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Eloise



I push open the door of Uptown Veterinary Hospital and step outside into the cold January air.

The sky is covered with granite-gray clouds, so stony and dead they look like they could flatten the skyscrapers. It’s January 2nd. A new year. It’s supposed to be a day of new beginnings.

Instead, it’s an ending.

It’s seven blocks to my apartment, and each one feels like an eternity. Walton Doggins’s food will still be in its place in the cupboard. His toys will be on the couch where I left them. Bony fingers curl around my heart, squeezing it with every agonizing beat. I clutch the small carrier at my side—a purse, really, with a space cut out so Walton could stick his head through. I think of all the times I took him to Central Park in this bag, after he got too sick to go on walks.

When I reach my building, Hector is standing outside in his doorman’s cap and long black coat, smoking. He freezes when he sees me, then his gaze travels to the empty bag. His face falls.

“Oh no,” he says.

I nod.

“Why do you do this so many times, mija?”

I shrug. How can I explain that someone needs to care for the sick and elderly dogs that no one else wants? And someone needs to be there to hold their paw, so they won’t be alone when they pass. I never know the right words. There are a lot of things I don’t know how to say. So I don’t say anything.

Hector opens the door for me, and I step into the lobby. The fake Christmas tree is still up, lights twinkling. The reception desk is polished marble, and a pair of leather couches sits in the corner opposite, beneath some weird abstract painting that probably cost a fortune. If I hadn’t inherited a rent-controlled apartment on Central Park West from my Uncle Lenny (who’d inherited it from my grandfather), I’d never be able to afford to live here. And if my best friend, Rachel, hadn’t told me to create Silver Snoot Rescue and then used her influence on social media to get donations, I wouldn’t be able to care for so many old dogs. My side hustle, making specialty dog treats for an online pet bakery, Treats Gourmand, isn’t enough to cover all the vet bills.

I trudge past reception to the elevator and check my phone. I haven’t heard from Rachel in a couple of days. She’s been out of the country with her boyfriend, Diego, ringing in the New Year someplace warm and sunny in Mexico, where Diego is from.

I should tell her about Walton—she would want to know. But I think she might be on a plane back to the city right now.

I push the button, and the elevator doors open, taking me nine flights up to my floor. I step off into a hall with dark green carpeting and gold Art Deco-style lights on the walls. I can hear Miriam in 9A talking to her cats. Miriam is the only neighbor I know, and the only reason I know anyone else’s name in this building. I watch her cats for her when she goes to visit her mother in Utica. She’s extremely nosy and extremely talkative, which is great for someone like me who hates having to keep up a conversation, but also difficult because I never know how to get her to stop.

I pass 9B and the faint strains of a viola weave their way through the heavy wooden door. That’s where Mr. Bloom lives. He used to play in the New York Philharmonic—or that’s what Miriam says. But he got sick, and now he only plays at home. Mr. Bloom hates socializing as much as I do. Whenever I see him out in the park, when I’m with the Pack, we pretend we don’t know each other.

I hear the baby crying and a toddler screaming in 9C. 9D I’ve never seen but the air outside his apartment always smells like marijuana. 9E I nicknamed Soul Cycle—a lesbian power couple who are in offensively good shape. I always see them in matching, expensive workout gear when I’m taking the dogs out. 9F is Madame Boularès, a French widow who dresses in black and listens to a lot of Édith Piaf and Jacques Brel. I can hear the chorus of “La Vie en Rose” as I pass.

And then me. 9G.

The bag hanging from my shoulder feels heavy in its emptiness. My hand shakes as I slip the key into the lock. I hate this part. Coming home without one of them. My throat pinches as I turn the latch and open the door.

The sounds of Mozart waft down the long hall from the living room. The Colonel loves Mozart.

I put the bag down, take off my boots, and hang Walton’s leash on its peg. I have seven pegs in total, though only four dogs.

Three. I have three dogs now.

I pass the kitchen on my left and start down the hall to the living room, where the Pack is. The moment my feet creak on the hardwood floor, I hear the thump that signifies Charleston has become aware of my presence. The next thing I see is a roly-poly black pug with a graying chest and muzzle coming at me as fast as his chubby little legs can carry him. Charleston is mostly blind, but his nose is as sharp as a puppy’s. He barrels directly into my legs, and I drop down to stroke his ears, soft as silk. Charleston sniffs at me, then sniffs around expectantly. My chest aches. He’s looking for Walton.

“No buddy,” I say quietly. “He’s not coming back. Let’s change your diaper.”

Hazelnut is just waking up from her snooze on the large dog bed in the living room when I enter. Hazelnut is an eleven-year-old long-haired dachshund and the queen of the house. She kept getting returned by her adopters. “Mean,” people called her. But they were wrong—she’s not bossy, just particular. She likes things how she likes them.

Her soft, caramel-colored coat gleams in the cold light coming in through the windows. My corner apartment is huge, especially by New York standards. When I lived here with Uncle Lenny, everything was so sterile and bland. Ikea couch, basic coffee table, bookshelves full of dusty leather-bound tomes. Uncle Lenny was a lawyer.

Now, the furniture is all vintage and mismatched, the books are dog-eared romances and mysteries, and every surface is covered with plants. There’s a spider plant in a smiley face mug, two enormous dracaenas, a creeping fig, some peace lilies, a couple of flamingo flowers, a Boston fern, and all matter of succulents that line my windowsills, or sit in large ceramic pots along the walls, on side tables, or tucked on the bookshelves. Nothing toxic, of course.

