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The yellow envelope arrived on a Tuesday, which Maya Diaz believed was the ugliest day of the week. Mondays at least had the excuse of being Monday. Wednesdays had hump day energy. Thursdays were almost Friday. But Tuesdays? Tuesdays were just gray and pointless and smelled like old coffee.

This particular Tuesday started like any other. Maya woke up to Mr. Whiskers sitting on her face. Her orange tabby cat weighed twelve pounds and had no concept of personal space. She pushed him off, brushed her teeth with a toothpaste that claimed to be "cinnamon flavored" but tasted like a candle, and made a bowl of cereal that was mostly marshmallows.

She was wearing her favorite pajama pants—the ones with the dancing tacos on them—and her hair was in a bun so messy it looked like a bird's nest. She had no meetings today. No freelance deadlines. Just a Tuesday.

The mail came at 10:47 AM. She knew this because she watched the mailman from her window every day. His name was Gerald and he had a mustache that looked like a sleeping caterpillar. He always waved at her. She always waved back. It was the most consistent relationship in her life.

She shuffled downstairs in her fuzzy slippers, grabbed the small stack of mail, and shuffled back up. Junk. Junk. Bill for boots she bought during a mental breakdown last month. And then the envelope.

It was thick. Cream-colored. Expensive-looking in a way that made her stomach clench. No stamp. No return address. Just her name in curly, loopy handwriting that she would recognize anywhere, even if she was blindfolded and underwater.

Maya Diaz.

She knew that handwriting because she had watched it form love letters three years ago. She had watched it sign birthday cards. She had watched it write I love you on a napkin at a diner at 2 AM.

Liam Ashworth's handwriting.

Her hand started shaking. The cereal bowl was still half-full on the counter. Mr. Whiskers was licking the leftover milk. The sun was coming through the window in that weak Tuesday way.

She ripped the envelope open.

Inside was a thick card with gold foil letters. It was so fancy it felt like it should have a velvet rope around it. The words swam in front of her eyes for a moment before they focused.

You are cordially invited to the engagement party of Liam Ashworth and Brittany Cline.

Celebration to follow.

Bring a guest.

El Fuego Cantina. Saturday, September 24th. 7 PM.

Tacos and tequila provided. Heartbreak not included.

The last line wasn't on the card. Maya added that in her head.

She dropped the invitation on the counter. It landed in a small puddle of milk. She didn't even care. Liam Ashworth was getting engaged. Liam Ashworth, who told her she laughed too loud at movies. Liam Ashworth, who said her clothes were "a lot." Liam Ashworth, who dumped her at a coffee shop on a Tuesday exactly three years ago.

He had looked at her across a table covered in half-empty lattes and said, "Maya, you're exhausting. I need someone calmer."

Calmer. That was the word he used. Not smarter. Not funnier. Not kinder. Calmer. Like she was a wild animal he was returning to the zoo.

And now he was engaged to Brittany Cline. Brittany with the quiet voice. Brittany with the neutral-colored sweaters. Brittany who did yoga at 6 AM and probably never laughed too loud at anything.

The worst part? The party was at El Fuego. Her favorite taco place. The one she introduced Liam to on their third date. She had watched him eat his first al pastor taco. She had watched his eyes light up. She had thought, *This is it. This is the man I'm going to marry.*

Now he was getting engaged to someone else at that same restaurant.

"This is a war crime," Maya said to Mr. Whiskers.

Mr. Whiskers licked his paw.

"I'm serious. This is a targeted attack on my emotional wellbeing."

Mr. Whiskers jumped off the counter and walked away.

Maya picked up the invitation again. September 24th. That was two weeks away. Fourteen days to figure out what to do. Fourteen days to decide if she was going to show up alone and prove Liam right—that no one wanted to be with someone as loud and messy and emotional as her.

The thought made her chest hurt.

She needed backup. She needed Chloe.
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Chloe Martinez lived exactly three blocks away, but she acted like it was a cross-country road trip. When Maya called and said "emergency," Chloe showed up in forty-five minutes with a bag of chips, a bottle of wine, and a face mask already applied.

