box of condoms in your room? Obviously, with you bringing Seth home and introducing him to the family, this is a serious relationship, so your father and I are happy to let you know that Seth can sleep in your room. With you. Okay, I think that’s all. See you both on Wednesday!

      

      The message is capped off by a smiley face emoji, the clapping hands emoji and then of all things, the eggplant emoji and when I look up at Chloe, my mouth hanging open because I legit cannot process any of what I just read, she just shrugs. “I don’t think she knows what the eggplant emoji really means.”

      “I don’t think she knows how to text, period,” I say, knowing the emoji situation is the least of her problems.

      Laughing, Chloe takes her phone and throws it onto the table. “Right, technology has always been a bit of a challenge for her. You should see her on FaceTime. Anyway, it’s cool, right?  It’s not like we haven’t slept in the same bed before.”

      “Right,” I say, swallowing hard, knowing she’s right, but that it’s also very different when we crash on the couch or in one of our beds, usually drunk and most definitely not pretending to be in a relationship.

      “Okay, cool,” Chloe says, clapping her hands once as she jumps up from the couch. “Let’s get pizza,” she says, walking into the kitchen.

      I watch her go, my eyes tracking her every movement as I finally register exactly what I’ve gotten myself into with this.

      Because the truth is, I haven’t just been best friends with Chloe for the last five years, I’ve also been head over heels in love with her too. Like, she’s my dream girl and I literally cannot imagine being with anyone else type of in love with her.

      And while it’s one thing to watch her date loser after loser and not be able to do a damn thing about it except be there for her when it all falls apart, it’s quite another to now put myself in that role.

      Because I don’t want to be Chloe’s fake boyfriend. I want to be her real boyfriend. I always have. And even though she was dating some idiot when we first met, which lasted about as long as her time in my chem lab before it caught fire, I’ve never been able to man up and suggest we become something more.

      Part of it is not wanting to risk this amazing friendship we have, and the other part is not knowing how Chloe feels. What if she doesn’t feel the same way and me suggesting we become something more ruins what we have together now? Because her friendship means the world to me and if that’s all I can get, then I’ll take it.

      Only now, I have to go home with her; meet her entire family all while acting as though we’re a couple. As if all that isn’t bad enough, we’re also sharing a bed!

      Fuck my life, this Thanksgiving has the potential to kill me.
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            Chloe

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t even believe he agreed to this, but I’m seriously so grateful that I’m considering offering to sleep with him as a thank you. Not that it wouldn’t be amazing and that I haven’t thought about it before, because I totally have. More often than I care to admit to. Mostly when I see him bring home a girl who leaves early the next morning, I wouldn’t mind being that girl. The walk of shame would be really easy and there’s certainly nothing shameful in it. I kind of hate that term, but I digress.

      “Okay, we’ve got a lot of work to do before we leave on Wednesday,” I tell Seth, looking at my watch and wondering if we can get everything done in the next twenty-four hours.

      “Like what?” he asks, flipping through the channels until he comes across another football game, mindlessly watching while my head is a cluttered mess.

      “Um, what are my brother’s names?”

      “Mike, Simon and Brad. Brad’s the oldest, married to Colleen, both of them are lawyers. Mike’s in the middle. His partner is Thomas. Again, both lawyers. Simon’s number three and tortured you growing up. His girlfriend is Summer and they’ll probably get engaged soon. Simon and Summer are lawyers too. Just like your mom and dad.”

      “Okay,” I reply, wrinkling up my nose at how much he already knows. I guess he does pay attention when I talk. “When’s my birthday? My favorite color? Any broken bones? My natural hair color?”

      Seth sets the TV remote down and turns to look at me, his beautiful green eyes connect with mine and I swear my heart skips a beat for a second. I need to keep reminding myself that just because he agreed to this, doesn’t mean he actually wants to date me.

      “May nineteenth. Brown, like the Van Morrison song. Two, your collarbone when Simon flipped you off a hammock and your wrist when you fell off the monkey bars in third grade. And your natural hair color…” He stops, narrowing his eyes at me as if he’s thinking way too hard about the answer. “Red. Auburn.” He nods hard and tosses a fist of celebration into the air. “Hit me with another one!”

      “Where’d I grow up?”

      “I thought you were going to make it harder, Chlo? Brooklyn, in the house we’re going to visit for Thanksgiving.”

      He is good. I picked the best fake boyfriend ever. Not only is he handsome as fuck, he knows way more about me than most guys I’ve dated. This should be so easy, which is lucky for me because no one will even think he’s not really my boyfriend.

