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What would you do if the boyfriend you totally made up to get your sister off your back showed up at your place of employment?

Free-spirited Stella Stone has always been the wild child in her family, but even she is surprised at the amount of trouble she’s found herself in this time.

Christopher Lockwood was a random name she chose from the internet. How was she supposed to know he would end up taking a temporary position in the veterinary office she manages? Now she somehow has to keep the uptight, tie-wearing, self-contained Christopher from figuring out that the whole town thinks they are dating, and somehow also keep the whole town from figuring out she’s a pathetic liar with a fake boyfriend.

Oh, and it doesn’t help that he’s a major hottie under those Clark Kent glasses and stern demeanor. In fact, something about his need for control brings out Stella’s inner brat, especially when he decides she needs a little discipline.

Too bad there’s no such thing as a secret in Brazen Bay. Not for very long.

Author’s Confession: This is the most opposite-y opposites attract book ever made even more fun by a fake relationship trope. Stella is a fan favorite and Christopher is the Alpha Nerd Hero you didn’t know you needed in your life. You are going to love the surprisingly dirty dude under the restrained and inhibited mask he shows the world. I mean unf, am I right? He’s the only one who could keep up with our deliciously nutty Stella and give her a worthy HEA. 
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Chapter One
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Stella 

You know how they say you should learn something new every day? Well, today I learned that there is a big difference between baklava and bukkake.

One is appropriate for dessert at a wedding shower and the other is a word I’m not even sure why I know. (That’s a lie. The answer is porn.) But I offered the wrong one as a suggestion to my sister on the phone, and now Megan is listing all the reasons that I won’t be helping her plan our brother’s wedding even though I am the only person in our family who knows how to have fun.

Not that bukkake is my idea of fun, necessarily. But I thought she’d like the baklava suggestion since our grandfather is Greek. It was an honest mistake. Slip of the tongue.

We’ve moved on, and I’m only half listening to her as she yammers on about the upcoming wedding, which is still a month away, but which my entire family has been at DEFCON status for the entire engagement...in Megan’s mind only. I honestly don’t think Leo and Dixie, my brother and his sweet fiancée, care about the wedding. They just want to go on a honeymoon, but Megan is having a particularly problematic Saturn Return this year, and it’s hitting her like a mid-life crisis. Of course, she won’t listen to any of my astrological advice about it, but I did slip a rose quartz into a slice in her mattress to help her relax.

“Also, your breasts are a disaster.”

Well, that gets my attention. “Excuse me? What's wrong with my breasts?” I look down. I think they are rather impressive, actually. Megan is probably just jealous because she is built more like our mom, which works out pretty well for her most of the time. Being a size six, Megan has a classic beauty and lean figure. I, on the other hand, have been built like a brick house since the age of twelve. And it wasn't until I turned twenty that I learned how to use my curves to my advantage.

“The dress shop is having a really hard time getting your dress just right,” Megan says.

“Well, you should've thought of that before you suggested a plunging neckline. My breasts didn’t magically sprout after you chose the style.”

I will admit that I am sort of the family fuck-up, but I will not have my lovely lady lumps blamed for it.

She goes back to centerpieces, so I go back to web browsing.

“But I need to know who you're bringing, Stella.” I can picture her quite clearly right now. She’s in her car, probably on her way to a house showing. She’s not fixing her lipstick because her lipstick is always already perfect. She’s simultaneously planning her someday-wedding to Brad, how she’s going to convince her executive client and his wife that the five-bedroom house on the bluff is just perfect for them despite the fact that they are moving here to downsize and only need two bedrooms, and how she’s going to corral her little sister (me) into a woman of substance. At least for one day.

We all know the wedding will go off without a hitch, the exec will totally buy the house once his wife sees the water view, and her sister is already a woman of substance—just not very serious substance. Thank you very much.

Anyone with a passing acquaintance with Psych 101 can diagnose classic transference. She’s stressed about the fact that Brad hasn’t popped the question to her, so she’s obsessing about the wedding she can control. All because my brother’s fiancée didn’t know to say no when Megan offered to plan her wedding. I’m surprised Dixie hasn’t run for the hills already. She must really like my brother. We’ve already had an engagement party, but now we have to plan an additional shower.

