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			Chapter 1

			The Deal

			Liam dropped his briefcase by the door and headed straight for the kitchen. His tie came loose as he walked, fingers working the knot without thought. Jacket off. Draped over the back of the couch. Keys on the counter next to his laptop where work emails blinked at him, demanding attention he wasn’t ready to give.

			He poured himself a glass of water and drank half of it standing at the sink, looking out the window at the building across the street. Lights were beginning to flicker on in the apartments. People home from work, making dinner, settling in for the evening.

			His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, saw the family group chat had seventeen new messages, and felt his stomach clench.

			Right. Thanksgiving.

			He set the glass down and turned to look at the calendar hanging on the wall by the fridge. Thursday was circled in red marker. Four days. Just four days until he had to get on a train and pretend everything was fine.

			Thanksgiving. The word alone made his stomach clench.

			He unlocked his phone and scrolled through the family group chat, watching messages pile up.

			His mother: Can’t wait to see you, sweetie! I’m making your favorite stuffing.

			His aunt Linda: Liam, I have someone I want you to meet. Very nice boy, works at the bank.

			His cousin Ellie: GET READY FOR CHAOS followed by three fire emojis.

			And then, buried in the thread from two days ago, the message that had started all this.

			His mother again: By the way, honey, Evan will be joining us for dinner on Friday. His mother mentioned he’s been asking about you.

			Liam closed his eyes. Pressed his thumb and forefinger against the bridge of his nose. Evan. Of course Evan would be there. His high school ex, the boy he’d dated for exactly eight months in their junior year before Evan decided he needed to “find himself” in California. The boy his mother still brought up at least once every phone call, always with that tone suggesting they’d merely been on a break for the past decade.

			The apartment was too quiet suddenly. The refrigerator hummed. Traffic rumbled fourteen floors below. The clock his grandmother had given him ticked on the wall. He’d never liked that clock.

			Normal people doing normal things in those apartments across the street. Making dinner. Calling friends. Not standing here dreading a holiday that was supposed to be about gratitude and family.

			“You’re being dramatic,” he muttered to himself, but the words felt hollow.

			He wasn’t being dramatic. He was being realistic. He knew exactly how this weekend would unfold because it unfolded the same way every year. His mother would hover, pointing out every eligible man within a twenty mile radius. His father would ask pointed questions about his dating life while pretending to be casual. His aunts would exchange knowing looks. His grandmother would pat his hand, tell him not to worry, the right person would come along. As if he were some tragic figure waiting to be rescued by romance.

			And Evan. Evan would be there, probably looking infuriatingly good. Probably still doing that thing where he tilted his head when he smiled. Probably still making Liam’s mother laugh with stories about his nonprofit work saving orphaned sea turtles or whatever cause he’d attached himself to this year.

			The matchmaking was bad enough on its own. The Evan situation elevated it to unbearable.

			Liam started pacing. Kitchen to bookshelf, turn. Bookshelf to couch, turn. Back to the kitchen. Possibilities spun through his mind. Strategies. Escape routes.

			He could claim a work emergency. Pull an all-nighter at the office, send apologetic texts about a client crisis. But he’d used that excuse last Christmas and his mother had shown up at his apartment with containers of food and disappointment in her eyes.

			He could go but leave early. Invent a friend’s wedding, a prior commitment he’d forgotten about. But his family would see through that. They always did. And it would only delay the inevitable until the next holiday.

			He could bring someone. An actual date. A real boyfriend who could deflect the attention, provide a buffer against the matchmaking, make Evan’s presence irrelevant.

			Liam stopped pacing.

			That was the solution, wasn’t it? Bring someone. Show up attached. Unavailable. Already spoken for. His family would have to back off if he arrived with a boyfriend in tow.

			The only problem was that he didn’t have a boyfriend.

			He hadn’t dated anyone seriously in over a year. Work consumed most of his time and energy. The few dates he’d managed to go on had fizzled into nothing. He was good at his job, good at organization and planning, at anticipating problems and solving them before they became crises. But relationships required something messier, something he couldn’t quite access when he spent twelve hours a day thinking in billable hours and legal precedents.

			His phone buzzed. Another message in the family chat.