"It's too early for wine," Maya said, letting her in.

"It's five o'clock somewhere," Chloe said. "And your text said 'emotional emergency,' which is code for wine o'clock."

Chloe was the kind of friend who showed up. She had curly red hair that she never brushed, freckles across her nose, and a laugh that could be heard from space. She worked as a kindergarten teacher, which meant she had the patience of a saint and the energy of a golden retriever. She was also brutally honest, which was exactly what Maya needed.

Maya handed her the invitation without a word.

Chloe read it. Her face went through several expressions—confusion, recognition, anger, and then something that looked like murder.

"No," Chloe said.

"Yes."

"No." Chloe shook the invitation. "Absolutely not. He did not send you an invitation to his engagement party at El Fuego."

"He did."

"At the place you introduced him to?"

"The very same."

Chloe set the invitation down like it was radioactive. "This is the most evil thing anyone has ever done. This is villain origin story level. He wants you to show up alone and cry into your guacamole."

"I know."

"So don't go."

"I have to go." Maya flopped onto the couch and pulled a pillow over her face. "If I don't go, he wins. He'll think I'm still heartbroken."

There was a pause. Chloe pulled the pillow off Maya's face.

"Are you still heartbroken?" Chloe asked softly.

Maya stared at the ceiling. The answer was complicated. She didn't love Liam anymore. She hadn't loved him for a long time. But the things he said—the words he used to break up with her—those had stuck. They had burrowed into her brain like little worms.

Exhausting. Too much. Demanding.

She heard those words every time she laughed too loud. Every time she got excited about something. Every time she wanted to stay out late or wear a bright dress or just exist in her own loud, messy way.

"I'm not heartbroken," Maya said finally. "I'm wounded. There's a difference."

Chloe sat down next to her. "Then let's wound him back. Go to the party. But don't go alone."

"Who would I bring? The only single men I know are Greg from accounting, and he smells like tuna."

"What about that guy from the coffee shop? The one with the jawline?"

"He's a barista. I don't even know his name."

"Then find someone. Anyone. Hire an actor."

Maya sat up. "Hire an actor? Like a professional fake boyfriend?"

"Why not? People hire actors for everything. Divorce mediations. Family photos. Court appearances."

"That last one is called a lawyer, Chloe."

"Same energy." Chloe pulled out her phone. "There are websites for this. I saw a TikTok about it."

Maya grabbed her phone away. "I am not hiring a stranger from the internet. What if he's a serial killer? What if he only kills women who laugh too loud at movies?"

"Then you're his perfect target."

"That's not helpful."

Chloe grinned. "I'm just saying. You have options."

Maya put her head in her hands. The options were not good. Option one: go alone and let Liam win. Option two: bring a stranger and risk getting murdered. Option three: don't go and let everyone think she was still crying over a man who wore socks with sandals.

Because Liam wore socks with sandals. That was another thing she should have seen as a red flag.

"There's no one," Maya said. "There's no one in my life who could pretend to be my boyfriend for one night."

Chloe was quiet for a moment. Then her eyes widened. "What about your neighbor?"

Maya looked up. "Leo?"

"The grumpy one. The one who never smiles."

"He smiles."

"He scowls. There's a difference."

Maya thought about Leo Park. He had moved into the apartment next door six months ago. He was tall, with dark hair that fell over his eyes, and he always wore black jeans and band t-shirts that looked older than she was. He worked from home doing something with computers. She wasn't sure what. He never had guests. He never laughed. He never made small talk in the hallway.

But last month, Mr. Whiskers had climbed a tree in the courtyard and refused to come down. Maya had stood at the bottom, crying and calling his name, while a small crowd of neighbors watched. Leo had walked outside, looked at the tree, looked at her, and then climbed it in the rain. He had grabbed Mr. Whiskers by the scruff, climbed back down, and handed her the cat without a word.

He was soaking wet. His shirt was torn. He had a scratch on his arm.

