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      For my fellow black cat girlies who thought they’d never find love—and to the golden boys who saw past their walls.

      

      And on an extra personal note…

      

      For this indie author who turned her dreams into reality (three times and counting!)—and to the man who supported her every step of the way.

      

      Here’s to the next chapter.
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chapter one


          

          July—the summer before law school

        

      

    

    
      alonzo

      If there was one place where I should have been happiest, it was Santa Juanita. Affectionately called Juana, it was the smallest coastal town in La Union, Philippines, and it boasted of the best waves in the region. Throw in its delicious food spots and chill vibe, and it had all the ingredients for the ideal summer getaway.

      I had my crew, a huge spread of dishes, and a prime view of the sea. Perfect, right?

      So why did the act of smiling feel like I was trying to lift weights with the corners of my mouth?

      “I booked massages for tonight,” my girlfriend Dani announced to our table, snapping me out of my thoughts. “They’re coming over so we won’t have to leave the villa.”

      “Hell, yeah. I love the way you think.” Miggy grinned at her.

      Beside him, his girlfriend Shar said, “I’m still not over the fact that we have our own villa. Have we thanked you enough, Dani?”

      “It’s my pleasure,” Dani replied. “You guys are starting law school next week—you bet I’m going all out for this trip.”

      I almost winced at the reminder of what was coming. I’d known what becoming a lawyer entailed—years of studying, memorizing, and preparing for the bar exams. I’d known I had to patient; that I would fall behind my peers who’d start building their careers and living their own lives straight out of college.

      It just hadn’t sunk in how much it would suck to feel left behind. Or maybe it simply felt worse since Dani had changed her mind about our plan to pursue law together.

      More accurately, her parents had changed it for her.

      Dani perched her chin on my shoulder and smiled up at me. “Happy?”

      I nodded, answering, “Of course.” And I tried my best to make sure I looked like it.

      She’d put in the effort and the money to make our vacation memorable. The least I could do was to be grateful and enjoy myself, especially since I couldn’t be sure when we’d all come here again.

      “You know what we’re missing right now?” Without waiting for a response, Miggy continued. “Alcohol.”

      I snorted. “We’ve only been here for two hours. Besides, this shake is awesome,” I said, lifting my glass.

      “C’mon, bro. We’re not toasting to us going to law school with buko shakes.” Miggy shook his head and gave Dani an incredulous look. “Isn’t your guy supposed to be a genius? Maybe they picked the wrong person for valedictorian!”

      Laughing, she told him, “Let Z enjoy his shake.” Her hand settled on my thigh. “We’ll have time for alcohol later.”

      Miggy whooped and the girls laughed, so what else could I do but join right along?
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        * * *

      

      cam

      Of all the days my internet had to conk out on me, it had to be one when the tourists were in town.

      My first two years in Juana had been peaceful, with only the most die-hard surfers coming for the waves. But after one viral video last year, visitors from Manila descended on us in droves. Holidays saw them crowding our streets with their mosquito-splattered SUVs. They wore trendy swimsuits and branded sunglasses and bombarded our town with their obvious city-ness.

      A particularly loud group was taking up the best table in Cuppa Jo. Even with my headphones on, I could make out their talks about partying. I tried to focus on the line of code on my screen, telling myself that they were “on vacay” and were here to have fun, but their boisterous laughter and grating voices kept killing my flow. Since my project was due tomorrow, I couldn’t afford any interruptions.

      And then my music stopped.

      The battery in my headphones had run out.

      “—that bird tatt looks sick,” I heard a guy say. “Why don’t you ask her where she got it? You always said you wanted one.”

      The collective weight of multiple eyes on me had my skin prickling. My instinct told me to meet their stares with my own, but I kept my eyes on my screen. There was nothing wrong with them checking out my tatt. It was beautiful, and my tank top left it on full display.

      Nothing to get worked up about.

      “I don’t know why you want one,” a girl answered. “What if you change your mind about the design? Her tattoo’s nice now, but what if she gains more weight or something? It’s going to stretch out and look bad.”

      Gritting my teeth, I felt my body grow hot. More weight? Was she for real?

      Someone shushed the girl, but she added, “What? I’m just being practical.”

      “It depends on the placement,” another guy said. “Hers is on the back of her shoulder, so it should be fine. Besides, I don’t think she’s the type who cares how she looks.”

      My head snapped toward them, and I zeroed in on the guy who’d just spoken.

      Even seated, he towered over his friends, his tan, broad shoulders showcased in a sleeveless shirt. He had that winning combo of smiley eyes, straight nose, and full lips.

      Lips that were curled in a smirk at my expense.

      My fingers stiffened into claws on my keyboard as I glared at him. Who did he think he was to pass judgement about what I did or did not care about?

      “You’re not really planning on getting one. Right, Z?” the girl attached to his side asked.

      The guy she called Z opened his mouth, but the other boy spoke up first. “You can get ink removed if you change your mind. It’s painful but possible.”

      “Nothing’s permanent,” Z agreed.

      His girlfriend’s frown deepened. “My parents would hate it if you did.”

      The smile on Z’s face seemed to falter before he hitched it back up. “Don’t worry, Dani. I’m not getting a tatt.”

      I almost snorted. Not only was the guy an ass, he was spineless too. Either that or he was lying to his girlfriend, and neither option made him look good.

      His gaze landed on me. He blinked, his lips pulling up into what he probably considered a charming smile. I narrowed my eyes further, and he raised a brow.

      I was done with this.

