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Chapter 1 – Caffeine & Bad Decisions
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By the time I get yelled at about oat milk for the third time this week, I’m seriously considering faking my own death, and it's only Tuesday.

Nothing dramatic. Just enough to get out of my shift and maybe my entire life.

“Scarlet,” my manager says, in that tight, strained voice that means he’s one inconvenience away from a breakdown, “you can’t just guess inventory.”

“I didn’t guess,” I say, already lying. “I estimated.”

“You were off by two cases.”

“In my defense,” I deadpan, “numbers feel a little aggressive lately.”

He stares at me like he’s calculating whether I’m worth the paperwork it would take to fire me.

I already know the answer.

I’m not.

“Fix it,” he says, shoving the clipboard into my hands like it personally offended him.

I take it, because I need this job. Desperately. Pathetically. Embarrassingly.

The café smells like espresso and vanilla and burnt dreams. It’s too early for the rush, which means I have a few precious minutes before I have to pretend I have my life together for people who think extra foam is a personality trait.

I used to be good at pretending.

Now I can’t even keep track of milk.

My phone buzzes in my apron pocket. I try to ignore it, but shocker, it buzzes again, and again.

“Answer it,” Mila calls from behind the espresso machine, not even looking up. “That’s either important or someone with zero boundaries.”

“Could be both,” I mutter, pulling it out.

Sophie Calling, because of course it's Sophie, who else would call that many times?

I consider declining. Briefly. But my sister doesn’t do “ignored.” She does follow-up texts. And then calls again. And then somehow involves our parents like it’s a group project.

I answer.

“Hey,” I say, aiming for normal and landing somewhere near exhausted and slightly feral.

“Why do you sound like you’re dying?” Sophie asks immediately.

Because I am, slowly, financially.

“Wow. Good morning to you, too.”

She laughs, light and effortless, like her life doesn’t revolve around late notices and academic probation emails. “Sorry, I’m just excited. I’ve been trying to call you all week.”

Guilt hits, sharp and familiar.

“I’ve been busy,” I say.

Which is true if you count working double shifts, skipping class, and actively avoiding my responsibilities as “busy.”

“Well, get un-busy,” she says. “I have news.”

There’s a pause, longer than it should be.

“Ethan proposed.”

Something in my chest stills.

Not in a dramatic, movie-scene way. Just... quiet. Like everything inside me took a step back.

“Oh,” I say. “Wow. That’s—wow.”

“I know!” she gushes. “It was perfect. You would’ve loved it.”

“I’m sure I would’ve,” I say, because lying to my family has become a reflex at this point.

Another one for the collection.

“We’re having an engagement party this weekend,” she continues. “At his parents’ new vacation home. It’s going to be huge—family, friends, some of his dad’s colleagues—”

Right.

His dad.

The publishing empire.

The kind of money that makes people casually own houses they only use twice a year.

“That sounds... intense.”

“It’s going to be amazing,” she corrects. “And you’re coming.”

Not a question.

Never a question.

“I don’t know if I can get off work—”

“Scarlet.”

I close my eyes.

That tone. Soft. Certain. Completely unavoidable.

“It’s important to me,” she says. “I want you there.”

And just like that, I cave. Like I always do.

“Okay,” I sigh. “I’ll be there.”

Her excitement snaps right back into place. “Good! Oh my God, I can’t wait for you to meet everyone.”

“Yeah,” I murmur.

“And I definitely can’t wait to meet your boyfriend.”

Silence drops between us.

Thick. Suffocating. Immediate.

I stare at the clipboard in my hand, as it might save me.

“My... what?”

“Your boyfriend,” she says, like I’m the confusing one here. “The one you told Mom about? The one you’ve been dating for, what, a few months now?”

Oh shit, that boyfriend. The imaginary one.

The lie I told during a very weak moment when my mother asked why I was still single, as if it were a personality flaw.

“He’s, um...” I clear my throat. “Busy.”

“Not this weekend,” Sophie says brightly. “You’re bringing him. Everyone’s bringing dates. It’ll be perfect.”

Perfect.

Right.

“Yeah,” I hear myself say. “Of course. He’ll be there.”

“Yay! I knew you’d say yes.”

Of course, you did because I never stop digging that hole once I start.

We hang up a minute later, she's still talking about dresses, flowers, and things I definitely cannot afford.

I lower my phone slowly, and Mila is watching me now. That’s never a good sign.

“Well?” she asks.

“My sister is engaged,” I say.

“Cute.”

“She’s having a massive engagement party this weekend.”

“Less cute.”

“She wants to meet my boyfriend.”

