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      It started with a lie.

      A story to clean up my reputation.

      I never bargained on falling for the girl.

      I don’t really care what my family thinks. I work hard, selling my art for a f*ck-ton of money and yeah, I celebrate with the ladies. But my brothers just won’t ease up.

      So I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. It seems like such a small deception to get my family off my back. Only now…I need to find a fake fiancé.

      The red-headed reporter from my art show needs to interview me to keep her job. I figure, we can strike up a deal.

      I give her the scoop and she plays the part. We both just need to stick with the rules. What could go wrong?

      Fragile Illusion is a fake-finance romance with scorching heat, witty banter, and a fierce heroine.
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      I realize the second I finish that I have no idea what this chick's name is. Did we talk about names? Or did we just walk back to her apartment last night? I don't usually stay over, but I was completely exhausted after our acrobatic routine in her living room, her hallway, and her bed. And then she was down for an encore this morning…so here I am.

      "Fuck," I shout, looking at her clock radio. "Is that the right time?"

      She rolls over, pushing the curtain of her blonde hair out of her eyes. "Mmmm. I guess so." She runs her fingers lightly along my chest, letting her head flop back down on the pillow.

      "Fuck. I'm so fucking late. Shit." I'm out of the bed in a flash, scrambling around her apartment looking for my clothes. I'm going to have to go wearing the same stuff I had on last night. I run my fingers through my long hair, trying to tame it a little. My family is going to kill me.

      "Thatcher, wait." I hear her padding down the hall, still naked. Fuck me, she's hot. A tall, leggy blonde with big eyes and full lips. Do I want to get her number? Fuck it.

      "Babe, I'm sorry. I have to get out of here." I find my wallet under the couch near my jeans. My keys…aha! They're on the floor inside the front door. When I stand up with them I see her standing with her arms crossed.

      She raises an eyebrow. "You're just going to run out of here like this? Literally run out?"

      "It's my nephew's birthday party. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to⁠—“

      "Give me five minutes and I'll come with you."

      Woah. "What?" My tone is harsh, but is she serious right now?

      "Bring me with you. To the party. I love kids!"

      I hold my hands out, palms up. "Look, doll, we just met last night. I don't want you to take this the wrong way, but I can't bring you with me to my nephew's birthday party with my family."

      "Doll? Babe? You don't even know my name do you?"

      I open my mouth and then close it again. Fuck it. I wasn't coming back for more anyway.

      "Fuck you, Thatcher Stag. Fuck you!" She starts throwing magazines at me from the shelf in the hall. I duck as a huge bridal catalogue comes flying at my head and then I remember. "Amber!" I look at the address label from one of the projectiles. Fuck. "Tiffany, come on. You seemed like you had a good time…"

      She shakes her head. "You are unbelievable."

      I don't have time to talk about this more. My brother is going to tear me a new one if I'm not there for this party. I pull the door open and then shut, jogging a bit to find my beat up old Ford Ranger parked outside. I slam the truck into gear and screech out of the parking lot just as I see Tiffany stick her head out the apartment window. I don't even hear what she's shouting at me.

      I take stock of myself. My hair and beard are a mess. There's definitely lipstick on the collar of my polo. I'll have to go in just my undershirt. I wonder if my brother will buy it if I say I got hung up in my work this morning and lost track of time.

      Luckily I have my nephew's gift with me. I can tell them I was putting the finishing touches on it, even though I've had it done for months. I had picked it up from the engraver last night before I hit the club, which was why I had it along, tucked safely in the glove box.

      I pull up outside my brother's house in Highland Park. It's the house we all grew up in, where Tim took care of us after my mom died and my dad took off. Now Tim lives here with his wife, Alice, and their baby. Tim's always been hard on us, insisting that we keep our shit together. And with good reason. It's not like it rained money for our family. We had to be careful, couldn't afford any missteps. But I'm an adult now, and Tim's become even more of a hard ass since he married Alice. At least with me.

      Our other brother, Ty, can do no wrong as far as Tim's concerned. Ty is a professional hockey star and his fiancée, Juniper, is a lawyer at my brother's firm. She used to be Ty's lawyer until they got together. Tim acts like the sun shines out of Juniper's ass and Ty is basically another sunbeam, between all his community service and the way he helped Juniper train for an Olympic gold medal in rowing.

