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One



A little black box sits in his outstretched hand.


The shape is so recognizable, my breath catches. It could be earrings, I think wildly. His smile is shy, hazel eyes shining with hope at the unspoken question between us. Adrenaline surges in my veins, keeping me at attention. My heart thumps so hard my ears fill with the sound of rushing blood until it’s all I can hear. Thump. Thump. Thump. When he opens the box, I let out a gasp.


Definitely not earrings.


The ring nestled inside is modest and delicate, the diamond elegantly set in a gold band surrounded by a cluster of smaller stones. My mouth opens as if to speak, but all that comes out is a muted noise from the back of my throat. The ring is stunning, but that’s hardly the most important aspect of this moment. His eyes stay trained on my face, analyzing for any clue he can. I hold out my hand for a closer look, and he deposits the box into it.


Dread settles in my stomach as I realize what this means, but I try not to show my emotions on my face. I’ve learned to become good at that when it comes to Ben Young.


“Well?” he asks, no longer able to contain himself. Then, the question that threatens to undo me completely—


“Do you think she’ll like it?”


The chatter of the restaurant dulls to a low register. We’re surrounded on all sides by the early lunch crowd, but I can’t hear a single sound. He means Alice Cho, his girlfriend of eight years and future recipient of this engagement ring. I don’t care how long they’ve been dating or what anyone else has to say about it, but twenty-seven is far too young to be thinking about marriage. But then again, anyone else would argue that I’m just bitter the man I’m pining over is legally binding himself to someone else until death do they part. And maybe I am, despite how close our friendship still is after all these years. I want him to be happy regardless of my feelings. Not that anyone aside from Angela, my other best friend, knows about these feelings.


I haven’t been close with Alice in years so I can’t say if the ring is to her taste, but the style is hardly what matters. It’s the love between them that does, and for all my years of pining, I’ve never been able to question that. I glance across the table at Ben, meeting his hopeful eyes. My mouth turns up into a smile I don’t feel, but it fools him anyway. Hiding your true feelings is easy when the person you’re hiding from has never really seen you to begin with.


“It’s perfect,” I tell him, because it is. The lasagna primavera I just scarfed down churns in my stomach. I swallow hard past a wave of nausea. I can’t tell if it’s nerves or acid reflux making me queasy, or maybe just the diamond staring up at me. Taunting. When I can no longer stand to look at the thing, I shut the tiny box with a loud snap and hastily hand it back to him. He’s too preoccupied to note any sign of agitation on my end.


“You really think so?” Ben asks, guarding the box close to his chest. A lock of light brown hair falls over his brow, making him look boyish and fragile. He glances down at the object his hands are cradling with a wary expression, like he’s looking down at his heart instead. And I suppose, to him, he is. There are enough metaphors out there to make the two synonymous.


“Are you kidding?” I ask with forced cheer, but it comes out so smooth you’d never know that internally I’m quaking. He visibly brightens at my tone. “She’d be a fool to say no.”


His tense shoulders deflate immediately, the edges of his mouth turning up as he returns my fake smile with one that is undeniably real. He flashes a full row of straight, shiny white teeth, and the sight makes me smile brighter. A hint of real amid the plaster because his happiness is ultimately what I want most for him. Even if it’s at the expense of mine.


“You really think so, Marcela?” he asks.


“She’s going to love it,” I say with as much assurance as I can muster. If I ever had another chance with Ben, that time is long gone, and has been for a while. Years, probably, if I’m being honest. Still, I’m ashamed to admit just how much time I’ve spent holding out hope that one day he’ll see that he was an idiot to ever say we were better off as just friends. God, it should feel like a lifetime ago, but our freshman year at the University of Texas at San Antonio still feels like just yesterday.


Wishful thinking.


Now, with the engagement ring between us, I’m struck by just how long it’s been. The years wear on me all at once, a wave of exhaustion crashing over me.


“Stop worrying,” I tell him, reforming my supportive-friend facade. “When are you gonna pop the question?”


“I was thinking this weekend. I have a reservation at Whiskey Cake on Friday night. I’m just not sure if I should ask during dinner or wait until after when we’re alone.”


“Whatever you choose, just please, for the love of God, don’t put it in her wineglass.” He laughs, probably thinking of the way she’d downed shots throughout college. We all went pretty hard back then, but Alice could drink us all to shame. The girl can chug a full keg of beer without thinking twice. “Otherwise, y’all will be celebrating the rest of the night in the emergency room.”


“You might have a point.” He smiles, his eyes lighting up with unbridled happiness. “I can’t believe this is really happening.”


You and me both.


“Well, believe it!” I exclaim with feigned enthusiasm. “And tell me all about it on Monday. I wanna hear every detail.”


I most certainly do not, but what else can I possibly say? The truth I haven’t once dared to utter out loud? Doubtful. We spend the rest of lunch chatting about all possible outcomes, how his parents will respond to the news when (he says “if,” but I already know it’s a forgone conclusion) she says yes, until the check arrives and we part ways in the parking lot.


Once I’m safely tucked away in my car, I allow the emotions I’ve been holding off to finally crash over me. I had no idea until today what Ben’s been planning. That he and Alice have talked about building a more permanent life together. Tears sting my eyes, but I’m too stubborn to let them fall. So stupid.


This shouldn’t have been a surprise to me. They’ve been together since they were nineteen. Nearly a decade. It’d be weird if marriage wasn’t on their minds. But even still, this, an honest-to-God engagement ring, is a gut punch I never saw coming.