Mila pauses.

“Do you have one of those?” she asks carefully.

“No.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah.” I facepalm

She sets down the milk pitcher and leans against the counter, eyes narrowing slightly in a way that means she’s about to involve herself in my life.

“I might know a guy,” she says.

I laugh. Once. Sharp.

“No.”

“He’s harmless.”

“No.”

“He owes me a favor.”


“Mila.”



“He’s good-looking,” she adds, like that’s the deciding factor.

I hesitate. Which is my first mistake, she notices and smiles slowly.

“Oh, you’re considering it,” she says.

“I am absolutely not—”

“You are,” she cuts in. “You’re spiraling. I can see it in your eyes.”

I hate that she’s right.

“I just need to survive one weekend,” I mutter.

“Exactly,” she says. “So let me help you.”

“Why are you being so helpful?” I ask, suspicious.

Mila shrugs, but her eyes go a little flat. “Let’s just say I’m doing us both a favor. I have my own family disaster this weekend. If I can’t get out of it, let’s just say, this may help my weekend, hearing about your drama when we get back.”

“Wait, you’re going to a party too?”

“Something like that,” she mutters, already reaching for her phone. “But you’re the one who needs a boyfriend. Focus, Scarlet.”

I look down at the clipboard.

At the numbers I got wrong.

At the version of my life, my family thinks I’m living.

Then back at her.

“This is a bad idea,” I say.

“Definitely,” Mila agrees.

I exhale slowly.

Moments later, the door chimes. I look up to greet him, and I fumble my words.

“Hi- ugh, wel- welcome to The Snug Mug, what can I get you.

“I’ll have a large black coffee, two sugars, and a splash of Italian sweet cream. Please”

Still dazed by how hot this customer is, I shake myself out of this trance. “GOT IT, coming right up, name?”

“Liam,” he said.

I nod, my brain short-circuiting. I don’t see the way Mila’s posture shifted. I don’t see the way Liam’s eyes flicked to her for a fraction of a second—a silent, questioning look that she answered with a nearly imperceptible nod.

“GOT IT,” I blurted out. “Coming right up.”

Mila didn't laugh this time. She just watched him with an expression that looked a lot like pity.

––––––––
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A few minutes later, I go to hand Liam the coffee and accidentally spill his coffee all over him.........

“Oh My God, Scarlet, get it together,” I mumble to myself.

“It’s no problem, I’ll clean it up while you make me a new one.”

My jaw drops, like literally drops to the floor, and I hear Mila snickering behind me. After he leaves, I mouth to Mila, “OMG, he was hot.”

Again, she laughs. Today is not my day.
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Chapter 2 – The Lie Gets Bigger
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I make it exactly eleven minutes before my life gets worse.

Not gradually.

Not subtly.

Just—worse.

“Okay,” Mila says, sliding a drink across the counter to a customer before turning back to me, “you’ve been staring at that milk fridge like it personally betrayed you. What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I say.

“Liar.”

“I’m thinking.”

“You only look like that when you’re either about to cry or about to make a terrible decision.”


I press my lips together.



She narrows her eyes.

“Oh no,” she says. “Which one is it?”

“Both,” I admit.

Her face lights up. “I love when it’s both.”

“Of course you do.”

Before I can say anything else, my phone buzzes again.

I don’t even have to look.

It’s Sophie. Again.

“She’s calling you back already?” Mila asks.

“She never trusts the first answer,” I mutter, swiping to accept. “Hello?”

“Hi!” Sophie’s voice is bright—too bright. Suspiciously bright. “Quick question.”

There is no such thing as a quick question with her.

“Okay...”

“What’s your boyfriend’s name?”

I freeze, like lock me in a meat freezer overnight freeze.

Blank. Mila watches my face shift through panic in real time.

“His name?” I repeat, stalling.

“Yes, his name,” Sophie says, laughing lightly. “Mom just asked, and I realized I never told her.”

Of course she didn’t. Because he doesn’t exist.

“Oh my God,” Mila mouths silently. You didn’t name him?

I glare at her. This is not helping.

“He’s, um...” I scramble. Think. Anything. “Liam.”

The name slips out before I can stop it. Why Liam?

I just served a Liam, a hot Liam.

But it’s too late now.

“Liam,” Sophie repeats. “Cute. I like it.”

Cool. Great. Fantastic. My fake boyfriend now has a name, and I hate that it fits too well.

“And what does Liam do?” she asks.

Of course she does.

“Uh...”

Mila grabs a cup and pretends to write on it, holding it up for me to see:

HOT DOCTOR

RICH CEO

MAFIA??

