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        29-year-old Yvonne Manlapas has plans. These include earning her MBA degree, if she could survive the toil and agony of her final paper. These do not include asking 32-year-old overachiever Bram Coronel for help. The young hotel boss seems to be cruising through his degree, which is frustrating for Yvonne to behold.

        But plans change and the professor is the one who makes the rules. Forced to spend time with Bram, Yvonne may just find that asking for help is okay and support can go both ways. And smart guy Bram with his cocky, dimpled smile may not be that annoying after all.
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      Forced (thesis) proximity with the grad school hotshot. Annoyance to love. Classmates to lovers. Heat level 0.
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      yvonne

      I need him to stop looking like he knows all the answers.

      An unhelpful thought. Not useful at all, not for someone who was standing in front of the entire class, tongue-tied and brain-fried, unable to make words go in even the littlest attempt at responding to the professor’s question.

      “Ms. Manlapas.”

      “Sir!” Yvonne yelped.

      Professor Artadi didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. The harsh timbre of each syllable and that sharp look in his eyes were enough to crumple her nerves into tight balls.

      “An answer, if you please,” Professor Artadi prompted, gesturing to her presentation. “This is your work, which I assume you know.”

      Yvonne took a gulp of air, gaze diverting from her professor’s stern eyes to the ones she’d been staring at seconds before.

      Glaring, more like. At Bram Coronel. Resident overachiever, curve outlier, knows-everything -er.

      Why did she have to pursue her graduate studies the same time he was? Why did she have to be classmates with him in all her classes in her last year of graduate school?

      He held her gaze, as Bram Coronel did. Matching her glare with a shrewd look and a cocky close-lipped smile, as if silently replying to her thoughts by sheer force of his big brain:

      I look like I know the answers because I do.

      “Prof, I’m—” Yvonne faltered. Focused. Eyes back on her professor although his expectant face made her heart hurt.

      She could do this. As her study load got heavier and her brain felt more ill-equipped with each succession of hard-core math, graphs, analysis, and data, she clung to the words. It was her motto set in stone. The hill she would die on.

      Here lies Yvonne Manlapas. She can do this.

      “GDP is a relevant macroeconomic variable in my study because as the economy grows, so does the service industry, where my company belongs.”

      That was weak. Half-assed. Would not stand on its spindly legs for two seconds when Professor Artadi exhaled a disappointed breath. Would totally not help her write the Strategic Management paper that was the key to grad school success. She at least had self-awareness.

      Her mouth quirked at a half second’s pride of the fact. A glance at Bram’s amused face in the front row told her he caught it.

      “The straw does not even dent the milk tea lid, obviously, and I believe you know that.” Professor Artadi’s blunt eyebrow rose, everything else on his face locked in harsh angles. “Good to note a lack of delusion that you are getting your paper done right.”

      See? Tiny moment of hurrah deserved.

      “Take a seat, Ms. Manlapas.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “This seat. In front. Where I can see you.”

      “What? Why? Okay.”

      Mutterings were unhelpful too. Yvonne plopped down on the seat assigned by her professor, right beside the bane of her post-grad existence.

      “You did well,” Bram whispered, leaning closer.

      “I don’t think we’re close enough for you to lie to me.”

      “It wasn’t bad. It just needed work.”

      “State the obvious, Captain.”

      “It’s two weeks into the course and the first worksheet we’ve had to do. You haven’t figured out his style yet.”

      “You of all people know it’s not about the professor’s style, but if I’m actually getting it.” Yvonne finally turned to him, meeting the self-assured look she knew to expect. “Besides, how dare you? You were the first called to present and you got glowing reviews.”

      “Glowing reviews?”

      Bram snorted, their hushed conversation allowed under cover of another student taking his turn to present. This guy was more confident than Yvonne, and he liked to talk, a lot and loudly. He answered all the professor’s questions with long, winding explanations, though Yvonne could hardly decipher substance.

      “Have you noticed prof’s face does not change?” Bram went on, his arm invading her desk space. “It’s a literal mask, I wonder if it has a wash day.”

      “He was this close to cracking a tiny tiny tiny smile,” she muttered back. “All because of Bram Coronel.”

      “You made him say ‘milk tea.’ That is a far more novel achievement.”

      Yvonne elbowed his arm out of her space. “Swap with you any day.”

