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The florist was crying.

Not theatrically—she was too professional for that—but I could hear the wobble in her voice through the phone, the way it cracked on the word centerpieces, and I was already pulling up my backup vendor spreadsheet before she finished explaining that her delivery van had caught fire on I-90.

“How many?” I asked, pressing the phone harder against my ear. My apartment smelled like the coffee I’d forgotten to drink—burnt now, acrid—and the faint detergent drift from the laundromat below.

“All of them.” A hiccup. “Every single one.”

“Okay.” I kept my voice even. “I have a contact in Helena who owes me a favor. What’s your timeline?”

“Four hours.”

Four hours for forty-seven centerpieces. For the Brennan-Caulfield rehearsal dinner, which was black tie, which was being photographed for Montana Weddings Magazine, which represented the client I couldn’t afford to disappoint.

My laptop screen glowed in the gray morning light. Outside my window: one bare-branched elm, the brick back of Suds & Spin Laundromat, a dumpster that had needed emptying since Tuesday. Not the home office of a thriving business, yet it was mine. The rent was manageable, and I’d abandoned apologies for what succeeded.

I pulled up Helena Floral, scrolling for Dana’s direct line. “Send me the original order specs. Photos, if you have them. I’ll make some calls.”

“You’re an angel.”

“I’m a contingency plan.” I hung up and dialed Dana, wedging the phone against my shoulder so I could type notes while we talked. My neck would hate me later, but that was a future-Cassie problem.

The negotiation took twelve minutes. Dana could manage forty-seven centerpieces, she said, and they would be better than the originals, but she needed the specs within ten minutes and a twenty percent rush fee.

I hung up, forwarded the florist’s email to Dana, and let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. My shoulders dropped from somewhere around my ears.

The caterer!

I’d forgotten the caterer.

I grabbed my phone, saw the new message—Small problem. Call me—and felt my stomach tighten. In event planning, small problems are never small. They are code for the situation has grown teeth.

What kind of small? I typed back.

The salmon is on fire.

I stared at the screen. Literally?

Well, it was. Briefly.

I closed my eyes. Pressed two fingers against the bridge of my nose. Counted to four because three wasn’t enough.

How many portions? I typed.

Forty-three. But I can pivot most of them to chicken if you can confirm dietary restrictions in the next twenty minutes.

I pulled up the client spreadsheet, cross-referenced with the RSVP list, and started counting vegetarians.

This was my life.

Other people’s crises, absorbed and solved, from a desk that was a table I’d bought secondhand and a chair that squeaked when I leaned back too far. Cassie Sutton, freelance event planner, two years into building a business that might become sustainable if I could get through the next six months without a catastrophe. I was good at my job—good at the invisible machinery of making things run smoothly, at being the person nobody noticed because nothing went wrong.

I was also behind on my estimated taxes and trying not to think about what would happen if my laptop finally died, but those were problems for later—for the version of me who had solved today’s fires and could afford to worry about tomorrow’s.

My phone vibrated.

Not the caterer. Thank God.

Gil.

I let it ring twice—partly because I was still calculating chicken portions, partly because Gil calling in the middle of a Wednesday morning meant he wanted a favor, and I’d learned to brace myself.

Then I picked up because it was Gil.

“Cass.” His voice had its usual warmth, but a hesitation sat underneath it.

“I can’t talk long,” I said. “Salmon emergency.”

“There’s a what?” I could just see his astounded face.

“A salmon. On fire. The Brennan-Caulfield rehearsal dinner—you were supposed to come, remember? Before you bailed for the Austin event?”

“I sent a gift.”

“You sent a twenty-dollar Applebee’s gift card with a note that said, ‘Sorry I’m trash.’”

“It was self-aware.”

“It was lazy. You still owe me fifty dollars from that bet in 2019, by the way.”

“I paid you back.”

“You paid me twenty and said the rest was ‘emotional compensation’ for making me watch you karaoke.” I switched to speaker, setting the phone on my desk so I could keep cross-referencing the dietary spreadsheet. “What do you need?”

Silence.

I stopped typing.

Gil Navarro did not do silence. Gil solved problems at high speed, made terrible jokes under pressure, and worried about six disasters at once. In seven years of friendship—three apartment moves, his divorce, my breakup, more late-night phone calls than neither of us could count—I had heard him pause like this maybe twice.

“Gil?”

“I need to ask you something.”