I’ve known for a while now that I have to get over this silly crush, but today was a wake-up call. If Ben and I were ever going to happen for real, it would’ve happened already. Now I can move on. After a pumpkin empanada or six.
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Friday night, I arrive back at my apartment from work with my second box of pan dulce this week to drown my feelings in. Stress-eating is my time-honored tradition, and pumpkin empanadas are my kryptonite. Consequence of having a Mexican mother with an all-powerful sweet-tooth gene. I’ll feel guilty in the morning but will do nothing about it until Sunday, when my best friend, Angela Gutierrez, comes over for our weekly morning walk on the trail outside my building. It’s the only exercise we get since neither of us can afford gym memberships with our salaries. Not that I would ever step foot inside a gym willingly.


My two-bedroom apartment is tiny, but it’s all I need. A plush, heather-gray couch is pushed in the corner of the living room facing a small black TV stand, where my twenty-inch smart TV resides. I’m not even sure my apartment comes with cable, but there’s no need for it when a good chunk of my paycheck is divided among three different streaming sites. The living room and kitchen are separated by this weird half wall that transitions into the dining bar past the couch. I keep most of my library books along the half wall, as well as on the antique entrance table by the front door. If I keep them with the books I already own, they’ll never get returned and I’ll be the first librarian to ever get their library card permanently confiscated.


My best friend arrives moments after I do, announcing herself by ringing the doorbell five more times than necessary. When I let her in, she’s carrying a familiar, nondescript white paper bag I immediately recognize from our favorite panadería downtown. Bless her.


“Oh, shit, you beat me!” Angela exclaims when she spots the equally nondescript white box sitting on my coffee table. “How are you already here when I got off an hour before you?”


“Erica let me go early. Apparently, I’ve been nothing but useless to myself and others all day.” Those weren’t her exact words, but I wouldn’t have blamed her for saying them. My boss was much nicer when she sent me home, telling me to sleep off my “mind fog” when the third person I’d checked out left the building to the blaring sound of alarm bells. There’s a reason we bump the books before handing them off to patrons, and three is too many times to forget in one day. Angela was buried in shelving all day, so I’m not surprised she didn’t notice.


“It was a slow day, anyway.”


“You need to get out of this funk, Marcela,” Angela says. Then she holds out her hand. “All right, let’s see it.”


I hand over my phone with a dramatic groan. Her expression turns contemplative as she reads over the profile I’ve just updated. Underneath my name and age—Marcela Ortiz, 27—is my job title and a list of my favorite authors, quotes, and drinks. Her eyes narrow the longer she reads, until finally she shakes her head in disapproval.


“No.” She hands me my phone back. “Absolutely unacceptable.”


“Oh, come on! I thought I did a pretty good job this time.”


“You cannot put an obscure quote from An Ember in the Ashes in your Tinder bio.” She rolls her eyes at my pout. “Read the room, Marcela.”


“What? I thought it was fitting, considering the circumstances.”


She rolls her eyes again so hard that I’m surprised she doesn’t get brain damage on the spot. “Your subliminal messaging is positively uncanny.”


I look down at my phone and read over the quote in my bio.




“There are two kinds of guilt: the kind that drowns you until you’re useless, and the kind that fires your soul to purpose.”





It had been Angela’s idea to revive my dating accounts when I told her all about my painful lunch with Ben. She wasn’t nearly as surprised as I was to learn that Ben was taking the next big step in his relationship with Alice, which only shows how far removed from reality my own feelings have made me. Loving someone you can’t have is exhausting. But loving someone who’s in a committed relationship crushes you under a thousand-pound weight of guilt and shame until it bleeds you dry. Living under that weight isn’t just unsustainable, it’s also lonely and heartbreaking and unbearable and I can’t do it for a second longer.


So, in choosing Tinder, I’m choosing the latter. Fire my soul to purpose, baby.


“Sabaa Tahir is too wise for this world,” I say, almost wistfully. Then I glance over my shoulder at my friend with an innocent look. “Too deep for Tinder?”


“I really don’t think I need to answer that.”


She snatches the phone out of my hand before I can blink, fingers darting across the keyboard to rewrite a half hours’ worth of thoughtful consideration. Angela finishes typing in under two minutes, and when she hands my phone back to me, I guffaw as my eyes trail down the screen. Apparently, I live for spontaneous adventure and am NOT looking for anything serious. She even changed two of my three profile pictures, and my teen librarian title is gone.


“Casual.” My brain sticks on the word, refusing to make sense of it. “I really don’t think I’m a ‘casual’ kind of girl.”


“No better time to start than now. You should be using Tinder for what it’s intended for.” Her curly hair bounces off her shoulders as she leans forward to grab a bright yellow concha from the box on the coffee table. “One-night stands.”


Angela, ever the commitment-phobe. She has her pick of romantic interests, being beautiful, willowy, and tall, with gorgeous hazel eyes and olive-toned skin. Although she’s quick to dole out relationship advice, she’s never actually had one of her own. Not even a fling, for as long as I’ve known her. The girl can expertly flirt her way to free drinks for an entire table, but she rejects every single advance that comes her way. I’ve always wondered if there was a reason for that.


“When have you ever used Tinder for a one-night stand?” I shoot back, raising my brows at her.


