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      Elena wedged the unopened, late payment notice into her copy of Pride and Prejudice.

      It was the third notice this month, two more than the leasing company had sent in October.  The bookshop had made the rent last month, and Elena knew they’d make it this month too. Bee’s Books always had its highest sales around the holidays.

      She hid the book in her desk drawer and went back to sorting through the rest of the mail. The majority of it was addressed to Bee’s Books, but there were a few personal letters mixed in, most of them from her dad’s loyal readers. She stacked them together and knocked on the door of the bedroom that doubled as his office.

      “Dad?”

      No answer.

      Another knock.

      “Dad?”

      Still no answer.

      She reached for the doorknob, only to find it was locked. “Dad.” Her tone rose. Before she could knock again, the door opened. Elena breathed out. “Were you sleeping?”

      “Yes,” Andres said. “Sorry. I stayed up writing the whole night. I took a nap after lunch and lost track of time.” He rubbed his dark brown eyes, the bags under them prominent. She held the letters out. “Mail from readers?” he asked.

      Elena nodded. “Do you want me to put them in your ‘to reply’ pile?” Some days her dad was in the mood to read letters, but other days, usually when he let his naps run into the afternoon, Elena knew better.

      “Yes please. I’m going to hop in the shower. What time did Will’s flight land?” Elena noticed her dad’s face brighten as he mentioned her best friend.

      “It got delayed by an hour. But he should be here soon.” Will had only been gone a week, but to Elena it felt like a century. He’d texted her every day about his college visits and interviews in New York City. They’d managed to get one video call in, but other than that he’d been busy.

      “Good,” Andres said. “I’ll get dinner started after my shower. Do you mind closing up?”

      This was good, her dad only cooked dinner on his best days. She slipped the mail into the her back pocket. “I’ll wait for Will downstairs. Let me know if you need help with anything.”

      “I think I’ll be fine,” Andres said. He yawned and brushed his hand against Elena’s cheek. “What would I do without you?”

      Elena didn’t answer. She smiled and leaned her head against her dad’s embrace, until he gently pulled away. The Castro’s apartment was right above the bookshop, with an outside entrance and an inside one that Elena preferred. The spiral staircase was well hidden from the main bookshop area. Customers often thought her parents had remodeled but the building had come like that. Since the lease price was the same whether they lived upstairs or not, Elena’s parents had decided to save on rent and live above their bookshop.

      She smiled, thinking about her young parents, two twenty-two-year-olds with a baby on the way, and absolutely no idea what they were doing. They’d moved to Glensford and bet their luck on her dad’s first book deal. Elena stepped behind the counter, gathering loose receipts and bits of paper.

      She dusted the counter, and some nearby shelves, knowing none of this was really efficient. It was a way to keep herself from texting Will. He was probably on the road now. She could call him. Elena went back to dusting. No. He’d be here soon. Then he could tell her about his whole trip in more detail than texts or short video calls allowed.

      She spent a few more minutes dusting, then turned the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed.’ She went back behind the counter and sorted through the day’s receipts. The result was underwhelming. The sales were better than they’d been recently, but not where she wanted them to be.

      Elena had been helping with the bookshop’s accounts since they’d run out of money to keep their accountant in July. She hadn’t known sales were declining as much as they were, not until she’d noticed the first late payment notice arrive in September, for the shop’s electric bill. It was hard to see the decline unless she pulled up years’ worth of reports. Then there’d been the late payment notice for rent last month. That’d been like a bucket of ice water thrown over Elena’s shoulders.

      The jingle bells tied to the front door rang, echoing the sounds of Christmas in late November. Elena straightened up. She tried to give her best smile as she thought of Will. He was here. She was happy for him. She couldn’t let him see how much she’d missed him or anything that might give away Bee’s current financial state.

      Okay. She could do that.

      The door closed. Elena stepped forward.

      “Will-”

      A boy stepped inside, not a stranger, but not a particularly welcomed customer.

      “Marco,” Elena said. “We’re closed.”

      Marco looked at his watch. “You don’t close for another five minutes.” Then he pointed to the clock in the back, behind the counter. “Your clock’s five minutes ahead.”

      She sighed. He was right and she really didn’t like that he was. “What do you need?” She knew the answer.

      A history book

      “A history book,” Marco said. “First edition. I thought you might have it.” He pulled out his phone. It was a different model than the one she’d seen him carrying a few weeks ago and that had been a different model to the one before that.

      Elena scanned the screen.

      A Visual History of Glensford: 1955-1975

      By Preston Blanchard

      She thought back to the history books they already had in the collection and to the new inventory they had (mostly on consignment these days). They had a few Preston Blanchard books. Elena scrolled through her mental list.

      “Maybe you should check your actual catalogue instead of your mental one.”

      Elena pretended not to hear Marco. It was the best way to deal with him.

      “We don’t have it in stock, but I know a collector who might have it.”

      “Might isn’t a definite answer.”

      “Well, it’s the best I can do.”

      Marco adjusted the strap of his watch; the white leather strap stood out against his tan skin. “Fine. Look for it later and let me know if you find it. I’ve looked on every auction website and bookstore known to man. Do you have anything else by him in stock?”

      Elena nodded. “We have a book about when Glensford was a factory town.” Most of the buildings in the San Mateo district had once been textile factories. The city had created the historic district to preserve the older infrastructure, but they’d allowed local shops to open in the 1970s. San Mateo became a tourist attraction after that.

      “I’ll take it,” Marco said.

      Elena went to their history section and pulled out the book. Will always joked that she’d developed a sixth sense for knowing where all the books in the shop were. The truth was she’d shelved all the books or rearranged them at some point every month. It made it easier when the inventory system they used, outdated as it was, crashed.

      She brought the book to the counter and scanned the price tag in. It rang up at $150. It was a first edition. Elena looked up to find Marco holding his card out to her. He didn’t even ask the total, which was exactly why she’d recommend the book she had. He never asked about prices, and to be fair, most editions of Preston Blanchard books sold for over $200. He’d written a collection of books solely on the history of Glensford. When he’d died, tourists went crazy about buying the books. And since not many had been printed, the few copies that remained sold at great prices. And the store needed the money. Elena wouldn’t let Bee’s close, even if she had to deal with Marco Silva or work a thousand extra shifts at Melo’s Coffee.

      Elena slid the card. There was an error. Marco looked up. “You should get a new machine and maybe a new computer, new shelves,” he said, pointing around. “Change is a good thing, great for business.” She slid the card again, forcing her eyes not to roll. The card beeped through. She handed Marco his receipt. He didn’t even look at it. She probably wouldn’t look at receipts if her family owned one of the biggest cafe chains in the country. He was set to inherit more money than most people would see for generations.

      “Thank you for shopping with us,” she said.

      Marco looked up. “Your acting’s getting better.”

      Elena pretended not to hear him again and waited until the jingle bells rang to wipe the smile from her face.

      After a brief pause, the door opened again. Elena cleared her throat. She kept her spot behind the counter. Sometimes he did this, came back in just to bother her.

      “Did you forget something?” she asked, no longer caring to act.

      “I hope not..” Elena’s heart jumped. Will stood at the entrance to Bee’s, wearing the denim jacket she’d bought him three Christmases ago and the army boots she’d replaced for him last year.

      “Will. I thought you were someone else.”

      “I did see Marco walking down the street, so that would explain the warm welcome.” He smiled, holding out his arms. “Do I get a normal welcome now?”

      Elena nodded. She nearly ran out from behind the counter, but composed herself and wrapped her arms around Will. He smelled different. She looked up, meeting his blue eyes.

      “Before you say anything,” Will said, “it’s a new cologne, seaside something. I don’t know. A friend I met on the campus tours recommended it.”

      “It’s a nice smell. Different. My dad’s making dinner. You can tell us all about your trip.” What Elena really wanted to know was if he’d decided on a college yet, and if he still wanted to move to New York.

      When it came to Will, there were always a thousand things she wanted to say, to ask, but never allowed herself to.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” Elena said. “Everything’s great. You’re back and my dad’s cooking dinner. Marco Silva is out of Bee’s and all is well. Now come on, tell me, how’d your interviews go?”

      She grabbed Will’s hand, pulling him up the stairs as he told her. Elena half-listened. Her thoughts had been on Bee’s these last few weeks. But she realized now, in a few months she’d lose Will too.

      And that was something she could do nothing about, no matter how in love with him she was.
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      Marco looked at the receipt.

      It wasn’t an expensive book, at least compared to the other ones he’d bought his vovô before. It just meant Elena Castro really didn’t like him now. Or she was catching on to his spending habits, not that that was an impressive feat. Marco slipped the receipt into a cupholder.

      “How long until we arrive?” he asked his driver, Greg something. Marco inspected the book for damages as he waited for an answer.

      “We’re about two minutes away,” Greg said. “Do you need to stop somewhere beforehand?”

      “No,” Marco said. He closed the book, finding nothing in the way of significant damage. Bee’s Books kept their first editions in near mint condition, he’d give them that. Greg said nothing else. The woman at the gate at the Glensford Resort and Country Club didn’t ask for any information from Marco. He simply rolled his window down and that was that.

      He watched the endless green of the golf courses as Greg drove to the Silva Event Hall, one of three banquet halls Marco’s family had donated. They always hosted events there, free of charge of course. Today they were celebrating his grandfather’s seventy-eighth birthday. It was a late celebration since his birthday had been a week ago, but Vovô always had his first celebration back home in Brazil.

      “You can drop me off here,” Marco said, pointing to a side entrance. If he used the main one then he’d have to say hello to all the guests and check in. It wouldn’t let him make the entrance he wanted.

      “Yes, sir.” Greg pulled the car up to the sidewalk, already unlocking his door.

      Marco stopped him. “I got it,” he said. “Come back in an hour.” As much as he loved his grandfather, he didn’t plan on staying long.

      Marco walked into the banquet hall, deciding he’d be quiet for now. It would be more fun that way, with no one expecting him. His brother, Lucas, had already texted him half a dozen times, asking where he was. If their father hated anything, it was a lack of punctuality.

      Marco watched as a server went in through another back door. He waited and then lunged behind the woman, using his foot to keep the door open. He ran inside, hiding behind the server. She didn’t notice him. The room buzzed with music and an appropriate level of idle chatter. He recognized most of the faces in the crowd, families from the club, kids from San Mateo Prep, and a few of his father’s business partners.

      Marco scanned the tables until he found the one closest to the banquet table, right at the front of the room. Lucas spotted him first.

      So much for an entrance. Marco waved to his brother, who looked relieved more than anything. He motioned for Marco to wait. Marco walked to the table, before his older brother had a chance to get up.

      “Marco,” Vovô said. The Silva patriarch stood up and pushed past Abby’s chair, wrapping his arms around his grandson. Marco welcomed the embrace, taking in his grandfather’s usual scent, coffee beans and warm caramel. They both stepped back from the hug. “You brought me a present?”

      Marco nodded. He handed the book over to his grandfather. “You can add it to your collection.”

      Vovô flipped through the book like an excited child. He motioned for Marco to sit.

      As Marco walked to the empty seat next to his brother, he met his father’s glare. Felipe Silva said nothing, but he didn’t need to.

      Wait until we get home was written all over his face. Marco gave him a nod hello. He ignored Abby, who wore her usual, nervous expression. Heather, Lucas’s girlfriend, wasn’t there.

      “Was there traffic on the way here?” Felipe asked. He looked tired.

      “Nope,” Marco said. “I had to pick up Vovô’s gift. I hope I’m not too late.”

      “The party started three hours ago,” his father said. Abby whispered something to him.

      “What was that, Abby?” Marco asked.

      She looked at him, her gray eyes passive. “Nothing. You’re here now, so we should just enjoy the rest of the night.” He didn’t need his stepmother to defend him, least of all when he didn’t want to settle things. Marco sat back, meeting his father’s unrelenting glare. Vovô brought up another topic to the boy seated beside him. Marco had no idea who the kid was, it was usually a scholarship recipient from the Silva foundation, but the boy looked like he had no idea what to say. The girl next to him was quiet, nodding as Abby turned to asked her questions.

      She looked familiar. Mia something, they went to school together.

      Marco ignored the thought and turned to his brother. “Where’s Heather?”

      “I texted you. You could’ve told me you were on your way.”

      “Is she on another one of her gap year trips? Has she heard from Cecilia?”

      Lucas leaned in. “We broke up,” he whispered. “I haven’t told anyone else yet, okay? And Cecilia-”

      “You two broke up? How? Why? You’ve been together for like a century.”

      “Six years. It just didn’t feel right anymore.”

      “So she broke up with you.”

      “She did.”

      “And you agreed to it?”

      Lucas shrugged. “I can’t force her to date me, Marco. You can’t be selfish with the people you love.”

      Marco laughed. “You want to tell Dad that?”

      “Marco, please, not today,” Lucas said. “We haven’t seen Vovô in six months. We don’t need a show, okay?”

      Marco hated when his brother did that, acted like he was the bigger person. Lucas did exactly what their father asked. He’d gone to Glensford College, was studying business, and interned at the Melo’s Coffee finance department every summer. He was the son Felipe Silva could be proud of, the one that didn’t cause any trouble. The one who hadn’t even flinched when his dad had left their mother for their nanny.

      “About Cecilia,” Lucas said.

      Marco let his anger subside at the mention of Cecilia’s name. “What is it? Is she okay?”

      “Actually, she’s back in the country. She wants to be closer to her family and to start looking for colleges.”

      “Cecilia’s coming back?” He hadn’t seen her in almost a year. She’d kissed him and left like it had meant absolutely nothing. Marco had been too proud to text or contact her first, and she’d never reached out to him. He figured she’d regretted the kiss, or maybe didn’t know what to say about it. His updates on her had come mostly through her cousin, Heather.

      “She’s here,” Lucas said.

      Marco shifted in his seat. His eyes darted around the room. He forgot about everyone at the table, everything around him. He searched for a familiar head of ash blonde hair.

      “Where?”

      “That’s why I was texting you,” Lucas said. “She was looking for you.”

      Marco didn’t know what to do with his hands. “Where is she?”

      “I think she went outside a while ago. By the way-”

      Marco stood up. All heads at the table turned to him. “Excuse me,” he said. “I need to get some air.”

      Felipe’s glare was lethal. Sit down, it said. Marco didn’t listen. He scooted his chair out and made his way to the back doors of the banquet room. They opened toward a small fountain area overlooking more golf courses. There were some guests walking around, drinking, talking. They turned when they saw him, probably waiting to see what show he’d put on today. After the incident last year, Marco’s reputation as the prodigal Silva son had been set in stone.

      He walked, not caring who tried to get his attention. He wished he’d worn a lighter button down. Why was it so hot in late November? He moved past a woman who looked ready to try and start a conversation with him. He wasn’t Lucas, he didn’t know what part of his behavior would invite anyone to chat with him.

      Marco wandered around outside, squinting in the darkness.

      “Looking for me?” a familiar voice asked.

      He turned.

      Cecilia stood in front of him, just as mesmerizing as he remembered. She’d dyed her hair platinum blonde at the ends and had had it chopped into a wavy style, right above her shoulders. She smiled at him, her brown eyes lighting up when she did.

      “Cecilia.”

      “Marco,” she said, in a teasing tone. “Right on time, like always.” When he didn’t answer, she walked up to him and drew him into a quick hug. Too quick. He didn’t even have a chance to hug her back before she pulled away. “Not happy to see me?”

      “Of course I’m happy to see you. I just, I can’t believe you’re back. I didn’t hear from you…” He stopped himself. There was no use sounding desperate. “I thought you were busy with school and your fancy new French friends.”

      “I was in school,” Cecilia said. “And I did make some very fancy, handsome French friends, but then I got homesick. So, I’m back.”

      “Just like that?”

      Cecilia nodded. “Just like that. Did you miss me?”

      “Of course,’ Marco said. He wanted to ask if she’d missed him but he didn’t. He wondered if she’d even thought about their kiss. He wanted to bring it up, but held back. “Although, I don’t see how Massachusetts compares to France, but I’m glad you’re here.”

      “I’m glad to be back.”

      Silence slowly crawled into the conversation. Marco couldn’t stand it.

      “So, I heard Heather and Lucas broke up.”

      “I know,” Cecilia said, talking in a way that made it seem like she and Marco had been in contact forever, like she hadn’t ignored him for the last year. “It’s crazy. They’ve been together since they were fourteen and now Heather wants to see other people.”

      Lucas hadn’t mentioned that part. And if Cecilia said Heather had wanted to see other people, that definitely meant she’d already been seeing someone when she broke up with Lucas.

      Marco didn’t want to waste time thinking about his brother. “Actually, I want to talk to you about something.”

      “Oh?” Cecilia said. “Sure. What is it?”

      He swallowed down any fear he had. He’d waited too long to tell her how he felt. That kiss had been the start of their story, not the end.

      “Excuse me,” a woman said, stepping in out of nowhere. “Can I get a picture?”

      She held up a camera, the lens as big as her head. Marco stepped back. His dad had always taught them to be wary of photographers. Cecilia smiled at the woman, though.

      “Sure,” she said. She leaned in toward Marco. “Your family hired her. She’s been here  since the event started.”

      Cecilia stepped up next to Marco, slipping a hand against his back. He pressed a hand around her waist, knowing that they looked like a couple right now. They could be a couple. She was back in town and all he had to do was tell her how he felt, what that kiss had meant to him. He just had to show her why he was worth her time.

      Marco smiled as the camera flashed.

      He would do whatever he needed to show Cecilia how perfect they were for each other. Marco wouldn’t let another year slip by.

      It was now or never.
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      Elena’s feet ached to the point that she wasn’t sure if her shoes would even come off.

      She walked beside Will, both of them in their Melo’s Coffee uniforms, reeking of coffee beans and sugar. It wasn’t how most people would want to spend their Saturday, back to back shifts taking coffee orders, but Elena didn’t mind. She got to work with Will.

      She breathed in a gulp of frozen air then shivered.

      “Cold?” Will asked. Before she could answer, he’d wrapped his denim jacket around her.

      “Thank you,” Elena said.

      She’d lost the ability to speak the first time he’d given her his jacket. That had been back in middle school, not too long after they’d met. Elena had still been learning to keep her crush on him under control back then. She’d spent the majority of seventh grade wondering when she’d get her first kiss from him. Most of her prospective scenarios involved a game of spin the bottle or seven minutes in heaven.

      Curse the false expectations of young adult novels and romantic comedies.

      “What are you thinking about?” Will asked.

      “Nothing,” Elena said.

      Will stopped walking. “Something’s on your mind.”

      Elena relented. “Okay. Yes. A few things. Mostly about how good my dad is doing and how I really don’t want that to change.”

      “It doesn’t have to. He told me yesterday he’s almost done with his next novel.” Elena didn’t have to tell Will that her dad would never be done with that novel. He rewrote it at least twice a year. “He sounded like he really meant it this time.”

      “I hope so,” she said. Will started walking again She skipped a step to catch up with him. For every step he took, Elena had to take two. It’d been that way since his growth spurt in high school, not that he hadn’t been tall before.

      “By the way, you never told me which college you’d decided to go with,” Elena said. He’d only told them a few details about his New York trip.

      “That’s because I’m still not sure,” Will said. He dug his hands into his pockets. Elena thought about offering him his jacket back. At the pace he was walking now, she’d be warmed up by the time they got back to Bee’s. “I really loved New York, more than I thought I would, but if I went there it’d mean I’d be closer to her.”

      “Your mom,” Elena said. Will rarely talked about his family; he’d lived with his grandmother in Glensford, before she’d passed away, two years ago. Before that, though, he’d been in and out of foster care in New York. He’d told Elena a few things, but never too much at once. She knew he had more family, siblings he didn’t talk about, but she never asked.

      “Yeah,” he said. “But also, my whole life is here.”

      “It’ll still be here on holidays,” Elena said, half-joking. She wondered what it would be like to only see Will on breaks.

      “I can’t picture my life without you and your dad in it,” Will said. “And as much as she hates me right now, I’d miss Mia too.”

      Elena stopped walking at the mention of her other best friend, the one she’d had before Will, the one she hadn’t spoken to in months. “Mia took your breakup hard.”

      “She had every right to,” Will said. “You don’t know how much I wish we hadn’t dated in the first place. Then we’d still have our trio.”

      “I know,” Elena said. They’d stopped across the street from Dulce Street, where Mia’s mom worked. Mia spent some afternoons in there. Elena hadn’t set foot in there in months, just like Mia hadn’t stopped by Bee’s. “But you guys liked each other. It was normal to try.” She didn’t want to mention the fact that they’d never really been a trio. It’d been more like Elena and Will on some days and Elena and Mia on others. It hadn’t been until Will had asked Mia out, that they’d actually hung out together, and that made Elena a third wheel.

      They’d been together for a year. Then one night, Mia broke up with Will and she’d texted Elena one sentence.

      I need space.

      That had been that.

      Elena didn’t know exactly what she’d done, but she understood Mia. They’d been friends first, but over the years, especially after Elena’s mom passed away, right around the time she met Will, the dynamic in their friendship shifted.

      Will tugged at Elena’s sleeve. “Want to grab a pizza before we head to your apartment?”

      Her stomach growled. “Yes,” she said. “My treat this week. You paid last time.”

      

      It was only six, but the apartment was pitch dark. Elena flicked on a few lights. She slipped Will’s jacket off and handed it to him.

      “I guess my dad’s out.” On Saturdays he met with collectors who wanted special orders, or might have inventory for the shop. It was a good sign; a great sign.

      “You get cups,” Elena said. “I’ll pick a movie.” Will walked to the kitchen as Elena turned the TV on. She scrolled through the apps until she found the AustenGo.

      Will sighed from the kitchen. “Really? We watched all the Pride and Prejudice mini-series already. Can we watch a movie this week?”

      Elena turned and gave him her best glare. “Fine,” she said. “Are we going with one of your super bloody Korean murder movies?” She switched out of the app.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      They each grabbed a slice of pizza.

      Will picked a film and then leaned back. If they’d been a couple, Elena would have leaned in toward him, maybe he would’ve wrapped an arm around her. She’d seen him wrap an arm around Mia on their trio movie nights. Elena had hated herself then, for being in love with him while he dated Mia. She’d fought the ugly part of herself, the one that told her she’d liked Will first, long before Mia had.

      Elena wondered if she’d stopped being a good friend to Mia by then. She’d been a jealous mess, her heart and mind fighting her every day. She let the thought slip away. There was no point in regretting anything now. She was giving Mia space and making no attempt to apologize. Elena crushed the guilt down and watched the movie.

      Although the movie wasn’t something she’d normally choose, Elena ended up crying at the emotional last scene. Will quietly handed her an unfolded napkin from the coffee table. It smelled like mozzarella.

      “You knew I’d cry,” Elena said. She gave him a half-hearted shove. “You’ve watched this before, haven’t you?”

      Will shrugged. “I may have watched it in New York. A girl I met on a campus tour recommended it.”

      Elena pulled back to her side of the couch. She didn’t feel like joking around anymore, not when she wondered how pretty the girl Will had met on this campus tour was, how many pretty girls would probably want to flirt with him when he moved away to college. She hated these thoughts, the endless jealous chain that formed whenever Will mentioned a girl. Elena didn’t have a right to feel this way. He could date and flirt with whoever he wanted. She was never going to tell him how she felt; that opportunity had passed way before he’d started dating Mia.

      “Elena?”

      “Hm?”

      “You got lost in your thoughts again,” Will said. “Is everything okay? It feels like you want to tell me something but don’t know if you should.”

      Elena swallowed down the urge to tell him everything. Not about her feelings, that was never going to be an option, but about Bee’s. Will sometimes helped out with an afternoon shift or two, but he had no clue about the store’s finances, mostly because Elena didn’t want him to know. She knew if he found out he’d try to help somehow, like it was his responsibility too. She didn’t want him to. Will needed to save all his money for college, for the life he’d lead when he left Glensford behind.

      “It’s nothing,” Elena said. “I’ve just-”

      The doorbell echoed through the apartment. Elena nearly jumped off the couch. She wasn’t used to anyone using it. Will had a spare key.

      She got up. “I’ll get it.”

      Will stood up too. “Were you expecting someone?”

      “No,” Elena said. “Maybe a customer needs after hours help.” On Saturdays the bookstore closed at six, so her dad could make his rounds with book collectors.

      Elena opened the front door, it led down to the outside stairwell and then to the gated door at the bottom of the steps. She walked up to it and snuck a look through the peep hole.

      It was Mrs. Keller, the widow of their late landlord.

      Elena opened the door.

      “Hi,” she said. She hadn’t seen Mrs. Keller in years or heard much, aside from her yearly Christmas card, the one she sent out to all her tenants.

      “Hello, dear,” Mrs. Keller said. The November wind blew through her white curls. “Is your father home?”

      Elena knew they were late on rent, but she didn’t think that was cause for their building owner showing up.

      “He’s not,” Elena said, remembering Will was upstairs, though. “Can I help with anything?”

      “Oh no,” Mrs. Keller said. “I wanted to have a conversation with him, nothing for a young person like you to be concerned over.”

      The thing that no one understood was, Elena had stopped being young the day her mom died. She’d aged a decade overnight, because that had been her only option.

      “I know about the rent,” Elena said, no longer wanting to waste time, or risk Will coming downstairs. “We’ll make the payment before the month ends. I know everyone probably says that, but we’ve been leasing this building for years. Business is a bit slow, but it’s getting better.”

      Mrs. Keller gave a slow shake her head. “Oh dear, no” she said. “I didn’t know you were late on rent. My leasing company deals with those matters. My husband dealt with the business side of everything. Frankly, I rarely look at who owes what.”

      “Oh,” Elena said. “Then what else could you be here about? You live across town.”

      Mrs. Keller nodded. “I’ve sold the building,” she said. “Your lease will transfer to the new owner, until it ends… I believe my leasing company said your five-year lease ends in thirty days.”

      “We’ll obviously be renewing it,” Elena said. She hated how desperate she sounded.

      “It’s not up to me,’ Mrs. Keller said. “I came to tell your father about the news in person. He hasn’t been picking up my calls and I’ve known him for so long, I thought it was only right.”

      Elena wanted to ask if it was legal for Mrs. Keller to throw the news on them like this, but she imagined she’d probably been trying to tell her dad about it for months.

      “I guess we’ll have to sort everything out with the people who bought the building,” Elena said. “I appreciate you coming in person. I’m sure my father would have too. I’ll let him know you stopped by.”

      Mrs. Keller nodded. “I’m sorry about not coming sooner. I’m sure the new owners won’t mind extending your lease. I’ve told them how trustworthy your father is. Just make sure you keep up with your rent. I’m sure with the holiday season you’ll be able to.”

      Elena faked a smile. “Thank you.”

      The door upstairs opened. It was Will. He gave Elena a curious look.

      “I should get back,” Elena said. “I have a friend over.”

      Mrs. Keller gave her a wink. “A very handsome friend,” she said. “I see why you closed the bookshop early.” Then she waved herself off. “Have a lovely Thanksgiving next week.”

      Elena closed the door and closed her eyes, and then opened them before turning to face Will, who was halfway down the steps.

      “Wasn’t that your landlady?”

      “Yeah,” Elena said. “Well, ex-landlady. Apparently she sold the building.”

      “What?”

      Elena waved the news away. “Nothing’s changed. We’ll just be paying rent to someone else.” Will didn’t look convinced. “Come on. Our pizza’s gonna get cold.”

      “Elena-”

      “Will, everything’s fine. Come on.”

      When they got upstairs, Elena didn’t grab another slice of pizza. She could only think about Mrs. Keller’s news. What if the new owner didn’t want to renew their lease? Worse yet, what if they couldn’t even make their rent by the end of the month?
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      “How’d the art exhibition go?” Marco asked.

      His mom smiled from his laptop screen. Adeline had Lucas’s smile. “It was lovely. We sold quite a few pieces and everyone loved the artist. She already wants to know when our gallery can host her next exhibition.”

      Marco wanted to tell his mom about Cecilia coming back, about his plans to tell her how he felt, but he wasn’t sure if his mom even knew who Cecilia was.

      “I’m thinking about taking a gap year before college,” Marco said. “Maybe I can visit you in London for a few weeks.”

      His mom’s smile faltered slightly. “Gap years aren’t everything they’re cracked up to be. You can visit me without having to take a year off.”

      She didn’t mention that Marco would have to wait until he was eighteen to visit her. They could video chat, email, call, but not much else. His dad had had full custody, but allowed for Adeline to visit if she wished. But Marco knew his mom was too busy running an art gallery in London to fly across the ocean to spend a few hours with him.

      “I’m still thinking about it.”

      His mom yawned.

      “Honey, I should get to bed. But I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      Marco nodded. “Good luck with your exhibition on Friday.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Goodnight.”

      Marco closed his laptop as Abby walked into the living room.

      He’d thought no one was in the house, since Lucas was away at college and their dad had gone on a day trip to some museum with Vovô. Abby usually spent the morning busying herself in her societal solitude. Most of her friends still had full-time jobs, and the spouses of his dad’s friends and business partners didn’t include her in anything.

      Abby walked into the living room, each step more hesitant than the last. She wore a white tennis outfit, her gold waves pinned back into a ponytail. Marco looked up at her, not moving from the couch.

      “You didn’t join your dad and your grandfather?”

      “No.”

      She smiled but his own expression didn’t waver. “Was that Adeline? How is she?”

      Marco set his laptop aside.

      “Still in London, and she still doesn’t have custody of me. So she’s great.”

      Abby sat down. He scooted away.

      “Felipe would let her see you here, if she came to visit.”

      He laughed at that. “Right. Or he could let me move to London like I’ve asked for years. Look, this isn’t any of your business.”

      Marco had said this variation of words to Abby a few times, usually when his dad wasn’t around. She never reacted, never did more than stay silent. It was the truth. Plain and simple.

      Abby folded her hands in her lap. It looked like she’d gotten a fresh manicure. “I know it has nothing to do with me, but you know I’m here, if you ever need to talk.”

      “Great,” Marco said. She didn’t look up at him. During his parents’ divorce, the paparazzi had been around the house for days on end, trying to snap a picture of the otherwise private Silva family. It’d been the first time Marco had seen his face in a gossip magazine. He’d been thirteen back then, barely old enough to realize that going forward his whole life was going to change.

      His parents had had one of the most expensive divorces in all of Glensford history, probably across all of Massachusetts. The whole cheating with the nanny just added more fuel to the fire.

      Marco got up, tucking his laptop under his arm. He needed to research where he could take Cecilia for his grand confession. He thought about getting her enough flowers to fill a whole room, or maybe taking her to a concert, only to have one of her favorite songs played last. He’d have to find out her favorite song. It would be a good fact to have in his back pocket.

      “Wait,” Abby said.

      That was new, usually she just let him walk away.

      “What?” Marco asked. “Are you going to try and get me top open up again? You can stop the act. My dad’s not here.”

      “We want to try and have a child of our own,” Abby said.

      Marco froze, every limb tightening. He gripped his laptop. His dad and Abby had been together four years, nearly five, and married for less than six months.

      If Abby and his dad had a kid, it would be someone else to split the Silva fortune with. Marco recoiled at the thought. He snapped his head toward her.

      “Going for a long-term investment?” he asked. “Finally showing your true colors.”

      “That’s not it,” Abby said, her voice cracking. “I’ve always loved children and wanted a family of my own.”

      Marco laughed even louder. He wondered if Lucas knew about this. Even if his perfect older brother had, he wouldn’t have told Marco, not unless he’d had their dad’s approval.

      “If you wanted a family of your own, you shouldn’t have broken up someone else’s,” Marco said. Abby’s eyes widened. She was definitely crying. He took a step back and looked around the room until his eyes landed on the newly-framed painting his dad had gifted Abby. She’d spent a month on it. He knew only because that was all she ever talked about at their forced Friday dinners.

      He didn’t think, because in moments like this his body acted first. Marco had the frame in his grip a second later. He pulled it off the wall, balancing on his fingers, thinking of how much better his mom’s paintings were. He sighed. He wasn’t going to throw it, he just wanted it off the wall, out of the house like he wished Abby to be.

      Abby was definitely crying now.

      That was when the front door opened.

      The steps were heavy, slow at first and then quick.

      “Abby,” Felipe said. “What’s wrong?”

      Marco turned around, knowing there was no escaping some lecture from his dad now. He still had the painting in his hand. His dad’s eyes zoned in on him an instant later, tired but full of rage.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” His voice rose. “Put that down. Now.”

      He consoled Abby, rubbing her back as though she was a child.

      Marco watched them. He’d take the lecture and go to his room.

      “I was just admiring Abby’s work,” he said, not hiding the sarcasm. “I thought you were on a trip with Vovô.”

      “Is that why you thought it was your chance to yell at your stepmother? Because that’s what a coward does, Marco, waits until everyone is gone to insult someone who they know won’t defend themselves.”

      Marco set the painting on the ground. “I’m a coward?”

      Felipe rubbed his temples. “Get out,” he said. “Get out of my house, unless you’re ready to apologize to your stepmother.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Abby said. She wiped away her tears in the most dramatic way possible. Marco scoffed.

      “Well then, I guess I’ll have to leave,” he said. He’d take Greg and make a turn around the neighborhood, until his dad cooled down.

      “Then go,” Felipe said. “I won’t let you treat Abby this way. I’ve tolerated your behavior long enough.” He turned to Abby. “You can’t excuse it anymore. He’s nearly an adult.”

      Marco didn’t want her to try and step in again. “I’ll go,” he said. His dad would be over this soon, then Marco could come home and sleep. He figured he’d used the time to make some calls for the big confession he had planned for Cecilia. Her family was hosting a Thanksgiving dinner on Friday. That gave him a little less than a week to sort everything out.

      Felipe stood by Abby, watching as Marco stepped out the door. He didn’t turn back to look at either one of them. He texted Greg, then sat by the fountain in front of the house, until the familiar black BMW pulled up.

      “Where would you like to go?” Greg asked. Marco decided not to mention that he’d forgotten to add ‘sir’ to his question.

      “Drive around the city for a while,” he said. “Maybe for an hour. I’ll be making some calls until then.”

      Greg nodded. He pressed a button, and the partition rolled up. Marco connected to his cell phone hotspot and began researching the best flower companies in Glensford. He’d order enough flowers to fill the whole banquet hall, maybe balloons too. No. Balloons would be tacky, and Cecilia was the farthest thing from that. He decided to go for less showy.

      A half hour or so into the car ride Marco’s phone buzzed to life. The screen showed his brother’s name. He picked up.

      “What? Also did you know about Dad and Abby trying to have kids?”

      “Where are you?” Lucas asked, ignoring both questions. “I’m at the house. Your things are sitting out here.”

      Marco paused. He sat up straighter, closing his laptop. “What do you mean? Is Dad there?”

      “He called me,” Lucas said. “He asked if you could stay with me for the time being. Marco, what did you do this time?”

      “Why do you automatically assume I did something?”

      “Because Dad isn’t this dramatic.”

      “I may have said something to Abby, nothing undeserved.” Marco waited. “Lucas?”

      “Look, he probably needs the night to think things through. Just stay at my place tonight, and have Greg drive you home after school tomorrow.”

      “I’m not spending the night anywhere other than my room.” He wondered what Abby had said after he’d left. She’d probably exaggerated the whole situation.

      “I have an eight a.m. class tomorrow,” Lucas said. “If you try and fight Dad on this, I’ll be stuck here all night. Please, just stay the night.”

      Marco’s dad had only made him stay at Lucas’s one other time, over a year ago, the night he’d announced his engagement to Abby. It’d been a week after Cecilia and Marco had kissed. Also the last night Marco had been allowed to drive himself around.

      That had been much worse than this, though. But sometimes his brother was right. It was too late in the night to pick fights.

      “Greg,” he said. “Take me home.”

      “Yes, sir,” Greg said. Then he turned the car around. The drive felt shorter, the night darker. Lucas stood at the front of the house, next to two large suitcases.

      Marco rushed out of the car. He picked up one of the suitcases. It felt like a month’s worth of clothes were inside. He looked at Lucas.

      “What did he say?”

      Lucas sighed. “He said he’s kicking you out until you decide to act like you’re a part of this family.”

      Marco didn’t laugh this time. “He can’t do that. I’m his son.”

      “You’re the son who insulted his wife. Look, let’s just go. I’ll try and talk to him tomorrow.”

      “He can’t kick me out,” Marco said again. The words came out softly, almost a whisper. Lucas grabbed one of the suitcases and piled it into his trunk. Then he reached for the other, but Marco stopped him. “I’m not leaving.” He turned to the door, thinking how easily his dad was doing this.

      “Please don’t,” Lucas said. “Marco, come on.”

      Marco didn’t feel angry anymore, he just… he just wanted to be alone. He let Lucas take the suitcase as he slid into the backseat. He rested his head against the window. Lucas closed the trunk and took the driver’s side.

      “You know Dad,” Lucas said. “You shouldn’t have said whatever you did to Abby. She’s our stepmom.”

      “She’s not my anything.”
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      “You want to work the Hollace’s Thanksgiving dinner on Friday?”

      It was the ghost hour, right after school let out, but before most people left work. Elena had rushed to Melo’s as soon as the last bell had rung in her AP Literature class. Will, who’d rushed back with her as soon as his tutoring job had ended, had a folder open, with the list of events that would be taking place at the Glensford Country Club this week. Melo Coffee sometimes posted events, in case employees wanted to work as extra staff for major holidays. The pay wasn’t terrible either.

      “Yes,” Elena said. “I need the money.”

      Will closed the folder, giving her a curious look. “What for? Or is this one of those things you won’t tell me about until way later?”

      Elena hadn’t thought about a lie for this. She didn’t want to tell Will about Bee’s, but he already knew about the change in ownership. She’d spent the whole day thinking about the late rent, and the possibility of having to leave the bookshop behind. Not just the bookshop either; if they lost Bee’s, she and her dad would need a new place to live, an apartment that they probably couldn’t even afford at this point.

      “I want to have an emergency fund,” Elena said, finally. It wasn’t a total lie. Having savings to help pay rent could count as an emergency.

      Will leaned in. “Do you need money? I don’t mind-”

      “No,” Elena said. She heard the sharpness in the word. “Your money’s yours. I just think it’s time I had a bigger savings buffer. The whole situation with the ownership change had me thinking; we don’t own the building, the new owner could raise the rent when our lease ends, they could even decide to not renew the lease. It’s good to have a backup.”

      “Doesn’t your dad have a backup? I thought you guys had a great accountant.”

      Elena bit her lip. She needed to move the conversation away from finance talk. She was worried, sure, but they’d be fine. “So, do they have an extra spot that day?”

      Will nodded. “I was working that event actually, but something came up, so I’ll let them know you’re filling in for me. It does pay well, I think fifteen an hour plus any tips, not that I would count on too many of those.”

      Elena shrugged. “It’ll be a Thanksgiving dinner, maybe they’ll feel generous.”

      Will wrote her name down on the list of employees. Elena walked closer to make sure he really was typing it in. She got too close, so that when Will looked back up, their faces were about an inch or two apart.

      Elena stumbled and in an instant Will had an arm against her back. She could feel the warmth of his hand traveling across her whole body.

      Will didn’t let go. He looked at her with an intensity she hadn’t registered before.

      “Elena, I need to tell you something.”

      “Okay.”

      Elena’s heart thudded against her chest. She could hear the thumping of it in her head, louder and louder.

      Will let go, gently letting her find her balance. “So there’s one part of the New York trip I didn’t mention.”

      “What part was that?”

      “The part where I sort of went on a few dates with Cecilia Hollace. She’s the friend from the school tour. And she’s invited me to the Thanksgiving dinner next Friday.”

      “Oh. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I know how much you dislike anyone, other than Mia, who goes to San Mateo Prep, or did so at any point in time.”

      “I don’t dislike everyone that goes to San Mateo Prep.”

      “You know what I mean,” Will said. “You hate any member of our city’s ‘upper crust’ as you so lovingly refer to them. And I didn’t want to tell you about Cecilia because I really like her. I wanted a chance for me to get to know her without hearing your official stance on her.”

      “My stance?” Elena crossed her arms. “I’ve never taken a stance against any of the girls you’ve dated.”

      Will smiled nervously at that. “You always bring up something that’s wrong with them. And then I can’t stop thinking about what you point out, until it’s literally the only thing I notice. Then I use it as an excuse for it not to work out.” He sighed. “My point is, Cecilia is nothing like you would imagine.”

      “I don’t know her enough to imagine anything,” Elena said. She didn’t take stances. She was only honest when Will asked her what she thought about the girls he dated. It was his fault if he fixated on her answer. “I’ve only heard of her through Mia.”

      “There’s also the Mia bit,” Will said. “I didn’t want you to feel like you had to take sides.”

      “There are no sides to take, you two broke up months ago. Besides, she isn’t talking to me.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’ve stopped being friends. Look, for now, Cecilia and I are getting to know each other. I just thought it was better if I told you, that way when you see us as the dinner together you won’t be caught off guard.”

      “Well, then, thanks for telling me.”

      “You’re mad.”

      “I’m not.”

      Will reached out for Elena. She pulled away. His touch would be her absolute undoing.