Oh, hey. Maybe Leo will let me plan the bachelor party.

Shit. Megan is still talking. “I have to know if he is going to sit at the wedding party table with us, or if he will be sitting at a guest table.”

What she means is: Will he be good enough to sit at the family table at this ridiculously formal wedding she’s planning for two people who hate formal things?

And the answer is most likely not.

I love my sister. I just love her more when she’s not acting the part of Bridezilla in another woman’s wedding. I am so, so tired of talking about this wedding. About dresses. Cakes. Flowers. Chair covers. Bows. Tulle. All of it.

Except maybe bukkake. I could probably talk about that for a little while longer without being bored. 

One more month. If I don’t kill my sister before August, it will be a miracle. She goes back to analyzing the deeper meaning of centerpieces, so I go back to web browsing. I resume half-listening status and pull up another veterinary clinic’s website to research.

Dr. Anderson, my boss, wants to revamp our own veterinary clinic site, so I’m comparing our clinic to the closest metropolitan ones. I have a pretty good idea of how I want the site to look, but it never hurts to check out the city offerings. More people are moving to Brazen Bay and commuting—like the house-hunting exec—for better or worse. We want them to feel comfortable bringing their pets here rather than Seattle. Or Hamilton. Hamilton is a college town nearby and just kinda gross.

“Also, he needs to wear a suit and tie. Not Dockers and a T-shirt.”

“Who does?”

“Oh my God, Stella. Your date. Your date for my wedding,” she screeches. “I mean Leo’s wedding,” she adds a little quieter.

She’s really losing it.

“About my date...”

“Can you maybe bring someone who isn’t in a biker gang?”

One time. I dated a biker one time. “Noted.” 

“And maybe someone whose IQ is larger than his shoe size.”

My track record with men isn’t great. Actually, it’s awful. I tend to skip over the cerebral types in favor of eye candy with personality issues. And sometimes I like the big dumb ones. And the one time, a biker. In my defense, Sons of Anarchy was really popular.

I don’t date for conversation—that’s what my friends and family are for. It’s a problem that I understand when I’m not in the presence of a hottie. But when they are around, I usually fail to see the problem. I only see their pecs. And their forearms. And their quads. If my libido is in charge, I like them big and stupid. I’ve been told it’s because I have commitment issues, so I’m attracted to men I would never be able to really care about.

So I tried commitment last year and it was a disaster. He ended up being the definition of toxic masculinity. Unfortunately, Devon still has a lot of people in Brazen Bay fooled. Including my sister. It doesn’t matter anyway because now I’m on a self-imposed break from all men.

Including bikers. And personal trainers. And hot pizza guys.

All of them.

“Hey, Megan. I need to get back to work. Can we talk about this later? I’ll call you tonight and you can tell me all the things that are wrong with my breasts and my taste in men then, okay?”

Because the conversation is going to happen whether I want it to or not, but I can at least show up armed. Wine and fuzzy slippers are the preferred armor when it comes to Megan, but even just being home would be an improvement.

I let my attention drift back to my monitor. According to the website, Dr. Rivers, one of Dr. Anderson’s friends in the city, took on a new vet. I wish Doc would be like her friend and get some more help around here. Another vet would sure take some of the pressure off her. As it is, I pretty much handle her personal life scheduling or she’d neglect to have one. Leann Anderson is a fabulous animal doctor, but she totally sucks at things like eating regular meals and getting her hair cut. I have resorted to filling her Netflix queue and forcing her to take time for relaxing. 

She wasn’t always like this, I’m told. Back in her twenties, she was the drummer in my dad’s band, Ironwing. But when they came home after their one and only world tour, she went off to veterinary school when my dad went to law school. The entire band is all boring and parental now. 

I make a mental note to send a message to Dr. Rivers to ask her to talk to my boss about taking on a new vet. This guy Dr. Rivers brought on... Christopher Lockwood, DVM...is an interesting character. The picture is grainy, so maybe he isn’t as dorky as he appears. But, wow, look at those glasses. Thick, black frames...Clark Kent would be jealous. 