      Jabbing at my keyboard, I saved my work and closed my laptop. I chugged down my shake, barely taking the time to chew the coconut meat. Normally, that was my favorite part. I’d let the strips settle in the bottom of the glass and eat them last.

      These jerks ruined that for me.

      If we had been anywhere else, I’d have no problem speaking my mind. But I didn’t want to make a scene in my friend’s café. Not after everything she had done for me.

      I shoved my things inside my bag and slung the strap onto my shoulder. As I brought my empty glass and plate to the counter, Nikki looked up from arranging a fresh batch of kakanin.

      Straightening, she blew away the curl of hair that had escaped her ponytail. “Done with work?”

      “It’s too noisy and my headphones ran out of batt,” I answered.

      She grimaced. “Sorry about that. Go upstairs. It’ll be quieter, and you’ll still have Wi-Fi.”

      “You sure?” I asked.

      She gave me a pointed look. “Yes. Also, I told Jo she has to finish three pages of her activity book before play time. You working up there with her might motivate her.”

      Nikki’s six-year-old daughter Jo was one of my favorite people in the world. I wouldn’t turn down the chance to spend time with her. “On it.”

      Another bunch of tourists barged in. Nikki glanced at them before muttering to me, “Stay as long as you want.”

      “Thanks, Nikki. Good luck.”

      Nikki heaved a sigh and nodded, and I took off so she could focus on her customers.

      On my way to the stairs, something compelled me to glance back. Z’s group had moved on from talking about tattoos to surfing. I rolled my eyes.

      Of course they were here to surf. Whether or not they actually could was a whole other question.

      It wasn’t one I cared to know the answer to. Whatever they did, I only wished Z and his friends would stay clear of me while they were at it.
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      alonzo

      The next day, I got up before everyone else did—exactly how I’d planned it. There was something about being alone at the beach early in the morning that put me at ease. As much as I enjoyed hanging out with my friends, I needed this moment to myself.

      With the villa’s beach access, I made it to the shore in minutes. Surfers were already in the water with their boards, watching the waves for an opportunity to ride. One guy washed out, and someone else paddled out to try their luck. They took their time before popping up on their board, and even from a distance, I could tell the surfer was a girl by her curves. To say they were generous was an understatement, and yet I’d barely registered that observation when my jaw hung open.

      Surfing involved a mix of strength and agility, intuition, and fearlessness. You needed to be physically fit to push yourself up and maintain your balance despite the water’s force beneath your board. You needed to understand the motions of the sea and clock the right time to move. And you needed to go full speed ahead even with the risk of things going wrong.

      This girl seemed to nail all those, and she made it look easy. She rode the wave gracefully, moving with a swift fluidity that appeared unreal. As I watched her, a feeling of peace swept over me. I found myself wishing I could see her expression. Was she smiling? Frowning in concentration? Or maybe she was relaxed, in a state of Zen.

      Some surfers whooped as they rode, but I heard nothing from her.

      I wanted to know what it was like to master the sea the way she did.

      No, I needed to.

      My mom always said I was relentless when I latched onto a question, pushing and prodding until I got answers. It annoyed my sisters when we were growing up, but I couldn’t help it. That was just my wiring—and my dad told me it meant I’d be a good lawyer.

      When I finally became one.

      Sitting on the sand, I watched as the faceless girl rode one wave after another. Sometimes, the water petered out beneath her board. Other times, she glided over multiple swells before going under. Through it all, her energy didn’t seem to fade.

      Finally, she waded to the shore, her orange board in tow. I got up and walked toward her. As she came closer, I could better make out her face—and the glower that appeared when she noticed me.

      Had we met before? Something about her tugged at my memory, but I couldn’t quite place her.

      She drew her shoulders back and lengthened her stride, almost daring me to continue my approach.

      I wanted her to know I meant no harm. I simply wanted to compliment her on her skills.

      So I gave her a casual smile. When we came within arm’s length of each other, I said, “You’re an amazing surfer.”

      She arched a brow at me.

      I’d seen that look before. I jolted as the pieces clicked into place.

      “You were at that café yesterday, right?” I asked, instinctively craning my neck to check for the tattoo of two birds flying on the back of her shoulder.

      She lowered her surfboard so the bottom sank into the sand, and I glanced at the black tatts scattered across her arms. I hadn’t noticed them yesterday, but seeing them had me even more drawn to getting one of my own. Too bad Dani had shut down that idea.

      It wouldn’t hurt to ask where she’d gotten them, would it?

      “You done?” she snapped.

      My eyes flew to her face. If I’d thought she looked annoyed earlier, now she looked downright mad. “Sorry,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about getting a tatt for a while, and yours look great.”

      “I know.”

      I blinked at her abrupt response. When she didn’t say anything else, I tried again, smiling even though it felt forced. “How long have you been surfing? You look like a natural. I’ve never seen someone on the water⁠—”

      “Like me?”

      My words died in my throat. Honestly? Yeah. Most of the surfers I got to watch were men, not that I’d admit that to her. It didn’t take a genius to figure out she wouldn’t take that well.

      “If you’re gonna surf, get an instructor,” she said before I could recalibrate. “We don’t need any accidents here.”

      “Damn.” I chuckled in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Don’t you want to ask my name before you roast me?”

      “Z, right?”

      My eyes widened.

      “The entire café heard you and your friends. You weren’t exactly quiet.”

      “Wow. Are you always this nice, or did I luck out?” I drawled. “And it’s Alonzo. Only my girlfriend calls me Z.”