I shake my head violently.

“Something... normal,” I say quickly. “He works in... logistics.”

Mila gives me a look like that’s the best you could do?

“I don’t even know what that means,” Sophie says.

“Exactly,” I say. “It’s very... stable.”

“That’s good,” she says, clearly approving. “Ethan’s going to want to talk to him.”

My stomach drops.

“Talk to him?”

“Yeah, you know—get to know him. Dad will too.”

Oh, great, an interrogation. Love that for me.

“Yeah,” I say weakly. “That sounds... fun.”

“It will be!” she insists. “Oh—and make sure he dresses nice. It’s semi-formal. Ethan’s parents are going all out.”

Of course they are.

“Okay,” I say.

“And, Scarlet?”

I close my eyes. Here it comes.

“We’re really excited to meet him,” she says, softer now. “Mom keeps saying it’s about time.”

There’s something in her voice—something warm, hopeful, expectant—that makes the lie twist sharper in my chest.

“Yeah,” I say quietly. “You will.”

Because apparently, I’m committed now.

We hang up a second later.

I lower my phone slowly. Mila is already staring at me like I just announced I’m moving to another country with no plan.

“Well?” she demands.

I take a breath.

“My fake boyfriend’s name is Liam,” I say.

“Liam,” she repeats. “Okay. Solid. What does Liam do?”

She blinks.

“I heard logistics?”

“I panicked.”

“You could’ve made him anything,” she says. “A surgeon. A lawyer. A tech guy with vague millions.”

“I don’t need more pressure,” I snap. “If I said he was a surgeon, they’d expect him to sound smart.”

“And now they expect him to move boxes?” she fires back.

“I don’t know what logistics means!” I say. “It felt safe.”

She stares at me for a long second.

“You’re in trouble.”

“I am aware.”

“No,” she says, leaning forward slightly, voice dropping, “you are in trouble.”

My stomach sinks. Because she’s not wrong.

“They want to meet him,” I say. “Like—actually meet him. Talk to him. Ask him questions.”

“And you don’t have a him,” she says.

“No, I do not have a him.”

“And you already gave him a name, a job, and a personality you haven’t figured out yet.”

“Yes,” I say. “Because I make excellent choices under pressure.”

Mila exhales slowly.

Then her expression shifts. Sharpens. 

Into something dangerous.

“Oh,” she says.

“Oh no,” I say immediately. “What is that face?”

“I told you I know someone.”

“No.”

“You don’t even know who I’m talking about.”

“I don’t need to,” I say. “The answer is no.”

“Scarlet—”

“I am not bringing some random guy to a high-stakes family event where my entire web of lies could collapse,” I cut in. “That is how people end up in documentaries.”

“You’re already in a high-stakes situation,” she counters. “I’m offering a solution.”

“You’re offering chaos.”

“I’m offering a guy who can actually pull this off.”

I hesitate. Just for a second, and that’s all she needs.

“He owes me a favor,” she continues. “He’s good under pressure. He can think on his feet. And most importantly—”

She pauses. Waits.

“For what?” I ask reluctantly.

“He’s convincing.”

I cross my arms.

“That sounds like a red flag.”

“It’s exactly what you need.”

I look down at my phone. At the life I’ve been pretending to live. At the expectations waiting for me this weekend. Then back at her. “This is a bad idea,” I say.

“Definitely,” Mila agrees.

I exhale.

Long. Slow. Resigned.

“Tell me about him,” I say.

Her smile is immediate and sharp, like she’s victorious.

“Oh,” she says, already reaching for her phone, “you’re going to love him.”

Something in my chest tightens, and it isn’t excitement or relief; it was something closer to instinct - a warning. Because if my life has taught me anything. It’s that the solutions I choose when I’m desperate? Are usually the ones that cost me the most.
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Chapter 3 – The Setup
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By the end of my shift, I’ve made seventeen lattes, forgotten two names, and reconsidered every decision that led me here.

Including the one where I said yes.

Mila is entirely too calm about it.

“You’re spiraling again,” she says, counting out the register like this is just another normal Tuesday and not the beginning of my downfall.

“I am not spiraling,” I say, tying my apron a little tighter than necessary.

“You named a fake man, after a customer I might add, gave him a job you can’t explain, and agreed to present him to a family that could probably smell lies for sport,” she says. “You are the definition of spiraling.”

I pause.

“...Okay, I’m spiraling.”

“Good,” she says. “Awareness is the first step.”

“To what? Ruin?”

“To fixing it.”

I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. “Your version of fixing it involves a stranger.”