“I’ve never used dating apps in general. I have no interest in them.” I’ve always suspected as much, but I’m still a bit surprised by the confirmation. “My time will come when it comes. But you”—she shakes a bony finger at me—“you need all the help you can get.”


I heave a sigh. She’s not wrong about that.


“I still don’t think a one-night stand is the answer.”


“Not according to every rom-com out there,” she insists, voice slightly garbled around a mouthful of pan. Once she swallows, her expression turns serious. “They’ve been together a long time, Marcela. You can’t keep doing this to yourself.” I look away from her, not wanting to go down this rabbit hole again. “I know it’s tough, but you should’ve done this a long time ago.”


“It’s not like I haven’t tried. I don’t like the idea of random hookups. It all seems too nerve-racking.”


I’ve been on a string of failed first dates, enough talking phases to test my sanity, and exactly two relationships (if you could call them that, given that both fell apart almost as quickly as they came) since Ben. Maybe if any part of me found dating exciting, I wouldn’t have so much trouble. As it is, my body confidence is in constant fluctuation depending on the day and dating only adds more pressure to that. Sure, when I’m feeling particularly confident, I can appreciate the hourglass figure my soft curves form—a large bust that dips into a slightly tapered waist before widening into rounded hips and thick thighs. My butt, however, is surprisingly flat. Of all the departments to fall short in, it would be the one area I wish a little more fat would travel to.


But I never know how the men I date, and potentially become intimate with, will react when they see my body. I’ve been burned before, the few times I actively participated in hookup culture. And that was with men I spent time getting to know, only for them to turn around and treat me like crap in bed. They got what they wanted from me, but what did I get? Certainly not what I’d (ahem, didn’t) come for. Not decency, not respect. Not even a call or text back after, though the ghosts were almost preferable to the ones who’d attempted to let me down easy directly after sex. As if telling someone you’d just been inside that you never wanted to see them again wasn’t gross enough, there aren’t enough showers in the world to wash off the shame of hearing I wasn’t their “usual type,” or even worse, that they weren’t attracted to me. That one was a head scratcher until I realized it was a coded way of saying what they were too afraid to.


Score one for fatphobia, followed by another point for every time I internalized that shit. Which is why until now, I’ve practically given up on dating entirely. I’m able to love my body so much more when I’m not bombarded with the reminder that there are plenty of men who don’t. I’m not interested in putting myself in that position again.


“Okay, then how ’bout a fling?” Angela suggests instead, brows waggling suggestively. “Get to know the guy a little bit before jumping into his pants, and then never speak to him again.”


I scrunch up my face. “That sounds mean.”


“Or let him loose gently into the wind for the next girl to find,” she amends. “Happy?”


“Not particularly.” I let out a sigh, knowing I don’t have much of a choice if I’m serious about getting over Ben. “But I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try.”


Angela finds the vodka stashed on top of my refrigerator as I swipe left and right with no real meaning. I take a shot when I get my first match, and then another when the guy never responds to my message. When the bottle is halfway gone, Angela takes my phone and sticks it with hers inside the lock case under my TV stand. The two of us have too many shared secrets not to secure our phones somewhere far, far away when the booze comes out.


By midnight, we’re both trashed and laughing for no reason. It’s the best I’ve felt all day, which I drunkenly gush to her.


“This is how I know it’s time to cut you off.” She snatches the bottle out of my hand. When I pout, she says, “Pobrecita. You’ll get over it.” I’m not sure if she’s talking about the vodka or Ben. Either way, I don’t believe her.


She crashes onto my bed right beside me, fast asleep as soon as her head hits the pillow. Her soft snores fill the bedroom, keeping me up. I lie awake next to her, my head swimming with thoughts of diamond rings and randomized Tinder profiles.


The next morning, after retrieving my phone from the lock case, my first text message of the day is from Ben.




She said yes!!!





I type out a quick reply, “Knew she would!” and roll over with a loud groan. Angela remains fast asleep, and I envy her. My head is pounding from last night, and my heart is pounding for reasons too early in the day to abuse myself with. But what’s done is done. Yet another outcome I can’t change.















Two





Please Join Us For an


Engagement Party


In Honor of






Ben Young and Alice Cho






Saturday, September 30th


At Seven O’clock in the Evening





I look down at the gold foil, the afternoon sunlight bouncing off the lettering as dread sinks low in my stomach. Reality settles over me for the second time, as if knowing I’d willfully overlook it the first. He’s getting married. It’s real now, as real as the embossing beneath my fingertips.


Surprisingly, Alice was the one who came over to hand-deliver the invitation. She’s wearing light-wash jeans and a cream mock-neck sweater that hugs her frame in all the right ways. I envied her that, when she first started dating Ben. Her straight black hair falls sleekly past her shoulders, her light brown eyes narrowed slightly, as if she can see right through me. There’s no malice in her expression, but it’s always unnerved me how keen her gaze is. How naturally inquisitive. I’ve never breathed a word of my feelings for her boyfriend—fiancé now—to anyone besides Angela, but I can never quite shake the feeling that she knows. Not that she’s ever breathed as much, either.


Maybe it’s just paranoia.


Her smile is warm despite the knowledge shining in her eyes. “It’s gonna be at the Gardens. Our families are all coming down for it, and then there’ll be brunch on Sunday at the Guenther House with close friends and family. You’re invited to brunch too, of course. It’s a wonder we’ve been able to get everything together so quickly at the last minute!”