      “Creative.” She managed to pack that single word with more disdain than most people did with a bunch of sentences.

      My back straightened as annoyance scratched beneath my skin. Still, I tried to keep my tone friendly. “Look, can we start over?”

      Her lips pinched together. “Why? So you don’t have to feel bad about being rejected?”

      I froze. Lead settled in the pit of my stomach. This girl didn’t even know me, yet she’d judged me—and found me lacking—based on one encounter. “I wasn’t hitting on you,” I said, biting the words out.

      “Didn’t say you were.” She lifted her board, somehow tossing sand my way. “Instead of asking random people questions, do yourself a favor and hire that instructor.”

      With that, she turned and walked away, giving me the perfect view of her tatt…

      And a full ass barely contained by her one-piece swimsuit.

      I tore my gaze away and swallowed hard, focusing on a boat moving in the distance. I hadn’t done anything but look—unintentionally—but a slimy sensation settled in the pit of my stomach.

      I had a gorgeous, smart, fun girlfriend who still had me wondering why she’d chosen me when she could have had anyone she wanted. Sure, I’d gotten my dad’s height and my mom’s bone structure, and I’d put in plenty of hours to get my body into shape. More than that, I had my brain and the drive to achieve my goals.

      Yet I didn’t have the kind of class, connections, and cash that Dani and her family had. She never rubbed it in my face, but the imposter in my head drove me to work twice as hard to be the best damn boyfriend she could ever want.

      And that included not looking at other women—especially not women who couldn’t even be bothered to act nice.

      Why was I letting her get to me? She was a stranger, one I would never see again after this trip. I was better off saving my energy for things that actually mattered.

      Namely, enjoying my vacation and getting ready for another four years of studying.
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          December

        

      

    

    
      alonzo

      For the first time in my life, I swore I’d flunked an exam.

      The realization clung to my thoughts throughout my shift at Kada Kape. The metallic tang of failure coated my tongue, its bitterness beating out the worst espresso shot I’d ever pulled in my four years of working at the coffee shop. My smiles felt heavier than usual, my motions mechanical as I served coffee and snacks to students who were powering through the last of finals week.

      I’d already completed my requirements for the semester, but instead of relief, all I felt was frustration. Everyone had warned me that law school was hard. I just didn’t expect it would be that hard for me. Studying had always come naturally to me, and I’d been accelerated in elementary so that I was in the same level as my middle sister Luna. I had even been invited to the debate team in college.

      Now here I was, one semester in and already flailing.

      After finishing my shift, I gathered my things from my locker and tried to psych myself up for my date with Dani. Between my classes and part-time job and her work and family duties, we were lucky to see each other once a week—a stark change after four years of being together practically every day. I wasn’t going to let my inadequacy ruin what time we did have.

      Dani’s car was waiting outside as I walked out of the coffee shop. Blowing out a deep breath, I fixed my smile and reached for the back door.

      Dani looked up from her phone, a tight frown on her face.

      “Hey,” I said as I slid in. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      Her expression cleared. She put her phone down and replied, “Z, hi! Don’t worry about it—we just got here a minute ago.”

      “Good. Hi, Mang Berto,” I greeted her driver, who nodded at me in the rearview mirror.

      “Sir Alonzo.”

      He always addressed me that way, never mind that I didn’t deserve that honorific. I had no fortune, no extraordinary achievements to my name. I didn’t even have my own car.

      My girlfriend, however, belonged to a clan that owned multiple successful businesses in the metro. As the sole direct heir to the Lim empire, it had only been a matter of time until she joined the fold. Her parents had given her the ultimatum after she passed the LSAT, and there went her ambition to be a lawyer.

      I kissed Dani’s cheek as the car started moving. “Is everything alright? How was your day?”

      “Oh, you know.” She sighed. “We’re still down on year-over-year sales, so we’re figuring out how to optimize our Christmas campaign and ad spend.”

      Those terms hadn’t always been part of my lingo, but since she started working, I’d quickly learned about marketing. “Is Aaron giving you a hard time?”

      The son of her parents’ long-time partners, Aaron was two years older than us and had gotten a head start managing their electronics distribution company. He’d been helping Dani get up to speed with the business since she officially signed on.

      “Kind of.” The frown returned to Dani’s face. “But it’s mostly my parents. You know how they are.”

      I hummed, not wanting to say anything bad about them in front of Mang Berto. Her parents already disapproved of me. If they heard that I’d criticized them, they’d probably ban Dani from ever seeing me again.

      Trying to comfort her, I put my hand above her knee. She flinched at the touch before her thigh relaxed. I wondered about her reaction but chalked it up to her stress over work. “You’re doing amazing, Dani,” I reassured her. “This is only your first campaign. Also, you have another week to go, right?”

      “Five days.” She gave me a small smile. “But you’re right. My parents are just going to have to chill.”

      I chuckled, doubting they knew the meaning of the word.

      “Anyway, how were your exams?”

      That killed my humor real quick. “Bad. I think I flunked crim law 1.”

      Her brows drew together. “No way. You always get great grades.”

      “Not recently,” I muttered. “And trust me, it was bad.”

      She giggled. “It’s so weird to hear that coming from you. Now you know how the rest of us feel.”

      I could only shake my head. It sucked, but I couldn’t argue her point. I never used to have trouble studying and retaining information.

      Until now.

      “It’s just your first semester,” Dani said. “There’s an adjustment period.”

      I couldn’t afford to have one because my scholarship hinged on my performance.