			Aunt Linda: Liam, did you see my message? This boy is perfect for you. Very stable job.

			He wanted to throw his phone across the room. Instead, he set it carefully on the counter and resumed pacing.

			There had to be a way out of this. Some angle he wasn’t seeing. Some loophole he could exploit. He was a lawyer, for god’s sake. He built his career on finding solutions to impossible problems.

			Think. Think strategically.

			He needed a boyfriend, but finding one in four days was impossible. Even if he could find someone willing to date him on that tight a timeline, bringing a brand new relationship home for Thanksgiving would be a disaster. Too many questions. Too much scrutiny. His family would dissect every interaction, every word, every glance.

			No. If he was going to do this, he needed someone who could handle pressure. Someone quick. Someone who could improvise, charm his family, make the whole thing believable without weeks of preparation.

			Someone like Jack.

			Liam stopped mid-stride. Jack. His roommate. His chaotic, artistic, completely inappropriate roommate who treated life like a series of interesting experiments and never seemed bothered by anything.

			Could that work?

			Liam’s lawyer brain kicked into gear, analyzing angles. Jack was charming. Everyone liked Jack. He had that easy confidence that made people relax around him, that made them want to tell him things. He was also a terrible liar in the traditional sense, but an excellent improviser. He could spin a story out of nothing and make it feel true.

			More importantly, Jack owed him. Rent had been late twice this year. Liam had covered it both times without complaint.

			Pacing again, but with purpose now. This could work. They’d need a story, obviously. Some explanation for how they got together, how long they’d been dating, why Liam had never mentioned him before. But that was just details. Details could be managed.

			Keys rattled in the door. Liam looked up.

			Jack was home.

			+ + + + + +

			The door swung open and Jack tumbled in like weather, all energy and motion and the faint smell of turpentine. His hair was a mess, dark curls sticking up in directions that suggested he’d been running his hands through them. Paint streaked his forearms in shades of blue and gray. His messenger bag hung off one shoulder, bulging with what looked like rolls of canvas and possibly a baguette.

			“Liam,” Jack said, grinning as he kicked the door shut behind him. “You’re home early. Wait, no. I’m home late. What time is it?”

			“Six thirty.”

			“Right. Lost track.” Jack dropped his bag on the floor with a thud that suggested the baguette theory was correct. “I was at Marcus’s studio. You know Marcus, right? Tall guy, makes those metal sculptures that look like angry robots? Anyway, he’s got this new welding torch and we were experimenting with...”

			He stopped mid-sentence, tilting his head. “You okay? You look like someone just told you your favorite coffee shop closed.”

			Liam realized he was still holding his phone, still standing in the middle of the kitchen like he’d forgotten how to move. “I’m fine.”

			“That’s what people say when they’re absolutely not fine.” Jack moved to the fridge, pulled out a beer, and offered it to Liam with raised eyebrows.

			Liam took it. He wasn’t much of a beer person, but right now he needed something to do with his hands.

			Jack grabbed one for himself and leaned against the counter, watching Liam with that expression he got sometimes. Curious but patient. Like he had all the time in the world to wait for Liam to figure out what he wanted to say.

			“Thanksgiving,” Liam said finally.

			“Ah.” Jack took a drink. “The annual family gathering of joy and togetherness.”

			“Something like that.”

			“Let me guess. Your mom’s been texting. Multiple times. With increasing levels of enthusiasm about how excited she is to see you.”

			“And my aunt Linda wants to introduce me to someone. And my cousin Ellie is promising chaos. And...” Liam stopped, took a breath. “And my ex is going to be there.”

			Jack’s eyebrows went up. “The high school ex? Evan of the legendary hair and misguided life choices?”

			“That’s the one.”

			“Ouch.” Jack set his beer down. “So what’s the plan? Fake a work emergency? Sudden bout of food poisoning? Witness protection program?”

			“I’ve considered all of those.”

			“And?”

			“My family would see through them. They always do.” Liam took a drink of his beer, grimaced slightly at the taste. “I need something they can’t argue with. Something that makes them back off.”

			Jack leaned forward, eyes bright with interest. “I’m listening.”

