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​Chapter 1: The Desperate Deal
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The polished oak desk in Ariel Levitt’s office was a battlefield of spilled coffee cups and scattered spreadsheets, a stark contrast to the pristine order she usually maintained. Yet, even amidst the chaos, her focus was unwavering. She was a warrior in the concrete jungle of finance, a woman who could dissect a hostile takeover bid before her first espresso, but this particular foe was far more formidable, far more personal. Hanukkah was fast approaching, a mere three weeks away, and with it, the annual Levitt family gathering. To anyone on the outside, it was a joyous celebration of light and tradition. To Ariel, it was an interrogation, a gauntlet thrown down by generations of expectation, particularly from her parents, Eleanor and Bernard.

For years, Ariel had deflected their well-meaning but persistent inquiries about her love life. She’d spun tales of demanding clients and high-stakes deals, painting a picture of a woman consumed by her career, a narrative that was, in large part, true. But this year, the pressure had escalated. Her younger sister, Rachel, was arriving with a fiancé who, by all accounts, was the epitome of the stable, loving partner their parents always envisioned. The unspoken comparison hung heavy in the air, a constant, silent accusation. More pressingly, however, was the looming professional opportunity: a potential partnership at her firm, a promotion that would solidify her position as a force to be reckoned with. This promotion, however, came with a caveat. Her mentor, a notoriously traditional man who believed in the holistic success of his proteges, had made it clear: a stable personal life was a sign of balanced ambition. He’d subtly, but firmly, suggested that a significant personal milestone, like a committed relationship, would “demonstrate a readiness for greater responsibility.” In essence, he wanted to see her personal life as impeccably curated as her professional one.

––––––––
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ARIEL RAN A HAND THROUGH her meticulously styled auburn hair, the smooth strands a stark contrast to the turmoil brewing within her. The thought of attending the Levitt Hanukkah celebration alone, without a credible partner, was enough to send a cold dread slithering down her spine. It wasn't just the disappointment she'd see in her parents' eyes, or the smug satisfaction it would bring Rachel. It was the missed professional opportunity. Her firm was on the cusp of a major acquisition, and landing this partnership would be the culmination of years of relentless effort. The thought of it slipping away because of a lack of a plus-one was... infuriating.
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SHE’D EXHAUSTED HER options. The few men she’d dated casually over the past year were either too intimidated by her ambition, too bland to carry off a convincing charade, or simply not ready for the commitment she needed to project. Friends offered sympathy, but no solutions. “Ariel, you’re a brilliant woman,” her friend Chloe had said over a hurried lunch, “but you’re a terrible judge of character when it comes to men. You’re always looking for someone who can keep up, but you forget to look for someone who can... simply be there.” Chloe’s words, though meant kindly, stung because they were true. Ariel’s criteria had always been about intellectual sparring, ambition, and a certain polish. She’d never considered the quiet strength, the unwavering presence that her parents valued so highly.
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THE ANNUAL LEVITT GATHERING was not a casual affair. It was a multi-night event, a marathon of family dinners, festive gatherings, and obligatory introductions. Her parents, bless their hearts, treated it like a royal procession, each night a new opportunity to showcase their successful daughter – and her equally successful partner. This year, the stakes felt astronomically higher. The acquisition deal, if finalized, would cement her career trajectory for years to come. Missing out because of a dating drought felt like a cruel, absurd twist of fate.
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ARIEL LEANED BACK IN her executive chair, the plush leather doing little to soothe her frayed nerves. She scrolled through her contacts, a hopeless endeavor. Each name conjured a memory, a failed date, a fleeting flirtation that never ignited into anything substantial. She pictured her mother’s gentle, yet persistent, questioning: “And how is that young man, Ariel? Does he understand the demands of your work? Does he appreciate your drive?” Her father, a man of fewer words but greater impact, would offer a curt nod of approval or a subtle frown of disapproval that spoke volumes. She could already feel their collective gaze, a benevolent but scrutinizing force, dissecting every gesture, every shared glance.
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THE TICKING OF THE antique grandfather clock in the corner of her office seemed to mock her with its relentless passage of time. Each second that ticked away brought her closer to the inevitable: a lonely table at her family’s feast, a parade of pitying glances, and the crushing weight of a jeopardized career. She needed a solution, and she needed it yesterday. This wasn't just about impressing her family; it was about survival, about securing her future in a world that rarely offered second chances. The pressure was immense, a suffocating blanket that threatened to stifle her ambition, her very identity. She had built a formidable career on calculated risks and strategic maneuvering, but this was different. This was personal, intimate, and terrifyingly vulnerable. The facade of the invulnerable executive felt paper-thin, and beneath it lay a woman desperate for a win, not just in the boardroom, but in the messy, unpredictable arena of her personal life. The annual Levitt gathering, once a source of holiday cheer, now loomed as a dark, ominous cloud, forcing her hand in a way she had never anticipated. She had to find a partner, a convincing, stable, loving partner, and she had to find him now. The thought was so audacious, so improbable, that it almost made her laugh. Almost.

The hum of the city was a distant murmur, a gentle lullaby that usually soothed Ariel’s hyper-vigilant mind. Tonight, however, it felt like a taunt, a reminder of the relentless pace of life that she had meticulously crafted, a pace that now threatened to shatter her carefully constructed world. Her apartment, a testament to her success – minimalist chic, panoramic city views, and art that cost more than some people’s annual salaries – felt like a gilded cage. The mahogany door, usually a sentinel of her privacy, was ajar, a sliver of light escaping into the hushed hallway. A low, rhythmic thudding emanated from within, punctuated by the occasional scrape of metal. It was the sound of disruption, a stark counterpoint to the silence she typically cultivated.

She’d called for a plumber, a simple fix for a leaky faucet in the master bathroom that had begun to drip with an almost sentient insistence. It was an annoyance, a minor imperfection in an otherwise flawless façade. But even minor imperfections had a way of grating on her nerves when the grander symphony of her life was on the verge of discord. The repair was meant to be a brief, unobtrusive interruption, a two-hour window before she plunged back into the abyss of her work, a necessary recalibration before the next onslaught of spreadsheets and conference calls.

––––––––
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STEPPING ACROSS THE threshold, Ariel paused, her designer heels sinking slightly into the plush, cream-colored rug. The air, usually scented with her signature Jo Malone candle, carried a new aroma – a subtle, earthy scent of sawdust and something vaguely metallic. Her gaze swept across the expansive living area, taking in the polished chrome and glass, the strategically placed orchids, the abstract art that challenged the eye. Then, her eyes landed on him.
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HE WAS KNEELING BY the ornate, free-standing tub, his back to her. He wore a faded denim shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing a sinewy strength that spoke of physical labor. His jeans were work-worn, a testament to his trade. A toolbelt, heavy and practical, was slung around his hips. His hands, she noted with a flicker of detached observation, were calloused, the fingers long and capable. They moved with a quiet competence, tightening a fitting, adjusting a pipe. There was an unpretentious honesty to his presence, a groundedness that seemed to absorb the sterile opulence of her surroundings and render it somehow... irrelevant.
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[image: ]


HE DIDN'T STARTLE AT her arrival, didn’t jump up with an overly eager greeting or a practiced, deferential smile. He simply finished a task, wiped his hands on a grimy rag he’d pulled from his pocket, and then, slowly, turned to face her.
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HIS EYES WERE THE FIRST thing she registered – a clear, intelligent blue, set in a face that was weathered but kind. There were faint lines around them, the kind that come from squinting against the sun or from genuine laughter. His hair, a sun-bleached brown, was slightly unruly, falling across his forehead. He wasn’t conventionally handsome in the sculpted, unattainable way of the men she sometimes encountered in her professional circles. He was... real. Solid.