“My version of fixing it involves a solution,” she corrects.

“Your solution is chaos in a leather jacket.”

She smiles. That is not reassuring.

“He’s not chaos,” she says.

“You hesitated.”

“I did not—”

“You did,” I cut in. “There was a pause. I heard it.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’re being dramatic.”

“I am being cautious.”

“You are being desperate,” she says, softer now.

That lands. Because it’s true. I don’t have a backup plan. I don’t have a miracle boyfriend waiting in the wings. I don’t even have a believable excuse anymore—not after everything I just told Sophie.

I have one option. And I hate it.

“So, what’s the catch?” I ask.

“There isn’t one.”

I give her a look.

“There’s always a catch.”

“He owes me a favor,” she repeats. “That’s it.”

“And he’s just going to... pretend to date me for a weekend?”

“Yes.”

“No questions asked?”

She shrugs.

“That’s worse,” I say.

“It’s efficient.”

“It’s suspicious.”

“It’s helpful.”

I hesitate. Again. I hate that I keep doing that.

“Scarlet,” Mila says, leaning against the counter, arms crossed, voice steady now. “You can either show up alone and let your entire lie fall apart in real time...” She lets that sit a moment.

“Or you can show up with someone who makes it believable.”

I stare at the floor for a second. At the faint scuff marks near the espresso bar. At the version of my life that exists only in my family’s heads. At how far I’ve already gone.

“This is a terrible idea,” I say.

“Absolutely.”

I inhale slowly.

Then exhale.

“...Fine.”

She grinned victoriously.

“Good choice.”

“I didn’t say it was a good choice,” I mutter. “I said it was the only one.”

“Same thing,” she says, already pulling out her phone.

“It’s not the same thing.”

“It is when you’re right.”

I watch her type fast and confidently. Like she’s done this before. Which is somehow even more concerning.

“What are you telling him?” I ask.

“That you’re hot, slightly unhinged, and in need of a fake boyfriend.”

“I am not unhinged.”

“You’re hiring a stranger to lie to your family,” she says without looking up. “You’re a little unhinged.”

I open my mouth to argue. Then close it.

“...Okay, that’s fair.”

Her phone buzzes almost immediately, and she glances down and....... smiles. And that—more than anything—makes my heart beat faster.

“That was fast,” I say.

“He said yes.”

“What?”

I blink at her.

“He said yes,” she repeats, like this is normal.

“He doesn’t even know me.”

“He doesn’t need to.”

“That is not comforting.”

“He asked when you’re free.”

I hesitate. Because this is it. The point where this becomes real.

“Tonight,” I say, before I can talk myself out of it. “We should meet tonight.”

Mila nods, typing again. A second later—

“Done,” she says. “Seven o’clock.”

“Seven?” I echo. “That’s—soon.”

“You wanted to lock it in,” she says.

“I wanted to think about it.”

“You’ve done enough thinking.”

She’s not wrong. I hate that she’s not wrong.

“Where?” I ask.

“He’ll meet you here,” she says. “After close.”

My stomach flips.

“Here?”

“Neutral ground,” she says. “Plus, if he’s terrible, you can hide behind the espresso machine.”

“That is not a viable escape plan.”

“It’s worked for me.”

I stare at her.

“You’ve done this before.”

She grins.

“I plead the fifth.”

Of course she does. I drag a hand down my face.

“This is insane.”

“It’s happening,” she says.

“I could still back out.”

“You won’t.”

I glance at my phone. At the message thread with Sophie. At the expectations waiting for me. The version of me they think they know.

“...No,” I admit. “I won’t.”

“Good,” Mila says, satisfied. “Then all you have to do is not scare him off.”

I scoff. “Why would I scare him off?”

She gives me a look.

“Scarlet.”

“What?”

“You bite people when you’re nervous.”

“I do not—”

“You threatened it earlier.”

“That was hypothetical.”

“Mm-hmm.”

I roll my eyes.

“I’ll be fine.”

“Sure you will.”

“I will,” I insist. “It’s just a conversation.”

“A very important conversation,” she says.

“With a complete stranger.” She continues, “Who’s about to become your boyfriend.”

Fake boyfriend. Temporary. Not real. I latch onto that.

“I just need him to be convincing,” I say. “That’s it. No drama. No complications.”

Mila’s smile turns... knowing.

“You’re already in drama,” she says. “This is just the next step.”

I don’t like the way she says that. 

At all.

“What’s he like?” I ask.

She pauses. Just for a second. But I catch it.

“You hesitated,” I say immediately.

“I didn’t hesitate.”

“You did.”