			This was it. The moment to either say it or let it go. Liam’s heartbeat pounded in his throat. He was good at this in court, good at making calculated moves. But this felt different. More personal. More terrifying.

			“I need a boyfriend,” he said.

			Jack blinked. “Okay. I mean, that’s a reasonable life goal, but I’m not sure how that solves your immediate Thanksgiving problem unless you’re planning to find someone in the next four days.”

			“Not a real boyfriend.” Liam set his beer down, met Jack’s eyes. “A fake one. Just for the weekend. Someone to come home with me, meet my family, make them think I’m settled and happy and completely unavailable for their matchmaking schemes.”

			The apartment went quiet. Jack stared at him.

			“You want to bring a fake boyfriend to Thanksgiving,” Jack said slowly, like he was testing the words.

			“Yes.”

			“To convince your family you’re in a relationship.”

			“Yes.”

			“So they’ll stop trying to set you up.”

			“And so Evan’s presence becomes irrelevant.”

			Jack leaned back against the counter, a smile starting to spread across his face. Not the polite smile he used for strangers. The real one, the one that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made him look younger. “That’s actually kind of brilliant.”

			“You think so?”

			“It’s ridiculous. Completely absurd. Very romantic comedy.” Jack picked up his beer again, took a long drink. “So who are you thinking? Do you have someone lined up?”

			Here it was. Liam forced himself to hold Jack’s gaze. “I was thinking you.”

			Jack choked on his beer. Coughed. Set the bottle down carefully. “Me?”

			“You’re charming. Everyone likes you. You’re quick on your feet. And...” Liam hesitated. “And you owe me rent from last month.”

			“Wow.” Jack laughed, shaking his head. “You’re really bringing up the rent thing?”

			“I’m a lawyer. I use leverage.”

			“That’s cold, Liam. That’s really cold.” But Jack was still smiling, that considering look in his eyes. “Walk me through this. How would it even work?”

			Liam felt something loosen in his chest. Jack wasn’t saying no. He was asking questions. That was good. That was workable. “We’d drive up Wednesday morning. Five Days, four nights. My family’s place is small, so we’d probably have to share my old bedroom, but it’s got twin beds.”

			“Probably?”

			“Definitely. We’d definitely have to share.”

			“Okay. And what’s our story? How long have we been dating? How did we get together? What’s our whole deal?”

			“We’d need to figure that out. Come up with something believable.”

			Jack pushed off from the counter and started pacing, the way he did when he was thinking through a painting. Back and forth across the small kitchen. “This is insane,” he said. “This is completely insane.”

			“I know.”

			“Your family’s going to ask a million questions.”

			“Probably.”

			“And Evan’s going to be there, watching everything.”

			“Unfortunately.”

			Jack stopped pacing. Turned to look at Liam. “What’s in it for me?”

			“Besides rent forgiveness?”

			“Besides that.”

			Liam thought for a moment. “Free food for four days. Home cooking. My mom makes incredible stuffing. And...” He hesitated. “And it could be fun? In a chaotic, potentially disastrous kind of way?”

			“Fun,” Jack repeated. He was grinning now, full force. “You think lying to your entire family and pretending to be madly in love with me sounds fun?”

			“I wouldn’t say madly in love. More like casually devoted.”

			Jack laughed, loud and genuine. “Casually devoted. That’s perfect. That’s exactly the vibe we should go for.” He crossed back to where Liam stood, held out his hand. “Okay. I’m in.”

			“You’re in?”

			“I’m in. This is either going to be the best bad decision I’ve ever made or the worst good decision. Either way, it sounds way more interesting than spending Thanksgiving eating ramen and watching bad movies alone.”

			Liam stared at Jack’s outstretched hand. This was happening. This was actually happening. He reached out and shook it, Jack’s grip warm and firm.

			“Deal,” Liam said.

			“Deal,” Jack echoed. Then he pulled Liam into a sudden hug, clapping him on the back. “This is going to be amazing. Or terrible. Probably both.”

			Liam stood there, momentarily frozen. Jack smelled like paint and coffee and something citrusy. When Jack pulled back, he was still grinning.

			“So,” Jack said. “When do we start planning Operation Fake Boyfriend?”

			“Now?” Liam suggested.

			“Now works. Let me order pizza first. We’re going to need brain food for this.”