––––––––

[image: ]


“MS. LEVITT?” HE ASKED, his voice a low baritone, smooth but without artifice. It was the kind of voice that didn’t need to shout to be heard.

––––––––
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“THAT’S ME,” ARIEL REPLIED, her voice a little sharper than she intended. She felt a prickle of annoyance at her own reaction. Why was she feeling this way? He was just a contractor. A necessary, if slightly inconvenient, intrusion. “Is everything... alright with the faucet?”

––––––––
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HE PUSHED HIMSELF TO his feet, moving with an economy of motion that was almost graceful. He was taller than she’d anticipated, his frame filling out the denim shirt more completely than she’d first thought. He offered a small, almost imperceptible smile, a slight crinkling at the corners of his eyes. “All sorted, Ms. Levitt. Just a worn-out washer. Nothing the old girl couldn’t handle with a little... persuasion.”

––––––––
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HE GESTURED TOWARDS the bathroom with a nod of his head, and Ariel followed his gaze. The dripping had stopped. Silence, blessedly clean and uninterrupted, now reigned. She felt a wave of relief, followed by a familiar sense of self-reproach. She was allowing a leaky faucet to fray her nerves.

––––––––

[image: ]


“THANK YOU,” SHE SAID, her voice softening. “I appreciate you coming on such short notice.”
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“NO PROBLEM,” HE REPLIED, his gaze drifting around the apartment for a brief moment before returning to her. It wasn’t an intrusive look, more like a quiet assessment of the space. “Good craftsmanship. Built to last.”

––––––––
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ARIEL BLINKED, SURPRISED by the observation. Most people who entered her apartment commented on the art, the view, the sheer scale of the space. They rarely noticed the quality of the construction itself. “It’s... an older building,” she offered, a touch defensively. “They don’t build them like this anymore.”

––––––––
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HE GAVE A SHORT, ACKNOWLEDGING nod. “That they don’t. You can tell. Solid bones.” He extended a hand, calloused and firm. “Gabe. Gabe Callahan.”

––––––––
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ARIEL HESITATED FOR a fraction of a second before taking his hand. His grip was strong, warm, and entirely professional. It was a far cry from the limp, clammy handshakes she sometimes endured from overly ambitious junior associates, or the overly firm, possessive grips of men who mistook confidence for conquest.
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“ARIEL LEVITT,” SHE replied, releasing his hand. The brief contact left a faint warmth on her skin. It was a sensation she immediately cataloged and dismissed.

––––––––
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“PLEASURE, MS. LEVITT,” Gabe said, his eyes holding hers for a moment longer than strictly necessary, but without any hint of impropriety. It was just a connection, a fleeting acknowledgment of shared humanity in the sterile expanse of her luxurious dwelling. He then turned, gathering his tools with the same quiet efficiency. “I’ll leave the keys with the concierge. And if anything else pops up, don’t hesitate to call.”

––––––––
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AS HE WALKED TOWARDS the door, Ariel’s mind, ever the strategic planner, began to whir. Her focus, momentarily diverted by the unexpected presence of Gabe Callahan, snapped back to the precipice of her personal crisis. The acquisition deal. The partnership. The Levitt Hanukkah gathering. The looming specter of parental disappointment and professional failure. She needed a solution, a tangible, presentable solution, and she needed it yesterday.

––––––––
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SHE WATCHED GABE’S retreating back, a sudden, audacious thought taking root in her mind. It was a thought so outlandish, so pragmatic, so utterly Ariel, that it almost took her breath away. It wasn’t about romance, or connection, or even genuine affection. It was about optics. About a mutually beneficial arrangement. About... a deal.

––––––––
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THE IDEA, ONCE PLANTED, began to sprout with alarming speed, its tendrils weaving through her desperation. He was grounded. Honest. Unpretentious. His presence was solid, unshakeable. He exuded a quiet confidence that didn’t rely on ostentatious displays of wealth or power. He was, in short, the antithesis of the type of man she usually encountered, and therefore, perhaps, the perfect foil for her current predicament.

––––––––
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SHE CALLED OUT, HER voice sharp, cutting through the polite silence. “Gabe! Wait.”

––––––––
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HE STOPPED, TURNING back, his expression one of mild curiosity. “Yes, Ms. Levitt?”

––––––––
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ARIEL WALKED TOWARDS him, her mind racing, assembling the pieces of her desperate gambit. She wasn't looking for a knight in shining armor; she was looking for a prop, a convincing actor for a play she was desperately trying to stage. And Gabe Callahan, with his straightforward demeanor and capable hands, felt like a remarkably good fit.

––––––––
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“I... I HAVE A RATHER unusual proposition,” she began, her heart hammering against her ribs with a mixture of fear and exhilaration. This was a risk, a monumental one, but the potential reward – securing her career, silencing her family’s judgment, finally achieving the recognition she craved – felt worth it. “It’s... it’s not related to plumbing.”

––––––––
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GABE’S BROW FURROWED slightly, but he remained still, waiting. “Okay,” he said, his tone patient.

––––––––

[image: ]


ARIEL TOOK A DEEP BREATH, forcing herself to meet his steady gaze. “I need... I need a date. For the holidays. For about three weeks.” The words tumbled out, a confession and a proposal all at once. She saw a flicker of surprise, then something else – a guarded curiosity – in his blue eyes. This wasn't a transaction he'd anticipated.

––––––––
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“A DATE?” HE REPEATED, the single word laced with a gentle incredulity.

––––––––
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“YES,” ARIEL PRESSED on, her voice gaining a new urgency. “A convincing date. Someone... stable. Someone who looks like they’ve got their life together. Someone... like you.” She winced internally at the bluntness, but there was no time for sugarcoating. “My family. There’s a significant gathering, and... well, let’s just say my personal life is currently... lacking the necessary components for a harmonious family reunion. And there are professional implications, too.” She gestured vaguely, the spreadsheets and the partnership looming large in her mind.

––––––––
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GABE LISTENED, HIS expression unreadable. He didn’t laugh. He didn’t dismiss her outright. He simply observed her, a quiet assessment taking place behind those clear blue eyes. He was a contractor, a man who fixed things. And Ariel, in her desperation, was presenting him with a problem that needed a very specific, very unconventional fix.

––––––––
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“YOU WANT ME TO PRETEND to be your boyfriend,” he stated, not as a question, but as a clear, concise summary of her bizarre request.

––––––––
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“NOT PRETEND,” ARIEL corrected, though she knew that was precisely what she was asking. “Be. For the duration. I would... of course, compensate you for your time and inconvenience. Generously. And there would be... certain expectations. About how you would conduct yourself. How you would interact with my family. It would be a... a contractual agreement. Strictly business.”

––––––––
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SHE WATCHED HIM CLOSELY, searching for any sign of interest, any hint that he might entertain such a preposterous notion. He ran a hand through his hair, a small, almost unconscious gesture. He looked out the window, at the glittering cityscape, then back at her.

––––––––

[image: ]


“STRICTLY BUSINESS,” he echoed, a faint, almost imperceptible smile playing on his lips. It wasn’t mocking, but it held a definite hint of amusement, a recognition of the sheer absurdity of the situation. “Ms. Levitt, I fix leaky pipes. I don’t play boyfriend.”

––––––––
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“BUT YOU 

could,” Ariel insisted, her voice laced with a desperate plea. “You’re honest. You’re presentable. You have a steady demeanor. My parents... they value those qualities. They would believe you. And I... I need them to believe you. I need this to be convincing. This isn’t about romance, Gabe. It’s about a strategic alliance. A temporary partnership. A... a deal.” She felt a flush creep up her neck. The word ‘deal’ hung in the air, a familiar currency for her, but so out of place in this context.