      She put her hand on mine. “Don’t worry about it, Z. At least you’re on vacation now. God, I miss having a sem break. We have meetings scheduled until Christmas Eve.”

      I swallowed down my concerns, which seemed insignificant compared to her work issues. Immature, even. “I’m sorry. You’re still joining us for dinner on Saturday, right?”

      Luna was coming home for the holidays, and for the first time, her partner Gabe was coming with her. I was looking forward to finally introducing Dani to both of them in person.

      Dani’s eyes widened. “Shit. There’s a shareholders’ event my dad insisted I go to. I’m sorry—I forgot to tell you about it.”

      “Oh.” Resentment lodged in my throat. Here were her parents ruining our plans again.

      “I promise I’ll catch up with you guys as soon as I can,” Dani hurried to say. “I’ll leave right after dinner so I can make it for drinks.”

      “Great. Luna’s excited to see you.” Dani had been in Europe with her family during Luna’s last visit so they’d missed each other, although they’d already met on video call.

      With several of us living in different countries the past couple of years, this was the first time our family would all be together with me and my sisters’ partners too. That was a huge reason to celebrate, and I wished Dani could be there for the whole thing.

      Dani squeezed my hand and smiled. “I can’t wait.”
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      cam

      “Finally.”

      Jumping up from my seat, I stretched for the first time in hours. I couldn’t remember when I last went up for air, but now that the coding fog was receding from my brain, I grew aware of two things that needed immediate attention: my bladder and my stomach.

      I hurried out to the bathroom and relieved myself.

      Was there anything more satisfying than that first bathroom break after hours of working at your desk?

      Actually, yes—grabbing your first meal after said session. As a freelance web developer, my work hours ranged from four hours to over twenty-four when I hit my groove or was on a deadline. This time, I’d pulled three consecutive all-nighters, only napping when my eyes grew too bleary to focus on my screen. All my meals—aka  pandesal and instant noodles—had been consumed at my desk.

      Was it healthy? No.

      Did I get the job done? Hell, yes.

      Now I needed to switch back into normal human mode, starting with real food. And because I’d just submitted a major project, I figured I deserved to treat myself.

      Hitting the first number in my speed dial, I put the call on speaker as I changed out of yesterday’s clothes and into a bikini set.

      “Look who’s still alive,” Nikki drawled.

      I snorted. “Barely. Need food.”

      “Your usual?”

      “I just finished a project.”

      “Bagnet coming right up,” she said, making me smile with how well she knew me.

      “Can you make that two servings with garlic rice? Plus my shake.” Buttoning my denim shorts, I pulled out a sando top from my closet and slipped it on.

      Nikki let out a whistle. “Ooh, it’s a celebration.”

      “I beat my deadline by—” I glanced at the time on my still-open laptop. “Three hours and nine minutes.”

      “Yes, girl. I’ll add extra buko strips.”

      My mouth watered at the thought. “You’re the best. Be there in a few.”

      “See ya.”

      Pocketing my phone, I checked my laptop again, ensuring I’d submitted the invoice for my balance. Everything looked accounted for. Fingers crossed, my client would approve the submission and issue my payment right away.

      Then I’d have to wait at least seven working days for the money to land in my bank account. After buying Christmas gifts and paying for rent and my share of the utilities, my savings were running low. It didn’t help that I had no new clients lined up.

      Freelancing was great for flexibility, but it wasn’t the most stable career option. I could decide how much work to take on, but each project I completed opened a gap to fill. Even with my recurring clients, I only ever seemed to have just enough to live on for the next month or so. I needed another gig, or I’d have a tough time covering my living expenses come February.

      I took a quick peek at the project listings. With the freelance market booming, competition was at an all-time high. It was no longer enough to have the skills and experience. I had to stand out, and more often than not, that boiled down to pricing. One glance confirmed that the going rate for the services I offered was well below my hourly rate.

      Call me proud, but I hated pricing myself like I was chump change.

      If only pride could pay the bills.

      My mood plummeted faster than a burst balloon. Closing my laptop, I grabbed my canvas bag and headed out.

      My landlady was sitting at the small dining table, her head bent as she studied a sheet of paper.

      “Hi, Inang.” I raised my voice so she could hear me. “Everything okay?”

      “Electricity bills are going up.”

      “Again?” They’d just increased prices three months ago, and it hadn’t been a minor change either.

      Inang sighed. “Do you know anyone who might want to rent the spare room?”

      “I can ask around. How much do you need for now?” Giving her extra money would mean having to cut back on spending, but I should be able to make up for it once I landed new projects.

      Shaking her head, she frowned at me. “You already pay more than your share. Just see if you can find a tenant for the spare room. I prefer someone who can stay for at least a year, but I’m open to short-term guests too.”

      “Got it. I’ll check.” I decided to add a cash envelope to the groceries I’d planned to gift her for Christmas. “I’m meeting Nikki. Do you want me to get you anything?”

      “No, thanks. Have fun.”

      Despite the smile she gave me, worry lines remained etched on her forehead. I wondered if there was more she wasn’t telling me, but I didn’t want to press. I could only focus on one problem at a time. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to help.

      I’d planned to go straight to Cuppa Jo, but I’d missed out on three days of water time. And with money issues creeping up on me, I needed an escape—temporary though it was. Besides, Nikki needed time to cook. I could take a quick dip and get to her with minutes to spare.