"Thank you," Maya had said.

He had nodded and walked back inside.

"He's not grumpy," Maya said now. "He's... quiet."

"He yelled at a kid for stepping on his lawn."

"The kid was riding a dirt bike through his petunias. That's reasonable."

Chloe tilted her head. "Why would Leo help you? He doesn't even like people."

Maya bit her lip. The truth was, she didn't know if Leo liked her. He had never been rude to her. He had never been warm either. They existed in a strange middle space—neighbors who nodded at each other in the hallway and occasionally exchanged packages.

But he had climbed a tree for her cat. That had to mean something.

"He owes me," Maya said.

"For what?"

"I took in his packages when he was out of town."

"That's not a favor. That's being a neighbor."

"I also baked him cookies once."

"You burned the first batch and gave him the second batch because you didn't want to waste the dough."

"Same difference."

Chloe laughed. "You're delusional. I love it. Go ask him."

"Now?"

"Now. Before you lose your nerve."

Maya stood up. Her heart was pounding. This was a terrible idea. Asking a near-stranger to pretend to be her boyfriend was the kind of thing that got you featured on a true crime podcast.

But Liam was getting engaged at her favorite taco place. And the universe owed her something.

"Fine," she said. "But if he says no, you have to come with me to the party and pretend to be my girlfriend."

Chloe saluted. "I would be honored to wear a fake mustache and call you darling all night."

Maya grabbed her keys and walked out the door before she could change her mind.
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Leo's apartment was exactly one door to the left of hers. She had walked past it hundreds of times. She had heard music through the walls sometimes—old punk rock, the kind with fast drums and angry singing. She had heard him typing late at night, the click of his keyboard like rain on a roof.

She had never knocked on his door for a non-package-related reason.

The door had a dent in it from where he'd accidentally kicked it open while carrying groceries. Maya had witnessed that. He had been holding a bag of oranges and looking annoyed at the world. She had waved. He had nodded. It was the most interaction they'd had in weeks.

She knocked three times.

The door opened.

Leo stood there in a gray t-shirt and gray sweatpants. His hair was messy, like he'd been running his hands through it. He had a pencil tucked behind his ear and a cup of coffee in his hand. His eyes were dark and tired, like he hadn't slept well.

He looked at her like she was a pop-up ad he couldn't close.

"Maya," he said. Flat. Not a question.

"Leo," she said. "Hi. How are you?"

"Busy."

"Great! I'll be quick." She took a deep breath. Her mouth was suddenly dry. "I need you to pretend to be my boyfriend at my ex-boyfriend's engagement party."

Leo stared at her.

The silence stretched. Maya counted the seconds in her head. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

"No," he said, and started to close the door.

Maya stuck her foot in the gap. The door hit her sneaker. It didn't hurt, but she yelped anyway for dramatic effect.

"Wait!" she said. "Hear me out. One night. Two hours, tops. You just have to stand next to me, hold my hand maybe, and look handsome. You're already good at the handsome part."

Leo's expression didn't change. He looked down at her foot, then back at her face.

"Why would I do that?"

"Because I'll owe you. Big time. I'll clean your apartment for a month. I'll cook you dinner every night. I'll name my firstborn child after you."

"I don't want a child named Leo Diaz."

"Fine. I'll pay you."

He raised an eyebrow. "How much?"

Maya hadn't thought about money. She was a graphic designer who worked freelance. Her bank account had exactly four hundred and twelve dollars in it. She had a bill coming due for her internet. She had to buy cat food next week.

"A hundred dollars," she said.

"No."

"Two hundred?"

"No."

She sighed. "What do you want?"

Leo leaned against the doorframe. For the first time, something flickered in his eyes. Not warmth. Curiosity. Like she was a puzzle he was trying to solve.

"Why is this so important to you?" he asked.

Maya looked down at her sneakers. The milk stain from this morning had dried into a white splotch. She thought about Liam's words. Exhausting. Too much. Demanding. She thought about showing up to that party alone and seeing the pity in people's eyes. She thought about Brittany's quiet smile. She thought about the way Liam would probably put his hand on the small of Brittany's back, the same way he used to put his hand on hers.