      “Take a seat.” Professor Artadi’s voice boomed. “In front where I can see you.”

      The student scampered, plopping into the free seat two chairs away from Yvonne and Bram.

      “Well. That was instructive,” the professor said flatly. “Thank you to all who volunteered to present their worksheets today.”

      Yvonne swallowed a cough. She imagined thought bubbles of who the hell volunteered hanging in the air as her classmates shifted in their seats and lowered their heads.

      “I usually observe as much, a persistent lack of direction in the work at this early stage.”

      Professor Artadi awarded a subtle non-ironic nod at Bram the Exception.

      “Understandable, but not something you can afford with only eight weeks to submit a paper that will not be decimated to ashes at your defense panel.”

      Yvonne’s phone lit up before she could absorb her professor’s words. Her eyes dropped to read the message.

      I feel a pep talk coming.

      Beside her, Bram’s fist concealed a grin.

      “You have been warned that STRAMA is a nightmare. I am not one to tell you that it isn’t true. I assume you have not wasted time and money lazing around in your previous classes, but applying these principles to form a cohesive strategic plan involves a different muscle, as I hope this exercise has demonstrated.”

      Yvonne was waiting for the But. The supportive However. The part where the professor tells the class that everything is going to be okay, it’s only a subject like all the rest, yes it’s the last and most critical hurdle before that diploma but it’s cool, they can do this.

      She could hope foolishly that way.

      Best in motivational speaking, came a second text.

      Yvonne hurried a reply.

      Shuddup.

      Mature. Eloquent. Concise.

      She reverted her full attention to her professor. Professor Artadi was the best in the course. Thus was his reputation, apart from being an absolute terror, whatever that meant in graduate school, where the students have already been baptized in the fire and pains of adult life.

      He was tough but he made sure his students learned, and if they didn’t, he would be the first on the defense panel to recommend failure and repeat.

      Yvonne appreciated that. She wanted to learn. She would not fail.

      She was going to do this.

      For why?

      The voice of Amy Ramirez, her work wife, repeated in her head. As it did in times of MBA duress.

      “We don’t need an MBA to get promoted,” Amy told Yvonne when she’d first shared that she was enrolling. “Did someone say you did?”

      “No.”

      “You’re great at the job. Boss counts on you. You’re going to blaze your way up, no further stress and expense required. Lord knows you get enough stress right here.”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to be stuck here.”

      Yvonne hadn’t said that last bit. Amy had been her friend from the start, having joined the insurance company and their marketing team only months after she did. Their birthdays were months apart too, Yvonne having just caught up with Amy’s 29 years. Amy was her lunch buddy, coffee-run buddy, overtime buddy, rant-and-scream-in-the-fire-escape buddy.

      But some things she was not ready to share yet, not even with the work wife.

      “Pairs.”

      “What?” Yvonne blurted out when her professor’s voice cut through her recollection.

      The class broke out in laughter. She saw Bram grinning in her peripheral, because she was forced to lock eyes with her professor.

      “One plus one,” he said, and Yvonne gulped a little as Professor Artadi released her gaze.

      “Two brains work better than one, even for individual output,” the professor went on, roaming to the back of the room. “Work on the next worksheets with your partner, peer review each other, submit as a pair. We will look at your presentations in two weeks. Take what advantage you can of this.”

      At the last, her professor was back in front of her, eyes boring into hers, like a customized reprimand.

      It’s fine. She exhaled, mind whirring.

      This was good. A partner! A friend to volley ideas with, shoot questions at. Should be helpful, especially late at night when Yvonne was screaming at her laptop and it wasn’t yelling the answers back.

      Yvonne spun in her seat, eyes scanning her classmates. She was familiar with most, had made friends with some in the past year. She could work with anyone. Anyone but—

      “Bram Coronel,” called their professor. “Your hand is raised.”

      “Yes, prof. I’d like to be paired with Yvonne Manalapas.”

      It was like in the movies, a kind of tunnel vision, darkening of the edges of what she could see, slow-mo panning as she swiveled to face the front of the room, all the way to her right, where she saw Bram Coronel raising his hand as if in attendance, as if volunteering as tribute. His eyes crinkled. His face was open in a smile of peace and competence.

      Her mouth went slack. She flashed her professor the look of an animal begging to not be betrayed.