“Right? It hasn’t even been a week.” I glance up at her from the invitation. “How’d you guys manage to get the venue so soon?”


“Turns out Ben’s been doing some planning of his own,” she says idly. “He had the place booked over a month ago! I’d be shocked at his presumption if I wasn’t floating on cloud nine.” She chuckles lightly at this and I join her, hoping she doesn’t see through the fake sound.


There was a time in college when we were close. She was the first friend I made at freshman orientation and we carried that over into sophomore year. Then she and Ben started dating. Before they became serious, we remained close, but I also felt betrayed on a level I could never convey to her. Ben and I had only been out on a few dates, and we remained close friends afterward. We hung out with our group of friends, night after night, and I never once let it slip that I was still holding out hope that we might try again one day.


I kept it cool at the time, but I also kept my distance from Alice from that point on. Ever since, there’s always been a discernible awkwardness that hangs over every conversation we have by ourselves. Even years later, when I should be over it. But I’m not even over her boyfriend—fiancé. I can already tell I’ll never get used to saying that. The betrayal she doesn’t even know she committed still stings, even as the guilt heats my skin and makes me break out in a sweat each time we interact.


“Well, let me know if you need any help setting up,” I offer, if only to seem like I’m not slowly dying on the inside. The least I can do is redeem myself by helping ensure the party goes off without a hitch. Not that she needs to know there’s an ulterior motive to my kindness. “You can count on me to make any part of the process less stressful.”


“Oh, that’s such a sweet offer.” She puts both hands over her heart, the engagement ring on her finger catching the light like a warning sign. “Actually, since you brought it up, do you think you could pick up Ben’s brother from the airport? He’s coming back from an away game in Atlanta.”


Right. I always forget about Ben’s NFL player brother. Why can’t I be like the rest of Alice’s friends and lust after him instead?


“His flight arrives Friday morning, and I’m having such a hard time getting the day off.”


“Of course. Happy to do it.” I’ve met Theo only a handful of times. He and Ben used to be inseparable when they were younger, but they drifted apart when Theo left home for college. Over the years, I’ve pieced together that there was some sort of rift between them, but I’ve never gotten a clear answer from Ben about what happened to cause it. They barely speak now, but of course Theo would still want to celebrate with them. He’s family. I’m sure whatever their differences are, he’d still want to congratulate them.


“You’re a lifesaver! Thank you so much. He’ll be staying with me and Ben. I actually have a spare key on me, hold on.” She digs through her purse for a moment before coming up with the shiny silver key. “Here.”


“Oh, cool.” I force yet another smile I don’t feel. “You can count on me.”


“Thank you so much, Marcela.” She wraps me in a hug, smiling sweetly as we say our goodbyes. “You’re too good to us. I’ll see you at the party.”


“Can’t wait!” I lie, my face stretched into the fakest smile of my life.


When I return to my bedroom, I swipe through Tinder for half an hour. Just when I’m about to give up, my phone pings with a match. I wait for him to message first this time, continuously skimming over profiles and swiping until I let out a groan. Needing a distraction from Tinder, I open up the message app and tell Angela about the engagement party. Her reply comes right away.




You need to bring a date.





I groan again, furiously typing that there are no good men left on Tinder. We argue back and forth for a bit before I finally give a half-assed reply that I’ll try harder. This is so obviously a lie that she doesn’t bother to send more than an eye-roll emoji. I leave her on read and take a shower, hoping to wash off the stench of despair and longing before next weekend arrives.
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The first time I met Theo Young, he was drunk off his ass.


It was three months into my sophomore year of college, and until then I’d only encountered fun drunks. Sorority girls dancing on tabletops. Frat bros stripping themselves of all clothing before cannonballing into the pool at the activity center. Even I had been a fun drunk at the few parties I’d been to thus far. Lost my inhibitions as well as myself to the music and talked way too much for my own good. But Theo was far from fun that night.


He was… angry, maybe? Not at anyone in particular, except maybe himself. If there’s a word to combine rage and sorrow, Theo was that. He drank himself into a stupor in Ben’s student apartment, shattered two bottles of tequila and then a mirror with his own hand. When his face was scrunched with incoming tears, I had the oddest feeling it wasn’t due to any sort of physical pain. His scream woke half the building, but by the time we got a noise complaint and a visit from campus security, he was already out cold. I’d been scared seeing him like that, but not for myself. Not even for Ben, though he had been backed against a corner the entire night, face sheet white. I wondered what could drive a person to destroy himself like that, and not care who was watching.


It wasn’t until he was asleep that Ben tended to his brother’s wounded hand. I watched over his shoulder as he cleaned it, my stomach churning at the amount of blood gushing from such a deceptively tiny cut. He looked so small, wincing as he wiped down the cuts with rubbing alcohol wipes, as if scared his brother would wake up from the sting of pain and continue on his rampage. Looking back, that night is what made me fall for Ben even more. We were broken up by then, but my heart ached as I watched the careful way he cared for his brother. Even when I was sure Theo didn’t deserve such kindness, after visiting Ben only to act like that the entire time. I made my excuses and left soon after, not imagining the morning after could be any better.


Later, Ben told me about Theo’s injury. A torn ACL had shot his chances at playing pro football and had been the reason for his drunken furor. “He pushes himself too hard” had been Ben’s explanation. “He’s had problems with his knee before, but he never lets himself heal properly.”


For the meantime, that was that. The end of a career before it could begin. Or so we thought. The sideline turned out to be only temporary, but none of us knew it back then.