			Jack pulled out his phone, already scrolling through delivery options, chattering about toppings. Liam watched him. Relief, yes. But also something else. Something that felt uncomfortably like anticipation.

			This was going to work. It had to work.

			He ignored the small voice in the back of his mind asking what happened if it worked too well.

			+ + + + + +

			The pizza arrived forty minutes later. Jack had ordered two large pizzas, which seemed excessive until Liam remembered that Jack ate like someone who’d never heard of the concept of being full. They spread out on the living room floor, boxes open between them. Liam’s laptop balanced on the coffee table displaying a blank document titled “Operation Thanksgiving.”

			Jack had insisted on the title. Liam had allowed it only because arguing seemed pointless.

			“Alright,” Liam said, fingers poised over the keyboard. “We need to be strategic about this. My family is relentless. They’ll ask questions, lots of questions, and if our stories don’t match up, they’ll know something’s wrong.”

			Jack grabbed a slice, cheese stretching in long strings. “So we’re building a cover story. Like spies.”

			“Like liars.”

			“Spies sounds better.”

			Liam typed “BACKSTORY” at the top of the document. “First question they’ll ask: how long have we been dating?”

			“Six months,” Jack said immediately.

			“Too long. They’ll wonder why I never mentioned you.”

			“Fair point. One month?”

			“Too short. They’ll think it’s not serious and the matchmaking will continue.” Liam drummed his fingers on the edge of the laptop. “Three months. That’s the sweet spot. Long enough to bring you home, recent enough to explain why they haven’t heard about you yet.”

			“Three months it is.” Jack took a bite of pizza, talking around it. “So that puts us at late August, right? How’d we get together?”

			This was the part Liam had been dreading. The getting together story needed to be believable, something that explained why they’d gone from roommates to boyfriends without raising too many questions. “We live together. That’s already established. We could say it just... happened naturally.”

			“Naturally,” Jack repeated, grinning. “Elaborate.”

			“We were spending a lot of time together. Movie nights, cooking dinner, talking. One thing led to another.”

			“Liam. That’s the most boring love story I’ve ever heard.”

			“It’s plausible.”

			“It’s putting me to sleep.” Jack set down his pizza and leaned forward, eyes bright with the kind of enthusiasm he usually reserved for describing art installations. “We need something better. Something with a moment. Your family’s going to want details.”

			“What kind of details?”

			“The kind that make your mom get all emotional and your aunts start sighing. When did we realize we had feelings? Who made the first move? Was there a kiss?” Jack wiggled his eyebrows. “Tell me there was a kiss.”

			Liam felt his face heating. “We don’t need to include a kiss in the backstory.”

			“We absolutely need to include a kiss. That’s like the whole point of a romance. The kiss is crucial.”

			“This isn’t a romance. It’s a deception.”

			“Fake romance is still romance.” Jack grabbed another slice. “Okay, hear me out. Late August, right? It was one of those stupid hot nights where the AC couldn’t keep up. We were both home, too hot to sleep, so we ended up on the fire escape around midnight.”

			Liam started to protest, but Jack was already fully committed to the story, gesturing with his pizza.

			“We’re sitting out there, drinking beer, talking about nothing. Stars are out. City lights below us. And then you said something, I don’t remember what, something that made me laugh. Really laugh. And when I looked at you, you were already looking at me, and...” Jack paused dramatically. “The moment just happened.”

			Despite himself, Liam found he was listening. Jack had always been good at stories, at making things sound more interesting than they probably were. “And then?”

			“And then I kissed you. Obviously. Couldn’t help myself.”

			“You kissed me.”

			“I kissed you. Was very romantic. You were surprised but pleased.”

			“Was I.”

			“Extremely pleased.” Jack grinned. “You kissed me back, and that was it. We’ve been together ever since. Three months of domestic bliss and secretly being in love while living in a tiny apartment.”

			Liam typed it out, editing Jack’s purple prose into something more reasonable. The fire escape. The late night conversation. The kiss. It was absurd, but it had the kind of detail that would satisfy his mother’s need for romantic narrative. “Fine. But I’m not calling it domestic bliss.”

			“Your loss. Domestic bliss is a great phrase.”

