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CHAPTER ONE





The airport is like Evan Saatchi’s second home. He’s used to the routine of waiting to check in, zipping through security checkpoints due to his Global Entry status, calculating how long it will take to walk from one end of the terminal to the other to plan the perfect route down to the second. Airports, no matter where you go, are mostly the same. The same kinds of food options, mostly sandwiches that are quick to make and easy to carry or eat while standing in lines; the same coffee chains, with the paper to-go cups and wooden stirrers and packets of sugar; the same bookstores, with the best sellers and magazines and gadgets for reading on long flights. He has the flight attendants’ entire safety speech memorized, knows all the sounds airplanes make, what actual bad turbulence feels like, the best angle to sleep at so as not to get a leg cramp, and the quickest route from the airport to the office that avoids Bay Area traffic. Efficiency at its finest.


This kind of efficiency has helped him chart his career, land his dream job writing and traveling for a living, and buy his own condo. It hasn’t let him down so far. And today is the day he’ll know if he’ll become a senior editor, his ultimate dream job.


The moment he pushes through the revolving doors to his office building, Evan spots a shock of red hair through the crowded lobby. Riggs is waiting for him, as usual, so they can go up to the office together—a perk of working at the same company as one of his best friends.


Carrying a tray of coffee in one hand and rolling his suitcase in the other, Evan asks, “Did Tallulah give you any grief ?”


William Riggins—Riggs—looks up from his phone and grins. He always reminds Evan of a ginger cat, same coloring and temperament. “Tallulah? Total nightmare. Demanding as ever, running around in circles looking for you, bit me in the ass.”


“You probably deserved it.”


Riggs accepts a coffee from Evan’s tray and laughs. “Okay, I made that last one up. But she missed you.”


Tallulah, Evan’s elderly dachshund, prefers to lounge on the couch all day, lying on her own pillow like a proper hot dog, and falling asleep to eight-hour-long videos on YouTube called “TV for Dogs.” She’s everything Evan could have hoped for when he rescued her. Somehow sleeping in a four-star hotel without her curled at his feet makes him homesick.


“Thanks for looking after her,” says Evan. “I owe you.” His usual dog-sitter hadn’t been available.


For the past three days, he’s been in Paris, hardly his longest business trip for boots-on-the-ground research for Overnight, but it feels longer, especially after traveling for the past fourteen hours. While it’s the fastest-growing travel app according to Forbes, Overnight doesn’t have the budget to send editors like Evan, junior ones at that, abroad any longer than necessary. Sure, being so tall Evan has a hard time sitting comfortably in such small spaces for prolonged periods and resents dealing with people hogging all of the overhead bins, and before he finally got pre-check, he’s had his fair share of annoyances from the TSA, what with having a Persian last name, but he can’t complain about the perks of the job. Getting paid to travel makes it all worth it, even if getting to and from the airport is an odyssey all on its own.


Riggs checks the time on his phone. “You just barely made it. Bettie break down again?”


“As a matter of fact, yes, but I managed to push her into a parking spot, so it doesn’t count.” Bettie is Evan’s car—a Honda Civic that’s old enough to buy beer without getting carded by the bartender. Some might call her a piece of shit, others might call her a road hazard, even more might call her a piece-of-shit-road-hazard. Her red paint flakes off like rose petals in the wind, she’s constantly coughing like she’s got black lung, and she still smells like cigarettes from the previous owner no matter how many times Evan cleans the upholstery. Everyone told him not to buy her, but he didn’t listen. She’s his first car paid for with his first paycheck from Overnight, and that matters to him.


“Can’t believe you came in to work today,” Riggs says as they file into the elevator with the other nine-to-fivers. “If I were you, I’d be home right now.”


“And miss the all-hands-on-deck meeting? Not a chance. I have to know if I got the job or not,” Evan says as he takes a sip of his Americano and winces. Paris has ruined American coffee for him. Not to mention wine.