      “Hmmm,” I say, thoughtfully tapping my chin, trying for one that might stump him. “What was my first car?”

      “Pfft, come on Chlo, hit me with something that I might not know. Simon’s used Volkswagen Golf. Black with a stick and you had no idea how to drive it. Killed it more times in a week than most and it needed a new clutch. Boom!” he yells, grabbing his beer and pounding it down in one drink.

      “Okay, okay, you know me pretty damn well. They are going to ask a lot of questions. My mother is terribly nosy and my brothers, while they’re cool and you’ll like them, I am the only girl.” I stop talking and look over at him. His confidence has me smiling. If he only knew I’ve had a crush on him since the day I set that chem lab on fire.

      “Now here’s the real test,” Seth says, rubbing his hands together. “When’s my birthday? What are my sisters’ names? Have I broken any bones and what’s my natural hair color?” He sits back on the couch, folding his arms across his chest as he waits for me to answer.

      “December third,” I say, my eyes narrowed as I watch his face, checking to see if I’m right. I know I’m right. I made him a cake last year. His favorite, white chocolate strawberry. “Your sisters are Macy and April and they’re both younger than you. Go to school at Texas A&M because they’re also smarter than you.” I wink, shoving him a little with my elbow to let him know I’m just giving him shit. “No broken bones because you were too scared of everything. And your natural hair color is what it currently is because as far as I know you’ve never dyed it.”

      Now it’s me giving a curt nod of my head as I reach for my beer, taking a drink, I smile at him as the bottle touches my lips.

      “Pretty damn good, I must say,” Seth admits and I’m hella proud of myself for knowing so much about him, although, I hope he doesn’t take that the wrong way. I’m certainly not the stalker type. We just spend a ton of time together watching football and drinking and laughing and well, doing shit friends do.

      One thing we’ve never done though is share a bed or a bedroom or any space that involves us being naked and that’s certainly going to happen this week. Seth Mitchell naked in the bathroom that is connected to my childhood bedroom. Well shit if my mind isn’t filled with way too many fantasies right now.

      “Anything else you think I might not know. When I do something, I go all-in. No half-assed fake boyfriend shit for me,” Seth jokes, making me laugh. He’s right. He does everything with his whole ass.

      I don’t know why I ask it. It’s like it just slips out of my mouth without me even thinking about it. It’s not my business, but out it comes anyway. “Why are you single?”

      “I could ask you the same question,” Seth replies back. “But I know your mother asks you that on a regular basis.”

      Ugh, I hate myself right now. I asked a question my mother would ask. Prying into someone’s personal life even if he is my best friend.

      “I’m sorry. That was super rude of me and totally something Joyce would ask. I have no idea why I said it. I hate it when she asks me shit like that.”

      “It’s okay, Chlo. Just giving you shit. I haven’t ever wanted to settle down with someone,” Seth says, actually answering the question. “It feels hard to find someone I enjoy spending more than a few hours with. Besides you.”

      Besides you.

      I don’t miss it. It’s like Cupid’s arrow straight to my heart, making me wonder if maybe he does like me more than as just his best friend. That idea is equal parts exciting and terrifying. Getting into a real relationship with Seth could ruin everything we have and what we have is amazing. Losing him would kill me. He keeps me sane.

      “Yeah, I guess I’d say the same thing,” I admit, not wanting to sound like I’m pushing him into anything. He already agreed to be my fake boyfriend. That is more than enough.

      “What about Anton?” he questions with a cheeky smile on his face and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Did I introduce him as Anton? My whole family thinks that’s his name too. They never met him, but I guess I mentioned him. Probably to appease my mother.”

      “I don’t even remember his name. It could have been Anton or whatever. I just thought it was funny that your family thought that was his name. The guy was a douche.”

      “Yeah, most of them have been,” I admit, shrugging, wondering if I’m ever going to meet someone I like as much as Seth.

      “Anything else I need to know?” Seth asks, pulling me from my thoughts. I shouldn’t be wondering if we could be something more anyway. Like I said before, he dates girls that look nothing like me. And when I use the term “dates” I really mean that they visit his apartment and I hear them giggling and moaning his name way too loudly. I’m not jealous or anything. They’ve all been really nice, women I would hang out with and compliment in a bar bathroom. He has good taste.

      “Just that everyone went to law school but me and it’s a great source of conversation. Get ready.”

      “You’re not a lawyer. You’re going to make a great teacher,” Seth compliments. “As long as you can keep from setting a lab table on fire.”

      “You’re a shithead,” I deadpan, punching him in the arm. “Being a lawyer was so not for me, but I didn’t intend to set that lab table on fire.” I roll my eyes dramatically, sick of me being the butt of the joke. “Listen, if I hadn’t set it on fire, we never would have met. You ever think about that?”