      I'm left to bear the brunt of all of them judging me. They think I'm some dirty, deadbeat, wannabe artist. They think I'm a selfish womanizer, and maybe that part is true. I breathe slowly in and out through my nose. Yeah. That part is true.

      I climb out of the truck and head inside, wondering how much I've missed and how long Tim is going to yell at me about it later.
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      "Happy birthday, dear Peter, happy birthday to you!" I walk in the door in time to join the chorus singing to my nephew. I slide over to the dining room, where my family and Alice's family are all clapping and cooing at my nephew. He's strapped in his high chair wearing just a diaper as my sister-in-law slides him a giant cupcake. She's a chef, so I'm sure she made it for him from scratch. Knowing Alice, it's probably made of carrot flour with lemon zest and extra protein or some shit…but tastes amazing anyway.

      I pull out my phone and take a picture as Petey smacks the chocolate frosting, then rubs his hand on his belly. He's a cute kid, with his mom's tight, blonde ringlets but the grey eyes all us Stag men inherited from our mother, Laurel. Petey sticks a hand in his mouth, tentative, and then the sugary icing blows his little mind. He dives in, face first. We all laugh, but when I look up, I see my brother Tim scowling at me.

      I raise both my eyebrows at Tim, but don't keep his eye. I look back at Petey. He's got, like, 15 adults staring at him and his cousins—Alice's sister has two boys—are running around screaming. The poor kid must be going crazy with all the stimulation, plus his first experience with sugar.

      "All right, Petey, let's get you cleaned up and we can open your presents!" Alice swoops in and lifts him out of the chair, not even flinching at the mess. She's like that. Doesn't care about stuff like frosting on her shirt. She holds Petey on her hip, trying to keep most of the mess at bay. He reaches for her face and she kisses his chocolaty hand. I take a picture of that, too. Alice has brought a lot of light into our family.

      Things were really rocky with Tim and her for a bit there. She got pregnant pretty early in their relationship and insisted she had to raise the baby within walking distance of her family. Tim wanted them to live in the fancy downtown penthouse he owned at the time. Alice would have none of it. Family is the most important thing to her, and I appreciate that. I mean, my brothers are pains in the ass, but they're all I've got. The Petersons are way up in each other's business—a few of them still live at home with their dad, and Alice's older brother just bought a house in the neighborhood. I laugh a little at how nicely things worked out now that Alice and Tim live in Stag HQ. Alice grew up just a few blocks away from us. We're all one, giant Stag-Peterson group now for Sunday dinners and shit. It's nice. At least Alice's brothers don't judge me for my piercings and ink.

      I meet Tim's eye again as Alice and her sister get Peter started opening presents. Yep. Tim is pissed. I shift uncomfortably, grabbing a plate of snacks off the table while Petey opens toy cars and a tricycle. Of course, Ty bought him a hockey stick and Juniper got him a life jacket.

      I crouch down next to Alice and Peter to give him my gift. Alice sniffs and makes a face at me. Shit. How bad do I stink? I need to start keeping deodorant in the truck, at least. I slide the wooden box out of my back jeans pocket and hand it to Alice. "I made something for you, dude." Peter smiles at me and tugs at my beard. He's the only one I'll let do that. I know it's wild and unruly, but that doesn't give anyone free reign to yank it. Except Petey.

      "Thatcher, this box is gorgeous," Alice says, rubbing the smooth finish.

      "My buddy made that for me, and engraved it. See?" I point out where Property of Peter Stag is etched into the wood. She hands me the box and I show her how to slide the lid open. The glass marbles I made glisten in the light.

      "Marbles, Thatcher? For a baby?" My brother is angry. He's about to blow his shit, I can tell. He storms over and snatches them from Alice's hand.

      "Chill, dude. I used the silicon blend for the base material." I take a marble from him and bounce it on the hardwood floor. "It won't shatter. He can't break it. I promise."

      "It's a fucking choking hazard, Thatcher." Tim takes the box and moves to put it up on top of the bookshelf, but I grab his arm.