“What about Devon? I bet he’d be your date,” Megan asks, not ending the call as I’d hoped.

“Have you suffered a blow to your head recently, Megan? Devon and I broke up.” For many, many good reasons. He has the requisite quads, but he also has the tendency to hit things that anger him. Walls mostly, but since he had me pinned up against the wall the last time he punched a hole in it, I’m not counting out the possibility that his violence is limited to inanimate objects. 

He was always kind of an asshole, but he got a lot worse when he inherited money. 

“Well, he’s still friends with Brad. I’m sure you guys could get along for one day. Besides, maybe you could patch things up. Wouldn’t that be romantic? Getting back together at my wedding. I mean, Leo’s wedding?”

“No!” I don’t mean to yell, but hell-to-the-no.

Devon is not in my get-your-life-together-Stella plan. I am more than six months into the Year of Stella and the return of Devon would be a serious step backward. Also, I never told Megan about the hitting thing. She knows we argued, but she never saw my apartment. Nash, my landlord and friend, fixed the wall without a word, and then I heard that he and my brother had a little chat with Devon in which Devon peed his pants. 

“Devon was horrible for me.” Devon is horrible for the entire female population.

“Well, there is something to be said for bad boys.”

“Bad boys, yes. Mean boys, no. Besides, what do you know about bad boys? Brad is like saltine cracker boring.”

“I don’t even know what that means, but Brad is not boring. And I just don’t want you to end up alone.”

What Megan doesn’t want is for me to embarrass her. But she’ll never get her wish because no matter how I try not to be, I have always been an embarrassment to Megan. I tend to “draw attention” which is code speak for “spectacle.” 

For most of my life, I wanted to be like Megan. Hell, I wanted to be Megan. Megan is classy. Poised. Stylish. She manages to live her life without a hair out of place, a broken nail, or a bead of sweat. 

I am the opposite of her in every way. I can’t contain myself the way Meg does, to my sister’s utter chagrin. And the harder I try to be “normal” the more I stick out and embarrass us both. She’s better at enumerating all my misdeeds, but her list probably starts with the time I tried to steal her high school boyfriend, my first crush, with a love note from a “secret admirer” on the back of my spelling test. Not only was my identity no longer a secret, but I misspelled “flower” by adding a “u.” 

Also high on her list—the time I sneezed and farted at the same time at Grandma’s funeral during the moment of silence. I was sixteen. 

She also probably has some things to say about the way Santa Claus terrified me well into my teens...okay, I’ll be honest. Santa Claus still terrifies me. But I no longer kick him in the shin at the mall and run away.

She also never likes the perfume I wear, my clothes, my hair, the things I did to her Barbie and Ken dolls, and the way I sometimes break into song for no reason. She thinks all my beliefs in the metaphysical are woo-woo cult things. And, of course, my taste in men is always a contention.

“What you need to do is find a boyfriend. You know if you just—”

“Don’t start, Megan.” I’m so tired of conversations that start with “if you just.”

“I want you to be happy. Snagging a man isn’t brain surgery, you know. You’re a great girl. If you just—”

Desperate to cut her off, I blurt out, “I’m seeing somebody!” 
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​Chapter Two
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​Stella

Why did I say that? 

Goddess, now what? Damage control is key here. Because Megan is a cunning opponent in the game of wits. Like any good salesperson, she knows her prey better than they do.

“It’s new. I haven’t told anyone yet because we’re ...trying to...uh...take it slow. You know, nurture it a little.”

I want to hit my head on the desk. Why can’t you control your mouth? Stupid. Stupid and nothing good this way comes. I know Megan won’t let it go. She is going to be all over me like her sorority sisters at a Juicy Couture outlet store.

“Who is he?”

I crumple paper over the mic on my phone. “What? What? Megan, you’re breaking up. Are you going through a tunnel?”

“Nice try.”

Think, Stella. “I told you that we’re keeping this on the down-low for now. He’s just out of a bad relationship, too.” That seems plausible, right? For this guy who I’m completely making up to be nursing a broken heart?

“At least tell me his name.”

I look around the reception area for a lifeline, my eyes settling on my monitor and Dr. Rivers’ website. “Christopher. His name is Christopher.”