      Professor Artadi faced her with his laser eyes, delivering his final blow of the day.

      “Alright. You are partners.”
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      She was annoyed. That seemed to be one of the emotions she shuffled through the most, and he’d noticed how often she pulled it out when it came to him.

      It should discourage him, but he knew her well enough now. Even though she’d said they weren’t close enough for lies.

      “Where are you?” he said after her less than cheerful hello, his phone on speaker as he drove.

      “At work.”

      “Did you forget?”

      “No.”

      “Did you forget the time?”

      “No.”

      He’d stopped his car, roadside in front of her building in Makati. He scanned the faces of people spilling into the darkening afternoon, trying to catch the one he wanted to see.

      “Do you need more time?” he asked. “I can wait for you.”

      A pause from her end of the line. Like he’d surprised her. He liked being able to do that.

      “No.”

      Yvonne appeared through the glass doors, as if she had been hiding behind one of the posts while waiting for him.

      He grinned, did not stop grinning even when she slid into his passenger seat and he had a full view of her sullen face and drooping shoulders.

      “Tough day at work?”

      She shrugged, putting her seatbelt on and motioning for him to drive. He did.

      “You didn’t have to pick me up,” Yvonne said. “You could have told me the place and I’d have gotten there just fine.”

      “Sure, after waiting 30 minutes—at best—to book a ride, waiting longer for ride to arrive, then waiting in traffic once you are in said ride. Add to that, fares are borderline criminal at this hour.”

      It was Thursday after-office hours, not as bad as Friday, but pretty close. The roads were filling up with cars of people clocking out and escaping buildings. His car was going to negotiate this block at a crawl before he could cross the stoplight.

      Bram turned to his passenger, catching the furrowed brows he often saw on her. No longer annoyed. But suspicious, yet slow to figure him out.

      “I came from literally two blocks away,” he brushed off. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Thanks,” Yvonne finally said. She heaved out a long breath, from her workday and worries, Bram imagined.

      “Clean car,” she added, tapping his spotless dashboard.

      “Thanks.” He laughed a little. He could try to pry, ask things he wanted. But he should start with what was comfortable. “Have you revised your external analysis worksheets?”

      “My eye bags say yes. You didn’t need to—” Yvonne paused. He saw her lips quirk, then she turned to give him an exaggerated, low bow. “Thank you, Master, for lending me your worksheets.”

      “You linked me to sources I didn’t think to look for. Also, we’re partners. Prof said.”

      He had to pile on the words without stuttering. He gnawed at his lip. He was a 32-year-old man for god’s sake. He’d been running a boutique hotel chain since he was 25. He was an actual adult who should be better at this. Whatever this was.

      “You said. You asked to be partners,” Yvonne said accusingly. “Why you’d want to be paired with me, I could not imagine. You’re naturally good at everything, meanwhile there’s me.”

      “What are you talking about? You always get good marks in our classes.”

      “I very nearly flunked Managerial Accounting,” she said with a laugh. “Everything else was a product of late nights and a lot of struggle.”

      “Doesn’t change how you’re wonderful,” he muttered, unsure if the words reached her with the sudden honks of cars outside.

      The light was red again. He turned to face her narrowed eyes.

      “I don’t even think you need to be here, taking your MBA. It’s frustrating and impressive,” she said.

      Her face allowed a small smile. He memorized the sight.

      “I am well versed in capitalism,” he said. “It’s not something to yell about.”

      “It’s because you’ve been in the family business for years,” Yvonne said wisely. “Hands on experience and shiz.” At his silence, she leaned forward, angling her face so she could study his. “What? Is it the sad, poor, rich child-of-owner story that you’ve been forced into the business?”

      “I’m driving,” he whined a little, heartbeat skipping at her sudden closeness.

      She sank back into her seat. The light turned green and they escaped into the next road.

      “I’m not sad,” Bram said. “I am grateful for it. I learned all I know from how my parents run things.”

      “But? You want to—” and she launched into a tune he did not recognize. “—go your own way?”

      He laughed. Snorted. It couldn’t have been attractive. “I’m predictable?”

      “You’re smart,” Yvonne shrugged. “Smart people don’t like being told what to do.”

      He let her words float in the space they shared. Not because he didn’t agree, but because this was nice. Talking to her like this, feeling her relax around him.