“Okay.” I pushed back from the desk, the chair squeaking in protest. “What’s wrong? Is it your mom? Are you sick? Did something happen with—”

“Everyone’s fine. Healthy. This isn’t that kind of call.” He exhaled, long and controlled. “I need to ask you something, and I need you to hear me out before you say no.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Cassie.”

“I’m listening.”

He started talking.

About the weather first—Texas was brutal, even for April, the sort of heat that sat on your chest—and then about his schedule, how the circuit had been relentless, how he’d barely had time to think. He mentioned a restaurant in Fort Worth that I would love, a vintage store he’d passed that reminded him of me, and a podcast he’d been meaning to recommend. He talked about his dry cleaning, his rental car, and the peculiar smell of livestock that never quite left your clothes after a rodeo weekend.

He was stalling. Building a runway.

The longer he talked, the bigger the ask.

I picked at a thread on my sleeve, watching the minutes tick by on my laptop screen. The caterer needed an answer. The florist needed confirmation. I had a business to run and a Wednesday to survive, and Gil was telling me about a breakfast burrito he’d eaten in Amarillo.

“Gil,” I said finally. “Whatever it is, just say it.”

He went quiet. Then: “I need you to pretend to be someone’s girlfriend.”

I laughed—a sharp, startled sound that escaped before I could catch it. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Hear me out.”

“I think you’ve confused me with a different friend.”

“Twelve weeks.” The words came fast now, tumbling. “That’s all. Twelve weeks on the circuit, traveling with the team, all expenses covered. It’s good money—really good money, Cass—and you’d be helping me out of a genuine bind.”

“Gil—”

“You know Mike Wylder.”

I didn’t, technically. But I knew of him. Six years of Gil stories had built a composite in my head: the steer wrestler with the calm smile and the careful eyes. The one who gave interviews that sounded open and said nothing. The one who’d lost his biggest sponsorship last year after some tabloid piece that Gil described, always, as “half-true and completely unfair.”

I’d seen photos, had even watched a few event clips when Gil sent them. I’d noticed—in the detached way you notice things that don’t concern you—that Mike Wylder had a face that photographed well and the sort of attractiveness that made you want to look longer than you should.

I’d never mentioned this to Gil. There was nothing to mention. It was an observation, not an opinion.

“The one who needs image rehab,” I said, keeping my voice flat.

“The one who needs to look stable. Grounded. The person with whom a family-friendly brand wants to associate.”

“And a fake girlfriend accomplishes this.”

“The right fake girlfriend accomplishes this. Someone credible. Someone smart. Someone who will not make this messy or complicated—”

“It’s already complicated, Gil.”

“Someone I trust.” His voice dropped. “Someone I trust completely, with my career and his. That’s a short list, Cass. You’re the entire list.”

I stood up. Paced to the window. The elm was budding—just barely, the faintest suggestion of green against gray bark. Spring was coming whether anyone was ready or not.

“Walk me through it,” I said.

He did. Twelve weeks on the Southern circuit—Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, a stop in Colorado. I’d travel with Mike’s team, appear at events, attend a few sponsor functions. We’d need a believable backstory, comfortable body language, and an easiness that read as real to people who were watching.

“There’s a sponsor dinner in Dallas,” Gil said. “Saddleback Supply. They dropped Mike after the tabloid thing, but Patrice—she’s their VP of Brand Partnerships—she’s open to reconsidering. She just needs to see that he’s settled. Reliable. He’s the guy you build a campaign around.”

“And a girlfriend proves that.”

“A girlfriend suggests it. The rest is up to him.”

I pressed my forehead against the cool glass of the window. The laundromat’s industrial fans hummed, a low vibration I felt more than heard.

“How much?” I asked.

He named a number.

I said nothing for a moment. I was calculating—not the figure, but what it would mean. The taxes I could pay. The laptop that I could replace. This breathing room was what I hadn’t had in two years of running on fumes and contingency plans.

“That’s more than I made all of last year,” I said finally.

“It’s twelve weeks, Cass.”

“Gil.”

“I know. It’s a lot of money because it’s a lot to ask. I will not pretend otherwise.” A pause. “But I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you could do it. And I wouldn’t ask if I thought it would hurt you.”

I thought about that. About Gil showing up at my apartment the week after Tony and I ended, carrying pizza and a truly terrible Meg Ryan box set. He sat on my couch for four hours and let me cry without ever suggesting I call Tony back, give it another chance, or consider what I might have done wrong.

Gil knew me. He knew what I could handle.

He also had a tendency to get swept up in solutions, to see the elegant fix without fully accounting for the human cost. But that was a separate concern.