“Oh, I like that name. Where did you meet him?”

Fantastic. She likes that name. That must mean he’s a good boyfriend if Megan likes his name. “The internet?” That isn’t a lie exactly. 

“The internet? Seriously, Stella?”

Goddess it’s like my sister is stuck in the ‘90s. “Yes, the internet. It’s this thing where you can communicate with people all over the world through a little box in your house or sometimes even your phone.” Wait until I tell her about the dating apps. The idea of swiping will horrify her.

“Funny. What’s he like? Where is he from?”

I look at the fuzzy picture, tilting my head sideways and then back. I can’t tell her that he’s grainy or grayscale. “He’s kind of serious.” Nobody else would look that earnest in thick glasses. “But he’s great with animals.” Probably. “He lives in the city.”

“Well, he must be a vet then, if you know he’s good with animals.”

“Or maybe, Nancy Drew, he’s just an animal lover.” I check the time, lunch is almost over. “I really have to go. Appointments start soon.”

“Okay...but call me later.”

“Right.” Right after I get that lobotomy I need. 

***
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I’M ATTEMPTING TO OPEN a cantankerous bottle of wine when I hear the knocking on my apartment door. I’m not expecting anyone but am thrilled to see my best friend’s face through the peephole. 

I open the door wide and thrust the bottle I’m holding, corkscrew and all, into Perry’s hands. “Thank Goddess you are here. I thought I was going to have to resort to drinking cooking sherry.”

Perry rolls her eyes and takes the bottle into the kitchen. “Just so you know, I’ll open this, but I am mad at you.” She pierces me with a look edged with grit. “What the hell, Stella? I thought I was your best friend?”

“You are my best friend.” My often bitchy best friend, but she’s not usually mad at me. “Don’t stop with the bottle but tell me what you are talking about.” I get down two glasses and ignore her attempt to intimidate me. I’m well used to her grit, and it doesn’t bother me. “I’ve had the Ron Jeremy of long days.”

She shoots me another look like she’s forgotten that I’m not afraid of her. So I shrug. She looks at the bottle in her hand and screws up her face as she examines it. “What the hell did you do to this poor cork?” she asks, honestly perplexed at its state of uncorkiness despite still being fully lodged inside the neck of the bottle. “I thought we bought you the screw top kind of wine?” So this wouldn’t happen she leaves off because I’m not nearly as good at opening wine as I am consuming it. Corkscrews are weird.

I take the now opened bottle, bless her heart, and begin pouring. “We did. But I ran out, and I had this bottle in the cupboard or cooking sherry left.”

“You literally live above a bar.”

“I know, but Nash looks at me funny when I wear my fuzzy slippers downstairs, and I was in no mood to put real people clothes back on.” I take a healthy, unclassy swig. “Now, why are you mad at me again?”

Perry grabs her own glass and settles onto my couch, pushing away all the sequined pillows with an exaggerated huff until they tumble to the floor. Mind, I didn’t choose the sequined pillows, she did. Not to say I don’t like shiny things. I do. My mom calls me a magpie. I’ve been squirreling away things that glint in the sun since I was in diapers.

I join Perry, setting the bottle on the end table next to her and plopping my slippered feet onto the coffee table. “You have side bangs today,” I notice aloud. “I thought you were growing them out.”

“Don’t distract me. I’m mad at you.”

“So you keep saying.” I would kill for hair like Perry’s. Though, to be honest, Perry is willing to spend a whole lot more money on hair product than I am. She’s a lawyer with no dependents. I’m a receptionist with a crystal collection. A very out-of-control crystal collection.

She lets out a beleaguered sigh meant to guilt me into submission. It would probably work on other people. Just not me. “Imagine my surprise when I opened Facebook to see Megan posting something that was not about Dixie’s wedding.”

“That is weird.” I muted my sister’s Facebook posts in an effort to not strangle her with a wedding veil, so I haven’t seen what Megan’s been putting down for three months or so. 

“Right? Her update was instead about how happy she is about her baby sister and her new beau. What the hell, Stella? And who calls men beaus?”