      Almost two years of running into each other in the grad school halls, then being classmates, then him finding ways so they would be classmates in every course, and he hadn’t gotten past being her groupmate in a report, or that guy who teased her a lot and shared her table for post-term drinks.

      She didn’t seem to like him.

      He wanted to change that.

      “You hate it too,” he said. “The faces you make when professors say things you disagree with. The debates you get into with our groupmates when they spew shit. My favorite part of the day.”

      “Well, they should not be spewing shit!”

      “They shouldn’t. How dare they,” he agreed seriously. She didn’t know, but he was a great admirer of how she didn’t stand for bullshit. “How about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “What are you doing this for?” he went on. “Slaving the night away to finish a paper and spending your precious after-work hours with some guy from school.”

      “I don’t want to be stuck where I am.”

      It sounded like a declaration, like a promise she made herself.

      “Why am I telling you this?” She shook her head. “I haven’t even told my work wife.”

      “Your work wife?”

      She waved his question away.

      “Because I’m a good listener,” he said to her question. His own declaration. His little nudge for her to tell him more.

      She smirked a little, flashing him a look. “Anyway, I have dreams. That may sound dumb to you but it doesn’t matter. I’m going to get this expensive, overpriced degree and I’m going to get the most out of it. I can do this.”

      “It’s not dumb. Never.”

      The car slid into a knot in traffic again and so he was able to look at her when he said it. Show her somehow though she couldn’t know it—how he felt warm despite the aircon blast. How he appreciated her honesty, even the smallest piece of it, and how he wasn’t going to lie. Not to her.

      A final stretch of clogged road and they had reached the parking lot. Bram led them on a short walk through the mall complex and was heading for the door when Yvonne grabbed his arm.

      “Not a coffee shop?” she asked, confused.

      “I’m an original. I figured you haven’t had dinner yet,” he added when she responded with raised eyebrows. “Aren’t you hungry? Long day, right? Stress. Deadlines. Work and school both. We’re in for a long night working on our papers. Why not dimsum?”

      She pursed her lips, then craned her head to look through the glass walls of the Chinese restaurant, sparse with people as Bram knew it would be.

      “The tables are big enough for all our stuff,” she said, eyes lighting up. “When we run out of laptop battery though—”

      “Then we move to a coffee shop,” Bram said, and with his hand on her elbow he led the way.
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      He wasn’t all bad.

      To be fair, Bram hadn’t done anything to offend her. He’d always been nice—though he seemed to be a fixture, always there. He was always smiling—though it was a cocky smile, or a smirk or an eager grin, which she figured was par for the course of someone who excelled.

      It wasn’t like he was stingy about being smart, either. He was generous with his notes and his time with classmates who asked for help, though she had seen his scary side—more than once taking a groupmate’s name off a report when the guy failed to contribute despite multiple warnings.

      Bram was a decent guy, and Yvonne knew the baggage was all on her. It was hard to see someone seemingly float through everything while she had literal nightmares and nosebleeds trying to keep up with the academic load. But it wasn’t his fault she struggled.

      Self-awareness, am I right?

      It took the two weeks of them working together for her to settle in with the fact.

      Two weeks of working with him over dinner, then coffee. Picking his brain and surprising herself that she could help him out too.

      “You can’t do that,” she told him when he was done presenting.

      They were at a coffee place on a Friday night, an hour before midnight and closing time. They were winding down tonight’s work, which to Bram meant showing off how far he had gone with his strategic management paper.

      “Why not?” Bram looked sincerely surprised, the look of someone who didn’t hear ‘no’ very often.

      Yvonne pointed her pen at his laptop screen. She didn’t know why he wanted her opinion, but since he’d asked—“Who’s going to be in charge of rolling out the changes in the reservation and upgrade system?”

      “The branch operations team.”

      “And answering to the internal quality audit that is scheduled on the same month?”

      “The branch operations team.”

      “The same team who has to get used to this SAP integration thing which you want to happen at the same time.”

      He sighed, eyes resigned. “I get it.”

      Yvonne looked past the puppy eyes, powering through her argument. “You can’t pile three extra activities with the same timeline on top of work people are already doing. Do you want a mass resignation? Mass resentment? Don’t tell me you think work-life balance is a myth.”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Roll it out in phases to give everyone time to breathe.” She tapped her pen on the calendar in his slide, then looked back at him when all she got was silence. “What? Don’t you have a smart comeback?”