Gabe took a slow breath, his gaze steady. “And what are the ‘expectations,’ Ms. Levitt? Besides the compensation, which I appreciate, but I’m not entirely sure money can buy a convincing performance of affection.”

––––––––
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ARIEL NODDED, APPRECIATING his directness. “You would need to be supportive, attentive, and... loving. When my family is around. You would need to deflect probing questions with charm and a believable backstory. You would need to make them believe that we are genuinely happy, deeply in love. And, in return,” she continued, her voice hardening slightly with the pragmatic conviction that had always served her well, “you would be very well compensated for your trouble. Think of it as a lucrative, albeit temporary, contract. With excellent benefits.”

––––––––
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SHE SAW A FLICKER OF something in his eyes – not attraction, not pity, but a thoughtful consideration. He wasn’t immediately saying no. That, in itself, was a victory.

––––––––
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“THIS IS... QUITE THE proposal, Ms. Levitt,” he said finally, his voice even. “You’re asking me to step into a very different kind of job site.”

––––––––
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“I AM,” ARIEL CONFIRMED, her gaze unwavering. “But it’s a job that requires a particular set of skills. Honesty. Integrity. A strong work ethic. The ability to handle pressure. Qualities I’ve observed in you, even in the short time you’ve been here.” She chose her words carefully, appealing to his sense of competence, to the very qualities that made him seem so solid. “I’m not looking for a fairy tale, Gabe. I’m looking for a practical solution. And I believe you might be the man to provide it.”

––––––––
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HE LOOKED AT HER FOR a long moment, the silence stretching between them, thick with unspoken considerations. The city lights outside seemed to shimmer, reflecting the enormity of the risk she was proposing. He was a contractor, a man of tangible, predictable realities. She was a dealmaker, a woman who thrived on calculated gambles and audacious negotiations. Now, she was attempting to negotiate a deal that blurred the lines between her professional and personal lives in a way she had never before considered.

––––––––
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“YOU WANT ME TO PLAY the loving boyfriend for three weeks,” Gabe said again, slowly, deliberately, as if tasting the words. “For money.”

––––––––
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“PRECISELY,” ARIEL CONFIRMED, a sliver of hope unfurling within her. “Think of it as... an investment. For you. For me. A mutually beneficial arrangement.” She held her breath, waiting for his verdict. The fate of her career, and perhaps a sliver of her sanity, rested on his response. This was the most unconventional deal she had ever considered, and yet, in its sheer audacity, it felt oddly familiar. It was a negotiation, after all, and Ariel Levitt was a master negotiator.

Ariel watched the subtle shifts in Gabe’s expression, the slight tensing of his jaw, the almost imperceptible flicker of his eyes as he processed her outlandish request. The silence that followed her proposition was not an empty void but a charged space, humming with the unspoken calculations of two individuals teetering on the edge of an unprecedented agreement. She had laid her cards on the table, a desperate hand born of mounting pressure and the looming specter of familial and professional failure. Now, it was his move.

“Twenty thousand dollars,” Gabe repeated, the words a low rumble in his chest. He didn't sound entirely dismissive, nor did he sound entirely convinced. It was the tone of a man grappling with a significant, unexpected variable. He ran a hand over his jaw, the rough texture of his stubble a stark contrast to the smooth, unblemished surfaces of Ariel’s apartment. “For eight nights? And... whatever comes with that?”

––––––––
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ARIEL NODDED, HER RESOLVE hardening with each passing second. “For eight nights. Specifically, the duration of Hanukkah. From the evening of the first candle to the night of the last. And yes, ‘whatever comes with that’ means being present, being convincing, and being... suitably devoted. In front of my family. And potentially, in certain public settings as required.” She refused to flinch from the transactional nature of her proposal, even as a part of her recoiled from its sheer pragmatism. This wasn't about romance; it was about a calculated exchange, a performance of intimacy for mutual gain.

––––––––
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SHE CONTINUED, HER voice taking on a more measured, business-like cadence. “You would need to be seen with me, interacting with my parents and my extended family. You’d need to participate in our traditions, at least superficially. You’d need to answer questions – plausible questions, mind you, about your background, your relationship with me. All of which, naturally, we would meticulously craft together. A believable backstory, as I mentioned. And you would need to exude an air of genuine affection. A warmth. A sense that you are truly happy to be by my side. That part, Gabe, is crucial. My family is... discerning. They can sense insincerity a mile away. And your presence, your demeanor, will be under intense scrutiny.”

––––––––
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SHE PAUSED, LETTING the weight of her words settle. “In return, twenty thousand dollars. Taxable, of course, but a significant sum. It’s more than enough to cover any inconvenience, any disruption to your own schedule, and then some. It’s a solution, Gabe, for both of us. For me, it’s avoiding a deeply unpleasant, potentially damaging family confrontation and securing a professional advantage. For you...” she met his gaze directly, “it’s a substantial financial reward. A way to alleviate whatever pressures you might be facing.”

––––––––
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SHE COULD SEE THE WHEELS turning in his mind. His gaze, which had been focused on her, now drifted towards the expansive window, his eyes tracing the intricate patterns of the city lights. It was a gesture that spoke of a mind at work, of a man weighing tangible benefits against intangible risks. He wasn't accustomed to this kind of proposition, that was clear. He was a man of tangible skills, of concrete problems and their solutions. This was a problem, certainly, but the solution involved a level of deception, of performance, that was far removed from the honest labor of a plumber.

––––––––
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“TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS is... a lot of money, Ms. Levitt,” Gabe said, his voice thoughtful. He finally turned his attention back to her, a faint, almost amused smile touching his lips. “Enough to make a man consider a lot of things he wouldn’t normally consider.” He paused, his gaze sharp and assessing. “What kind of ‘background’ are we talking about, exactly? And what ‘public settings’ are we likely to encounter? This isn’t just a dinner party, is it?”

––––––––
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ARIEL KNEW SHE HAD to be completely transparent, to lay bare the full scope of the undertaking. “No, it’s not just a dinner party. Hanukkah, as you may know, involves several days of observance, gatherings, and meals. We’re talking about intimate family dinners, a larger Hanukkah party on the Saturday night, possibly a brunch with my aunt and uncle on Sunday. There might be casual encounters with my parents throughout the week. And there’s always the chance of bumping into people I know professionally, or within my social circle. So, yes, the performance needs to be consistent. The ‘loving boyfriend’ persona needs to be robust.”

––––––––
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SHE CONTINUED, HER mind already sketching out the narrative. “As for the backstory, we’ll create something compelling. Something that explains your work – perhaps you’re a craftsman, a designer, someone with a practical, hands-on skill that my parents might admire. We’ll decide on your upbringing, your aspirations, your connection to me. The more detail we flesh out, the more believable it will be. I’ll provide you with a comprehensive dossier. And, of course, I’ll need your full cooperation in maintaining this façade. No slipping up. No inconsistencies. A unified front, at all times.”

––––––––
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GABE’S EXPRESSION WAS unreadable for a moment, then a slow grin spread across his face. It wasn’t a patronizing grin, but one that acknowledged the sheer audacity of her plan. “So, you want me to be your fake boyfriend for eight days, invent a life story, and pretend to be madly in love with you, all for a cool twenty thousand? That’s... quite the hustle, Ms. Levitt.”

––––––––
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“ARIEL,” SHE CORRECTED him, the name feeling foreign and strangely intimate in this context. “Please. And it’s a hustle that will benefit us both. Think of the financial security it offers you, Gabe. No more worrying about unexpected bills, no more struggling to make ends meet. You could have a significant cushion. And for me...” she let out a shaky breath, “it’s peace of mind. It’s the ability to focus on my work, on securing this critical deal, without the constant pressure of my family’s judgment or their meddling. It’s about presenting a united front, a stable image, that will allow me to navigate these crucial weeks without distraction.”