I pick up Hazelnut and nuzzle into her softness. She starts to lick my face rapidly. I hadn’t realized I’d started crying again.

A low moan brings my attention to the Colonel, sprawled out on the plaid blanket that covers one side of my 1970s rust-colored couch. He’s a German shepherd, my newest adoptee with only eight months in the Pack, and the youngest at nine years old. The Colonel is diabetic but the sweetest old man you’ll ever meet.

“Hey Colonel,” I say, carrying Hazelnut over to sit beside him. Charleston follows but misses the mark and trots past us into the wall before righting himself and finding his way back to my feet. I give a watery chuckle.

I take a moment just to be with the Pack. To smell the Colonel’s dog breath, to listen to the snorts of Charleston, to feel the skin on my cheek begin to chap thanks to Hazelnut’s excessive grooming. I feel the absence of Walton, the space he’s left behind. But I also feel his presence, the energy that remains from him. Like I can still feel Ginger Doggers and Summer and Lucky Lou.

I love them all so much, and I miss them all so much, and I love all the ones I haven’t even met yet, and, somehow, I miss them too.

Rachel once asked me if I’d ever thought about loving a human that way. A human man in a romantic way, she clarified before I could tell her I love her that way. I laughed, and it must have been a different kind of laugh because she looked a little worried. I told her I didn’t need a human man in my life. I’ve got plenty of four-legged males to look after.

Dating also requires two things I’m no good at. 1. Meeting new people. 2. Talking.

Rachel knows my diagnosis better than anyone—well, besides my therapist. I can recite it by rote at this point. Generalized anxiety disorder, likely stemming from a combination of early childhood trauma due to the sudden death of my parents at age two, plus differences in my brain chemistry and function. Symptoms: persistent worrying, overthinking, perceiving situations as threats even when they aren’t, fear of making the wrong decision … blah blah blah. So, yeah. Even taking a daily SSRI and using the breathing exercises my therapist has taught me, I’m still a mess when it comes to interacting with people. From my limited experience, men aren’t all that crazy about hanging out with someone who can’t go to Sunday brunch without having a panic attack.

Besides, Rachel is the only soulmate I need. We’ve known each other since we were in first grade—I was the weird kid with the dead parents, and Rachel was the weird kid in foster care. Things like father–daughter dances or making family trees in art class didn’t apply to us. My family tree had one little Lenny leaf on it. Rachel used to pretend she was related to a whole bunch of famous people—Marilyn Monroe, Denzel Washington, Lin-Manuel Miranda.

Even when she moved to a new foster family in a different district during high school, we stayed close. Rachel outshines everyone in every room she walks into. She’s gorgeous—slender yet curvy with light brown skin and thick dark hair, her lips always painted a bright scarlet, her wardrobe meticulously curated. The polar opposite of me: Short. Wild brown curls. Small features. Hesitant smile. No makeup. Partial to overalls and nineties band tees.

We’re going to grow old together and live in adjoining rooms at some old folks’ home in Yonkers and learn how to play Mah Jong. And there will be dogs. There will always be dogs.

As I’m getting up to change Charleston’s diaper, my phone starts to ring. More tears fill my eyes as I see Rachel’s name and contact photo appear on the screen. I used a selfie of us having a picnic in Central Park, Rachel holding up a bottle of Prosecco and making a funny face, her tongue sticking out and her eyes crossed.

I take a deep breath before answering, preparing myself to break the news, but before I even get out a hello, she cuts me off.

“EL!” she shouts, so loud I have to hold the phone away from my ear. “Eloise Madigan Whitechapel, do I have NEWS for YOU!”

Rachel does this sometimes when she gets excited, emphasizing certain words in a way that makes them feel like cymbals crashing together.

A sudden shiver of trepidation runs up my spine, though I can’t say why.

“Okay,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. When Rachel gets loud, I get soft.

“Diego and I are ENGAGED!” This is followed by a series of shrieks and squeals and maybe some other words, but the world has muted around me. I feel an out of body sensation, like I’m floating above this scene, like the hands holding my phone are no longer my own.

Engaged? I knew it was kind of serious with Diego—this has certainly been her longest relationship to date. And Rachel and I are in our thirties now. I guess getting engaged is a normal thing for people our age to do.

But she’s my Rachel. She’s my best friend who I can call in the middle of the night if I’m spiraling, or who knows she can only drag me out for margaritas on Mondays when El Taco Loco isn’t crowded, or who purchased specific Halloween outfits for all my dogs and then threw a party for them at my apartment with only the two of us because she knows how anxious parties make me.

She’s my soulmate.

Not Diego’s.

But … now she is Diego’s. She’ll be his wife. Wives are more important than friends. I’ll be second, forever now.

“El?” Rachel says, quieter this time, like she’s finally hearing my silence. The way she always does. She always hears what I don’t say.

For the second time today, my heart breaks in two.

But this is Rachel, and I won’t ever ruin her happiness, even if it feels like it threatens my own. So I hitch a smile on my face and take a breath.

“Congratulations!”
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Agustín



Five Months Later

I am not supposed to be here.

I try to keep my leg from bouncing as the man sitting across the desk from me adjusts his glasses, his eyes fixed on his laptop screen and the article I wrote.