      “Elena-”

      The front door opened. Marco was wearing his San Mateo Prep uniform. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here. The taller guy next to him spoke. Elena recognized him as Lucas, the decent Silva brother.

      “Hey, Will,” Lucas said. He smiled at Elena, but it was obvious he didn’t remember her. “I’ve brought a new trainee.”

      Marco rolled his eyes. Elena looked between Will, who didn’t seem surprised, and Lucas, who kept smiling. What did he mean, a new trainee? It was a rule at Melo’s that the person who worked the least hours helped train new employees. Managers supervised, but the other employee helped the trainee.

      “Marco’s going to be working here, starting today,” Lucas said. “I hope it isn’t too much of an inconvenience.”

      “Of course not,” Will said, because what else could he say to the son of his boss? Elena kept her eyes on Marco. He looked like he didn’t want to be there as much as she didn’t want him there. Her shift started in fifteen minutes. And being the part-timer with the shortest schedule meant she’d have to train him.

      It wouldn’t be up to Will either, because he was working the latte bar today. And he wasn’t the manager, Laura was, but she took a very lax managerial approach, as in she kind of let Will be the manager when she took her long breaks.

      “This might be a temporary thing,” Lucas said. “But for now, please train Marco as you would train any other employee.”

      Right. That was a joke. Elena wondered if her bottom lip was bleeding at this point, from how hard she was biting it to keep her words down. Marco said nothing.

      “I’ll be back at eight to pick him up. Again, sorry for the short notice.” He looked at Elena, with a charm that calmed her. “Thank you for taking him on your team. If he’s too much trouble, let me know.”

      Will looked at her, and she looked at Marco and then back at Will. First the news that he was dating Cecilia Hollace, and now this. She thought she’d been having a good day.

      “Come with me,” Elena said. “I’ll show you where the uniforms are.” It took Marco a second to realize the words were meant for him. He took a few steps toward her. Elena turned to Lucas. “I’ll make sure to train him like all our employees.”

      Lucas smiled, like he really meant it. “It’s all I can ask for.” He pushed Marco closer to Elena. “I’ll see you after your shift.”

      Will gave Elena a grateful look. Lucas started to talk to him about something as she walked with Marco toward the changing rooms.

      Outside the changing rooms was a central rack for uniforms to be hung and then private changing rooms to the sides. Elena left her work uniform here twice a week for the complimentary laundry service. Otherwise, she’d  never be able to get rid of the smell of coffee. She guided Marco toward the central rack. The one downside of leaving your uniform was someone else could take it if you didn’t label it.

      “What size are you?”

      Marco took a seat on a nearby bench. “Don’t waste your time,” he said. “I already called my driver. If my dad thinks I’m going to work here, he really doesn’t know me.”

      “Your dad sent you?”

      “No. I volunteered for this wonderful part-time job.”

      “Your brother said that I should train you, like any other employee.”

      “Look,” Marco said. “I know you don’t want me here. I’d be interrupting whatever thing is going on with you and the blond guy at the register. So, if I go, we both benefit. If my dad calls to check in, you tell him I trained and that way we don’t have to deal with each other.”

      “That would be a lie,” Elena said. If Felipe Silva had sent his son to train, she’d have to train him. “And I have a no-lying policy for my employer.”

      “Whatever,” Marco said. He pulled his phone out. “My driver will be here soon.”

      “You said that already.”

      There was knock and Lucas walked in.

      Elena turned.

      “Your driver won’t be coming,” Lucas said. “On Dad’s command. So, I think you should change and get ready for your shift. Will said you can start by learning how to take inventory in the back. Tomorrow you can work on baking and then eventually taking coffee orders.”

      Marco stood up. “Dad called off Greg? Are you kidding? What did Abby tell him?”

      Elena cleared her throat. She wasn’t going to spend her shift on family drama. She grabbed her uniform off the rack, or at least one that looked like her size, and turned to a changing room, the farthest one from the Silva brothers. Lucas gave her an apologetic look, before he went back to his conversation with Marco.

      Elena barricaded herself in the changing room. She just wanted to get through this shift without thinking about Cecilia and Will, or having to deal with Marco. She forced herself to remember that every hour she worked was another thirteen dollars toward any part of Bee’s rent they might not be able to pay, and that was the only thing she needed to focus on now.
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      Everything smelled like coffee.

      Marco pinched his nose as Elena counted bags of coffee grounds. She finished counting, added the amount to her tablet, and then turned to look down at him.

      “And that’s how you take inventory,” she said. “If we’re running low on a certain type of coffee, Laura, our manager, gets an alert and she’ll reorder it if we need it sooner than our next shipment. Around this time of year we always run out of our pumpkin-mix.”

      Marco sighed. He kept to his corner of the storeroom, arms crossed and with what he hoped was an annoyed expression on his face. How could his dad have cut off his access to his credit cards, to his driver? He’d been in the middle of making Cecilia’s flower order when the woman on the phone had told him his card had been declined. It had been mortifying. He’d gone through all his cards, until he realized this wasn’t a case of fraud. It had been his dad’s doing, which in turn meant it had been Abby’s doing.

      “Marco,” Elena said. “What are you even doing here?”

      “Look, just go back to counting your inventory. I’ll stand here and pretend I’m listening.”

      “You’re not even pretending,” Elena said. She sighed and set the tablet down. “What did you do?”

      She asked the question with a familiarity Marco didn’t like. He scanned Elena, not because he wanted to but because she was literally blocking his whole view. The storage room was high, but narrow. She wore her short brown hair up in what would barely pass as a ponytail. She was looking at him like she wanted an answer.

      “Nothing that concerns you,” Marco said. He didn’t remember meeting Elena, not the way he remembered meeting Cecilia. He figured he’d probably seen her around the historic district, and then eventually walked into Bee’s to buy books for his vovô. It was simpler than buying directly from collectors. His grandfather had a fascination with the works of Preston Blanchard. He lit up any time Marco bought him a first edition.

      “You’re right. I’m sure whatever you did, you probably deserve to be here.”

      Marco’s jaw tightened. “Are you trying to pick a fight with me? I have to warn you, today’s really not the day.”

      “I’m not,” Elena said. And he was glad, because he really didn’t have the energy to argue more with her. She picked up the tablet. “If you’re going to keep pretending to learn, then follow me to our freezer, where I can show you how to take inventory of our cookie dough tubs. It’s fascinating information.”

      “Why are you training me? I told you, I can go and you can lie and say you did what Lucas asked.”

      She gave him a tired smile, tucking the tablet closer to her body. “Your brother said your dad called off your driver, so technically you don’t have a way of getting home, unless you take a cab. Which I’m guessing you can’t pay for, which is why you’re here, right? Also, I’m just doing my job, even if that means having to train you.”

      Marco slipped his phone into his pocket. Well, she caught on fast. “Show me the freezer,” he said. He had nowhere else to go until Lucas picked him up and took him back to his apartment.

      Elena led Marco to the freezer room.

      “It’s recommended you always come to the freezer with someone else,” Elena said. She pressed a hand against the thick, metal handle. “It can get stuck sometimes and it’s impossible to open from the inside.”

      “You’ve had workers trapped in the freezer?”

      She shook her head. “Not for more than a few seconds, thanks to our ‘don’t enter the freezer without a partner’ policy. I doubt you’ll be here past today, but in case, just remember to bring someone with you, or let someone know you’re here if you’re taking inventory. Okay?”

      “Sure,” Marco said. Elena held the door back and showed him inside. She went over how to take the inventory and then they were out. It took him a few minutes to feel the tips of his fingertips again. He wasn’t really paying attention to any of it. It wasn’t that Elena was terrible at explaining things, it was simply that he couldn’t care less. She handed him the tablet and left him in charge of taking the rest of the inventory while she went outside to the cafe to take orders.

      Marco sat in the back storeroom, looking through all his accounts which were still frozen. His dad had been thorough, he’d even blocked the smaller accounts Marco hadn’t touched in years. He’s only left Marco’s personal checking account so he could get paid for his new job at Melo’s. It meant he couldn’t buy or plan anything for his big confession to Cecilia. Eventually, Lucas popped out of nowhere.

      “Hey, shift’s over. Get changed, I’ll wait in the car.” Then he shut the door.

      Marco groaned as he got up. He’d barely done anything and he still felt depleted of energy. His arms ached, and his legs weighed him down as he walked to the changing room. When he walked, a strong coffee smell, worse than the one in the kitchen, struck him. He fought back nausea, already sure he wouldn’t touch a cup of coffee again. Then he took off the uniform shirt and threw it in the dirty clothes pile. He looked around for his school uniform.

      What if someone had hidden his clothes because he’s showed up like this? He doubted very many of the employees liked him, jealous he was the owner’s son.

      He heard a door open. Oh great. There was someone else there. Marco looked around, but didn’t move. He heard footsteps coming toward him.

      “What are you doing?” Elena asked. She had a folded uniform in one hand, and a denim jacket in the other. “You need to go to a changing room.” Her eyes widened more, and Marco realized she was looking him up and down.

      More voices emerged, but from the outside of the room.

      “Oh no. That’s Will. I think it’s Laura too.” Before he could respond, Elena grabbed Marco by the arm and pulled him away from the shared changing room area. He barely had time to grab his phone. She shoved him into a changing room, closing the door behind them.

      The cold wall stuck to Marco’s back. He looked down to see Elena’s hand wrapped around his forearm, her fingers warm, her grip tight. She had her ear pressed to the door, but the rest of her body was pressed into him.

      “Um-” he began.

      Elena placed a finger to her lips. He stopped talking. The voices were louder now.

      “I’ll think about it,” someone said, a guy.

      “Well, let me know,” a girl said. “The position is yours if you want it.”

      Then it sounded like they walked in opposite directions to other changing rooms. When the doors closed, Elena eased her grip on him. Marco swallowed, still very much aware of how close she was.

      “Could you back up a little?”

      Elena seemed to finally return from panic mode. She scanned him again, and this time her eyes stopped on the only piece of clothing Marco had on, his boxers.

      “Oh,” Elena said. Her eyes shot to the wall behind him. “I wasn’t-”

      When she moved back, it wasn’t very far. The changing room had obviously been built for one person. Marco took a second to breathe out, now that she’d finally let go of him.

      “Can we get out of here, now?” he asked.

      Her cheeks flushed. “Will’s outside.”

      “You don’t want your boyfriend to find us,” Marco said. He remembered the weird embrace he’d witnessed Elena and the Will guy in as he and Lucas had walked up to Melo’s. “Then you shouldn’t have followed me into the changing room.”

      “I wasn’t thinking,” Elena said. “And you should’ve used a changing room to begin with.” She sighed. A door opened.

      “Elena? You ready to go?”

      Marco froze. It was her boyfriend. He cleared his throat, but she put a hand on his mouth, before he could speak.

      “Yeah,” Elena said. “I’m almost done changing. I’ll meet you up front so we can walk back together.”

      There was a pause. Marco waited, all too aware of Elena now. He looked at the wall this time. It wasn’t that he even found her attractive, they were just so close.

      “Okay,” Will said, finally. “I’ll get us some hot chocolate to go. Think your dad will want anything?”

      “I think that’s fine,” Elena said. “Thanks.” Then Will left, at least Marco thought so by the sound of the distancing footsteps.

      Marco came to his senses. He grabbed Elena’s hand and moved it away from his mouth.

      “Can you get of my changing room now?”

      Elena nodded. She reached for the doorknob.

      Another door opened.

      “Elena?” It was the woman’s voice. “Have you seen Marco? I think he left his school uniform in the to be washed pile. I’ll leave it out here for him to find.”

      Elena’s eyes snapped to Marco. She sighed. “I think he was finishing up inventory. I’ll let him know if I see him. Thanks, Laura.”

      Marco really didn’t like the setup of this changing room. The Laura woman left too. Elena kept an ear on the door, until everything fell quiet. She turned.

      “This never happened,” she said. “I’ll get your uniform. Stay here unless you want to have another employee see you.”

      Then she bolted out the door. Marco waited. He crossed his arms over his chest, each second feeling like an eternity. Finally, the door opened. Elena held his school uniform out to him.

      “This never happened,” she repeated.

      “Your boyfriend won’t hear a thing about you taking half-naked guys into changing rooms from me.”

      “My what?”

      Before Marco could answer someone appeared behind Elena. She followed Marco’s gaze and turned.

      Lucas stood in the changing room, a curious look on his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “No,” Elena said. “It’s not like that.”

      Lucas waved off her comment like it was no big deal. He cleared his throat and turned to Marco. “I was going to tell you to hurry. I thought we could grab dinner at, um-” He cleared his throat again. Marco watched his brother’s tan cheeks blush. “You know what, I’ll be in the car.”

      “Lucas,” Marco called out, but his brother was already gone. He walked with the speed of a child who’d walked in on his parents in an inopportune encounter.

      Elena’s shoulders sank. She turned back. Her face was red, redder than Lucas’s. “Well that was mortifying. Please clear it up with your brother that nothing happened here.”

      “You did drag me into a changing room-”

      “To keep you from having the rest of the employees see you like you are now.”

      “So you do admit to dragging me into a changing room?”

      “Goodnight,” Elena said. Then she too was off, leaving Marco shivering in the changing room. He slipped on his San Mateo Prep uniform in under a minute and was out the door. He didn’t think, just fast walked to Lucas’s car until the coffee smell was far behind him.

      “Should we talk about it?” Lucas began. “Or is this one of those things where you two knew each other and there were lingering feelings that happened to come out right now. Because if that’s the case, I really think you should invite her out to lunch or a movie, instead of making out in changing rooms.”

      Oh my god. Was his brother trying to give him some sort of talk?

      “Nothing happened,” Marco said. “First, she’s not my type. And second, I was changing and she was the one that pulled me into a room. I couldn’t find my uniform, and it just, it looked like something it wasn’t. Okay? So can you drive me home now?”

      Lucas nodded. He turned up the radio. “You know Dad’s still not letting you back home. So for now, it’ll be my apartment. He went with Vovô for a quick business trip to Boston. They’ll be back for Thanksgiving. Maybe you can talk to him then?”

      “Well, I’ll need to borrow one of your credit cards,” Marco said. “I need to buy a few things.”

      “Dad said to let you live off what you earn at Melo’s. Well, aside from food and anything for school. He’ll know if I give you a credit card.”

      “Are you serious?” He shook his head. “So not only did he cut me off, but he told you not to help me either?”

      “Maybe if you apologize to Abby, things will smooth over faster.”

      “It’s not bad enough that he made me come train here,” Marco said.

      “How about this,” Lucas said. “I’ll give you the money you would’ve earned today. So that’s fifty dollars for the afternoon.”

      Marco leaned his head against the window. Fifty dollars wouldn’t even buy one bouquet for flowers for Cecilia. “Forget it,” he said. “I’ll call Vovô tomorrow.”

      Because if there was one person who could command Felipe Silva, it was his father, the creator of Melo Coffee himself. And Marco just happened to be the favorite grandson.

      His grandfather wouldn’t let the punishment go on for any longer.

      Marco knew his freedom and credit card access was one phone call away. He’d give his dad the night to reconsider the punishment, and if he didn’t, then Marco would call his grandfather in the morning.

      Vovô had always been an early riser.
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      Elena looked at the amount in her savings account.

      She had $2000. That wasn’t even enough to cover half their rent. She exited the bank app and set her phone down on the floor. That was worst case scenario.

      Bee’s was empty, now. Which was expected since it was Thanksgiving and none of the stores in the historic district had Black Friday sales. Her dad had made some good sales the past Saturday.  Elena couldn’t help but wonder, though, what would happen if they fell behind on another bill? She stood from her hiding spot behind some bookshelves where she’d been trying to finish an essay for her AP Literature class. So far she had one glorious sentence.

      At least she had the rest of the Thanksgiving weekend to finish it.

      Jingle bells rang. That would be Will. He’d been working a shift at Melo’s that morning, but had promised to come over for Thanksgiving dinner.

      “Hey,” Elena began. She hadn’t asked him more about Cecilia. Elena had heard about Cecilia from Mia. She wasn’t a terrible person, just the daughter of one of the wealthier families at San Mateo Prep, who traveled around quite a bit and knew more languages than the average polyglot. There might have been one incident where she helped Mia avoid a hazing prank they did on new scholarship students; which actually made Cecilia Hollace a good person and would explain why Will liked her.

      Elena sighed at the thought. She pulled a smile on her face as the jingle bells rang and the door closed. There weren’t heavy bootsteps. Maybe they did have a customer on Thanksgiving.

      “Welcome to Bee’s Books,” Elena began, the line almost ingrained on her tongue.

      Mia stood near the door. A thick, knitted beanie covered her long black curls.

      “Hi,” she said.

      Elena couldn’t find a proper greeting.

      “Hi,” she said. “How… Your mom… Dulce Street?” Yeah, her thoughts weren’t coherent.

      “My mom asked me to bring this over,” Mia said. “She was busy delivering orders, so she couldn’t stop by herself.” Mia held out a pie box, with the Dulce Street logo on the cover. “It’s an apple pie.”

      “Thank you.” Elena took the box from Mia and then stepped back. Apple pie from Dulce Street was her dad’s favorite.

      A silence enveloped Bee’s. Mia’s eyes bounced around the book shop.

      “You rearranged those,” she said, pointing to the three bookshelves behind Elena. “It looks nice.”

      “Thanks,” Elena said. She wanted to ask Mia how San Mateo Prep was, how her college search was going too. Why she’d said she’d needed space when Elena hadn’t done anything to her. Unless, Mia had somehow figured out that Elena liked Will.

      Instead there was more silence.

      “I should go,” Mia said. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      Elena held a hand out.

      “Wait,” she said.

      Mia turned, her stoic expression gone now. “Yes?”

      “How are you?”

      “Good. College applications are stressing me out, but other than that, I’ve been good.” She looked ready to leave.

      Elena didn’t want to waste the opportunity. “You should stop by Bee’s more. We’re having a sale next week on romance fiction.”

      Romance was Mia’s kryptonite.

      “I can’t,” Mia said. Her eyes went to the floor. “Happy Thanksgiving.” She was gone before Elena could wish her a Happy Thanksgiving in return.

      Elena tried to go back to her essay, but she couldn’t focus. Seeing Mia was like uncovering a pot she’d left boiling for the last six months. The steam hit her all at once, and the lid was too hot to cover the pot back up. So she went upstairs, helped her dad set the table and checked on the turkey. Then when Will texted her, she went back downstairs to meet him in the shop.

      He walked in, his blond hair windswept but somehow still gelled down. He held a container of the stuffing he’d promised to bring.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “My shift ran long and then Cecilia showed up afterward.”

      That caught Elena’s attention. She quietly half-hugged Will as her mind went through options of how to ask about Cecilia without sounding like she cared too much.

      “Really?” Elena said, pulling away from the hug.

      Will took off his denim jacket. “It was more of a run in. She was there to pick up Marco, actually. Apparently his dad wanted him to train again today. Lucas couldn’t pick him up so Cecilia did. She saw me and we talked.”

      “Marco’s still there?” Elena asked. She thought of the changing room incident and her cheeks warmed.

      “Cecilia didn’t tell me much but it’s definitely some sort of punishment. She said he won’t give her the details, but for the time being he’s a Melo’s employee. And he has no driver. Oh, that reminds me, he’s working the Hollace dinner tomorrow. I thought I’d give you a warning, in case you wanted to drop out.”

      “He’s coming tomorrow?” That meant she’d have to train him on the day of the event. He’d probably bring up the changing room incident or the fact he thought she was dating Will.

      “Yeah,” Will said. “We can get someone else to go. You don’t have to-”

      “I’ll go,” Elena said, not because she wanted to, but because she had no choice. One of their bigger clients, Mr. Thomas, had called to say that due to some personal issues, he wouldn’t be making  his usual Christmas special order, which he usually came in to make at this time of year. It was the order Elena had been counting on as part of the shop’s holiday sales. She’d heard the message as her dad had played it back, right before he’d deleted it from the store phone, not noticing that she’d been listening from behind a shelf. Elena had barely slept last night.

      “You sure?” Will asked. “After Monday’s training, you looked like you never wanted to see him again.”

      “I was tired,” Elena said. She kept walking, hoping they would change the subject. Will said nothing else until they got into the apartment.

      “Mr. Castro,” Will said as he walked in. “It smells like the world’s greatest turkey in here.”

      Andres wrapped Will in a hug.

      “Will,” he said. “Come here, I made your favorite, chicken empanadas.”

      Elena smiled at the interaction. Her dad always spent more time making his empanadas for Thanksgiving, or any major holiday really, than he did on the turkey. It was a recipe he’d learned from Mia’s mom, a Peruvian empanada recipe. He said he liked it better than the recipe he’d learned from the time he’d lived in Puerto Rico with his family.

      “I’m going to change,” Elena said.

      Her Thanksgiving outfit was a dressier piece than what she wore most years. It was a calf-long dress, in a dark orange fabric with a light brown belt at the waist. She slipped it on and pulled on tights underneath. Then she redid her hair, organizing the short mess that it was as quickly as she could. She realized this might be her last Thanksgiving with Will.

      Maybe next year he’d want to spend Thanksgiving at school, or go to a friend’s house for the break. Or, maybe he’d end up spending it with the Hollace family. Elena didn’t let herself think about it.

      She’d enjoy today and then she’d figure out how she’d cope with next year.

      
        
        ___________

      

      

      Vovô was smiling.

      Marco sat across from his grandfather, wondering how he could act like everything between them was all right. Marco had called him to ask for help with Felipe’s uncalled for punishment. He’d thought his grandfather would side with him, make Felipe see the error of his ways, or at least get Marco access back to his bank accounts.

      Vovô had done none of that, in fact he’d sided with Felipe. When Marco had called him, he’d told Marco that he could work the Hollace’s Thanksgiving event tomorrow. He said it was a good opportunity for Marco to learn about the business, and that he was sure Felipe would be willing to smooth the situation over when Marco apologized.

      Marco watched his grandfather now, chatting with Lucas across the table, still smiling, like he hadn’t betrayed his favorite grandson.

      “Marco?”

      Marco looked up to find one of his dad’s business partners talking to him. He didn’t remember the man’s name, he only knew that he needed to be on his best behavior. Especially now that no one was on his side.

      “Yes?” Marco asked, like he hadn’t completely missed whatever the man had been asking.

      “What are your college plans for when you graduate? Are you going to study business like your brother?”

      Why did people have to ask questions like this? No matter how well prepared a high-schooler was, no one really knew the answer to the question. To Marco, it felt like adults liked to ask it to either tell a teenager how great their future career choice was or to tell them how slim their chances of finding a career were. It was always one of the two. Besides, he was still a junior.

      Marco nodded. “I’m definitely leaning toward a business degree,” he lied. He was leaning toward a gap year.

      “That’s a solid choice,” the man said. Then the conversation went on to the topic of real estate in the historic district.

      The silence made Marco think of Cecilia.

      He’d had to ask her to pick him up from work earlier that day. It’d been beyond embarrassing. And it was all because Lucas had to pick up their dad and Vovô from the airport. They’d flown back earlier than planned. The worst part was having to witness Elena’s boyfriend flirt with Cecilia. Apparently he’d met Cecilia on a college tour in New York.

      He wondered if Elena knew her boyfriend, Will whatever, flirted with customers when she wasn’t there.

      The conversation went on around Marco. He knew his father turned every so often to glare at him. Abby kept smiling, like nothing was wrong, like Marco didn’t smell like coffee or that he hadn’t been home in almost a week.

      He took a bite of turkey and went back to planning his confession to Cecilia. He’d have to ask Lucas to borrow money against the money he’d supposedly earned by working at Melo’s. All together it would be enough for some flowers,. Marco had convinced himself Cecilia would want something simple but elegant.

      He hoped that’s what she’d want.

      Vovô looked up and gave Marco a smile. Traitor. Still, Marco couldn’t bring himself to get mad at his grandfather. He was sure his dad had exaggerated the situation to make Vovô switch sides.

      “How’s the food?” Vovô asked.

      “Delicious,” Marco said. Marco didn’t like turkey. He just couldn’t tell his grandfather that, since the whole meal had been catered by his favorite chef, using Silva family recipes. “Everything is delicious.”

      That made Vovô smile, all the wrinkles on his tanned face coming to life. He smiled like Lucas, with the charisma of someone no one could dislike. Marco returned the smile and went back to eating. He’d get through this meal and the next family holiday he was forced to spend with his father and Abby. He didn’t plan on coming back to visit when he turned eighteen.

      After that, he’d move to London to be with his mom. Lucas could visit him there if he wanted. Marco wondered if he and Cecilia could make it work long distance. Then again, she traveled more than anyone he knew. They’d make it work.

      First, he had to convince her how much he liked her, and that the kiss they’d shared before she left shouldn’t be their last.
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      Elena watched Marco chatting with the head of the wait staff. Will had arranged it so Elena didn’t have to train Marco for anything. He’d apparently come in earlier to get instructions, which by the looks of it wasn’t much earlier than her. Unless he was trying to hide the fact he was working the event, which was why he was wearing a black leather jacket over his uniform.

      Elena slipped of her own jacket and hung it on the coat rack near the employee entrance. She made sure her hair was tied back into a stub of a ponytail. She’d never been able to deal with her hair long, especially after her mom had passed away. It always reminded her of how badly she styled it compared to her mom. She’d left it at chin length since seventh grade.

      Marco looked lost. The staff moved around, setting up tables and silverware. Elena guessed he wasn’t here to help with that, but with serving, just like she was. Their job wouldn’t start until everything was set out and actually ready to serve. The owner of the catering company had a rule that only her personal employees touch the food and plate settings.

      Elena didn’t mind. She was getting paid to stand around and watch. It also left her pockets of time to think about how her dad hadn’t brought up the new owner or the late rent. She’d tried to get him to talk, but he wouldn’t be drawn.

      That was when Marco saw her and walked right over, like they were old friends.

      “Hi.” Elena pointed to his jacket. “You can take that off if you want. The coat rack’s over there.”

      Marco gave her a strange look. “Trying to undress me again?”

      “Hilarious,” she said. “What are you doing here? I figured you be attending this event, not serving.”

      “I figured the same thing,” Marco said. He shrugged. “My dad’s still trying to teach me whatever lesson he thinks this is teaching me. So I’m here, always the obedient son.”

      “Did he cut you off?

      “Temporarily.”

      Marco’s eyes danced around the room.

      “When do the guests start arriving?”

      Elena thought of the few events she’d worked in the banquet halls of the country club. “The event starts in two hours, so I’m guessing whatever member of the Hollace family paid for the event will be here in an hour or so to check on everything, and then guests will start showing up in two hours. Most will come later, though.”

      Will would be a guest at this event. Elena kept forgetting, not because it was something worth forgetting, but because she didn’t want to think about it.

      “What do we do until then?”

      “Stay out of the catering company’s way,” Elena said. “Trust me, its’s for the best.”

      “Where do we go?”

      “Uh, I usually hang out upstairs in the music room until they find me. Like I said, best to stay out of the way.”

      Elena headed up the stairs to the music rooms above. They were used for private concerts, thirty people or less. Technically, they weren’t off limits, but Elena knew to be wary of any country club members. If something ended up broken or mishandled they’d blame her. Which was fair, but still, she trod carefully.

      Elena turned to find Marco following her. He hadn’t taken off his jacket.

      “So when I said I went to the music room, I meant just me. It wasn’t an invitation.”

      “I have something to tell you,” Marco said.

      “What?”

      “Show me where you’re going to hide out, and I’ll tell you.”

      She sighed. But she couldn’t deny she was curious. Also, having Marco Silva to annoy her was better than having her thoughts overwhelm her. Elena showed Marco the way upstairs, to the smallest, most unused music room. It contained only a grand piano and six seats. Nothing in here looked too breakable. She took a seat on one of the upholstered chairs.

      Marco hesitated but then took the chair next to her.

      “So what you do in here?” he asked. “Play the piano?”

      Elena laughed. “No, no way. I can’t play to save my life. I read,” she said. Then she pulled a book out from her bag. She noticed Marco glancing at the title.

      “Pride and Prejudice?” he said. “That’s not a cliché at all.”

      Elena tucked the book under her arm. She noticed then the late bill was still slipped inside. Marco noticed too, but he didn’t ask about it. He just reached for it, like he had every right to.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Elena asked, pulling it out of his hand, but by the look on his face she knew he’d read it, at least what it said at the top. “That’s private.”

      “Late on your rent?”

      “That’s none of your business.” Elena tucked the slip into her bag and regretted ever bringing Marco here. Her cheeks were hot. She opened her book.

      “It’s not a big deal,” Marco said. “Every business has a cycle. You just adapt, make the changes needed to make you more competitive and then you pay your back rent and keep growing.”

      Elena wasn’t sure if he was mocking her. He made it sound like it was the simplest thing to do.

      “It’s not that easy,” Elena finally said. She shut her book, thinking about Mr. Thomas’s call. What if they really didn’t make the rent this month? They needed a subject change, now. “What did you want to tell me? Unless you lied about that so I’d show you my hiding spot.”

      “Oh,” Marco said. “Right. I saw your boyfriend flirting with someone else yesterday. Thought I’d be a good co-worker and let you know.”

      It took Elena a moment to process the word boyfriend in reference to herself. Marco meant Will. And that girl he saw him flirting with had probably been Cecilia.

      “Will’s not my boyfriend,” Elena said. “I don’t why you’d think that.” She folded her arms.

      “You’re not dating?”

      “No,” Elena said. “I should have clarified earlier. We’re just friends. He’s dating-”

      “You like him, though?” Marco said, leaning in closer now. “You look at him like a girlfriend would.”

      Elena bit her tongue before she could answer. The pain was quick but deep. She tasted blood. No one had ever mentioned her liking Will. She’d spent years perfecting the way she hid her feelings for him.

      “We’re friends. He’s my best friend.”

      They’d been best friends since he’d come to sit with Elena on a swing set after her mom had died. It’d been his first day at school and her first day back since the funeral. After a week of sitting through lunches while Elena cried, somehow, they’d ended up being friends.

      Marco looked like he was having way too much fun with his. “Well, then you’re in love with your best friend. And he has no clue.” He shook his head. “I thought he was trying to two-time you.”

      Elena closed her eyes, because she couldn’t think of what else to do. How could Marco talk about her love for Will so easily, like it was a joke? She opened them to find Marco giving her a curious look.

      “Why don’t you tell him?” he asked, the humor gone.

      Elena swallowed. “Because I know he doesn’t feel that way about me,” she finally said. She couldn’t believe she’d just admitted it. Marco would never let her live this down. What if he told Will? “You can’t tell him. It would ruin everything.”

      “I don’t care enough to tell Will that. I think it’s a waste not to tell someone how you feel about them. In the end, it’s not like your feelings are going to go away. Might as well risk everything getting ruined than spend the rest of your time having to watch the person you like date someone else.”

      It was Elena who gave the curious look this time. She watched Marco. “Is that what you’re planning to do?”

      He nodded. “If everything goes well today, then yes. I’m going to tell my crush how I feel.”

      Elena wondered who he liked. “Is that why you’re here?”

      “No,” Marco said. “Well, kind of. But I’m also here because, like you said, for the time being, I’m cut off.”

      “What did you do?”

      Marco shrugged. “Told someone their truth.” He pointed to her book. “Go back to reading.” He stood. “I have stuff to get ready.” He walked to the door, turning once more. “He might like you, Will I mean. You never know.”

      Elena shook her head. “I know he doesn’t. He’s dating someone else.”

      “Maybe because he doesn’t know you like him.”

      She held up her book. “I’m gonna take your advice and go back to reading.”

      Marco shrugged again and then walked out. Elena opened her book up, to Mr. Darcy’s first proposal. She couldn’t bring herself to focus, her mind only weighed on the realization that Marco probably didn’t even remember how’d they met, or why she disliked him. To him, she was probably just the girl who helped him find history books.

      Elena sighed, putting her book aside. Whoever he was confessing his feelings to today, she genuinely hoped it went well. Because he was right, one-sided love really sucked.

      
        
        _________

      

      

      Marco avoided eye contact with family. They were seated at the same table as Cecilia’s parents. Her dad was deep in a conversation with Felipe.

      Marco kept to the back tables, bringing out drinks and dinner plates. The night had actually gone by smoother than he thought. However, he still hadn’t seen Cecilia anywhere. There was an empty spot at the table with her family, which meant she was coming, he just wasn’t sure when that was.

      He fidgeted with his shirt. The flowers he’d ordered would be here soon. He’d made sure to time his confession at the height of the dinner, when there would be the most people around. Marco might have done that to make sure his dad saw it, so that Abby could see whatever lies she’d told Felipe had no effect on Marco.

      “May I get a refill?” someone asked Marco. He kept his head down as he walked over to the man. It was the same business partner from Thanksgiving dinner last night. The man gave him a curious look. “You’re working the event?”

      Marco didn’t feel as bad as about this as he’d thought. Mostly, because Lucas had worked at the Melo’s in the San Mateo district most of his summers in high school. Now he interned at the cooperate offices doing something bushiness related, but even then, seeing his brother having donned a uniform made Marco feel a bit more at ease. He just hated that it had to be at this event, where, like Elena had said, he should have been a guest.

      “Yes,” Marco said simply. He took the man’s glass. It looked like water, but according to the few minutes of training some rushed member of the catering company had given him, Marco had to confirm. “Water?” he asked.

      The man nodded. He held a hand out. “It’s good to see a hardworking young man. I worked for my dad’s construction company for years before he even let me into the office building. Good for you.”

      Marco nodded, hoping that would be enough to keep the man from continuing in his story. Thankfully, he didn’t. He actually seemed to find something humorous.

      “I’ll get you that water,” Marco said. He did something like a half-bow, already regretting the gesture as he turned to get back to the kitchen. He nearly ran into Elena as he stepped into the kitchen. She managed to grab the empty glass as it fell from his hands.

      “Watch out,” Elena said. She didn’t seem focused on him, though. Her eyes traveled around the room.

      “Looking for someone?” Marco asked. He took the glass back from her. He’d have to get his dad’s business partner a new one, now that this one had his fingerprints all over it.

      Elena nodded. “Have you seen Will?” When he didn’t answer right away she said, “The guy you thought was my boyfriend.”

      “Is he working this event?” For a minute Marco was hopeful. Maybe that meant he could stop working and start preparing for his confession for Cecilia.

      “He’s a guest,” Elena said. Which hadn’t been one of the answers in Marco’s mind.

      “Is he on a scholarship?” Marco asked.

      “No,” Elena said. She was still looking around. Then she waved at someone, completely unaware of Marco now. “He’s here with his date.”

      Marco turned, curious to see which girl Will had used to get him into the dinner. Then he froze.

      As Will waved at Elena across the room, the date next to him waved at Marco.

      Cecilia had a huge smile on her face. She had an arm tucked into Will’s; her dark blue dress matched the blue handkerchief in Will’s pocket.

      Elena started to walk over to the couple. Marco’s mind stopped functioning all together. He couldn’t process it; Cecilia was dating Will. They hadn’t been flirting yesterday, well, they had, but not because Will was two-timing anyone, but because they were together. He repeated the thought. He came to the same conclusion. Cecilia, the girl he wanted to confess his feelings to, was dating Will, the guy Elena was in love with.

      As the realization circled through Marco’s head, someone tapped his shoulder.

      “Did you order flowers?” It was the girl who’d trained him for five minutes before the dinner started. She pointed to someone behind her. “This guy says your ordered these roses. That’s super unprofessional if you did.” When Marco didn’t answer, she shrugged and walked off, leaving Marco facing some confused-looking kid holding a huge vases of roses.

      “Are you Marco Silva?” the kid asked. “I’m here from Everyday Flowers. You ordered these for-” Marco snatched the vase from the kid, before he could finish reading the card.

      People were looking in his direction. He hadn’t realized how far away from the kitchen he’d stepped. Elena turned, watching him. She gave him a confused look, and then her eyes traveled from Marco to Cecilia and Will.

      When she looked at him, she shook her head.

      Marco looked around the room. His mind raced. This wasn’t what he’d planned. Cecilia was supposed to be sitting, and he would be changed out of this stupid uniform. Then he’d walk to her table, lean down and ask for her attention. He’d give her the flowers, saying how much he cherished their friendship-

      People were definitely staring now.

      Cecilia had a date. If he confessed anything it would be humiliating and would mean an automatic rejection. Marco’s heart raced. The room spun. Then his eyes focused on the one person who he realized knew what was going on. He breathed in, his hands shaking under the weight of the vase.
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      Marco Silva was walking right up to her, holding the flowers Elena now knew had been meant for Cecilia.

      Oh no. Why did he have that look on his face? She took a step back, but didn’t make it any further before he was in front of her, holding the vase of roses out to her. Elena looked around the room. No one was eating anymore. Heads in the room continued to turn in her direction, guests and staff alike. Elena looked at Marco, who was only a vase of flowers away from her.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      “Play along,” Marco said. His caramel-colored eyes were wide, desperate. “Please. For now, go along with this.”

      Elena watched as his hands shook. Without thinking, she took the vase of flowers, her fingers brushing over Marco’s as she did. Someone ‘ahhed’ in the background. Was that a camera flash?

      Marco looked somewhat relieved, but he tucked his shaking hands to his sides.

      “Elena,” he said, too loudly for it to be meant only for her ears. “I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you these past few days. I know this is quick, but I really like you. Would you go on a date with me?”

      Elena wanted to press a hand to his mouth, but couldn’t because she was currently using both hands to hold a huge vase.

      “What are you doing?” Elena whispered again, even though she knew perfectly well what he was doing. He should have walked off with the flowers. Now he’d cornered her, and she had no way of getting out of it. Elena looked up to see Will staring at them. Cecilia looked just as confused, but she handled it with more composure.

      “Please answer,” Marco said.

      Elena looked around the room again. There were definitely phones out now, filming this whole thing. She looked at Will one last time, his arm tucked around Cecilia’s. He wore a suit Elena didn’t remember him owning, the handkerchief in his pocket matching Cecilia’s dress.

      The thought forced the words out of her mouth.

      She used every ounce of energy she had to place a smile on her face. Then she pretended it was Will standing in front of her.

      “Okay,” she said. Marco’s hands stopped shaking. He looked like he couldn’t believe she was agreeing to this either. “I’ll go out with you.”

      Someone in the crowd clapped.

      “What’d she say?” someone asked.

      “Louder,” another voice suggested.

      Elena swallowed. She couldn’t carry this lie and the vase of flowers at the same time. She breathed out and then carefully set the vase on the floor beside her.

      “I’ll go out with you,” Elena said, louder this time, so that Will could hear. She wanted him to hear.

      When Marco didn’t react she leaned in. “Say something,” she whispered.

      Marco seemed to return to his senses. He gave her a frazzled look and then, before Elena could stop him, he had his hands around Elena’s. They were freezing and his grasp was tight, as though if he let go he might fall over.

      “Thank you for giving me a chance,” Marco said. He looked right into her eyes, and for a moment Elena almost believed his words.

      “Hug,” someone said.

      “Kiss,” another person said.

      Someone else joined the chant. Elena swore another camera flash went off.

      She took a half step back, but Marco had his arms around her before she could finish. His arms eased around her shoulders, forcing Elena to rest her head over his shoulder. She caught Will’s gaze. His mouth was literally open. Cecilia had an encouraging smile on her face.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t kiss you,” Marco said. There was no please this time. “Let’s get out of here, and we can figure this out.”

      The words tickled Elena’s ear.

      “You can stop hugging me,” she said.

      “Not until you agree that you’ll leave with me so we can figure this out. You saw those cameras go off.” Elena didn’t like this. What would she tell her dad if he saw some video on the internet of her? What was she supposed to tell Will?

      “Fine,” Elena said. “I’ll go with you. Now let go.”

      Marco kept his word. He released her and soon the room filled with claps and ‘ahhs’ and every sort of sound that might be heard as a crowd reacted to a proposal, not someone asking someone else out. Elena and Marco stepped away from each other. The girl who Elena had seen train Marco approached them. She had an annoyed look on her face.

      “You two should just go on your date; I think we have enough staff to cover things around here. The event’s almost done anyways.”

      “Great,” Marco said. Another camera flash went off. Elena watched as Will started to walk over to them, but Cecilia grabbed onto him, whispered something, and he stopped.

      Marco took Elena’s hand and somehow he maneuvered their way out of the banquet hall, through the kitchens. Elena followed, not knowing what else to do. If she turned back, Will would be there, and he would have questions, too many for Elena to make up answers to. And she didn’t want to lie to him, not about this.

      When she felt chilled air around her, Elena realized they were outside, in the area behind the kitchen, where the dumpsters were.

      She held a hand to her nose. “No one will find us here,” she said. Then she pulled her hand out of Marco’s. “What was that about? You didn’t tell me you were confessing your feelings to Cecilia.”

      “You didn’t tell me Will was dating her,” Marco said. He paced around, leaving Elena to take in the dumpster smells. He stopped in front of her. “Everyone in there just saw me ask you out.” He shook his head. “What did I do?”

      “I’m wondering the same thing,” Elena said. She was also wondering why she’d played along. She could have pulled away, rejected the invitation and flowers, walked over to Will like she didn’t know Marco liked her. Then she realized this was the first time a guy had asked her out. She hadn’t known how to react. Sure, she’d had guys like her in high school, but they always thought she was with Will.