––––––––
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SHE SAW HIM WEIGHING the offer, his blue eyes scanning her face, as if searching for any hint of doubt or desperation that might betray her outward confidence. But Ariel was a master of control. She wouldn't let him see the trembling beneath the surface.

––––––––
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“THE FAMILY IS IMPORTANT to you, isn’t it?” Gabe observed, his tone surprisingly insightful. It wasn't the question of a man trying to exploit a weakness, but of someone trying to understand the underlying motivation.

––––––––
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“MY FAMILY IS... INFLUENTIAL,” Ariel stated, choosing her words with care. “And their approval, or at least their lack of disapproval, is... beneficial. Professionally. And personally. They have certain expectations. Expectations that, at this moment, I am not meeting. And this deal... this partnership I'm trying to secure... it requires me to appear stable, settled. Not a woman whose personal life is a question mark.” She gestured vaguely towards the city skyline, a silent testament to the high-stakes world she inhabited. “The stakes are very high, Gabe. For my career. For the future of my company. And for my own... peace.”

––––––––
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HE LET OUT A SLOW EXHALE, the sound barely audible. “And if I agree... what happens after the eight days are up? Do I just... disappear? Fade back into the wallpaper? Or do I just become... the ex-boyfriend who broke your heart?” The wry amusement in his voice was unmistakable, but beneath it lay a genuine question about the potential fallout.

––––––––
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ARIEL CONSIDERED THIS, her strategic mind already mapping out the post-performance exit. “After the eight days, the performance is over. We revert to being strangers who met coincidentally and had a brief, intense, but ultimately doomed romance. Or perhaps, a mutual decision that our paths were diverging. Something amicable, something that doesn’t leave a trail of drama. We will agree on the narrative beforehand. The key is to make the eventual parting seem natural, a consequence of two busy lives that simply couldn’t align long-term. No lingering feelings, no messy entanglements. Strictly professional until the end.”

––––––––
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SHE WATCHED HIM CLOSELY, searching for a flicker of interest, a sign that the sheer enormity of the sum – $20,000 – was beginning to outweigh the inherent absurdity of her proposal. He was a tradesman, a man who dealt in practicalities. And Ariel was offering him a very practical, very lucrative solution to a problem he didn't know he had.

––––––––
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“AND WHAT IF... WHAT if I don’t have the skills to pull this off, Ariel?” Gabe asked, his gaze steady. “What if I’m not convincing? What if your family sees through me? You said they’re discerning.”

––––––––
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“THAT’S WHERE THE PREPARATION comes in,” Ariel replied, her voice firm. “We will rehearse. We will practice. I will coach you. We will create your persona together, in detail. We’ll work on your interactions, your responses. I have a very good eye for detail, Gabe. And I can teach you what you need to know. You’re already observant. You have a grounded presence. Those are excellent starting points. The rest is about learning the lines, and delivering them with conviction. And if there’s a moment of doubt, you can always defer to me. ‘Ariel understands,’ or ‘Ariel and I have discussed this,’ can be very effective deflection tools.”

––––––––
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SHE COULD SEE A SUBTLE shift in his posture, a slight leaning forward. The financial incentive was clearly a powerful draw. She knew his background, gleaned from a quick, discreet inquiry she’d made during his brief visit to her apartment. He was working hard to build his own business, a carpentry and renovation firm. The twenty thousand dollars would be a significant injection of capital, a chance to accelerate his growth, to invest in equipment, to take on bigger projects.
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“TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS,” Gabe murmured again, almost to himself. He looked at his hands, the calloused palms a testament to his daily work. “That could... really change things for me. Put my business on solid footing. Finally get that new band saw I’ve been needing.” He looked back at Ariel, a hint of a challenge in his eyes. “You’re asking a lot, Ariel. You’re asking me to step out of my comfort zone and into a role that requires... acting. And convincing people I’m something I’m not.”

––––––––
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“I AM,” ARIEL ADMITTED, her voice steady. “But I’m also offering you a significant reward for doing so. And I’m offering you a chance to be a part of something... interesting. A challenge, perhaps, but one that’s ultimately manageable. Think of it as a complex renovation project. You’re being hired to construct a façade, a very specific and convincing one. And the payment reflects the complexity of the build and the duration of the project.”

––––––––
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SHE WATCHED HIM CLOSELY, seeing the internal debate playing out on his face. He wasn’t easily swayed by superficial charm or empty promises. He was a man of substance, of integrity, who worked with his hands and built things that were meant to last. And she was asking him to build something entirely ephemeral, a relationship that existed only for show.

––––––––
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“IT’S A LOT TO CONSIDER,” Gabe said, his voice quiet but resolute. “A really lot. You’re asking me to essentially lie, to perform a role, for an extended period, around your family. That’s a significant imposition.”

––––––––
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“AND I UNDERSTAND THAT,” Ariel replied, her tone softening slightly. “Which is why the compensation is substantial. It’s not just for your time; it’s for the emotional labor, the mental gymnastics, the potential awkwardness, and the risk of exposure. It’s for stepping into a role that is entirely outside your professional life. I’m asking you to put your own life on hold for eight days, to become someone else. And I’m prepared to pay handsomely for that service.”

––––––––
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SHE SAW HIM NOD, A slow, deliberate movement. He was considering the financial implications, the practicalities of the arrangement. He was a businessman, in his own way, and he understood the concept of a lucrative contract.
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“WHAT IF I SAY YES?” Gabe asked, his gaze unwavering. “What are the next steps?”

––––––––
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ARIEL FELT A SURGE of relief, so potent it almost made her knees weak. She had anticipated resistance, a firm refusal, a polite dismissal. But Gabe Callahan, the competent plumber with the kind blue eyes, was considering her offer. This was the opening she had desperately needed.
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“IF YOU SAY YES,” ARIEL began, her voice gaining a new momentum, “then we begin by setting a date for a more thorough discussion. We’ll meet again, perhaps somewhere neutral, where we can dedicate several hours to crafting your persona. We’ll build your history, your personality, your connection to me. I’ll provide you with detailed background information on my family, their personalities, their interests, their potential questions. We’ll go over the Hanukkah traditions, the nuances of our family dynamics. We'll rehearse key interactions. You'll have access to my calendar for the period, so you know exactly where you need to be and when. And, of course, we'll formalize the agreement with a written contract. A legally binding document, to ensure clarity and protection for both of us.”
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SHE LEANED FORWARD slightly, her eyes locking with his. “This is not a game, Gabe. This is a critical undertaking. The success of this ‘arrangement’ hinges on your ability to embody this role convincingly. And the success of this ‘arrangement’ is, in turn, critical to my professional future and my family’s perception of me. So, while the compensation is generous, the expectation of performance is absolute.”

––––––––
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GABE REMAINED SILENT for a long moment, his gaze fixed on her. The city lights outside seemed to pulse with a life of their own, a silent witness to this bizarre negotiation. He was a man who fixed things, who built things, who understood tangible results. And Ariel was offering him the ultimate tangible result: a significant sum of money that could fundamentally alter his financial landscape.
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“TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS,” he said one last time, the words a quiet assertion of the stakes. “For eight nights of playing pretend boyfriend.”

––––––––
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“PRECISELY,” ARIEL CONFIRMED, a small, almost imperceptible smile touching her lips. The deal was on the table. The audacious proposition had been made. Now, all that remained was to see if the practical, grounded contractor was willing to take on the most unconventional job of his life. And Ariel, the master negotiator, had a very good feeling about the outcome. This was a gamble, yes, but it was a calculated one. And she was always willing to play the odds.