      Mind made up, I headed out to my favorite place in the world.
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      As expected, Luna and Gabe’s arrival brought with it plenty of embraces, laughter, and tears—the latter courtesy of Mama and Luna herself. Our family didn’t have fancy meals often, but we’d booked a private room at a nice restaurant to make the welcome celebration extra special. Unfortunately, the emotions of the day seemed to be too much for our mom, who had already been tired from her shift at the hospital. She and Papa ended up excusing themselves after dessert, leaving us siblings with Jason and Gabe.

      “This still feels so surreal,” Luna said as she looked around everyone gathered at the table.

      “You were here two Christmases ago,” I reminded her as I checked my phone again. Still no message from Dani. Stomach clenching, I shoved down my disappointment and tried to focus back on my sister.

      “Yeah, but that’s different. Gabe wasn’t with me,” Luna said. “We weren’t even together then.”

      “And look at you two now.” Tala, my eldest sister, grinned at Luna and Gabe. “What did I tell you, Gabe?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I already told you that you were right.”

      “It’s still satisfying to hear it again.”

      Tala’s boyfriend Jason put his arms around her shoulders. “And you say I’m the competitive one.”

      “I’m not competitive. I just like getting one up on this guy.” Tala nodded at Gabe, who gave no reaction.

      That was, until Luna poked a finger into his chest. He smiled then—a small curve of his lips that should have been unremarkable if not for the accompanying warmth in his eyes. If there was a perfect embodiment of a guy head over heels in love with his partner, it was Gabe.

      “He doesn’t look too torn up about it,” Jason drawled, earning a narrow-eyed look from Tala. “Just kidding, Tal.” He kissed her forehead, and I had to amend my statement.

      There were two whipped men around the table, and they didn’t seem to care who knew it.

      When my sisters moved to the United States, the plan was for them to earn their college degrees, get well-paying jobs, and hopefully become citizens so they could bring the rest of us there too. Tala had gone ahead, and then Luna joined her, leaving me alone with our mom while our dad worked in the UAE.

      Three years ago, Tala returned to Manila the same month that Papa did, and in the biggest surprise of the century, her college friend turned freaking NBA star Jason retired from basketball and followed her here. Meanwhile, Luna was busy falling in love with Tala’s best friend Gabe, who happened to be a professor at her college back then.

      To say my life was boring in comparison was an understatement.

      Sometimes I wondered what would have happened if I had taken that path too.

      “Is Dani on her way?” Luna asked.

      “She left the event a while ago, so she should be close,” I said. My phone pinged with a text. Reading it, I got up. “She’s here. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      I excused myself and headed out into the main restaurant area. Dani stood at the entrance wearing a cream-colored dress with her hair tied back—the epitome of a poised, gorgeous, unattainable woman.

      Doubling my pace, I came up to her and put my hands on her waist. “Hey, Dani.” I leaned to kiss her, but she turned her head before I could make contact.

      “We’re in public,” she muttered as she pulled away.

      My annoyance spiked. We’d had this talk before, but moments like these always had me wondering if she was ashamed of me and our relationship.

      “Sorry I took longer than expected. Dad got into one of his lectures.”

      “It’s cool. I’m just glad you’re here now.” Shaking off my annoyance, I led her to the private room.

      As we walked together, she whispered, “Are they upset that I missed dinner?”

      “No, they know you had a work commitment. Don’t worry about it.” I paused outside the door. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” Giving a little nod, she morphed into Danielle Lim. It had freaked me out the first time I saw her transforming into her mom’s clone when she introduced me to her family. I learned it was how she’d been trained to present herself at social gatherings, but she shouldn’t feel the need to put on the act with my siblings.

      “They’re going to love you, Dani,” I assured her as I opened the door. To the table, I said, “Everyone, Dani’s here.”

      “Hi. I’m so sorry I’m late.” She gave them a smile that might be the same one she gave to her family’s business partners.

      They all stood to greet her, and Tala approached first. “Hey, Dani. Don’t worry about it.” Tala pressed her cheek to Dani’s. “I’m glad you could join us.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it,” Dani said.

      Luna dashed forward. “It’s so good to finally meet you in person.” She went right in for a hug, and Dani’s shoulders seemed to tighten before relaxing.

      “You too. I wish I hadn’t missed you last time.”

      “You were with your family, and that’s the most important thing. Thankfully, our schedules worked out now.”

      “Yes.” Dani looked at me—rather, my hands—and froze. Turning to Luna, she said, “I have a welcome gift for you, but I left it in the car. Let me call my driver⁠—”

      Luna waved a hand. “Later is okay. That’s so sweet of you to think of that. Thank you.” Putting her hand on Gabe’s arm, she said, “This is my partner, Gabe.”

      Gabe held out a hand to Dani. “Nice to meet you, Dani.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too.”

      Jason greeted Dani last. “Dani, always a pleasure.”

      “Likewise.”

      Pulling out the seat next to mine, I ushered Dani in and sat down in my own chair once she was seated.

      Across the table, Luna grinned at us. “Wow. I’m finally seeing you together with my own two eyes.”

      “And you saw our pictures with whose eyes—Gabe’s?” I asked.

      Dani nudged my foot with hers, and I gave her an innocent smile.

      “You gave me and Gabe a hard time. I get to tease you in return.” To Dani, Luna said, “You’re safe, Dani. It’s just my brother I need to annoy.”

      “After what he put you through, that’s fair,” Dani reassured her.

      “Hey.” I gave Dani a wounded look. “Shouldn’t you be on my side?”

      “I am, but you said yourself that you need to make it up to your sister.”