      Marco looked at her. “I panicked,” he said. “I saw you realize the same thing I did, that I was about to confess to a girl with her date right beside her, in front of her whole family and most of my dad’s business partners. I couldn’t think of anything else. I saw you and I thought, why not? It was that or stand there like a moron.” He shook his head. “People were filming us. How the hell am I supposed to get out of this?”

      Elena stopped feeling sorry for Marco. “Just you? You dragged me into this too.”

      “You could’ve said no,” he said. “I saw you look at Will, you said yes right after.”

      She sighed. “Now what, then? We can’t stay here. If we do, Will and Cecilia are going to have questions, about how this started, where our date is. And then after that, what do we do? We can’t keep this going.”

      Marco nodded .”Obviously we say we went on a date and it didn’t work out. The attention will die down. It wasn’t that big of a crowd, and my family’s private. My dad will have his lawyers on the story to keep it from spreading. For now, let’s just get out of here.”

      “How?” Elena asked. “I didn’t drive here. Will dropped me off earlier. Did you bring your car?”

      Marco shook his head. “My driver is currently indisposed. Lucas dropped me off.”

      “Can your brother take us somewhere?”

      “No. No way. He’ll ask questions too. Why don’t we hide out somewhere in the country club? I think I’ll throw up if we stay here any longer.”

      Elena didn’t argue.

      “The music rooms,” she said. “Come on.”

      Marco hesitated, but he followed her lead, and soon they were back in the room with the piano. At least they wouldn’t freeze to death here, and no one had seen them come upstairs. Elena’s phone buzzed.

      Will: Everything okay? Did you guys leave? What’s going on?

      “Let me guess,” Marco said. “Your crush checking in?”

      Elena ignored Marco and sent a quick text back.

      I’m good, will explain everything later. Going for some coffee with Marco and headed back home after.

      Then she set her phone to silent.

      “So,” Elena said. “Now what?”

      Marco was pacing again, except now he had his phone out and was scrolling though it like crazy.

      “Shit,” he said. “No. No. Why is this getting so many likes?”

      Elena shot up from her seat. She walked over to him. He had some social media feed open. A video of Marco hugging her played on a loop. The caption read Real Life Cinderella Moment.

      “Does that have five thousand views?” Elena tilted her head “Are they calling me Cinderella?” She didn’t know if she should be offended or worried. Five thousand views and growing. It had been less than half an hour since they’d left the banquet hall. How was that possible?

      “It’s going viral, “Marco said. “Of course it is.” He pointed to another caption with a different part of his confession to Elena playing out.

      Heir to Silva Fortune asks out a Melo’s Employee

      “They’re going to spin it in some sort of love story,” Elena said. Was this real life? “I thought you said your family’s lawyers wouldn’t let this get far.”

      “I don’t think they’ve had a chance to catch up to it,” Marco said. He leaned his head back and then took a seat on the piano bench. “This is insane. My dad’s going to be pissed. And Cecilia will never give me a chance now. She’ll think I’m in love with you.” He turned his phone over on the top of the piano.

      “We can’t actually go along with this,” she said. “You said we’d call it a failed date and move on.”

      “That was before we were a headline,” Marco said. “We’ll have to keep up the fake dating for a while, until the attention dies down. Or else it’ll make it look like I did something, trust me. You’ll be the victim in this whole scenario.”

      “I don’t want to be a part of anything in this scenario. I’m not going to lie. After tonight, this is over. I just, I was helping you out. But a fake relationship with this sort of attention? No way.”

      Elena would figure out a way to explain this to Will. She’d think of something, say she was caught by surprise, but that she didn’t really like Marco. Will would believe her.

      “Wait,” Marco said.

      “What?”

      “I’ll pay you,” Marco said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your book shop owes back rent. I’ll pay it, one month of rent for one month of your time.”

      “Are you kidding?”  Elena asked. Was he really proposing to pay her to fake date him? “That’s insane.”

      “It’s not. It’s business,” Marco said. “Look, it wouldn’t be that big of a deal. We’d go on a few dates, let the holidays pass, and then say we were better off as friends.”

      “You’re crazy,” Elena said.

      “It’s a good opportunity,” Marco said. “Think about it. You know I don’t like you. We wouldn’t risk developing any feelings for each other. And we wouldn’t have to watch your crush date my crush from the sidelines. And on top of that you don’t have to worry about a late rent payment. What do you have to lose?”

      Elena glared at him. “It would change everything,” Elena said. She’d lose her peaceful existence overnight. And there was the fact she’d be getting paid to fake date someone. Her dad would kill her if he found out.

      “It’s already changed everything,” Marco said. “You’re in that video going around. Soon, people will know your name and they’ll still ask questions. Why not get something out of it?”

      What if he was right? What if everything was already changing? Elena regretted having helped him. She also couldn’t stop thinking about how much money he was offering her right now.

      “I won’t do it,” she said.

      “Please,” Marco said. “Look, if you date me for a month, that should be fine.”

      “You don’t even have money right now,” Elena said.

      Marco pressed a hand to his forehead. “I’ll find it. Leave the money part to me.”

      “I can’t-”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a trade-off. And please don’t think it’s like you’re selling yourself-”

      Elena rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say it was like that.” She hadn’t even thought about it that way. “There’s no guarantee any of this will work.”

      “There’s no guarantee it won’t. Please.”

      Elena opened her mouth, ready to reject the idea, but she was already up here with him; Will thought she was on a date with Marco.

      “I can stop this at any time, before you pay me.”

      What she was doing?

      Marco nodded. “Of course. Yes. Totally.”

      “Just a month?”

      “One month.”

      “Do you even know how much my rent is?

      “$4500,” Marco said.

      Elena couldn’t believe she was considering this. They’d make rent if she went along with this. There was a video of her accepting Marco’s invitation. There was also a part of her that didn’t want Will to suspect anything.

      “Okay. I’ll date you for a month.”

      Marco stood up. “Really?” he asked. She nodded, and he ran up to her and hugged her, to the point where Elena was lifted off the ground.

      “Marco, stop,” Elena said. He set her down, stepping back. “It’s only for a month, got it?”

      “Of course. Yes, a hundred percent. One month, and you don’t have to see me again.”

      Elena nodded. “Now, why don’t we use our first fake date to come up with terms. I’ve got work tomorrow.”

      Marco pulled out his phone, showing her a new notepad page. He motioned to the empty seats around them.

      “Let’s get started.”
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      Marco yawned. His neck ached, that was his first thought.

      He turned, bumping into something warm. His eyes shot open. It wasn’t something warm, it was someone. Elena’s head was on his shoulder as she slept away. He looked around, his mind unsettled. They were in the music room, the one with the piano. But it wasn’t night anymore. Light covered the room, reflecting off the grand piano. There was a knock.

      “Anyone in here?”

      The knocking grew louder. Elena jolted awake at Marco’s side. She looked around, confused, just like he had.

      Someone on the other side of the door slipped a key in. The lock turned. Marco and Elena got one glance at each other before the door opened. A woman in the country club uniform stood beside a relieved Lucas.

      “You’re here,” Lucas said. He turned to the woman. “I would appreciate your discretion,” he said. The woman nodded and stepped away.

      Lucas walked inside, shutting the door behind him.

      “What were you two thinking?” he asked. “Do you know how many people are looking for you?”

      Elena stood up. Her hair looked like she’d been attacked at some point in the night, less hair and more nest. Marco couldn’t find the shape to it.

      “Marco,” Lucas said. “I get it. You like her, but please focus.”

      Marco looked away from Elena. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Trying to keep Dad from finding out you’ve been gone all night. He called so many times, asking who Elena was and how’d you met. The press is making a huge deal out of this. Dad wants you home, now.” Lucas looked at Elena. “I talked to Will. He told your dad you were with him, but he’s been going crazy trying to find you. You can have Greg take you home. I’ll take Marco.”

      Marco stood up too. “Dad’s giving me access to Greg again?”

      “No,” Lucas said. “I asked Greg for the favor. Now, let’s go. You need to take a shower and get home. Come on.”

      Marco yawned. God, his neck ached. Elena’s head must have weighed a ton. When had they even fallen asleep? He kept his phone hidden in his back pocket, knowing all their terms were there. He turned, hoping this would look convincing enough.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I really enjoyed our conversation last night. It was one of the best first dates I’ve been on.”

      Elena looked at him like he’d just recited some demonic incarnation. Then something seemed to click.

      “It was a really great first date,” she said. “I’m glad you asked me out.”

      “Me too,” Marco said. The words made him feel less queasy than he’d thought. Elena picked up her things and then walked past him. She stopped, turning back.

      Marco hoped she wasn’t about to break the act and tell him she’d changed her mind and wanted nothing to do with him now. He stayed still, waiting. Lucas didn’t say anything either.

      Elena walked up to Marco, leaned in and kissed him, on the cheek, but still, she kissed him.

      Marco stayed silent as she pulled away.

      “See you at work tomorrow,” she said. Then she walked by Lucas. “Thank you for covering for me.”

      Lucas smiled his usual people smile and nodded. “Don’t worry. Will was worried but I made sure he knew Marco wouldn’t take you somewhere too weird. Greg’s downstairs. He’ll have you home in no time.”

      Elena thanked him again and then she was out of the room, leaving Marco to face his brother.

      “What were you thinking, Marco?” He sounded like their dad, but the non-yelling, more quiet, passive lecture side. “Do you know how worried I was? Will and I were up until four trying to find you.” Lucas yawned as he said this, as if to prove the point.

      Marco stretched his arms out. Wow, his neck really hurt now. Elena was probably okay since she’d used him as a pillow.

      “We were here,” Marco said. “We fell asleep and lost track of time. I’m sure Dad will know you did your best. Speaking of which, did yesterday’s events add more time to my punishment or am I suddenly in his good graces again?”

      Lucas looked at Marco as though he really couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This wasn’t a joke. I was worried sick, and not because I wanted to look good for Dad. I thought you-”

      “That I got drunk, drove off into the night and drove into a ditch again?”

      “No,” Lucas said. “I know you wouldn’t do that twice.” Lucas looked tired. Marco noticed he was wearing the clothes he’d worn to the dinner. “Forget it. We need to get you home. Dad’s pissed that Vovô’s excited about the whole thing. It’s a mess. The video’s everywhere and the phone keeps ringing back at the house. Why couldn’t you ask Elena out privately?”

      “More of a chance she’d say no,” Marco said. The thought had been in back of his mind as he’d planned his confession to Cecilia. He’d figured the more people were present, the lesser his chances of getting rejected. How stupid he’d been. Cecilia would have rejected him anyways. She’d brought a date. She’d kissed him before leaving, didn’t try to contact him for almost a year, and then came back to date some guy she met on a college tour.

      It wasn’t just any guy either, it was the guy Elena had a crush on.

      “You can’t pressure someone into dating you, Marco. She has to like you for you, not because you put on some big show.”

      “I’m not in the mood for another lecture, especially not from the guy who let his girlfriend cheat on him.”

      “Heather didn’t cheat on me,” Lucas said, looking surprisingly annoyed. Marco loved it when he was able to break past his brother’s calm exterior. “Let’s go.”

      Marco didn’t fight this time. He followed Lucas downstairs and to the parking lot, not saying anything on the ride over. He showered and changed at Lucas’s apartment, still not wanting to charge his phone. He knew the video had gone viral, but Marco didn’t want to know anything else. It wasn’t like he had the squeakiest public image, especially not after he’d gotten drunk and crashed a car on the night his dad had announced his engagement to Abby.

      He’d always figured the media spreading the pictures of Marco’s wrecked car had robbed the Silva family of privacy after a period of relative quiet. It’d taken a good year for the stories to die down after his parents had split and Abby had come into the picture. Gossip magazines loved a good nanny turned mistress turned wife story.

      Marco kept his phone uncharged until Lucas drove up to their family home. There were two unfamiliar cars parked outside along with his dad’s black BMW. He undid his seatbelt, waiting for his brother to get out with him.

      “Coming?” he asked.

      Lucas shook his head. “You’re on your own for this one. Dad told me to drop you off.”

      Did Lucas not think for himself? Marco shrugged, acting like he was fine going in by himself. He shut the car door. His vovô would’ve told him to pray, maybe not in this particular situation, but he always recommended a quick word to God when you didn’t know what would happen next.

      Marco breathed in. If there was a god, any god, he begged under his breath this wouldn’t turn into a media spectacle. That he could pretend to date Elena for a month, find a way to pay her, and move on with his life. By then, he was sure Cecilia and Will would be over. Will wasn’t the type of guy Cecilia would have a serious relationship with. Her boyfriends all came from the same social circles, which meant they came from the richest families in Glensford.

      Will was her fling type. She’d brought him to the dinner because she probably wanted to prove a point to her family. Cecilia and Marco had that in common; they weren’t exactly the Lucases of their families.

      Marco knocked, because he didn’t have his key or wallet. He tended to forget his wallet ever since he’d had his driving privileges revoked. He used his phone to make most payments, so being cut off hadn’t affected the habit.

      The door opened. It was Abby.

      She made a sound like she was holding back a sob.

      “Marco,” she said. “Are you okay? Lucas spent the whole night updating me. How are you? How have you been?” She made a motion as if to cup his face, but Marco stepped back. He huffed out a breath and walked inside, past her and her fake concern.

      “Where’s my dad?” he asked.

      “In his study.” Abby looked at him with that fake sadness she always seemed to carry.

      Marco ignored her. He remembered then, Elena had kissed him, on the cheek, but still, he didn’t know why she’d done that. They’d written up rules the night before, not many, just five, with an end date for the whole fake dating thing. He didn’t need to pull his phone out to remember the rules.

      1. Tell no one, especially not members of the media, that they were fake dating.

      2. Attend any necessary events to keep up illusion of dating

      3. No kisses or hugs or displays of affection without discussing them first. Or in an extreme case of emergency.

      4. Relationship ends in one month.

      5. No dating anyone else, to avoid risk of rumors spreading.

      6. Payment terms: ½ upfront, ½ at the end of the month

      Marco wasn’t too concerned about that last point. Elena seemed to be in love with Will, and Marco had no personal plans to waste his time with anyone other than Cecilia. Not that that would be a waste of time. Any time he spent with her was like a long-term investment. He just needed to figure out a way to pay Elena now.

      He knocked on the door to study.

      “Come in.”

      Marco walked in, excepting just his dad, but on each side of his father’s desk was a stranger. On one side there was an eager-looking girl, holding a tablet and giving Marco a smiley wave. On the other side was a woman dressed in two-piece red suit, her features pulled back by her long ponytail. She didn’t smile, but merely acknowledged Marco with a nod.

      “Sit,” Felipe said, motioning to the empty seat in front of his desk.

      Marco swallowed. He’d hoped, okay he’d prayed, his vovô might be here. His presence always smoothed things over, and Lucas had said he’d been excited about the whole thing. Marco sat down, leaning more in the direction of the friendly-looking girl with the tablet.

      “You caused a mess last night,” Felipe said. “But apparently the media’s eating it up. What are they calling him again?” Felipe directed the question to the girl with the tablet.

      “Prince Charming of Glensford,” the girl said. She turned her tablet over and showed Marco a story with the heading:

      Marco Silva, Glensford’s own Prince Charming

      Ew. Now they were turning this into some fairy tale? Cecilia’s rejection wasn’t seeming so bad now.

      “It’s a huge improvement on the public perception of you. And it’s boosting the Melo’s Coffee stocks. It’s great PR for the company and for your family.” She gave Marco a thumbs up.

      Felipe looked annoyed. “If you really liked that girl, you shouldn’t have done that. You’re dragging her into a mess she won’t want to deal with.”

      His dad didn’t look so much annoyed now as worried. Marco looked at the other woman, the one in the red suit.

      “This is Jennifer,” he said. “She’ll be meeting with you and your new girlfriend and her family, since I’m assuming she’s a minor, to help them ease into the situation and to get them to sign a few non-disclosure agreements. Basically she’s helping clean up another mess you made.”

      Marco didn’t know if he should say anything.

      “Say something,”

      “I’m sorry,” Marco finally said. He didn’t specify if it was for the Abby thing or for this. “I’ll talk to Elena, let her know what’s coming.”

      “I’d do that today,” Felipe said. “Greg will be around if you need him. You can go to your room.”

      “I can?”

      Felipe nodded. “Your vovô warned me that if I kept you cut off after this, he’d cut me off from something as well. He said he’d figure out what on his plane ride back to Brazil.”

      Vovô had been on Marco’s side after all. He looked at his dad. “Is he coming back?”

      “For Christmas,” Felipe said. “Now go, before I change my mind. Oh, and one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “You will continue to work at Melo’s Coffee for the time being. It seems to be good on the PR side. And while you are cut off from your main accounts, I’ve deposited money into your smaller account, so that you can take this girl you’re apparently so crazy about out”

      “Really? Thank-”

      “It was your vovô’s idea. Be smart about spending it.”

      Well, it seemed that Felipe Silva had won this round, but frankly, Marco didn’t care. His punishment was almost over. He would need to fake date Elena probably until the New Year passed and then he’d be free.

      He grabbed his laptop as soon as he got into his room, and then set his phone to charge. He tried to video call his mom, but she was offline. Then he checked the amount his dad had deposited.

      It was $2500.

      Marco would’ve usually spent that in about a week. At least he had enough to pay Elena, for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena stood in front of Will’s apartment.

      She knew better than to go straight to Bee’s. She’d spent the night at Will’s plenty of times, usually staying up late to study or watching movies together. Her dad never questioned it when she texted him saying she would crash on Will’s sofa bed for the night. Elena didn’t know if that made it worse, that her dad had no suspicions Will and Elena might do something other than what she’d told him they were doing, like they might have no feelings for each other at all.

      Elena didn’t have to knock. The door to Will’s studio apartment flew open. He stood behind the door, still wearing his suit from the previous night. When he saw her, he breathed out.

      “Will-” she began. But before she could finish, he had his arms wrapped around her, squeezing her like she might float away. “I’m fine. I’m sorry if I worried you. Thank you for covering for me with my dad.” She said the words quickly, before he stopped hugging her and she’d have to face him again. Elena breathed him in, but he didn’t smell like himself. He smelled like that cologne he’d worn back from his trip to New York.

      Will didn’t pull away, so Elena did, gently, until he had to let go.

      “What happened last night?” Will asked. “Did you know Marco was going to do that?”

      “No. He took me by surprise too.” She thought of the story she and Marco had agreed on. They’d bonded over their training together, but they’d met before, when he’d bought history books from Bee’s. “I didn’t know he liked me.”

      “I thought you hated him,” Will said. “Okay, maybe not hated, but you two didn’t exactly get along when he came into Bee’s, or on that day you trained him. When did he suddenly start liking you?”

      “I didn’t hate him. I didn’t know him. He asked for my number on Monday, when I trained him. We kind of got along that day, and then we ended up texting and he took the event yesterday because he found out I was going to be there.” The lies flowed too easily. Elena figured she might as well finish this. “He actually thought you and I were dating. But then he found out you and Cecilia were dating on Thursday, and he ordered flowers to give me at the dinner. I guess he thought I might not reject him if people were watching.”

      “He thought he’d corner you into going out with him?”

      “He was nervous,” Elena said. She remembered then, the kiss she’d given Marco on the cheek. It hadn’t been planned or thought out. She’d panicked when she’d seen Lucas, remembering he’d been the one to catch them in the changing room together.

      “Okay,” Will said, still sounding like he’d processed none of this. “Where did you two go last night? Everything happened so fast, and yesterday the video of him and you hugging was everywhere. You didn’t tell me where you went and I was worried. I knew I couldn’t tell your dad about it, but you could’ve at least sent me a location ping.” His voice rose, not much, but for Will it was significant. “I couldn’t sleep all night.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elena said. She was, for lying about this, for wishing he’d been the one asking her out yesterday and not Marco. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” She didn’t know how many more times she’d have to say she was sorry.

      Will’s expression softened. He reached out and hugged Elena again, bringing her into the apartment with the gesture. He shut the door.

      “Did you lose track of time?”

      Elena nodded. “We hid upstairs,” she said. “In the piano room you showed me when I worked my first event. And we talked for the whole night, really talked. And I realized I like Marco too. He’s nothing like I thought he was. It was a great first date.”

      Will folded his arms.  “Your first first date,” he said. Then he gave her a tired smile. “You almost gave me a heart attack, but I’m glad you had a nice time.”

      Elena’s cheeks warmed. He was right, technically that had been her first ever first date. She’d never been out with someone, not like that. Will had known her long enough to know.

      “Did Lucas and you really spend the whole night looking for us?”

      Will nodded. “We had to be discreet, but we tried a few locations, movie theater, restaurants, places he thought Marco might take first dates. We got in touch with his driver to see if he’d taken you guys anywhere, but when he said he hadn’t, Lucas figured you two were somewhere in the country club. At that point it was like three in the morning, so we decided to wait, hoping you’d fallen asleep somewhere.” He shrugged. “I know you can keep yourself safe, Elena. It doesn’t mean I won’t worry about you.”

      “I know,” Elena said. “And again, I’m sorry for keeping you up all night. Did I ruin your date with Cecilia?”

      “No,” Will said. “She understands, family first.”

      The word made Elena want to shake Will. Family, he thought she was his family. Well, that removed any chance of him ever seeing her as anything else.

      “Can I take a shower?” Elena asked. She always kept a few extra sets of sweats at Will’s. “I don’t want my dad to see me like this.”

      “Yeah,” Will said. “Go ahead. I’ll let your dad know we’re headed back soon. Do you want to bring him something for breakfast?”

      Elena nodded. Her dad would buy the story more if they brought something over. “Let’s get something from Dulce Street,” she said, regretting the words soon after. “Actually, we don’t have to.”

      “No,” Will said. “It’s okay. Mia hates me, not you. I’ll wait in the car. And besides, I doubt she’ll be in the store. She’s probably sleeping off a late night of studying.”

      Elena agreed and then went to the bathroom. She slipped out of her uniform and let the steam rise from the shower. It covered the mirror and the glass door. She let it soak her skin as she washed away the smells of last night’s dinner. She closed her eyes, wishing none of it had happened, but knowing she couldn’t ignore it.

      Elena knew that past this point, she couldn’t go back. The moment she’d kissed Marco on the cheek this morning, she’d stepped into her role as his new, fake girlfriend. And he was paying her for it. Her dad couldn’t find out about that part.
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      Monday came sooner than Elena wanted it to.

      Surprisingly, her dad had seen the video and thought it was sweet. He wanted to meet Marco when Elena was ready for him to, but other than that he made no other requests. He asked Elena to tell him if she went on dates that were too late, or if for any reason she and Marco stopped dating. That was it. Then he’d gone back to eating his empanadas from Dulce Street, the ones Elena had awkwardly taken from Ms. Ortega for free.

      “No charge,” Ms. Ortega had said. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you, Elena. How’s Andres?”

      “Good,” Elena had said. She knew better than to reject a kind gesture. “Thank you for asking and thank you for this, oh, and the pie at Thanksgiving. It was delicious. Really. My dad loved it. He ate half of it that night.”

      It wasn’t an exaggeration. He’d taken the pie to his office as a writing snack.

      Ms. Castro had tilted her head then, keeping her smile, but looking confused now. “Pie? Did you buy from the shop?”

      “No. Mia brought one over. She said you’d sent her with it.”

      “Oh,” Ms. Castro said, nodding too much. “That pie. Of course. I’m glad you enjoyed it. Say hello to your dad for me.”

      Elena figured then, Mia had brought the pie on her own accord. She wondered why. Was this Mia’s way of waving a white flag? Should Elena reach out and break their six month streak of not talking? She wanted to, especially now, when she had no one to talk with about her fake dating situation.

      Marco didn’t have her number, which meant they hadn’t been in contact for the whole weekend. It’d been a relief of sorts; Elena could pretend nothing had happened on Friday, and she could work at Melo’s in the mornings and at Bee’s in the afternoons. However, her sense of relief ended when two customers at Melo’s asked if she was the girl from the video, and how it felt to be dating a Silva brother.

      It happened all weekend, until Laura sent Elena to kitchen duty. Still, Marco didn’t contact her, leaving Elena to deal with the mess of people. Luckily, they didn’t seem to know she worked at the bookstore, or if they did, they didn’t bother Andres about it.

      Will hadn’t talked to her much either. She’d texted him, asking if he wanted to watch a movie on Saturday, but he’d had a date with Cecilia. So, Elena’s hope of a calm weekend turned into a weekend stuck with herself and her never-ending thoughts about how someone would uncover the farce that was her relationship with Marco. Or the fact her dad still wouldn’t talk about the financial issues Bee’s was having. He pretended like everything was okay, like Bee’s hadn’t been pretty empty all weekend.

      At school, people whispered, they took pictures without permission and some asked questions they didn’t have a right to ask.

      “Where did you guys kiss?”

      “How did you manage to get him to like you?”

      “How much were those flowers worth?”

      “Does he buy you gifts?”

      Elena’s invisible existence was gone. The worst part was, Will couldn’t drive her to school that morning. He texted her, saying he would be late to school because had to finish an essay for a college application. That left Elena to take the bus to school, which wasn’t too bad, except that it exposed her to more strangers who recognized her. It also meant she ate lunch alone, because Mondays were the only day she sat with just Will. On other days she might sit with people from her other classes, but on this lunch it was just them.

      Which meant today, she was alone, thinking about the money now sitting in her account. She had it, which made the comments and questions seem sort of true. How could she pay the rent without her dad noticing?

      Elena chewed on rubbery piece of chicken before setting her fork down. She forced herself to swallow the chicken. The kids at the tables around her stared. She hated this. Why wasn’t Marco trying to contact her? Not that that would help, but at least he knew this wasn’t real.

      “Hey.” Elena felt someone take the seat next to her. “Are you really dating Marco Silva, or was it more of like a one night stand kind of thing?”

      “Sorry?” Elena asked. She had nothing against one night stands, but the way this guy was asking about it didn’t sit right with her. “You shouldn’t ask that.”

      “So it was,” the guy said, laughing. She realized he had a group of friends sitting nearby, egging him on. “Do you get some sort of payment-”

      Elena rolled her eyes. He was doing this because he obviously had nothing better to do with his time and because he probably didn’t think she’d defend herself. Elena could stand up for herself or for anyone who needed her to stand up for them. She’d once punched a girl on the playground. It’d been how she and Mia had become friends. She hadn’t punched Mia, but the bully bothering her by tearing pages out of her book. They’d been in first grade.

      Elena stood. She’d wanted to avoid this because she knew if she caused a scene it wouldn’t just affect her now. People thought she was Marco’s girlfriend, but at this point she couldn’t care less.

      “Does your sex life suck that much that you have to ask about mine?” she asked. She held her chin up, like her mom had always taught her to. She had nothing to be ashamed about. The guy’s smile wavered. He stayed quiet. More people were watching now, but frankly she didn’t care. ‘Or is this some kind of sick turn on for you? Because normal people don’t go around asking those questions.”

      The guy scoffed, but he said nothing. Elena waited. One of his friends made a sound like he’d been defeated. The guy turned around and told his friend to shut up. Then he stood.

      “I guess he didn’t pay.”

      Elena fisted a hand at her side. She stepped forward, not thinking about actually punching him, but not wanting to let him get the last word. The guy laughed, already walking back to his table of his stone-faced buds. A hand pressed her arm. She turned.

      “He’s not worth it,” Will said. Elena stepped away from him, not realizing until that moment she was mad. He hadn’t texted her all day, he’d let her eat lunch alone, and now he was here, standing there looking absolutely beautiful like nothing had happened.

      “What are you doing here?” Elena asked. “Finish your essay?”

      “Yeah,” Will said. “Just finished going over it with my guidance counselor.” His smile overtook his whole face. “It was about-”

      Elena stepped aside from him. Why was she mad? He was here, smiling, but it wasn’t enough. “I have to get to my next class.”

      With that she walked past him, ignoring him completely. She’d never done that, never felt this mad. He didn’t owe her anything, and he’s spent all of Friday night worrying about her. Elena kept walking, stopping at her locker to fish her books for her next class. It took Will a few seconds to catch up to her.

      He stopped by her locker, looking confused.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “Yeah.”

      She’d only ever been mad twice before, when he’d broken up with Mia without telling her anything, and when he’d taken her as a third wheel to prom after his date had asked him not to.

      Will nodded. “I have an excuse, not a great one, but an okay one for why I didn’t text you much this weekend.”

      Elena shuffled books around in her locker, still not understanding why she was this mad. He had a right to go on a date with Cecilia, to skip school, to not text her.

      “Friday night made me realize how much you mean to me, Elena. I meant what I said, you’re like my family. And that made me realize that I don’t want to go away to New York for college. I’d miss you like crazy, your dad too. It wouldn’t be the same.”

      “But film school in New York is your dream.”

      “Yeah, but dreams can change.”

      Elena sighed. She turned away from her locker. “Not that dream, and not because you’re afraid to miss us. Will, I won’t let you stay because of that. And I am mad, but not at you. I’m just mad in general and I’m being a terrible friend and taking it out on you right now.”

      Elena didn’t want to be Will’s family, yet the thought of him missing her tugged at her heart.

      “It’s okay,” Will said. “Take it out on me. To be honest, I kind of got mad when you didn’t text me on Friday. It was like a worried mad, and I didn’t want to hang out this weekend until I was over it.”

      Will had never admitted to being mad at her, not for a serious reason. “So we were mad at each other.”

      “I guess so,” Will said, smiling. “And if you let me explain, I was late today because I decided to submit a scholarship essay to Glensford College. I figured it’d be good to have as a backup plan, not that it’s an easy school to get into, and they only have a film studies program, but if I get in, who knows. Besides, there’s no guarantee NYU will even take me.”

      Elena would have loved for Will to stay in Glensford, to see him more than every few months, but it didn’t feel right for him to give up his dream for it.

      “You’ll get in,” Elena said. She shut her locker. “I’m done being mad too.”

      Good,” Will said. “Walk me to class?”

      “Fine.”

      They walked to the end of the hall and split off toward their last classes. Elena heard more whispers through the rest of the day, but she was relaxed then. She’d see Will after school and they would go to Bee’s together. Then they’d work their shift at Melo’s together, even though she’d probably end up in the kitchen to avoid questions from customers.

      Elena got to the front steps of the school first, already feeling her freedom getting closer. She soaked in the smell of pine around her. Someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned.

      “Your boyfriend’s here,” a girl said. She pointed to the curb in front of the school. Elena squinted. She’d put her glasses away already. Someone was waving at her from the back of a car.

      Marco wouldn’t go MIA all weekend and then show up at her school. No. He would. Apparently he liked putting on a show.

      “Thanks for telling me,” Elena said to the girl. She hoped her words sounded sincere.

      “You’re so lucky,” the girl said, before walking off. Elena sighed. She couldn’t make out Marco’s face, only the navy blue of his uniform blazer.

      She pulled out her phone to call Will, but stopped when he showed up beside her. How long had he been standing there?

      “I guess you don’t need a ride to Bee’s today,” Will said. She turned, meeting his blue eyes. “I’ll see you at work, then?”

      Elena nodded. She adjusted her backpack strap over her shoulder and made the agonizingly long walk to Marco’s car. His driver got the back door for her, letting her take the empty seat next to Marco.

      “Thank you,” Elena said to Greg.

      “My pleasure,” Greg said, then he shut the door.

      Marco rolled up his window, dimming the inside of the car.

      “We need to talk,” he said. Then he motioned for Greg to get the car moving. “There’s been a change of plans.”
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      “Three months?” Elena paused and then made the question into a statement. “Three. Months.”

      Marco did his best to give a nonchalant nod. He sat across from her in the back of the car.

      “Look, I know we said a month, but my dad got a PR person involved.”

      “Why is your dad getting a PR person involved? I get that our video went viral, but people forget about stuff like that.”

      Marco kept his hands in his lap. He knew Elena could say no; she could stop this at any second and leave him to deal with the aftermath. After all, he was the one with the reputation preceding him. She wasn’t wrong; eventually people would let this incident fall away from the limelight, leaving him as the guy who asked out a girl and then dumped her a week later. Or as the guy Elena dumped because he was a jerk, or two-timing her. No matter what, Marco knew he would get the blame.

      “They’ll forget,” Marco said. “But not in a month, it’ll be too abrupt. My dad always gets a PR person involved when it comes to anything that might affect our family’s public perception. Usually, stuff we do affects how investors view Melo’s, which can lead to everything getting messier than we want it to.” He probably sounded exactly like Felipe right now.

      Elena’s shoulders relaxed, enough for him to hope that she wouldn’t ask Greg to pull over so she could go back to her normal life.

      “Okay,” Elena said. “Let’s say we stick to this story for three months, what happens after that?”

      “What do you mean? We break up, quietly, make it seem mutual, but don’t make any official announcements until the media starts picking up the on the news for themselves. Look, they’ll care, not much, though. My family can hold a headline, but we’re private and we’re not celebrities. Eventually, another story will catch their attention. Something other than-”

      “Glensford’s own Cinderella story?” Elena finished. She shook her head. “Who even came up with that headline, a Cinderella story?”

      Marco could see how that might be somewhat insulting. He figured Elena didn’t have two evil stepsisters and a stepmother. Actually, he didn’t know if she had siblings or if her parents were still together. He only knew her family owned the bookstore where he bought his vovô’s favorite history books.

      “What is it?” Elena asked, breaking his chain of thoughts.

      “Hm?”

      “You went off somewhere,” Elena said, looking somewhat amused. “Is there more?”

      “No,” Marco said. “Well, actually, yes. My dad wants you to sign non-disclosure agreements, you and your family.”

      The humor left her face. “He thinks we’ll leak information about you?”

      Marco shrugged. “Probably, but don’t take it personally. All our staff signs them.” He knew he’d said the wrong thing as soon as the words had left his mouth.

      “Staff?” Elena said. “You sound like the idiot at lunch.”

      Marco watched her hands, wondering if Elena was going to reach for the door handle.

      “What idiot at lunch?”

      “Just some jerk,” Elena said. “He insinuated we’d had a one night stand. Then he asked if you’d paid me.”

      “Oh,” Marco said. “Well, he’s the one with issues if he’s asking you that. I can let you borrow a family lawyer if you want to threaten him for something, maybe an attempt at slander or-”

      Elena laughed at that. He wasn’t kidding, though. The best way to shut anyone up was to bring up your lawyer. He’d learned that at school after his accident. If anyone made a comment he’d confront them and say he wouldn’t want to bring the issue up with his lawyer. Usually, most kids backed down. There’d been a few who’d given Marco the card for their own lawyers. Eventually, the school gossip had stopped, but he knew it was starting again. He’d avoided it all day today.

      “I don’t think he’ll bother me again,” Elena said. She uncrossed her arms. “Look, if I agree to three months and to sign those nondisclosure agreements I need you to make sure no one, and I mean no one, finds out that this is-”

      She looked to the front of the car.

      “He won’t say anything,” Marco said. Then he leaned in. “Greg, put on some music.” He turned to Elena. “In case.”

      “No one can find out we’re pretending,” Elena said. “My dad’s fine with this, but he won’t be if he figures things out. Will won’t be either. And the payment for the other two months, we’ll need to figure out a way to make it seem less obvious. Also, you’ll have to meet him at some point, not now, but eventually.”

      Marco hadn’t thought of that, any of it. He knew she’d have to meet his family. In fact, his dad’s PR person was already coming up with a list of all the events the two of them could attend together so they put up a front as a united couple. It seemed fair he’d have to meet her family.

      “Do I need to meet your mom too, or siblings or anything?”

      Elena’s eyes fell to the car floor. “No siblings,” she said. “Any my mom passed away, so it’s just my dad.”

      Marco didn’t say anything right away, because he knew if he spoke too quickly he’d really offend Elena this time. After a brief pause he said, “Okay, I’ll talk to your dad. Does today work?”

      “Today?” Elena asked, looking back up. She looked out the window. “Wait, are you driving me to Bee’s?”

      Marco had thought he’d drive her back to the bookstore, but if he could get meeting her dad out of the way too, it wouldn’t be a wasted trip.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Might as well meet him, I guess.”

      “I have a meeting,” Elena said. “With our new building owner, so if you do meet my dad, it’ll be quick.”

      Quick sounded better than some long dinner where Elena’s dad might grill him with questions or try to ask Marco why he’d asked his daughter out so publicly.

      “I’ll pop in and out,” Marco said. “Who’s your new building owner?”

      “No clue. Well I know it’s a he.” Elena said. She started to gather her things as they entered the San Mateo district. “I’m meeting today today.”

      “I feel like that’s something you should know, though,” Marco said.

      “It is,” Elena said. “But I’ve been avoiding it.” They company left a message, saying the new owner was showing up today.”

      Greg lowered the music. “Would you like me to park or should I drop you off at the book shop?”

      Marco looked at Elena, then at his watch. He had a while before his shift at Melo’s started. The thought was still foreign. He’d keep working those shifts until he was back in his dad’s good graces, which he hoped wouldn’t be too long

      “Drop us off,” Marco said. “My shift at Melo’s ends at eight, so pick me up there.”

      Elena leaned forward, right as Greg drove up to the bookshop and got ready to open the doors for them.

      “It’s okay,” Elena said. “I got it. Thank you again for driving us. And for driving me on Saturday; I know it was early.”

      “My pleasure,” Greg said. He smiled at Elena, ignoring Marco all together. Marco wanted to say that Greg got paid to do this, really good money too. The least he should do was hold doors open, but before he could argue, Elena had the door open.

      “Let’s go,” she said. “My dad should be working the counter.”

      Marco followed her out, but not before giving Greg a quick glare. He shut the door behind him, the chill November air hitting him all at once. Elena walked up to the bookshop but stopped and turned.

      “Let me talk,” she said. “The sooner we get this over with, the better. Then you can go off and do whatever you want.”

      “What if he asks me something?” Marco asked, his mind suddenly racing again. “Also, I don’t know his name. What do I call him? Should I not bring up stuff?”

      “Mr. Castro is fine and all conversation topics are fine too. Just don’t bring up my mom, okay? I’ll try to steer the questions to me. Come on.”

      Marco walked through the door, right behind Elena. The jingle bells jingled, reminding him of the Christmas stories Abby would read him when he was younger. He hated the memory, throwing it away as soon as it entered his mind.

      The bookshop smelled like old leather and even older paper. It wasn’t a terrible smell, not as bad as the coffee odor that took up every inch of Melo’s. He walked past somewhat familiar shelves, the bookshop feeling different now that he couldn’t make a purchase and walk out right away. That reminded him.

      “Did you ever find that Preston Blanchard book I asked about last time?”

      Her brows furrowed together, then her expression eased. “Oh, no. I completely forgot. I’ll ask my dad to look into it for his next weekend trip to the book collectors.”

      Marco didn’t argue. He didn’t expect her to find it, but it was worth asking. He’d looked everywhere for that book. It wasn’t important to him, but he knew how much it would mean to Vovô if he found it.

      “Welcome to Bee’s Books,” said a male voice. “Is there anything I can help you find?”

      Marco stayed behind Elena as she approached the counter. The man paused, looking up from the laptop he’d been writing on and smiled.

      “My favorite customer,” he said, looking at Elena. He walked around the counter to greet her with a kiss on the cheek. When he stepped back from the embrace, he finally noticed Marco. “You brought a friend.”

      “Dad,” Elena began. The pause after that fell too long for Marco, who realized now this was the first time he was meeting the parent of someone he’d dated, fake or otherwise. “This is Marco. He wanted to meet you and see the book shop.”

      She stepped back, letting Marco get a good view of her dad. Mr. Castro didn’t look like Elena, but they did share the same dark brown hair and the same one-sided smile. He wondered then if she looked more like her mother.

      Mr. Castro stuck out a hand. “Well, I’m glad you decided to stop by. I finally get to meet the guy customers have even asking about through the day.” Marco didn’t know if he sounded mad or it was just a fact. He stuck out his hand, taking Mr. Castro’s into a handshake.

      “I’m glad to finally meet you too,” he lied. Because obviously he’d never planned on meeting anyone in Elena’s family. Frankly, he would’ve preferred to avoid this if possible. “I apologize if my stunt caused any people to invade your privacy.”

      Mr. Castro smiled at that. He took his hand back. “It was only two customers, two girls wearing the same uniform you are, well, the blazer at least. They were curious. I told them I had no idea what they were talking about and they left after buying some romance novels. So if anything, I’d like to thank you for bringing in new customers. Our usual romance reader hasn’t been here in ages.”

      Marco nodded, because he didn’t know what else to say or do. Thankfully, Elena stepped in.

      “Marco has to get to work soon, but he just wanted to stop in and say hi.”

      “Well, I’m glad you stopped by,” Mr. Castro said. He definitely had Elena’s smile. “Why don’t you drop by for dinner Friday?”

      Marco bit his tongue so he couldn’t say no right away. Instead he turned to Elena, who looked even more against the idea than he was. Her dad looked at her and then at Marco.

      “Unless you two don’t want to. I wouldn’t want to force you to come over. You know what, forget I said anything. I’m glad you stopped in, either way. I don’t have to do that whole, if you hurt my daughter I’ll find you speech, right? I figured if you hurt her she’d find you herself.” Mr. Castro turned to Elena, who looked embarrassed now. She grabbed Marco by the arm.