A series of fortunate yet unfortunate events has led me to this moment—somehow, after only five months of living in New York, I’ve landed in the sleek, professional offices of The New Yorker.

The window behind Neil Rasmussen, senior editor, lets in the bright May sunlight, the Hudson River sparkling as it curves around the lower tip of Manhattan and stretches north. This is the first really warm day I’ve experienced since moving here in January. I thought March was supposed to be when spring started, but it turns out the weather stays pretty cold all through April. My mom was so worried I would freeze to death in my tiny apartment in Bushwick that she sent me a care package with assorted gloves, mittens, scarves, and one extremely wooly hat complete with a giant pompom. In Mexico City, where I’m from, it never drops below six degrees. That’s Celsius. I really don’t understand the resistance to Celsius here. Same goes for the metric system.

But it turned out I loved the cold! I loved the snow, and the gray skies, and the wind that chapped my skin, and the slush that formed in huge puddles around streetcorners. I love everything about New York. It’s the place I’ve dreamed of living ever since my abuelo moved here when I was just a little kid to help support our family.

A man who, as I’ve recently discovered, was not the person I’d thought he was.

My jaw clenches, and I swallow down the anger that threatens to rise in the back of my throat like bile. Anger is not a comfortable emotion for me. I’m a pretty positive person—my mom always teased that I should be in El Club de los Optimistas, an NGO in Mexico back in the nineties.

But I idolized Abuelo. He was my damn hero. I grew up hearing all the stories from my mom and my tías about how he would help those in the neighborhood, always quietly without fanfare—buying groceries for the single mom down the street, enrolling a pair of rebellious teens in a volunteer program, hosting a huge party on Nochebuena for all our neighbors that would last into the early hours of Christmas morning. To me, he was larger than life.

I was only five when he moved to New York City—another sacrifice, another sign of his greatness. Leaving his family to provide us all a better life. Working as a janitor to send money home. He could never afford to come back and visit, but he always called on our birthdays. I’ve held the few tangible memories I had of him close, clutching them tightly. I can still smell the scent of his pipe tobacco and hear his deep laugh and feel the scratch of his whiskers when he would wrap me in one of his warm hugs. He was a man who embodied everything good in this world. Or so I thought.

Neil looks up from my article and leans back in his ergonomic chair. I have to press my foot against the floor to keep my leg steady.

“So,” he says. “Your grandfather was El Rasca?”

I nod. If someone had mentioned El Rasca to me five months ago, I’d have no clue what they were talking about. I’d only just unpacked my bags on the 2nd of January when my older sister, Lupe, called me. Manuel, Lupe’s husband, accidentally served Abuelita ponche con pikete—spiked punch—on New Year’s Eve. Suddenly, she started talking about Abuelo, and dropped a truth bomb that detonated the holiday mood.

Abuelo had a secret second family in the US. A wife and a son.

“And you’re saying,” Neil says, steepling his fingers together and fixing me with a sharp gaze, “that he had a second family back in Mexico the whole time he was working as an activist here in the city?”

My jaw clenches again. Neil is making it sound like we were the secret second family, when it’s the other way around.

But! I’m not about to insult the man who holds my dreams in the palm of his hand. What’s the English expression? Don’t look a gift horse in the face?

“Yes,” I say. When I first got the call from Lupe, it felt like earthquake sirens going off, the foundation of my being beginning to crumble. Abuelo was a man of legend in my house. I was named after him. And he was a liar and a cheater.

So I did what any good journalist would do. I started digging. I dug, and I dug, and I found out there were more lies. Abuelo wasn’t even working as a damn janitor at all. He was an activist, a well-known figure in New York City, fighting for the rights of immigrants and the Latino community. They called him El Rascacielos—the Skyscraper. Probably because he was short. Latinos do nicknames like that.

Lupe is pissed at me for uncovering the truth about him. But I’m a journalist, and uncovering the truth is my literal job description. No matter how painful it might be personally.

“He took his second wife’s name to hide his true identity. He lied to my grandmother—to my family. And yet, he did good for the community here in New York. I think his story fits with the series you’re doing.”

My boss at The Brooklyn Daily News is friends with a fact-checker here who told him The New Yorker was planning a series of features on important figures in recent New York history, calling it The Voices of the City. They were also looking for “diverse viewpoints,” and broadened their submission rules exclusively for the series. Writing for The New Yorker has been a dream of mine since I decided to go into journalism, and this is my one shot.

Neil glances at his laptop. “You’ve done thorough research.”

I nod.

“You’ve got a great sense of humor,” he adds. “And your voice certainly fits with our publication. Your English is very good.”

My English is damn near perfect. Now let’s hope I don’t accidentally misgender him.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Yes, your résumé is very impressive,” Neil says. “Reforma, El País, El Universal … And now you work for The Brooklyn Daily News?”

I nod. “Antonio Lopez sponsored my visa.” Antonio has lived in New York for twenty years but he’s from Mexico City, like me. I met him through my cousin, Nacha, who is dating Antonio’s nephew. Even in cities as big as New York or CDMX, you can always find someone who knows someone you’re related to.

“Don’t you worry about tarnishing El Rasca—sorry, your grandfather’s legacy?”

I purse my lips. “I think the truth matters more than a legacy.”