"Because Liam made me feel small," she said. The words came out quieter than she intended. "He told me I was too loud, too messy, too emotional. And if I show up alone, it proves him right. It proves that no one wants to be with someone like me."

She hadn't meant to say that. She hadn't meant to be that honest. But standing in the hallway in her dancing taco pajama pants, looking at this strange, gray man with the pencil behind his ear, the truth just fell out.

Leo was quiet for a long moment. The coffee steamed in his hand. Somewhere in the building, someone was vacuuming.

Then he said, "One condition."

Maya's head snapped up. "Really?"

"We have to practice."

"Practice what?"

"Being a couple." He said it like he was discussing a work project. "If I'm going to pretend to be your boyfriend, I need to know things. Your favorite color. Your middle name. How you take your coffee. How you act when you're nervous. The ex will spot a fake from a mile away if we don't get the details right."

Maya blinked. "You're... really taking this seriously."

"I don't do things halfway." He pulled the pencil from behind his ear and clicked it. "We start tomorrow. Seven PM. My place. Bring takeout."

"Wait, why your place?"

"Because your apartment smells like cat food."

Maya wanted to argue, but he wasn't wrong. Mr. Whiskers had a very specific diet that involved salmon-flavored chunks that reeked.

"Okay," she said. "Tomorrow. Seven PM. I'll bring tacos."

"Not from El Fuego."

"Why not?"

Leo's jaw tightened. Just a little. A tiny muscle flexing near his ear.

"Just not from there," he said.

He closed the door before she could ask why.

Maya stood in the hallway, staring at the dent in his door. Her heart was racing. Her foot was still sore. She had a fake boyfriend. Sort of. A grumpy, mysterious, weirdly handsome fake boyfriend who had rules about tacos and an unexplained grudge against El Fuego.

This was either the smartest thing she'd ever done or the biggest mistake of her life.

She walked back to her apartment, where Chloe was waiting with a bowl of popcorn and a giant grin.

"Well?" Chloe asked.

"He said yes."

Chloe screamed so loud that Mr. Whiskers fell off the couch. "I knew it! I knew he had a secret soft side!"

"He has a secret weird side," Maya said, sitting down. "He wants to practice. Like we're rehearsing a play. He has a notebook and everything."

Chloe grabbed Maya's shoulders. "This is perfect. This is rom-com gold. He's going to fall in love with you."

"He's going to tolerate me for two hours and then go back to ignoring my existence."

"That's what they all say at the beginning of the movie."

Maya grabbed a handful of popcorn. "This isn't a movie, Chloe. It's one night. Two hours. Then we go back to being strangers who share a wall."

Chloe gave her a look. It was the same look she gave her kindergarten students when they insisted they didn't eat the glue. A look that said I know you're lying, but I'll let you have this for now.

Maya's phone buzzed.

She picked it up. A text from an unknown number. No name, no photo. Just a message.

*Tomorrow. 7pm. Don't be late. — L

She saved the number as "Fake Boyfriend."

Her phone buzzed again.

Also, what's your middle name?

Maya smiled despite herself. She typed back: Marie. Yours?

Leo. Just Leo. No middle name.

Everyone has a middle name.

Not me. See you tomorrow.

See you tomorrow.

She put the phone down. Mr. Whiskers jumped onto her lap and purred. She scratched behind his ears and thought about the way Leo had looked at her when she said Liam made her feel small. For just a second, his eyes had softened.

Maybe this fake relationship wouldn't be so hard.

Or maybe it would be the hardest thing she'd ever done.

Chloe was already on her feet, pacing. "Okay, we need to plan your wardrobe. You need to look hot but not like you're trying too hard. Effortlessly beautiful. Like you woke up looking like that."

"I woke up looking like a potato."

"Then we have work to do." Chloe pulled out her phone and started scrolling. "I'm making a list. Hair appointment. Nails. Outfit shopping. We have two weeks. This is a montage situation."