      “Well, I’ll walk Marco out. Maybe we can save dinner for another day.”

      “Sure thing,” Mr. Castro said. “It was nice meeting you, Marco” He said Marco’s name the way it was pronounced in Spanish, not that Marco spoke it. He barely understood Portuguese when his vovô spoke it.

      “It was good meeting you too, sir,” Marco said. He’d wanted to say Mr. Castro, but sir came out instead.

      He let Elena nearly drag him out of the shop, until they were back out on the Main Street.

      “Well, that was quick,” Marco said. “So, no dinners, right?”

      “Of course not,” Elena said. “Will comes over for dinner on Fridays. I don’t need him there to witness our lack of affection or to ask questions we might not have answers to.”

      The mention of Will brought Marco back to why they were in this situation in the first place.

      “Maybe I should come to dinner, then,” Marco said. “It might make us seem more convincing.”

      “We’ll never be convincing, at least to Will. He’s known me for years, so he’ll know something’s up. For now, let’s just stick to me going to events or dinners with you, no Will or Dad present. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Marco said, because he didn’t want to make it seem like he was desperate to have dinner with Elena. It’d just been an idea. “Well, I should get to Melo’s. My shift starts soon.”

      “Okay,” Elena said. “The new building owner will be here soon, so I want to prep my dad.” She pulled out her phone. “What’s your number by the way? We should at least have one way to contact each other.”

      “True,” Marco said. He already had her number, which he’d retrieved from the employee contact information Melo’s had. He just hadn’t texted her because he hadn’t known what to text for the whole weekend. He typed his number into her phone, and then added a heart next to his name. When Elena gave him a weird look he played it off. “We’re dating, remember?”

      “Yeah,” Elena said. He saw her delete the heart. “But I wouldn’t do that if we really were.” Then she tucked the phone into her pocket. “See you soon, I guess?”

      “Yeah,” he said. He had another half hour until his shift started. He’d have to walk around the area until then. “Do you usually take the bus from school?”

      “No,” Elena said. “Will picks me up. We drive over together. Why?”

      “No reason,” Marco said, annoyed at himself for asking. “See you around.”

      Then he waved himself off and turned, before Elena had a chance to say anything else. He walked on, turning only when finally reached the end of the street. Will was walking up to the bookshop. He didn’t see Marco; he went straight inside. Marco wondered if he went at the bookshop every afternoon. Then he let the question fall away.

      The only thing he needed to worry about now was making his fake relationship with Elena convincing and making sure Cecilia and Will broke up by the time three months were up.

      Marco would make sure of it.
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      “Thank you so much for stopping by,” Elena said.

      She shook Mr. Shaw’s hand again.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Mr. Shaw said.

      Elena tried her best to keep smiling. Her dad nodded beside her. He’d been surprisingly calm during the whole encounter, even when Mr. Shaw had brought up the matter of their back rent. Elena had tried to pretend she didn’t know much about it, like she didn’t have the amount they needed sitting in her savings account.

      “Thank you for all the information,” Andres said. “We’ll have a check ready for the rent soon.”

      “I prefer ETF,” Mr. Shaw said. He couldn’t have been older than fifty, a few specks of gray standing out against his otherwise black hair. “If that’s an option for you. Otherwise, check will do. I will warn you, Mr. Castro, we are hoping to sell your building.”

      “You’re planning to sell the building?” Elena asked. “But you just bought it.” She hoped she didn’t sound like a child, because right now, she felt like she was five years old again.

      Mr. Shaw adjusted his tie. “It’s not official, but since you’re the only tenants and your lease ends at the end of the month, we hoped to do a quick remodel and sell it. There are a few buyers who are interested. I promise, we won’t rush you to vacate; we’d give you an extra two months, to gather your things and find a new location.”

      “We live in the apartment upstairs,” Elena said, like that should change something.

      “I know,” Mr. Shaw said. “It’s what made our buyers interested. They want to make the place into an apartment building, possibly student housing. The remodel plans are pretty amazing. It would look like an entirely different place.”

      Elena’s heart fell. It didn’t matter if she could pay the rent on time, Bee’s Books was going to be sold.

      “There’s nothing that can change your mind?” Andres asked.

      Elena knew the answer.

      “I’m sure this might seem harsh to you,” Mr. Shaw said. “But it’s business. I bought this building to make a profit, and as much as I’m sure you’re fond of it, I think it can be put to better use.”

      “I see,” Andres said. “Is there a date we have to leave by?”

      “Nothing’s certain,” Mr. Shaw said. “But, you’ll have at least another two months after your lease ends in December. We’re thinking of giving you the added bonus of making it rent free for the period, that way you can use the money to put a deposit on a new store, or maybe save up for your move.”

      Elena stood still, because she feared if she moved she might cry. She knew it was business, that two month’s rent free was more than a building owner needed to do. But this was her home, her mom’s legacy. Bee’s Books was everything.

      “Thank you,” Andres said.

      Elena stood, collecting all her emotions and burying them deep down within herself.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said.

      “Mrs. Keller is very fond of your bookstore and of your family. The only way she agreed to sell the building to me was if I made sure you didn’t leave angry.” Elena wanted to tell Mr. Shaw that that would be next to impossible, but she didn’t.

      “She’s a lovely lady,” Elena said. “I should get back inside, but it was great meeting you.” She lied with such ease now.

      He didn’t seem to notice. “I’ll be back at the end of the month to discuss finalized plans,” he said. “Have a good night.”

      Elena waited until he turned the street corner, then she turned to her dad.

      “What are we gonna do?”

      “We’re not leaving if that’s what you mean,” Andres said. “We’re late on rent, but we’ll make it. He has no sure buyers either.”

      “Dad,” Elena said. “The real estate in this area is selling really quickly-“

      She saw his smile fading, the look in his eyes, the familiar lost way he’d looked after her mom had died. Elena stopped.

      “We’ll be fine,” Andres said. “Go to your shift at Melo’s. ”

      Elena didn’t want to mention that Laura had texted her asking to change her work schedule for the day. Apparently, she wanted to avoid people seeing Elena and Marco together until the video stuff died down.

      Elena held back the tears. She focused only on the fact that even if the building sold, they still had Bee’s. They could find a smaller location, put some books in storage for the time being. Her dad knew collectors who could store their older books properly. Bee’s wasn’t just the location, right? It was the name, the experience the bookshop symbolized.

      She breathed in.

      “Okay,” Elena said.

      “It was nice meeting Marco today. You should really invite him over for dinner on Friday.”

      Elena knew her dad well enough to know that wasn’t a suggestion. She also knew she wanted him to tell her what his plan was to keep them from moving. She didn’t ask him though.

      “We’re just dating, Dad. It might be weird for him to spend time with us.”

      Andres smiled again. “For him, or for you?” He sighed. “I won’t force you to invite him over, but I would like it if I could have a conversation with him that was longer than a minute.” He walked back to Bee’s.

      Elena figured she could sneak up the outside entrance and grab her backpack. She wasn’t failing her way out of the eleventh grade, but this year, her grades had dropped from As and Bs, to Bs and Cs. She hadn’t seen an A in a while, and the thought of it made her stomach twist. She knew she had to do better, especially with college applications starting next year. Then again, maybe college wasn’t her main priority. Keeping everything from falling apart was; it had been her only concern since her mom had died.

      She just needed to hold everything together a little bit longer.

      
        
        _________

      

      

      Elena couldn’t keep her head up.

      “Miss Castro,” Mr. Blithe, her AP Euro teacher, said. “Are you all right?”

      Elena looked up. She felt sick; she’d been feeling like this since Mr. Shaw’s visit Monday, like something might jump out at her. Will knew something was up; he’d been asking her every morning if she needed to tell him anything. It was Thursday now, and Elena still couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone. How could she? It would just be sharing the stress of it all.

      “Can I go to the nurse’s office?” Elena asked. Maybe a nap in the school clinic would do her some good. Mr. Blithe nodded, handing her a hall pass as she left the classroom.

      Elena lay down on one of the beds, closing her eyes and hoping everything would fall into the background noise of her life. She didn’t want to think about Bee’s, or about Will, or least of all Marco. Her classmates already reminded her that she was dating him. They weren’t being as nosy as before, especially after she’d called out the guy in the cafeteria, but it felt like everyone at school knew who Elena was.

      She couldn’t sleep. Her mind raced with too many thoughts, too many things at once. Elena wanted to forget. Why couldn’t she forget?

      “You’re here,” someone said.

      Elena turned over to find Will standing beside her.

      “How’d you know I was here?” She sat up. “I’m fine, just have a headache.”

      Will took a deep breath, and then he sat on the bed, near Elena’s feet.

      “Apparently people in school are watching you and they also call you Marco Silva’s girlfriend. Someone in my class said they’d seen you in the nurse’s office, started making up theories about why you were here. I came to check in on you.”

      Elena sighed. “What theories exactly?”

      Will shrugged. “Nothing worth repeating.”

      “Will, tell me.”

      “They’re saying you’re getting overwhelmed by the attention, or that, well-”

      “They think I’m pregnant,” Elena said, suddenly more awake. “Wow, how creative. I get pregnant by a guy I haven’t even kissed yet.”

      That caught Will’s attention. He looked at Elena, his blue eyes serious.

      “You two haven’t kissed?”

      Elena swallowed down the truth. “We have,” she said. “We just haven’t kissed, kissed, you know.”

      “Kissed, kissed?”

      “We haven’t kissed, okay? He’s the first guy I’m dating and I want to take things slow.”

      Will nodded. “It’s your first kiss. It can feel like a big deal.”

      Elena nodded too, knowing this she could lie about. She’d had her first kiss, at a party her freshman year of high school. It’d been quick, embarrassing, and with the same guy she was now in a fake relationship with. Except it seemed that Marco didn’t remember that particular game of seven minutes in heaven. Elena shook the thought away.

      “Can we talk about something else? Actually, I kind of want to nap.”

      “Okay.” Will stood up. He leaned down and pressed a hand to her forehead. “No fever, so I’ll let you sleep. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” His hand was warm, his skin soft. The touch sent a wave of warmth down Elena’s whole body.

      Elena thought about how her life would be if Will stayed in Glensford. Not much would change, he’d be here and she’d still be in love with him. Her heart sank at the thought. She didn’t know if she could do it, or if at some point the emotions would get the better of her and she’d just tell him.

      Will smiled at her, the type of smile that unraveled everything Elena felt about him, that made her want to reach out and hug him, kiss him, tell him that Cecilia wasn’t the person he should be with. She pressed her hands to the sheets.

      He wouldn’t feel the same way, and then their friendship would be over. She’d be alone again.

      “Will,” Elena said, right when it looked like he would walk away. She grabbed his hand without meaning to. He looked caught off guard, wide-eyed now.

      “Yeah?”

      “If you get into NYU, go. Okay?”

      His smile faltered. His hand tightened around hers. “And if I don’t get in, what then? Would you be okay with me staying?”

      “Of course,” Elena said. “You’re my best friend.”

      He nodded. “And you’re mine.” He let go of her hands. “Sleep until the bell rings. I’ll drop by to drive you home.”

      If she went home with Will, Elena knew she’d break down in the car and tell him everything, about the back rent, about the new building owner, and possibly about her and Marco. Maybe not that it was a lie, but that the whole relationship thing was starting to overwhelm her.

      “Marco’s dropping by,” Elena said. “He texted me earlier today. He wants to have a study date.”

      Lie. Lie. Lie.

      Will looked surprised, but only for a second. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

      “Yes,” Elena said. “Definitely.”

      When he’d left, Elena pulled out her phone and searched for Marco’s name.

      She texted him, hoping this wouldn’t cost her too much later on. She doubted Marco Silva did favors without wanting something in return.
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      Can you pick me up from school today? We need to talk

      Marco stared down at the text. This was it. Elena was going to call off the whole thing. Was the money not enough? Maybe it wasn’t worth it. Still, here he was on his way to pick up his fake girlfriend from school.

      “Just pull up to the curb,” Marco said to Greg. “I’ll get the door for her.”

      Greg said nothing. He pulled up to the curb. Marco got of the car, knowing people would stare, hoping they would. He knew he had to play his role of boyfriend now, made sure everyone saw it. Maybe then Elena wouldn’t change her mind and dump him.

      Elena appeared in the distance. She walked over to him, her short brown waves bouncing as she went. The sun glared in her glasses, so Marco couldn’t tell if she was looking at him or at the people around them.

      “Hey,” she said. “Thank you for coming, I know it was short notice. Can we drive around for a bit?”

      “Okay,” he said. It meant she wanted to talk, which in turn meant there might be room to negotiate. He opened the door. Elena paused, giving him a look that asked why he was doing that, but then slid into the backseat anyways. Marco went in after her, motioning for Greg to get the car moving before Elena even had a chance to speak.

      She sat quietly as the car moved out of the parking lot. Marco watched her and he realized she looked terrible, like she had the flu or maybe something worse.

      “Are you sleeping?” he asked.

      “Not enough apparently,” Elena said. She kept her eyes on the road. “Do you have somewhere we can go, somewhere that isn’t Melo’s or the country club or my family’s bookstore, maybe somewhere where we can talk, mostly alone. No offense, Greg,” she said, “but right now the moving car’s just making me dizzier.”

      “We can go to Lucas’s apartment,” Marco said. He still had the spare key his brother had given him from his short stay there. “My brother’s not home until eight or nine most days. He has a night class on campus. It’s not too close, either, like a twenty minute drive.”

      “Let’s go there,” Elena said, “if it’s okay with your brother.”

      “Greg,” Marco said. “Can you take us to Lucas’s.”

      Elena said nothing else until they were out of the car and in front of Lucas’s apartment building.

      Even as he closed the door behind him and followed Elena inside, Marco kept quiet. She walked ahead of him, seeming to take in the place. She stopped every so often, and looked around.

      “It’s a really nice place.”

      Marco didn’t agree. He thought his brother’s whole place could use a remodel, maybe furniture that didn’t look thrifted.

      “What did you want to talk about?” he asked. It probably wasn’t the thing to start with. Rather, he should’ve offered Elena something to eat or drink, maybe a flu shot or some antibiotics.

      Elena sighed. She took a seat on one of the stools at the breakfast bar. “I don’t know.”

      “What?” Had she brought him all the way here to mess with him? Was this her way of ending things?

      “I mean, I don’t know what to start with,” Elena said. “There’s a few things.”

      Marco took a seat on the stool across from her. He hadn’t realized how close the seats were, how small the breakfast bar was, until now. His knee grazed Elena’s as he sat.

      “Well, pick one,” he said. He thought that sounded harsh. “I think it’d be easier if you went with one thing.”

      “Okay,” Elena said. “I have a question.”

      “Um, okay.”

      “Is Cecilia a good person?”

      At the mention of the name, Marco sat straighter. “Cecilia’s a wonderful person,” he said. “She’s one of the best people I’ve ever met. She speaks so many languages, and she travels everywhere but is never snooty about it. She’ll never let anyone be alone either, like she’ll make sure everyone’s included no matter what. And she’s beautiful and she knows it, but she never likes people to define her with that.” He paused, because Elena was smiling as she looked at him.

      “You really like her, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I do. I’ve spent the last four years absolutely head over heels for her.”

      “Why didn’t you tell her you liked her sooner then?”

      What was this, twenty questions? Marco watched Elena, waiting for her to say something mean, or maybe point out the fact he’d told her to confess her feelings for Will when he’d spent so much time hiding his feelings for Cecilia too.

      “Well, first off she always had someone else she liked. Trust me, I tried at first, but a lot of guys like Cecilia. And I’m a grade below her so we didn’t have many classes together, which made it harder. Then she was single, and I tried one night to tell her, we kissed too-”

      “You kissed?” Elena asked. “Really?”

      Why did she sound so surprised?

      Marco nodded. “We did and then she left the next day, and I didn’t see her until right after she came back. Then she pretended like it hadn’t even happened.”

      Elena looked a lot less sick now, like her interest in his story had given her new life.

      “There’s has to be more to it than that,” Elena said. “You don’t just kiss somebody and leave.”

      “Okay, so maybe I kissed her, then she kissed me back, and then Heather, her friend, interrupted us. I didn’t get a chance to say anything.”

      “What did you say before you kissed her?”

      “She was talking about something else,” Marco said. “About the stars, how she really wanted to have a fashion line with that theme, and she was so excited about it, like this one idea could change the world.” He could see Cecilia now, standing in the gardens behind the banquet hall, her hair longer then, flowing behind her. She’d looked beautiful, wearing a silver dress that made Marco think she looked just like the stars she loved so much.

      Marco might have had one too many glasses of wine that night, but he knew he wanted to kiss her then.

      “She didn’t do anything wrong,” Elena said. “You kissed her without asking her to and then you expected something. It doesn’t work that way. You can’t make someone like you just by kissing them.”

      “She kissed me back,” Marco said. “And it wasn’t like a total surprise - we kept talking and she leaned in closer too. I was just the one who initiated it. I mean, when you kissed your real boyfriends, your past ones I guess, did you ever ask, hey, can I kiss you?”

      Elena’s cheeks flushed. “I haven’t had boyfriends.”

      “Okay,” Marco said, remembering that she’d probably been in love with Will for a long time. “But you’ve dated people, kissed them, right?”

      “One person,” Elena said. “My freshman year, and actually I did ask. I said, should we kiss now?”

      Marco nodded. Well, that didn’t prove his point. He also couldn’t comprehend how you could go through high school only having kissed one person. Sure, he’d had a crush on Cecilia for longer than he could remember but that didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy dating or kissing other people.

      “Well, moving on from our kissing stories, or why I like Cecilia, what else did you want to talk about?” He didn’t think Elena had brought him here just for that.

      Elena nodded. “Also, I needed how to figure out how to keep Will from driving me back home today.”

      “Why?” Marco asked. “I thought you’d like that sort of thing; more time with you means less time with Cecilia.”

      Elena shook her head. “I don’t think about it that way. Will can date Cecilia if he wants, as long as she doesn’t end up being a bad person.”

      “You don’t care that he’s dating someone else?”

      “I do,” Elena said. “But after he dated my best friend, Mia, I learned to control it, not always, but most days. Just because I want to be with him, doesn’t mean he’ll want to be with me.”

      Marco laughed at that. “I thought we went over this; you should at least try, risk things changing. I took a risk when I kissed Cecilia, and when I tried to tell her how I felt at the dinner. I’m still here.”

      “Yeah, but are things between the two of you the same?”

      Marco thought about it. He hadn’t seen Cecilia much, aside from the dinner and the embarrassing ride he’d had to ask her for. She’d texted him maybe once, but he hadn’t texted much either. He’d been too busy trying to figure out things with Elena, with the whole situation. Had things between him and Cecilia changed? Yeah. She’d spent a year without trying to reach out to him, and when she got back it was like they were merely acquaintances.

      “See?” Elena said. “I don’t want to sit and think about how everything between Will and I would change if someone asked me that. I’m happy with how things are now.”

      Marco said nothing. Lucas’s apartment suddenly got a lot quieter. He didn’t have the energy to give Elena a lecture on why she should tell Will how she felt. She might be right, maybe in her own situation.

      “Is there anything else?” Marco asked.

      Elena bit her bottom lip, and he realized he was watching her lips. He looked past her. “When was your first kiss?”

      “That’s random-”

      “If you answer, I’ll answer back.”

      Marco shrugged. “I think it was with a girl at summer camp, maybe the summer before eighth grade.”

      Elena nodded. Why were they discussing this? Was this something that she thought they should know about each other in order to make their fake relationship seem more believable?

      He waited for her answer. It looked like she was still thinking about his.

      Finally, Elena said, “I was fifteen, freshman year. I kissed a guy I didn’t know in a closet after he spun a soda bottle and it landed on me.”

      Marco laughed at that. “It sounds like right out of some early 2000s movie. Is seven minutes in heaven still a thing?” He remembered then he’d played a few rounds of that at some birthday party in high school, a long time ago. He didn’t tell Elena that, though. He sighed. “Are you okay? Not to be mean, but you looked kind of sick when I picked you up.”

      “Stress,” Elena said. “I get like this when there’s too much going on. I usually had Mia, my other best friend, to talk it through with, not that Will doesn’t listen. It’s just he always has to fix things, and sometimes I don’t need solutions, just someone to listen.”

      Marco tilted his head. “Am I that someone today?”

      “Kind of. You’re the person who happens to know what’s going on and so you’re the only one I can actually talk to.”

      Marco nodded. He figured that made them sound like friends, but they weren’t friends. He wasn’t her friend. Aside from the few times he’d stopped into Bee’s Books, Marco knew next to nothing about Elena Castro. She liked to read, her dad was her family, she loved Will, and she had absolutely no intention of telling him. Oh, and her first kiss had been with a stranger during seven minutes in heaven.

      It looked like the facts were building up.

      “I guess I should get home,” Elena said. Then she paused. “Are you working tonight?”

      “No,” Marco said. “Tomorrow. You?”

      “Saturday,” Elena said. He remembered then, Laura had pulled him aside to let him know she’d make sure he and Elena didn’t work the same shifts, so people wouldn’t gossip.

      “Why?” Marco asked.

      “Can I stay here to finish some homework?”

      “Uh, sure,” Marco said. He probably had some homework he could work on too, stuff he couldn’t finish right before class. He just didn’t know why Elena wanted to work on hers here.

      “I don’t want to go back yet,” Elena said, as if reading his mind. “If I do, Will will ask what we did, my dad will go upstairs to write and assume I’ll watch the register. Customers will come in, and right now, I just need quiet. I know this all is-”

      “I get it,” Marco said. He grabbed his phone from his blazer pocket, tying out a message to Greg to come back later. “Lucas has a desk you can use.”

      Elena shook her head. “I can work here,” she said. “Thank you.” Then she looked at Marco, with a deep intensity in her eyes. “I mean it. Thank you.”

      “You should text your dad,” Marco said. “Tell him we’re having a study date or something.”

      He spread his things out on one half of the breakfast bar, while Elena took the other half. He worked on his homework, looking up every so often at Elena. She worked quietly, reaching for the bridge of her glasses whenever they went too far down on her face. It was like she completely forgot he was there.

      She caught him staring.

      “What is it?” she asked, patting her face. “Did I draw on myself?” She asked the question like it was a truly serious matter.

      Marco smiled. “No,” he said. “You just look really into what you’re doing.”

      “It’s an essay for AP Euro,” Elena said. “I’m not focused, just lost.”

      “You don’t like history?”

      “Not as much as fiction.”

      Marco’s grandfather would have a heart attack if he heard that. Marco didn’t mind it, though. He’d probably choose fiction too. He motioned for Elena to get back to her essay. She did, right as Lucas walked through the door.

      Lucas jumped when he saw them.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you’d broken in.”

      “Yeah, Lucas,” Marco said. “I’m a burglar who sits down at your breakfast bar to do homework.”

      “Are you guys like on a date?”

      Marco nodded. “Study date. We tried Melo’s but people kept trying to take pictures. So we came here. Is it okay?”

      Lucas nodded. He set his things down. Were those newspapers in his bag? He must have noticed Marco watching because he slid his backpack from view.

      “You’re more than welcome to stay,” he said. “I’m going to get ready for the gym, but my place is your place. It’s good seeing you again, Elena.”

      Elena nodded. “You too. But we were actually finishing up. Is it okay if I use your bathroom before heading out?”

      When she’d left the room, Lucas turned to Marco. “So you guys are like a thing now? I mean officially? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use study and date in the same sentence.”

      “She’s my girlfriend,” Marco said. “Okay? And we’ll be going, so you can get ready for bed.”

      “I’m going to the gym,” Lucas said.

      “Right.” Marco stopped. “By the way I need to ask for a favor.”

      Lucas nodded. “Before you do, I wanted to ask if you planned on taking Elena to the tango exhibition next week. I was going with Heather, before the breakup, so now we have two extra tickets. I sent you an email with a link.”

      “Tango?” Marco asked.

      Lucas nodded. “Cecilia and Will are going. I thought it’d be a nice double date for you guys.”

      That caught Marco’s attention. He could work with a double date, see how Cecilia and Will interacted, maybe make Cecilia jealous.

      He nodded quickly. “We’ll be there,” he said.
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      Elena reread Darcy’s first confession.

      She let the words sink in, despite knowing the rejection Elizabeth Bennett was about to give him. It didn’t matter because she’d read the book a dozen times, knew there was a happy ending for the protagonists. She sighed.

      “Are you swooning over Darcy again?”

      She looked up from the seat she’d taken behind the counter. It was Friday. She’d come back with Will straight from school, to run Bee’s for the afternoon. She hadn’t heard anything from Marco since yesterday.

      She smiled at Will, who’d offered to help shelve some new inventory. He’d been doing the task slowly, letting Elena sneak glances at him from behind her book.

      Will could never be a Darcy, he was too sweet for that. He was staring at her and she still hadn’t answered his question.

      “Not so much swooning as pining after,” Elena said.

      “Well, I hope Marco doesn’t get jealous.”

      Elena put her book down.

      “I don’t think he’ll be too threatened by a fictional character.” She doubted Marco would ever be jealous over any guy she was interested in. Apparently, as was confirmed by their talk last night, he had no idea he’d been Elena’s first kiss. And he only had eyes for Cecilia.

      Elena had spent the better part of almost three years disliking Marco over something he didn’t even remember. Her guess was, he’d played seven minutes in heaven to the point where one incident didn’t stand out over the rest. She sighed again and walked out from behind the counter to help Will with the last few books. They worked in silence, a forced silence.

      Elena picked up the last book, checking the author name and then finding a spot on the top shelf for it. She went on her tiptoes and stretched her arms out as far as they’d go.

      “Need a hand?”

      Elena turned to find Will close to her, but not close enough to make her freeze up. She got ready to hand him the book, knowing he’d reach the top of the shelf easily, but instead he leaned in and grabbed her around the knees, lifting her up about a foot in the air.

      “Will, what are you doing?”

      He laughed as he held her up, firmly putting her right at eye level with the bookshelf she needed. “Giving you a hand, well, more like a foot, up in the world. Now hurry, I might have overestimated my upper body strength.”

      Elena felt him shake. She rushed to push the book into the top shelf, but by the time she slid the book in between the others, Will’s grip was loosening.

      “Will,” she said. “Put me down, or we’ll-”

      They fell. Well, Will fell first and took Elena down with him. It wasn’t a hard fall, mostly because she landed on top of him and he took the hit against the carpet.

      “Ah,” he said, laughing. “That was a terrible idea, wasn’t it?”

      Elena sat up, leaning on her elbows. She turned slightly, to face Will. He had his arms around her waist, firmly, like he’d meant to catch her. Her heart beat faster. Elena waited for Will to say something else, but he laughed instead. Only when he stopped did he catch her glance.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      Elena nodded, but stayed silent. She watched Will, scanned his features as he lay there. She wondered what he would do if she leaned down and kissed him. Would he do what Cecilia did when Marco had kissed her? Cecilia. Will was dating Cecilia.

      “I’m fine,” she said. She started to get up, but Will’s hands remained around her waist. He watched her intently.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “There’s nothing you want to tell me? Because I’ll listen no matter what it is. You know that.”

      Elena shook her head. They both stood again, neither one saying anything. She picked up the empty box of books and walked to the counter. Will followed her. She wished he hadn’t, because right now, her heart was on the verge of beating out of her chest and her thoughts weren’t aligning with what she knew was right.

      She wanted to kiss Will, more now than ever. She wanted to tell him to stop dating Cecilia, even if she was the best person in the world.

      “Elena,” Will said. “Something’s going on.”

      I’m in love with you. She wanted to say that, so it would echo from every corner of Bee’s.

      Instead she told him something she’d figured she’d have to tell him eventually.

      “The new building owner is selling Bee’s early next year. He wants to remodel it into an apartment building and we’ll have two months after our lease is up to get out.”

      “Wait, when did you find this out?”

      “Monday,” Elena said.

      “You guys live upstairs,” Will said. “You’d have to find a new place for Bee’s and somewhere to live. Can you guys do that? Would that impact your dad, his progress?”

      Elena breathed out, mostly because she’d cried the tears she had on Monday night.

      “I don’t know,” Elena said. “He said he won’t let it happen, and that worries me.”

      Will eyes widened. He was looking behind her, where the spiral staircase to the apartment was. Elena turned, following his gaze. Her dad stood there, silent and pale. He had a bowl of chips in his hand.

      “I came here to see if you guys wanted some snacks,” he said. “Also, I heard a loud sound.”

      “Dad-” Elena began.

      Elena thought back to the night they’d find out her mom had died. It’d been one call, but her dad had been different ever since. She couldn’t do that again, spend the next years rebuilding.

      “We’re not leaving. Don’t worry, I’ll handle this,” her dad said. “Trust me.” Then he turned and left.

      Elena watched him disappear up the steps. She wanted to run after him to clear things up, but she knew that wouldn’t help.

      “I can check in on him,” Will said.

      “It’s fine,” Elena said. “Talking to him about it will only make it worse. For now, just leave him.”

      “What about dinner?”

      Elena motioned for Will to stay. “I don’t think he’ll be up for it. Let me check in on him, and then we can go out to eat something.”

      “We shouldn’t leave him alone.”

      “Will, leaving him alone to think it through is the best thing we can do.”

      Elena thought about the weeks, months, after her mom’s death. When Mia’s mom had shown up to check in on them, Elena always told her that her dad was out, until Ms. Ortega stopped believing her. Eventually, she’d shown up and asked Elena where her dad was and Elena had broken down.

      She wished she could get Ms. Ortega now, ask her to come over and talk to her dad, but that wouldn’t be right. She and Mia weren’t friends. And as much as Will was here, willing to help, her feelings for him were starting to overwhelm her.

      Elena made sure Will wasn’t following her. The kitchen was empty, the table set, and the pizza ready to go. She knocked on her dad’s door.

      “Dad?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

      No answer. Elena pushed the door open. Her dad was on his computer typing something up, likely the second novel he never seemed to finish.

      He turned, slowly. “Hey,” he said. “Are you guys ready for dinner?” He shut his laptop.

      “I was thinking we could go out-”

      “No, pizza’s ready, tell Will to come up.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I won’t let them close Bee’s. I’ll talk to the building owner. We can sell more books, figure things out.”

      “That won’t work,” Elena said. “They’re set on selling it.”

      Her dad gave a forced smile, like all the ones he gave her when she asked if he was okay before she left for school. “I didn’t raise you to give up so easily, Elena. This is our home and our family’s business. Your mother designed the bookstore from the ground up. We’re not leaving just because-”

      Elena didn’t like this. She preferred the quiet version of her dad. This version, he looked like he was trying to believe his own lies, like the could really fix this.

      She breathed in. Now was the time to tell him, to let him see the impossibility of it all, because if she didn’t, it would get worse.

      “We owe back rent, Dad, Bee’s isn’t doing well. And we don’t have an accountant anymore.”

      “I’ve been handling things around Bee’s,” her dad said.

      “Even if Mr. Shaw let us keep our building, the rent would go up. It’d be cheaper to get an apartment out of the historic district and downsize Bee’s.”

      Elena watched her dad’s features harden.

      “Bee’s is all we have left of your mom. You don’t get to make the choice of whether we give up on it or not.”

      She stepped back this time. “How can you say that, Dad?

      “Because it’s the truth, and I’m the adult, Elena. I make these decisions. We’ll pay the rent and-”

      “With what money?” Elena asked. “Our November sales are down. I know about it, okay? I saw our books, I’ve seen the late payment notices.”

      The words came out with intended harshness. Elena didn’t realize there were tears streaming down her cheeks until she tasted salty water.

      “You knew? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you’d break down again. You’d lose all the progress you’ve made since Mom died. You say you’re going to handle this, but it doesn’t make sense. There is no handling it. We have to move. I know you don’t see it that way, but if we want to keep things together, we have to go.”

      “Elena-”

      Elena sucked in a breath. “I lost one parent, Dad. I don’t need to feel that I’m going to lose another.”

      Now she was crying. The tears blurred her vision. Elena stepped back toward the door. Those were the words she’d never thought she’d have to say. Her cheeks felt like they were on fire.

      “What happened after your mom died, it was a one-time thing. I went to therapy, I did the healing and the whole self-analysis thing. I’m better. And I will handle this.”

      “No,” Elena said. “Please, let’s leave it alone. We can keep Bee’s open somewhere else. It doesn’t have to be this dramatic.”

      Her dad was walking to the door. He brushed past her and out into the living room. Elena followed him.

      “Where are you going?” she asked. “Dad!”

      He turned, grabbing his coat as he did. “I’m not giving up. Bee’s is staying open.”

      Elena shook her head. “If you do this, it won’t end well. And I can’t be here when you break down from that.”

      Her dad’s face tensed. “I’ll solve it,” he said. “But if it’s too much for you, then-”

      “Then what?”

      That was when Marco stepped into the room, Will right behind him

      “Mr. Castro,” Marco said. “I know it’s not my place, but I wouldn’t say what you were going to. Elena’s trying to help. She’s right, too. Whoever bought this building won’t change their mind.”

      Elena’s eyes flashed to Marco. How had he even gotten in here? He had a shift and no reason to stop by. And now he was seeing her cry. Will was too and Elena could feel him watching her.

      “It’s not your place,” Andres said. Then he turned back to Elena. “I’ll take care of this, but if you can’t see me trying to keep your mother’s bookstore alive, then go. Come back when it’s solved.”

      The words burned into Elena’s mind. Go. Just like that. She knew she was sobbing now, because she didn’t hear when her dad left, only saw the door shut.

      She could only feel how warm her cheeks were. And there was a hand, not her own, wiping tears away. Will.

      She looked up to find a pair of concerned caramel eyes looking at her. Marco.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Breathe. Deep breaths.”

      He wiped her cheeks. Will stood quietly beside Elena, until she calmed down enough to hear him.

      “I’ll watch the store until your dad comes back,” Will said. “Why don’t you go with Marco for now? And then you can spend the night at my place, until your dad calms down.”

      Marco gave a Will a side glance and then brushed Elena’s cheek again.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’ go grab dinner.”

      Elena turned to Will. “I’ll be back,” she said. “Thank you-”

      “Just go,” Will said, with an accepting nod. “There’s no need to thank me.” He took a step forward like he might reach out to hug her, but then he didn’t. He looked at Marco. “You know where I live?”

      “I’ll find it,” Marco said.

      “How did you know we were here?” Elena asked.

      He shrugged. “I’ll tell you over dinner.”
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      Marco sat across from Elena, his eyes on his half-eaten plate of pasta.

      Elena ate in silence too, lifting her gaze away from her plate every time a waiter passed by. She’d stopped crying a while ago, but her cheeks were still puffy, eyes glossy. It reminded him of the mortifying fact he’d wiped the tears away from her cheeks, not once either, three times. He’d reached out to touch her three times.

      Marco wondered if it went against their contract, despite it not being official. In fact, he hadn’t even printed it. The draft was still saved to his notes app.

      “How’s the ravioli?” he asked.

      Elena looked up, distracted. “It’s great,” she said. “Delicious.” She’d barely eaten two. Not that Marco had been counting. He wanted to ask her if her dad was really going to go off to try and contact whoever had bought the building. Marco hadn’t heard the whole conversation, he’d only been able to get past Will when he’d heard Elena crying.

      “I never answered your question,” Marco said.

      “What question?” Elena asked.

      “Why I was at Bee’s.”

      “Oh,” Elena said, her voice worn. “Why were you?”

      “I was bringing over the non-disclosure agreement for you to read.” Marco said the words almost in a whisper, in case some of the diners around them were being nosy. They were at Glensford Country Club’s members’ only restaurant after all.

      Elena set her fork down. “Oh.”

      He waved his hand away. “We can figure it out later.”

      “Sooner would be better,” Elena said. She picked up her fork and bit into a ravioli. “ But maybe not tonight.”

      “Some other day, then,” Marco said. “By the way, is your dad okay? He seems determined on making the impossible happen.”

      Elena shook her head. “He’s never been the same, since after my mom died. I just can’t stick around and watch him break down this time. Can we talk about something else?”

      The silence returned. Marco took a few bites of his lasagna.

      “There’s an event next Friday, a tango showcase thing,” Marco said. “Lucas gave me his ticket and an extra one. Cecilia and Will are going. I might’ve told him we were going too.”

      Elena looked at him, observed the half-eaten ravioli on her fork and then looked back up.

      “I guess we’ll have to go,” she said. “It’s part of our non-binding contract on your phone. Point number two: attend any events necessary to keep up the illusion of our fake relationship. This would count right?”

      Marco nodded faster than he wanted to. He didn’t know why he’d expected Elena to say no. Maybe it was because he felt strange paying her and then asking her to come to events with him. Up to now, they’d been the only ones involved in their fake relationship. Going to an event, especially on a double date, would make it real. Not real to them, but to others.

      “It does,” he said, trying to sound more sure of himself. Then he paused. “I’m going to ask, because I think it’s the polite thing to do. Are you okay?”

      “Better,” Elena said. “I’ll be better tomorrow too. I’ll talk things through with Will tonight. That’ll help a lot.” Marco nodded, even though he didn’t understand how Elena could spend the night at the house of the guy she was in love with, without telling him how she felt.

      A question popped in his head, and, without his permission, out of his mouth.

      “Do you sleep on his sofa bed or-”

      “It’s a studio apartment,” Elena said. “There’s one bed.” Marco must have made a face because then she shook her head. “He sleeps on the floor on a super tiny air mattress. I’ve tried to tell him I can sleep on it, but he never lets me.”

      What a gentleman.

      “Do you guys have sleepovers often?”

      “Less so now,” Elena said. “Will started dating Mia at some point. I never slept over during that time. It was too much. When they broke up-”

      “Who’s Mia?”

      Elena looked into the distance. “She used to be my best friend. I’ve mentioned her before.”

      Marco scooted his chair in closer. “Your best friend dated your other best friend who you’re in love with? And you did nothing about it? I mean, did she know you liked him?”

      “No,” Elena said. “I never told her.”

      “Wow,” Marco said. “And now you guys go to the same school and ignore each other?”

      “She goes to San Mateo Prep,” Elena said. “She’s a grade ahead of us.”

      Marco thought about it. “Mia Ortega?” he asked. He only said the name because it was the first Mia he’d thought of. She’d been at Vovô’s dinner, probably as a part of the scholarship invitees from the school. That’s how he knew of her, well and the fact she had the highest grades in everything. Mia the Machine, that’s what he’d heard her being called. He’d never talked to her, though.

      “Yeah,” Elena said. “That’s her.” She pointed to the plate. “I think I might just get a to go box. I have a shift at Melo’s tomorrow super early, so I should get to Will’s. Text me the time and place for the tango exhibition thing and the dress code.”

      “Sure,” Marco said. He held his hand up to motion a waitress over. She brought them the bill and then took Elena’s plate to box it up.

      “I can pay,” Marco said. Then he clarified. “People are watching. And besides, if we were really dating, I’d pay.”

      Elena looked ready to argue, but then she scanned the receipt. “I’ll pay next time we get coffee, at Melo’s. I can use the employee discount.” Then she slid Marco the receipt, her face softening. “Thank you. I needed this. And obviously thank you for the food.”

      “No problem,” Marco said. He realized he’d have to check his account when he got home.

      “Oh, by the way,” Elena said. “I got a reply from a collector who might have a Preston Blanchard book, the one you requested.”

      “Really?”

      “He’s letting me go search his collection tomorrow.”

      The waitress came by to pick up the receipt.

      Marco sat up straighter. “Do you need an extra set of eyes to help find the book?”

      Why was he volunteering for something? Because it went with their plan. It could be more proof that they were a couple. He could have the PR lady call someone to take photos of him and Elena going to the collector’s house. Discreet photos, that could be released to some gossip site.

      “Uh, I guess. I mean, there’s no guarantee he has it, but you can join me.”

      “It’s a date,” Marco said. When the waitress left, he added, “A fake date.”

      Elena smiled, a full smile this time. Marco smiled back.

      “It’s a fake date, then,” Elena said.

      And Marco didn’t know why, but he thought it might not be as boring as it sounded. Also, he’d just given up a good chunk of his free time. Cecilia needed to dump Will soon.
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      “One green tea latte,” Elena said. She double-checked the table number on the computer and took the tray with her. The Saturday midday rush was in, some tourists out for brunch, but a lot of locals using Melo’s for the Wi-Fi and discounted pumpkin drinks.

      Elena squeezed past one table and then another. She kept her focus on getting the order to the customer. She’d been doing that all day, thinking only about the task at hand. It kept her from thinking about the fact her dad hadn’t called to check if she was okay, to tell her she could come back now, that he was over his plan of trying to save the building.

      She found her table. The customer had her back turned to Elena, a head of platinum blond waves visible. Elena brought the order over.

      “Green tea latte?” she asked. The girl turned. It wasn’t a stranger, it was Cecilia.

      Cecilia smiled. She had a laptop in front of her, her browser open to the SAT site.

      “That would be me,” Cecilia said. She scooted her things to one side, as if the mug might take up the whole table. “It’s good to finally get a chance to meet you, one on one.”

      Elena tried to smile. This was the girl Will liked right now, the one who, at some point, had helped Mia too.

