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The late afternoon sun slanted through the kitchen window, casting long shadows across the countertop as I leaned against it, phone pressed to my ear. My mother’s voice crackled through the speaker, sharp and unyielding, like it always was when she got on this topic.

“David, baby, when are you finally going to settle down? Your cousins are all married with kids now. Your auntie Rosa keeps asking me why my son is still alone. What am I supposed to tell her?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, my glasses slipping slightly before I pushed them back up. The same conversation, every other week. The same pressure, the same guilt. “I know, Mom. I’ve just been busy with work.”

“Busy?” She scoffed. “You sit in front of a computer all day. How busy can you be? You need to find a good woman, David. Someone who’ll take care of you. Someone who’ll give me grandchildren before I’m too old to enjoy them.”

I exhaled through my nose, my fingers tightening around the phone. “It’s not that simple. I don’t just—”

“It is that simple!” she cut in, her voice rising. “You’re handsome, you’re smart, you have a good job. What’s the problem? Are you waiting for some perfect woman to fall into your lap?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the words died on my tongue when movement outside the window caught my eye. Ana stood near the edge of the patio, her back to me, her shoulders shaking. Even from here, I could see the way her hands clenched at her sides, the way her breath hitched. She wasn’t just upset—she was crying.

My stomach twisted.

“Mom, I gotta go,” I said abruptly, already pulling the phone away from my ear.

“David—”

“Later.” I ended the call before she could protest, tossing the phone onto the counter without a second thought. My pulse thrummed in my ears as I pushed away from the island and strode toward the back door. The wooden floor creaked under my sneakers, the sound swallowed by the sudden heaviness in the air.

Ana didn’t hear me approach. She stood there, her plus-sized frame wrapped in her usual pink yoga pants and a bright yellow tank top, the fabric clinging to the soft curves of her back. Her long, dark hair was pulled into a high ponytail, but strands had escaped, sticking to her damp cheeks. She wiped at her face with the back of her hand, her breath shuddering.

I hesitated for only a second before stepping outside, the screen door groaning softly behind me. The late summer heat hit me immediately, thick and humid, but I barely noticed. All I could focus on was the way Ana’s shoulders tensed as she heard the door, how she quickly turned, her dark eyes wide and glistening, like she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.

“Ana—” My voice came out rougher than I intended. I cleared my throat. “Hey. What’s wrong?”

She blinked, her lashes wet, and for a second, I thought she might lie. Tell me it was nothing, that she was fine. But then her lower lip trembled, and she pressed her fingers to her mouth, her breath hitching again. “Mr. Washington, I—”

“David,” I corrected automatically. “You don’t have to call me that.”

She swallowed hard, her gaze dropping to the concrete beneath her sandals. “I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

I stepped closer, my hands twitching at my sides. I wasn’t good at this—comforting people. I never knew what to say, what to do. But the sight of her like this, her usually warm, open face twisted in distress, made my chest ache. “You can talk to me,” I said, quieter now. “What happened?”

Ana exhaled shakily, her fingers curling into fists before relaxing again. “It’s my dad,” she admitted, her voice thick. “He needs another round of treatments, and the bills—” She shook her head, her breath coming faster. “I thought I had it covered, but the clinic called today. They said if I don’t pay the rest by Friday, they’ll send it to collections. And I don’t have it. I don’t have any of it.”

My throat tightened. I knew how much she sent back home to her family, how hard she worked. She cleaned my house twice a week, always with a smile, always humming under her breath. I’d never seen her like this—broken. “How much do you need?”

She let out a bitter laugh, wiping at her cheeks again. “More than I have. I’ve got ten dollars in my account, David. Ten dollars. And the next payment is due in three days.”

Ten dollars.

The number hit me like a punch to the gut. I had more than that in loose change scattered around my house. The unfairness of it made my hands clench. “Ana—”

“I don’t want your pity,” she said quickly, her voice sharp now, defensive. “I just—I didn’t mean to break down like this. I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

I watched her for a long moment, the way her chin lifted, the way she squared her shoulders, like she was trying to pull herself back together right in front of me. But her eyes still glistened, her breath still hitched.

And then, like a spark in the dark, an idea struck me.

It was reckless. Stupid, even. But the way she looked at me—like she was drowning, like she was one wrong move away from sinking completely—I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing.

“What if,” I started slowly, my pulse picking up, “you didn’t have to figure it out alone?”

