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Briar woke up from another dream about Nolan, and swore. 

It had been yet another hot dream about Nolan taking them to bed, kissing them like they were precious, swearing his undying love. 

They shouldn’t be feeling like this about their best friend, there should be boundaries. Even if he was also their fake boyfriend. 

The problem was, the fake boyfriend thing had been going on for years. If it had just been a few months, perhaps Briar wouldn’t have fallen in love like this. 

But no, it was literal years. 

Four long, insufferable and undeniably wonderful years of pretending to be devoted to each other in public. 

Briar was desperately, sickeningly in love, for real. 

And they were sick of it. 

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Briar wasn’t sick of Nolan, or of spending time with him, or of having everyone look at them and say what a cute couple they made. Of feeling like they were a cute couple. 

Briar was sick of pretending that all the huge wealth of affection they felt for Nolan was fake. 

That Saturday morning they had woken up and decided to do something about it. Enough was enough. They couldn’t keep suffering in silence. Leaning into the hugs and kisses and compliments that Nolan was probably doing for show and pretending they were real gifts for Briar. 

So, mind made up, Briar showered and got dressed. What to wear was a conundrum. They wanted to wear something that Nolan had said he liked on them. But that didn’t really narrow things down. They weren’t feeling particularly masculine or feminine that day, so that didn’t help with choosing either. 

Finally, they settled on a pair of comfy but presentable baggy jeans and a buttoned shirt patterned with butterflies of all colors of the rainbow. They added one large dangling earring in one ear and several silver hoops in the other, styled their hair into a puffy quiff and put on the charm bracelet Nolan had given them on their last birthday. 

They headed out of the apartment, bought a big bouquet of flowers (bluebells and carnations which were Nolan’s favorites). They had to wait a few minutes for the train, but finally they got on the subway to tell him that they loved him for real, not just pretend. Their chest was full of tension, tightness, and their stomach was a nest for butterflies, but they didn’t hesitate. This was the right thing to do. 

Briar sat down in a free seat and took a deep, steadying breath. An elderly white lady in a floral dress smiled at them and the bright flowers. Briar smiled back, settled the flowers on their lap and let themself daydream. Not any old daydream though. They remembered.

It had started with a favor, that was all it was ever supposed to be. Nolan was going to a wedding for his cousin and his mother had insisted that he bring a date. Nolan was nursing the wounds from a particularly nasty break-up. Because of that, he’d come moaning to Briar. 

Briar could remember it clearly, it was a Sunday, around eleven in the morning, and they’d only just finished making a huge batch of vanilla cupcakes. They were elbow deep in dishwater when he’d let himself in with the spare key. 

He hadn’t even offered to help with the dishes, he’d started whining right off the bat.

“She says ‘find someone nice, and bring them along. You can’t be the only one of your cousins who’s single, I’ll never hear the end of it.’ Like it’s that easy to go out, land a hot girlfriend or boyfriend, bring them to a wedding and act all nice and happy.” He leaned back against the counter and dipped his finger in the frosting bowl. 

“Maybe it is that easy,” Briar had said. “Why don’t I go with you? And don’t eat the frosting with your fingers, you’re not a four-year-old.” 

“Mean. I can’t take you, Mom knows you.” Briar found a clean teaspoon and offered it to Nolan so he could keep eating the leftover frosting. Indulging him, even then.

“Yeah, that’s better if you think about it,” Briar said. “No annoying interrogations over how you met them, what they do for a living, yada yada. She already knows, you can skip all that boring stuff.” 

“Hmmm. Mom does keep asking after you. She’d like to see you. But you’d have to really commit to it. I’m talking the whole hog. Dress up, co-sign the card, hang on my arm and everything. Act like you’re in love with me.”

“If it means you stop whining then I’m all in, when’s the wedding?” They’d turned to Nolan and seen a softening of his features as he looked them up and down, something affectionate there. They’d flicked sudsy water at him to hide the warmth in their cheeks. “Focus. Answer my question.” 

“Saturday, two weeks time.” 