The second time I saw Theo I hardly recognized him, and not just because a year and a half had passed in the time between. Not only was he sober, but he was also smiling as wide as his mouth could stretch, genuine happiness shining in his eyes. We were at a brunch date with Alice and Ben the day after they moved in together.


Theo pulled me aside later to apologize for the first time we met. I was struck by his earnestness, so at odds with the thrashing man I’d been faced with before. Even more so that he even remembered I’d been there that night. He was so drunk, I assumed he’d blacked out. He wouldn’t let me wave off his apology like it was nothing, my usual gut response when anyone tries to apologize to me for any reason, even a warranted one.


“Truly, Marcela. If I scared or hurt you at all that night, I’m sorry,” he said, a gentle hand laid on my shoulder. “I should’ve controlled myself better. But believe me, it won’t happen again.” I wasn’t sure why he bothered making that kind of promise to me when we barely knew each other.


Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Ben watching us closely. His eyes were narrowed in thought, body poised to rise from his seat at the first sign of trouble. Theo’s back was to him, so he didn’t notice. The conversation didn’t last long, but something about it made me uneasy. Like there was a piece missing in this puzzle, but I was the only oblivious one.


As for Theo, I could hardly reconcile the two versions I’d seen of him. I still can’t say which one is real.


Now, when I reach the airport, I set my car in park and wait for him to arrive at pickup. It doesn’t take long to spot his blond head, mostly because he’s at least half a foot taller than the crowd of people around him. I roll down the passenger window and wave him over. He deposits his bags in the trunk before settling into the passenger seat of my tiny Chevrolet.


“Hey.” Not much has changed in his appearance since the last time I saw him. That was a few years ago, maybe? He’d puked in a ficus at brunch, then tipped the waitress a hundred bucks to make up for it. As nice a gesture as that was, I’m still convinced the guy has some serious issues to work through. His hair is shorter than I remember, cropped close to his scalp. He’s dressed in gray sweatpants and a hoodie despite the heat, but I imagine beneath all those layers he’s still built like a god. At least, that’s what Christine, Alice’s best friend, says every time he comes down to visit. Every year, it gets harder and harder for Alice to pull her away from the poor guy. It’s no surprise she asked me for the favor instead.


“Thanks for picking me up. You didn’t need to trouble yourself.”


“It’s not a problem. I already had the day off and no plans to speak of,” I say with an easy laugh. “So, can you believe Ben and Alice are getting married?” I don’t actually want to talk about Ben and Alice, but I don’t know what else to say around this man I barely know. Since our only commonality is Ben, there really isn’t much else to make small talk about. “It still feels like we’re too young to be settling down.”


He grunts but doesn’t reply. Okay? Maybe he doesn’t want to talk about their engagement either, though I can’t imagine what his reasons are. I go for a new angle.


“How was the game?” Even as the question comes out of my mouth, I brace myself for the answer. My knowledge of football is abysmal at best, and I certainly don’t care to change that. The UTSA team was historically bad when I was there, but that didn’t stop a concerning amount of students from using home games as a chance to start tailgating at eight in the morning. While all our friends spent the day drinking, Ben and I would skip out in favor of a movie. Though he’d played in high school, Ben seemed to want nothing to do with the sport. Even now, he still changes the channel when a football game comes on.


But surprisingly, all I get from Theo is another grunt. His shoulders sink, head turning away from the windshield. Okay… so no football talk, either. Geez, what else is there to talk about with this guy?


Nothing, apparently. The rest of the car ride is mostly silent, except for when I blaze over a speed bump and Theo’s head hits the roof of my car with a loud thunk. I apologize profusely and offer him Advil from my purse, already digging through it before he can respond. I end up driving over another bump while I’m distracted. My car veers slightly left before Theo makes a grab for the wheel to straighten it.


“Sorry.” My voice goes higher as I take the wheel back, face heating from embarrassment. Thankfully the residential road is deserted, so we don’t run the risk of cops being called and mistaking me for a drunk driver. When I shoot a glance at Theo, he’s clutching the top of his head with one hand.


“Small car problems.” I shoot him a sheepish smile. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to drive with tall people in the passenger seat.”


“It’s okay,” he assures me, an amused quirk to his lips. It’s not quite a smile, but it’s enough of something to put me at ease. “You get used to it in my field. I only wish I brought my helmet.”


I laugh half-heartedly at the joke. My smile is cautious, because even though he’s finally loosened up, I’m still wondering what thoughts he’s keeping to himself.


When we arrive at Ben and Alice’s apartment, it’s not a moment too soon. He thanks me for the ride before making his way up the stairs with his bags. I’m still not sure what to make of Theo. Every time I think of him, I see his body sprawled out on the tile floor, shards of glass between his bloodied fingers. Of the pain behind his scratchy throat and the scream that woke half the apartment building. Then I think of him nearly two years later, amiable enough (puke notwithstanding). Smiling like he’s never known the pain he displayed the first night we met. Laughing like he’s never felt the sting of it.


Years have passed, but I still have a bad feeling about him.
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“Are you stalking Ben’s brother?”


I snap my laptop shut, and Angela pounces. Bending over my shoulder, she attempts to pry the screen open beneath my splayed hands. I wince but hold on tighter. A few coffee shop patrons turn to stare at us, but she doesn’t even blink. Even in public, she’s not afraid to act like a child.


That’s my best friend, folks.