Ana frowned, her brows drawing together. “What do you mean?”

I rubbed the back of my neck, suddenly hyper-aware of how ridiculous this was going to sound. “What if you posed as my girlfriend?”

Silence.

Ana stared at me, her expression blank with shock. “What?”

I rushed on before I could chicken out. “Hear me out. My mom’s been on my case for months about finding someone. She’s threatening to set me up with every single woman in the city if I don’t bring someone to her birthday party next weekend. If you came as my girlfriend, she’d back off. And I’d pay you.”

Ana’s eyes widened. “You’d pay me?”

“Two hundred a week,” I said, the number tumbling out before I could second-guess it. “Just until the party. Maybe a few dates beforehand so it looks real. That’d be enough to cover your dad’s bills, right?”

She didn’t answer. She just kept staring at me, her mouth slightly open, like she wasn’t sure if she’d heard me correctly.

“I know it’s weird,” I admitted, my face heating. “But it’s just temporary. And it’d help us both. You’d get the money you need, and I’d get my mom off my back. No strings. No—” I gestured vaguely between us. “No expectations.”

Ana pressed her lips together, her gaze dropping to the ground again. I could see the wheels turning in her head, the way her fingers twisted together. “You’re serious.”

“Dead serious.”

She let out a slow breath, her shoulders rising and falling. “And you’d really pay me two hundred dollars a week?”

“Yes.”

“Just to pretend?”

“Just to pretend,” I confirmed.

She was quiet for so long I thought she might say no. That she’d call me crazy, walk away, and never speak to me again. But then she looked up, her dark eyes meeting mine, and something in her expression shifted—something fragile, something hopeful.

“Okay,” she said softly. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

The relief that flooded through me was so intense it made my knees weak. I exhaled, my shoulders sagging. “Really?”

She nodded, a small, tremulous smile tugging at her lips. “Yeah. Really.”

I grinned before I could stop myself, the weight of the last hour lifting off my chest. “Thank you,” I said, and it came out more sincere than I meant it to. “You have no idea how much this helps me too.”

Ana laughed softly, shaking her head. “I think I do.” She wiped at her cheeks one last time, her fingers lingering near the small beauty mark above her left eyebrow. “So. When do we start?”

I pulled out my phone, unlocking the screen. “How about now?”

Her eyes widened. “Now?”

“First date,” I said, already pulling up the movie theater’s website. “We should get to know each other if we’re going to sell this. And I haven’t been to the movies in ages.”

Ana hesitated, her teeth worrying her lower lip. “I don’t know, David. I look like a mess.”

I glanced at her—her flushed face, her slightly swollen eyes, the way her tank top clung to her curves. She was beautiful. Always had been. But I didn’t say that. “You look fine,” I said instead. “And it’s just me. No one else.”

She studied me for a long moment, then let out a slow breath. “Okay. But I’m paying for my own ticket.”

I smirked. “Deal.”

Twenty minutes later, we were in my car, the engine humming as I pulled into the theater’s parking lot. Ana had insisted on stopping by her place to freshen up, and when she’d come back, her face was clean, her hair re-tied, her lips glossed with something shiny. She’d changed into a loose, floral sundress that flowed over her curves, the fabric swishing around her knees as she walked. She smelled like vanilla and something citrusy, warm and bright all at once.

I tried not to stare.

“So,” she said as I turned off the engine, “what are we seeing?”

I glanced at the marquee. “There’s a classic film festival this week. They’re playing Casablanca.”

Ana’s eyes lit up. “No way. I love that movie.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen it?”

“Of course I’ve seen it,” she said, laughing as she unbuckled her seatbelt. “My abuela used to watch it all the time. She said it was the most romantic movie ever made.”

“It’s overrated,” I teased, stepping out of the car.

Ana gasped, mock-offended. “Take that back.”

I held the door open for her as we walked toward the entrance, the warm evening air wrapping around us. “I’m just saying, the ending’s depressing. He lets her go.”

“That’s what makes it perfect,” Ana argued, stepping inside ahead of me. The theater’s cool air hit us immediately, a welcome relief from the heat. “Sometimes love means letting someone be happy, even if it’s not with you.”

I frowned, following her to the ticket counter. “That sounds miserable.”

She laughed, shaking her head as she pulled out her wallet. “You’re such a romantic.”

“I never said I was,” I muttered, but I was smiling.

