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​Chapter 1: An Invitation to Pretend
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The cream-colored envelope sat accusingly on Olivia Bennett's desk, its gold filigree catching the late afternoon sunlight that streamed through the museum's arched windows. She'd been avoiding it all day, choosing instead to focus on arranging nineteenth-century miniatures for the upcoming exhibition. But now, with the rest of the curator's office empty and silence settling over the Museum of Fine Arts' east wing, she could no longer ignore its presence.

"Really, Charlotte?" Olivia muttered, running her finger along the impossibly ornate edge of the wedding invitation. "The invitation alone probably cost more than my monthly rent."

Her phone buzzed, displaying her cousin's name as if summoned by the mere thought of her. Olivia took a deep breath before answering.

"Darling!" Charlotte's voice sparkled through the speaker with the same effervescence that had made her the favorite of every family gathering. "Tell me you've received my invitation. The gold foiling was hand-pressed in Paris."

"Of course it was," Olivia replied, unable to keep the amused affection from her voice. "I'm looking at it right now. It's... magnificent."

"Isn't it just? Now, about your plus-one—"

"Charlotte—"

"No, absolutely not. I won't hear of you coming alone again. Do you know what Aunt Margaret said at my engagement party? She said, and I quote, 'It's a tragedy that our lovely Olivia spends so much time with dead artists she's forgotten how to talk to living men.'"

Olivia pinched the bridge of her nose. "I speak to plenty of living men."

"James doesn't count," Charlotte said promptly. "He's practically furniture at this point."

The mention of James made Olivia's gaze drift to the framed photo on her desk: herself and James Sullivan at their college graduation, his arm slung casually around her shoulders, both of them laughing at some forgotten joke. His green eyes crinkled at the corners in that way that always made something flutter in her chest—a flutter she'd become quite adept at ignoring over the years.

"James is not furniture," she protested. "He's my best friend."

"Yes, yes, your best friend who happens to be gorgeous, successful, and single. The same best friend who looks at you like you're one of those priceless paintings you're always fussing over. But heaven forbid either of you actually do something about it."

"Charlotte—"

"The wedding's in six weeks. I've seated you at Table One, and I absolutely refuse to have an empty chair at my primary table. It would ruin the entire aesthetic. So unless you're planning to bring someone, I'll have to seat you next to David Winchester. You remember David? Tall, charming, rather intense about his cryptocurrency investments?"

Olivia's stomach dropped. David Winchester had spent their last encounter explaining, in excruciating detail, why NFTs were the future of art curation. She'd rather sit through one of Aunt Margaret's three-hour lectures on the importance of marriage before age thirty.

"I..." she hesitated, her eyes falling once again on the photo with James. A crazy idea began to form—the kind of idea that either solved everything or ruined everything, with no in-between. "Actually, I am bringing someone."

"You are?" Charlotte's voice rose with delight. "Who? When did this happen? Why haven't you told me?"

Olivia's heart pounded as she stood, gathering her coat and bag. She needed to get to James's favorite coffee shop before he finished his late afternoon court preparations. What she was about to propose was absolutely madness, potentially disastrous, and possibly the only way to survive this wedding with her sanity intact.

"I'll tell you everything soon," she promised Charlotte. "But I have to go right now. There's someone I need to talk to."

She ended the call amid Charlotte's protests, her mind already racing ahead to what she would say to James. After all, what was a small deception between friends? Just a tiny pretense to get through one wedding. Nothing could possibly go wrong.

Right?
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​Chapter 2: A Proposition of Convenience
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The Copper Kettle had been their Thursday meeting spot for nearly five years. Tucked between a bookshop and a vintage record store, it occupied that perfect middle ground between trendy and comfortable—much like Olivia's friendship with James itself. She arrived precisely seven minutes early, as she always did, securing their favorite corner table and ordering his usual (an Americano, black, no room) alongside her Earl Grey.