"It's a fake date, not a wedding."

"It's a performance. And you're going to win an Oscar."

Maya laughed. For the first time all day, the knot in her chest loosened a little. Maybe this would work. Maybe Leo would play his part. Maybe she would walk into El Fuego on Liam's arm—no, wait, on Leo's arm—and look so happy that Liam would choke on his al pastor taco.

It was a nice fantasy.

Her phone buzzed again.

She picked it up, expecting another message from Leo. Maybe a follow-up question about her favorite ice cream or her shoe size.

It wasn't Leo.

The same unknown number. But this time, the message was different.

I know what you're doing. And I'm going to stop you.

Maya's blood went cold.

She read the message three times. Then she handed the phone to Chloe.

Chloe read it. Her smile faded. "Who is this?"

"I don't know."

"Did Leo send this as a joke?"

"Leo doesn't joke. He barely emotes."

Chloe tried calling the number. It went straight to a recording: The number you have dialed is not in service.

"A burner," Chloe said. "Someone went to a lot of trouble to send you a creepy message."

Maya took the phone back. Her hands were shaking. "Who would do this? Who would care if I bring a fake date to Liam's party?"

Chloe thought for a moment. "Liam?"

"He wouldn't bother. He's too busy being engaged."

"Brittany?"

"Why would she care? She won. She got the guy."

Chloe shrugged. "Maybe she's insecure. Maybe she knows Liam still thinks about you."

"Liam doesn't think about me. He thinks about calm yoga poses and beige sweaters."

Chloe put a hand on Maya's shoulder. "Look, it's probably nothing. Just a prank. Someone messing with you."

"Someone who knew I was going to ask Leo."

Chloe's hand dropped. "Okay, that's creepy."

"Yeah." Maya looked at the message again. I know what you're doing. And I'm going to stop you.

She thought about Leo's gray apartment. His notebook. The way he said I don't do things halfway.

She thought about the way Liam's engagement party was in two weeks at her favorite restaurant.

She thought about the way her life had suddenly turned into a movie she didn't audition for.

"Chloe," she said.

"Yeah?"

"I think I just made a very big mistake."

Chloe sat down next to her. "Or," she said, "you just made things interesting."

Outside the window, the Tuesday sun was setting. The sky turned orange and pink. Somewhere in the building, someone was playing music. Mr. Whiskers was asleep on the couch.

And Maya Diaz had no idea that her fake boyfriend was about to become the most real thing in her life.
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Maya did not sleep well.

She spent most of the night staring at the ceiling, Mr. Whiskers curled on her chest like a furry paperweight, her phone face-down on the nightstand like it was a bomb. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the photo. Her and Leo. Standing in his doorway. Watched by someone she couldn't see.

Around 3 AM, she got up and ate a spoonful of peanut butter directly from the jar. Then another. Then she brushed her teeth and stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror.

"You're fine," she told herself. "It's just a text. Just a photo. Just someone with too much time and a creepy hobby."

Her reflection looked unconvinced.

By 6 AM, she gave up on sleep entirely. She made coffee—lots of cream, lots of sugar, basically coffee-flavored milk—and sat by the window watching the sun come up. The courtyard below was empty. No mysterious photographers. No shadowy figures. Just wet pavement and a squirrel that looked very confident about its life choices.

Chloe had stayed until midnight, helping her craft a response to the mystery texter. They had settled on something short and unbothered: Cool. Bring snacks.

The texter had not replied.

"Probably a troll," Chloe had said, yawning. "Someone who saw you talking to Leo and decided to be weird about it."

"Who would do that?"

"I don't know. The building has a lot of bored people. Mrs. Patterson on the second floor spies on everyone with binoculars."

"Mrs. Patterson is eighty-seven and legally blind."

"Then she has very good hearing."

Maya had laughed, but the knot in her stomach didn't go away. Someone was watching her. Someone knew about the fake boyfriend plan. And that someone was planning to show up at the party.