			“Next question,” Liam said, moving on before Jack could argue further. “Why haven’t I mentioned you to my family before?”

			“Because you’re private about your personal life?”

			“They know that, but they’ll still want an explanation.”

			Jack thought for a moment, chewing. “Okay. What if you were worried about jinxing it? Like, you wanted to make sure it was real before introducing me to everyone. Bringing someone home is a big deal, you needed to be sure.”

			That was actually good. Better than good. It played into his family’s understanding of him as cautious and careful. “That works. I’ll put that down.”

			“See? I’m good at this lying thing.”

			“It’s not something to be proud of.”

			“Everything I do is something to be proud of.”

			Liam shook his head but couldn’t quite suppress a smile. This was classic Jack. Absurdly confident about everything, even things that should probably warrant at least a little self-doubt. “Moving on. Public displays of affection.”

			Jack’s eyebrows shot up. “PDA. Now we’re getting to the good stuff.”

			“We need to establish boundaries. My family’s going to expect some level of couple behavior, but we should agree on what’s comfortable.”

			“I’m comfortable with everything.”

			“Jack.”

			“What? I’m a very physically affectionate person. Hugs, hand-holding, casual touches, all of that comes naturally to me.”

			Liam typed “PDA boundaries” and then stared at the blank space beneath it. This was more complicated than he’d anticipated. They’d lived together for a year and a half, and their physical contact had been limited to the occasional high five or the one time Jack had fallen asleep on his shoulder during a movie marathon. Adding romantic touching into that equation felt strange. Calculated. “Hand-holding is probably necessary. Maybe an arm around the shoulder. Nothing too excessive.”

			“What about kissing?”

			Liam’s fingers froze over the keyboard. “What about it?”

			“Your family’s going to expect it at some point. We’ve been dating for three months, supposedly. We can’t act like we’ve never kissed.”

			“We can be discreet.”

			“We can be convincing.” Jack leaned back on his hands, casual as anything. “Look, I’m not saying we need to make out in front of your grandmother. But a quick kiss here and there? Cheek kisses, forehead kisses, maybe one actual kiss if the moment calls for it? That’s just good acting.”

			“Good acting,” Liam repeated faintly.

			“Yes. Method acting. We’re inhabiting our roles.” Jack grinned at him. “What’s wrong? Never kissed anyone for purely practical reasons before?”

			“Can’t say I have.”

			“Well, there’s a first time for everything. Don’t worry, I’m an excellent kisser. Five star reviews across the board.”

			Liam rubbed his temples. This conversation had gotten away from him. “Let’s table the kissing discussion and move on to family member briefings.”

			“Translation: Liam is flustered and needs to change the subject.”

			“Translation: Liam wants to stay on task.”

			Jack laughed but mercifully let it go. “Fine. Tell me about the family. Who are the major players?”

			Liam pulled up a mental inventory. “My parents, obviously. Mom’s going to be the most excited. She’s been waiting for me to bring someone home for years. Dad’s quieter but he’ll have questions. Probably about your job, your stability, whether you have a five year plan.”

			“I barely have a five day plan.”

			“We’ll need to work on your answers there.” Liam continued. “My brother Cole will be there. He’s going through a divorce, not in a great headspace. He might be cynical about the whole relationship.”

			“Noted. Win over bitter divorced brother.”

			“My Aunt Linda is the matchmaker. She’s going to be disappointed that her schemes didn’t work but probably pleased I’m with someone. Cousin Ellie is chaos incarnate. She’ll either love you or make your life difficult for entertainment.”

			“I’m good with chaos.”

			“You are chaos.”

			“Exactly. We’ll get along great.” Jack reached for another slice. “What about the ex? Evan?”

			Liam’s stomach tightened. “Evan will be there Friday. He’s... persistent. Friendly. My mom loves him. He’ll probably try to catch up, act like we’re old friends.”

			“And you want him to see you’re completely moved on.”

			“That’s the general idea.”

			“Got it. I’ll be extra couple-y around Evan.” Jack’s expression turned more serious. “Does he know you’re bringing someone?”

			“Nobody knows I’m bringing someone. That’s part of the plan. I’m just going to show up with you.”
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