“Naomi wouldn’t tell you in private first?” Riggs asks.


“She said she’d make the announcement at the end of the week.” Evan gestures around them, as if proving a point. “It’s the end of the week.”


He’s been eyeing the senior editor position ever since Naomi, their boss, talked about starting an Urban Asia division to reach a larger audience. As soon as the listing was posted, he applied. Becoming a senior editor would be a big promotion, with all the perks of his current job, including an all-expenses, multicountry tour through Asia, a part of the world he’s always wanted to visit.


Currently, Evan and Riggs make up half of the European editorial team for Overnight, writing guides about hidden gems and the best deals for tourists in all the perennially popular and coolest up-and-coming cities across the continent. They spend hours compiling data and working with locals to determine the best experience for users. Some of the most beautiful cities in the world now feel like a part of him. He practically has a map of the best coffee shops in Europe imprinted in his soul. But he’s ready to see more.


Objectively, he knows the new job would be a reach. He’s never even been to Asia. But he’s always dreamed of going, and Naomi knows he’s a fast learner. Plus, visiting Tokyo on Overnight’s dime? He’d be crazy not to apply, at least to see what happens.


As the elevator rises, Evan slides his travel bag between his legs and unzips his bomber jacket with one hand while checking his reflection in the shiny walls of the elevator, making sure his dark curls aren’t sticking up every which way from the blustery San Francisco winds and staticky airplane pillows. He can’t come in looking like he rolled off the tarmac, even if that’s exactly what he did.


When the elevator doors ding open, the two of them make their way into the bullpen, finding the office mostly empty, with everyone already gathered in the conference room. “The meeting could be about layoffs,” Riggs says, scanning the empty desks.


“It’s not layoffs.” Evan taps Riggs on the chest with the back of his hand. “That doesn’t make sense. We’re expanding.” While Evan is generally the more cynical of the two, he’s not the type to catastrophize. “I think you’ve had too much caffeine this morning.”


Riggs inspects his coffee cup and twists his jaw in consideration. “Yeah. Probably.”


The conference room is already packed by the time Riggs and Evan slip through the door. The chatter is light and conversational, not the type you’d expect ahead of an announcement that a quarter of the company had been “impacted.” Evan and Riggs stand together at the back of the room, finishing their coffee, as some of the higher-ups chat with one another in front of a large projector screen with Overnight’s logo as the screen saver.


Riggs leans in and murmurs. “Fine. If it’s not layoffs, wanna bet we’ve been bought out?”


Evan quirks an eyebrow. “Doubt it.”


“Twenty bucks.” He flashes Evan a bill folded between his fingers.


“If it is layoffs—which it’s not—you’re gonna need those twenty bucks.”


“Being proven right will make it all worth it.”


With a breathy laugh, Evan nods. If he has one weakness, this is it. “Okay, I’ll take that bet.”


Evan’s still smiling even as he takes a cursory glance around the room when he notices an unfamiliar face. Overnight is a relatively small company, with fifty developers and even fewer editors, so seeing a stranger in a meeting of this scale piques his interest.


Like Evan, she seems to be in her mid-twenties. Her skin is light brown, and her long black hair falls below her shoulders. When she smiles with full red lips, her dark eyes brighten. She wears an oversized white button-up, with one corner tucked into tight black jeans, and ankle boots. The woman’s eyes flick toward him, catching him staring, and he tears his gaze away.


“All right, folks!” Overnight’s CEO, Naomi Ito, a smartly dressed Japanese American woman in her forties, claps her hands at the front of the conference room. “It’s the top of the hour. Let’s get this meeting started, shall we? Thank you all for coming, yadda yadda yadda. I know we’re updating the app today and we’re on a tight schedule, so without further ado …” She extends her hand to the new woman, who strides up to stand beside Naomi at the front of the room. Smiling, Naomi says, “Everyone, I’m very excited to introduce the new senior editor of the Urban Asia division, Dalisay Ramos.”