It wouldn’t be professional to say I’m hoping to tarnish his legacy. That exposing Abuelo’s lies feels like the only way I can exact any justice for my family. Even though Abuelo has been dead for eleven years, the sense of betrayal I feel is acute, like a fresh cut from a razor blade. There’s a special kind of pain that comes with learning your childhood hero wasn’t who you thought he was.

I love my family more than anything else in this world. I thought we were good, all of us, to the core. So yeah, Abuelo’s “legacy” isn’t something I’m interested in protecting.

I’ve been working on this article in my spare time and on weekends, in between covering things like the new recycling rules in Park Slope, or something called the Polar Bear Plunge in Coney Island, which sounded intriguing but turned out to be a bunch of white people jumping into the ocean at subzero temperatures. I do not think I will ever understand that.

“I really like the intersection of the personal and the political. The activist and the man. El Rasca was a force in this city. This is exactly what we’re looking for. But what about the family, the …” He skims his fingers over the trackpad of his laptop. “The Cuevas family?”

My skin prickles at the name. “Fernanda Cuevas died of cancer five years ago. She and my abuelo had one son—Ricardo Cuevas. I’ve been trying to contact him.”

“Well, we’d need a quote from him in order to run this,” Neil says, leaning back in his chair again. “To cover our bases.” A seagull swoops past the window and out toward New Jersey. I have to press my palm to my knee to keep my leg still.

I’ve been trying to talk with Ricardo for over a month. He works for a huge Mexican media company called Grupo Real. All my emails have bounced back, and I can’t get through on his direct line because apparently all the receptionists have been highly trained in evasive tactics like they’re working for the pinche Centro Nacional de Inteligencia.

But if Neil says I need a quote from Ricardo, then I’ll get a quote from Ricardo.

“Of course,” I say. “No problem.”

“Okay,” Neil says, closing his laptop with a click. “The series is running for a year, starting in June. We can pencil your article in for publication in early January. Which means I’d need the final draft by mid-November for edits.”

“Not a problem,” I reply immediately. I feel a faint buzzing sensation in my chest.

Neil stands and shakes my hand.

“Welcome to The New Yorker,” he says.

[image: ]

I step into the late afternoon sunlight and have to suppress the urge to fling my arms out and spin around, like that nun in the movie with the Nazis.

The sun glints off the glass windows of the surrounding skyscrapers and the wind off the water is crisp and cool. I weave my way through a group of tourists taking photos of the 9/11 Memorial and take out my phone. I have a text from Lupe on our family thread with a video of one of my nieces’ figure skating lessons, one from Antonio asking how the interview went, and another from my younger sister, Carolina.

Dude, you think Lupe’s trying to live out her childhood Disney on Ice dreams?

I chuckle. Caro and I are really close.

With three aunts, six cousins (all primas), two sisters, and four nieces, my family is about 95 percent female. And it’s great! I love women. In a respectful, noncreepy way. There’s no machismo in the Martinez family. My dad is probably the most mild-mannered, open-minded person I know. Caro calls him an accidental feminist. When she came out to my parents as bisexual, my mom immediately started making tacos campechanos—my mom’s reaction to any big emotion is cooking—and my dad just nodded, gave her a hug, and put on a Juan Gabriel record.

I text Antonio the good news, thanking him for helping me get the interview, then duck into an empty ATM vestibule to get to work. Surely some receptionist at Grupo Real will at least let me through to his company voicemail.

I’m not sure exactly what I should say to him though. Hi, I’m your nephew. Your father cheated on my abuela with your mom. Surprise!

Don’t think Hallmark sells cards for that.

I dial the number, and a woman I’m sure I haven’t spoken to before says in polite Spanish, “Grupo Real, how can I direct your call?”

“Hi,” I say. “I’m trying to get in touch with Ricardo Cuevas.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Cuevas isn’t here.”

“Can I leave a message?”

“What is this in regard to, sir?”

It’s like they think I’m trying to steal state secrets. I’ve tried being upfront about being a journalist, told them I was a relative, and pretended to have a delivery that needed his confirmation. All with no luck. Maybe the receptionists at Grupo Real should work at the CNI.

“I used to work with his father,” I say, attempting yet another tactic. “Before he died,” I add, for sympathy. “And I’ve got some of his things I thought Ricardo might want to have. I know they were very close.”

I have no idea if they were close, but I’m hoping this woman doesn’t either.

“Oh,” she says. “That’s so kind of you.” She hesitates then adds, “But Mr. Cuevas is working in the Beijing offices at the moment.”

Beijing! Dammit. At least I’m getting somewhere with this receptionist though.

“Ah,” I say, “that must be why I can’t get through. Tell me, is there an address I could send his things to?”

“I can’t give you an address,” she says.

“No, of course not,” I say. “How silly of me for asking.” Then I give a big sigh. “It’s just some personal correspondence from his father that I think he’d like to have.”

“Well,” she says slowly, “Mr. Cuevas will be at the wedding in October. Mr. Alvarez has invited many people in the company to attend. Mr. Cuevas is in the marketing department, and I know they’re all going.”

Jorge Alvarez is the CEO of Grupo Real. I did some light background. He’s already married—though I haven’t checked anything personal on him in a while. Maybe he got divorced?

“The wedding, of course,” I say. “Thank you so much.”

“Have a good day,” she chirps and hangs up.