We bought our tickets—she insisted on paying for hers, despite my protests—and grabbed popcorn and drinks before heading into the nearly empty theater. The lights were already dimming as we took our seats, Ana settling into the plush chair beside me with a contented sigh.

“This is nice,” she said, kicking off her sandals and tucking her feet beneath her. “I haven’t been to the movies in forever.”

“Me neither,” I admitted, tearing open the popcorn bag. The buttery smell filled the air between us. “I usually just stream stuff at home.”

Ana took a handful of popcorn, her fingers brushing against mine. A spark of something shot up my arm, and I pulled back slightly, my pulse jumping. She didn’t seem to notice. “You should get out more,” she said, popping a kernel into her mouth. “It’s good for you.”

“Says the woman who works two jobs and still finds time to go to the movies,” I countered.

She shrugged, a small smile playing on her lips. “I make time for the things I love.”

The lights faded completely, the opening credits rolling across the screen. Ana leaned back in her seat, her arm resting on the armrest between us, her dress riding up slightly to reveal the soft curve of her knee. I tried to focus on the movie, but I was hyper-aware of her—her warmth, the way her breath hitched when Bogart’s voice filled the theater, the way she laughed softly at the funny parts.

Halfway through, she turned to me, her eyes bright in the dark. “You know,” she whispered, “you’re not as awkward as I thought you were.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

She grinned. “I always figured you for the quiet, brooding type. But you’re actually pretty funny.”

“I’m hilarious,” I deadpanned.

She laughed, the sound low and warm, and something tight in my chest loosened.

By the time the credits rolled, I’d forgotten we were even pretending.

Ana stretched beside me, her arms lifting above her head, the hem of her dress riding up her thighs. I forced my gaze away, my face heating. “So,” she said, yawning, “was it as depressing as you thought?”

“Worse,” I lied.

She smirked. “Liar.”

We walked out together, the theater’s bright lights making us both squint. The parking lot was quieter now, the air cooler, the sky a deep, bruised purple as the sun set. Ana hugged her arms around herself, her sandals slapping softly against the pavement.

“You cold?” I asked.

“A little,” she admitted.

Without thinking, I slipped off my hoodie and draped it over her shoulders. She looked up at me, surprised, but then she pulled it tighter around herself, the fabric swallowing her frame. “Thanks,” she murmured.

I nodded, my hands shoved into my jeans pockets. “So. Was this okay? For a first date?”

Ana tilted her head, considering. “It was nice,” she said finally. “But next time, you’re picking something with a happier ending.”

I laughed. “Deal.”

We reached the car, and I unlocked the doors, the beep echoing in the quiet lot. Ana hesitated before sliding into the passenger seat, her fingers lingering on the door handle. “David?”

“Yeah?”

She bit her lip, her dark eyes searching mine. “Thank you. For today. For... everything.”

My chest tightened. “You don’t have to thank me.”

She smiled, soft and genuine, and for the first time, I let myself really look at her—not as my maid, not as a woman in need, but as Ana. The way her hair framed her face, the way her lips curved when she was happy, the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed.

“I’ll see you Friday,” she said, settling into her seat.

I closed the door behind her, my pulse thrumming.

Friday couldn’t come soon enough.
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The late afternoon sun hung like a molten coin in the sky, pressing down on the roof of my car as I killed the engine. Ana sat beside me, her fingers worrying the hem of her sundress—a riot of red and gold flowers against the olive warmth of her skin. The dress was new. I’d never seen it before, never seen her like this—curves accentuated, cleavage hinting just enough to make my throat tighten every time I glanced her way. She’d pulled her dark hair into some kind of twist at the back of her head, tendrils escaping to frame her face, and the scent of her—something citrusy and warm, like oranges left in the sun—filled the car.

“You sure this is gonna work?” Her voice was thinner than usual, edged with something that wasn’t just nerves. Fear, maybe. Or doubt.

I flexed my hands around the steering wheel, the leather creaking under my grip. “It’ll be fine,” I said, but even to my own ears, it sounded like a lie. We had to sell this. My mother had been hounding me for years about settling down, about finding someone “worthy,” whatever the hell that meant. And Ana? She needed the cover story—something to tell her father’s friends when they asked why she wasn’t married yet, why she was still cleaning houses and waiting tables at twenty eight instead of being a proper Mexican daughter with a husband and kids. So here we were. Two frauds, about to walk into a den of people who’d see right through us if we slipped up even once.
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