      “All the time,” Seth responds, tossing an elbow into my side and smiling. “Now, I heard your mom mention that it’s formal. That might be a little trouble,” Seth says, changing the subject, not letting me dwell on his answer about how we met for too long.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I don’t own a suit, Chloe. I don’t even own a dress shirt. The last time I wore a suit was to my Great Aunt Helen’s funeral and it was bought by my mom, and it was too small. I also had to borrow an old shirt of my dad’s that was all pitted out. I might still have that.” He lifts his shoulders, his face giving off a “who knows” vibe, which makes me let out a panicked laugh.

      “Seth, we have twenty-four hours to find you something appropriate or my mother will immediately judge you based on your attire and your visit will be a nightmare,” I say, spitting everything out quickly. “It’s already going to be a nightmare because you’re coming as my boyfriend and my mother hates me, so…”

      “I don’t think she hates you,” Seth says, and I swear if he’s defending my mother, I need to find myself a new fake boyfriend. The suggestion of a paid escort my brother made isn’t sounding too bad currently. “Hates is a strong word. Maybe she dislikes you or she disapproves of you, but I’m not sure she hates you.”

      “Boy, you really made that sound so much better. Whatever it is, she’s down to judge not just me, but also you. Be ready.”

      “Moms love me,” Seth says flippantly, and he’s probably right. My mom will love him because she loves anyone who will kiss her ass. Seth will do that just to make my life easier. I’m not sure why I didn’t think to bring him to family events before. “What are you wearing? Your streetwalker heels?” he now asks, getting a joke in there like usual.

      “I bought this sequin mini dress. Makes my ass look great. I figured by the time Thanksgiving rolled around I’d have a boyfriend who would appreciate my ass in the dress.”

      I stand up and walk over to my bedroom, pulling the dress from the closet, I bring it out to show Seth. Holding it up, he glances over his shoulder from the couch as I walk over.

      “What are your thoughts on color-coordinated outfits?” Seth asks, looking at the dress. “Would that impress your mother or would it offend her?” He purses his lips as if he’s pondering what outcome he’s looking for.

      “The sequin dress will more than likely offend her, but that’s just because I picked it out. Are you thinking a sequin suit?” I give him a side eye, not sure I want to go down this path with him. He’s just the type of guy to stroll into my mother’s formal Thanksgiving looking like Liberace and not giving a single fuck.

      It honestly doesn’t matter though. He won’t be back because this thing between us won’t go beyond Thanksgiving. Bring on the sequin suit if that’s what he wants to do.

      “Fuck no. I’m not wearing a sequin suit. I was just thinking about a tie that was the same color as your dress. That’s where your mind went when I asked about color-coordinating? Shit, Chloe, I’m not trying to look like a player at the NBA draft.”

      “Sorry, that’s the first thing I pictured and yes, a sequin suit would definitely offend my mother, so maybe you could consider it?” I suggest, and it makes Seth laugh.

      He seriously has the best laugh. It’s this cross between deep and throaty and sexy, but it also has this tone to it that is far more soothing than I ever expected. When my day has gone to shit and I call him or knock on his door, all it takes is his laugh to make me feel normal again. It’s perfect. He’s kind of perfect.

      “Where do I even buy a suit?” Seth now asks and I have to scan his face to see if he’s serious. “My mom always bought them for me.”

      Yep, he’s serious. This might be more work than I thought.
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      I’m standing in the kitchen the next morning when my front door flies open and Chloe walks in. “Okay, let’s go,” she says, jerking a thumb over her shoulder as she stands in my living room, twirling her car keys on the fingers of her other hand.

      I make a point of looking at my watch before looking back up at her. “Like right now?” I tease. “At eight-oh-five in the morning?”

      “I thought you had class this afternoon?” she asks, still twirling her keys as she hits me with a grin.

      I try not to read too much into her comment, knowing she knows my class schedule just as well as I know hers. Over the past year we’ve even tried to get our classes scheduled on the same days so we can hang out when we don’t have class. Which is difficult considering I’m in my last year of med, but still.

      “I did, but it’s been canceled. No classes till next week now,” I say, with a grin and a fist pump.

      “Well shit,” Chloe says, throwing her arms up. “Looks like I got up early for nothing.”

      Laughing, I grab the pot of coffee and pour her a cup, adding sugar and milk just how she likes it. “Well, considering I’ve never bought a suit in my life, maybe it’s a good thing we have all day? Is there anything else I’m gonna need for this Adams
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