      “I saw you at your family’s Thanksgiving dinner,” Elena said, because what else was there to say?

      Cecilia smiled, a charming smile that almost made Elena want this girl’s approval. “We didn’t get much in the way of introductions. Although, I do feel like I know you, from everything Will’s told me. I was glad to hear from Lucas you’re coming to the tango exhibition next week.”

      “I am,” Elena said. “Marco invited me.”

      “I’ll be glad to get in a whole conversation, then,” Cecilia said. “I’d invite you to sit and chat, but I’m working on some SAT practice and I can see you’re busy too.” She smiled, took a sip of her latte and then set the mug back down. “Delicious. Did Will make it?”

      Elena nodded. “Yeah, he’s our best barista.”

      “It tastes just like the one he whipped up for me in New York.” Cecilia played with the handle of her mug. “I’ll admit, I might have stopped by to say hi to him. His shift ends in half an hour, so I wanted to surprise him with a movie afterward.”

      Elena wanted to ask what movie, and if Cecilia knew that Will usually stayed over his shift, especially on Saturdays when they had more customers. Instead she said, “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

      “Hopefully he likes the movie I picked,” Cecilia said. “Sorry, I should let you get back to work. Can you let Will know I’m here?”

      “Sure,” Elena said. She nodded, already walking back to the coffee bar. She couldn’t get a read on Cecilia. Her tone had been sweet, not sweet enough to the point of fake, but she really hadn’t seemed that interested in talking to Elena. Which was fine, because she was dating Will, so he was the only one Cecilia needed to have an interest in. Elena couldn’t put her finger on it.

      She stepped into the kitchen as Will handed her another drink.

      “Table twelve, I think,” he said. Then he paused. “You good?”

      “Cecilia’s here,” Elena said. “She wanted to surprise you with an after-work movie.”

      “She’s here?” Will asked, smiling. “I guess I can’t stay extra time today. Do you know how long she’s been waiting?”

      “Not long,” Elena said. “I can cover anything extra to do. I’ll be here until six.” She’d volunteered for a double shift, because of the money of course, but also she didn’t want to go to Bee’s at any point. She and Marco were going to Mr. Thomas’s house after her shift ended. That would buy her enough time to only have to stop by Bee’s to check in on her dad, without him knowing she was checking in.

      If he’d closed up Bee’s then Elena knew he’d be all right. Will had checked this morning to make sure Andres had opened the store.

      “You’re doing a double shift?” Will asked. “Is this because of the backed-up rent? With how quickly everything happened yesterday, we didn’t get a chance to talk about it. Then when you came over, you fell asleep before I could ask.”

      Elena had spent a good hour with her eyes closed, pretending to be asleep, until Will had started getting ready for bed. When she heard him blow up the air mattress, she’d known she’d safely avoided the conversation.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” Elena said. “My dad said he’ll figure it out, right? I’ll stay out of his way until he does.”

      Will leaned in. “You don’t mean that,” he said. “You guys had a fight, so you both said harsh things. You’re welcome to stay at my place as long as you need to, but I do think you should at least let your dad know you’re okay.”

      “Did he text you?”

      Will nodded. “He knew you were with me,” he said. “But he wanted to make sure.”

      Elena looked away. “Have fun with Cecilia,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll figure this out. Okay?”

      He nodded again. “Okay.”

      Then he went back to making orders and Elena went back to delivering them. Luckily, in the craziness of the Saturday, few customers stopped to ask her if she was the girl dating Marco Silva.

      She went back out with another order, looking up to find Cecilia staring in her direction. When Elena caught her, her gray eyes went wide, but then she collected herself and smiled, holding up the mug of green tea latte and mouthing delicious before setting it down again.

      Elena couldn’t help but want to ask her if she ever thought about Marco’s kiss.

      
        
        __________

      

      

      

      “This place looks haunted,” Marco said.

      Elena stood beside him in front of Mr. Thomas’s dilapidated front door. The huge brass knocker was in the shape of bull. The creature’s eyes were rusted through.

      “It’s not haunted,” Elena said. She knocked with her hand, not wanting to pick up the knocker. It seemed to follow her wherever she moved. “I don’t think it is.”

      Marco laughed. “Right,” he said. “When you see the ghost of this place’s original owner don’t come asking for help.”

      “How could you help?” Elena asked. “Only a trained ghost hunter could help me.”

      Marco laughed again. It was a subdued laugh, like that of a person who hadn’t laughed in a long time, or perhaps didn’t want to laugh. It made her smile to see him not look all together mad at something. She knew what she said hadn’t even been funny.

      The door opened. Marco and Elena stepped back at the same time. The heavy wooden monster pulled back, making Elena think there might be a ghost after all. It wasn’t until she saw the thin shape of Mr. Thomas, the white wisp of hair on his head, and his inch-thick glasses, that she calmed.

      “You’re early,” he said. Then he looked at Marco. “Is this the potential new owner of my book?”

      Elena nodded. “Hi, Mr. Thomas. This is Marco. He’s interested in acquiring a Preston Blanchard book to gift to his grandfather. Thank you again for letting us stop by on short notice.”

      The old man nodded. He motioned them inside. “I’m only doing it because your father owns one of the last few honest businesses left in Glensford. When I give him a book, I know it’ll go to a trustworthy owner. You can’t just give books away to anyone, you know. It brings terrible luck.”

      Elena nodded, like this was a sentiment she shared, and then followed him through the living room. It didn’t take but two steps into the old duplex to see the first stack of books. Then another on her right. Shelves lined every wall of the first floor, neat stacks filled in the spaces in between.

      This place had more books than Bee’s. Mr. Thomas walked on, not noticing that she’d stopped to look around. Elena turned to find that Marco had too.

      “It’s like a library,” he said. “Who would read this much?”

      Elena knew a person who would love this place. Mia would probably see this is as her ultimate life goal, a house full of books to keep her company. For as much as Elena read, Mia was the true reader. When she wasn’t studying, she always had her nose in some romance novel or a fantasy story to lure her away.

      “This way,” Mr. Thomas said, turning to keep them moving.

      Elena and Marco followed, sharing a glance. The spaces between the shelves were narrow, the staircase to the second floor even more so. Elena’s hand brushed Marco’s twice.

      The whole house smelled of paper and ink, of words and ideas brought to the present from authors long gone.

      Mr. Thomas passed two doors, then stopped at a third. He nodded to himself, pulling a key from his pocket to unlock it.

      “I’ll be heading out to meet with another collector about a potential Christmas Carol first edition. I trust you won’t make a mess of my home, until then. This is my history room. If I have any Preston Blanchard books they’ll be in here.”

      “Thank you,” Elena said. “Are you sure you don’t want to wait? It won’t be long-” She didn’t want to stay in this house alone, well, with Marco.

      “Like I said, I trust your father, so I’ll trust you.”

      “How much would you like for it?” Elena knew a Preston Blanchard book wasn’t widely popular, but it was expensive among avid history readers.

      “No charge,” Mr. Thomas said. “I never particularly liked the man. If you clear space on my shelves, that’ll be payment enough. I also feel guilty about not making my usual November purchase from your shop. I’ll be off now. Stick to the history room, please.”

      Elena said nothing, because quite honestly, she couldn’t think of what to say. Mr. Thomas was helping them without needing to . He was leaving her in this house filled with prized books without thinking she’d take one she shouldn’t.

      As if reading her mind, Mr. Thomas said, “I keep all the rooms locked up and my most valuable books are in my safe.” Then he nodded, gave Marco a glance over, and left, back down the stairs.

      Elena waited until she heard the front door close to finally step into the history room.

      She turned to Marco, who closed the door behind him. “That was-”

      “Weird,” Marco said. “This whole things is strange.” His eyes traveled around the room. Elena turned around, following his glance.

      It wasn’t a huge room, but a maze of shelves made it seem so. It was a labyrinth of history books, stretching up and around. On the back wall was a set of shelves with a ladder beside them. She hoped Mr. Thomas alphabetized his collection.

      Marco walked up to a shelf, pressing his hands to the books.

      “Don’t touch those,” Elena said. She reached for his hand, catching it in hers instead of making him let go. They were holding hands.

      Marco looked down where their hands met and then back up. Elena let go.

      “They’re not organized by author or title,” he said.

      She could still feel the warmth of his skin against hers.

      “Um, maybe by time period, or by year published.”

      Marco picked out two books from the shelf and scanned through the pages. Elena took one before he had a chance to flip more pages. She slipped it back on the shelf.

      “Be careful,” she said. “We don’t know how old these books are.”

      “This book is about Roman myths,” Marco said, holding up the one in his hands. Then he pointed to the one in Elena’s. “That one is about the Nazca lines. They were published thirty years apart.” He sighed. “It’ll take us years to find what we’re looking for.”

      “Maybe not,” Elena said. “Why don’t we start on opposite corners and then make our way around?”

      Marco sighed. “Or a better idea, I just give you the money and we pretend like you gave me the book.”

      “I thought it was for your grandfather,” Elena said. She waited. Marco sighed again.

      “Fine. We’ll look until the owner of the haunted house returns. I’ll take that end, you find your space.”

      “What was the book called again?” Elena asked.

      “A History of Glensford: 1955-1975.”

      “Any particular reason you want that one?”

      “It has a picture of my grandmother and grandfather together when they opened up the first Melo’s Coffee. It was the only picture taken of the opening that day.”

      “Really?” Elena had always thought Melo’s Coffee was a popular franchise, with a grand opening for every store.

      Marco nodded. “No one thought the cafe would make it. And my grandparents’ families were in Brazil. The only person who showed up was this strange young man fascinated with preserving Glensford’s history.”

      “Preston Blanchard,” Elena said. She still couldn’t get used to saying the name. It sounded like it belonged in a southern gothic novel.

      “That would be him,” Marco said. He pointed to the shelves. “We might as well get started.”

      “Actually, I might get some water first,” Elena said. “Do you want some?”

      “Sure,” Marco said. Then he smiled. “Don’t let the ghosts get you first.”

      Elena waved him off and turned back to the door. The dust was drying her throat. She reached for the doorknob, but when she did, she found it didn’t budge. That was odd. She tried again, careful to not put too much pressure on the rusted knob.

      “It’s locked,” she said.

      “What was that?” Marco emerged from the bookshelves.

      Elena pointed to the door. “We’re locked in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      They were going to die.

      Marco didn’t know how Elena could be so calm right snow. She looked through another shelf, for a book he really regretted even bringing up now.

      “It would help if you looked through the shelves too,” Elena said.

      “We’re locked in a stranger’s haunted house,” Marco said. “He locked us in here to kill us.”

      “He said the doors are old,” Elena said.

      “You believe that?” Marco said. He’d taken a seat next to the shelf Elena had been searching through. He knew it was pointless, but he’d texted Lucas his location just in case, with a time to call the police by. His brother had responded with a thumbs up.

      “No,” Elena said. “I think he locked us in here so we wouldn’t take anything, but I’m trying to remain calm about it. He won’t kill us. And if he tries, we can throw a bookshelf on him.”

      “Death by what he loves the most,” Marco said. “Poetic.”

      Elena laughed. She stopped looking through the books in front of her and sat down bedside Marco. Her leg brushed against his as she sat, relaxing her back against the bookcase.

      “I just saw a book on the history of zebras next to one on escapes from Alcatraz.” She looked around. “I figure there’s a solid three, maybe four thousand books in here. I’ll need your help if you want find your book.”

      “I looked through all the back shelves,” Marco said.

      “How about we take a ten minute break and then get back to searching?” Elena asked.

      Marco nodded. “Fine.” He breathed in what felt like a thousand years-worth of old books. “This place feels like a giant moth-filled closet.”

      Elena stretched out her arms, yawning. “You just described the location of my first kiss,” she said. Then she looked up at him, waiting.

      “Why do you keep bringing up your first kiss?” Marco asked. “Is this like a fact I should know as your fake boyfriend?”

      “No,” Elena said. “I’m just hoping it’ll trigger a memory for you.”

      “Memory of what?”

      She sighed. “Your freshman year, did you attend a Halloween party dressed as a three-hole-punched piece of paper?”

      Marco thought back to his freshman year. That was right. He’d gone to a party Cecilia had invited him to at the last minute. He didn’t want to get a costume so Lucas had cut out three black circles and taped them to Marco’s shirt. He figured it was from a tv show or something.

      “Yeah,” Marco said. “I did.” He hadn’t thought about that party in years. Mostly because Cecilia had showed up with a date, leaving him to talk to kids from school he didn’t know.

      “I went to that party,” Elena said. “I was dressed as the mad hatter, face full of makeup, crazy hat, and the unbearable contacts. My friend Mia took me.”

      Oh no. Marco remembered a mad hatter and a game of spin the bottle that had made him go into the closet with said mad hatter. He hadn’t talked to the girl much through the night, but in the closet, in the darkness of it, he had. They’d laughed a lot, the nervous laughter of two freshmen who didn’t know any better.

      “I was your first kiss?” Marco asked. “That’s why you keep bringing it up.”

      Elena hid her face behind her hands. Her cheeks flared red. “We kissed,” she said. “Then when I came back around later to try and find you, I heard you laughing about it with some guy. You said it’d been a terrible kiss and that you were trying to avoid me.”

      Marco didn’t remember that part. Well, it did sound like something he would have said to his friends, but not really meant.

      “Is that why you hated me?” he asked.

      She lowered her hands and now he could see her face. “I didn’t hate you,” she said. “I think I was embarrassed more than anything. Mad, yes, definitely mad.”

      He remembered Elena not liking him from the first time he’d walked into Bee’s Books. He’d always thought it was because of who he was, his family and his money, that sort of thing.

      “I don’t remember saying that stuff,” he said. “And you’ve spent years mad about it.”

      “It’s dumb,” Elena said. “But it was my first kiss, and I don’t know, I guess I thought-”

      “We’d end up kissing some more after it?” Marco felt like he should apologize, but instead he wanted to hear what Elena had to say.

      “Yeah, or no. I don’t know,” she said. “Will was supposed to hang out with me and Mia that night. And then he ended up having a date, so I was bummed. I saw you that night and when I heard we were playing that stupid spin the bottle game, I wanted it to land on you.”

      Marco reached out and grabbed her hand. Now he was the one that was mad. Why didn’t he remember saying what he’d said? Probably because he’d spent the whole year after his mom had left saying stuff he didn’t mean, but that he knew would hurt people. Maybe just not that year, but that had been him at his worst.

      He pressed his fingers to Elena’s palm, his thumb against her wrist. He could feel her heartbeat, fast as it was. Or maybe it was his.

      “You liked me?”

      Why was he touching her hand? He should have stood and tried unlocking the door again.

      “I didn’t know you enough for that,” Elena said. “I just, I thought you were cute and you talked to me when Mia had to leave early. You smiled a lot and I thought, I don’t know.”

      She looked up at him now, her eyes wide.

      “You thought maybe you could like me instead of Will.”

      “I guess,” she said.

      Marco wanted to remember now. He dug through the scenes from his freshman year, trying to find this particular one of a pretty girl in a mad hatter costume. What had he said to her? How had that particular kiss felt? He wanted to know.

      He scooted closer, getting on his knees, back away from the bookcase. Elena stilled. She watched him and he was all too aware of it. Marco moved his hand to her hair. He wrapped a strand around his finger, remembering then, she’d had on a long red wig under her mad hat that night. He pulled the strand of hair behind her ear, catching his reflection on her glasses. He leaned in closer, waiting for the moment Elena would push him away.

      She didn’t. Instead, she waited.

      Marco swallowed down the doubt.

      Can I kiss you now? the silence asked.

      Elena said nothing. Then she leaned in closer too. Marco breathed in the dusty air around them and then he pressed his lips to hers. His hand went to her face, bringing her closer.

      Marco pulled back, the feeling of Elena’s lips still very much on his. He waited again.

      “How was that kiss?” she asked.

      He smiled. Then he met her halfway and she leaned in again, and they repeated the kiss. But this time, neither one of them pulled away. They hung on to that kiss, and then another, and another. Marco kept a hand at Elena’s cheek, another on her waist. She leaned into him, closer and closer. He lost himself.

      Her hands were around his neck, hugging him into the embrace. They moved together, until his back was against the bookcases again, and she was almost on top of him. Marco pushed back with another kiss.

      His mind snapped to the memory. He’d kissed her in the dark closet, a soft, innocent peck of a kiss and forgotten about Cecilia. Now he was thinking about Cecilia, but about Elena too. The person he liked was still Cecilia.

      Marco pulled away from the kiss. He knew it was too sudden because when he looked up, Elena’s eyes were closed and she still had her arms around him, as though she wanted another moment like this.

      Her eyes shot open. She let go of him.

      Marco’s lips were on fire. He licked them, tasting whatever citrus flavored lip balm she’d been wearing.

      “I…” he began.

      Elena held a hand to her lips, breathing in, looking at the floor again.

      “That uh, was-”

      He really couldn’t find any words. Why didn’t she say something? Anything would have been fine.

      “I’m not such a terrible kisser, am I?” Elena asked. Her expression hardened and she scooted away a bit, enough so they weren’t in the same breathing space.

      Marco’s mind no longer held Cecilia. He realized he wanted to kiss Elena again. That was all he could think about right now. Leaning in, and bringing her back to him. What was going on?

      “We shouldn’t do that again,” Marco said. “It was good, but we shouldn’t. You like Will and I like Cecilia. This was, it was, a moment of curiosity. And I think we should leave it at that.”

      Elena pressed down her hair. She nodded, her expression stoic now.

      “You’re right,” she said. “We’re in a fake relationship. And obviously we’ve been spending a lot of time together. That builds up closeness, even if we don’t want it to. This was just a side effect of that. Don’t worry, I get it. It was a mistake.”

      Marco didn’t think it was a mistake, it couldn’t be, not if he was having to fight off the urge he had to kiss Elena again and again. His eyes were on her lips, his heart raced.

      “Yeah,” he said, not meaning it. “Won’t happen again.”

      “We should get back to looking,” Elena said. “I’ll take the other end. You can finish here.” Then she got up, wiped her hands on her jeans and disappeared into the labyrinth of bookshelves. Marco got up too, but stopped himself from going after her.

      He liked Cecilia.

      This had been a choice, not a mistake, but he and Elena liked other people. She might have liked him once at a Halloween party, but that had been years ago.

      He got up and started to scan the spines of books again.

      He liked Cecilia.
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      Elena didn’t sleep.

      She tossed and turned until Will woke up on the air mattress beside her.

      “Having nightmares?” he asked, his voice soft in the darkness.

      “No,” Elena said. That was true. “I had too much coffee when I worked that last shift.”

      “Oh,” Will said. She saw his outline as he leaned his head on his elbow. “Want me to get you some water?”

      “I’ll be okay,” Elena said. “Go back to sleep.”

      He nodded off soon after. She turned, hugging the blankets Will had laid out for her, the thicker set he had, because she always felt like his studio was ten degrees lower than the temperature he set it at. She held on to the pillow beside her, the one Will used. It smelled like him still, but with that new cologne Cecilia had probably convinced him to use. It was Will, but it wasn’t.

      And tonight she felt like herself, but not.

      Why had she wanted Marco to remember the closet kiss? Why hadn’t she said anything when he leaned in to kiss her?

      Elena lay on her back, hearing only the beating of her heart and the occasional sounds of cars outside. She pressed a finger to her lips, closing her eyes as she remembered the kiss, the kisses. She hadn’t thought about Will at all, not about how much she loved him or about wanting to kiss him.

      No, she’d only thought about Marco, wanting to pull him closer. It made no sense.

      Elena had practically told him she liked him, or had liked him. It was mortifying. She turned and buried her head in Will’s pillow. Marco had said they shouldn’t do it again, and he was right. It had been a mistake, a momentary lapse in judgment that Elena wouldn’t let happen again.

      She closed her eyes. They hadn’t found the book he’d been looking for, not that she thought either one of them had been searching at that point. They took another Preston Blanchard book about the 1980s in Glensford.

      Her dad still hadn’t contacted her. It was dangerous, letting this much time go by. It was true, she’d been hurt by what he’d said, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t stop in, just to make sure he was okay. Or maybe she could ask someone else to stop by.

      She gripped Will’s pillow, not able to clear her mind of lingering thoughts until she turned her phone on and saw it was four in the morning. Will wasn’t the person to talk about this with, and Marco was part of her distraction. Elena could think of only one person, and decided that maybe it was time for her to pay Dulce Street a visit.

      
        
        ________

      

      

      Elena observed the Dulce Street logo.

      The cupcakes and macaroons decorating the soft baby blue logo made her want every pastry they sold. She shouldn’t go in, but she did anyway. Elena had no plan, no script she’d rehearsed. It was eight in the morning, she’d barely gotten a few hours of sleep, she was in the apartment of the boy she loved, but couldn’t stop thinking of the boy she was fake dating. Not to mention, she had a backlog of homework and AP practice essays to work on. Elena didn’t have the energy to think, only to act right now.

      When she walked into Dulce Street she’d known Mia would be there, well, she’d hoped. Mia’s mom was here before the sun rose. Mia would tag along until school started for her, or on weekends, she’d help out and then stay by to study until more customers came in. Then she’d walk to Bee’s and study there, while Elena manned the counter or they shared snacks together.

      Mia was here now, writing on some notecards in a corner of the bakery. She looked up, a glance over at first. Then she paused and looked up again, her dark brown eyes wide.

      “Elena.”

      Elena really hadn’t thought things through. She looked around, hoping maybe Ms. Ortega was there, to make this less awkward. She could take Elena’s order, and then Elena could ease into a more casual conversation with Mia. Instead of that, Elena’s tired brain took over.

      “Your mom didn’t give you that pie,” Elena said. “You brought it over.”

      Mia turned her head, as if to make sure her mom wasn’t listening. A customer walked in. Mia got up and, without a word, she took Elena outside.

      Elena waited for Mia to talk, because the fact about the pie had been the only thing she could think of to say.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Elena wanted to say everything was wrong, but that wasn’t true either. It just felt that way.

      “What did I do for you to stop talking to me?” Elena asked. “I get that you and Will broke up and I thought you needed time to get over that. It’s just, it’s been so long.”

      Mia sighed. Then she crossed her arms and motioned for Elena to step back with her, as another customer passed by.

      “You’re friends with Will,” Mia said. “I know how much he means to you, so I didn’t want to ask for you stop being friends with him. Okay?”

      “So if I’d stopped being friends with him, you would’ve kept talking to me?” Elena wouldn’t have ended her friendship with Will, but if she had been able to pick a side, would she have picked him? She’d known Mia longer, but in the past years she’d grown closer to Will.

      “You know I wouldn’t have asked you to choose sides,” Mia said. “Look, I don’t want to talk about this right now. I just want to get back inside and study. You’ll always be someone I care about, Elena, but I don’t think we can be friends again.”

      “Why?” Elena asked. If she’d done something, knew her mistake, then she could apologize. “Just because I’m friends with Will, doesn’t mean I can’t be friends with you. You’d never have to see each other and I’d never bring him up.”

      Mia sighed again. “It’s not that simple, okay? It never was.” She unfolded her arms and started to walk back to the door. Elena wanted to tell her to stay, to listen, to give advice. Mia always had the best, most structured sort of advice.

      “Please,” Elena said. “Can’t we talk?” Even she could hear the desperation in her voice.

      Mia’s eyes softened. She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t seem to find the words. She sighed again. “I can’t. I’m sorry. When I look at you, I think of Will. And when I think of him, my heart breaks again.”

      With that she went back into Dulce Street, leaving Elena alone on the sidewalk.

      Elena nodded to herself, because what else was there to do? She couldn’t rush in there and demand that Mia explain to her how Will how broken her heart. She’d broken up with him, hadn’t she? Had Will cheated? Had he said something she didn’t like? Elena couldn’t imagine that side to him, but it didn’t make it impossible. She knew her feelings for Will tended to make her biased in any situation.

      Why couldn’t Mia explain it to her then?

      Elena turned and walked back in the direction of Bee’s. She hadn’t meant to, but her legs carried her there. She stopped by the front window, catching a glimpse of her dad behind the counter. He looked calm as he spoke to a customer, explaining something as he held a book up. A larger stack of books sat on the counter. Elena smiled as she watched her dad at his best, doing one of the two things he loved most, writing his never-ending novel being the other.

      Her hand reached for the door. She stepped inside, the jingle bells announcing her entrance before she had a chance to turn back.

      “Welcome to Bee’s-” His eyes glazed over. “Elena.”

      The customer turned around. Marco looked at Elena too, like he had no idea what to do now.

      “Hi,” Elena said.

      “Hey,” Marco said. “I was picking up some books for my grandfather’s Christmas gift.” It sounded more like an excuse than anything, like he was saying he wouldn’t have been here if he’d known Elena would be.

      Elena looked at the stack of books. That would help with their back rent.

      “I’m sure he’ll love them,” Elena said. How were you supposed to act after having made out with your fake boyfriend? She turned to her dad, who was looking at a spot on the counter. “I was just dropping by to pick up a book.”

      “A book?” Andres asked. “Any particular one?”

      “My copy of Pride and Prejudice,” Elena said. “I was reading it behind the counter and left it in a drawer. Can you check?”

      She could have come up with a better excuse, like she hadn’t taken her laptop to Will’s apartment, or her schoolbooks, or maybe clothes that weren’t the few t-shirts and sweatpants she’d left at Will’s place.

      Andres looked around the counter, pulling open the drawers in a set of hurried motions. Elena looked at Marco. He gave her an odd, close-mouthed smile, like the type you gave acquaintances on the street.

      “Oh, here it is,” Andres said, closing a drawer. He handed to book to Elena. She took one end of it, but didn’t let go.

      “You’re okay?” she asked. Her dad didn’t look tired. The store was running and he had his laptop out on one end of the counter, with a spreadsheet out. Were those the financial documents she’d been keeping track of?

      “I’m better,” he said. “Sorting some financial out stuff out, getting enough data to show Bruce Shaw that we’re worth keeping as tenants.”

      Elena sighed. So he hadn’t given up on the idea of trying to hold on to the building. She got ready to contradict him, but Marco spoke.

      “Thank you for helping me find these books,” he said to Andres. “I’m glad to have them.” Then he looked at Elena. “It’s a good thing I ran into you here. Can we grab a coffee?”

      “Sure,” Elena said. She gave her dad a nod goodbye. “Don’t skip breakfast,” she said.

      Then she followed Marco outside. What was it with people having conversations outside today?

      “I didn’t know you’d be here,” Marco said.

      “I wanted to check on my dad,” Elena said. “Besides, you can stop by Bee’s. It’s not like we’re ignoring each other, right?”

      Marco hesitated. “No…” He gave her a questioning look, like he wasn’t sure if that was the right answer. “I just thought after yesterday-”

      “I told you last night, that was a mistake. Like you said, it shouldn’t happen again.”

      A chill passed through her body.

      Marco balanced the books in his hands. “So we’re good? Our whole fake dating scenario is still going?”

      “Still going,” Elena said. It would have to keep going for three months apparently.

      “That reminds me,” Marco said. “My dad’s lawyer  brought up the non-disclosure agreements again. He said he’d like it if we had it signed before the tango exhibition on Friday, since that’s our first public outing or whatever. Your dad should sign one too, and maybe Will. For now, though, you’re first priority.”

      Maybe this was Marco’s way of making sure no one found out about last night’s kiss. “You have the copies?”

      Marco nodded. “Not with me, but drop by my house and I can get them to you. I think my dad wants to meet you too.”

      That didn’t sound nerve-wracking at all.

      “Okay. Just let me know,” she said.

      “I will,” Marco said. Then he paused, and his expression eased. “I’m glad we’re not avoiding each other.”
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      Marco stared up at his bedroom ceiling.

      Why had he gone to Bee’s Books? He could’ve sent Lucas to pick up the history books, or had Greg get out of the car to get them. Marco knew he’d had every option of not meeting with Mr. Castro face-to-face, but even so, he’d gone.

      Mr. Castro had been busy when Marco had walked in, his head bent over a laptop. When he’d seen Marco he’d stared right at him, like he was waiting to see what he’d do. Marco didn’t do anything. He didn’t bring up the fight he’d witnessed two days before, or Elena. Mr. Castro played along too, like Marco was just another customer, until finally Marco broke the act.

      “Elena’s doing okay,” he’d finally said. Then he’d asked what he’d come to ask. “Are you doing well, sir?”

      “Doing my best to keep it together. I’d rather have Elena not see me while I’m trying to do that.”

      Marco hadn’t known what to say to that.

      “I think…” Marco breathed out. This wasn’t his place. But he couldn’t forget Elena crying in front of him, like her dad had said the last words she wanted to hear. “You hurt her feelings, sir.” He knew adding ‘sir’ wouldn’t make it any better.

      “I know that,” Mr. Castro had said. “And if I know my daughter at all, I know she won’t tell me that. She’ll come back when she thinks I’m at my worst, or when I ask her to. I don’t want to be at my worst. So when I ask her to come back it’ll because I’ll have an apology and a way to keep our book shop.”

      Before Marco had answered, Elena had walked in. And after that, things were sort of a blur. He remembered thinking she’d get angry that he was there or she’d avoid him. She hadn’t. In fact, she’d played along, and asked her dad for some book, like she wasn’t there to check in on him.

      Marco sighed now. He stretched out on his bed, remembering that a few weeks ago he hadn’t even known when he’d be allowed to come back home. He didn’t have access to his normal bank accounts, but he had some of his earnings from working at Melo’s. It wasn’t even close to good money, but it was better than seeing a zero in his checking account. And he still had some leftover cash from the first transfer his dad had made.

      There was a knock at the door. Marco sat up, excepting it to be his dad.

      “Come in,” he said.

      Abby walked in, holding a tray in her hands. She took slow steps to his desk, setting the tray there. There was a plate of orange wedges and a glass of grape juice on the side. That’d been Marco’s favorite snack when he’d been younger. What was she doing giving it to him now?

      “What do you want?”

      Abby smiled, a sad sort of smile, and pointed to the desk chair.

      “May I sit?”

      Marco didn’t want to fight tonight. He wondered if this was her about to tell him he could expect a new baby brother in the summer. Oh god, he hoped it wasn’t.

      “Fine,” he said.

      She sat, smoothing out the one wrinkle on her dress. It amazed him still, to see her so polished, nothing like the nanny that had run around playing with him, rereading him the same bedtime story for months, until he’d wanted to move on to another one.

      “Your grandfather’s going to fly into Glensford sooner than expected,” Abby said. That wasn’t terrible news. It was a welcome update but unexpected. And Marco didn’t like the way Abby was telling him.

      “Why?” he asked. “Is everything okay?”

      “Felipe went to pick him up in Brazil. He wants to spend Christmas and New Years with us.”

      That didn’t answer the question. Marco sat up straighter. Was Abby crying?

      “What is it?” he asked, feeling like a child. “What happened?” Was something wrong with Vovô? Marco grasped the edge of the bed. “Please, tell me.”

      “Your dad hasn’t been feeling too well,” she said. “He went to take some tests, while we were making sure we were both healthy before we started to try for a baby. I told him to go-”

      She choked.

      Marco’s whole body felt paralyzed. This was about his dad.

      “The doctors found some tumors in his throat, small ones, not many. It just, it happened quickly, the tests, the scans. He asked me not to tell you or Lucas, but I can’t keep this to myself. You have a right to know.”

      “Is it cancer?” Marco asked.

      “Stage I,” Abby said. “His odds are good, but I’m still scared. He didn’t want you two to know until he was done with chemo, but he’s been feeling awful.”

      Marco’s head spun. “He’s been in chemotherapy?”

      “Yes,” Abby said. “Just a few rounds so far. Your grandfather went with him the first few times. He went to Brazil to see if there were any treatment options there, anything advanced, but your dad’s in good hands here. I think you grandfather was trying to do something, anything, you know?”

      “He’ll be okay?” Marco asked. He thought of his dad, the person, after Abby, he wasn’t too fond of. He was the sort of person that made getting the flu look like nothing. Felipe Silva didn’t know what a break or a vacation was.

      “We think so,” Abby said. “But the chemo has side effects, and your dad’s been trying to keep them a secret. He doesn’t want the investors or the board to find out. And-” Now she was crying. “It’s breaking my heart.”

      She cried into the back of her arm. “I’m sorry to tell you like this, but I can’t watch your dad keep pretending like this is nothing, like he needs to keep up an act.”

      People like his dad didn’t get cancer. They didn’t. They made donations to research organizations, and held 5ks to help out, but they didn’t get it. No. Felipe couldn’t get cancer. Vovô maybe, because he’d spent almost his whole adult life smoking and ignoring his doctor’s warnings.

      “He should get a second opinion,” Marco said, because that was all he could think of. “Sometimes doctors lie, you know, to get money out of patients. Dad’s one of the richest men any doctor would come across. I bet you that’s it. That’s why Vovô went to Brazil to get more doctors to look at the case, he probably thought the same thing. You can’t trust people that easily.”

      “Marco,” Abby said. She’d stopped crying. Why was she looking at him like that?

      “What? You can’t,” Marco said. “Dad wouldn’t get cancer, not now, not like this. Have you told Lucas? He’d agree with me.” Marco knew his brother would agree with none of this, because it was all crazy. Doctors knew what they were doing. He just didn’t want to believe it.

      He got up.

      Abby tried to reach for him. “Marco, it’s okay. It’ll be okay.” Then she cried again. “I need him to be okay.”

      Marco pulled away from her. He shook his head. Why was she worried? If his dad died, she’d probably get a nice lump sum. “Why’d you tell me?” he asked. “So I could share in your misery, or because of what I said before? Wasn’t getting me kicked out enough? Now you want me to, what, worry about the man who only sees me as the bad son? Why would I care?” Marco lifted his chin. “Why would I feel anything for someone who constantly reminds me of what a disappointment I am, how I don’t fit into this picture he has for his new family?”

      Abby kept a hand to her mouth. She shook her head.

      “It isn’t like that. I just, I thought you should know.” She breathed in. “Your dad doesn’t see you that way-”

      Enough. Marco ran out of the room. He didn’t need to hear any more of it. He rushed downstairs, picking up a set of car keys before he knew what he was doing. He rushed out the front door, knowing he didn’t have his cell phone.

      He had his wallet. His license was fine. The person who had punished him after the accident had been his dad. Marco wasn’t allowed to drive anywhere himself, not until his dad decreed the ban lifted.

      He could hear Abby running out of his room. Marco got in her car, because those were the keys he’d taken. He locked the doors, and backed out of the driveway. Then he sped right out of the neighborhood, the feeling of the steering wheel under his hands finally giving him a sense of control again.

      He didn’t know where he was going, only that he’d keep driving until this made sense.

      He pressed down on the accelerator without thinking twice.

      
        
        _________

      

      

      

      Marco woke up to a heavy feeling on his left temple. He opened his eyes.

      A bright line shone over his head. The air smelled like hand sanitizer. He covered his nose. The movement sent a wave of pain traveling through his body. He sat up; more pain. There was a cast on his hand.

      “Ah,” he said. That was when he heard a beep, rising and falling, faster now. He turned and saw the heart rate monitor. It took a moment for his eyes to focus on the red and green line.

      “You’re awake,” someone said. “Oh, thank god.”

      Marco turned to his other side. Elena sat on a chair beside him, her whole face red and blotchy, her eyes wide. She stood, and looked ready to reach out for him, but stopped.

      “Where does it hurt? Are you okay? How’s your head?” A tear slid down her cheek.

      Marco looked around the hospital room. It was small, but private. He had a needle sticking out his right hand, hooked up to some bag of clear liquid.

      “Why am I here?” His senses took over now. He could feel pain everywhere, in his head, in his arms, his back.

      “You don’t remember?”

      Marco tried to stretch back, but there was more pain. He didn’t remember anything. He’d driven out to the highway, full speed, thinking about… His dad had cancer. He’d taken Abby’s car without a plan. He’d kept driving.

      “No,” he said. “I remember you, obviously, but nothing else.”

      Elena’s hands were shaking. She tried to hide them in her lap, but Marco still saw them. “You crashed,” Elena said.

      Marco became aware of everything. “Did I hurt someone? What happened?”

      “A guy rear ended you,” Elena said. “It was in San Mateo. Someone saw you and got help. The guy stayed until the ambulance arrived. You mostly hit your head and sprained your wrist, and they want to keep you overnight. It could’ve been worse, a lot worse.”

      Elena’s whole body was shaking now. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” That was definitely crying. “You were sitting at a red light and that idiot just bumped into you-”

      She pressed her head down against the edge of the bed. Marco tried remembering something. He’d gone to the historic district to go to Bee’s, but then he’d remembered Elena was staying with Will. He’d gotten stuck on a red light waiting to turn back in the direction of where Will lived.

      “I’m fine,” he said, his voice groggy. Why was she crying this much? He could hear her now and Marco didn’t want to deal with this.

      “Lucas called me,” Elena said. “He said you were in the hospital because of a car accident.” She breathed in, sobbing now. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be making a scene. I thought something worse had happened.”

      Marco fought the urge to reach out and wipe her tears. He didn’t need to complicate this more. They weren’t really dating and they’d agreed that kiss had been a one-time thing. In less than three months, he and Elena would go their separate ways.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Lucas shouldn’t have worried you. You should go home. You have school tomorrow.”

      Elena shook her head. “It’s already tomorrow,” she said. “I already called in an absence.” Weren’t parents supposed to do that? He didn’t ask. Now he was annoyed. He didn’t want Elena here, seeing him like this.

      “You should go home,” Marco said. “Is Lucas here?”

      “He’s getting some coffee with Will. Abby’s out in the waiting area. She said it was better if I stayed here.”

      That annoyed him even more. “Abby doesn’t get to make that decision,” Marco said. “I’m fine. Like I said, I’m sorry Lucas worried you. You should go home and rest.”

      Elena was looking at Marco like he’d told her the world was about to end. She stood, swallowing down a cry.

      “I can call Cecilia,” she said. “Lucas didn’t want more people coming over until you were awake. But I have my phone. Do you have her number?”

      Marco didn’t want Cecilia to see him like this. He didn’t want anyone here.

      “No,” he said. “It’s okay. Just go home and tell Lucas to come in here, please. If you see Abby, tell her she can go home too. This room’s too small for three.”

      Elena wiped her cheek. She paused, and reached out this time. It came without warning. She hugged Marco.

      He didn’t say anything. He just sat there, not hugging her back. That was enough for her to pull away.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” Elena said. She looked ready to say something else, but then she walked to the door and left him there.

      Marco wondered how terrible his luck was that on the one night he drove again, after a year, a stranger rear ended him. How did that even give you a bruised rib? He’d been fine after his other accident, and that had probably been worse.

      The door opened.

      He half-expected to see Elena again. It was Lucas. Marco looked at his brother, stoic most days, looking now like he hadn’t slept in a century.

      “Why did Elena leave so fast?” Lucas asked. “Will said she’d asked him to go to school without her, that she wanted to spend the day here.”

      “I told her to go,” Marco said. “There’s no point in her being here. I’m fine.”

      “She was worried sick.”

      “Because you called her and worried her over nothing.”

      Lucas shook his head. “I was on my way to the hospital when I called her. I thought she might be able to get here first. I wouldn’t have called her at all, not after what Will told me.” He paused. “Why did you tell her to go?”

      “Because I don’t want her here. Didn’t you see how she overreacted?” Marco said. Because I don’t want to see her cry again, was what he thought.

      Lucas sighed. He set his coffee down on a small table. “Did Elena ever tell you how her mom died?”

      Marco returned the sigh. “What does that have to do with any of this?”

      “Car accident,” Lucas said. “A driver missed a red light and sped right through into her car. Christmas Day too.”

      Marco said nothing.

      “She wasn’t overreacting, Marco, or maybe she was. But she thought the same thing had happened to you. Will said Elena was trying to call the hospital on the car ride over. She was a mess.”

      Guilt hit Marco in a wave, pushing all other thoughts from his mind.

      He pushed the guilt down, because, okay, he got that Elena had been worried, but they weren’t in a relationship. He hadn’t asked her to come there or to freak out the way she had. He didn’t have time to feel guilty about this.

      “Did you know about Dad?” Marco asked.

      “Did I know what?”

      “Nothing,” Marco said. “Never mind. Does he know about this?”

      “Abby signed everything as your guardian,” Lucas said. “Dad will be back in a few days, you can tell him yourself then. It’s not like it was your fault, but he’ll be mad you were driving.” He paused. “Should I ask Elena to come back?”

      “No,” Marco said. “She should get some sleep. I’ll be out of here later today. Can you get some pain killers for me or something to stick into my IV.”

      “They already gave you some medication,” Lucas said. “I would rest for now.”

      Marco nodded. He lay back, his eyelids suddenly heavy.

      Sleep didn’t sound like the worst idea in the world.
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      Two days passed by, and soon it was Friday again, and Elena got used to her new routine.

      She went to school, worked a two-hour shift at Melo’s on some afternoons, stayed up doing homework and then went to bed. The only thing that reminded her time was passing by were the Christmas decorations lining all of the store fronts in San Mateo.

      Will tried at first to get her to talk about what was going on, but eventually he stopped. He’d been spending more time with Cecilia, mostly away from his studio. Elena wasn’t sure if he was trying to give her space or if enjoyed spending time with Cecilia. Elena hoped it was the former, but guessed it was the latter.