The silence that stretched between them after the initial offer was a heavy thing, charged with unspoken questions and the sheer audacity of the proposal. Gabe, with his plumber’s pragmatism, was still processing the transactional nature of Ariel’s desperate plea. Ariel, accustomed to navigating complex negotiations, watched him, her own nerves a tight knot beneath her carefully composed exterior. The twenty thousand dollars was a hefty sum, a life-altering amount for a man like Gabe, who was clearly building his business from the ground up, his hands bearing the honest evidence of his labor. She had laid her cards out, a gamble born of necessity, and now the ball was in his court.

"Twenty thousand dollars," Gabe repeated, the words a low, contemplative hum. He hadn't dismissed it outright, nor had he entirely accepted. It was the sound of a man wrestling with an unexpected variable, a significant departure from the predictable flow of pipe fittings and water pressure. He ran a hand over the rough stubble on his jaw, a grounding gesture that highlighted the stark contrast between his world and the polished surfaces of her apartment. "For eight nights? And... whatever comes with that?"
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ARIEL NODDED, HER RESOLVE solidifying with each passing moment. "Eight nights, specifically. From the evening of the first Hanukkah candle to the night of the last. And yes, 'whatever comes with that' means being present, being convincing, and being... suitably devoted. In front of my family. And potentially, in certain public settings as required." She met his gaze, refusing to shy away from the starkly transactional nature of her proposition, even as a sliver of her recoiled from its utter pragmatism. This wasn't about romance; it was a calculated exchange, a performance of intimacy for mutual gain. "You would need to be seen with me, interacting with my parents and my extended family. You'd need to participate in our traditions, at least superficially. You'd need to answer plausible questions about your background, your relationship with me – all of which, naturally, we will meticulously craft together. A believable backstory. And you would need to exude an air of genuine affection. A warmth. A sense that you are truly happy to be by my side. That part, Gabe, is crucial. My family is... discerning. They can sense insincerity a mile away. And your presence, your demeanor, will be under intense scrutiny."

––––––––
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SHE LET THE WEIGHT of her words settle, watching his eyes as they drifted towards the expansive window, tracing the intricate patterns of the city lights. It was the gesture of a mind at work, of a man weighing tangible benefits against intangible risks. He was clearly not accustomed to this kind of proposition; he was a man of tangible skills, of concrete problems and their solutions. This was a problem, certainly, but the solution involved a level of deception, of performance, that was far removed from the honest labor of a plumber.
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"TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS is... a lot of money, Ms. Levitt," Gabe said, his voice thoughtful. He finally turned his attention back to her, a faint, almost amused smile touching his lips. "Enough to make a man consider a lot of things he wouldn’t normally consider." His gaze was sharp, assessing. "What kind of 'background' are we talking about, exactly? And what 'public settings' are we likely to encounter? This isn’t just a dinner party, is it?"
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ARIEL KNEW SHE HAD to be completely transparent, to lay bare the full scope of the undertaking. "No, it’s not just a dinner party. Hanukkah, as you may know, involves several days of observance, gatherings, and meals. We're talking about intimate family dinners, a larger Hanukkah party on the Saturday night, possibly a brunch with my aunt and uncle on Sunday. There might be casual encounters with my parents throughout the week. And there's always the chance of bumping into people I know professionally, or within my social circle. So, yes, the performance needs to be consistent. The 'loving boyfriend' persona needs to be robust." She continued, her mind already sketching out the narrative. "As for the backstory, we’ll create something compelling. Something that explains your work – perhaps you’re a craftsman, a designer, someone with a practical, hands-on skill that my parents might admire. We’ll decide on your upbringing, your aspirations, your connection to me. The more detail we flesh out, the more believable it will be. I’ll provide you with a comprehensive dossier. And, of course, I’ll need your full cooperation in maintaining this façade. No slipping up. No inconsistencies. A unified front, at all times."
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GABE’S EXPRESSION WAS unreadable for a moment, then a slow grin spread across his face. It wasn’t a patronizing grin, but one that acknowledged the sheer audacity of her plan. "So, you want me to be your fake boyfriend for eight days, invent a life story, and pretend to be madly in love with you, all for a cool twenty thousand? That’s... quite the hustle, Ms. Levitt."
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"ARIEL," SHE CORRECTED him, the name feeling foreign and strangely intimate in this context. "Please. And it's a hustle that will benefit us both. Think of the financial security it offers you, Gabe. No more worrying about unexpected bills, no more struggling to make ends meet. You could have a significant cushion. And for me..." she let out a shaky breath, "it's peace of mind. It's the ability to focus on my work, on securing this critical deal, without the constant pressure of my family's judgment or their meddling. It's about presenting a united front, a stable image, that will allow me to navigate these crucial weeks without distraction." She could see him weighing the offer, his blue eyes scanning her face, as if searching for any hint of doubt or desperation that might betray her outward confidence. But Ariel was a master of control. She wouldn't let him see the trembling beneath the surface.
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"THE FAMILY IS IMPORTANT to you, isn’t it?" Gabe observed, his tone surprisingly insightful. It wasn't the question of a man trying to exploit a weakness, but of someone trying to understand the underlying motivation.
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"MY FAMILY IS... INFLUENTIAL," Ariel stated, choosing her words with care. "And their approval, or at least their lack of disapproval, is... beneficial. Professionally. And personally. They have certain expectations. Expectations that, at this moment, I am not meeting. And this deal... this partnership I'm trying to secure... it requires me to appear stable, settled. Not a woman whose personal life is a question mark." She gestured vaguely towards the city skyline, a silent testament to the high-stakes world she inhabited. "The stakes are very high, Gabe. For my career. For the future of my company. And for my own... peace."
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HE LET OUT A SLOW EXHALE, the sound barely audible. "And if I agree... what happens after the eight days are up? Do I just... disappear? Fade back into the wallpaper? Or do I just become... the ex-boyfriend who broke your heart?" The wry amusement in his voice was unmistakable, but beneath it lay a genuine question about the potential fallout.
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ARIEL CONSIDERED THIS, her strategic mind already mapping out the post-performance exit. "After the eight days, the performance is over. We revert to being strangers who met coincidentally and had a brief, intense, but ultimately doomed romance. Or perhaps, a mutual decision that our paths were diverging. Something amicable, something that doesn’t leave a trail of drama. We will agree on the narrative beforehand. The key is to make the eventual parting seem natural, a consequence of two busy lives that simply couldn’t align long-term. No lingering feelings, no messy entanglements. Strictly professional until the end." She watched him closely, searching for a flicker of interest, a sign that the sheer enormity of the sum – $20,000 – was beginning to outweigh the inherent absurdity of her proposal. He was a tradesman, a man who dealt in practicalities. And Ariel was offering him a very practical, very lucrative solution to a problem he didn't know he had.
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"AND WHAT IF... WHAT if I don’t have the skills to pull this off, Ariel?" Gabe asked, his gaze steady. "What if I’m not convincing? What if your family sees through me? You said they’re discerning."