And so they’d gone to the wedding together. Briar had been on a masculine day, so dressed in a cream linen shirt, a fitted gray waistcoat and suit pants, a purple bow tie and a discrete enamel non-binary pride pin. Nolan had gone full suit with a pale blue tie and Briar had been secretly impressed by how handsome he scrubbed up. They had a pleasant time, seated with Nolan’s cousins. They had an easy conversation over dinner, laughing and getting to know each other. Absolutely no one was weird about Briar’s gender, which was an unexpected bonus. As the night wore on they drank champagne and ate wedding cake. Nolan even invited Briar to dance. 

Briar leaned their forehead on the subway window and smiled, remembering Nolan’s expression when he saw just how much Briar loved to dance at weddings. Briar danced with their whole body, their whole soul. None of that boring side to side swaying or awkward-uncle dancing. No, they threw themself into the song and took their partner along with them. It was excellent fun and always livened up the dance floor. Inspired others to do the same, to let loose and really make it a party. 

They looked out, seeing mostly their reflection. Briar had thought the wedding would be the end of it, but then Nolan’s Irish grandfather had passed away and they desperately wanted to support him through the funeral and wake. It had seemed uncouth to correct his grieving family about their relationship, definitely the wrong time. Besides that, Nolan had been sad and clingy. He was in need of human touch, so Briar was happy to provide that for him. 

It had been easy to play along as the partner and make sure he ate and drank water, and got enough sleep while they were staying in a motel over the days of the funeral and wake. 

Briar’s phone buzzed and they pulled it out. Their phone lock screen was a selfie of themself with Nolan. His eyes were crinkled shut as he laughed, Briar kissing his cheek - a joke shot. 

Just a joke, right? 

Except that every time Briar sneaked a kiss with Nolan their heart fluttered with hope. Tingles also were often involved. Tingles that promise something more if only Nolan actually meant it.

Nolan had sent a message. Briar thumbed the notification but it was only a meme he’d found, nothing that needed a reply. They laugh-reacted it, and pocketed their phone again. 

So, after the funeral, it had been about a month after that... they’d had The Conversation. 

“My family is really happy we’re together,” Nolan had said. He’d rubbed his hand through the hair on the back of his neck, a move that made Briar perk up. It made him look so handsome, and it showed off his biceps. “I know it’s a lot to ask, and it’s kind of weird, but can we keep up the pretense?” 

Briar had agreed embarrassingly fast. “Yeah, no problem here. I mean, it’s not like I’m over here beating men off with a stick or anything.” 

Nolan smirked, his eyebrows raising “Is that what you’re into? Beating men with sticks?” 

“Only if they ask very very nicely,” Briar said, loftily. Nolan had thwacked them with a cushion. He was over at their place again, it was just where they seemed to always hang out these days. Watching TV, playing video games, and so on. 

“But actually, if you’re okay with it,” Briar’s tone was meant to be casual but it sounded anything but to their own ears. “I’m heading to Vermont to have Christmas with my folks at the end of the year and it’d be brilliant if I had someone to protect me from the aunts. The aunts are always asking when I’m settling down, having babies, that kind of thing.” 

Nolan settled back on the couch and considered it. “Can we go skiing?” 

“Sure, if you want?” 

“Then I’m in. But, before we get there we should probably sort out if we’re having kids or not.” His eyes widened and he held up his hands. “I mean pretend us. Is pretend us planning on kids?” 

Briar bit their lip, thinking. “I think so, one day. But not like, any time soon. I’m still wrapped up in getting everything sorted to open my own bakery, and then I’ll be working hard on making it a success.” 

Nolan leaned over and ruffled their short hair, it had been dyed pink at that time. “Sounds good to me, fake enby-friend.” 

“Partner is a fine word,” Briar said. “Let’s stick with that.” 

Christmas in Vermont had been so easy with Nolan beside them. 

They’d made cookies together, gotten each other gifts, made snowmen and non-binary snow people out the front of the house, and even gone to the local Christmas market arm in arm, looking at the lights and buying freshly roasted chestnuts and hot chocolate. 

The aunts had loved Nolan, and spent all their attention on flattering him, knitting him sweaters and getting him to lift heavy things. 

It had been a real joy, and so the next year he’d come along again, and the year
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