“It was a thoughtful pause.”

“That’s worse.”

She sighs, like I’m the difficult one here. “He’s... capable.”

“That is the vaguest description you could’ve given.”

“He handles things.”

“What things?”

She shrugs.

“Whatever’s in front of him.”

That should not sound as ominous as it does.

“And he’s normal?” I press.

“Define normal.”

I narrow my eyes. “Mila.”

“He’s fine,” she says. “Relax.”

That is not an answer.

“That is not an answer,” I say.

“You’ll meet him in a few hours,” she replies. “Then you can judge for yourself.”

I don’t like that either. Not even a little. But it’s too late now. The plan is in motion. The lie is already bigger than I meant it to be.

And tonight—I’m meeting the stranger who’s going to help me sell it.

Or destroy it completely. Either way? Seven o’clock is coming a lot faster than I’m ready for.
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Chapter 4 – Meet-Cute
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By six fifty-eight, I’ve reorganized the same stack of cups three times and questioned my sanity at least twelve.

“This is a mistake,” I say, for what has to be the tenth time.

Mila doesn’t even look up from wiping the counter. “You’ve said that already.”

“I mean it more now.”

“You meant it before.”

“I mean it with conviction now.”

“Very inspiring,” she says dryly.

I glare at her.

She ignores me.

The café is technically closed, lights dimmed, chairs half-stacked, the front door locked—but not all the way. Mila insisted on leaving it just shy of latched.

“For dramatic entrances,” she said.

I should’ve known that was a warning. 

My foot taps against the tile. Fast. Uneven.

I smooth my hair. Then immediately mess it up again. Then fix it.

“Stop,” Mila says.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You’ve fixed your hair six times in the last minute.”

“I am preparing.”

“You are panicking.”

“I am managing expectations.”

She snorts. Before I can defend myself—

The door opens. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just a quiet click and the soft swing inward. And somehow—Everything in the room shifts anyway. I turn. And there he is. Liam. I look at Mila in shock. It’s the same Liam as earlier—oh no, I made myself look like a bumbling fool around him this morning. 

He is tall. Dark hair slightly messy, like he doesn’t care enough to fix it. Black T-shirt again, this time under a worn jacket that looks expensive without trying to. Jeans. Boots. Effortless. Unbothered. Dangerous in a way that doesn’t announce itself—just exists. His gaze finds me immediately. Locks in. Like I’m the only thing in the room worth noticing. My stomach drops. Annoying.

“Right on time,” Mila says, way too pleased with herself.

“Traffic was light,” he replies.

His voice is the same—low, steady, edged with something that feels like it could tip into trouble if given the chance.

I straighten. Cross my arms in defense immediately.

“Hi,” I say.

Cool. Casual. Totally not affected.

He stops a few feet away. Close enough to feel but not close enough to touch.

“Scarlet,” he says.

My name sounds different when he says it. Less like a label. More like something he’s testing.

“Liam,” I return.

We stare at each other for a second too long.

Mila clears her throat.

“So,” she says brightly, “you two are going to talk, and I am going to... not be here.”

“You’re absolutely staying,” I say.

“Nope,” she pops the “p,” already backing away. “You need to do this without a buffer.”

“I need supervision.”

“You’ll survive.”

“Mila—”

She’s already halfway to the back.

“Don’t scare him off!” she calls.

“I am not the one who’s scary!” I shoot back.

The door to the back room swings shut. And just like that—

It’s just me. And him. 

Great. I turn back slowly.

Liam hasn’t moved.

Still watching me. Like this is interesting. Like I’m interesting. 

I don’t like that.

“So,” I say, because silence is worse. “You’re the guy who owes Mila a favor.”

“That’s me.”

“That’s vague.”

“So was your pitch,” he counters.

I narrow my eyes. “It wasn’t vague. It was selective.”

“It was desperate.”

I bristle. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough.”

“Oh, really?” I step a little closer. “Enlighten me.”

His gaze drops briefly—quick, assessing—then back up.

“You lie fast,” he says. “But not clean.”

My jaw ticks.

“You hesitate right before you commit to something,” he continues, calm as ever. “Like you’re still deciding if it’s worth it.”

“That’s called thinking.”

“That’s called giving yourself away.”

I cross my arms tighter.

“You’re very confident for someone who just met me.”

“I’m observant,” he says.

“That’s worse.”

A flicker of amusement touches his mouth. There it is. He’s enjoying this. I hate that he’s enjoying this.

“Well,” I say, lifting my chin slightly, “since you’ve apparently psychoanalyzed me in under a minute, let me return the favor.”
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