      She’d texted Marco, asking if he was okay. He’d texted her back a thumbs up. She’d asked Lucas how he was, and he’d told her Marco had been discharged Monday night. Elena hadn’t tried contacting either Silva brother since then. She couldn’t avoid the one she was fake dating today, though.

      Tonight they had a double date with Will and Cecilia. It was the sole reason Elena was now standing in front of Bee’s Books. She didn’t have anything to wear. She was surprised they were still going, seeing as she’d heard nothing from Marco about it.

      “Why don’t you send Marco a text?” Will had asked her during lunch.

      Elena wanted to, but she figured Marco would probably ask her to not to text him. He didn’t know why she’d broken down at the hospital. How could he? She’d never told him about her mom’s accident, about how she couldn’t drive because of it. The driving part wasn’t so much her choice, but her dad’s. He’d never wanted her to get her license, not when Will was there to drive.

      Andres was sitting behind the counter when Elena walked in. He was speaking with a customer, smiling as he pointed to a passage in a book. Elena paused. For a moment, the briefest of them, she thought it was Mia.

      Ms. Ortega turned.

      “Elena,” she said. “How are you?” She smiled and pointed at Andres and the book he held. “Your dad was giving me recommendations for Mia’s birthday present. I know she loves to read, but not so much what.”

      Andres nodded. He set the book down on the counter. “I remember Mia liked anything with a touch of romance. I thought a poetry collection might be nice.”

      Elena tried to smile, but seeing Ms. Ortega, and talking about Mia so casually after her last encounter with her, it didn’t feel normal.

      “I’m sure she will,” Elena lied. Mia didn’t like poetry, well, only that sort that rhymed. And Elena knew the poetry book her dad had on the counter was free verse. She really did have Bee’s inventory in her mind. “I came by to pick up a few things.” There was no getting around it. She needed clothes.

      Ms. Ortega cleared her throat. “Are you staying at William’s?” she asked.

      “For a few days,” Elena said. She remembered then Ms. Ortega probably hated Will, especially if she was calling him William again. “It was nice seeing you.” The sooner she cut off any questions about Will, or her current living situation, the better.

      Elena rushed up the stairs, panting by the time she stepped into the apartment. She’d been gone a few days, but it felt like a lifetime. The whole place looked different now, the same decorations and layout, but as if she were seeing everything with a bright filter. Elena walked around, picking up books and family pictures as she went. She set everything down as she moved. Then she picked up the picture of her mom, taken when she’d probably been Elena’s age, back in Florida where she’d grown up. She was smiling, her eyes full of wonder for what the future held. It must have been her senior picture.

      Elena wasn’t sure. She knew her mom had grown up in Miami, the daughter of a Cuban refugee and the American wife who’d fallen in love with him while teaching him English at the local college. Elena smiled, setting the picture down. She remembered her grandparents’ love story, how her mom had told it to her, making love sound like the one thing in the world everyone should aspire to. She’d been a romantic.

      Sometimes, though, love and romance didn’t fit into lives as easily as they did in fiction, or in glossed over stories of two grandparents falling in love.

      Elena walked to her room and headed straight to her closet. She didn’t own too many dresses, mostly because she preferred the comfort of jeans, t-shirts, and sweatpants.

      She had a yellow sundress she used for any sort of local event, or when they had author signings at Bee’s. They hadn’t hosted one of those in a while. Then she had a blue dress with an A-line cut and longer sleeves that she wore for similar events but in colder months.

      Neither one seemed appropriate for a Tango exhibition. She had dressy pants, maybe paired with a nice blouse she could pull it off. What if Marco overdressed and she wore something too underwhelming. They wouldn’t seem like a couple. Couples coordinated. Elena remembered how well Cecilia and Will had matched for the Thanksgiving dinner. Nothing obvious, but subtle enough to say, ‘I’m here with this person’.

      She pulled out her phone and made the call before she could regret it.

      It took two rings and then Marco answered.

      “Hey,” he said. He sounded like she’d woken him up.

      “Hey…”

      Silence. Elena stopped rummaging through her closet. She wanted to know how he was feeling, but instead she asked, “What are you wearing tonight?”

      

      “Dressy shirt,” he said. “No tie. Possibly black pants and dark shoes. Still haven’t decided yet. Why?”

      “Do you have a blue shirt?” She pulled at the hanger with the blue dress, knowing she didn’t want to wear it. “Actually, never mind. I’ll figure out something.”

      “Wait.”

      Another pause.

      “Yeah?”

      Elena heard a laugh. “Are you trying to get us to match?”

      She sighed. “No, just coordinate. I don’t know how fancy this event is and I don’t want to show up underdressed while you wear a tux.”

      “I’m not wearing a tux,” Marco said. “My brother’s the one who bothers with that sort of thing. At most, I’ll wear a button down, okay? Wear whatever you’re comfortable in.” He paused. “Are you wearing blue? I can wear blue.”

      Elena pulled the blue dress out. If you squinted, it didn’t look that bad.

      “I’m wearing blue,” she said.

      
        
        ________

      

      

      Elena didn’t feel underdressed until she walked into Will’s apartment to find Cecilia Hollace standing there, wearing a flowing knee-length dark blue gown. It looked like it had been tailored to fit every inch of her body. Elena quickly hid the blue dress she’d been carrying behind her back.

      “He’s in the bathroom,” Cecilia said. “I brought by a few things for him to try on.” She collected herself and walked over to Elena, hugging her quickly. “I’m sorry, I should’ve said hello sooner. How are you? Will told me you were staying with him.”

      “For now,” Elena said. “Your dress is beautiful, by the way.”

      Cecilia nodded. “Thank you. I bought it a few weeks back in New York and hadn’t gotten a chance to wear it yet.” She pointed to the bathroom. “I brought Will a blue dress shirt, and some pants. He owns one set I think.” She paused. “Do you know what you’re wearing.”

      Elena snuck a peak at the kitchen clock. The exhibition started in two hours. She hoped this lie would pay off.

      “I’m going over to Marco’s. He picked out a dress.”

      “Marco did?” Cecilia asked. She gave a delicate laugh. “I never would have thought he’d pick out a dress, or any clothing item for anyone. Are you meeting him soon?”

      “Yep,” Elena said. Yep was her go to lying response. “I should go meet him there.”

      “Why? Is he sick?” Cecilia asked. She asked the question like she didn’t know anything about the accident or that Marco had been in the hospital. Elena decided not to mention the incident at all.

      “No,” Elena said. “He had a lot of homework.” This lie was just getting more unbelievable.

      Before Cecilia could respond, the door to the bathroom opened. Will stepped out, looking like he could film his own cologne ad. The blue made his light blue eyes look a shade darker. He’d done his hair in a more relaxed version of his usual gelled look. Elena took him in, until Cecilia walked up to him and began to adjust the collar on the shirt.

      “Much better,” she said. “Doesn’t he look handsome?” she asked, turning to Elena.

      Elena managed a nod, as Will gave her an awkward hello. “You guys are well-matched,” Elena said. She tucked the dress further  behind her. “I’m going to head out to meet Marco. I’ll see you two at the exhibition?”

      Cecilia smiled. “We’ll save you a seat. Don’t be too late. I think a half hour early should be good.”

      Elena gave Will a small nod goodbye and then headed out. She dialed Marco again.

      “Hello?” He sounded suspicious already.

      “Are you at home?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Oh, and don’t wear blue.”

      Elena didn’t know why she was heading to the Silva’s house, only that she was. It took her a good ten minutes to order another pooled ride. And it ended up dropping her off at the entrance of Marco’s neighborhood. Then another few minutes for the security guard to call the Silva house to confirm Elena could come through. By the time Elena got to the  huge house, using walking GPS directions on her phone, she was freezing and out of breath. Her nose was the only thing she could feel.

      The set of double doors opened before she had walked halfway up to them. Marco ran outside, his hands deep into the pockets of his jacket.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. “I thought we’d meet at the event. Did you run here?”

      Elena caught her breath. She didn’t notice right away, but Marco had a hand on her cheek.

      “I took a pooled ride,” she said. The frozen air burned her lungs.

      “You’re freezing,” Marco said. “Let’s go inside.”

      The floors were marble, a glass chandelier hung high above the stairwell. Paintings lined the walls and there were ornaments that looked like they’d been brought in from every corner of the world.

      Someone stepped out to greet them. Elena recognized her. It was Abigail Silva, Marco’s stepmom. Marco didn’t seem to notice her at first, not until she walked up to them.

      “Elena,” Abigail said like they’d known each other for a long time. “Is everything okay?”

      Marco’s entire demeanor changed. He glared at his stepmom. “We’re fine, Abby. She came to help me pick out something to wear for the exhibition.”

      Abby smiled but toned it down when Marco glared at her again. She looked at Elena, who really hadn’t spoken up to this point. “Oh, you’ll love the tango exhibition. What are you wearing?”

      Elena swallowed, because there was no lying now. She’d made a mad rush here without thinking. She held out the blue dress that was now wrinkled beyond the point of return.

      “This,” she said. “I thought I would.”

      Abby eyed the dress and then shook her head. “It’s a pretty dress,” she said. “But I have a few you could try on, in case. Come with me.”

      Elena turned to look at Marco, who looked stunned now.

      “Abby, wait-” he began.

      But she was already pulling Elena away, up the grand staircase.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Marco tapped his foot against the marble floor. He adjusted the cast on his wrist.

      How long did Abby plan to keep Elena hostage? He looked at his phone for what felt like the hundredth time. The exhibition started in an hour. That didn’t account for the drive over or finding their seats. There was also the part of that night he’d been rehearsing, the conversation where he made sure Elena wasn’t mad with him over the hospital incident.

      “You look beautiful,” Abby’s voice echoed down the hallway. It had a familiar, happy tone Marco hadn’t heard in long time.

      He remembered then when Abby had helped him put together his costume as a member of the lollipop guild for his eighth grade rendition of the Wizard of Oz. Marco had had one line, but even then, she’d made sure he’d had the best costume in the whole play. At the end of the play she’d assured him, in the same happy, full of life tone, “You were great up there. I’m so proud.”

      Marco drowned the memory. His mom hadn’t been there, neither had his dad. That didn’t matter. His mom was there for him now. It was his dad’s fault he couldn’t see her until he was eighteen.

      Abby stepped out first and then motioned for Elena to follow her. Marco stood, watching as Elena made her way down the staircase. She wore a dark red dress, cut right at her waist. The sleeves stopped at her elbows, adorned with tiny red beads sewn into bits of mesh fabric. She wore her short waves out, held back by a matching red hair piece.

      Elena looked up at Marco, her brown eyes intense under the eyeliner Abby had probably forced her to wear. Marco cleared his throat, even though he had nothing to say.

      His fake girlfriend looked beautiful, not that she normally didn’t, but tonight, she wore the sort of beauty that only came with feeling that way. He knew he was staring, but still, Marco didn’t look away.

      Abby guided Elena, who walked on flimsy heels, down the steps. Marco walked over to the pair, not feeling angry at seeing his nanny turned stepmom for once. Abby gave him a quick nod.

      “Luckily, I had a few dresses my stylist brought over that were too short for me. Elena fit right into this piece. I’m sure you have a dress shirt similar to the color.”

      Marco managed a nod. “I’ll go change,” he said. Then he looked at Abby and, despite himself, he said. “Thank you for the help.”

      He swore Abby teared up. She looked away and then gave Elena a hug. “I have an errand to tend to for the Christmas banquet. But it was lovely finally meeting you, Elena. I hope you two have a wonderful time.” Then she turned to Marco, like she might reach out to hug him too, but stopped. “You make a great pair.”

      Then Abby was off, getting her coat from the closet, and the keys to the rental she had until her car repairs were done. Now it was Marco and Elena, together in the silence of the empty Silva home.

      “You look nice,” Marco said.

      Elena pressed her hand to the dress. “I had no clue Abby and I were the same size. Well, close in size.” She turned. “We snuck a safety on the bust area.”

      Marco, to his great humiliation, looked at Elena’s chest. He looked away just as quickly, but when turned his glance back to her, he knew she’d caught him staring.

      “Uh, what shirt are you going to wear?”

      “I think I have a burgundy button up in my room.” He walked up the stairs again, not realizing Elena was following until he was in front of his bedroom door. He turned to see her, standing a distance away. “Uh, you can come in, if you want. It’s messy.”

      Elena walked over, her heels clicking as she did. They looked a bit big on her feet, but he didn’t say anything. Marco let her walk in first, thankful his bed was made and his desk dusted. Elena walked up to a picture, his first grade shot.

      “You had no teeth,” she said, smiling. “Cute.”

      Marco went to his closet, pretending like hearing the word cute in reference to himself meant nothing. He’d asked Lucas to help him pull his loose front teeth for that picture. For some reason, seven-year-old Marco had thought having no front teeth for picture day was an accomplishment.

      Marco pulled the dark red shirt from his closet. He didn’t know if it was an exact match, but it’d have to do. He pulled his other shirt over his head, realizing too late Elena was still in there with him.

      “Oh,” she said simply. “I can step out.”

      He stilled, but played off the embarrassment. “You’ve seen more of me before.”

      He remembered the changing room incident. It felt like a lifetime ago. Elena nodded, instead of looking away.

      “Try it on, then,” she said. “We should start heading out soon.”

      “Need help?” Elena asked. She looked at his cast.

      Marco wanted to say no, but instead, he nodded. “Sure.”

      She walked over and started with the bottom button, making her way up, each button making Marco feel like he was on the verge of kissing her. Why was he letting her do this? He could do the buttons on his own. Elena acted like this was something she did casually.

      She paused on the third to last top button, catching his stare. “How are you feeling?” she asked. “Lucas said you got discharged on Monday night.”

      Elena went back to buttoning his shirt, quicker than before. Marco realized for a second he didn’t want her to pull away. He pressed a hand over hers as she finished up the button on his collar.

      Elena froze.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have kicked you out of my hospital room.”

      “You didn’t kick me out,” Elena said. He wanted to tell her that he knew about her mom, but he figured that had been something Will had told Lucas in confidence.

      “I don’t like people making a fuss about things like that,” Marco said.

      “You were in the hospital,” Elena said. “People can make a fuss when they care, Marco.”

      Marco moved his hand away from hers. He remembered then that she’d hugged him, and for some reason that had felt more intimate than the kiss they’d shared. Why would Elena Castro care about him? He wasn’t paying her to. In fact, he was starting to forget why he’d signed on for the whole fake relationship in the first place. It wasn’t even like the public had been making as big a deal as they’d thought. Maybe his dad had paid to have the stories silenced.

      Elena sighed. “My mom died in a car accident,” she said in a whisper. “When she passed away, we never made it to the hospital in time to say goodbye. I sat outside a waiting room, alone, while my dad cried in another empty one, trying to figure out how he’d tell me.” She shook her head before he could respond. “I’m not telling you that so you feel sorry for me. I’m trying to explain why I was a sobbing mess Monday night.”

      “You don’t have to explain,” Marco said. “And I’m sorry, about your mom.”

      Elena shrugged. “I don’t cry about it anymore, if that makes you feel better.” Then she paused. “I’m glad you’re okay. And I know this is a fake relationship, and that we both like other people right now, but I think at the end of it, I consider you a friend.”

      “You do?” She nodded. Marco smiled involuntarily at that. Elena was in love with Will, that was obvious. But, maybe when the fake dating ended, it didn’t mean they had to go back to being complete strangers. He remembered then, they had a double date.

      “Why did you rush over here with a wrinkled dress behind your back?”

      Elena’s expression changed. “Cecilia came to over to Will’s. She was wearing this pretty blue dress that made her look gorgeous. And she brought Will a matching outfit. I didn’t have another dress, and I sort of panicked.”

      “When you saw them together?”

      Elena shook her head. “No, I’m used to being around the girls Will dates. I panicked because I realized to everyone at tonight’s event we’re a couple, and I figured it wouldn’t look good if I showed up in that dress.”

      “There was no guarantee I’d have something for you to wear.”

      “Like I said, I panicked.”

      She adjusted his collar, the movement catching him without warning. “Well, it looks like we’re wearing red tonight.”

      Marco’s heart thumped in his chest as Elena organized his hair. He pulled away.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I think we’re good to go. I’ll get Greg to pull up the car.”

      He walked out of his room, leaving Elena inside as he shut the door. Marco held a hand to his heart. He could still feel her fingers in his hair. His heart thudded more. She’d mentioned Cecilia and he hadn’t thought twice about his high school crush.

      In fact, he hadn’t thought about Cecilia much lately. Marco leaned against the door as the realization struck him across the face.

      To some degree, he guessed he considered Elena a friend too. Because that’s all this was, feelings for a friend. He still planned on making sure he and Cecilia ended up together.

      
        
        ___________

      

      

      Elena held onto Marco’s arm as they entered the tango exhibition.

      Like most events attended by the city’s elite, it was taking place at the Glensford County Club, in the biggest ballroom, it seemed. Elena nestled closer to Marco, with a familiarity that he didn’t seem to reject. He leaned in toward her too, making them resemble the couple they were supposed to be.

      “Do you have the tickets?” she asked him.

      Marco pointed to the front row of seats, near the front of the stage. “I see a couple in blue waving in our direction.” He looked back at her. “Lucas said they had our tickets.” Then he walked her past the doors, giving a nod to the person collecting tickets.

      Elena almost laughed to herself. She’d forgotten this side of Marco, the part of him that acted like he could own the world. They walked to the front row, Marco taking the seat beside Will, leaving Elena to sit beside a stranger. Will stood to greet them. Cecilia followed.

      “I’m so glad we finally get to go on a double date,” she said. “It was about time.” Then her eyes scanned Elena, not in a cruel way, but in an interested way. “I love your dress and the makeup. You both look great.” Cecilia walked around Marco and kissed him on the cheek, where he sat. She waved at Elena and then retook her seat, leaving Will standing.

      Elena caught his blue eyes, as they didn’t turn away from her. Marco was watching him too, and now Cecilia.

      “You look great,” he said, repeating Cecilia’s sentiments.

      Elena swallowed down her words. Will always looked at her, caring and gentle, like the best friend he’d always been. Right now, though, he was looking at her in the way she knew she looked at him, or had once. She was misreading things.

      “You both look great too,” she said. Then she leaned over and gave Cecilia a nod. “I’m glad we finally got to go on a double date too.”

      Will sat down. Cecilia grabbed his hand.

      Marco leaned in more toward Elena. “Your dress matches the stage setup,” he said.

      Elena gazed over the stage. He was right. Everything around the open stage was either the wine red of her dress or a deep black. There was an area for a guitarist to sit, and microphones for singers spread around. She gathered it would be a live performance.

      And it was.

      Cecilia made some quick small talk, mostly directed at Marco, before the show finally started. Will remained relatively silent. He didn’t look in Elena’s direction, not through the hour or so of performances by the various professional dancers on the stage. They performed the Argentinian tango and some modern takes on it. The guitarist stopped and discussed brief historical snippets that Elena missed because her focus lay solely on the fact that through the performance, Marco had been holding her hand.

      She knew it was probably because he’d seen Cecilia holding Will’s hand, and this was in some way his attempt at mimicking it or trying to get a reaction from Cecilia. Even so, Elena didn’t move her hand away. She kept it tucked under his, growing too familiar with his touch.

      Eventually, when the performers finished, the lead singer invited couples on stage to learn some basic tango steps. Cecilia pulled Will up to the stage before he had a chance to protest. Then she pointed to Marco and Elena.

      “Come on, guys, it’s easy. I learned this when I spent a summer in Argentina. I can help you.”

      Elena and Marco remained still.

      “I think we’ll-” Sit this one out Elena wanted to say, but Marco finished for her.

      “We’ll give it a try,” he said. Then before she knew it, they were on stage too, with other couples, some younger, some looked like they were in their twenties or thirties, and then older couples who all looked eager to learn. Two of the professional dancers were at the front of the stage to demonstrate the steps.

      “All right,” the lead singer said, after they’d gone through one round of lessons. “You saw the dance, now we will play a slow tango so you can practice. If you miss a step, don’t worry. Our performers will be walking around to help.”

      The song began to play. Elena stood in front of Marco, half watching him and half watching Cecilia showing Will where to step. They moved with ease.

      Marco approached Elena, slowly.

      “Should we start?” he asked. She’d missed almost all the steps because she’d been watching Will and Cecilia, not with the jealousy or longing she usually felt, but with a strange sort of understanding.

      Will and Cecilia looked great together, and if they both ended up going to New York for school, Will might lead a totally different life. He could go to events like this, follow his passions, and leave behind any worries in Glensford.

      “Elena,” Marco said. “You okay?”

      Her eyes flashed back to him. She nodded and grabbed his uninjured hand, placing her other hand on his shoulder. Marco brought his free hand to her back. The two of them went over a few steps, failing as they went.

      “It’s all right,” one of the passing instructors said. “Free dance as you wish.”

      Elena laughed. “Well, why don’t we settle for a slow dance?”

      Marco’s hands went to her waist, and she wrapped hers around his neck. Some other couples slowed danced too, trying different levels of the footwork.

      Elena hadn’t slowed danced with anyone, aside from the few pity dance she’d danced with Will at his prom last year, or with some of  the boys she’d asked to dance at middle school dances. There’d never been much of an opportunity for her to slow dance with anyone.

      Marco pulled her closer as the music went on.

      “You look beautiful tonight,” he whispered.

      “Thanks to your stepmom. Really. She helped a lot.”

      “Not just tonight,” he said. “Abby didn’t suddenly make you beautiful.”

      What was he saying? And where was he going with this?

      Elena looked up again to see if Will and Cecilia were close by. They weren’t. They were across the stage, actually dancing a decent beginners’ tango, while a few couples stopped to watch them.

      “I mean it,” Marco said. Elena leaned away, so she could see his eyes. They were right on her, sincere and waiting.

      “Thank you,” she said. It wasn’t like she didn’t have insecurities, but Elena had always been okay with the way she looked. She sometimes wished for better hair or better vision, but at the end of the day she’d never thought she would need someone to tell her she looked beautiful. That didn’t mean her heart didn’t race when Marco said it. “You don’t look too shabby yourself.”

      Marco remained serious. He was looking at her differently now, kind of the way Will had been looking at her.

      “Marco-”

      He spun Elena around, and then leaned her into a dip that she would’ve fallen back on had he not caught her, brought her back up, right into a kiss.

      It was a quick peck, different to the one at Mr. Thomas’s library. Elena pulled away from it, heat traveling to every part of her body.

      “Switch partners,” the singer said. “Let’s mix it up.”

      Elena stared at Marco, who had his hands around her waist, still.

      “You said we shouldn’t do that.”

      Before he could answer, Will walked up to them, Cecilia by his side. She gave them a forced smile.

      “Switch partners?” she asked Marco. He didn’t reject the offer, letting Elena go in an instant and then going to her, the person he liked.

      Elena stood there, deciding whether or not she should leave the stage.

      “Want to dance?” Will asked.

      Elena nodded, and let Will step closer. “Are we trying to tango, or just swaying along?”

      “Swaying along.”

      He didn’t grab her waist, instead he held the small of her back with one hand, and her free hand with his other.

      Elena watched Marco and Cecilia dancing now, laughing as she tried to teach him the steps.

      “Did you like the event?” Will asked.

      Elena looked back to him, her mind still everywhere. Had Marco kissed her to make sure Cecilia saw them?

      “It was wonderful,” Elena said. “Makes me want to take a dance class.”

      “You should,” Will said. “There’s a studio near my place. We can pop in one day.”

      “Funny,” Elena said. “Me with my two left feet and you with your talent to pick up tango in two minutes. We’d make the perfect pair.” She tried to sound funny, but Will remained serious.

      “We might,” he said, again too serious. Then he changed the subject. “I’ve thought about it, and I think I want to stay in Glensford. I can go to grad school in New York if I still feel like living there after college. I’d save money going locally. And even if I don’t get into Glensford College, I can attend community college for two years and then transfer over. It’d be the same length of time.”

      “Wait, what?” Elena stopped dancing. “You can’t stay, Will, your whole dream is in New York. And if Cecilia goes there, you two can keep dating. What if you get serious? Maybe eventually you’ll live together. My dad and I will be fine here. Trust me.”

      “It’s not about your dad,” Will said. He brought his hands to his side. “I can’t keep doing this.”

      “Doing what?”

      The music stopped. Elena stood, more confused now. Cecilia and Marco were still laughing as they tried to dance. She backed away.

      “Excuse me,” Elena said. “I need to use the restroom.”

      Then she walked off stage, leaving a stunned-looking Will behind.
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      Marco watched his phone.

      He’d set it on the counter as he started his Saturday morning shift at Melo’s.

      What had he been thinking?

      Elena liked Will, not him.

      He’d kissed her without a reason and had been two seconds away from telling her he liked her.

      Marco’s phone buzzed as he cleaned out the espresso machine. He dropped the residue tray at the sound of the notification. It wasn’t a text from Elena. It was from Lucas.

      Can we grab dinner tonight?

      Marco didn’t know what his brother wanted to talk about now, but usually it had to do with family stuff, their dad telling Lucas to tell Marco what to do.

      Marco had written his mom a few days back, not mentioning the accident of course, or his dad’s health issues.

      She hadn’t responded yet. He understood, though, his mom was busy. She’d always been busy.

      “No phones on the job,” Laura said, as she passed by. She winked, though, which Marco didn’t know how to read. He slipped his phone into his pocket, then picked up the residue tray from the floor. It would need extra sanitizing.

      Elena hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary on the way back from the tango exhibition. Greg had dropped her off at Will’s apartment before dropping Marco home. Elena hadn’t mentioned the kiss or anything else, while Marco sat beside her having what felt like an existential crisis.

      He’d seen Cecilia and Will together and felt nothing.

      He’d watched them dance and smile and it’d been okay. But when he’d seen Will holding Elena close, he’d noticed. Every part of him had wanted to switch back to their original partners. He hadn’t, though. And instead he’d laughed extra loud, pretended like he was having the best time with Cecilia.

      Marco didn’t know if he’d stopped liking her. Was he confused now because he’d kissed Elena again?

      “We have extra residue trays in the dishwasher,” Elena said.

      Elena.

      He looked up, hoping he hadn’t started to hear voices. Elena stood in front of the counter, wearing her Melo’s uniform, looking like she’d only gotten a few hours of sleep.

      “I’m covering a shift,” she said. “Laura called me this morning to see if I could fill in.”

      Then she headed to the kitchen area, again, as if last night hadn’t even happened. Marco followed her as she went to the freezer section. She turned and motioned for him to help her with the door.

      “Are you working back here?” he asked.

      Elena nodded. Why wasn’t she freaking out too? Marco needed to know how she felt about last night. Instead, he held the freezer door open as she rushed inside and got buckets of cookie dough. He slammed it shut when she ran back out.

      Elena paused, turning. “About last night,” she began. His heart raced. “Please don’t kiss me again to try and make Cecilia jealous, okay.”

      Marco shook his head. He didn’t need this miscommunication to carry out longer than it needed to. “I didn’t do it to make her jealous.” Elena’s eyes widened. “I did it because I wanted to kiss you.”

      It sounded like he was confessing to a crime now. Marco waited for Elena to say something, but she remained there, looking like a stunned deer.

      “I kissed you because I wanted to,” Marco said again. “It had nothing to do with Cecilia or Will. I…” He tried to remember the night of the game of seven minutes in heaven. What had he said exactly about Elena, about kissing her? Why had he said it, that she was a bad kisser, when all he wanted to do now was kiss her again?

      “You what?” Elena asked.

      “It was a weird night. I think I got caught up in our fake relationship.”

      Elena looked disappointed. “Yeah, me too, I think. I should get back to work.”

      

      
        
        ___________

      

      

      Lucas sat across from Marco, his usual smile gone, as he pondered the menu in front of him.

      “Are you finally going to tell me why you suddenly wanted to have dinner?” Marco asked. He’d gone ahead and ordered appetizers, mozzarella sticks, because it was what they could have out the fastest. He twirled melted cheese around his finger, knowing if his brother had been his regular self he would’ve told Marco to use a fork.

      Lucas set his menu down. “I didn’t want to have this conversation at home.”

      “So a public setting was better?”

      “This isn’t a joke,” Lucas said. He leaned in closer. “I’ll get to the point.”

      “And what is that point?”

      “You know about Dad, right?”

      “Yeah, Abby filled me in. Thanks for telling me.”

      Lucas shook his head. “He asked me not to. That’s not important.”

      “It is. Dad has cancer, sounds pretty life-changing to me.”

      “Did you tell Mom?”

      “Of course not. Why?”

      Lucas sighed. “She’s coming to Glensford for some reason. She told me about it yesterday, saying she wants to see us.”

      Marco sat up straighter.

      “She is?” She hadn’t mentioned it to him, not that they’d video called or emailed recently. “Why do you look scared?”

      “It feels sudden. It scares me.”

      Marco laughed at that. “Of both our parents, Mom scares you the most?”

      Lucas said nothing. Marco stopped finding humor in the situation. He thought about Abby crying in his room as she told him about Felipe’s health.

      “You’re scared Mom’s back in town, then maybe you think she knows something and is coming back to stir something up with it.” Marco shook his head. “She wouldn’t do that. Even after everything Dad did to her, she wouldn’t. You know that.”

      “No,” Lucas said. “I know the opposite. I know she’d use anything she learns to try and get something.”

      A woman at the table beside them turned.

      “You know what, I think we’re done here. I won’t sit by while you accuse Mom of coming here to expose Dad’s cancer,” Marco said. He stood. He’d been in a good mood. Why did Lucas have to ruin it?

      Lucas didn’t try to stop Marco as he gathered his things and made his way out of the restaurant. Luckily, he’d had Greg bring him which meant he didn’t have to sit through a pointless dinner where his brother tried in insult their mom.

      He started the walk back to the car, until someone stepped in front of him, with what seemed to be the purpose of conversation. It took him a moment to recognize the man. It was the guy he’d served at the Thanksgiving dinner, the one who’d complimented Marco on his supposed work ethic.

      “Marco, right?”

      Marco sighed, but he threw on what he hoped was a cordial expression. For some reason, despite everything, he didn’t want to upset his dad’s business partner.

      “Yes,” he said. God, why couldn’t he remember this man’s name. “How are you-”

      “Shaw,” the man said. “Most people call me Harry, or if they’re doing business with me, Mr. Shaw works too.”

      “Mr. Shaw,” Marco said. “I’m sorry, I’m terrible with names.” That wasn’t a total lie. He remembered names without a problem, it was just he took no interest in memorizing the name of his dad’s business partners. “How are you?

      “Good, working on some real estate purchases in the San Mateo district. I just bought an old book store-.”

      Marco’s ears shot up. “Bee’s Books?

      He nodded. “I’m planning on renovating it into a small apartment building. It’d be the first of its kind in San Mateo. It took a lot of planning, convincing the city that it would add to the historical value of the district versus take anything away from it. If everything goes to plan, we’ll have the remodel done by April of next year. We already have interested buyers.”

      Marco paused. This was the new building owner Elena and her dad had been arguing about that day. He didn’t know why it suddenly mattered to him now, this conversation, the way Mr. Shaw made the whole project sound like the best idea in the world.

      “You have interested buyers?” Marco asked.

      “Quite a few,” Mr. Shaw said. “I want to remodel and sell the building soon, without having to deal with tenants. Your girlfriend probably doesn’t like me very much because of it.” He paused, shrugging. “I heard that bookstore wasn’t doing so well to begin with. I think it’s better this way. They can walk out of a bad business and we give them two months to sort everything out.”

      “Two months.” Marco’s jaw set.

      “Oh, yes,” Mr. Shaw said. “Andres has been trying to convince me to give them longer, showing me spreadsheets and numbers to prove how viable the bookshop is, how much it means to the community. He’s determined, I’ll give him that.”

      “You won’t give them a chance?” Marco asked, because he couldn’t say what he really wanted to say.

      “Business is business,” Mr. Shaw said. “Change is the best thing for the historic district. I thought Felipe would’ve taught you that.”

      “He did,” Marco said. Then he paused. “I need to go. Excuse me.”

      He rushed to the car. Mr. Shaw didn’t try to stop him. Marco didn’t know why he suddenly felt the injustice of this. He knew business was business. But this business deal meant Elena lost something she cared about.

      Marco doubted he could do anything, but still, it bothered him. But he had to focus on the fact that his mom was coming to town. And a part of him knew Lucas was right. Their mom didn’t do anything without a reason.

      When Greg started the car, Marco started to type a message.

      Mom,

      Are you really coming to Glensford? I’d love to see you…
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      Elena finished the last sentence of her essay.

      When she hit the period on her keyboard a new sense of freedom found her. She lay back on Will’s small lounger, arms up as she realized she now had a half-hour break until she had to start working on her next essay. That was a handwritten essay, though, to give her practice when she actually took her AP European History test.

      Elena closed her laptop, setting it on the lounger as she got up. Her dad still hadn’t tried to contact her, not since she’d snuck out of their apartment before the tango exhibition. How many days had it been since she’d slept in her own bed? Too many, that was all Elena knew.

      The door to the apartment opened. She waited, trying to think about what she’d say to Will. They’d said very little to each other since last night. And now, she had to process the fact she was technically no longer fake dating Marco Silva. She wasn’t sure where that left her feelings for Will.

      He had Cecilia, just like at one point he’d had Mia. Elena hadn’t stopped liking him back then, but now it was different. She had someone else that her heart kept racing for, someone she wanted to kiss. Elena leaned on the arm of lounger, casually, like she’d expected him.

      Will stepped inside, bags of groceries in hand and smelling like coffee. She rushed over to help him. They could have gone shopping together. She’d been mooching off him for over a week now. Elena figured it was her turn to pay for groceries.

      “Hey,” she said. “You didn’t tell me you were doing a grocery run.”

      Will looked up at her, wide-eyed. He let her take two bags from him. “It was super last minute. I realized we didn’t have anything for dinner.”

      He followed her into the small kitchen, blocked off from the rest of the studio by a wall Will’s grandmother had apparently built on her own at some point in the fifty years she’d owned the place. Elena set the bags town on one of the two counters in the kitchen. Will took the other.

      “How was your day?” she asked. Will worked at Melo’s most weekends, but he also took some tutoring jobs on occasion. Elena wondered if that was where he’d been today.

      “Cecilia and I went to lunch, watched a movie,” he said. “It was fun.”

      Clipped answers meant one thing. Either Will was stressed or tired, or both.

      “Is everything okay?” Elena asked. “You make it sound like it wasn’t fun. Did something happen?”

      Will shook his head. He opened the pantry and began to stuff soup cans inside. “Nothing happened. Okay?”

      Elena stepped back. It wasn’t just clipped answers now, Will wasn’t looking at her. He sped through the other beg, putting things away, ignoring Elena all together.

      “You’re mad,” Elena said, a conclusion she’d never made about Will. Well, not like this. He’d been mad before, but usually she’d been mad first. “Did I do something?”

      “No,” he said, again a sharp tone. He stopped putting things away. “It’s nothing, Elena. I’m tired and I have a scholarship essays to work on, and a shift to work tomorrow morning. It’s feeling like a lot. That’s all.”

      “Okay,” she said.  She didn’t like this Will, which she knew wasn’t fair because he was human, and he was allowed to have days like this, days when he wasn’t smiling or trying to make her smile. Then she paused. She’d never stayed this long with him before. It had to be stressful, to have her there without knowing when she was leaving.

      “I was thinking about going back to Bee’s tonight,” Elena said. How could she have been such a terrible friend? Will probably had an aching back from all the days he’d spent on the air mattress. She heard him pause whatever he’d been doing in the kitchen. “I’m tired of wearing the same clothes, and I figure it’s time I talked to my dad. Avoiding each other won’t solve anything. You can have your bed-”

      He stepped out of the kitchen, shaking his head. “I don’t want you to go,” Will said. “It’s not that. At all.”

      Elena shook her head right back. “It’s okay,” she said. “You can tell me. I know I’ve been here for more than a week now, and it’s a small space.”

      “That’s not it,” Will said, his words clipped again.

      “Then what is it?” Elena asked. “Because I can’t do anything to help if you don’t tell me.” She kept her tone soft, her words quiet, even though she wanted to yell them out at this point.

      “Cecilia and I, we decided to end things.”

      “What? Why? You two looked great yesterday.”

      Will sat on the arm of the lounger. He leaned over, holding his hands in his head.

      “I can’t do this anymore,” he said. “I’ve tried to and I end up hurting more people.”

      “What can’t you do?”

      Will stood and then pointed at Elena and then at himself. “This,” he said. “I thought I could, I wanted to.”

      “Do what, Will?” Did he mean he didn’t want to be her friend anymore?

      He sighed. “Cecilia figured it out in a night. How can you not figure it out after five years?”

      Elena stepped back. “Is this about you staying in Glensford instead of going to New York?”

      “Yes,” he said. He looked up. “Cecilia figured out why I want to stay.”

      “You said you’d miss us,” Elena said, by which she meant her dad and herself. “Why would Cecilia stop dating you because of that?” The more she spoke, the more Elena realized that wasn’t the only reason.

      “I’d miss you,” Will said, sounding like he’d lost everything. “I would miss you because I’m in love with you.”

      Will didn’t try to move toward her. He just sat there looking like he’d confessed a sin.

      Elena tried to wrap her head around his words. He hadn’t said he loved her, no, he said in love. Like she’d been in love with him. Been in love? Elena reached through her thoughts. Was she no longer in love with Will?

      “You don’t feel that way about me,” Elena said. “You never have. You love me like a friend, a best friend.”

      She knew saying it wouldn’t make it true. Will looked up at her, shaking his head. “Elena, do you really believe that?”

      Frankly, she didn’t know what to believe.

      “You dated other people, you dated Mia,” Elena said. She tilted her head. Then instead of confusion, she felt absolute clarity. “Is this why the two of you broke up, because she figured out you were in love with me?”

      Will’s head drooped forward again. Elena stared at the ground, thinking back to the break-up, the whole thing. Mia had been crazy about Will.

      “Why would you ask her out if you had feelings for me?” Elena shook her head. “Do you have any idea how much you hurt her?”

      “I didn’t mean to,” Will said. “I liked Mia. I knew if I could like anyone close to how I liked you, then it was her.” He stood now, finally making eye contact. “I couldn’t risk our friendship, Elena. You and your dad are my family, and if I told you how I felt, and we ended things, I’d lose my only support system in this entire world.”

      Elena wondered if Mia thought she knew about this. She knew this should be the part where she told Will she loved him too, that she forgave him for not having told her sooner, that she understood why he hadn’t. But she didn’t.

      She couldn’t.

      “Did you know I loved you?” She bit back the anger suddenly rising within her.

      He nodded. She needed air, to get out of here, but she stayed anyways.

      “I suspected,” Will said. “I mean if I felt that way I figured at some point you would too.” He looked up at her. “I know it’s selfish. What was I supposed to do?”

      Elena breathed in. She looked around the apartment because she couldn’t look at Will. What did he mean, what was he supposed to do?

      “You had to tell me,” Elena said. “I spent five years in love with you.” The words were out.

      Will swallowed a gulp of air. They both remained still, Elena taking in the truth of the situation. Will had feelings for her, and he’d dated Mia, Cecilia too, knowing that Elena might have feelings for him too. She kept her eyes on the ground.

      “What made today different?” she asked, finally. “Why couldn’t you keep up the act anymore?”

      Will stood and gave a tired laugh. “I saw you with Marco yesterday, side-by-side, and I realized if you ever had had any feelings for me then you were moving on from them.” He paused.

      “Did you expect me to wait around for you until you were ready to acknowledge my feelings?” Elena’s voice rose. “You asked out Mia knowing all of this. It’s… it’s so selfish, Will.” She breathed out. She’d been selfish too, hadn’t she, sitting by as he dated other girls without telling him how she felt?

      “I know,” Will said. “I know it was selfish. I never expected you to wait around for me. I thought I wanted you to do what you’re doing right now, to find someone you liked, to move on.”

      He looked at her expectantly. Elena stared down at her hand then back up at the person who now felt like a stranger to her. “I can’t talk to you,” she said. “Not right now. Don’t stay in Glensford on my account.”

      “Elena-”

      “I like Marco,” Elena said, her words clear. “I loved you, yes, but right now, this isn’t the Will I know.”

      She grabbed her shoes, wallet and phone. Marco didn’t like her, but she liked him, and now suddenly Will was in love with her.

      “Where are you going?” he asked. “It’s freezing outside.”

      Elena grabbed the only coat she’d brought with her. “I need to right a wrong.”

      Then she was out the door. She had nowhere to go.

      Elena paused. She turned back to Will’s apartment. She was mad now, yes, but she wasn’t done asking questions. She ran back inside the building and found the door unlocked. Will looked up, stunned, like he’d been at the exhibition.

      “You’re back.” He looked hopeful.

      Elena nodded. “You’re one of my best friends, one of two. And I need to know why you hurt my other friend instead of telling me how you felt about me, clearly, with more than one sentence. Not wanting to lose me or my dad isn’t an excuse. So tell me, why? Why, Will?”