“I need to think about it,” I said.

“Of course. Take whatever time you—”

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Okay. Tomorrow. That’s—” He let out a breath. “Thank you. For listening.”

I hung up before he could say anything else and immediately called Reva.

My sister answered on the second ring. “What did he do?”

“How do you know it’s about Gil?”

“You have a specific breathing pattern when Gil has done something. It’s slightly faster than normal with a hint of resignation.” A pause. I heard her shifting, probably tucking herself into the corner of her couch. “Also, he texted me an hour ago asking if you were in a good mood today. So. What did he do?”

Gil and Reva had developed their own friendship over the years. I’d stopped being surprised by it, so I told her everything. The twelve weeks, the fake girlfriend, the sponsorship, the money. I paced while I talked—kitchen to window to door to kitchen again, a circuit I’d worn into the floorboards over two years of phone calls and problem-solving.

When I finished, Reva was quiet for exactly five seconds.

“Gil is going to get you killed,” she said.

“It’s not dangerous.”

“It’s unhinged. You’d be professionally lying to people for three months. In public. On camera.”

“People lie professionally all the time. It’s called marketing.”

“Cassie.”

“He told me the number.”

“How much?”

I told her.

The silence stretched longer this time. I could hear her recalibrating.

“Okay,” she said finally. “But I still think it’s unhinged.”

“Noted.”

“You’re going to do it, anyway.”

I stopped pacing. Stood in the middle of my small kitchen, looking at the dishes I hadn’t washed and the coffee I’d let go cold and the window that showed nothing but brick and bare branches.

“I trust him,” I said.

“I know.” Reva’s voice softened. “That’s the part that worries me. You trust him, and he loves you, and neither of those things mean he’s thought this through.”

“He’s thought it through.”

“He’s thought through the parts that work for his client. Has he thought through the parts that work for you?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. Reva let the silence sit, which was her way—she never pushed, just waited, letting the space do the work.

“I’ll set boundaries,” I said finally. “A contract with logical terms.”

“You’ll call me every week.”

“Yes.”

“And if anything feels wrong—”

“I’ll leave. Immediately. I promise.”

We talked for another few minutes—logistics, concerns, the specific language I should insist on in any written agreement—and then Reva had to go, and I was alone in my apartment with the hum of the laundromat and the cold coffee and a decision that didn’t feel like a decision anymore.

I sat back down at my desk. Confirmed the chicken pivot with the caterer. Sent Dana the final approval on the centerpieces. I answered three emails, scheduled two calls, invoiced a client who’d been ducking me for a month.

Normal work. The machinery of a normal day.

Then I picked up my phone and opened the thread with Gil.

I thought about the money—what it would mean, what it would buy me. Space. Security. The chance to build a real business instead of constantly scrambling to keep a fragile one afloat.

I thought about Gil, who knew me better than almost anyone. Who wouldn’t ask if he didn’t believe I could do this?

I thought about Mike Wylder, whom I’d never met, who existed in my mind as a collection of fragments: Gil’s stories, press photos, the particular way he held himself in interviews like he was always bracing for the next question.

I wondered what he was like when nobody was watching. If there was a version of him that Gil didn’t talk about. If I’d even get close enough to find out.

My thumb hovered over the keyboard.

This was a terrible idea. Reva was right; it was unhinged and complicated and only made sense if you squinted and ignored all the ways it could fail. But Gil trusted me. And the money was real. And I was tired of being one emergency away from disaster.

I typed: Fine. But you still owe me fifty dollars.

His response came in eight seconds. Three exclamation points and a cowboy hat emoji.

I set the phone down. Looked around my apartment—the secondhand desk, the squeaky chair, the view of nothing much. In twelve weeks, I’d be back here. Richer, probably. Wiser, maybe. Done with whatever this turned out to be.

That was the plan, anyway. That was what I was telling myself.

I picked up my cold coffee, took a sip, and grimaced at the bitterness. Outside, the elm’s branches shifted in a wind I couldn’t feel.

Twelve weeks. I could do anything for twelve weeks.
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The conference room smelled like industrial carpet cleaner and stale coffee, the particular scent of business conducted in neutral territory. I arrived twelve minutes early because that’s who I am and spent the first ten of those minutes pretending to review the contract Gil had emailed while actually cataloging the room’s problems.

Someone set the thermostat too cold. The overhead lights buzzed at a frequency designed to induce migraines. Someone had arranged the chairs in a configuration that suggested a job interview—two on one side, one on the other, an implicit power imbalance that would make anyone sitting alone feel defensive.