She was halfway through rehearsing her proposition when James Sullivan appeared in the doorway, his tall frame silhouetted against the late afternoon light. His navy suit was slightly crumpled after a day in court, his tie loosened at the neck in a way that somehow made him look more put-together rather than less. Several women in the café turned to look—they always did—but James's eyes found Olivia immediately, his face breaking into that particular smile he seemed to reserve just for her.

"You're plotting something," he said by way of greeting, sliding into the seat across from her. "You've got that look."

"What look?" Olivia asked, pushing his coffee toward him.

"The same look you had before convincing me that backpacking through Scotland during monsoon season was, and I quote, 'an adventure worth having.'" He took a sip of his coffee, eyes never leaving her face. "I still haven't fully recovered from the trench foot."

"You did not have trench foot. It was a mild case of athlete's foot, at worst." She fidgeted with her teacup. "And Scotland doesn't have monsoons."

"Tell that to my socks. They're still traumatized." His smile faded slightly as he studied her. "Seriously, Liv. What's going on? You texted five times in the span of twenty minutes, which hasn't happened since the Great Art Heist Panic of 2022."

"That was a legitimate concern! Those Degas sketches were irreplaceable."

"They were in the storage closet where you'd left them." He reached across the table, his fingers brushing hers. "Come on. Out with it."

Olivia took a deep breath, sliding Charlotte's invitation across the table. "My cousin's wedding."

James glanced at the envelope, then back at her. "Charlotte? The one who thinks a modest wedding would be having fewer than four doves released at the ceremony?"

"Five. She's upgraded to five doves, and they're being trained to fly in a heart formation." Olivia sighed. "She called today. I'm seated at Table One."

"Ah. The family table." James nodded sagely. "Which means Aunt Margaret and her ongoing campaign to see you properly married off before you turn into, what was it last time? 'A dried-up spinster with nothing but paintings for company'?"

"That, and David Winchester as my designated dinner companion."

James's eyebrows shot up. "Crypto David? The one who cornered you at the New Year's party to explain blockchain for forty-five minutes?"

"The very same." Olivia leaned forward, lowering her voice. "And that's why I need to ask you something. Something completely absurd that you are absolutely entitled to refuse."

A curious light entered James's eyes, transforming them from forest green to something brighter, more dangerous. "I'm intrigued."

"I told Charlotte I'm bringing someone to the wedding."

"And?"

"And..." Olivia swallowed. "I'm not actually seeing anyone, as you well know."

James tilted his head. "So you'll ask someone? There's that curator from the Gardner Museum who keeps finding excuses to email you about 'collaborative opportunities.'"

"I'm not asking Marcus. Or anyone else." She met his gaze directly. "I'm asking you."

"You want me to go to the wedding with you? I was already planning to. Charlotte sent me an invitation last week—probably afraid you'd show up alone."

"No, not as my friend." Olivia took a deep breath. "As my date. My... boyfriend."

James went very still, his coffee cup suspended halfway to his lips. "Your boyfriend."

"We've known each other forever. You know all my stories, my family already adores you, and we wouldn't have that awkward getting-to-know-you phase." The words tumbled out faster now. "It would just be for the wedding weekend. A small pretense to get my family off my back and save me from cryptocurrency lectures over the canapés."

She expected him to laugh, or to gently point out the dozens of ways this could go catastrophically wrong. Instead, he set down his cup with deliberate care, his expression unreadable.

"Your family already thinks we're together, don't they?" he asked quietly.

Olivia blinked. "What? No. Why would they think that?"

"Because we spend most holidays together. Because I'm your emergency contact. Because we have dinner together three times a week." He leaned back in his chair. "Because we act like a couple in everything but name, Liv."

Heat crept up her neck. "We do not. We're friends. Best friends."

"Who happen to spend more time together than most married couples I know." A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "My mother asked me last week when I was going to 'make an honest woman' out of you."

"She did not!"

"She absolutely did. Right after reminding me that thirty is rapidly approaching and my biological clock is ticking."