I immediately Google Alvarez wedding Grupo Real. The first article that pops up is from a couple of months ago, in the society pages of Quién.

Diego Alvarez to wed in splashy affair in Mexico City

The photo is of a good-looking Chilango dude with his arm around a beautiful Latina woman. There’s no date for the wedding, just the general month of October. Which would technically give me enough time to meet Neil’s deadline of mid-November. But I bet this wedding is going to have incredibly tight security, so there’s no way I’ll be able to sneak in or pretend to be a guest in order to talk to Ricardo.

I head back out onto the street, my mind churning. The only way I can get a quote from Ricardo is if I get an actual invite to this wedding. My heart sinks. I may as well be asking for a trip to the moon.

No, I think the moon would be easier.
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I’m still lost in thought as I head to the subway.

I love the New York subway system. Yes, sometimes it stinks, and it’s crowded, and unreliable on weekends, and there’s usually someone asking you for money or urinating on the platform, but there’s this sense of community on the train. We’re all in this together. Even though no one ever looks at each other and when someone starts shouting about Jesus, everybody just pretends it’s not happening. I love the sense of time travel the subway gives you—going underground and emerging in a totally different part of the city. There’s a feeling of endless movement, of connectivity, of neighborhoods sprouting up like mushrooms. The subway is the connective tissue of New York, its nervous system, pulsing with energy and electricity.

I get off at Borough Hall and head toward the small cocktail bar on Henry Street that my friend Eva has apparently been dying to try. Nicolas and Eva Garcia are brother and sister—they live in Bushwick (like me) and they’re Chilangos from Mexico City (like me). That’s about where our similarities end. I met them at a local dive bar in our neighborhood back in February, and we started hanging out. I could never tell what they did for a living, and then I realized: nothing. They do nothing. Their father runs a huge real estate company in CDMX, and they’ve been living in New York for three years, just throwing parties and going on vacations and generally existing, as far as I can tell.

Apparently, this is a thing in Bushwick: kids from rich families living in a scruffier neighborhood and pretending they are “of the common man.”

My scalp prickles as it occurs to me that they are exactly the kind of people who would run in Diego Alvarez’s circle.

The cocktail bar is on a corner, with big windows revealing circular booths inside. I catch sight of my reflection as I enter—my thick black hair can most charitably be described as “unruly” and the wind off the water back in FiDi did not do me any favors. I run my fingers through it and pull open the door. It’s five thirty, so there are only a handful of other patrons inside. Nico and Eva sit in one of the booths facing the windows, and Eva leaps up to greet me.

“Oh my god, look at you!” she cries in Spanish, kissing my cheek. “Qué guapo.” She runs her fingers along my blue button-down shirt, which is, to be fair, the nicest one I own. I’m generally a tee and hoodie type of guy.

“Qué tal, wey,” Nicolas says, getting up to give me his usual quick, two-pat bro hug.

“How was the interview?” Eva gushes, as Nico waves the waitress over.

“Good,” I say, switching to English to order a negroni, then back to Spanish. “They’re giving me a chance.”

“No mames!” Eva gasps. Eva is always gasping. She’s one of the most excitable people I’ve ever met. She styles herself a bit like Amy Winehouse, with big hair and cat-eye makeup and red lips.

“That’s great, bro,” Nico says, sipping his old-fashioned. Nico, in contrast to Eva, always looks like he just rolled out of bed and threw on whatever clothes were within reach.

“So what did they say? When can I buy my copy? This is so cool,” Eva says breathlessly. “The New Yorker!”

I shift on the faux leather, and it creaks. All Eva and Nico really know about the article is that it’s about an activist from Mexico. They had no idea who El Rasca was when I mentioned his name. Besides, they aren’t the sort of immigrants Abuelo was fighting on behalf of. I don’t begrudge them their money; they just don’t get what it’s like for people like me.

“I still have some work left to do,” I tell her. “Actually, I could use your help.”

Eva sits up, her dark eyes sparkling.

“Any chance you guys know a Diego Alvarez? His father runs Grupo R—”

Eva shrieks so loud I jump.

“Know him?” she says, then starts laughing. Even Nico gives a chuckle as he downs the rest of his drink. “Obviously! Nico used to play golf with Diego at Club de Golf Chapultepec. Our mom has lunch with his mom all the time at Hoyo 20.”

“Yeah, he has a killer backswing,” Nico grumbles.

My pulse trips in my veins. Surely I can’t get this lucky twice in one day. “Seriously?”

“He got engaged to some gringa a few months ago,” Nico says lazily.

“Rachel Lazcari,” Eva pipes up. “Her Insta is fire. Their wedding is going to be insane. I can’t wait. It’s all anyone is talking about back home.”

“So you two are going?” I ask. Eva nods eagerly. I lean forward. “Is there any chance you could get me an invitation?”

Nico looks confused and Eva frowns. “Why?” she asks.

“I need to talk to someone at the wedding,” I admit. “One of the other guests. This person is the last piece of the puzzle I need to complete the article, and I’m having a hard time getting in touch with him.”

Eva’s face crinkles with pity. “Oh, Agustín,” she says, patting my hand as the waitress comes over with my drink. “There’s no way. This wedding is, like, the event of the year. Of the decade. Of the century! Jorge Alvarez is loaded.” She enunciates each syllable, then plucks an olive from her martini glass and chews. “He’s even bought out most of the Four Seasons for the guests. They’re, like, gonna close down Centro.”

