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      Lola P,

      When the words came back, I knew it was because of you, and what you mean to all of us.
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      This book is set in 2023, and mentions some COVID-19 quarantine and lockdown procedures in Manila from 2020 to 2021.

      

      This book follows #romanceclass guidelines requiring HEA/HFN for romance. It is heat level 3.

      #romanceclass community heat levels:

      0 - No sex on or off the page

      1 - Off-page sex mentioned in story

      2 - At least one “Closed door” sex scene

      3 - At least one “Open door” sex scene

      4 - “Open door” sex scenes, erotic romance elements, with HEA
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        Erika

      

      

      Six months ago

      At this stage of Erika San Ignacio’s life, two things were sure to give her joy.

      As a forty-one-year-old former corporate boss who was now a partner at a small cafe business, those things were: having enough cash and coins for change, and her Favorite Customer dropping by on his coffee break.

      Her Favorite Customer was at the cafe almost every workday, three p.m. or right after, and would order his large cup of hot brewed coffee. No cream or milk. One time, he asked for a pack of brown sugar and then never again. 

      He looked late thirties, maybe closer to her age, and over the past year of him dropping by almost daily, she concluded that he really didn’t know what to do with his hair. 

      Often it was too long, and would form unpredictable shapes around his head depending on Manila humidity, until the days he would show up buzzed like he told his barber to just take it all off. In between, there would be that one week which Erika decided was his peak hair, the right length for the shape of his head, and behaving its best in the weather. The cycle would repeat. She noticed all of these, including that he had no wedding ring.

      To be fair, Erika liked her job, and actually enjoyed interacting with the cafe’s customers. So she noticed people, okay, and not just the one guy she had the hots for. In the over two years that they’d been open, they’d nurtured a small community of Makati office workers within walking distance, who for whatever reason decided not to patronize the big chains two doors down and across the street. 

      Yumi & Kit Cafe didn’t have a lot of seats so this wasn’t a crowd that lingered; they got their coffee and pastries to go. Erika began to recognize the regulars, their orders, the days of the week they were likely to be reporting to the office, times when they’d need their coffee fix. She made it a personal rule not to ask them more than two questions. She didn’t need to waste their time.

      So she didn’t actually know her Favorite Customer’s name. Always paid in cash, often in the exact amount, which honestly sealed the deal for him as Favorite Customer. No name, but she thought a lot about his hair, his office polo barongs (her favorite was the chocolate brown one), how his shoulders were nice and large and they looked, um, comfortable. That he seemed quiet, and very kind, like the last thing he would do was hit on her.

      Because that would be inappropriate. Right?

      Before this, Erika had been in fast moving consumer goods and pharmaceuticals for twenty years. She’d led teams of thirty, seventy, then a department of a hundred and eighty. She put “small talk” last on every meeting agenda so calls wouldn’t be taken over by stories about weekends and errands. 

      It would seem to most people she’d worked with that she was cold, calculating, didn’t know enough about people to care. They’d freak out if they knew what she was doing now and how the highlight of her day was customer crush walking in with peak hair, his chocolate barong, and exact change.

      Which was that day, Friday, three p.m.

      “Welcome back to Yumi and Kit Cafe. The usual?” The silly grin on her face was obscured by the mask she wore whenever she was at the cashier. Thank goodness.

      “No.”

      Erika blinked, already half turned toward the pot to fill a large cup with his usual brew. “Excuse me?”

      He rocked on his heels, a little shyly. “Not just the coffee. Erika. Your name is Erika, right?”

      He pointed at her, and she followed that invisible line to her name tag. It did say Erika. “Yes, that’s me.”

      “I’m Daniel,” he said. “I’m a regular customer.”

      “Yes, I know. Thank you?”

      “I was wondering if you’re free tonight.”

      “There usually aren’t a lot of free seats on a Friday night here at the courtyard…”

      “I meant you. Are you free tonight? After your shift. You and I could go out and get…?”

      “…a coffee?” Erika’s brain was in cashier mode, not at all ready for whatever mode this was supposed to be. “No, not for coffee.”

      “Not coffee. Dinner? Other drinks? Cake?”

      “A date?”

      “Yes. A date. Is that okay? Are you free?”

      “Yes.” Erika heard herself say it, so she must have actually said yes. To a date. With her Favorite Customer, who now had a name. “Yes, Daniel. I’m off work at seven-thirty.”

      “I’ll pick you up. Thank you. And I’d like my usual please.”

      “Your usual coffee. Of course. Coming right up, Daniel.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he picked her up after she had closed up the cafe, Erika made several things clear to Daniel. 

      “I’m a business partner at Yumi and Kit, so thank you for all the support for the past year,” she said. 