––––––––
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"THAT’S WHERE THE PREPARATION comes in," Ariel replied, her voice firm. "We will rehearse. We will practice. I will coach you. We will create your persona together, in detail. We’ll work on your interactions, your responses. I have a very good eye for detail, Gabe. And I can teach you what you need to know. You’re already observant. You have a grounded presence. Those are excellent starting points. The rest is about learning the lines, and delivering them with conviction. And if there’s a moment of doubt, you can always defer to me. ‘Ariel understands,’ or ‘Ariel and I have discussed this,’ can be very effective deflection tools." She could see a subtle shift in his posture, a slight leaning forward. The financial incentive was clearly a powerful draw. She knew his background, gleaned from a quick, discreet inquiry she’d made during his brief visit to her apartment. He was working hard to build his own business, a carpentry and renovation firm. The twenty thousand dollars would be a significant injection of capital, a chance to accelerate his growth, to invest in equipment, to take on bigger projects.
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"TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS," Gabe murmured again, almost to himself. He looked at his hands, the calloused palms a testament to his daily work. "That could... really change things for me. Put my business on solid footing. Finally get that new band saw I’ve been needing." He looked back at Ariel, a hint of a challenge in his eyes. "You’re asking a lot, Ariel. You’re asking me to step out of my comfort zone and into a role that requires... acting. And convincing people I’m something I’m not."
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"I AM," ARIEL ADMITTED, her voice steady. "But I’m also offering you a significant reward for doing so. And I’m offering you a chance to be a part of something... interesting. A challenge, perhaps, but one that’s ultimately manageable. Think of it as a complex renovation project. You’re being hired to construct a façade, a very specific and convincing one. And the payment reflects the complexity of the build and the duration of the project." She watched him closely, seeing the internal debate playing out on his face. He wasn’t easily swayed by superficial charm or empty promises. He was a man of substance, of integrity, who worked with his hands and built things that were meant to last. And she was asking him to build something entirely ephemeral, a relationship that existed only for show.
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"IT’S A LOT TO CONSIDER," Gabe said, his voice quiet but resolute. "A really lot. You’re asking me to essentially lie, to perform a role, for an extended period, around your family. That’s a significant imposition."
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"AND I UNDERSTAND THAT," Ariel replied, her tone softening slightly. "Which is why the compensation is substantial. It’s not just for your time; it’s for the emotional labor, the mental gymnastics, the potential awkwardness, and the risk of exposure. It’s for stepping into a role that is entirely outside your professional life. I’m asking you to put your own life on hold for eight days, to become someone else. And I’m prepared to pay handsomely for that service." She saw him nod, a slow, deliberate movement. He was considering the financial implications, the practicalities of the arrangement. He was a businessman, in his own way, and he understood the concept of a lucrative contract.
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"WHAT IF I SAY YES?" Gabe asked, his gaze unwavering. "What are the next steps?"
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ARIEL FELT A SURGE of relief, so potent it almost made her knees weak. She had anticipated resistance, a firm refusal, a polite dismissal. But Gabe Callahan, the competent plumber with the kind blue eyes, was considering her offer. This was the opening she had desperately needed.
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[image: ]


"IF YOU SAY YES," ARIEL began, her voice gaining a new momentum, "then we begin by setting a date for a more thorough discussion. We’ll meet again, perhaps somewhere neutral, where we can dedicate several hours to crafting your persona. We’ll build your history, your personality, your connection to me. I’ll provide you with detailed background information on my family, their personalities, their interests, their potential questions. We’ll go over the Hanukkah traditions, the nuances of our family dynamics. We'll rehearse key interactions. You'll have access to my calendar for the period, so you know exactly where you need to be and when. And, of course, we'll formalize the agreement with a written contract. A legally binding document, to ensure clarity and protection for both of us." She leaned forward slightly, her eyes locking with his. "This is not a game, Gabe. This is a critical undertaking. The success of this ‘arrangement’ hinges on your ability to embody this role convincingly. And the success of this ‘arrangement’ is, in turn, critical to my professional future and my family’s perception of me. So, while the compensation is generous, the expectation of performance is absolute."
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GABE REMAINED SILENT for a long moment, his gaze fixed on her. The city lights outside seemed to pulse with a life of their own, a silent witness to this bizarre negotiation. He was a man who fixed things, who built things, who understood tangible results. And Ariel was offering him the ultimate tangible result: a significant sum of money that could fundamentally alter his financial landscape.
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"TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS," he said one last time, the words a quiet assertion of the stakes. "For eight nights of playing pretend boyfriend."
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"PRECISELY," ARIEL CONFIRMED, a small, almost imperceptible smile touching her lips. The deal was on the table. The audacious proposition had been made. Now, all that remained was to see if the practical, grounded contractor was willing to take on the most unconventional job of his life. And Ariel, the master negotiator, had a very good feeling about the outcome. This was a gamble, yes, but it was a calculated one. And she was always willing to play the odds.
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BUT AS GABE CONTINUED to consider her offer, a new, more complex condition began to form in Ariel’s mind, a necessary safeguard against the inherent risks of such a charade. It wasn't about ensuring his performance, which she believed she could manage through careful coaching and rehearsal. It was about preventing any potential entanglements that could unravel the entire operation, any genuine emotional threads that might get woven into their fabricated reality.
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"THERE'S ONE MORE CONDITION," Ariel stated, her voice firming, the slight tremor of relief replaced by a steelier resolve. "Something absolute, that cannot be compromised. Given the nature of this arrangement, the... proximity we'll be in, the performance of intimacy we'll be undertaking, it's imperative that there are no... complications. No lingering feelings, either yours or mine. And most importantly, no past romantic entanglements that could complicate our fabricated narrative. This means," she met his gaze directly, her tone leaving no room for ambiguity, "that for the duration of this agreement, and for a significant period afterward, we must both maintain a strict 'no past relationships' policy. We will present ourselves as having met recently, having formed a connection that, while appearing genuine to outsiders, is entirely contractual. Neither of us can have any history with the other that could be unearthed, any ex-lovers who might resurface and cast doubt on our new, fabricated one. This means you can't have any ex-girlfriends who might suddenly decide they miss you during Hanukkah, and I can't have any lingering romantic history with anyone else that could be brought up. Our 'past' together, for the purposes of this charade, begins now. Before this, we were strangers. After this, we will be strangers again, perhaps with a shared, brief, and bittersweet chapter that ended amicably. No overlapping histories. No potential for a scorned lover to appear and ruin everything."
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SHE WATCHED GABE'S face, observing the subtle shifts as he processed this new stipulation. It was a logical extension of her already elaborate plan, a necessary firewall against the unpredictable nature of human emotions and relationships. The twenty thousand dollars was a substantial incentive, but this clause was about preservation, about ensuring the integrity of the deception.
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[image: ]


"YOU WANT A CLEAN SLATE," Gabe stated, his voice quieter now, a hint of understanding coloring his tone. "No baggage. No one who can come along and say, 'Hey, I dated him last year,' or 'She was seeing me when she met you.' That makes sense. If we’re creating a story, it needs to be entirely our own, without any contradictory chapters from the past." He paused, a slow nod of assent. "I can do that. I’m not... I don’t have anyone currently on the scene who would be a problem. My focus has been on my business, and frankly, finding a reliable band saw has taken precedence over romantic entanglements. But I understand. If this is a performance, then the script has to be airtight. And a messy past would definitely be a loose end."
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ARIEL FELT A SENSE of relief wash over her, a palpable easing of the tension that had been coiled in her chest. Gabe’s straightforward acceptance of this clause was a testament to his own practicality and his understanding of the delicate nature of their impending pact. "Exactly," she affirmed. "Airtight. Our 'relationship' begins with this agreement. There is no history prior to this conversation. We are two individuals who have met under... circumstances that we will define, and our connection will be born from that meeting. Any previous romantic history either of us may have had is irrelevant, and for the purposes of this deception, it simply... ceased to exist. It’s a blank canvas, Gabe. And we will paint our believable, loving picture on it, with no smudges or shadows from previous palettes."
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SHE CONTINUED, ELABORATING on the implications of this 'no past' clause, emphasizing its criticality. "This means that if anyone – my family, friends, colleagues – asks about our history, the answer is simple: we met recently. We will devise the 'how' and 'when' of our meeting together. Perhaps at a coffee shop, a mutual acquaintance's party, even a chance encounter at a hardware store – something mundane and believable. The key is consistency. And the absolute absence of any prior romantic involvement. We cannot, under any circumstances, acknowledge or hint at any past relationships with each other. This is a fresh start, a new beginning, entirely for the benefit of this temporary arrangement. It's about creating a narrative that is entirely contained within the eight days of Hanukkah, and then gracefully fades into a believable, amicable parting with no lingering questions about our 'history' because, in essence, there won't be one to ask about."
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THE WEIGHT OF THE 'NO past' clause settled between them, a silent acknowledgment of the intricate web they were about to weave. It was a fundamental building block of their deception, a cornerstone of the fabricated reality they would present to Ariel’s discerning family. It wasn't just about hiding a truth; it was about actively constructing a new one, a narrative devoid of any inconvenient pre-existing threads that could unravel the entire carefully constructed facade. For Ariel, it was the ultimate safeguard, a way to ensure that this audacious plan remained purely transactional, a temporary performance with no potential for genuine emotional fallout. For Gabe, it was a practical necessity, a requirement for a clean and convincing performance. And together, they would build their story, a story that began not with a shared past, but with a shared, albeit fabricated, present.