When I’m finally able to shake her off, she pouts before taking the dark wood chair across from me. “I’m not stalking anyone,” I tell her. “I’m just trying to prove a theory.”


“And what theory would that be?” she asks, raising a brow as she takes a bite of her quiche.


“Doesn’t matter. It’s kinda stupid, and his profile is private anyway,” I say, just as another thought occurs to me. “Unless, he has a Wikipedia page. Football fans care about that kind of shit, right?”


“Well, I suppose this is better than pining over the groom-to-be,” Angela notes with a casual tone as she takes another bite. I scowl at her, but she remains unfazed. “Though, I’m not sure if it’s the step up it should be, given they’re related. But they’re not close, and Theo doesn’t live in town, so maybe he’s the perfect rebound candidate for you after all.”


“I’m not into him.” I roll my eyes at the mere suggestion. “I just have… a weird feeling about him.”


“Weird how?” she asks. “He’s such a sweetheart, and not to mention a total babe. You should hear the way Alice’s friends talk about him. It’s indecent, and that’s putting it lightly.” I’m well aware. I sat next to Christine the last time Theo was in town, and all she could talk about were the things she wanted to do to him. Then again, since college Angela has always been closer to them than I have, so I can’t imagine the kind of intel she’s privy to.


“We don’t know that he’s a ‘sweetheart.’ We barely know him at all,” I argue. “There’s a wildcard at every wedding, and something’s telling me it’s him.”


I may not know the reason behind the rift between Theo and Ben, but I know it was intentional on Theo’s part. Before he visited Ben the night we met, they hadn’t spoken a word to each other in two years. No matter how many times Ben tried reaching out to him, he was met with silence. I may not know much about Theo, but I know enough to be wary.


“The dude covered for Alice’s pregnancy scare a few years ago at brunch.” My head snaps up from my computer screen. What? “He called it ‘drinking for two,’ and puked in a ficus. There’s nothing not sweet about that.”


But my mind is still stuck on what she said before. Pregnancy scare? How come I never knew about that? The thought of Ben and Alice with a baby makes me want to puke. Now that they’re about to get married, I can only assume they’re not that far off from starting a family. But to think, they could’ve gotten there so much sooner…


“You sure you’re not just projecting? Maybe you’re the wildcard.” My mouth falls open in a near-gasp at Angela’s suggestion. In the end, the only sound that comes out is a pitiful squeak.


“What? I know what you’re capable of with enough alcohol in your system. Open bar is probably a bad call on the happy couple’s part.”


“Enough.” My heart is racing. I have to force myself to take a deep breath. “Maybe I am projecting, but I would never willingly try to ruin their engagement. You know that, right?”


My stomach flips as she swallows another bite of quiche. I’m more anxious than I’d like to be as I wait for her response. Breaking them up is one of my biggest fears should anyone else, especially Alice, find out about my feelings for Ben. I’d never forgive myself for blowing up a committed relationship, least of all one that’s been going on for eight years and resulted in an engagement. The fact that Angela seems to think I’m capable of—or even willing—to do something like that makes me want to crawl out of my skin and hide under a rock in shame.


“I know.” Her eyes soften as she gauges my hurt expression. “But I also know what heartbreak can do to a person. Take care of yourself, Marcela. Even if it means keeping your distance.”


“Wait, what do you mean?” I ask her. “Are you saying I shouldn’t go to their engagement party?”


“I’m saying”—she leans forward—“be careful. Don’t push yourself to a breaking point for the sake of keeping up appearances.”


I have no idea what to say to that.















Three



A pathway of paper lanterns leads to the outdoor patio of the Gardens, where white cloth–covered round tables are set up on a raised platform. The surrounding oak trees are wrapped in string lights and, as if that wasn’t magical enough, Edison lamps trail down from the highest branches. I reach out and touch one of the bulbs as I make my way up the path, the glass warm in my palm. The venue is like something straight out of my Pinterest wedding board, which only makes this whole ordeal so much worse.


I’m thirty minutes late on purpose, and I plan to leave at least thirty minutes early as well. As much as I value Ben’s friendship, there’s no way I can stand to be here for the entire party. The tables are mostly filled, large gatherings of people making idle chitchat while sipping from champagne flutes. The breeze lifts my carefully styled hair, blowing it back in my face. I unstick pieces of hair from my lip gloss and smooth the strands behind my ears. At least my lavender dress is fitted, so I don’t have to worry about pulling a Marilyn Monroe in front of Alice’s grandparents. Talk about awkward.


I sit at a table surrounded by Alice’s sorority sisters from college, fingers tapping impatiently as I wait for Angela to arrive. Damn her for running late to everything. Christine is talking animatedly to anyone who will listen about her plan to jump Theo’s bones tonight. Nothing I haven’t heard from her before. When Alice and I drifted apart, I drifted toward Angela and she drifted toward Christine. Much like my best friend, Christine is beautiful but in a smug sort of way. Her light brown hair falls in a sleek curtain over her shoulders, no frizz or flyaways in sight, almost the same coloring as her golden skin tone, which is straight from a St. Tropez bottle. Her lips are always painted a bold red, the promise of poison no prey can resist. I’ve seen men and women fall at her feet, and I don’t blame them for a second.