      “It’s your business? Congratulations. I was wondering about that.”

      “It really belongs to my best friend Sabrina. Her money, and it's heavily inspired by a cafe her family used to have. She let me participate with labor and everything else. Back then and now too.”

      “I think you know by now that I love it. Love the cafe.”

      Erika did believe him. “I mean, I hope you do. You're around so often.”

      “I like the coffee and the feeling I get from going here.”

      She almost snorted from skepticism—look, she had seen and heard a lot of things, not just in the two years working at the cafe but in her career over two decades. Love your work, excellent project, flawless implementation…it didn’t save anyone from rejection, re-organization, retrenchment.

      But Daniel sounded like he meant it. And what he said was all a small cafe owner ever wanted a regular to say…and then maybe more words of praise, several dozen five star reviews, five viral videos. 

      Erika shushed the brand manager of her previous life. “Thank you, that means so much to Sabrina.”

      “Who’s Yumi and who’s Kit?”

      “No one has ever asked that.” But recent dates didn’t know she worked at the cafe, even if she asked them to meet there. Her cashier and partner role was not part of her bio on the apps. Or maybe they were just the type who didn’t want to know. “We’re both beautiful and cute,” Erika said, deciding it was fine that she was being cheeky. He seemed to be into it.

      “But the name is all hers,” she continued. “This is her dream. I mentioned it because it’s a small business, and a regular like you is important to a small business. If I’m going out with you it’s because I think you’re hot, but are you actually going to keep supporting Sabrina’s cafe regardless of how this turns out?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought I was going to have to argue with you more. You’re serious?”

      “Often. You think I’m hot?”

      “You are very hot.”

      “I’m forty.” He said it like he was about to apologize for it, like it was a bad thing. Erika almost said he didn’t have to apologize, but there were valid reasons why she was wary of dating men in their forties when she was younger. Those didn’t go away just because she’d aged up.

      “I’m forty-one,” Erika said. “I guess we have nothing to complain about. I also have sex on the first date, if I want to. I might ask. You can of course say no.” 

      The whole time they were talking they were on the sidewalk, waiting for the light to change, along with several other people also waiting to cross. When Erika turned her head left and right, curious strangers were staring, but they also looked away quickly when eye contact was made. Pinoys were hilarious about gossip and sex; the struggle to inhale the chismis nonchalantly was so obvious.

      If Daniel was taken aback, he took only half a beat to recover. “Noted. Good to know.”

      “All right.” On the other side of the business park, they had several dinner options. Erika had a good feeling about this. “You like seafood?”
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        * * *

      

      Confirmed: The shoulders were comfortable. Erika was always weak for a broad chest and arms that when wrapped around her made her feel tucked into bed. A man she could roll around in. 

      She enjoyed tentative kisses, the slightly awkward mash of lips and tongue and being off rhythm a little, while figuring out what was right. She was fully aware that enjoying the discovery too much explained why her dating history was all first dates, second dates, weekend hookups, one and never again.

      She could feel when the temperature dropped between her and Mr. Right Now; she was always watching out for when he would get a glazed look in his eye. A telltale sign that his thoughts were somewhere else, that he wished he were somewhere else. Who wanted to be sharing a table, or a bed, with that? Obviously, exit time.

      No worries, because there was always the thrill of newness with someone else. New satisfaction, just around the corner.

      Mr. Right Now was Daniel and he was adorable.

      “Your lips are so soft.” Erika told him, like it was offending her. Like it was his fault. “So hydrated. Grr.”

      “I'm sorry?” Even as she'd released his mouth to complain, he didn't waste time and placed those hydrated lips onto her neck instead. “I'm not sorry. My lips were why you asked to kiss me.”

      The lips, and the hair, that she would have an excuse to run her fingers through if she kissed him. She'd brought out her most restrained repertoire—feather-light kisses between sips of red at the speakeasy in Poblacion, gentle fingers hooked around his elbow on the walk back to her building, the softest sigh against his Adam's apple when he asked if this was a sex-on-the-first-date kind of situation.

      “Should I say please?” he asked.

      “Do you like saying please?”

      “I will beg if you want me to.”

      Excitement jumped at her throat, followed too quickly by the wiser woman she usually was telling herself to calm down.

      “Please is all I needed tonight. Come up.”

      She could have asked him first because the lips, the hair, the way she didn't roll her eyes once throughout dinner. She kept the conversation light, careful to not shatter the goodwill of one year of crushing on him from the other side of the counter. So far, so good...against EJKs, also attended #MakaTindig, and supported small businesses...

      Erika would have asked first just because she wanted to. Did it count as her move because she mentioned it at the start of the date?