She spent the rest of the night spiraling through possibilities. Maybe it was Liam. Maybe he had hired someone to follow her. Maybe he wanted to catch her in a lie. Maybe he was a secret psychopath who collected information about his ex-girlfriends.

Or maybe it was Brittany. Maybe she was jealous. Maybe she had heard Liam talk about Maya one too many times. Maybe she wanted to make sure Maya showed up alone and humiliated.

Or maybe it was someone from her past. An old friend. An old enemy. Someone she had wronged in a past life.

By 7 AM, she had worked herself into such a state that she almost texted Leo to cancel the whole thing.

But then she remembered the way he had looked at her when she said Liam made her feel small. The way his eyes had softened. The way he had said, I'd notice.

She couldn't cancel. She needed this. Even if it was fake. Even if someone was watching. Even if the whole thing blew up in her face.

She needed to walk into that party on someone's arm and feel, for one night, like she wasn't too much.
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The day crawled by.

Maya tried to work. She had a freelance project—a logo for a local bakery called "Flour Power"—but she couldn't focus. Every shape she drew looked like a taco. Every color she picked looked like Liam's stupid face.

She gave up around 2 PM and stress-cleaned her apartment. She vacuumed. She dusted. She organized her spice rack by color, then by height, then by how much she liked the name. She washed the dishes. She cleaned the litter box. She even wiped down the baseboards, which she hadn't done since she moved in three years ago.

Mr. Whiskers watched her from the couch with deep suspicion.

"You're not helping," she told him.

He blinked slowly, which was cat for I don't care.

At 4 PM, Chloe texted: How are we feeling?

Maya replied: Like I'm going to throw up.

Chloe: That's the spirit! Have you picked an outfit?

Maya looked at her closet. She had pulled out seven different shirts and laid them on the bed. Each one had been rejected for different reasons. The red one was too bold. The blue one was too sad. The green one reminded her of a dress Liam had once complimented, which made her want to burn it.

She sent a photo of the options to Chloe.

Chloe replied with a string of emojis that roughly translated to wear the black one, it makes your shoulders look good.

Maya put on the black sweater. It was soft and fitted and made her feel like a person who had her life together. She left her hair down. She put on the smallest amount of makeup—just mascara and tinted lip balm. She looked in the mirror.

Not bad, she thought. Not amazing. But not bad.

At 6:30 PM, she picked up the tacos from Tortilla Joe's. The guy at the counter gave her an extra side of salsa for free because she looked "nervous about something." She thanked him and tipped five dollars.

At 6:55 PM, she stood outside Leo's door. The dent was still there. The music was not. She could hear him moving around inside—the soft thud of footsteps, the click of a keyboard, the sound of a chair scraping against the floor.

She knocked.

The door opened immediately, like he had been waiting right behind it.

Leo was wearing the same gray t-shirt. But his hair was combed. And he was holding a notebook.

"You're early again," he said.

"It's 6:55. That's five minutes early."

"Early is late for being on time." He stepped aside. "Come in."

Maya walked into his apartment for the second time. It looked exactly the same as yesterday. Gray couch. Gray walls. Gray coffee table with one book on it. The only difference was the smell—something cooking in the kitchen. Rice, maybe. And something with garlic.

"You made food?" she asked.

"I made rice. The tacos are for you. I don't eat meat."

"You don't eat meat?"

"I don't eat meat."

"But you ate tacos yesterday."

"I ate the beans and rice from the tacos. I threw away the meat."

Maya stared at him. "You threw away perfectly good meat?"

"It wasn't perfectly good. It was dead."

"You threw away my money."

"I'll pay you back." He took the taco bag from her hands and carried it to the small kitchen table. "Sit."

She sat. He sat across from her. He opened the notebook. On the first page, he'd written in neat, blocky handwriting: OPERATION FAKE BOYFRIEND.

Maya laughed. "You gave it a name?"

"I give everything a name. It helps with organization."

He flipped to the second page. There was a list. Her name at the top. Below it, blank spaces with pen marks next to them.

"Question one," he said. "What is your full name, including middle?"