When Christine smiles at me, chills run up and down my back. It’s a knowing sort of smile, much like Alice’s knowing gaze. Piercing. Taunting in the way of a Bachelor villain just before they bounce away to tell the lead you’re here for the wrong reasons. It doesn’t help my case that I’ve worn guilt as a second skin for years. I shudder at what the two of them must think of me. I’m suddenly conscious of all the ways my dress pinches my skin, the zipper that suddenly feels too tight for me to breathe properly. It’s only once Christine returns to her conversation that I’m able to catch my breath.


I’m only half listening to what she’s saying as I twirl the straw in my raspberry mojito before slugging it down in three giant gulps. Then I spot Ben and Alice standing together across the grass. Ben smooths back a stray strand of hair from Alice’s face, and then his hand cups her cheek. She smiles up at him like he’s the only one around them, like they share a secret the rest of us aren’t in on.


There’s a tug in my chest that feels an awful lot like longing. Sometimes I wonder if I’m only fooling myself when I think about how he used to look at me in that same way. How he still does, sometimes, when we’re alone. My stomach is queasy just looking at them. I choke back the taste of vomit, wincing as the sour taste slides down my throat. Then I pick at the ice in my drink for a minute before deciding I’m in desperate need of another. When my phone chimes with three back-to-back messages from Angela, it’s settled.




Don’t hate me, but I can’t make it tonight.







I got a stomach bug from that café.







Stupid, delicious, poisonous quiche.





Yup. Definitely need that drink.


I spot Theo at the open bar, nursing what looks like a Jack and Coke. He leans against a stool, looking out at the crowd of people with his usual, amiable smile. On the surface he almost looks bored, but his leg shakes under the barstool in a nervous gesture. Is he anxious? His face doesn’t give him away, but his hand trembles slightly as he takes a sip from his drink.


I call for the bartender’s attention and order another mojito. Theo’s head turns at the sound of my voice. He nods in greeting, and I return it with a wave. I take a seat next to him once I have my new drink.


“This place is amazing, isn’t it?” I ask. He nods, but when he smiles it looks… off. Angela might think I’m projecting, but I know what that smile feels like on the inside. Empty. “So, how long are you in town for?”


“I’m supposed to leave Monday, but…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know. It’s kinda complicated.”


“Oh,” I say, puzzled. “Aren’t you still with the Cowboys?”


He turns away with a frown and motions the bartender for another drink. It’s answer enough. I leave him at the bar and make the rounds, talking with friends from college and family members of Ben’s I’ve never met before. Without Angela I’m left ambling, hopping from person to person with no real direction. All too soon, I’m faced with the happy couple themselves. Ben’s arm is wrapped around his fiancée’s shoulders, both still laughing at a joke her aunt told them before she left. I stand a few feet from them, eyes assessing the general area (maybe for an escape). But I’m too late when Ben calls out my name.


I step forward to greet them, my voice too high-pitched, but neither of them notices. The party around us is probably too noisy for them to hear properly. Alice is stunning in a gold midi dress with lace and bead detailing on the shoulders. Her sleek black hair is in a half-up, half-down style that looks so much more put together than mine. Ben is equally stunning in an olive-green three-piece suit, smiling ear to ear as his arms envelop me in a warm hug.


“Congratulations,” I say near his ear, my voice breathless for no good reason. His eyes are shining when he pulls away from me, and they go soft as he turns back to Alice. She returns his gaze, a shy, soft smile playing on her lips. My heart aches from how good they look together. From how happy they clearly are.


“Thank you for coming, Marcela.” Alice takes both my hands in hers. “And for picking up Theo yesterday. You’re such a good friend to us.” Her voice is gracious, but nothing she says rings true. We haven’t been good friends since freshman year, but I recognize the nicety for what it is. I give a half shrug, half smile in some sort of oh, it was nothing gesture.


It’s a relief when I’m finally allowed to step away. I force myself not to turn back and look at them on my way to the restroom. It will just make me feel worse. The clock on my phone tells me only thirty minutes have passed, and I have to do a double take. That can’t be right. It’s felt like hours already.


When I reach the restroom, I come to a stop in front of the mirror. My hair is a tangled, windswept mess of black curls. Damn whoever thought an outdoor party in early autumn (read: extended summer for Texas folk) was a good idea. The lavender dress squeezes my middle so tight that love handles are clearly visible on my sides. At least my boobs look great, barely restrained from the low neckline. But my face is pink, from drinking or pining over one half of the happy couple, who’s to say. I manage to finger-comb my hair into something more manageable, finally taking out the bobby pins and pulling it to one side with the chongo on my wrist. A low ponytail will have to do.


Once I’m outside, a blond head catches my eye. Theo’s height gives him away. He’s pacing the length of the building’s entrance, the moonlight illuminating his large silhouette. His long legs carry him back and forth between the white stone pillars in front of the building I just exited. I consider greeting him with a hello or a quick wave, but he’s not even looking in my direction. In fact, his agitated gait almost makes me hesitate to get anywhere near him.


His hands are fists in his hair, mouth moving with words I can’t hear. His cheeks are flushed—from pacing or drinking I’m not sure. No one else is around, which seems odd. I assume Christine would’ve made a move by now. She was just saying earlier how much she wanted to make a move on him. I’m about to ask if he’s all right when I catch a bit of what he’s saying to himself.


“… loved you ever since we were kids. You can’t go through with this wed—”


I halt in my tracks. He can’t possibly be…


Is he talking about Alice?