      Why did it matter?

      Because she was used to sex being a thing she chose, and she was proud of it, especially when it turned out that she made a good choice. Which was what she absolutely felt when she sank down onto him, and rode him until he did beg a little—a lot—for release.

      All good and wise choices, from noticing him at the cafe and then saying yes to the date. She even remembered to tell him to keep it casual as he left her place at sunrise, after a nap and another round.

      “Casual.” Erika could probably deliver this Ted talk in her sleep. “Like we're friends. We can talk, but there’s no need to keep flirting. Or talking in code to me in public. Or acting like we owe each other anything. Don't expect me to do anything apart from asking your order, if you drop by the cafe.”

      “Don't make it weird, got it. Sex is just sex.”

      “I don’t know your situation but I’m sure everyone else thinks that you being forty and single is your choice. Just telling you that my situation is my choice, too.”

      Daniel had been slowly putting his Friday work clothes back on. The very last piece had been the chocolate barong and the slow re-buttoning of what she had undone. It wasn’t as if nothing had happened; the man clearly looked like he’d gotten laid.

      “It makes sense to set terms and conditions. And I can do casual,” Daniel assured her. “You'll see me at the cafe getting my usual, not expecting anything else.”

      “Thank you,” Erika said. “See you around, Daniel.”

      She hadn’t told him anything she hadn't told all the other men she'd gone to bed with, especially as she hit an age when people thought she'd be desperate to couple up. It was important to let them know right away that she was not desperate, had no intention of “settling down,” did not need someone to slide into her life and claim half of what she’d accomplished.

      Look at her, mastering the dating scene and the drama. Thanks for the orgasms, see you around.
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        Erika

      

      

      Three months ago

      “Enjoy your coffee, Daniel.”

      “I know I will. Have a great day, Erika.”

      So casual and mature. No drama at all.

      Daniel kept his word and maintained his coffee schedule at Yumi & Kit, ordering his usual, three or four times a week. As if nothing had happened, but not in a bad way. The first time he dropped by after their date, she sensed he was a little hesitant about how to approach her, so she set the tone—which was to greet him like any other customer, except now she said his name. And he responded as he used to, but now he said her name.

      Every single time she felt like leaping over the counter to make out with him, but she managed to keep her cool. She was very professional.

      The short banter flowed again. Even better, like it was scripted somehow. To her, his body language inside the cafe became more relaxed. If he had been apprehensive at all about stepping back inside after having sex with the cashier, she hoped that was no longer an issue. Even though Erika was always clear about how discreet she needed her dates to be, she never knew who was lying about understanding it. Unfortunately, some people she’d chosen in the past were not good choices after all.

      Several weeks later and Daniel as a choice was holding up. Points again for him.

      Today, Daniel happened to be the last customer of the afternoon rush hour, and when he left with his usual black coffee, the cafe was empty but for Sabrina and Erika. 

      The lull after coffee break would probably last ninety minutes, and they’d need to do all their cleaning and prep before the after-work crowd came in.  Sabrina automatically went for the used mugs on top of the bar, and pointed through the window at the man walking away from their establishment. “He has a name now? And since when did he start calling you Erika?”

      Erika pulled her mask off. “Since I slept with him.”

      Despite being the closest friends for two decades, Sabrina had always been less experienced in sex and never seemed to get used to how Erika talked about it. She was never judgy—just always taken aback. “Are you joking?”

      “Not joking.”

      Sabrina carried the mugs to the washing area with an abundance of care before she spoke. “How many regulars have you slept with since we opened?”

      “Just that one.”

      Sabrina looked at her with that usual moment of disbelief, and Erika jumped to answer the question her friend would always ask.

      “I’m okay, I had a great time, safety first and all that—and it was weeks ago and he’s remained a decent human being to me.”

      “He comes over every day.”

      “Because I told him to keep supporting the cafe as if he didn’t sleep with the cashier, so it’s all good.”

      “If you say so…? Here I was wondering why you haven’t had a dating update recently.”

      “Do you miss my TMI kwento?”

      Sabrina visibly shuddered. “I don’t miss it, I just like knowing you’re getting what you want, whatever it is. Seemed like you hadn’t been for a while.”

      “I know! I’ve been too tired to seek out trouble. But he asked me out, so I didn’t even have to gather the mental strength to check the apps again. Sometimes I’m just blessed.”

      Sabrina was shaking her head. “Unbelievable. You said his name was Daniel?”

      “Daniel Zoleta.”

      “And what does he do?”

      Erika pointed in the general direction of outside. “He works at the Sarasola Foundation.”