Unease settles itself on my shoulders, tightening all the muscles around my neck into bands of stress. What part of “keeping it on the down-low” does Megan not understand? She’s posting about my fake boyfriend now?

I quickly open the app on my phone to see what kind of damage she’s wrought.

Perry huffs at being ignored. “Explanation, please. I thought we discussed way back in middle school that BFF trumps sister when it comes to boy news. There was a pinky swear involved and now you hurt my feelings. Why don’t I know about this new boy? I thought you were not dating because this was the Year of Stella or some damned thing.”

“It is and I’m not.” I read the update. Megan didn’t post particulars. She referred to Christopher as “C” and was coy about answering everyone else’s queries. Which, of course, is making them more ravenous for details. Which, of course, was Megan’s goal. Which, of course, means I am screwed. “Goddess, she’s vaguebooking.” I meet Perry’s scrutinizing gaze. “I don’t even know what to say. I don’t suppose we can just drop this and pretend it didn’t happen.”

Perry isn’t so mad that she doesn’t refill my glass. “No, I don’t suppose we can.”

I sigh. “She was being unreasonable.”

“Megan? That’s so...surprising.”

I nod, catching the sarcasm but not commenting on it. “She wanted me to ask Devon to be my date for the wedding.”

“Gross.”

“Right? So, I just wanted to throw her off track to buy some time. I don’t even know how or why I said it, actually, but I told her I met someone.”

“But you haven’t.”

I shoot Perry a “seriously?” look. “I’m not even going to dignify that.” I drum my fingers on the glass. “Let’s just ignore the Facebook thing. It will go away on its own. I’ll break up with Christopher before the wedding and everything will be fine.”

Perry executes a perfect hair flip. I do not know why. It’s not like there are any eligible men in the room to hypnotize with the power of her hair. “You named your fake boyfriend Christopher?”

“I was looking at some guy’s picture at the time. He’s a new vet for Dr. Rivers. His name is Christopher. If I’d been looking at the movie listings, I would have named him Thor.”

Perry settles into the cushions and fixes me with what she thinks is a calm stare. Except it’s more like the gaze of a serial killer right before she warms up the fava beans. “What does he drive?”

“My fictitious suitor? What do you want him to drive?”

Perry purses her lips in thought. “I think he drives a Ferrari.”

I laugh. “The man in the picture is definitely more of a sedan guy. Probably beige. With excellent mileage.”

“How did you meet him?”

“Oh, the internet.”

“Nice. Maybe I should make up a boyfriend, too. Get Mummie off my back.”

“Good plan. Maybe they can be friends. Christopher and Roger.”

“I don’t want to date anyone named Roger.”

“Roger is a very nice man. You should give him a chance.”

“Whatever.” We finish the wine. All of it. And the cooking sherry as well. So I send Perry downstairs to grab a ride home from Nash or his girlfriend, Tru. 

As I get ready for bed, I add “break up with imaginary boyfriend” to my to-do list for some time in the next couple of days and reassure myself that everything will be fine. Nobody pays that much attention to Megan anyway.

I’m going to pretend it’s totally normal that I drew the Tower card from my Tarot deck again. It doesn’t mean my life is about to come crashing down on me. Just because I’ve been drawing it once or twice a week lately. It’s fine. Everything is fine.
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​Chapter Three
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Christopher

I see stars. Everywhere I look, glittery, sparkling stars. 

The reception desk at Dr. Anderson’s veterinary clinic looks like it is possibly manned by a teenage girl. Every accessory on her desk is bedazzled with something shiny. There are paper stars hanging from the ceiling with pictures of well-loved pets in the center of each. A bulletin board sparkles with star-shaped push pins. A pen cup is surrounded by a dusting of glitter on the counter below it. Even the paperclips have...shapes and sequins.

I shake my head. 

How does anything get accomplished in such a chaotic atmosphere?

Dr. Anderson insists that Stella Stone is a treasure. That she couldn’t run the office without her. 

I have some serious doubts about that. Reception is an area I don’t know much about, but it is supposed to run efficiently. It’s the first thing clients see, so it should be professional and understated. It should help calm any agitated pet owners with a sense of competence. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRILL HARPER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