"Men don't have biological clocks," Olivia protested.

"Try telling my mother that. She's got the names of our future children picked out already." James took another sip of his coffee, watching her over the rim. "So this would actually be solving problems for both of us."

Olivia stared at him. "You're... agreeing?"

"Did you expect me to refuse?"

"I expected you to point out all the ways this could end in disaster."

"Oh, there are dozens." His tone was light, but something in his eyes wasn't. "But I'm a lawyer. Risk assessment is what I do. And sometimes—" he reached across the table, his fingers wrapping gently around her wrist, "—the potential rewards outweigh the risks."

A strange fluttering sensation took residence in Olivia's chest, like a butterfly testing newly-formed wings. This was James, her James, who had held her hair back when she had food poisoning during their final exams, who had helped her move apartments three times without complaint, who knew exactly how she took her tea and which obscure British murder mysteries she liked to watch when she was sad.

And yet, with his warm fingers on her pulse point and his eyes holding a promise she couldn't quite decipher, he suddenly felt like a stranger—or rather, like someone she'd known her entire life but was only now truly seeing.

"So," he said, his smile widening into something both familiar and dangerously new, "when do we start practicing being madly in love with each other?"
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​Chapter 3: Rules of Engagement
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"Should we have a safe word?" James asked, placing a plate of linguine in front of Olivia before settling across from her at his kitchen island.

Olivia nearly choked on her wine. "A what?"

"A safe word." He twirled pasta onto his fork with practiced ease. "For when the pretense becomes too much. You say 'pomegranate' or something equally unlikely to come up in casual conversation, and I'll know you need space."

James' apartment had always felt more like home to Olivia than her own. The spacious kitchen with its granite countertops and professional-grade appliances reflected his unexpected passion for cooking, while the living room bookcases—filled with equal parts legal texts and dog-eared paperback mysteries—spoke to the duality that made him so endearing. Tonight, however, the familiar space felt charged with an unfamiliar energy.

"This isn't a covert military operation," she said, though the flutter in her stomach suggested otherwise. "It's a weekend wedding."

"Three days and four nights at a historic estate with your entire extended family, all of whom will be watching us like hawks for any sign we're not actually besotted with each other." James topped off her wine glass. "Trust me, we need a strategy."

Olivia sighed. "Fine. But not 'pomegranate.' Too obvious."

"'Habeas corpus'?"

"Now you're just showing off." She twirled pasta around her fork, considering. "What about 'archive'? I can work that into conversation naturally, given my profession."

"'Archive' it is." James nodded solemnly, though his eyes danced with amusement. "Now, for our backstory. When did this torrid romance begin?"

"It can't be too recent or Charlotte will be furious I didn't tell her. But not too long or everyone will wonder why we've been hiding it."

"Six months?" James suggested. "Long enough to be serious, recent enough to explain the secrecy."

"Six months puts us at... November."

"The Phillips Gallery opening," James said immediately. "You wore that blue dress with the—" He made a vague gesture around his shoulders.

"You remember what I was wearing to a gallery opening six months ago?" Olivia raised an eyebrow.

A slight flush colored his cheeks. "It was a memorable dress."

"It had a boat neck and cap sleeves. Hardly the stuff of fashion legend."

"It brought out your eyes." The simple sincerity in his voice made something inside her chest tighten. "Anyway, that's our story. I finally worked up the courage to tell you how I felt after watching you charm the pants off some pretentious art collector."

Olivia smiled despite herself. "Montgomery Reeves. He spent the entire evening trying to convince me that his great-grandfather's paint-by-number collection deserved its own exhibition."

"See? I rescued you from a fate worse than death. Very romantic."

"My hero." She rolled her eyes, but the smile remained. "So that's when, but what about how? How did we transition from friendship to... more?"

James set down his fork, his expression growing thoughtful. "It should be believable. Something that could have actually happened."

"Like?"

"Like..." He seemed to
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