      “No.” Bram smiled, a soft one that she didn’t expect. “Thank you.”

      Yvonne leaned back in her seat, studying his face.

      Keen eyes, check. Confident smirk, hmm, maybe a shadow of it? His smile grew wider and he leaned forward on the table.

      Cute dimples, check and check.

      Yvonne grabbed her iced Americano, slurping to the last drop. She gulped down some water before she spoke to him again.

      “We’re not even done with the first part of our paper and you’re already writing down the end of yours. No surprise, really, because it’s you. But still.” She crumpled the plastic cup in her hand and met his eyes. “What’s the hurry?”

      “It’s a top-down thing,” Bram said with a shrug. “Boss parents have short patience for results. Always demanding speedy output. Will just have to set them straight, like you did me.”

      He really did look grateful, even now, as Yvonne continued to stare at him through narrowed eyes.

      “Okay. I meant what’s the hurry with your paper though.” She gasped, realizing. “No way.”

      “What?”

      “Are you planning on defending your paper before the semester is over?”

      “No.” Bram chuckled. “It’s a parting gift. Before I, you know. Go my own way.” He sang the last words out, mimicking her tune from weeks back.

      Yvonne had to laugh. “What is your own way?”

      It surprised her that she asked. That she felt comfortable enough to, and that she wanted to know. She guessed working long hours together on a shared deadline could do that to people.

      Bram pressed his lips together, the first hint of hesitation she witnessed from him. “Don’t laugh.”

      “Don’t worry, you’re not funny.” She shook her head. Didn’t she just laugh at his sing-song-ing? And wasn’t that a mean thing to say? “I mean you’re un-funny. You’re not someone to laugh at.”

      There’s that smirk again. The cocky one she was familiar with. Or was that—was he amused by her?

      He stared at her for a second, then spilled out the words in an exhale. “I want to develop a food system that would benefit farmers.”

      She paused, not expecting that at all. “Like a direct supply chain from farm to table?”

      “To start with. A financial and educational support system for them too.”

      Yvonne felt her heart swell. “That’s awesome.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Of course. Farmers comprise a dominant percentage of our poor which is the most unfair thing since we will literally starve without them. But you knew that. Carry on.”

      She was babbling because this was great, and the last thing she expected to hear from a man who excelled in capitalism, who was the hotel chaebol she never thought she’d meet. His eyes had crinkled, smile widened as she spoke, but she remembered his earlier hesitation.

      “It’s something I’ve been thinking about since I looked into the kitchen operations. There’s plenty to improve on, by miles and miles. Felt like a right place to start.”

      “Do the boss parents not like it?” she probed when he paused.

      “More of worried I’d go hungry.”

      “Will you?”

      He laughed. “I haven’t exactly been splurging on racing cars and Gatsby parties in the past decade. I’ll be fine. And I’ve written up a plan. I have partners. I know what I’m going to do.”

      “Of course, you do,” she said sulkily, more out of habit than anything else now. “Are you rushing through your hotel paper so you can work on that?”

      “I shouldn’t.” He pressed the heels of his palms against closed eyes for a moment, then gazed back at her. “I promised them my strategy plans as part of transition. I guess I’m too excited to start my own thing.”

      Yvonne understood that. She had plans too. She wanted to get this degree very badly too, for her own reasons, reasons that maybe weren’t all that different from his.

      “Calm down,” she reminded him. “Or you’ll end up juggling too many things at once. I know you have more brain power for it than I do, but you’re human too. You’ll get exhausted.”

      Bram was looking at her. He had an intense way of doing this. It had felt like a staring game before, like he was teasing her for reasons unknown and of course she wasn’t going to back down.

      It felt different these days. Like he looked at her because he liked what he saw.

      His lips moved to a small smile, one of its soft, non-smirk variations. “Are you tired now?”

      “I’m always tired.”

      “Do you want to go home? Or do you want to have a drink?”

      Her eyebrows hitched at the suggestion. “With you?”

      He leaned closer, pressing forward. “Yes, Yvonne. With me.”

      She looked at his palms on the table, close to where her coffee cup lay abandoned, close to where her fingers where folded. She looked back at his face, at the puppy dog eyes that were very affecting these days.

      She huffed on her way up, collecting her bag and books. “You’re buying.”
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