      “Here, here,” Luna said.

      The rest of the table laughed, leaving me to look at the ceiling and sigh. It was more of a show than real annoyance because I was just relieved Dani was loosening up.

      She gave me a smile that tugged at my chest. Then Luna asked her about work, and I was more than happy to watch three of the most important women in my life chatting and getting along.
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      I chewed a mouthful of lechon, relishing how the crisp skin crackled and gave way to tender, garlicky meat. Swallowing, I said to Nikki, “Once again, you are the best chef in the world.”

      “I don’t think I qualify as a chef, but thanks anyway,” she said with a laugh.

      Eric, the third in our little band of misfits, spoke up. “I agree with Cam. Great food as always.”

      “It wasn’t just me,” Nikki said. “You all helped.”

      “Me too!” Jo waved her hand. “I helped too!”

      I smiled at her. “That’s why it tastes extra yummy.”

      The four of us sat at our favorite table in Cuppa Jo for our Christmas Eve celebration. Like last year, Nikki closed up shop mid-afternoon, and Eric and I came over to help prep food for noche buena. Traditionally, the meal was supposed to be at midnight, but since Nikki didn’t want to disrupt Jo’s sleeping schedule too much, we had ours at eight in the evening instead.

      Somehow, I’d gone from knowing absolutely zero people in this place to having my own small but steady tribe. I couldn’t be more thankful for them.

      Something wet nudged my leg, and I looked down at Milo, Eric’s recently adopted dog, who silently begged me for food with large, woeful eyes.

      “Not for you, Milo,” I told him as I scratched behind his ears.

      He let out a whine but snuggled deeper into my hand. After a minute or so, he left me to try his luck with Jo.

      Eric asked me, “You’re still game for the fundraiser, right?”

      “Yep.”

      He was the cohead of Pinoy Para Sa Dagat, a local nonprofit for ocean conservation. They held events to raise funds and awareness for the cause, and this time, they were going all out with live music, a film screening, and volunteer booths. Nikki had one for Cuppa Jo, and Eric, as the main organizer, had convinced me to do tattoos along with another artist.

      “You promise you’re not going to screen the people wanting to get tatts from you?” Nikki teased.

      I winced. I loved tattoos—getting them and giving them—but the latter only applied to specific people. I didn’t rely on it for income, though it would definitely help. The way I saw it, my tattoos were my form of art. Placing it on someone else’s skin felt intimate, like sharing a piece of myself. I couldn’t bring myself to offer that up for commercial consumption.

      It wasn’t the logical choice, but it was my choice.

      Just like it was my choice to support my friend despite my self-imposed rule.

      “Yeah, yeah. For one day,” I stressed.

      Jo looked up from sneaking a scrap to Milo. “Can I get a tattoo?”

      “Absolutely not,” Nikki answered before I could say a word. “When you’re older, sure.”

      Jo’s bottom lip jutted out. “But Tita Cammy’s going to tattoo other people. Why not me?”

      “I’ll prepare something special just for you,” I promised her.

      “Yay!” she squealed, and despite the narrowed look Nikki gave me and the snort from Eric, my lips hiked up. Her excitement was impossible to resist.

      “Softy,” Eric murmured to me.

      “You spoil her,” Nikki complained, though her smile negated her words. “Now I won’t hear the end of it.”

      “You’re going to behave for your mama, right, Joey girl?” I prompted Jo.

      Her head bobbed up and down. “Uh huh.”

      “Can you start by putting your dishes in the sink?” Nikki asked her.

      Without missing a beat, Jo got up, grabbed her plate and utensils, and took off for the kitchen.

      “I hope you have a plan,” Nikki told me, “because you know how she is about promises.”

      “Of course I do.” Having experienced more than my fair share of broken promises, I made it a personal code never to make a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep.

      If only more people could do the same.
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      “Too full.” Groaning, I rubbed my stomach. I regretted finishing off that extra plate of spaghetti. In my defense, Luna was rarely home, so I had to savor her cooking whenever she was here. But I’d gone a bit too far this time.

      “Does that mean you’re not having dessert?” Tala asked.

      Mama’s face fell. Fruit salad was her specialty, a recipe she’d perfected with Lola. Mama prepared it every Christmas without fail, even when it had been just the two of us at home.

      So even though my stomach threatened to split in two, I quickly said, “Of course I will. I just need a break. Or maybe a walk.”

      “Wait.” Tala stopped me as I started to stand. “Before you do, Jason and I have an announcement to make.”

      My eyes widened and flew to her left hand, which she’d conveniently kept under the table.

      Gasping, Luna jumped in her seat. “Oh my God, yes!”

      “I haven’t even said what it is,” Tala protested.

      “Go on already so we can celebrate,” Luna said.

      Tala sighed. “Apparently, you already know.”

      Jason laughed and patted her back, seeming content to let her take the lead.

      “Well?” Mama prompted, smiling.

      Tala glanced at Jason and, at his nod, blurted out, “We’re engaged.”

      Whooping, Luna leapt out of her chair and hugged Tala. “I knew it! Congrats, you guys!”

      “Finally,” Papa grumbled even as he grinned from ear to ear.

      We took turns congratulating them and admiring Tala’s ring, which had a square center diamond with four smaller triangular-cut ones forming a star on a delicate gold band. The unique design suited Tala completely.

      Jason vibrated with excitement, as though he had bottled up the news for so long that his energy could no longer be contained. Tala’s happiness was quieter, but it shone through her eyes. Their infectious joy turned what was already a memorable Christmas into one for the books.