The office claps for her politely while Evan’s stomach plummets like he’s hit turbulence at cruising altitude and his whole body goes cold. This wasn’t how he expected to find out he didn’t get the job. Naomi gives Evan a slight nod when he catches her eye, a subtle acknowledgment, while Dalisay steps up to the front of the room as the applause dies down.


Dalisay doesn’t appear flustered talking in front of a room full of strangers. Confidently, she stands tall, smiling. “Good morning, everyone. I’m Dalisay. I moved here from the Philippines a few months ago, I’m a graduate of Ateneo de Manila University. Before this, I worked for Weisure, another travel app and … You’re bored already!” The room comes to life with polite laughter.


Makes sense. Overnight would want someone who is familiar with the region to be the senior editor. If Evan had known what he was up against, he wouldn’t have applied for the job. He never stood a chance. She seems like the perfect fit.


Watching her, Evan can’t look away. Heat rises from the back of his neck, and when he looks at Dalisay, his heart pumps like it’s trying to get his attention.


“Honestly,” she says, “I’m thrilled to join the Overnight team and can’t wait to work with all of you.”


Dalisay’s eyes catch Evan’s, and she smiles wider.


And Evan can’t help but smile in return.





By the time Evan finishes hitting send on his final email of the morning, he’s fully back in work mode. Being jet-lagged hardly slows him down. He’s already planned his next trip, a few days in an igloo hotel in Finland, for an article about unconventional honeymoon destinations.


Movement across the floor snares his attention. Dalisay. The new editor.


She walks along the outer wall across the floor, holding a mug and heading to the office kitchen. She’s smiling to herself, eyes down, and he wonders what she’s thinking about.


A voice in the back of his head tells him he should go talk to her, introduce himself, but another, louder, and more annoying voice tells him to ask her out for coffee.


Evan’s heart has made a home in his throat and he swallows it back down. Ask her out? That’d be ridiculous. They’ve never spoken to each other. But he can’t ignore the way his heart nearly jackhammered out of his chest when they locked eyes. He’s never had a heart attack, but he bets it was close enough. Her smile might crack his rib cage in two. He’s never believed in love at first sight; that’s the stuff of poetry. (Plus, he’s always been more of a high-fantasy guy anyway.) He does, however, believe in attraction at first sight, the feeling as solid as a roundhouse kick to the sternum. With her dark hair, and that smart gleam in her eye, and damn, her smile … It’s a megawatt smile that makes everything brighter. What he wouldn’t give to see more of it.


Before he realizes it, he’s standing and following Dalisay to the kitchen. When he passes Riggs’s desk, Riggs gives him a curious glance, but Evan doesn’t turn back. He has to introduce himself at least.


When he enters the kitchen, he finds Dalisay alone. She’s organizing the sugar packets, putting everything into neat stacks. Kitchen upkeep is a job for one of the interns, but Dalisay hums happily to herself while she does it, waiting for the stainless-steel kettle to boil. When she taps all the packets into a straight row, Evan can’t help but notice a flash of silver on her hand, but on a second glance, it’s a dainty silver band with an infinity loop around her middle finger. Not an engagement ring.


But what if she has a boyfriend? Or a girlfriend? Someone that gorgeous has to be in a relationship. He’s not a homewrecker. Suddenly, his nerve starts to dwindle. Come on, get a grip, he tells himself. You’re saying hello to a new colleague, not proposing. Be normal, idiot.


But Dalisay glances up when she hears him enter and smiles. When she does, he knows how the water in that kettle feels, full of potential energy waiting to bubble over. With a deep breath, he walks toward her, but navigates to the cupboards instead. Being this close to her, he can smell her perfume, and it makes the world spin. Orange blossoms, like a summer in Capri.


“Hi,” he says, giving her what he hopes is an easy smile.


Her eyes dart to him, and she tucks a ribbon of black hair behind her ear. “Hey.”