“They’re not closing down Centro,” Nico says, rolling his eyes. Centro Histórico is the historic center of Mexico City, full of museums and iconic buildings.

“Okay, but you know how protective Señor Alvarez is about privacy.”

“You don’t even know the wedding will be in Centro,” Nico points out.

Eva purses her lips. “True. The invitation is just a QR code to RSVP. No location or even an exact date yet, because they’re keeping things so locked down for security. I heard Diego Luna and Gael García Bernal are going to be there. And there’s a rumor Luis Miguel might sing.”

Holy shit, if Jorge Alvarez can get El Sol de México to perform at his son’s wedding, then he’s got more influence than I thought.

“Eva, no fucking way Luis Miguel is singing at the wedding, that’s just Abril de la Fuente making shit up as usual,” Nico says. “But yeah, there will definitely be celebrities.”

I take a drink of my negroni, its bitterness coating my mouth. There’s no chance I could talk my way into an event this high profile.

“Wait!” Eva gasps. “I could put you on the list of más-unos!”

“A plus-one list?” I ask, frowning. I’ve never heard of anything like that. Maybe it’s a rich-person thing.

“It’s just for close family and friends,” Eva says, taking out her phone, its jewel-encrusted case flashing in the sunlight. “You know, people in our circles.” Yup, definitely a rich-person thing. “Everyone needs a más-uno at weddings. No exceptions.”

Nico chuckles. “Remember that time I brought Maria-Victoria Ramirez to Tía Jimena’s wedding, and she drank so much mezcal she threw up on the sound system?”

Eva slaps him on the shoulder. “Yes, I do, and you know what? You and the rest of your friends could do with making a list of your own, so shit like that doesn’t happen again. Men,” she mutters, rolling her eyes and typing frantically. “Anyway, we share names of potential dates on the list, so that if any woman needs one, they know they have a trusted recommendation. You cannot attend a wedding without a date. It’s mandatory. And can you think of anything more embarrassing than going to a wedding alone?” She shudders delicately.

“Eva,” I beg. “Please, can you put me on that list?”

“Claro,” she says, playfully nudging my arm. “But I can’t promise anything. The engagement was only announced in January and everything is moving at lighting speed. Everyone I know who’s going already has a plus-one. Nico, you know anyone available?”

“Sorry, bro,” he says to me.

Eva scrolls down her phone and then cocks her head, looking at me.

“What?” I ask.

“Just thinking how I’ll describe you,” she says.

“Describe me?”

“Every man on the list comes with details. Bits of personal info. So the woman can pick the right match.”

I do not love the sound of that. I can’t imagine what details Eva is going to put down about me.

She types something out quickly. “I’m sending this out to my contacts now as Updated Más Unos. And … sent!” She beams at me, then her smile falters. “It’s a long shot, though.”

Long shots are my specialty. Moving to New York? Long shot. Getting a meeting at The New Yorker? Longer shot. This wedding invite may be my longest shot yet.

But I’m an optimist. Pon chonguitos, there’s someone, somewhere out there who still needs a date to this wedding.
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“El, you need a date to the wedding.”

I choke on my complimentary champagne as Rachel throws back the curtain of the private dressing room at Atelier Unveiled and steps out into the little circular show area.

“What?” I cough and put my glass down, temporarily blinded by the thousands of crystals sewn into the bodice of the wedding gown my best friend is currently strapped into. “No!”

“No to the dress or no to the date?” Rachel asks.

“Both,” I say, as she turns to examine her reflection in the large mirrors.

“Yeah, this feels like a Swarovski store threw up on me,” she says, frowning. “And god, it’s tight. Okay, next.”

She disappears behind the curtain to try on another option. This is the seventh dress shop we’ve visited in the months since her engagement. Rachel’s deep-seated pickiness is going to result in her wearing a burlap sack down the aisle. Honestly, she’d probably look amazing in burlap and start a new trend.

Ever since her call back in January with the news, I have been determined to stay positive. Or at least, to not let Rachel sense the spiraling panic that’s been slowly tightening within me. The fear that I’ll lose her. That things will change. That she won’t be my Rachel anymore.

But I’ve looked at flower arrangements and bridesmaid dresses and hairstyles and makeup options—Rachel has that covered, seeing as she’s about to open her own line of cosmetics. She’s a well-established influencer on social media, and her makeup tutorials have gained her a massive following. I’ve done all the things a best friend is supposed to do, and I’ve even managed to smile through most of it.

A date, though, is a bridge too far. And Rachel should know that.

I’ve never had real a boyfriend. I dated, kind of, back in college. I’ve hooked up, had sex, ticked off those experiences. But real intimacy is just not in the cards for someone like me, and guys don’t like to wait around, or so I’ve discovered.

She sweeps the curtain aside and steps back out. This dress isn’t as bad as the last one—strapless, skintight, with a fishtail skirt. It hugs Rachel’s incredible figure, and her light brown skin complements the ivory fabric.

“Better,” I say. “But I don’t know if it’s you.”

While part of me has been tempted on more than one occasion to tell her just say yes to the damn dress already so I don’t have to keep going to all these appointments, I could never do that. I know how important this is to her. I understand Rachel’s perfectionist tendencies the way she understands my anxiety.