      Will nodded, quickly. He motioned for Elena to take a seat on the lounger.

      “Before I lived in Glensford, before I moved in with my grandmother, I lived with my mom in New York.”

      “I know,” Elena said.

      “She was a mess,” Will said. “Drinking, drugs, gambling everything we owned away: all the vices you can think of she’d tried them and liked them more than she liked raising me, I guess. So I went to foster care. My grandmother didn’t know. I spent most of elementary and middle school out of foster care, home after home, wondering, hoping if I’d have a family. Then my grandmother found out she had a grandson, and took custody of me. She moved me here, with barely enough money to keep both of us alive. I didn’t know her. I didn’t want to know her. And then, that first day of school, I met you.”

      Elena remembered, she’d been twelve, crying on the swing set outside of their middle school, ready to skip another day of school. It’d barely been two weeks since her mom had died. Mia had started her freshman year at San Mateo, so she hadn’t been there for Elena to talk to. Will had gone up to her, making some comment that made her curious, caught her off guard.

      She didn’t remember it now. Elena only remembered that after two weeks of falling tears she’d stopped crying. Then he’d sat with her at lunch the next day and the one after. At some point he’d met her dad, started coming over for dinners and movie nights. They got closer as she and Mia had grown apart. It’d been slow, but Elena had known then.

      “You remember?” Will asked.

      Elena nodded. “That’s why you never talked about New York, why you had such old clothes, right?”

      Will nodded. “You and your dad became my family, more than my grandmother did. As much as I knew she loved me, I needed someone to blame, so I blamed her. And I started holding on to you and your dad like I had nothing else to hold on to. But I fell in love with you eventually; I realized it when I got to high school and I didn’t want to talk to anyone but you. I saw other people dating and realized I wanted that with you.”

      Elena swallowed. “So you dated other girls, so you wouldn’t have those feelings.”

      “I thought I was doing the smart thing,” Will said. “That, eventually, I’d find someone who I liked and could love as much or more than I loved you.”

      “Did you?”

      He gave a soft shake of his head. “I asked Mia out because I did like her, I did. I thought I loved her, or I could. And then she said she loved me and I couldn’t lie. I hurt her more while trying not to lie to her. It was stupid.”

      “That’s why she stopped talking to me,” Elena said. “Because I was the reason you broke her heart.”

      Will knelt down beside the lounger.

      “Elena, I’m so sorry, I didn’t think she’d stop talking to you. I didn’t think, period. It was selfish of me, but in my head I panicked. I’m sorry.”

      “Stop saying you’re sorry,” Elena said. He should be sorry but Elena didn’t want him to be sorry. She’d stayed by his side, without telling him the truth because she’d been afraid to lose him too. She was going out with Marco now, finally liking someone with the underlying intention of forgetting Will. “What you did, it wasn’t right, but I think I’ve been doing the same thing.”

      Will looked at her. Elena bit her tongue. She couldn’t tell him about the fake relationship.

      “I saw you with Cecilia, and I got tired of loving you in secret too.”

      “So you went out with Marco?”

      “Something like that.”

      Will nodded. “And do you like him?”

      Elena nodded too. “I think so.”

      Will calmly took her hand into his. “Do you like me?”

      Elena sucked in a breath. “It’s different with you. I don’t think I know how not to love you.” She watched Will, his eyes glazed over. “Will, can I kiss you?”

      “What?”

      “I think I’ll know if I kiss you.”

      His blue eyes widened. “Yes.”

      Elena leaned in and pressed her lips to his. Will didn’t move at first, but eventually he leaned in toward the kiss, gently, like he was afraid to get too close. She pulled away first, breathing out. She’d spent years wanting to do that, kiss the boy of her dreams.

      Her heart didn’t race.

      Will’s hopeful look faded. “It’s Marco, isn’t it?”

      Elena pressed a finger to her lips. She wiped a tear away. “I think it is.”

      It shouldn’t be, not when he liked Cecilia, when all he saw was a fake girlfriend in Elena.

      “I’m sorry,” Elena said. Will didn’t say anything, He hugged Elena, holding her while she realized that after tonight, things were already changing.
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      Marco refreshed his inbox.

      Still no reply from his mom. It’d been a week. Which meant in two weeks his mom would be in the same city as him. She had to be coming because she wanted to see him, right?

      That had to be it.

      He put his phone away and went back to putting parchment paper on baking trays. He had exactly ten minutes until his shift ended.

      “You can head out early,” Laura said. She stepped into the kitchen, wearing her manager shirt, a shade lighter than the brown shirts the rest of the staff wore.

      Marco set the tray down. He gave her a curious look.

      “Your girlfriend’s waiting for you. I’m feeling generous,” she said.

      “Elena’s here?”

      Laura nodded. “Leave your uniform in the to-be-washed pile. You have flour everywhere.” Then she headed out of the kitchen.

      Marco undid his apron as he headed to the changing rooms. It took him a total of a minute to change back into the school uniform he’d worn there. He rushed past the after-work crowd and found Elena sitting by the coffee bar, the area Will usually worked at.

      She was reading something on her phone, scrolling through as he walked over. She didn’t notice him until he’d taken the seat beside her and that was after Marco had been staring at her for a good thirty seconds.

      Elena looked up, glaring, until she recognized him.

      “I thought you were some weird stranger,” she said, setting her phone down.

      “What were you reading?”

      “Practice essay prompts for a midterm I have tomorrow.” She looked around. “Do you notice that?”

      “What?”

      “No one’s looking at us. No one’s taking pictures or asking questions.”

      Marco paused at the sound of that. Almost a month had passed since the Thanksgiving dinner incident. A full month.

      “I guess you’re right,” Marco said. He tried to smile but he was tired from his shift, groggy from staying up at night after watching his dad step through the door, looking pale beyond belief, and then hearing him running to the guest bathroom to throw up.

      Marco pretended like he didn’t know, it was easier that way. Abby, for her part, didn’t say anything about having told him

      Marco didn’t know if he liked Elena being here without having been told beforehand.

      “I think I found the copy of the book you wanted for your grandfather,” she said. “I’m meeting with the collector this weekend. You might have it in time for Christmas.”

      That wasn’t terrible news. “You’re sure he has it?”

      “He might,” Elena said. “He doesn’t live in Glensford but keeps part of his collection here, a lot of historical stuff, a few Preston Blanchard books. He said the title sounded familiar. He’s visiting family this weekend and agreed to meet me.”

      “That’s great.” Marco paused. Elena looked serious now. They hadn’t seen much of each other in between their approaching midterms and shifts at Melo’s - it was like time sped past. Marco hadn’t heard much from Cecilia either, not that he had before the exhibition. She’d been quiet on her social media, though. “Is there something else? Is it your dad? Will?”

      Marco remembered the building owner, Mr. Shaw. Maybe he was kicking them out early.

      “Will and Cecilia broke up,” Elena said. “Well, Cecilia broke up with Will.”

      “What? Why?” He leaned in closer. “When?” He hadn’t meant for the questions to come out so quickly, with so much enthusiasm.

      Elena’s expression shifted.

      “Cecilia broke up with him the day after the tango exhibition.”

      Marco paused. “That was days ago. You’ve known since then?” He motioned for the door. “Why don’t we talk about this outside?”

      Elena nodded. She pocketed her phone and followed him onto the snow-covered streets of San Mateo.

      They walked side by side, until he finally decided to continue the conversation.

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      Elena turned her gaze to the passing cars. “I couldn’t,” she said. “I wanted to, but I had a lot to process.”

      Marco stopped thinking about Cecilia. “Did Will say something?”

      Elena nodded. “He said he liked me.”

      I knew it.

      “Are you guys together?”

      “No,” Elena said.

      Marco waited for her to say something else because he didn’t know what to say.

      “Our month is almost up,” he said. “I don’t think we have to do the full three months. You said it yourself, people seem to have forgotten. I think my dad’s PR person probably wanted to use us for publicity for Melo’s.”

      Elena looked at the ground. “What about the non-disclosure agreements?”

      “I can have my lawyer drop them by. There’d be no point in you coming over.”

      They stood in silence again. Marco didn’t want to see Elena right now.

      “I should get back to work.”

      “Wait,” Elena said. “I need to be clear about something.”

      “What?”

      She wasn’t looking at him. “I kissed Will.”

      That shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was. Marco waited for a couple customers to walk past them. “If we weren’t fake dating, that would be cheating.” He meant it as a joke, but it came out sounding too serious.

      “I kissed him and didn’t feel the way I thought I would.” Elena’s hand tightened around her book. “I like you.”

      “I like Cecilia.”

      “I like you,” Elena said.

      “You love Will,” Marco said.

      “Yes, but it’s a friend sort of love. I like you. Just you.”

      Marco thought about Cecilia. She was technically single now. He’d never tried bringing up the topic of their kiss last year. There was so much he hadn’t explored in regards to her. And Elena still loved Will, even if she said it was friendly love. She’d loved him for years; feelings like that didn’t go away in a month.

      “I’m sorry,” Marco said. “I like Cecilia.”

      “Does she like you back?”

      “She does,” Marco said, not knowing why he was annoyed now. “Even if she didn’t, that doesn’t mean I’d like you.”

      “You kissed me at the exhibition. You said you wanted to.”

      “I told you, I bought into the fake relationship,” Marco said. “You remember the headlines right? They called you Cinderella, like I was coming to swoop you off your feet. People notice. We’ve grown up in entirely different worlds. It’s not a bad thing, but at some point, it might become one. The person I’ve been while you’re been with me, it’s not who I am normally. This is me under punishment, without money or access to the stuff I like. I travel a lot, I spend money on stuff you’d probably think was ridiculous, and there are all these social events. We’ve been dating in this bubble that’s not my life. You don’t like me. You like this person you think I am. ”

      Marco thought about the first times he’d met Elena, when he’d gone into her bookstore. “The guy in the bookstore, the one you hated, that’s the normal me.”

      Elena shook her head. “It’s not. You’re different than I thought, and even if we grew up in different environments that doesn’t mean we can’t try. It’s not like we’re in some social hierarchy and we can’t date outside of our class. Sure, yes, I’m probably not used to the way you spend money or what you like to do, but we don’t have to spend every second together. It sounds more like you want an excuse not to try.”

      “I’m not looking for excuses, Elena. The point is, I don’t like you like that.” Marco paused. He thought about his mom coming back into town, his dad’s chemo, Abby and her unrelenting attempts at trying to get him to like her again. Elena wouldn’t understand any of that. “You’re beautiful, smart, and a great person, but I don’t like you.”

      Why did he have to keep repeating it?

      Elena took a step back. “Okay

      Marco could see her eyes shining. Please don’t cry out here.

      He got ready for her to argue, to tell him that she liked him and wanted to try for the three months. He thought about it, maybe he could handle it. She hadn’t even met his family yet; Abby didn’t count. If Elena asked him, maybe-

      “Okay,” Elena said. “I get it. We leave this at one month. And then we go back to the way things were before.”

      Marco heard the words, and he realized he shouldn’t have said what he’d said before. He didn’t know why he’d said it, why he wanted to see how much Elena wanted to be with him. It was cruel. He was being cruel with her again.

      “One month,” Marco repeated. “And then we can call it even.” He paused. “You should date Will.” Again, he wanted her to say she wouldn’t try things with Will, because she liked Marco.

      “And you can try things out with Cecilia,” Elena said. Then she adjusted the hood of her coat. “I have to go.” She nodded to herself. “Maybe this is better than complicating things. Kill any feelings before we start to have them. Well, maybe before I have them, because I don’t think you liked me to begin with.”

      “Elena-”

      She turned and walked in the opposite direction before Marco had a chance to say her name again.

      He watched her walk away, knowing it was better if he didn’t stop her. But he also knew she wasn’t the only one who’d developed feelings. It would be better though, to stop them now. He and Elena would never have worked together.

      Maybe, in the end, it was like some clock struck midnight. Then they each had to go back to their lives, to their own versions of reality.
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      Elena didn’t let herself cry.

      She walked into Bee’s Books and set her coat down on the counter. Her dad watched her approach, silent, as he seemed to be most days.

      “You’re back early,” he finally said. She’d told him she had a date with Marco. She’d gone into Melo’s with the plan of having a date with Marco, not telling him about Will.

      “Dad,” Elena said. “I need you to hug me and not ask why I’m crying, okay?”

      Then she walked behind the counter and wrapped her arms around her dad, holding onto him like she was a little girl again, the way she’d wanted to hug him after her mom had died. He hadn’t been around to hug then, he’d been in his room, locked away, bearing his own sadness until he gave into it and stopped being himself.

      He stiffened under her hug, caught off guard, but then his posture softened and he pulled Elena closer. She did let herself cry then. It wasn’t just about Marco either. It was about losing Bee’s, her home, and, in a way, part of her friendship with Will. Everything had changed while she’d tried so hard for it not to. She’d been holding onto a sinking ship and now she felt like she was drowning in her own foolishness.

      “Hey,” her dad whispered. “It’s okay. Come here, it’s okay.”

      His voice got raspy too. “It’s because of me, too?” He hugged her tighter. “Oh god… I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you to go to Will’s. I wanted to save this building, to save your mom’s legacy. I really did. I do.”

      “Can we not talk about that?” Elena asked. “For right now, please?”

      He nodded, and held her tighter.

      They stood like that for a while, neither saying anything, but both crying, each for their own reasons, with their own unsolved dilemmas.

      
        
        __________

      

      

      Elena woke up the next morning with puffy eyes and a sore throat.

      She took one look in the mirror and decided she didn’t have the energy to make herself care today. She took a cold shower, hoping that might bring down the puffiness. Then she changed into jeans and a white sweater. Will wouldn’t be dropping by to take her to school. She’d asked him not to, since Monday. Elena hadn’t told her dad that. She’d been walking as far as she could, until the cold got unbearable and she could find a pooled ride. There was a busy intersection toward the end of the historical district that had a lot of passing rides and the cheapest ones too.

      She pulled out her thickest coat from her closet and found a scarf to go with it. When she got to the living room, she spotted her dad sitting by the breakfast bar, laying out empanadas from a box.

      “You went to Dulce Street?”

      He held an empanada up. “I thought you could use a good breakfast before you went to school.”

      “I think I might have to take it to go,” Elena said. She wondered if he’d run into Mia. Elena was still trying to figure out what she wanted to do with the Mia situation, not that she had much of a say in whether Mia wanted to talk to her or not.

      “Why don’t you sit for a minute? I can drive you to school after.”

      Elena’s dad hadn’t driven her anywhere since Will had gotten his license. She sat and accepted the empanada, nibbling bites of it as he watched her eat.

      “What is it, Dad?”

      Andres sighed, playing with the empty box of empanadas. “I rehired Mr. Morris, our accountant. He’s been helping go through the health of our financials. I’ve also been trying to convince Mr. Shaw to give us more time to stay, maybe get a new lease, but everything I’m doing keeps hitting a dead end.” He paused. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Elena paused. “We find somewhere new, we start again. This doesn’t have to be an end.” Her voice shook.

      “I feel like I did when your mom died,” he said. “Like if we let them take Bee’s she’d be gone all over again. Elena, I can’t do this.”

      “Dad-“

      Her mind flashed to when her mom died. The night at the hospital, he’d left her in the waiting room.

      Elena, I can’t do this. I’m sorry. He’d left her there until Ms. Ortega had come to pick her up.

      Elena swallowed air. “You’re not alone, Dad. You can talk to me about these things. Maybe not just me either. Besides, this place isn’t Mom. Sometimes I feel like it is too, but Bee’s isn’t her legacy. The good memories we have of her are. Every time she made us smile, or laugh, every life she touched- ” Elena didn’t finish, before she started to sob. She breathed in again. “Please, don’t push me away. You were doing so much better.”

      “I thought I was too,” Andres said. “But I think you’re right. I know I have you, but I want to talk to Dr. Patel again, to schedule new sessions. If you want, you can join me. But you don’t have to.”

      Elena held her dad’s hands. “I think family therapy would be a good start.”

      “But it’s just that, a start,” he said. “I guess I didn’t realize how much I’d hurt you back then, worried you to the point where we are now. It won’t be easy for me, but I’m going to do this for you, for our family.”

      Elena nodded. “So Bee’s is closing?”

      Her dad gave a soft nod.

      “For now, we should start packing up inventory. I have a few people who want to buy some of our more expensive books, mostly our first editions. We might be able to put a few into storage, the rest we can sell off at lower prices or donate-”

      Elena’s heart sank.

      “We can’t relocate?

      “I don’t think it’s feasible, Elena. I went over the numbers with the accountant, who charged quite a bit to tell me we’re in the red, and not just in the red, but at a point where closing the store would save us money. Every month is a loss. Even if we found a smaller store, we’d still lose money. We’d have to go a year without paying rent to even break even.”

      Her heart didn’t ease at the thought, but Elena realized her dad was finally telling her their reality, not saying things would be fine.

      “Then we’ll close Bee’s,” she said. “And we’ll figure things out as we go along.”

      Andres wrapped her in a hug. “Okay. We’ll figure things out, together.”

      And for the first time in many years Elena thought maybe, just maybe, things would be okay.

      
        
        __________

      

      

      “So let me understand this, you and Elena are over?”

      Lucas stopped typing. He closed his laptop. Marco hadn’t even thought his brother was listening. He’d come over because he’d left some stuff in the apartment from his short stay at the beginning of his punishment.

      “Yeah,” Marco said. “We won’t make anything public, not that the public seems to care anymore, until a little after Christmas. We figured it’d be good to round it off at a month.”

      Lucas shook his head. “I thought you liked her.”

      “I did,” Marco said, not knowing why it didn’t feel like a lie anymore. “I do. She’s a great person, but we’re different.”

      Lucas shook his head again. “You’re different, but that’s why I thought the two of you would work out. If you wanted similar you would’ve dated Cecilia ages ago.”

      Marco had been packing up the clothes he’d left behind. He wasn’t about to admit to his brother that he had feelings for Cecilia, or that he was never actually dating Elena, aside from a few days. Which at this point, he wasn’t even counting.

      “You and Heather lasted because you two grew up in the same circles, had the same hobbies, went to similar schools.”

      Lucas laughed at that. “Yeah, then she found a guy who was the exact opposite of me and we broke up. Being similar doesn’t guarantee anything, Marco. That’s just an excuse.”

      “An excuse? If I liked Elena I’d still be with her. She’s probably better off dating Will.”

      “Except Will was dating Cecilia, until a few days ago.”

      Marco tilted his head. “How’d you know they broke up?”

      “Because Will brought back the tux I’d lent Cecilia for him. He told me a few things.”

      “Where did you two even meet?” For some reason the mention of Will now made Marco want to leave.

      “We trained together at Melo’s one summer. We’re not really close, but since Cecilia didn’t want to talk to him and apparently Elena doesn’t want to either, I heard him out.”

      “Elena’s not talking to Will?”

      “Apparently not,” Lucas said. “I didn’t ask much. I just listened until he had to leave for his shift.”

      Well, that was news. Why wouldn’t Elena be talking to Will, especially right after he’d told her he loved her too? Marco shoved the thought away. He wanted, no, he needed, to change the subject.

      “Do you know anything more about Mom coming into town?”

      Lucas shrugged. “I know she’s probably here to make trouble.”

      “Why do you say it like that, like she’s the reason she and Dad got a divorce?”

      Lucas sighed. “Let’s not talk about this, okay? Just go home and maybe eat dinner with Dad instead of pretending like he isn’t sick. Or try to be nicer to Abby. She loves you, a lot-”

      “Stop telling me what to do, like you have everything figured out. Dad cheated on Mom with our nanny. Then he forced Mom to sign a divorce agreement where she could only see us a few times a year, if she came into the country. I have to be eighteen before I can move in with her. Who did that? Dad. Who broke up our family? Abby and Dad. Not Mom.”

      Lucas sighed. He didn’t look angry, maybe tired. “Sit,” he told Marco. “If you want to know the truth, sit. If you don’t, now’s your chance to go.”

      Marco sat. Lucas got up from the couch, tossing his laptop to one side.

      “Mom cheated on Dad first, she had been for years. I found out when I was ten, I think. She introduced me to him, as her friend over lunch one day. We were in Paris and he gave us a tour of a museum. I saw it in the way she looked at him. But I told myself I was wrong, that she loved our dad.”

      Lucas looked at the ceiling and then he took a seat on the couch again. “It happened again when I was thirteen, but this time, I told Dad. I was old enough to figure it out. He confronted her and she promised not to see that man again. Then one day, I guess you would’ve been, what, twelve, a year or so before our parents finally divorced, Mom told Dad that she wanted to go and be with the only man who she’d ever really loved. She had all these demands, moneywise. She was obviously entitled to some of those things, but not all. They started the process that year, but Dad told me not tell you anything.”

      Marco looked at the floor. His brother was obviously lying. This was a fabricated story, so that he’d get on their dad’s side now that he was sick and their mom was coming back to the city. But he wanted Lucas to finish.

      “Dad leaned on Abby that year. And yes, they fell in love. Mom and Dad had stopped loving each other long before that. Mom found out, though, about him and Abby and she spread it to the media, had a photographer follow the two of them on some date. It was a mess. He was going to tell you, but Abby stopped him. She knew you idolized Mom, and that you’d hate her if you found out the truth. So, she agreed to go along with the affair story, if Mom went far away, left us alone and moved on with her life.”

      “Don’t make Abby the martyr in this. Either way, even if there is a grain of truth to your story, Dad kept Mom from us.”

      “For a while,” Lucas said. “But then he changed his mind. After you got into your accident, the first one, he said she could take you when you got better. He knew that’s what you wanted. But she said didn’t want to. Vovô personally called her, asking her to come, that he’d fly her out, but she said this was her old life. We were her old life, and that she didn’t want to be part of that.”

      Lucas looked angry now. “While you were lying in a hospital bed, unconscious for two days, Marco, our mom didn’t have the decency come and see you. Vovô begged her, when Dad stopped trying. Abby tried too. I tried. You might not remember, but when you were unconscious, we all thought that you weren’t going to make it. We prayed and kept watch over you the whole time, and she wasn’t there for a second of it.”

      Marco stayed silent. His brother had gone too far. Who made up a lie like that? His accident hadn’t been that bad. He’d hit his head, and pissed their dad off, but their mom would’ve been there if she could have been. She had her job to worry about. They couldn’t expect to drop everything and fly over like that.

      “It’s not true,” Marco said. He stood up and grabbed his things. “You shouldn’t make stuff like that up. Mom loves us. Dad and Abby filled your head with crap about her. And now you’re trying to do the same to me, so that when she does visit I won’t try to contact her.”

      Lucas shook his head. “Think whatever you need to, Marco. But why don’t you ask the one person you trust more in this world than anyone? Vovô flies back Friday to start helping plan the Christmas banquet. Why don’t you ask him?”

      Then he opened his laptop and got back to work, not looking up as Marco left the suffocating apartment.
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      Elena couldn’t believe it was Friday again.

      She’d found the book Marco wanted, had gone to the collector to find it despite her better judgment. Now it was sitting on her desk, on top of boxes of her things, taunting her with the reminder that fake relationship or not, she’d probably never see Marco again.

      Elena looked at the boxes. She didn’t remember packing them, most of them anyways. They were stacked all over her room, pieces of her childhood in this small apartment, happy memories she’d only relive in her mind. Everything she hadn’t wanted to change was gone. Bee’s was gone. Will was gone. Her dad wasn’t gone, but he had a lot to deal with. She helped where she could, but that didn’t mean he would suddenly let her help with everything overnight.

      Elena preferred this way of coping to his locking himself in his room for days, and he’d called Dr. Patel. It wasn’t a major change, but it was a step forward.

      She missed Will. She hated that she missed him, that her dad kept asking when he’d come over for dinner. Especially now that their days at Bee’s were numbered. They’d be out of there by New Years.

      Elena sat at the edge of her bed. She hugged her legs, sitting in the silence until a knock jolted her up. It was probably her dad with more boxes.

      “Come in,” she said.

      The door opened, and Will stood there. His blond hair wasn’t gelled down, and he smelled like coffee and sweat.

      “Did you run here?”

      Will coughed. “Maybe.” He pointed to a stack of boxes. “You’re packing. Why you didn’t tell me?”

      Elena said nothing, because she didn’t have an answer, not one that wouldn’t hurt him.

      Will looked around, catching his breath. “I know you’re mad, but this is something you should’ve told me about. Can I sit?”

      She managed a nod.

      “You’ve been doing a great job of avoiding me at school.” Will clasped his hands together. “And then Laura wanted to know if everything was okay, that you’d quit out of nowhere. That’s why I ran here. I thought something happened. But I guess you’re still mad.”

      “It’s not that I’m mad,” Elena said. In reality, she’d stopped being mad a long time ago. “I just feel like I don’t know you. You hurt Mia because you didn’t want to lose me. And I know you’re smart enough to know, to have known that you would. But you did it anyways. And you did it to Cecilia too.” Elena sighed. “I know I told you I’d be there, that I was your friend, but saying it and doing it are so different. It feels like I don’t know this version of you.”

      Will said nothing. He sighed and put his head in his hands, breathing softly.

      “I know,” he said. “There’s no excuse, even if I did try to excuse it. Mia didn’t deserve what I did, or Cecilia, or the other girls I dated through high school. It makes me a terrible person, I know that.” He breathed out. “But I don’t want to lose you either. And I know I can’t fix it, and things can’t go back to the way they were, but it’s so sudden. I have no one to talk to or spend Friday nights with. It sucks. Because I know I did this to myself.”

      Elena watched him, trying to understand this version of Will, the human one, not the boy in her head. She scooted over and pressed a hand to his back. “I’m sorry.”

      “What?” He lifted his head up. “Why are you apologizing?”

      “Because I should’ve told you, about quitting Melo’s at least, and the move. Ignoring you for a few days was okay, but to do it for this long wasn’t right. And yes, what you did was pretty terrible but, we all do selfish things. I mean it this time, I’m going to try and be here for you.”

      “I’m here for you,” Will said. “I can help with the move or whatever you need. If there’s a chance Bee’s can stay open, I can work for free until college. Whatever you need, tell me.”

      Elena saw the desperation in Will’s eyes and drew closer to him. She pressed a hand to his cheek and then hugged him without waiting for him to hug her back. He did eventually, drawing her in closer until Elena thought that if she’d felt the same way about him as she had before, she would have kissed him. Nothing was stopping her, only the fact she didn’t want to confuse Will into thinking she wanted anything more than friendship from him.

      She gently pulled away.

      “I’m going somewhere right now, but stay here. When I get back, how about I show you where our new apartment is? Maybe you can help me pick out some colors for the wall, or redesign our movie night space.”

      “Is it okay if I nap while you’re gone?”

      Elena nodded.

      She wanted to tell him about her recent breakup, but knew now wasn’t the time. She patted Will’s shoulder and then got up, pulling on her boots as she headed out to the living room which was full of boxes now. She realized they didn’t have anywhere to put a Christmas tree.

      It didn’t matter. Right now, there was one person Elena wanted to talk to.

      Elena grabbed her thickest jacket and ran to the outside staircase. If she hurried now, she’d make it to Dulce Street before the afternoon crowd gathered. She rushed across the street, passing the bigger stores tourists liked to visit, and then passing Melo’s. She stopped.

      She caught a glimpse of a familiar outline. Marco was giving a customer his order. She watched him for a moment, suddenly getting the urge to go inside and tell him he had no right to end things between them. Elena wanted him to know she’d wanted him to stop her as she walked off, not let her go. There were a lot of things she wanted to tell Marco Silva, but she decided against it.

      Instead she turned her gaze away and continued her walk to Dulce Street. When she got there, instead of seeing, Mia studying at the table, she spotted Ms. Ortega laughing behind the counter. Mia was nowhere in sight. The customer took his bag and then gave Ms. Ortega a huge smile, a smile Elena hadn’t seen in years.

      Andres paid for his things and then continued a conversation with Leticia Ortega. That wasn’t the strange part, Ms. Ortega had been a family friend for years; she’d worked at Dulce Street since Elena could remember. It was the way her dad was looking at Ms. Ortega, like the way Elena knew she stared at Will. She took a step back. She was obviously reading into things too much. And at least her dad was smiling.

      She stepped away. Mia wasn’t here. That conversation would have to wait for another day. Elena turned and went back to her apartment, ready to hang out with Will again, and, maybe, get close to how it had been before.

      
        
        _________

      

      

      

      Marco washed the last dish.

      He set it aside and relaxed, taking in the fact that this was his last shift at Melo’s. He’d already confirmed it with his dad. Since he’d stayed out of trouble (Abby apparently never told his dad about the rear ending incident and blamed the injuries on a fall) and hadn’t verbally attacked his stepmom in more than a month, he’d learned his lesson.

      Marco kept the water running, letting the steam from it rise to his face. He breathed in the soapy smell of it and then shut it off. He didn’t like Friday afternoon shifts, especially when it came to closing. Melo’s stayed opened until eleven on Fridays, an extra hour over their normal time. Marco took his apron off, and made his way out of the kitchen, telling himself he wouldn’t miss this place. They’d barely given him any training and customers always acted like they had important places to go.

      He walked on, stopping near a wall decorated with photos of the exterior of Melo’s through the years. It had gone from a one-story store to taking up almost a whole street corner in the San Mateo district, and from there had spread all over the country. Marco looked at the picture of his young vovô, standing in front of their second location, at the pictures of employees from all around the world. There was one of their first location in Brazil, in his vovô’s childhood town. He smiled, forgetting then that this was his last shift.

      This was his family’s doing, his grandfather’s creation come to life. It was his dad’s doing too, as much as he hated to admit it. It was his late grandmother’s work, maybe not so much his own mother’s work, but there were pieces of everyone. And in the future other people would join the Melo’s family. One day Lucas would be in charge of that.

      “Your brother had this same moment, but on his first shift.”

      Marco turned. Laura smiled at him, like this wasn’t their first non-employee to manager interaction.

      “I forget sometimes,” Marco said. “A lot of work went to get here.”

      Laura nodded. “Well, I know we didn’t really get to know each other this last month, but for as short as it was, I think the other employees enjoyed working with you.” Marco figured this was something she said to everyone, mostly because the only other employee he’d interacted with was Elena.

      “I guess Elena will have to train someone new,” he said.

      Laura’s expression changed. “Elena quit last week,” she said. “You didn’t know?”

      “Uh.” Marco remembered that they weren’t officially over yet. Well, maybe they were. He wasn’t sure. He just didn’t want Laura to start gossip or anything. “I forgot,” he said. “I’m so used to her working here.”

      “Yeah,” Laura said. “I think the move will keep her busy.”

      “The move?” Marco needed to stop asking questions that a boyfriend would know about his girlfriend. Yes, they would be broken up in the eye of the public soon, but he didn’t need to start the news. In fact, it would be better if no one found out about it. He paused. “Oh, you mean the move move. Yeah, she’s been packing up a lot of boxes.”

      Laura nodded. “She was a good employee. It’s a shame they’re closing Bee’s down. I thought they’d at least relocate, but I guess not. If you see her today, let her know we’ll miss her. I mean I told Will to tell her, but it doesn’t hurt to repeat it.” She gave Marco a nod. “I guess you’ll be moving to corporate now, huh?”

      “Not for the foreseeable future,” Marco said. He crumpled the apron as Laura walked off. Then he changed back into his normal school uniform, before tossing his Melo’s uniform aside.

      Elena was leaving. She’d quit and now apparently her family’s bookshop would be gone too. He wondered why she hadn’t told him.  Then he remembered he’d basically told her they’d never work, and that it was better to cut off their feelings for each other then and there.

      She had to be sad about this. Marco found himself walking in the direction of the bookshop as he left Melo’s. He didn’t even think about putting on a jacket. He just walked until Bee’s came into sight.

      The lights were off in the shop. The closed sign covered the door.

      What was he doing? He stopped himself. There was no point to this. None.

      “Marco?”

      Marco turned.

      It was Elena. She had her hair hidden under a beanie and the other half under the neckline of her coat. She looked beautiful. It was his first thought. Why was that his first thought?

      “Hey,” he said. “I was uh, getting off my last shift.” He pointed to the bookshop. “Laura said you’re moving.”

      Elena nodded. “I am. We are. Everything kind of happened out of nowhere. So, I didn’t get a chance to tell you.”

      “You didn’t need to,” Marco said. “We’re not really dating.”

      A long silence followed.

      Elena looked at the bookstore than back at him. “I found it,” she said.

      “What?”

      “The book you wanted for your grandfather. You paid for it. Remember I told you I had a collector who said he might have it? He did. I saw the picture of your grandmother, the one you said he was looking for. You have her smile. And your grandfather looked like a replica of Lucas.”

      “You really found it?” Marco asked. He’d forgotten all about the book.

      Elena nodded. “It was one of the few pictures in the edition. Do you want it? She looked around. “Unless Greg is waiting for you. I can give it to Lucas when he stops by.”

      “Why would my brother stop by?”

      “He wanted to buy some of our first editions of the Tales of Primavera book series. I have his number, from when we talked while you were at the hospital. Anyways, he found out we were closing and asked if we had any. He’s stopping by after our Christmas sale to help pack a few things up.”

      Marco sighed. Why was his brother helping Elena? Lucas needed to stay out of things. He could pick up the book for himself.

      “I can pick it up.”

      “Do you want to get it now? I’m headed to Bee’s. My dad and Will are dropping off some books at a buyer’s house.”

      Marco looked at Bee’s. He should have said no, that he’d come by later, or better yet, give it to Lucas. Instead he nodded and followed Elena as she led him down the street.
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      Elena grabbed the book from her room, tucking it under her arm as she met Marco out in her living room.

      She’d wanted to tell him to stay downstairs, but he’d followed her upstairs, looking at her as she paused on the stairs, his eyes passive and patient.

      “Here,” Elena said. She handed Marco the book. “The spine’s not in pristine condition, but the picture is pretty much intact.”

      Marco grabbed one end of the book. Elena held on to the other, neither one of them letting go of it right away.

      She looked up at him.

      “Do you want something to drink? We don’t have much, but I think there’s orange juice and we might have some soda from when we ordered pizza.”

      Marco stared at her, down at the book, to the edge where her hand was, then back up at Elena again. “I… sure.”

      She let go of the book and quickly fled to the kitchen, saying, “Take a seat at the table. I’ll get you a cup. Oh, the picture’s on page sixty-two, if you want to look at it.” She heard Marco pull a chair out and then the flipping of pages as he searched for his grandfather’s picture.

      There was silence, and then a laugh. Elena turned, leaving the refrigerator open. She hadn’t even asked him what he wanted to drink.

      Marco sat at the edge of the table, looking down at the book with a huge smile on his face. “He looks exactly like Lucas.”

      Elena found herself wanting to sit beside him, to see his smile up closer, to see the picture, share that moment, but she stayed in her spot.

      “Orange juice or soda?” she asked.

      “Whatever you’re having.” Marco didn’t move his gaze away from the page. Elena got two glasses and brought the orange juice to the table. She took the seat next to Marco, wondering if it was too close for them to sit now.

      He finally looked up. His eyes looked wet. Elena pretended like she hadn’t seen him almost crying and went on to pour the orange juice.

      “Thank you,” Marco said, taking the glass. “For this and for the book. I didn’t think anyone would find it especially after we searched Mr. Thomas’s library.” He paused and Elena knew he was remembering the kiss too, well, the kisses.

      “So you guys are never going to open Bee’s again?”

      Elena shook her head. “I think we’re putting a hold on Bee’s for now. We’d lose money trying to keep it open, a ton of money actually.” She swallowed down this truth. It was bitter and saddening at once.

      “Thank you for signing the non-disclosure agreements, by the way.”

      Elena nodded. “Your lawyer was quick about it.”

      Do you really think things between us wouldn’t work at all? Do you not like me at all? You don’t kiss someone you don’t like for no reason.

      Marco pointed at the picture, looking distracted again. “That’s my dad,” he said, pointing to a little boy holding a woman’s hand. He looked like Marco, a grin that said trouble, and eyes that didn’t look right at the camera. The picture wasn’t in color, but Elena could tell he was just as tan as Marco.

      “And that’s your grandmother,” Elena said, pointing to the woman.

      Marco nodded. “She died a few weeks after the picture was taken.”

      “You didn’t mention that,” Elena said. “Was this the last picture of her?”

      Marco said nothing. So it was. He brushed his finger against his grandmother’s face.

      “My vovô never remarried. He said he’d loved her enough to last a lifetime and that he knew he’d never love anyone else like he loved her.”

      “That’s… like a storybook love,” Elena said. She sighed. “My dad says the same thing about my mom. I can’t imagine how your grandfather must have felt when she passed away.”

      “It was sudden,” Marco said. “She had epilepsy, and one day he worked late. There was no one there to help her and she died during a seizure. My dad wasn’t there, either. He was with my grandfather, already helping him out with business stuff when he wasn’t even seven yet.” He turned to Elena. Now his eyes were full of tears. “Did your parents really love each other?”

      Elena nodded. “They’re their own tragic love story.” Marco leaned into listen. “They were both English majors, my dad was the writer and she was the reader. They met in a poetry class they both hated, because apparently the professor thought they were both terrible poets. Anyways, they fell in love. He wrote a book about how they fell in love, like a fictionalized version, got an agent and a nice book deal their senior year of college. Then my mom found out she was pregnant with me, like a week from the book deal news. They decided to get married, because they knew their families wouldn’t leave them alone otherwise, and then they leased the bookstore.”

      “Your mom wanted the bookstore.”

      “No,” Elena said. “Well, I’m not sure. My dad got it for her, the empty building at least, then they had to remodel together. And then make an actual business plan. She liked it after, I think.” Elena sighed. This story was getting longer than she wanted it to. “Sometimes I think my mom was more in love with the notion that my dad did this all for her, than she loved him.”

      “He was devastated when she died, then.”

      Elena nodded, because now she was remembering everything she didn’t want to. “Yeah. He wasn’t the same person. He still isn’t, but it was like living with a zombie back then.” She shook her head. “Sorry, we were talking about your grandparents and I went off about my parents.” She pointed to the photo. “You’re grandfather’ll be happy. Or sad.”

      “Definitely both,” Marco said. He looked at the picture again and realized he was staring at his dad.

      “Is everything okay with your dad? Did he lift your punishment?”

      There was a pause. Marco stared at the picture without looking away. Elena saw a teardrop stain the page. Then another. She waited, frozen, not knowing why he was crying anymore. They weren’t happy tears.

      Marco shut the book. He held a hand to his face.

      “It’s okay,” Elena said. “Crying’s okay. You don’t have to hide it.”

      Marco cried more, silent tears. She didn’t know why that made it worse. He looked up at her. “Are you really being nice to me right now?”

      Elena forced a smile. She leaned forward and, without thinking twice, wiped Marco’s cheek just like he’d wiped hers the night she’d fought with her dad. His eyes widened.

      “Is everything okay?” Elena asked.

      Marco shook his head. “I hate him,” he said. “I hate him for what he did and for making me worry about him right now.”

      “Is your grandfather okay?’

      “Not Vovô,” Marco said. Elena realized she hadn’t moved her hand way. She caught another tear. “My dad’s sick. He didn’t tell anyone, but he’s getting treatment. He leaves the house early and comes back late so we don’t see him throw up or sleep the day away. I saw him the other day, and he’s losing his hair. He looks pale and, god, it’s really hard to hate him right now.”

      “Cancer,” Elena said. She sighed. “Just because someone’s sick doesn’t mean our feelings toward them, good or bad, go away. They just get tangled up with guilt. It’s not easy. I’m sorry. I don’t think it gets easier.”

      She remembered watching her dad getting worse and worse. It wasn’t this sort of disease, but it had still been a disease. And during that time Elena had felt the same way, hating him some days, and worrying he wouldn’t wake up on others.

      Then, without a word, Elena wrapped her arms around Marco. He nestled his head against her. There was nothing romantic about it. It was familiar but also comforting, what she guessed it meant to have a shoulder to cry on. Elena said nothing as he cried more. She held him there, knowing words weren’t enough, and that she’d never feel what he felt, not exactly.

      Marco stopped crying at some point. Elena stared at the table, both their glasses of orange juice practically untouched. He eased out of the hug quietly, as he wiped the remaining tears on his cheeks.

      He looked lost, staring at the book, the walls, anything but her. When he did finally look at her, Elena could only think about wanting to hug him again.

      “Please don’t tell anyone about my dad being sick,” he said. Now he looked like all he wanted to do was sleep. “Thank you for the book and for listening.”

      “No problem.”

      Elena didn’t want to ask, but she did. “Are you and Cecilia together?”

      “Not right now,” Marco said. And that felt like a punch to her stomach. He held a hand out like he might say something else, but before he could, the bells downstairs rung.

      “That must be Will and my dad,” she said. She sighed. “I told him we broke up, so you should go. I don’t want him to think we’re back together. Also, obviously don’t worry about the rest of the money. We won’t need to cover any future rent. And I hope your dad gets better.”

      Marco nodded and he walked to the door. He walked out right as Will walked through the inside entrance. Elena grabbed Marco’s glass and took a sip. She handed the other cup out to Will.

      He gave her a curious look, taking off his jacket as her dad entered the apartment too.

      “You stood here and waited with orange juice?”