"Maya Marie Diaz."

He wrote it down. "Birthday?"

"June 14th."

"Favorite food?"

"Tacos. Obviously."

"Favorite movie?"

Maya hesitated. "You're going to think it's dumb."

"I won't think anything."

"10 Things I Hate About You."

Leo wrote it down without changing his expression. "Favorite band?"

"The Beatles."

"Favorite Beatles song?"

"Here Comes the Sun."

He nodded. Wrote it down. "What scares you?"

The question caught her off guard. "What kind of question is that?"

"The kind that helps me act like your boyfriend. Boyfriends know what scares their girlfriends."

Maya looked at the gray wall behind him. The rice was bubbling on the stove. The garlic smell was getting stronger. She thought about the text. The photo. The feeling of being watched.

"Being forgotten," she said. "Like, I could disappear, and no one would notice."

Leo's pencil stopped moving. He looked up at her. For a moment, his face wasn't blank. It was something else. Something softer.

"I'd notice," he said.

The words hung in the air. Maya felt her cheeks get warm.

"That's a weird thing to say to your fake girlfriend," she said, trying to laugh it off.

"It's a true thing to say to my neighbor." He looked back down at the notebook. "Next question. How do you take your coffee?"

"Lots of cream. Lots of sugar. Basically coffee-flavored milk."

"Disgusting. Noted." He wrote it down. "What's your worst habit?"

"Talking too much when I'm nervous."

"What makes you nervous?"

"Liam."

Leo's pencil stopped again. "Tell me about him."

Maya sighed. She pulled a taco out of the bag and took a bite. The crunch was loud in the quiet apartment. The beans were good. The salsa was better. She chewed slowly, buying time.

"Liam and I dated for two years," she said finally. "I thought he was the one. He was funny and cute and he laughed at my jokes. But then he started changing. He'd tell me to be quieter in restaurants. He'd say my clothes were too bright. He'd get annoyed when I wanted to stay out late with friends."

"And you stayed with him?"

"I was in love. Love makes you stupid."

Leo didn't say anything. He just listened. His pencil was still on the paper, but he wasn't writing anymore.

"The breakup happened at a coffee shop," Maya continued. "He said I was 'exhausting.' That I demanded too much attention. That he needed someone 'calmer.' Three weeks later, he was dating Brittany. The calm yoga girl."

"And now he's engaged."

"Now he's engaged." Maya set the taco down. Her appetite was gone. "The party is his way of showing off. He wants me to see how happy he is. How he upgraded."

Leo closed the notebook. "He didn't upgrade. He downgraded. You're not exhausting. You're alive."

Maya blinked. "That's... really nice. For a fake boyfriend."

"I'm not being nice. I'm being honest." He stood up and walked to the stove. The rice was done. He turned off the heat and spooned some into a bowl. "We need to practice physical stuff."

"Excuse me?"

"Physical stuff. Hand holding. Arm touching. The way couples stand together." He carried his bowl to the table and sat back down. "If you flinch when I touch you, Liam will notice."

Maya's heart started beating faster. "Okay. So what do we do?"

"First, finish your taco. I didn't make you walk all the way to Tortilla Joe's for nothing."

She finished her taco. Then another. Then she drank some water and wiped her mouth with a napkin. Leo ate his rice in silence, watching her with those dark, unreadable eyes.

When she was done, he stood up and pushed his chair back.

"Stand up," he said.

She stood. He walked around to her side. He was taller than her by a few inches. Close enough that she could smell his soap. Something clean and woodsy. Not cologne. Just soap.

"Put your hand on my arm," he said.

She reached out and touched his forearm. His skin was warm. She felt a muscle twitch under her fingers.

"Good," he said. "Now look at me like you like me."

"I don't know how to do that."

"Pretend I just told you a funny joke."

"Tell me a funny joke."

Leo thought for a second. His face was so serious, so concentrated, like he was solving a math problem. "Why don't scientists trust atoms?"

"I don't know. Why?"

"Because they make up everything."

Maya snorted
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