      "Give me a little more credit than that, would you?" I hold up one of the marbles. "Alice told me nothing smaller than a toilet paper roll. I made sure these were just bigger." I look back and forth between Tim and Alice. She smiles at me warmly, but my brother clenches his teeth. I see a vein twitching in his neck and he walks through to the kitchen.

      "Thatcher, they're just beautiful," Alice says. She holds one of the marbles up to the light. I swirled in black and gold on that one, for our Pittsburgh sports teams. The other marble I made with grey, like our eyes. And a few streaks of purple, for Alice's. I'm pretty pleased with how they turned out. Perfectly spherical. Lightweight enough that I don't worry Petey will hurt himself with them. I know I'm an asshole to women and I show up late to birthday parties, but I would never give my nephew a gift that would hurt him. My family is everything to me.

      Alice kisses me on the cheek. "Go talk to him," she urges. "He's just being cranky, I think."

      I nod and grab a cupcake before the kids and Ty eat them all. I sigh and walk to the kitchen, where Tim is gripping the counter and staring out the window into the backyard. "Hey, Timber," I say, my mouth full of cupcake.

      "You're a real piece of work, you know that, Thatcher?"

      "Dude, I was a half hour late for a baby's birthday party. Can you cut me a break?" I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. "And at least turn around to look at me if you're going to give me shit."

      Tim whips around and crosses his arms, talking to me like I'm some little kid. "You still smell like pussy. Do you know that? And fucking liquor, too. Did you even shower after?"

      I don't say anything, but I don't think it can be true that I reek that badly of sex…although I did go down on what's-her-name in my truck before we headed to her apartment.

      "What do you care what I did last night?"

      "I care when you show up hungover and dripping with STDs to my son's fucking birthday party, Thatcher. You're late for every family dinner. You're always out at bars. What the fuck are you doing with your life?"

      I throw the rest of the cupcake into the sink. "You have a lot of fucking nerve, Tim, judging my life. I go to functions promoting my goddamn artwork and it's really none of your fucking business who I bring home."

      "It is my business, brother." He steps right into my face. "It is my business when you bring some bimbo to the family suite to watch Ty's hockey games and then you piss her the fuck off and she slanders the family name on social media. It is my business when you screw over some executive's daughter and I start losing business to other firms. Are you sensing a pattern here?" He holds up his phone and I see Tiffany has been bashing me online already. That didn't take long.

      "Her father represents the football team, Thatcher," Tim snarls at me. "I've already gotten calls." He grinds his teeth together and I can tell he wants to deck me or sue me. Maybe both.

      The thing about Tim is that he's 100 percent correct about me pissing off all these women. Yeah, I go to my brother Ty's pro hockey games and seduce the glamorous women there, and yeah. I forget their names, sneak out of their beds in the middle of the night, or wind up fucking their roommates the next weekend. But they all know this going in. They all know that Thatcher Stag isn't in it for the long haul. One great night. I make it worth their while.

      The other thing about Tim is that he's 100 percent an asshole right now, and I just can't stand it another fucking second. He's always harping on me for how I do business, because it's not how he does business at Stag Law. Fuck him and his uptight designer suits. He has no idea how successful I am, the kinds of negotiations my agent makes for my glass. Could I be a bit more discreet about how I unwind after work? Okay, maybe.

      But my whole life, he's just treated me like his whipping boy, taking out all his frustrations on me because Ty's the youngest and I'm always just there. But I'm sick of him thinking of me as a loser, which is why I respond to him by saying, "I don't know where you get your information from, Tim, but it's outdated. And that chick is delusional. I'll have you know I'm engaged."

      I hear a gasp from behind me. Alice and Juniper had walked into the kitchen to see what the commotion was as Tim and I were shouting. Juniper claps her hands. "Engaged? Thatcher, really?? Why didn't you say anything?"

      "Yeah, brother. Why didn't you tell us anything about this fiancée of yours?" Tim raises an eyebrow at me and I can tell he knows I'm lying. Fuck him.

      I run a finger through my long hair, trying to smooth it down. "I didn't want to take away from your wedding plans, Juniper. This summer is about you and Ty and I don't want to steal your limelight is all."