      “How and when did he propose? Tell us everything,” Luna said.

      Tala shared how Jason had been helping her film one of her dance videos for social media. He walked up to her to fix the back of her shirt, and when she turned around, he was on one knee with the ring box in his hand. Of course, he’d captured the whole thing on camera. Tala refused to let us watch the video despite our attempts to persuade her otherwise.

      “It took him a while,” Papa commented. “He asked us for permission months ago.”

      No wonder Papa kept bugging them about getting married. It had started when they moved in together last year, but it had escalated in the past few months. I had to give Jason props for asking our parents beforehand—it definitely earned him bonus points with our dad.

      Laughing, Jason said, “I wanted to do it when we could celebrate with everyone. Since Luna and Gabe were planning to come here for Christmas, I figured it was the perfect time.”

      “He’s had the ring since July,” Luna told Tala.

      I blinked at Luna. “Wait, you also knew?”

      She nodded. “Jase asked for my input on the design and let me check the fit during one of his trips."

      My mouth dropped open. “So I’m the only one who didn’t know?” I’d had my suspicions, but I wasn’t sure it was happening since Jason had never told me outright.

      He grimaced. “Sorry, Lonz. I wanted to tell you in person that time we were supposed to play basketball but didn’t get another chance after our plan fell through.”

      By that, he meant I’d canceled on him last minute because I needed to study for my criminal law class after messing up the previous recitation.

      “Then with my travels the last couple of weeks⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “The important thing is you guys are finally getting married.” It would have been nice to be in the loop, though. We both had phones. He could have shot me a text. I’d have made time to meet up with him.

      Then again, the guy was a celebrity and an environmental scientist. He was busy doing things, going places. How could I blame him for not catching me up on his plans? Anyway, it wasn’t the first time I was the last to know about things.

      “I had no idea either,” Tala said as if she sensed my feelings. “We were supposed to talk about it in January.”

      “We will be talking about it in January,” Jason replied. “In a lot more detail.”

      The conversation moved to potential dates and locations for the wedding. Tala wanted to get married in the Philippines, preferably at a beach. Jason didn’t mind where they did it as long as it happened ASAP.

      As they discussed the possibility of a summer wedding, my thoughts drifted to the year ahead. Tala was getting married. Luna was launching a side gig with her friends in the next few months.

      Both my sisters were living their best lives, and I was happy for them. They deserved to live out their dreams.

      But that didn’t mean I wasn’t jealous of them too.
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      “Ma, I don’t want to sleep yet,” Jo whined even as her eyelids drooped.

      “Santa won’t come if you’re awake. You know that,” Nikki said.

      “But Tito Eric and Tita Cammy are still here. Milo too!”

      Nikki and Eric exchanged a look, and Eric gave her a subtle nod.

      “If you go to bed now, Milo can keep you company the whole night,” Nikki told Jo.

      She perked up. “Really?”

      “Yes,” Eric said. “I’ll even give you a piggyback ride to your room.”

      “Okay!” Jo came over and gave me a hug. “Night, Tita Cammy.”

      “Night, Joey girl. Merry Christmas.”

      “C’mon, Milo,” she called as she climbed onto Eric’s back.

      Milo and Nikki followed them to the bedroom. I watched them go and it hit me once again how much they looked like a real family.

      If only Eric had the courage to admit his feelings to Nikki.

      While waiting for them to return, I snuck in a look at my freelancing app. Some of the projects I’d bid for were still pending; the others were declined. The common denominator for not being picked? Pricing.

      Pricing low would give me a better shot at landing clients, but I couldn’t stomach putting in that much time and effort into a project and barely earning enough to cover my expenses. Sometimes I wondered if pride would get the best of me, but I knew what my work was worth—and it was more than these bargain rates.

      Holding my breath, I took a peek at my bank account. The payment from my last client still hadn’t cleared, and my balance was teetering way too close to red alert territory.

      Shit. I needed new projects ASAP.

      “No.”

      My head snapped up at Nikki’s voice, and I shoved my phone in my pocket.

      “I know that face. We said no looking at work,” she chided me.

      “Who says I was looking at work? Maybe I was looking for a date.”

      Nikki huffed as she sat beside me on the sofa. “You, look for a date?”

      Chuckling, Eric handed me a beer and plopped on the chair opposite Nikki.

      “Fine. A hookup then.” I had no problem admitting the truth. “Also, it’s funny you should say it like that when you haven’t dated in years.”

      “I’m busy with Jo and the café,” Nikki repeated, giving me the same answer she had the first time I asked her.

      “If you wanted to, you would,” I said. “You know I’m ready to babysit. Just say the word.”

      Shaking her head, she took a swill of her beer. Meanwhile, Eric was avoiding my gaze, as though that would save him from my attention.

      “I can dog sit too, by the way. Or even do both at the same time.” I stopped short of adding so you two can just go date each other. Even I had some semblance of subtlety, though I couldn’t promise how much longer I’d be able to hold back from meddling in my friends’ affairs.

      Eric pressed his lips together, his eyes warning me off the topic. For someone who spoke at conferences and dealt with businessmen for a living, the guy was a total wuss when it came to relationship talk. “Good to know,” he said. “So what were you frowning about earlier?”

      A deflection, as usual. I went with it because it was Christmas and I needed to get things off my chest. “I applied for a bunch of projects, but nothing.” I ended my announcement with a long pull of my beer.