She angles one hand on her hip, and chews on her lower lip. “Yeah,” she agrees. “I don’t know, maybe strapless isn’t the way to go for this. Diego’s family is, like, mega conservative. He keeps telling me that whatever I want is fine, but I’m like, honey, I worked in the Hamptons for a summer. These kinds of people do not know the meaning of ‘fine.’ There is no fine. I need to … I don’t know … fit.”

You fit with me, I want to say.

“You fit wherever you are,” I say aloud. “Because you’re Rachel. If his family doesn’t see that, they’re idiots.”

She turns her gaze on me, a smile blooming across her face. Rachel has the best smile. It makes you feel like you’ve just eaten a lemon drop—sunny and tart and sweet all at once. She shuffles over, the skirt so tight she can barely move her legs, and plops down next to me.

“You know you’re my best friend ever, right?”

“Right,” I say.

“And you know I need you with me for this, because no one else gets me the way you do, right?”

I feel a pinch of pride.

“Right,” I say again.

“I know this is a lot for you,” she says. “Even though you’re like the first maid of honor in the history of weddings with approximately zero responsibilities.”

I grin. Rachel knows that planning a bachelorette party or a bridal shower is simply not within my capabilities. Coordinating with people I don’t know? Not a chance. I can’t send an email without rereading it twelve times and then having a mild panic attack afterward. Rachel’s other friends are loud, and cool, and fun, and the opposite of me.

“But I was wondering if you could take on just one teeny tiny responsibility …” she says hesitantly.

My pulse kicks up, and I feel the beads of sweat start to form under my arms. Rachel chuckles.

“It’s not scary, it’s a good thing,” she promises. She can always tell when my anxiety revs up. She purses her lips. “Okay, maybe it’s a little scary.”

“Not helping,” I say.

She squeezes my hand. “Will you say a few words at the reception? Not like, a whole big, long speech or anything but …”

Her voice trails off, and I feel like the bottom has dropped out of my stomach. All the blood drains from my face, and my heart rate accelerates as the Worry Wheel goes into overdrive.

After years of therapy, I’ve learned to visualize my anxiety as a wheel, like on Wheel of Fortune, except instead of $500 or Mystery Vacation, the little wheel slices say things like This Interaction Will Haunt You Forever or Unbearable Shame or They’re Probably Mad at You. It’s always the same pattern: something happens, my heart rate spikes, the sweat starts to form, and the Wheel click-click-clicks away, spinning faster and faster until it lands on a slice. Then the signals shoot to my brain, and the thoughts come, too fast—horrible thoughts popping up like whack-a-moles, making it hard to breathe.

When I can picture it as a wheel, I can try to slow it down. I’ve tried to put good slices on the Worry Wheel, to counteract the bad ones. Dogs, for example. Rachel, for another.

But this request sets the Worry Wheel flying and of course it lands on I Will Be Bad at This and Ruin Everything. Because I will be so bad at this. And ruin everything.

She wants me to speak in front of people? At the wedding?

With everyone looking at me? There will be like five hundred people there.

What if I say the wrong thing? What if I don’t say anything at all, and my brain stops working, and there’s an endless excruciating silence before I melt into a puddle of shame?

What if I ruin Rachel’s wedding?

My throat has closed up so that only a thin wisp of air can reach my lungs. My scalp pulses. I’m fully sweating under my arms now. My fuzzy pink cardigan feels too constricting.

“Eloise,” Rachel says calmly, squeezing my hand, and suddenly I can breathe again. I look into my best friend’s warm face, feel her hand in mine, and bring myself back into my body. “Please. I need you. George and Mina will be there, but it’s not the same. They’re not you.” George and Mina were Rachel’s foster parents when she was in high school. “You’re my ride or die. You’re my rock.”

And I know that I have to say yes. Of course I will say yes. Because this is Rachel. She’s my rock, too.

“Yes,” I squeak.

“Ahhhhhh!” Rachel cries and throws her arms around me. She’s the only person who can hug me like this, and I feel her laughter against my chest, and then I’m laughing too, because Rachel’s happiness is infectious.

“Oh my god, thank you, El, thank you,” she says, releasing me. She bounces up and down on the couch gleefully.

“Is it really that exciting?” I ask, bemused.

“Oh, the fact that you just agreed to stand up in front of hundreds of people to support me? Yes, that’s exciting. And before you freak out, literally two sentences is fine. You do not need to make a long speech.”

My stomach twists. The wedding is already taking me away from the Pack for a week—the longest I’ve ever been away from home in my life. I’ve been trying to figure out what to do about dog sitting. With the Colonel’s shots and Charleston’s diaper and Hazel’s attitude, they’re quite the special needs bunch. Rachel keeps saying I’ll love Mexico City, but I’m not so sure. I don’t believe there’s a place on earth better than New York.

“But,” she says, “you still need a date.”

My muscles freeze. “No,” I say. “Rachel, come on. A date? With who? I don’t know any men. I don’t date!”

“That’s a whole other conversation you know I would love to get into,” she says, standing. “Let me get out of this dress, I feel like I’m a sausage in a casing.” Her high pony swings back and forth as she scurries behind the curtain and closes it. “Listen,” she calls out as I down the rest of my flute of champagne. “This isn’t me being pushy for no reason, I swear. This is an Alvarez family thing.”

I don’t know much about Diego’s family except that they’re very wealthy, run a media company in Mexico, and Diego works at their offices here.