      "Aww, Thatcher, you are so sweet to consider me that way. You know you getting engaged wouldn't take anything from my wedding, though."

      I give her a two-dimple smile. Not that she can see them behind the beard. "I just know you don't have any family, Juniper, so our family should dote on you. This is a big deal for you. You guys can all meet her soon. I promise."

      Tim is looking at me like he still wants to murder me. "Why didn't you bring her with you today, then, if she's your fiancée?”

      I shrug, stalling. "She's working." Shit. I need to start keeping track of the lies before I get myself in trouble. I just want to get my brother off my back for a minute so I can regroup.

      "Well!" Alice throws her arms around me in a hug. "I insist that you bring her over for family dinner next Sunday. No—Thatcher, don't you look at me that way. She has to come. Tell her to ask off now if she works weekends."

      My mouth drops open. I look at Tim and he's smiling like the Cheshire cat. "Great idea, Alice. I need to meet this mystery woman so I can call Tiffany's father and assure him his daughter must have been thinking of a different hipster artist who fucked her and forgot her name."

      I'm seething right now, angry…and panicking, I guess. I can't fucking bear to let him be right about this. "We will be here, brother. Count on it."

      I guess I have a week to find myself a fake fiancée.
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      I smooth out my jeans and tie my hair up in a high ponytail to get it out of my face. I've been summoned to the editor's office, but I'm wearing my "thinking clothes" and I look a mess. I tap on Phil's doorframe hesitantly. "You wanted to see me, boss?" He gestures for me to come in, so I sit in the chair by his desk while he types furiously. Hopefully those aren't comments on my latest draft. He has high standards, and I want to improve my writing, but it's still hard to get a file back that's more red ink than black.

      Phil stops typing, sighs, and leans back in his chair. "Emma. I need you to do something for me."

      "Sure, Phil. Anything for the Post!"

      He sighs again. "Davis quit, and, frankly, I'm screwed. I need you to cover an art opening."

      Art? I frown. "Hmm. Well, Phil, you know I don't really know anything about art…"

      He waves a hand, dismissing this concern. "I'm emailing you all the press release stuff. You can pick up lingo, highlights, whatever from the PR people. Thatcher Stag is debuting some series of glass botanicals in the conservatory. It's supposed to be hot shit. We need to cover it." He looks at me over his monitor, face stern. "Consider it an advertorial—think positive copy, Cheswick. Ben will go photograph the event. You just need to interview the artist, get some quotes about his process and his vision for our city. Blah, blah. You realize I'm giving you permission to write a puff piece here, Cheswick."

      My frown deepens. This job as a general reporter at the Pittsburgh Post is a dream for me. Only because I pushed myself so hard in college did I have a strong enough portfolio to land a job here at all, and then I got promoted to reporter. For the past six months I've been writing whatever Phil tells me to write, whether that's meant interviewing city council or watching kids race robots around the science center. But art? I'm not an artsy gal.

      "Davis really quit? Can we just expand our coverage of local science initiatives?"

      "Emma, we've got investors. Surely you've noticed that we have an arts and culture section? I'm assuming you read every issue cover to cover?" I blush. He smiles. "You will write me 2,000 words on Thatcher Stag's glass show, and you will submit your copy by end of work day tomorrow." I open my mouth to protest, but he holds up his hand. "Go home. Change into something more presentable, and be at the conservatory by five.”

      He throws me my press credentials and a parking pass he knows I don't need, because I don't drive. Fifteen years of uncontrolled seizures took away that opportunity, I think, letting myself feel angry for just a moment before I shake it off. I've been healthy for over four years. I'm in a good place now. I pick at the medical alert bracelet on my wrist as I head back to my cubicle and grab my things from my desk.