      “Aww, Cam,” Nikki said. “Maybe people are on vacation. It is Christmas.”

      “Two of the gigs I bid for went to someone else.”

      Eric winced. “I’m sorry.”

      At least I still had two recurring clients. They’d been my staples for over a year now, keeping me afloat through the leaner times. But those contracts had fixed rates and wouldn’t be enough to sustain me, especially with inflation.

      Why was living so freaking expensive?

      “Do you need cash?” Eric said. “I can⁠—”

      I shook my head. “I’m okay for now, but thanks. I’m just worried because Inang’s stressing over the bills and I think something else might be wrong.” She was seventy-three, so she could have a health issue. Like me, she had no family. No one to depend on but me and her friends.

      “She still hasn’t found another renter?” Nikki asked.

      “Nope.” Most locals already had their own homes, while tourists preferred to stay at the boutique hotels or popular hostels. “I need more clients.”

      “What about a full-time job?” Eric suggested. “Are you open to that?”

      I’d considered that multiple times and ended up rejecting it for the flexibility of freelancing. Now, though… “I am, if I can continue to work from here.”

      “I’d hire you as our tech person if we had the budget,” Eric said.

      “You could work with me part-time if you need extra money,” Nikki put in.

      My heart warmed at their offers. I’d met Nikki when I, in my desperation upon my arrival in Juana, almost begged for any job to cover my stay here. Despite my lack of experience, Nikki took a chance on me and patiently trained me to become a decent—at best—waitress.

      I’d worked at Cuppa Jo for almost a year, until I’d built up my work portfolio and scored Carlson Tech, my first regular client. The day I turned in my apron, both Nikki and I breathed heavy sighs of relief.

      Luckily, my lackluster waitressing skills hadn’t turned Nikki off from being my first real friend in town. She’d introduced me to Jo and Eric, and that had been that.

      “Thanks, guys. Nikki, I appreciate the offer, but I’m not good for your business,” I told her.

      “You’d scare off the tourists,” Eric said.

      I shrugged. “Only the ones that need scaring.”

      “You think most tourists do.”

      “Yet I agreed to tattoo for your event. You’re welcome.”

      He chuckled. “Thank you. You’re still not willing to charge for your tatts as a side gig?”

      “Not unless I’m desperate.” Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      “Speaking of tatts, what’s it going to be this time?” Nikki asked.

      While some people rang in the new year with a list of goals and resolutions, I did so with new ink. “I’m not sure yet. I’ll figure it out when I get there.”

      “I really don’t know how you can decide on something permanent on a whim.”

      “It’s just skin.”

      As much as I chose tattoos that held special meanings, at the end of the day, they were surface level. Deeply symbolic art that hinted at what I’d been through, like the white lines on my stomach and my thighs and the scars on my legs and neck. They weren’t a full reflection of who I was.

      What lay beneath the surface—that was for me and the few people I trusted. I could count them on one hand, and they were more than I ever dreamt I’d have.

      In fact, they were more than enough.

      I couldn’t imagine sharing myself, scars and all, with anyone else.
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      The day after Christmas, I borrowed my parents’ car to pick up Dani for our date. I’d made a reservation at this fancy restaurant she kept mentioning—the type that served multiple dishes coined as a tasting menu because each serving was only big enough to be tasted. It meant I’d be hitting the drive-thru later since there was no way I’d be full. But if Dani was happy, no way would I complain.

      She’d texted me to meet her inside her house, so I parked by the back gate and waited for Mang Berto to let me in. Her dad’s favorite Benz was missing from their garage, a sign that her parents were probably out.

      When Dani opened the door, I grinned at her. “Merry Christmas, Dani.”

      She smiled, but it seemed subdued. “Hey. Merry Christmas.”

      I pulled her in for a hug and felt her stiffening in my arms. “Is everything okay?” I studied her face, noting she wasn’t meeting my eyes.

      “Let’s talk about it in my room.”

      My heart pounded as she led me up the stairs. That she was bringing me to her room told me something major was up, since her parents forbade her from having me on the second floor of their house.

      “Are you sure your dad doesn’t have a CCTV here or something?” I tried to joke as she opened her bedroom door and let me in.

      “Huh?” She blinked at me, looking like she’d been lost in her thoughts. “We just need to talk.”

      Realization hit me. “Are you pregnant?”

      Her eyes widened. “What? No, of course not.” She closed the door. “Why would you think that?”

      “You’re acting weird, and it was the first thing that came to mind.”

      “I’m not pregnant. Thank God.” She paced in front of her door.

      “Yeah.” I wouldn’t mind being a parent, although I knew my life would look completely different if we had an unplanned pregnancy.

      Coming to an abrupt stop, Dani blurted out, “Isleptwithsomeone.”

      I stared at her. My ears heard the words, but my brain refused to process them. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. When I tried again, my voice was barely a whisper. “What did you say?”

      She swallowed, her eyes darting away from me.

      For a minute, I let myself believe I’d imagined those words. They were just a random glitch of my brain. A prank, maybe. Nothing to worry⁠—

      “I slept with someone.”

      The confession seemed to come at me from the far end of a tunnel, distant then bellowing in my ears.

      Dani put her hands over her mouth and hung her head.

      The truth barreled into me with the force of a freight truck.

      “You…slept with someone.” My stomach roiled as images of a guy’s hands on her inundated my mind. Various scenarios flashed, each worse than the last, and I shook my head reflexively, willing it not to be true. “Like a slumber party in a king-size bed with pajamas and face masks?”
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