The air in the penthouse, thick with the scent of expensive coffee and an undercurrent of unspoken tension, seemed to shimmer between them. Gabe’s gaze, steady and unwavering, met Ariel’s across the polished expanse of her living room. The twenty thousand dollars had been named, the terms sketched out, and the core of the improbable deal was struck. Yet, as their eyes locked, a silent acknowledgment passed between them – this wasn't just a transaction anymore. It was the precipice of an adventure, a meticulously planned deception that would blur the lines between performance and reality for eight crucial nights. The city, a sprawling tapestry of glittering lights, stretched beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, a silent, indifferent witness to the birth of their faux engagement.

Ariel felt a faint tremor of something akin to excitement, a dangerous ripple beneath the icy control she had so carefully maintained. It was the thrill of the gamble, the exhilaration of setting in motion a plan so audacious it bordered on the absurd. Gabe, with his grounded presence and pragmatism, was the linchpin. He was the carefully chosen piece that would complete her intricate puzzle, the man who would lend credibility to her desperate narrative. His acceptance, signaled not by a handshake but by that steady, assessing gaze, was a testament to both her persuasive abilities and his own pragmatic consideration of the substantial financial reward.
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GABE, FOR HIS PART, felt a strange sense of anticipation. He was a man who dealt in the tangible – in pipes that carried water, in wood that formed sturdy structures, in problems with clear, definable solutions. This was different. This was a contract for manufactured intimacy, a staged romance with a hefty price tag. Yet, as he looked at Ariel, at the fierce determination in her eyes and the subtle vulnerability that peeked through her composed exterior, he found himself drawn into the sheer spectacle of it all. It was a far cry from fixing a leaky faucet, but the challenge, in its own bizarre way, held a certain appeal. Twenty thousand dollars could indeed change things, but there was also an unexpected curiosity about the woman who could concoct such a scheme and the world she inhabited, a world so vastly different from his own.
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“SO,” ARIEL BEGAN, HER voice a low murmur that barely disturbed the quiet hum of the city outside, “we have an agreement. A... handshake, of sorts, in principle.” She offered a small, almost imperceptible smile, a flicker of the relief she had fought so hard to suppress. “The next step, as I mentioned, is to formalize this. I’ll have my legal team draft a contract. It will outline all the terms, including the compensation, the duration, the expectations regarding your role, and of course, the non-disclosure agreement. Confidentiality is paramount, naturally.”
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[image: ]


GABE NODDED, HIS EXPRESSION thoughtful. He understood contracts. He dealt with them in his business, albeit on a much smaller scale. “A written agreement makes sense. Better to have everything in black and white. Especially when it comes to... a deal this unusual.” He paused, a hint of amusement lacing his tone. “You said ‘contractual’. That’s certainly one way to put it.”
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ARIEL’S SMILE WIDENED slightly. “Precisely. It is a contract for services. The service being... being my devoted, loving boyfriend for a specific period. A very well-compensated service, I might add.” She gestured vaguely towards the panoramic view of the city. “This environment, as you can see, demands a certain presentation. My family, my associates... they value stability. Appearances. And right now, my appearance is... lacking in that particular area. This contract is my solution.”
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SHE ROSE FROM HER SEAT, moving with a fluid grace that spoke of years of practiced poise. She walked towards the window, her silhouette framed by the glittering cityscape. “We need to establish a believable narrative, Gabe. Not just for the eight days, but for the ‘breakup’ that will inevitably follow. It needs to be convincing enough that no one questions it, but vague enough to avoid any details that could be scrutinized or disproven.” She turned back to him, her eyes serious. “We’ll need to meticulously craft our origin story. How we met. When. What drew us together. The initial spark. The progression of our relationship. Every detail will be crucial. And the breakup needs to be equally well-rehearsed. An amicable parting, perhaps? A realization that our paths were diverging? Something that leaves no room for doubt about the finality of our separation.”
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[image: ]


GABE ROSE AS WELL, drawn to the window to stand beside her, though he maintained a respectful distance. He found himself studying the city’s reflection in the glass, a dizzying kaleidoscope of light and shadow, much like the situation he had just agreed to. “So, I’ll need to be a good actor,” he mused, his voice low. “And you’ll be my acting coach?”
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“IN A MANNER OF SPEAKING,” Ariel replied, her gaze sweeping over the dazzling lights. “I’ll be your director, your scriptwriter, and your most demanding critic. We’ll spend significant time before Hanukkah begins refining your character. We’ll dissect your backstory, your preferences, your opinions on everything from art to politics – all of which will be fabricated, of course, but they need to feel genuine when you articulate them. We’ll practice your interactions with me, the way you touch my hand, the way you look at me. We’ll rehearse conversations you might have with my parents, anticipating their questions and formulating plausible, consistent answers. It will be intensive. It will require your full commitment.”
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SHE TURNED TO FACE him fully, her expression earnest. “The stakes are incredibly high for me, Gabe. This deal I’m trying to secure is more than just a business transaction; it’s a potential turning point for my career, and frankly, for my family’s perception of my capabilities. They’ve always had... reservations about my ability to handle such high-pressure situations, to be the kind of leader they expect. Presenting a stable, seemingly happy personal life is a crucial component of that perception. They need to see me as grounded, as someone who has her life in order. And a convincing, loving boyfriend is the most efficient way to achieve that illusion.”
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“AND WHAT IF I MESS up?” Gabe asked, his voice devoid of bravado, a genuine concern underlying the question. “What if I say the wrong thing? What if I don’t play my part well enough? You said they’re discerning.”
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ARIEL MET HIS GAZE directly, her own resolve hardening. “That’s where the preparation comes in. We’ll rehearse until it’s second nature. I’ll be there to guide you, to prompt you, to correct any missteps. Think of it as building a very complex, very intricate structure. Every beam, every nail, every piece of plaster needs to be perfectly placed. If something is out of alignment, we fix it. We don’t let it compromise the integrity of the whole. You are a builder, Gabe. You understand that. This is just a different kind of construction. Instead of wood and steel, we’re working with words, gestures, and manufactured emotions. And the foundation will be built on the twenty thousand dollars I’m offering you. That’s a very strong incentive to get it right.”
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SHE WALKED BACK TOWARDS a sleek, minimalist desk, its surface reflecting the city lights. “I’ll be sending you a detailed itinerary of the Hanukkah period. It will include all the events, the timings, the expected guests. You’ll need to be punctual, appropriately dressed, and fully immersed in your role at all times. No exceptions. This isn’t a casual commitment. It’s a full-time performance for eight days.” She opened a drawer, retrieving a slim, elegant tablet. “I’ve already begun compiling notes on my family. Their personalities, their interests, their potential conversational traps. My mother, for instance, is an expert interrogator, especially when it comes to my romantic life. She’ll want to know about your childhood, your family, your ambitions. My father is more reserved, but he’ll be observing your demeanor, your respect for tradition, your interactions with me. My cousins are more social, and they’ll likely probe for details about how we met, how long we’ve been together, and the trajectory of our ‘future’.”
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ARIEL HANDED THE TABLET to Gabe. Its screen glowed, displaying a meticulously organized document. “This is just a preliminary overview. We will expand on this considerably. Your backstory needs to be rich enough to withstand their scrutiny. We’ll need to invent a shared history, even if it’s a brief one. Perhaps we met at an art gallery opening? Or a charity event? Something that suggests a certain level of social standing that might appease my parents. Or perhaps a chance encounter that led to an unexpected, intense connection. The latter might be more romantic, and therefore more convincing.”
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GABE TOOK THE TABLET, his large hands dwarfing the sleek device. He scrolled through the pages, his brow furrowed in concentration. He saw names, brief descriptions, potential conversation starters. It was a complex blueprint for a manufactured reality. “This is... thorough,” he acknowledged, a hint of awe in his voice. “You’ve really thought this through.”
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“I HAVE TO,” ARIEL STATED, her voice firm. “This isn’t something I’ve undertaken lightly. My professional future, and a significant amount of my family’s goodwill, are on the line. And your financial security, of course.” She allowed herself a small, wry smile. “We’re both investing a great deal in this deception, albeit with different currencies.”
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SHE WALKED BACK TO the window, her gaze drifting over the glittering expanse. “The ‘no past relationships’ clause is also critical, Gabe. We’ve established that we were strangers before this. It means that any past romantic entanglements we may have had are now irrelevant. They don’t exist for the purposes of this performance. If anyone asks about our history before we met, the answer is simple: there isn’t one. We are a new beginning. A fresh romance, forged in the fires of... whatever fabricated circumstances we choose to invent. This is important. It ensures that no one from our past can emerge and cast doubt on the authenticity of our present. It’s a clean slate, for both of us.”