      I walk the few short blocks home, thankful as always that I got a job in such a walkable neighborhood. I cut through the park, trying to plan out questions to ask an artist about his work. God, I really know nothing about art. I smile, despite it all, when I reach my apartment. I'm able to afford the first floor of an airy duplex on the north side of the city, where I got a good deal by promising to help the landlord write ads for her vacant apartments. Now she doesn't have any vacancies, and I've got cheap rent in an amazing space. The beautiful brick building was lovingly restored with gorgeous woodwork, wide-plank hardwood floors throughout, and large windows that let in tons of sunlight. I put two huge planters of lavender and sage on my stoop, since they do so well in the direct sun, and the place looks inviting. Like a real adult lives here. I am an independent adult, and I'm doing great, I remind myself. It still takes me by surprise sometimes.

      My parents won't even come visit. They insist this neighborhood is "unsuitable" and I can tell they disapprove of my job as a reporter. I'm sure they'd be much happier if I had pursued political science like my perfect sister Veronica. I shake my head, trying not to think too much about my parents, and investigate my wardrobe options.

      I ordinarily wear all black when I'm working, but it's a hot day and Phil didn't specify whether the exhibit would be indoors or out. I settle on black slacks with a lightweight grey top with a boatneck cut and three-quarter sleeves. It's a bit more snug than my typical reporting getup, but I remind myself that just because something fits doesn't mean it's inappropriate. My mother's rules about modesty and proper dress always baffled me. I spent years with her cramming me into pencil skirts and "respectable nude pumps." I cringe just thinking about it as I slide my feet into my favorite flats.

      Since college, I've relied on my friend Nicole to coach me through most decisions that don't involve pearls and formal dinners. If Nicole said this top was okay for work, it must be true. She's working for a tech startup, but always looks like she could be featured in our Lifestyles section in the Post.

      When I arrive at the venue, my breath catches. The gardens are so lush, so serene. I can't believe I haven't come here since I was a kid. I giggle, imagining my mother here for a fancy hat party, and I flash my press pass at the entrance. As I walk up the main stairs, I almost trip while staring up at the glass chandelier. Brilliant curls of glass in green, blue, and yellow intertwine, catching the light of the glass dome entryway. When the automatic doors slide open to reveal the exhibit, I am thrilled by the floral scent, the dazzling green plants, and the fiery shoots of glass I see peeking out from among the leaves. Maybe this won't be so bad of an assignment.

      Spotting someone wearing a lanyard, I step into his path. "Excuse me," I say. "I'm Emma Cheswick from the Pittsburgh Post. I'm here to talk to Thatcher Stag. Would you be able to point him out to me?"

      The man grins. He waggles his eyebrows, which seems strange to me, and he yells across the room toward a long-haired man squatting by an orange piece of glass. "Yo, Thatch. This chick is here to talk to you." My face twists in confused anger at this misrepresentation, but before I can elaborate, the strange guy brushes past and the man who must be Thatcher walks over.

      He's wearing stained jeans that hang from his hips in such a way that I can see he has a perfect, round ass. His ripped t-shirt barely hides the black ink twined around his muscular arms. Shit, he's hot. Remember, he's a subject. Not a conquest. Thatcher leans on a column and crosses his arms, smiling at me. "The show opens in about an hour, sweetheart, but we've probably got time for a decent conversation."

      Is he hitting on me? I hold out a hand for a shake. "Emma Cheswick. Pittsburgh Post. I'm actually⁠—“

      "Emma. I like that. Follow me and we can talk back in one of the offices." He winks, and walks in front of me, holding back a palm frond for me as we head through a side door in the conservatory. "So how'd you get in early, Emma? The ladies usually come find me after the show…"

      I'm feeling less and less interested in this guy the more he talks. "I just waved my press pass. It hadn't occurred to me to look for you afterward. I guess that makes sense—what the hell??"

      Thatcher spins me around so my back presses against a wall in the hall. Boxing me in with both arms, he leans in close. He smells like sweat and fire. And he definitely is hitting on me. I stiffen. "What, baby? You shy about being in the hallway?" He raises a hand to, I think, stroke my cheek, but I duck out from under his arm.

      "You know what? I can get what I need from the conservatory PR people. Have a good show, Mr. Stag." I rush back out the door and into the atrium before he can formulate a response.
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      I walk away from him as quickly as I can, digging in my bag for my phone. I text Phil.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thatcher Stag is a sleazeball. He just made a pass at me.