Before Gil arrived, I moved my chair to the head of the table so the three of us would sit in a triangle. Equal footing. Small change, probably unnecessary, but it made me feel better.

The door opened at 9:58 a.m. Gil came in first, talking before he was fully through the doorway—about parking, about the drive from the airport, about how Bozeman had changed since the last time he’d been through. He was chattering, which meant he was nervous about how this would go.

Behind him: Mike Wylder.

I’d seen photos. Watched clips. Built an image in my head over six years of Gil’s stories—the effortless charm, the crowd-friendly warmth, the version of Mike that existed for cameras and sponsors.

Gil had mentioned, once or twice, that Mike was different in private. Quieter. “More himself,” Gil had said, in the vague way people describe things they don’t want to over-explain. I had thought little about what that meant.

Now I was finding out.

He was taller than I’d calculated—six-two, maybe six-three, with a build that came from physical work rather than gym hours. Broader through the shoulders. He moved like someone aware of how much space he occupied, careful not to crowd. His face was the same one from the photos, but photos hadn’t captured the stillness of it. The way he took in the room in one slow sweep before his gaze settled on me.

Brown eyes. Darker than I’d expected.

“Cassie,” Gil said, too brightly. “This is Mike. Mike, Cassie.”

I stood. Mike gave a small nod—acknowledgment without ceremony—and pulled out a chair across from me. No handshake. No performance. Just a man sitting down to have a conversation.

I sat back down, recalibrating. The composite I’d built from press clips was already dissolving.

“Thanks for coming,” he said.

“Thanks for the offer.”

Gil took over. He was good at this part—the structure, the agenda, the smooth narration of logistics. I let him talk, watching Mike from across the table. He had a pen in his hand, turning it slowly between his fingers, but he wasn’t taking notes. He was just listening, shoulders back and spine straight, every movement economical, while tension showed in his jaw. He was reading the room the same way I had.

“So, the basic framework,” Gil was saying, “is twelve weeks on the Southern circuit. Fort Worth first, then Oklahoma City, then we move through—”

“What are your questions?”

Mike’s voice cut across Gil’s mid-sentence. Low, unhurried. Gil stopped, mouth still half-open.

Mike was looking at me. “You’ve read the contract. You’ve had time to think about this. What do you need to know?”

I’d prepared for charm—the polished, camera-ready version I’d studied in interviews. This directness threw me off balance. It felt almost uncomfortable, like being asked to skip the small talk at a party and go straight to what you actually believed.

I pressed my thumb against the edge of my pen. Grounding. Focus.

“Several things,” I said. “The contract specifies public appearances, but it doesn’t define them. I need clarity on what counts—events only, or are we talking about every time I step outside?”

“Events and scheduled appearances. Anything Gil puts on the calendar.” Mike glanced at his manager. “We can add language.”

Gil nodded, already writing.

“Physical boundaries,” I continued. My voice was steady, but my pulse beat in my throat with the particular awareness of negotiating stakes. “The contract says ‘appropriate physical contact consistent with a romantic relationship.’ That’s vague. I want specifics. What’s expected, what’s off-limits, who decides in the moment.”

“You decide.” No hesitation. “Hand-holding, standing close, whatever reads as natural. Nothing beyond that unless you initiate. If something makes you uncomfortable, you step back, and I follow your lead.” He set the pen down, giving me his full attention. “Clear enough?”

I studied his face, looking for the performance. The rehearsed smoothness. I found directness instead that felt almost like its own kind of vulnerability. He wasn’t trying to convince me of anything. He was just telling me how it would be.

“Clear enough,” I said.

“What else?”

I looked down at my copy of the contract, the margins filled with my notes. I’d spent two hours on this last night, mapping every ambiguity, every potential failure point. My cramped, precise handwriting gave me away: I trusted preparation more than luck.

“Termination clause. Gil’s draft says either party can exit with two weeks’ notice. I want a provision for immediate termination if there’s any breach of the physical boundaries we just discussed. No notice, no penalty, no questions.”

“Done.”

“One more.” I tapped my pen against the table—a nervous tell I usually suppressed, but the room made it harder to stay composed. “The NDA cuts both ways. I don’t talk about the arrangement, and neither does anyone on your team. But I want an explicit clause stating that no photos, recordings, or documentation of our private interactions can be retained or shared after the contract ends. Everything gets deleted.”

Mike was quiet. I watched his fingers press briefly against the edge of the table—there and then released, a small release of tension I couldn’t read.
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