––––––––
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GABE NODDED, ABSORBING the implications. The ‘no past’ rule was a significant one, a layer of protection that made the entire endeavor seem more manageable, more controllable. It was about ensuring that their manufactured present wasn’t undermined by the messy realities of their individual pasts. “So, if I happened to run into an ex next week, I’d have to pretend I’d never seen her before?”

––––––––
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“NOT NECESSARILY,” ARIEL clarified. “It’s about our 

shared history. Or rather, the lack thereof. If you run into an ex, and she’s not someone who would know me or be involved in my circle, then it’s unlikely to be an issue. But if, hypothetically, an ex-girlfriend of yours were to surface and somehow become entangled with my family or social circle, that would be a problem. The key is that no one can credibly claim a prior romantic relationship with either of us that predates our ‘meeting’ for this Hanukkah celebration. Our story begins now. Everything before this is a closed chapter, for all intents and purposes.”

She turned back to him, her expression softening slightly. “I understand this is a lot to ask, Gabe. It’s asking you to step entirely out of your comfort zone and into a role that requires a significant degree of performance and discretion. But I believe you’re capable of it. You have a quiet strength about you, a groundedness that will be incredibly convincing. And the compensation reflects the extraordinary nature of the request.”

––––––––
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GABE HANDED THE TABLET back to Ariel. “I’ll read through everything carefully. And I’ll want to go over the fabricated backstory with you in detail. I want to make sure I’m not just memorizing lines, but understanding the character. The better I understand him, the more believable he’ll be.”

––––––––
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ARIEL INCLINED HER head, a gesture of acknowledgment and perhaps a subtle nod of approval. “That’s precisely the right approach, Gabe. It’s not about memorizing lines; it’s about embodying the character. We’ll create a man who is intelligent, kind, successful in his own right, and genuinely smitten with me. A man who complements me, who brings out the best in me. A man who, by all appearances, is the perfect partner. And then, for eight days, you will 

be that man.”

She walked back to her desk, her movements imbued with a renewed sense of purpose. The initial shock of her proposition had subsided, replaced by the methodical planning of the execution. The faux engagement was no longer a wild idea; it was a project, a complex undertaking that required precision, dedication, and a shared commitment to its success.

––––––––
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“I’LL HAVE THE CONTRACT drawn up and sent to you within 48 hours,” Ariel announced, her voice steady and professional. “Review it thoroughly. Feel free to have your own counsel look it over, though I trust my team to be fair. Once it’s signed, we’ll schedule our first intensive coaching session. We have just under three weeks until Hanukkah begins, and we’ll need every moment.”

––––––––
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GABE MET HER GAZE, a hint of a challenge, a spark of the unconventional, in his blue eyes. “Consider it done, Ariel. I’ll be ready.”

––––––––
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AS HE TURNED TO LEAVE, the city lights seemed to follow him, their luminescence reflecting in the polished surfaces of the penthouse, a silent testament to the elaborate, high-stakes charade that was about to unfold. The deal was sealed, the lines were drawn, and the stage was set for a performance that would require all the skill and conviction they could muster. The faux engagement, a carefully constructed façade, was officially in motion.
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​Chapter 2: First Night's First Impression

[image: ]




The drive to the Levitt residence was a masterclass in practiced neutrality. Ariel, seated beside Gabe in the chauffeured car, focused on the passing cityscape, her gloved hands resting demurely in her lap. Each mile that brought them closer to her family’s imposing estate amplified the subtle tremor of apprehension that had begun to thrum beneath her carefully constructed composure. It wasn’t the grandeur of the house that unnerved her – she had grown up with such opulence, it was as familiar to her as her own reflection. It was the palpable anticipation emanating from within its walls, the collective gaze of her family poised to scrutinize every detail of her life, and now, of the man she had conjured to fill a void.

Gabe, beside her, was a study in quiet contemplation. He hadn’t shed his usual pragmatism for the role, but he wore the borrowed suit with an unfamiliar, yet not entirely uncomfortable, ease. The crisp fabric seemed to emphasize the solid lines of his frame, a stark contrast to the more tailored, perhaps even ostentatious, attire of the men who populated Ariel’s world. He had asked few questions during their brief preparations, his silence more a sign of focused absorption than disinterest. He understood the objective, and he was preparing to execute his part with the same quiet diligence he applied to any task. Yet, Ariel could sense a subtle shift in his posture, a slight tension in his jaw that spoke of his own awareness of the performance to come. He was, after all, walking into a lion’s den, albeit one draped in velvet and gilded with the weight of expectation.

––––––––
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“ARE YOU... COMFORTABLE?” Ariel finally ventured, her voice a low murmur against the hum of the engine. The question felt inadequate, a gross understatement for the precarious tightrope they were about to walk.

––––––––
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GABE TURNED HIS HEAD, his gaze meeting hers. There was no artifice in his eyes, only a steady assessment. “As comfortable as one can be stepping into a role they’ve only just been briefed on,” he replied, his voice even. “I’ve reviewed the family profiles you provided. I understand the dynamics, the key players, and the general tenor of what’s expected.” He offered a faint, almost imperceptible nod. “I’m ready.”

––––––––
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READY. THE WORD RESONATED in the confined space. Ariel almost envied his directness. Her own readiness felt more like a carefully choreographed dance of denial, a desperate attempt to maintain control over a situation that had, by its very nature, spiraled beyond it. She smoothed the fabric of her tailored coat, a gesture of self-soothing. “My parents are... particular,” she offered, a euphemism that barely scratched the surface of their discerning natures. “They value tradition, achievement, and a certain... predictability. They will have questions. About you, about us.”

––––––––
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“AND WE HAVE PREPARED answers,” Gabe stated, his tone leaving no room for doubt. “Our ‘chance’ meeting at the gallery. Your appreciation for minimalist art, my surprise at discovering such a kindred spirit amidst the crowds. The immediate spark. The whirlwind romance that culminated in this... extended holiday visit.” He spoke the fabricated details with a surprising lack of inflection, as if reciting instructions.
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