      “That’s a long walk if he just wants coffee. Do you know what he does for Sarasola Foundation?”

      “No, I didn’t ask.” Erika had already told her friend that she was not interested in someone’s complete CV on the first date so there was no need to explain herself; Sabrina on the other hand was the type who only went out with someone who had the equivalent of two letters of recommendation and passed a complete background check. That fundamental difference led to completely different dating lives, but Erika was heartened knowing that Sabrina didn’t regret that she had little experience—because Erika likewise had few regrets about her own life.

      “You. Did. Not. Ask.” Sabrina rolled her eyes as she washed the mugs. “He could have been—all the things you said you’d never date. He could have been a politician. A lawyer.”

      “It’s a date, not marriage and conjugal property. I already know enough to look into his background if I need to. Did not need a whole entire backstory for a one-night stand.”

      “Thank goodness you’re okay. And you had a great time.”

      “Totally.”

      “Are you going to see him again?”

      Erika shrugged. “I don’t have to.”

      “Did you see anyone else since him?”

      “Yes, but not anybody new. Just Speed Dial.” 

      "Eyeglasses?"

      "Not that one. Lately."

      The absolute joy of working daily with her best friend was that she had someone to talk to, at any time of the day really, who understood all the codes and context.

      “Speed Dial,” 31 years old, was someone she met on a dating app. They had great sex, but not great conversations. His style was quick and rough, honestly the thing she was usually into on most days/nights. He did not mind being the guy she called only for quick and rough, no conversations. “Eyeglasses” was a Fil-Am guy, 36 years old. They met in Baler, at the time he was based in Bali, he always sent a message when he was in town. The sex was good if a little overthought—he seemed to think he’d found a soulmate in her so sometimes the sex got too contemplative—but then he’d leave Manila again and the whole thing was forgotten, until the next trip. Totally fine with her; if he stayed any longer she’d have to actually tell him they wouldn’t last a month, much less an eternity.

      “But you said you had a great time,” Sabrina said, trying to catch up. “What does that mean then, if you’re seeing other people again?”

      “What that means is he goes on the rotation for when I need that kind of experience again.”

      “Which is what kind of experience exactly?”

      Soft lips. Wants me on top. Says please and thank you. “I know it when I feel it.”

      “And he is probably seeing other people too?”

      “Probably.” Most likely. And she wanted that, didn’t she? She did say thanks and then kicked him out of her place.

      “Hmm.”

      “Hmm what?”

      “Hey, I’m not the expert on you. And we’ve talked about this before.”

      Meaning, they’d talked at length about Erika’s way of putting men—even the ones she liked—into compartments. She labeled them according to their strengths and range and energy, and sought them out only when her needs matched what they could offer.

      Personally, Erika was proud of this and it explained why and how she was still marked safe from the most damaging of dating drama.

      Gently, Sabrina liked to remind her that she might be missing out on something real.

      “You know exclusive never works for me,” Erika said. “I've never been able to find a guy who could handle all of my moods and I don't think it's a guy who drops by every day for coffee.”

      “Well, why not? What if you're not supposed to wait forever?”

      “Literally, the universe is delivering this man to me every day at three p.m.? Listen to yourself.”

      “The man has a name now. Daniel. Daniel is coming over every day, and you’re not doing anything about it. Maybe until he decides he’ll have a committed exclusive relationship with someone else.”

      “Then it was never going to happen for us. So why be sad about it?” 

      A sound came out of Sabrina’s mouth like she was going to argue further, but she gave up because she was not going to win it. “Fine. You're never going to be in a relationship. Why did I even suggest it?”

      No, Sabrina suggested it because she was a softie all the way through.  “Ang bait mo kasi eh. Are you going to remind me to call my family next?”

      “Not even going to try but let me guess—is there a birthday this weekend that you're avoiding? You took the Saturday shift again.”

      Erika shrugged. “I don't need to be at my cousin's wife's brother's graduation party. And you can say thank you that I've been taking the weekends often and you get to have some fun.”

      “You don't have to work all the weekends! We have employees now. A perk of success, even if the success is tiny.”

      Erika would, in all honesty, rather mop the cafe floors at closing on a Saturday than fulfill an obligation to appear at the increasingly random family events. Sabrina knew that but still found it hard to believe.

      “I've got the weekend covered, don't worry,” Erika said.

      “I'm not worried about us at all. Maybe you should explore⁠—”

      The bell at the door dinged, meaning someone had come in, and whatever Sabrina would have said was lost to the ether. Erika almost asked her to hold that thought, and tell her later, because they usually talked about anything and everything for hours. What would Sabrina have to say about how Erika chose to spend her time? Something about giving love a chance? Something about spending more time with family?
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