When he turns around, I quickly duck behind a pillar, clutching my chest with a hand. My heart is beating so fast, it can’t possibly be normal. This must be how heart attack victims feel right before they’re rushed into an ambulance. My legs can barely hold me upright, but I can’t just leave him like this.


There’s a lot I don’t know about Theo, but the same is also true of Alice. We grew distant when she and Ben started dating. What I do know is she grew up in Leon Valley next door to Ben and Theo. From what I’ve observed, she seemed close with Theo the few times he’s come down to visit, but I always assumed it was the kind of closeness born from being neighbors. The same kind of closeness she had with Ben, before their feelings grew into something more.


I shut my eyes as Theo goes on. I stay put, hiding as I listen in on his conversation with himself.


“And I know, okay? I know that I shouldn’t do this to you, Alice,” he says. I’m not sure how much he’s had to drink, but he sounds remarkably sober. “But the what-ifs have been haunting me for years, and once and for all, I have to know if you’ve ever felt the same about me. If somewhere down the line, I had a chance with you and missed it.”


I hold my eyelids closed past the tears threatening to burst free. Goddammit. How many times have I spent wide awake at night, wondering the same exact thing about his brother? There’s nothing I can do about it now, and there hasn’t been for a really long time. Theo has to know that, too.


“I know. Believe me, okay, I know that I must be the biggest asshole on the planet to do this at your engagement party.” His voice is a low rumble slowly gaining momentum. “But I… I have to… I have to know.”


Theo walks past me with a stumble in his step, his body tilting to one side as he strides forward. Okay, maybe he’s not that sober after all. I wait until he’s a foot away before calling out his name. He’s slow to stop, but when he does, his shoulders tense. He turns his head over his shoulder so fast, I’m surprised he doesn’t give himself whiplash. He’s unable to disguise the shock in his widened eyes. I step forward cautiously, like I’m approaching a startled deer in headlights.


“How… how long—” He cuts himself off, scrubbing both hands down his face. “Marcela.”


“Theo.” One step closer and we’re half a foot apart, eye to eye. Any closer, and I’ll be craning my neck just to look him in the eyes. “You can’t. You know you can’t do this.”


When he takes his hands away from his face, there’s a bright sheen to his eyes. I know how he feels. So much more than I’d like to. That’s how I know I have to stop him. He turns his head back and forth, looking for any sign of more eavesdroppers, but it’s just me. I don’t know how long that’s been true, though. How could he be so stupid to rehearse that big speech of his out in the open, where anyone could hear him?


“You don’t understand.” He shakes his head, backing away from me.


“Oh no.” I throw my body in front of him before he has the


chance to get away. The side of my head hits him square in


the chest, and we both let out an oof as we stumble backward. The scent of whiskey mixes with his cologne, a startlingly intoxicating combination that makes my head spin. Well, that answers the question of how much he’s had to drink tonight. I take a few steps back, shaking my head to clear it before facing him.


“Theo, you can’t. You’re drunk and bound to regret everything in the morning. Come on.”


I grab him by the arm to drag him away from the party, but he doesn’t move an inch. Of course. I forgot who I was trying to exert physical force on. His bicep is hard and muscular, warm through the fabric of his white dress shirt. I almost want to keep groping his arm before I remember the urgency of the situation we’re in and force myself to focus. Oddly, he’s smiling that amused smile again from when I drove over a speed bump and hit his head. I can use that. If my weird antics amuse him, maybe I can distract him from breaking up his brother’s relationship.


“Come on, big guy. I’ll call you an Uber.” I attempt to push him back, which proves yet again to be futile.


“I don’t need one.” He steps forward as if to walk past me, but I move with him, blocking his path again. This time I splay my hands on his chest, and holy shit. But I don’t have time to marvel at the feel of his hard abdominal muscles beneath my hands. I quickly remove my hands, before I start getting creepy, although I keep them up high enough to block him from passing me. He heaves a frustrated sigh, no longer amused.


“I think you do,” I tell him, pushing up to my tiptoes to whisper in his ear. My head doesn’t even come close to his, even in heels, so I end up whispering into his neck. My hand rests at the top of his chest to keep me upright. He shivers under my touch, a low buzz beneath my fingertips.


“Think about what you’re about to do. Really think about it,” I implore him. “This is your brother’s engagement party. He’ll never forgive you for trying to steal Alice away, no matter the outcome.”


That seems to sober him for the moment. He looks past me toward the crowd. I turn around to do the same, and that’s when I notice the eyes on us. The number of heads turning our way. The covert whispers. Fucking shit, we have to get out of here now.


“How many people know?” I ask under my breath.


He looks back down at me. There’s an unreadable quality to his expression. “Just you.”


“Are you sure?” I grip his sculpted arm, not daring to let myself become distracted as I meet his dark eyes seriously. “No one else walked past you tonight?”


“No.” He starts to shake his head, but then hesitates mid-shake. “Not that I know of, at least…”


“Fuck.” I push my hair back from my face. When I drag him backward this time, he gives under my touch and follows after me. “Come on. We have to leave before—” Before we make any more trouble.


Because I’m afraid of how tempting the thought in the back of my brain is. Let him confess. Help Ben pick up the pieces, if it comes to it. I’m so close to the moment I’ve dreamed of for years.


But I can’t be that person. I just can’t.


Not anymore. Theo Young is my reminder.







OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
OO

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/9781538726648.jpg
“Funny, smart, and spicy!” P @
—ABBY JIMENEZ M i






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
RRRRRRR

ooooooooooooo