“What do you mean, a family thing?” I ask warily.

“So, there’s this whole story Diego told me. About a curse.”

I raise an eyebrow. “A curse.”

“Yes, and I can picture that face you’re making, and I know it sounds insane BUT.” Rachel pokes her head through one side of the curtain. “I think it might be real.”

I slip out of my cardigan, my body temperature still too high from my almost-panic attack, and fold my arms over my chest. “Okay …”

She grins and disappears back behind the curtain. “So,” she continues, “his family is, like, crazy superstitious. And most of the superstitions are whatever, like don’t walk under a ladder or broken mirrors causing bad luck. But, this one time, like forty years ago, Diego’s Tío Abuelo Alberto—”

“What’s a tío abuelo?” I ask.

“It’s his great uncle,” Rachel explains. Rachel is Latina, but she doesn’t speak Spanish. Well, she’s been learning since she started dating Diego. But she was raised by a white foster family, then a Black foster family. “Anyway, Tío Abuelo Alberto didn’t bring a date to this one family wedding. And as a result, he never married, and he had bad luck in love for the rest of his life.” That feels less like a curse and more like a very judgmental family getting up in Tío Abuelo Alberto’s business. “And,” Rachel adds, “the couple whose wedding it was ended up divorcing only two years later!”

She pokes her head through the curtain again. “I cannot get divorced, El. I can’t be cursed. I don’t want to be the one who breaks tradition. I love Diego so much. I know it sounds nuts, but what if? What if it’s real? And if you don’t bring a date to the wedding, and I lose the love of my life, and his family hates me forever and …”

Her brow pulls together, her voice trailing off. She sounds like me at the height of a Worry Wheel episode.

“They’re so rigid about this, El,” she says.

“Can’t I … just bring a friend or something?” I ask desperately.

Rachel cocks an eyebrow. “Sure. Which friend would you like to invite? I’m taken, unfortunately.”

Dammit. She’s got a point. I slump back against the couch. “What do you want me to do?” I ask quietly. “I can’t conjure up a man out of thin air. You know me. You think I can just hop on Tinder and find a wedding date?”

Rachel bites her lower lip. “Let me ask Diego if he knows anyone.”

She disappears back behind the curtain, which is good, because I can’t hide my expression as my mouth puckers in distaste. I don’t want Diego to set me up with someone. That sounds worse than Tinder.

It’s not that I’m against dating. I would love to be normal and go on dates and do the whole “find my person” thing. I used to dream about having a boyfriend and getting married one day, back when I was a teenager. But it’s just not that easy with GAD. I’m too sweaty, and awkward, and I overthink everything. And now Rachel wants to pair me up with one of Diego’s buddies? Someone who probably loves CrossFit and keto diets and listens to Joe Rogan? The Wheel starts to click away again but before I can really work myself up, Rachel dramatically throws open the curtain.

I gasp.

This dress is perfect. The bodice is meticulously crafted out of overlapping layers of lace, forming intricate patterns, with a high neck and cap sleeves that just cover her shoulders. The skirt falls in satiny waves to the floor, so that it billows around her. It’s stunning. It’s majestic and a little bit vintage and exquisitely Rachel.

“You like it?” she asks eagerly.

“I love it,” I say.

She looks at herself in the mirror, and her hands fly to her cheeks. “El, I look so pretty!”

I laugh. “You’re always pretty,” I remind her. “But this is …”

“Yes?” Rachel asks, her eyes sparkling.

“Yes,” I say emphatically.

“Eeep!” she squeals, as she turns this way and that, admiring the dress from every angle. “The fit is amazing. I don’t even think it will need that much tailoring … oh, El! I’m getting married!”

I try to ignore the dip in my stomach at her words and beam at her instead, in a way that I hope looks enthusiastic. Just then, her phone pings with a text. She grabs it, and her eyes widen. Her mouth falls open. “Oh my god, Eloise. You are not going to believe this.”

My stomach dips again, with trepidation this time. “What?”

“Diego came through.” She holds up her phone.

On the screen, I see a document titled in Spanish.

“What’s that?” I ask her.

Rachel looks triumphant. “The Plus-One List.”
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“I can’t believe they have an actual list,” I say to Rachel as we head down the steps to the C train.

“Apparently, it’s not just for his family,” she explains. “Diego says it’s something the women in his—I don’t know, sphere, I guess?—use when they need wedding dates. But it comes in pretty handy when you’re trying to avoid a curse.”

A train arrives just as we reach the platform, and we hurry through the turnstile and onto the crowded car.

“Anyway, it’s better than Tinder.” Rachel winks at me as the doors close with the ever-familiar beep-boop.

“Tinder was never a valid option.”

“Exactly. And this …” She grabs onto the pole as the train lurches forward, then pulls up the list on her phone again. “This is amazing. It’s all in Spanish, though, so I’ll need to translate it.”

“It’s more than just names?” I ask.

“Yeah, it’s got brief descriptions of the guys. Let’s see … ‘alto, más alto, super alto.’ Guess these ladies like tall men.”

“I don’t like tall men,” I say. I’m five foot nothing. Tall men give me a crick in my neck just trying to make eye contact. But I find myself warming to the idea of the plus-one list. It’s transactional. These men understand the rules. Whoever I choose will know he is here so that my friend doesn’t supposedly curse her own wedding
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