      Elena shook her head. “I had a guest,” she said.

      Will nodded. He took the cup. “Did you guys talk?”

      Elena waved at her dad. He moved quickly, removing his jacket too, and then taking Will’s. “I’ll hang these up,” he said. Then he disappeared behind the coat closet.

      “We did,” Elena said. “And I think that was our last talk.”

      She figured then that once she left San Mateo, she’d leave her short time with Marco Silva behind too. The only reminder would be the one transfer between their bank accounts, and a video that would always be looping around the internet.
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      Marco lay on his bed, thinking only about all the questions he hadn’t asked Elena.

      Where are you moving?

      Is this the last time we’ll see each other?

      Why did you quit Melo’s?

      Do you love Will?

      Why didn’t you ask me to stay?

      He threw aside a pillow to make room for himself and the questions looming around him. He finally gave up tossing and turning, and flicked his lamp on.

      He sat on the edge of his bed and picked up the phone he’d left charging. There were three notifications. Two texts and a new email.

      He opened the first text.

      Lucas: Vovô landed. I’m picking him up. Want to join?

      Marco sent back a quick no. wasn’t that he didn’t want to see his grandfather, it was just that he didn’t want to ask him to confirm what Lucas had said. He knew his vovô didn’t lie, not to him. And he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know the truth so soon.

      Marco read the other text.

      Cecilia: I know it’s late. But can we meet?

      Marco hadn’t heard from Cecilia since the tango exhibition. They’d had fun that night, like they’d had before she went away for a year. Well, he’d had fun until he’d seen Elena and Will dancing together. He’d kept his smile on for Cecilia, but maybe the night hadn’t been as fun as he remembered.

      Marco got up. He changed out of his sweats and into something more appropriate to wear to meet Cecilia. No matter what he wore he knew he would be underdressed compared to her. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

      Yes. Where you want to meet?

      

      Cecilia: I’m visiting a friend in the area. Want a ride?

      Marco hated that he still had to be driven around. But he wasn’t going to ask his dad to end that punishment. That would mean he’d actually have to talk to his dad. Thinking about it now, though, he figured why his dad had gotten mad when he’d kicked Marco out. Marco knew his dad well enough to know he wouldn’t tell Abby right away, not about something like cancer. Felipe Silva fought his own battles until he knew he couldn’t anymore. Which meant he’d known about the cancer, and Abby wanting to start a family had been the reason he’d had to tell her the truth.

      Marco tossed the thought aside.

      He sent Cecilia a yes and then slipped his shoes on. Then he remembered the email notification. He opened it up. It was short, from his mom.

      Marco,

      I’m going to be in Glensford earlier than I thought. I land tonight. I would love to see you. If you need anything though, let me know. I hope things are going well with you and Elena. Maybe I’ll get to meet her too.

      Love,

      Mom

      Marco thought about what Lucas had said, that their mom could visit them, but she didn’t; she hadn’t when he’d been unconscious after his accident. It was obviously a lie. Which meant Marco should face Vovô tomorrow and ask him about it. Not tonight, though. Tonight, after a long time, he finally had a chance to tell Cecilia how he felt, at least how he thought he felt. After seeing Elena, his mind was everywhere.

      Marco typed a quick response back to his mom.

      Mom,

      I’d love to see you. As for Elena, that fizzled out. Merry early Christmas. Let me know. I’d still love to see you.

      Marco stared at the response. He scrolled through his phone and attached a picture of their family Christmas tree he’d taken after Abby had set it up. Marco selected it, then hit send. He narrowed his eyes. He’d sent something else too, by accident, his most recent note.

      He clicked on it. No. No.

      It was the terms he’d made with Elena. He hit the screen, trying to retrieve the note. Then stopped. He sent his mom another email.

      Ignore the note. It was a joke between me and Elena.

      His mom wouldn’t do anything with the note, but still it’d be embarrassing for him to have to explain to her that he’d faked his whole relationship with Elena. He’d explain it to her if he she asked, though.

      Marco’s phone buzzed

      Cecilia: Outside

      He rushed out of his room and headed downstairs. He bumped into a shoulder as he made it to the first floor. He looked up, expecting to see Greg or Abby. Instead, he saw the ghost of his dad.

      Felipe Silva looked like he hadn’t slept in too long of a time. Marco could see the spots on his dad’s head where hair was falling out. His eyes had no life in them.

      “Sorry,” Marco said.

      Felipe stared at him, his face unfocused. “Going for a drive again?” He took in a deep breath. “Abby didn’t tell me. The auto shop where she got her car repaired called and asked if we wanted a special offer for future accidents.”

      “I wasn’t responsible,” Marco said. “I drove, but I didn’t crash.”

      “I’m not going to yell at you,” Felipe said. “Just go, wherever it is you’re off to.” His voice held no power.

      Marco watched his dad now, wondering if he knew his ex-wife was coming to Glensford. Lucas had probably already told him.

      Then a question slipped out, one he didn’t want to ask. “How are you feeling?”

      The tired anger in his dad’s expression changed. He sighed. “You know, don’t you? Who told you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Marco said. “The point is, it wasn’t you.” He didn’t want to fight and so he changed his tone. Cecilia was waiting outside and he also didn’t really want to have a conversation with his dad right now. “I know I’m not your favorite son, but I also know Lucas is busy these days. And while I can’t drive you anywhere or do much, if there’s something I can do, let me know.”

      Felipe just stared at him, like he’d spoken another language. Marco moved a step closer to the door. “Goodnight,” he added. Then he turned and almost ran out to Cecilia’s car. She’d parked it right in front of the driveway, and was waving at him as he approached. Marco was half-frozen by the time he made it to the passenger seat. He shut the door and let his body thaw out for a few seconds.

      “Cold?” Cecilia asked, half-laughing. She turned the heat up. “So, up for a drive?”

      “Sure,” Marco said. “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” Cecilia said. “Not really. I just, I’ve gotten used to hanging out with Will close to this time, and now I can’t sit still at home. And we haven’t really had a chance to hang out since I got back, so I thought why not ask you to help ease my loneliness?” She said it like it was meant to be a joke, but her eyes filled with sadness the second she’d finished talking.

      “You liked him a lot, huh?” Marco asked. Cecilia nodded.

      “He was everything a guy should be,” Cecilia said. “Well, I thought he was, but they never are, are they?” She looked away from the road as they made it to the front gates. “Anywhere in particular you want to go?”

      Marco shook his head. He didn’t want to be at home, but he also didn’t want to see people out somewhere. “Why don’t we stop at some drive thru and eat in your car? We can just talk if you want.”

      Cecilia nodded. “I want coffee. There’s a Melo’s down the road.” She said it like he didn’t know, like Marco’s family didn’t own the chain.

      “Sounds great,” Marco lied. They pulled up to the drive thru. He ordered the same coffee as Cecilia and then she parked away from the cafe, behind a closed store, in an empty lot.

      “So,” Cecilia said. “This is fun.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I thought this would help, but it’s only making me think of Will more. I’m going through these cycles of missing him, hating him, liking him, and then wanting to punch him.”

      She took a sip of her coffee. Marco tried to do the same but ended up burning his mouth. He set the coffee down in her cup holder.

      “Tell me,” he said. Because he was tired of not asking her this. He didn’t want to hear about Will tonight. “Did our kiss mean anything to you?”

      Cecilia set her coffee down too. “I was wondering when you’d ask about that. I thought you wouldn’t because you had Elena, that maybe you were over me, but-”

      “You know I like you then,” he said.

      “I guessed after that kiss,” Cecilia said. She pressed her hair back behind her ears. It was still platinum blond, but her more golden roots where growing out. It looked nice on her.

      “Did it mean anything?”

      “The end of a great friendship,” Cecilia said.

      Marco shifted in his seat. “You kissed me back.”

      “Only because it felt like I should, like if I didn’t I might not see you again.”

      “You left the next day. We didn’t talk for a year.”

      “That was something else entirely,” Cecilia said. “It had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with me wanting to leave everything in this stupid city behind.” She paused. “I don’t want to talk about that. But I guess you deserve some sort of answer. I did think about that kiss when I was gone, not often, but when I got lonely. I thought about whether or not I should date you and keep you close that way, or if I should let you go, break your heart until you stopped liking me.”

      “So you don’t like me?” Marco asked.

      “Not that way,” Cecilia said. “You were always my friend. And I realized I’d never been just a friend to you. That you wouldn’t want that offer.”

      Marco watched the steam rise from his coffee. “You thought I’d stop talking to you because you didn’t want anything romantic?” She nodded quickly. Maybe she was right. He’d only seen Cecilia as the girl he wanted to date; she’d seen him as a friend.

      “Why do you like me?” Cecilia asked. “Really think about it.”

      “You’re beautiful,” Marco said. “You’re cultured, intelligent, talented, exciting-”

      Cecilia laughed. “I’m none of those things. Okay, I’ll give you that I’m apparently appealing by our modern standards, but the other stuff, it’s in your head. If you got to know me, and I mean really know me, you’d know I hate airplanes. I wish people would stop asking about where I’ve been to, or what languages I speak. All those talents you think I have I hate. They remind me my parents sent me off to extra lessons after school or to camps so they wouldn’t have to see me. I’m not exciting. I hate that word. It makes me feel like I can’t be sad, like I have to be constantly making people feel alive when they talk me to.” She sighed, waving her hands. “This is a perfectly polished act. This version of me, the sad girl drinking coffee in her car, with absolutely no self-respect, that’s me. I’m pining after a guy, who, for the first time, I didn’t have to pretend around. I hurt your feelings on purpose. And I really wanted to hurt Elena’s when I figured out how much Will liked her. I’m not a good person. I don’t think I’m terrible, but whatever version of me you have in your head, it’s not real.”

      Cecilia leaned back in her seat. She closed her eyes and then opened them again. “You’re not going to say anything?”

      Marco didn’t know this version of Cecilia, the real version, the human one. “I’m sorry,” he said, “for kissing you and for thinking you owed me anything.” He held his hands in his lap. “I’m sorry Will broke your heart and that I’ve spent the last five years idolizing you without knowing it. That kind of pressure must suck.”

      Cecilia laughed again. “Most guys I’ve dated do the same thing. It must be a trend.” She pressed a hand to Marco’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for not telling you this sooner. Part of me always knew you liked me, but I ignored it because I thought you’d get over it. That, eventually, I could keep you around as my friend.”

      “Do you want to be friends?”

      Cecilia shrugged. “Do you still have feelings for me?”

      Marco looked at his coffee. “I don’t think so. I think I could be very good friends with this version of you, though.”

      Cecilia smiled. “You’ve changed,” she said. “In a good way.”

      Marco smiled back. He held up his coffee as if to make a toast. “To new friendships?”

      “To new friendships.”
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      Elena taped the box shut, then wrapped it with was left of her snowman-patterned wrapping paper.

      She looked around her new room. It was empty except for the air mattress she’d borrowed from Will. She hadn’t even built the new bookcase her dad had given her as an early Christmas present. She grabbed Will’s present and went back out to the living room. He stood by the miniature Christmas tree he’d brought as a housewarming gift.

      “You wrapped that in like thirty seconds,” he said. Elena set the wrapped box under the tree. Well, next to it. The box was about a hand or so taller.

      “It’s a handy skill,” Elena said. She looked around for her dad. Their living room was finally coming together, their old sofa and a mismatched beanbag chair from her dad’s old room. The moving company wouldn’t be here with the rest of their furniture until after New Year’s.

      “Your dad’s picking up takeout for our Christmas dinner,” Will said. He pointed to the tree. “Since you already opened my present, can I open yours?”

      Elena nodded. In fact, she’d rather he open it before her dad got back. “Go ahead.”

      Will grabbed the box and carefully unwrapped it. He broke past the tape to reveal a purple fabric. “A hoodie? Denim jackets are more my style but-” He glanced at the logo. It was for Tisch, NYU’s film school. He looked at Elena. “I don’t know if I’ve gotten in. And I told you I want to stay here. Besides, tuition there is insane.”

      “If you get in,” Elena said, “you can use the Melo’s Coffee employee tuition program. They have Melo’s in NYC too. As long as you work part-time, they cover half of the tuition. I checked with Lucas. He confirmed it. I’m sure it’ll still be insanely expensive, but there’ll be scholarships and financial aid.” She paused. “And even if you don’t get in this year, you have next year and the year after that. I’m not saying you can’t stay here, but if the only reason you’re staying is because you’re afraid you’ll lose the family you have here, then go. We’ll be here. And we can visit.”

      “Elena-”

      Elena grabbed the box from Will, then the hoodie. She held it up against him. “I think it’s the right size.” When he gave her a narrow look, she put it down. “If you decide to go to Glensford college, or anywhere else, I’ll get you a hoodie or shirt for that school. Okay? You get the point I’m trying to make. Don’t let the fear of losing us hold you back. We’ll be here, always.”

      She knew there was a lot she had to learn about Will, parts of his life he’d probably always keep to himself. Elena was okay with that.

      Will took the hoodie. “Point noted,” he said. Then he reached out to hug her but stopped. It had happened a few times, him stopping to think about hugging or getting close to Elena.

      They stood awkwardly in silence until Elena decided they’d learn their new rhythm soon enough. She pointed to the tree. “Thank you for buying it.”

      “We can’t celebrate Christmas without a tree,” Will said. There was a knock on the door.

      “My dad must have bought so much takeout that he can’t touch the doorknob.”

      “Or he forgot his keys.”

      Elena walked to the door. “That too-”

      Mia stood at the door. She had box of pastries in her hand. Her mom stood beside her, smiling. She carried a box of empanadas.

      “Hi,” Elena said. Will looked wide-eyed when she caught his glance. Apparently he knew nothing about this either.

      “We had an early Christmas Eve dinner,” Ms. Ortega said. “I’m helping to cater an event tonight, so I thought I’d drop by to say Merry Christmas. We didn’t know Bee’s was closing forever. Your dad gave us the address for your new apartment. Here.”

      Mia’s mom held the empanadas out to Elena. Then Mia gave Elena the pastries. She didn’t look in Will’s direction.

      “Thank you. Yeah, we’ve been moving quickly. Do you want to come in?”

      Ms. Ortega shook her head. “We’re in a hurry, actually. I need to get Mia home before I get to the catering event.” She paused, catching sight of Will. “Tell your dad Merry Christmas.”

      “I will,” Elena said. “Thank you.” She looked at Mia. This was her chance. “We have a few romance books if you want them. They’re at Bee’s, but when we finish moving them out next week, you can take them.”

      Mia just gave a nod. “Thank you but-”

      “Mia would love that,” Ms. Ortega said. “She’ll be there.”

      “Mom.”

      “Feliz Navidad,” Ms. Ortega said. “Enjoy the food.” She guided Mia away from the door.

      “Thank you,” Elena called after them. She was still getting used to their apartment not being on a second floor. Mia and her mom walked straight out into the snow. Elena shut the door, turning to Will.

      “I guess we have empanadas and take out,” he said, like Mia hadn’t been standing there. He paused. “I know Mia still hates me, so let’s move on.”

      Elena decided she was okay with that. Her dad arrived a few minutes later with Chinese food in tow. They sat on the floor and ate out of the cartons. Andres gorged on the empanadas, until he stuffed himself to the point of sleep. He took the couch in the living room, since his bed hadn’t arrived yet. Elena and Will cleaned up the cartons, standing together in the kitchen.

      “Your dad’s doing okay,” Will said. “Better than I thought he would.”

      Elena nodded. “So I have a theory, but I don’t want to say anything to him.”

      “What’s your theory?” Will asked.

      “I think… I think my dad likes Mia’s mom,” Elena said.

      “What?” Will looked at the box of Dulce Street pastries. “It would explain the awkward visit. Do you think they’re dating?”

      Elena didn’t know how she felt about that, not because she didn’t want her dad to date, but because it would completely tangle up her life with Mia’s. And because she knew how much her dad had loved her mom. Was it fair to Ms. Ortega?

      “I don’t think they are, yet. But, they might. In any case, if he does, it’ll be a long time before he tells me.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll have to wait to see how things play out.”

      Elena nodded. “I guess we wait.”

      Will’s phone buzzed.

      “It’s a text from Laura,” he said. “That’s weird.” He scrolled through his phone. His eyes grew wide and he looked up at Elena. “Were you and Marco pretending to date?”

      Elena’s heart dropped. “Why would you ask that?”

      Will slowly turned his phone so she could see the article.

      Contract between Marco Silva and fake girlfriend revealed. Below it was a picture of the notes she and Marco had written up that night in the music room. He’d leaked them. He’d shared them with the world so they would officially be broken up. But why? It didn’t make sense.

      Elena grabbed her coat.

      “Can you drive me to the Glensford Country Club? “

      “Uh, sure,” Will said. “Yes.”

      “I’ll explain everything on the way there.”

      Only Marco had access to the dumb rules they’d written up. Now she wanted to know why they were out in the world. There had to be a good reason that didn’t involve him leaking them.

      She needed there to be.

      
        
        ________

      

      

      Marco couldn’t help but smile as his vovô’s eyes filled with tears.

      He hoped they weren’t sad tears, but ones shed for a memory long forgotten. Vovô had Preston Blanchard’s book open on the table, already marked to the page with the picture. He’d been staring at it like that for a good minute now. Everyone at the table was quiet, watching, waiting.

      Finally, Vovô looked up from the page. He wiped a tear away and gave Marco a smile.

      “Obrigado, Marco. Muito obrigado.”

      Marco didn’t know much Portuguese, but he knew enough to understand that. “No need to thank me. A friend found it for me.”

      Vovô smiled again, his face lighting up as he did. The people around the table calmed, now that they knew he wasn’t going to cry at the Christmas dinner. Lucas sat on one side of Vovô and a tired-looking Felipe sat on the other. Lucas looked up and gave Marco a quick wink. Marco made nothing of it. When Marco turned his gaze to his dad, though, he paused.

      For once, his dad wasn’t looking at him like he’d done everything wrong, like he was now trying to calculate exactly what punishment would fit the crime.

      He gave Marco a nod as if saying thanks too.

      Marco simply nodded back and went back to staring at what remained of his dinner. They only had dessert left, and then his vovô’s usual Christmas speech. After that everyone would go back to their own homes to open presents and enjoy the night in a more private environment. Marco didn’t want to go home. He hated Christmas most of all. It had been his favorite holiday once, mostly because Abby counted down to it, and decorated the whole house. That had been before she’d been his stepmom. In his eyes, Marco had thought of as her as the world’s greatest nanny. He knew she worked more than she needed to, loved him more than a nanny had to.

      Someone’s phone buzzed. It was Lucas. Marco watched him; there was an easy expression on his face, and then it shifted into the one he’d had the night at the hospital.

      He stood up. “Marco, can you come with me for a second?”

      Marco gave his brother a strange look, but decided it had to be important if he was interrupting their Christmas dinner.

      “Sure,” Marco said. He turned to his grandpa. “Excuse us.” He set his napkin on the table and then followed his brother out. He waved to Cecilia who caught his eye and smiled. She sat with her family closer to the front of the hall. Marco had gone out with her for breakfast.

      When they were far enough from the hall, Lucas held his phone out to Marco. “Who did you tell?”

      “What?”

      It was an article about him and Elena, how they’d pretended to date. “No one, it wasn’t fake. That’s-”

      “I know you two weren’t really dating,” Lucas said. “At least not at first. The question is, who did you tell?”

      “Only Elena knows,” Marco said. “She said she wouldn’t tell anyone. We had a non-disclosure agreement.” He didn’t know how his brother knew that they’d been fake dating. “She wouldn’t do this.”

      “I know she wouldn’t,” Lucas said. “Which is why I’m asking, who else knew about this? With Dad being ill right now, I don’t want him to have to face another scandal involving you. Is there anyone else who might’ve known?”

      Had Elena told Will the truth? Marco knew Will wouldn’t tell a media outlet, though. He’d want to protect Elena’s privacy. Then it dawned him, the email his mom had never responded to.

      “Mom,” he said. “I sent her some notes Elena and I had drawn up the night after the Hollace Thanksgiving dinner. She wouldn’t, though. I told her to ignore it.”

      “So you were in contact with Mom,” Lucas said. “Shit.” He dialed someone on his phone. He held a hand out to tell Marco to stay exactly where he was. “Hello? Yeah, do you know if she’s already in the city?” He paused. “Landed early? Okay. Thanks.”

      “Who was that?” Marco asked. His head raced. His mom wouldn’t do that. She knew it would get him in trouble, that it would hurt him in the process of hurting their family’s reputation.

      “An investigator I got to track when Mom got into Glensford. Apparently, she landed today. Did you know?”

      “Yeah, she said I could meet with her.”

      Lucas sighed. He paced. Marco couldn’t remember when he’d seen his brother like this.

      “Mom exposed this,” Lucas said. “And there is no agreement anymore. She can contact or see you if she wants to. You get that, don’t you? Why would you tell her this?”

      “I didn’t,” Marco said. “Not on purpose. She wouldn’t, Lucas. She loves us.”

      “No,” Lucas said. “Dad loves us. Abby loves us. Vovô loves us. Mom left us. And now she’s hurting you to hurt Dad. Why else would she be back in the States? All her family’s in France. She thought she’d get information, or try and blackmail Dad for more money. Do you know how much he paid so she would sign an agreement saying she wouldn’t write a book with secrets about our family? So now, she’s using this. You gave her an entry point, even if you didn’t mean to.”

      “Mom wouldn’t write a book. We don’t have secrets. The whole world knows about Dad’s affair with Abby.”

      “Mom wanted to spin it like she’d been the victim of the Silva family. I was there when she went to Dad’s office with the contract. I saw the check. I saw the look in her eyes when he handed it to her. How do you think she’s living so well in France?”

      “She has her art gallery.”

      Lucas nodded. “Yes, okay she does. But most of that was funded with Dad’s money. She spent what she got in the divorce settlement the first year after she left. She always wants more, Marco.”

      “Stop lying.”

      Lucas held the article up again. “Then explain to me how this got out?”

      The doors to the banquet hall opened. Elena ran in, breathless, rosy-cheeked and looking half-furious and half-expectant.

      “Did you tell someone about us?” she asked. She didn’t specify what, and Marco knew it was because Lucas was right beside him.

      Marco also hadn’t expected to see Elena tonight, or any other night in the future. He’d started accepting that she was moving to a new place, far away from him, and the short-lived moments they’d shared.

      “I didn’t,” Marco said. “Just like I know you didn’t either.” He knew his mom was the only other person who had had access to the screenshot printed in the article. He stared at the floor, then at Lucas.

      “She told you where she was going to be, didn’t she? Or you know from your investigator.”

      Lucas sighed. “She said I could meet her at the San Mateo Hotel.”

      “She’s staying that close?”

      Lucas nodded. “It won’t change anything. The article’s out. We’ll have to deal with this. I’ll deal with it. Anyone can fake a screenshot. Besides, a fake relationship won’t suddenly turn our customers against us. We’ll take a hit, but nothing major.”

      Elena looked at both of them. “Who are you taking about? Do you know who did this?”

      “My mom.” Marco looked at his brother, and for once decided not to think he was doing this to take their dad’s side. “You deal with this,” he said. “But I need to see her.”

      “There’s no point,” Lucas said.

      “I’ll know if she’s lying when I see her,” Marco said. “Did she give you the room number?”

      Lucas looked around. “Yeah. Two-two-one.” He looked at Marco. “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

      Marco shook his head. “I should do this alone. I’m sorry about the article. I didn’t think she’d tell anyone. I didn’t.”

      Lucas started dialing on his phone. “It’ll be okay,” he said. “I’ll handle it. Go. And if you need me, call.” Then he did something he hadn’t done since they’d been young. He hugged Marco, only for a second. “Remember how much I love you. You have a lot of people that love you. And we’ll be here when you get back.”

      Marco stepped back. He caught Elena’s glance over Lucas’s shoulder.

      “You’re still here,” he said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Elena said.

      “Will’s here?”

      She nodded. “He’s parked outside.” Marco waited for her to add something else. “We were having Christmas dinner with my dad. He saw the article. Will. I don’t know if my dad has yet. But, I’ll deal with that. Let me go with you. Please.”

      Lucas’ phone rang. He motioned for them to go as he picked up. “Yes, hello…”

      “Why do you want to come?” He was genuinely curious.

      Elena sighed. She grabbed his hand. “Because I know sometimes it’s good to have some support.” Marco grasped her hand tighter. A car pulled up. It was Will. He rolled his window down.

      “Are we going somewhere?” he asked.

      Elena pulled Marco into the back seat. She didn’t let go of his hand as they slid inside. “San Mateo Hotel,” she said.

      Marco didn’t let go of her hand until they got to the hotel. She kept her eyes on the hotel entrance. Then she finally turned to him.

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      Marco knew this was something he should do alone, face his mom, and finally get the truth from her. “I-” He paused. “Yes. Please.”
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      Elena held Marco’s hand on the walk to the front desk, on the elevator ride up, and as he knocked on the door of room 221.

      She didn’t care about at the article right now. She only cared that Marco was okay. His grasp around her hand felt like it might cut off her circulation.

      “I can stay outside,” she said. “I’ll be out here if you need me.”

      Marco shook his head. Before he could say anything the door opened. A woman had her ear to a phone, not even looking up as she motioned them in. “Where’s my dinner?”

      She had dark brown hair, like Marco’s, but a pale complexion. She had her hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, tied with a red bow that matched the Christmas-patterned dress she wore. Elena swallowed a gulp of air. For a moment, she thought Will should be here, to make small talk with this stranger, to cut the tension she felt growing around them. Then she remembered he was outside, waiting in his car, as lost to what was happening as Elena felt now.

      The woman looked up. “Do you need another payment method?”

      Elena realized she was looking at her, not at Marco. She sighed.

      Marco stepped forward. “Do you not even recognize me, Mom?”

      The woman dropped the phone. She held a hand to her mouth. “Marco. You’re here. I was going to call you so we could get dinner.”

      “Cut the bullshit,” Marco said. His hand tensed around Elena’s. “I think you should invite us in before I start making a scene in the hallway.”

      The woman motioned them inside. Elena tried to remember her name. She’d seen it in the articles about the big Silva divorce years ago, but she’d never spent much time reading tabloids. It came to her. Adeline Silva.

      “Come in,” Adeline said. “Come in.”

      She picked up her phone and hung up whatever call she’d been on. The hotel room wasn’t so much a room as a suite. There were shopping bags on the bed, and unopened suitcases near the small living room area.

      “I don’t know what you father told you,” she began, “but I can’t see you, Marco. He’s always made that clear.”

      “You released what I emailed you by accident,” Marco said. “And you expect me to believe that crap about not being able to see me?” He kept his hand around Elena’s, but stepped forward. “Don’t deny it. And you’re here because you’re going to write a book about Dad’s affair? Is that why you emailed me? To see if you could get some hook?”

      Marco’s hand trembled. Adeline stepped back. She looked older suddenly, the lightness in her eyes that had been there when she’d opened the door was gone.

      “That’s not-”

      “Mom,” Marco said, “don’t lie. Please. Tell me the truth for once. Because if you lie, I don’t think I’ll ever want to see you again.”

      Adeline looked around the room, as if something else might give her answer. Then she looked back at Marco. “The story won’t hurt you. Your dad will make sure to cover it up. He always does. And the book, it was an offer I couldn’t turn down.”

      “You used me.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No. I saw an opportunity and took it. That’s the only way to handle your father. He never loved me, Marco. Our whole marriage, I felt like a caged bird. And now I’m free, and he hates that. He’s been threatening to cut off the money he sends me. I had to remind him that I know things too. This had nothing to do with you.”

      “You’d didn’t visit when I was in the hospital,” Marco said. “Why didn’t you?”

      “I can’t, I couldn’t.” Adeline’s words blended together. “If I saw you, I had to see your father and Abby, and everyone. They hurt me-”

      “You cheated first,” Marco said. The room fell silent. “Deny it. You’re the one that didn’t love Dad. Or maybe you both stopped loving each other. But you left. You left me. What did I do?” His voice cracked.

      Adeline looked on the verge of tears. Elena kept herself hidden behind Marco, still holding onto his hand.

      “No,” she said. “I didn’t leave you. I left the life I had with a cold-hearted man.”

      “I’m part of that life, Lucas is too. You left us because you wanted to. You could’ve divorced Dad and stayed around. You could’ve seen me. Why did you only contact Lucas?”

      Adeline shook her head. “Because…” She swallowed. “He always loved me. You chose Abby, every time. Do you know you said her name first? Not Mom, but Abby? You didn’t miss me when I was gone on trips. I would always come back and you’d be with her. Lucas wasn’t like that. He loved me, he does still.”

      Marco’s hand stopped shaking. “I was a kid. You were gone and she was there. You can’t force that sort of affection, Mom.” He paused. “Lucas wasn’t lying. She took the blame so I wouldn’t be mad at you. She and Dad didn’t cheat, did they? You did and then they got close.”

      “Believe what you want, Marco.” Adeline’s face hardened. “You’re your father’s son, after all. I’ll always be the wicked mom who left.”

      “You weren’t,” Marco said. “Not until right now. God, you’re not even sorry, are you?”

      “I did what I had to do,” she said. “You’ll understand that one day.”

      Marco’s hand loosened around Elena’s. “Merry Christmas.” He looked ready to laugh. “I’ve spent five years hating Abby, because of you. You’re right. I chose her, not because I didn’t love you, but because you never loved me. Did you?”

      “I tried,” Adeline said. “It was always easier to love your brother. You reminded me too much of Felipe.” Then she turned to look straight at Elena. “He’ll break your heart, just like his father broke mine. Silva men don’t know how to love anything but money and the reputation of their company.”

      Marco pulled on Elena’s hand. “Let’s go,” he said. “We should never have come here.”

      Elena let go of his hand. She stepped forward.

      “He won’t break my heart,” she said, “because he has the capacity to love more than you ever did. Mothers don’t demand love from their kids. It doesn’t work that way. You’re the one breaking his heart, you selfish human being. You have no idea who Marco is because you don’t care enough to try. And with what just you said, I’m guessing you’ll never find out. From where I stand, you’re the one that chose money over anything, over him. He was a kid. He still is. You’re the adult and yet you seem to think this is okay.” Elena swallowed. She wasn’t yelling, but she knew her tone echoed through the room. “The sad part is, he’ll probably keep loving you.” She shook her head. “I hope no one ever makes you feel like you just made your son feel.”

      Then she turned, grabbed Marco’s hand, and led him out the door.

      Elena didn’t stop walking until they were in the elevator. Marco didn’t say anything. He just kept a hand around hers and let her take him back to Will’s car.

      “Is everything okay?” Will asked.

      Elena nodded. “Please,” she said, “drive us back to the banquet hall.”

      
        
        ___________

      

      

      Marco had known what he was going to face when he’d walked into his mom’s suite. At that point, he just knew. What he hadn’t expected was for Elena to say what she had, to defend him after what he’d said to her. She stood in front of him now, finally letting go of his hand as they stepped into the entrance of the banquet hall. It’d only been half an hour since they’d been gone, but to him, it felt like a year ago.

      “I’m sorry for going off on your mom,” Elena said. “It wasn’t my place. And after tonight, I promise not to interfere in your life again.” She looked past him to the door. “I’m sure the article will die down. Anyone can fake a note screenshot. No one will hear a word from me, non-disclosure agreement or not.” Her words were rushed now. “I hope you know that you did nothing for your mom to treat you that way. Adults make their own choices. And, uh, I hope you have a less crappy rest of your Christmas Eve.”

      Elena turned, and, without pause, Marco grabbed her hand. She turned back. Marco had her in a hug a second later. He pressed his arms around her, wanting to sink further and further into the embrace. She softened under his arms.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “It was nothing. I just got mad.”

      “Thank you for getting mad,” he said. Then he guided Elena out of the hug. He knew this wasn’t the end with his mom, with the feelings he had rising up in him, but he wasn’t going to think about that right now. “I’m sorry for saying we wouldn’t work.”

      “We wouldn’t,” Elena said. “You weren’t wrong.”

      “I was,” Marco said. “So, follow me, before I regret what I’m about to do.”

      “Wait.” It was too late. Marco was walking back to the banquet room and Elena was trying to keep up. He’d let go of her hand, though, so she could turn away at any point. He really didn’t want her to, though.

      Marco saw Lucas giving him a strange look. Vovô was up on stage, giving his Christmas speech. He looked at Marco, with a confused smile.

      “Vovô,” Marco said, as he approached his grandfather. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need to clear something up.”

      Marco gathered his courage. He turned to find Elena standing near the back of the room, arms crossed, eyes wide.

      Vovô handed him the microphone. “Would you like to say something about the article?”

      “You saw that?”

      Vovô winked. “I see a lot.” He looked at Elena. “Pick your words carefully, remember they affect her too.”

      Marco nodded. He knew the truth couldn’t come out. It didn’t mean he had to lie either, not entirely. Everyone in the room looked at him. Marco swallowed again. His throat felt dry.

      He brought the microphone close. “To anyone who doubts my feelings for Elena Castro, I hope what I’m about to say clears it up.” He breathed in, and looked right at Elena. “I’ve never liked a girl as much as I like you. I know I’m not the easiest person to like back, but I want you to know that. And I hope you never doubt how I feel about you. I can’t promise it’ll be easy, but I can promise I’ll try to make you happy.” His heart pounded as Elena smiled. “I like you more than anyone, Elena.” He gave the microphone back to Vovô.

      His grandfather smiled and pointed to Elena. “Well, that went better than expected. Now go. Before she runs off.”

      Marco smiled and walked up to Elena. He reached for her hand and they walked out of the hall.

      “That was embarrassing,” she said.

      “If you don’t like me anymore,” Marco began, “it’s okay. I’ll like you one-sidedly until I know you’ve found some guy who deserves you. Even if that’s Will-”

      Elena kissed him, once, then twice, and then a third time. She stepped back. “I like you, only you. How many times will I have to tell you that?”

      Marco smiled as he kissed her back. He pressed his hands to her cheeks and then took a moment to breathe. “If every time is like this, than you’ll have to do it a thousand more times.”

      Elena laughed.

      “Merry Christmas,” she said.

      Marco hugged her again, tired from the kisses, from the whole night.

      “Merry Christmas, Elena.”

      He looked up to find they were standing right under some mistletoe.

      Marco wasn’t sure of anything right now, not of his dad, or his mom, or Abby. He only knew he liked Elena Castro, and that one day soon, he’d love her more than he’d love anyone.
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      Elena handed the box to her dad.

      “Is this the last one?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Last bit of Bee’s left.”

      Andres shook his head. “I didn’t tell you, but I want to open Bee’s again, later, when we can.”

      She stepped away from the counter. “Really? I thought you’d given up on Bee’s completely.”

      “I did,” he said. “For a while. But, it wouldn’t be fair to you. Your mom always wanted you to run this place. And if that’s what you want to do, when the time comes, I’ll help you open this place up again.”

      He took the box. “Thank you, Dad,” she said. She hadn’t realized she wanted that option, that they had it until now. “We’ll reopen in time.”

      The jingle bells rang. Elena hadn’t taken them down yet. Will popped in. “We just moved the last of the furniture out. I’m heading out with the moving guy to the apartment. Do you need me to load anything from here?”

      Andres nodded. He handed Will the box. “This. If we open Bee’s again, this will be our starting inventory.”

      Will nodded. He looked at Elena for an answer. I’ll explain later, she mouthed. He smiled, knowing they had all of their movie night for her to tell him.

      “Okay,” he said. He took the box. “I’ll see you back at the apartment.”

      Elena smiled. “Go with him, Dad. I think he might be too nice to the movers. What if they break your desk?”

      Andres was out the door after Will. Elena stood behind the counter, breathing in the last of her childhood, of her mom’s store.

      She sighed. “I’ll reopen it,” she whispered to the air. “I promise.”

      The jingle bells rang. “Did you forget something?” she asked.

      It was Marco. He stepped inside with an empty box. “Sorry I’m late. I had to work a shift at Melo’s and then I met my dad at the hospital.” He’d started working at the coffee shop again after his stunt at the Christmas dinner. It wasn’t a punishment, and Marco didn’t complain.

      “We finished moving everything out,” Elena said. She leaned over the counter to kiss him hello. He smelled like coffee. His lips tasted like caramel.

      “Sorry,” he said again. “I’m not used to driving myself around. Parking sucks.”

      “It’s fine,” Elena said. “We should go.”

      “You’re okay?” he asked. “Leaving like this?”

      Elena nodded. She’d taken pictures of every corner of Bee’s with her dad. “I am. This isn’t the end of Bee’s.” Marco wrapped an arm around her. She leaned into his touch, familiar, yet new. It was strange, thinking of him as her boyfriend. He’d told her right after his whole declaration at the banquet, once they’d both settled into the idea of dating, that he wanted to her to be his girlfriend, he didn’t want to test things out.

      Elena had agreed, but still it was new. Their first month of dating, fake or not, public opinion hadn’t reached a general consensus, had been their trial version of dating. This was real.

      “Well, I’ll buy your whole collection of history books on Glensford for Vovô. Anyways, you ready for that driving lesson?” Marco asked.

      Elena nodded. She didn’t plan on getting a car yet, or driving by herself, but she thought it was better to start preparing now, before she walked in and failed a driving test. She wanted to get comfortable behind the wheel.

      “By the way, did Lucas come by earlier?” Marco asked.

      “Yeah, he took some boxes over to the college. Why?”

      “It’s strange that you and my brother talk without me there.”

      Elena shrugged. “He’s kind of friends with Will. So, I just go along with it.”

      Marco made a gesture at the mention of Will. Elena nudged him.

      “I know,” Marco said. “You guys are friends. Give me some time to get used to it.”

      “You had dinner with Cecilia last week,” Elena said. “I’m fine with that.”

      “We aren’t as close as you and Will. Besides, she’s leaving to go visit her friend in Europe. It was a goodbye dinner.”

      Elena turned her head, feigning jealousy. “Whatever.” Marco kissed her again, and then kissed her neck, making her give in and laugh. “Fine. Driving lesson. By the way, how does Greg feel now that he’s out of a job?”

      “He got hired by a new family. So he’s good with it. He hugged me before he left and asked me to be nice to the car. It was weird.”

      Elena shrugged. She reached for the jingle bells on the doorknob and pulled them off, right as someone tried to open the door. Marco stepped back with her.

      Mia opened the door, her hair looking windswept.

      Elena turned to Marco. “Can you wait for me outside?” she said. Mia stepped inside.

      Marco nodded and gave her one more kiss. “I’ll get the car started.” He gave Mia a nod hello, then let the door close behind him.

      Elena watched Mia, waiting.

      Mia had a piece of paper in her hand. She looked at Elena. “I got a full ride to Glensford College,” she said. “I printed out the email and ran over here, after calling my mom. You were the first person I thought about telling.”

      “Oh,” Elena said. “Congratulations.” She hadn’t spoken to Mia since Christmas. “That’s great. You deserve it.”

      Mia sighed. “I know this is too little too late, but I miss you too.”

      Elena smiled. “Want to try a book night on Friday? We can celebrate your acceptance.” She knew it wouldn’t be that easy, getting Mia back into her life.

      “Okay,” Mia said, surprising Elena. “I have to study beforehand, but a book night sounds good.” She looked around. “It won’t be the same without Bee’s, though.”

      Before she could respond, someone tried to open the door.

      “We’re closed,” Elena said.

      “It’s Lucas.” She opened the door and he stepped in, his head grazing the door frame. Mia stepped back, too far for it to seem natural.

      “Hey,” Elena said. “I didn’t think you’d come back.”

      “I left my key to get into office on campus.” He paused. “It’s for the student magazine office. I’m helping with that this semester. Have you seen it?”

      Elena looked around, and saw it on the counter. She reached over for it. “There you go.”

      He was looking at Mia, though, who looked like she wanted to make an escape.

      “You go to San Mateo Prep, right?”

      Mia nodded. “Yes.”

      Elena leaned her head toward Mia. “She just got into Glensford College, full ride.”

      Lucas smiled his disarming smile. “No way. That’s great. You’ll love the campus.” He looked at Mia, with an eager glance. “I can show you around, if you want. I’m headed there now. It could be like a mini campus tour, with no students on campus yet.”

      Mia shook her head. “Sorry, I have to study.” Her words were too quick. She looked at Elena. “See you at book night.” Then she looked back at Lucas. “Thank you for the offer.” Then she was out of the shop.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Lucas asked, obviously not used to being rejected when he brought out his smile.

      Elena shook her head. “Mia’s like that. You didn’t do anything.” She turned to the door. “I should lock up. Thank you for the help earlier.”

      Lucas stepped out with her. “Yeah. No problem. I don’t mind helping my brother’s girlfriend. We’re almost family.”

      “You’re funny,” Elena said as she locked up Bee’s for the last time. The idea settled on her. It wouldn’t be the last time, just for this building. She’d get a better, bigger Bee’s up and running. “Thanks again.”

      Lucas nodded. He looked at his watch. “I should go. See you at New Years. Good luck with that driving lesson.”

      Then he was off. Elena walked to Marco’s car, and got into the driver’s seat. Her hand trembled as she closed the door.

      Marco reached for it from the passenger side.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      Elena nodded. “No, but if I don’t start now, I never will be.”
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