      

      

      

      

      

      My editor responds almost immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil:

      

      
        All men are assholes. Find someone from the conservatory to help you. Get this interview, Cheswick.

      

      

      

      

      

      Unbelievable. I bite my lip and tap my foot, trying to figure out what to do next. I decide to just start wandering the space before the crowd arrives. As I walk through the purple and pink orchids, I see more of what must be Thatcher's art. His glass is delicate and ferocious at once. The contrast to the green surrounding it is stark, and yet I can tell each piece was placed intentionally, thoughtfully. His work is not so different from the flowers in the room. Some of the orchids sprout seemingly from nothing—no roots or dirt to be seen. His glass seems more natural here than those delicate, outlandish blooms. How can one man create something so beautiful and also be such a jerk?

      When I've made a full lap of the inside, I've sufficiently calmed down to go searching for the PR staff from the conservatory. A smiling woman named Linda shakes my hand warmly and hands me a whole packet of information about the exhibit, the flowers that accompany it, and the conservatory's vision in hiring a glass artist to embellish their space.

      "Anything else I can help you with, Emma? You know we're always thrilled for page space in the Post."

      "Well," I say. "Actually…about Thatcher…"

      Her face falls. "Yes. About Thatcher."

      "I need to get a few quotes from him, but he seemed…distracted when I tried to speak with him earlier."

      Linda rolls her eyes. "Will you be here for awhile? Do you want to give me your questions and I can make sure he answers them? I've got an intern who can record him talking while he…finishes setting up."

      "Oh! That's a perfect solution." I mean, it's not. Third-hand interviews are a terrible idea, but Phil did say it was a puff piece, and I did tell him the source was a dick. So I tear my question list from my notebook and hand it to Linda. "I'll just interview some of the guests about their feelings when they experience the exhibit and I'll make sure I find you before I leave?"

      Linda nods and marches off. I see her hand over the slip of paper before embracing someone from Pittsburgh Magazine. I wander through the garden, chatting with people about the glass and the flowers. An hour or so later, I've almost forgotten that Thatcher Stag lured me into a hallway and tried to make out with me. Almost.

      I finish up my conversation with a middle-aged woman named Marge, who drove in from south of the city to enjoy the show. She's got me answering questions about growing up in the same suburban town where she lives, and when I see Thatcher approaching us, it takes me a real minute to figure out which scenario is less annoying.

      He sidles up to us, snagging two glasses of champagne from a server standing nearby. "May I offer you ladies a drink?" he says, smiling a crooked grin that only raises one side of his mouth. Why am I looking at his straight, white teeth? Maybe because I want to punch them out, I decide.

      I shake my head at his offer. "No, thank you. I'm on the clock. Marge was telling me how much she's enjoying your art, though."

      Marge is delighted. "Oh are you Thatcher Stag? This Stag Glass show is simply superb." She flutters a hand to her chest and takes a flute of champagne from Thatcher. I smirk at him and duck away. Seeing Linda glide past, I rush over to her.

      "I see you've got him distracted," she says as she hands me a thumb drive and my question sheet, where the intern has scribbled a few mono-syllabic answers to my carefully crafted questions. "Anyway. I think we've got about seven or eight words from him…his contact information is in the packet I gave you if your fact checker wants to verify any quotes you can garner from that file."

      "Thanks for trying, Linda. I appreciate you looking out for me." I assure her that I will talk to Phil and come back sometime to write an in-depth piece on the conservatory and their efforts to revitalize and attract more guests. "Phil loves when I find him good tourism leads," I assure her.

      I head for home, frustrated and pissed off at my editor, Thatcher Stag, and anyone else I happen to encounter as I go. I send Nicole a series of furious texts and she sends me angry GIFs.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicole:

      

      
        I can't believe your boss still wanted you to interview that scumbag after you told him he hit on you. I'll never buy Stag's bullshit tchotchkes.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you! You're a true friend.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the morning, I sulk my way into work and bang out the meanest review I can tactfully write about the show and submit it to my editor before he leaves for lunch. Not ten minutes later, his admin pokes her head over my cubicle wall.

      "Hey, Emma," she says, grimacing.

      "That bad?" I sigh and start to stand.

      "Phil wants to see you right away."
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