She goes back to sorting the sugar and sweeteners, and Evan tries not to stare. He grabs a mug from the cupboard and dollops some honey into the bottom. He silently offers her some, and she nods, giving another smile.


“Dalisay, right?” he asks.


“Yes, I think I saw you at the meeting.”


“I’m Evan.”


“Oh! Of course! Evan Saatchi. You must be the one I’ve heard so much about. European team, yes?”


“Yeah, I just got back from Paris. Seriously, only a couple hours ago.”


She juts out her lower lip, impressed. “You’re holding up well,” she says, stowing away the rest of the packets, neat and tidy, and color-coordinated.


“Barely.”


She laughs and tucks more of her hair behind her ear. “When I flew here from Manila, I could hardly function. My jet lag was awful! I didn’t feel like a person for ages.”


“Been there, for sure,” Evan says, grinning. “This is your first time here?”


“Yes! I traveled all over Asia for Weisure, but everything’s been so busy since we moved, I haven’t had a chance to really check out San Francisco yet. I’d love to visit the Asian Art Museum soon, see how it compares.”


“The museum is awesome. They have this mochi pounding demonstration—the way those guys hammer at the dough at lightning speed, it’s amazing. That, and mochi in general.”


“Well then, I have to go now!” She shifts a little so she’s facing him, her back flat against the edge of the counter. “You like it here? At Overnight?”


“Yeah. I do. Been a junior editor just over a year now. It’s a good gig. Is Naomi helping you get settled?”


“Yeah, it’s been great so far. But heading a brand-new department is huge. And adjusting to a new job is always nerve-racking.”


“For sure.” Evan sucks in a breath. He should tell her that he applied for the position. He’d hate it if she found out secondhand and risk her thinking he resented her. Better she hear it from him directly. “I actually applied for your job, so I know it’s a lot.”


Dalisay’s eyebrows rise. “Really?”


“Yeah, but I think they picked the better candidate to be honest. No hard feelings whatsoever.” Making her smile is like serotonin injected directly into his brain. It’s stupid-good.


“Well, thank you for the vote of confidence.”


“No problem. I’m sure you’ll figure everything out, but if you ever need anything, I’m happy to help.”


“I may take you up on that.”


Dalisay’s eyes sparkle. When she smiles with her lips closed like that, the dimples in her cheeks come out, but she seems to catch herself doing it. Her face turns more serious, and she takes a deep breath as she drags her fingers through her hair. She turns away from him and opens a cupboard only to find a wall of mugs. She opens another one—mugs. Another—mugs all the way down.


Every corporate event, every team building getaway, every convention, commemorative mugs come back to the office. There are more mugs here than there are people in the building.


Dalisay looks baffled.


“Here,” Evan says. He holds out his hand and Dalisay steps back. He pulls a handle below the counter and reveals a drawer full of tea bags, coffees, and terrible instant espresso. “Voilà.”


“My caffeine hero.”


“Not all of us wear capes.”


Dalisay tips her head to the side playfully, grinning, but she catches herself again, clears her throat, and starts flipping through tea bags with dexterous fingers.


The water bubbles in the kettle, making it rock slightly in its dock, and clicks off. Steam rises from the lid when Dalisay opens it to cool off a little and chooses a mango green tea. She offers him one too without realizing that it’s his favorite, second only to his morning espresso.


“Thanks,” he says, as she pours them both a mug.


Evan chews on his bottom lip and shifts his weight from one hip to the other. He should ask her out, he’d be crazy not to. There’s a spark between them that’s hard to ignore. He’s used to asking women out, but this time, something feels different. He can’t quite place it, but whatever it is, it’s making his mouth dry.


Before he can chicken out, he says, “Look, I don’t normally do this, but I was wondering if you’d want to grab a drink with me sometime.”


Dalisay pauses, then slowly puts the kettle back in its dock. She turns, squares her shoulders to him, and looks him up and down, taking in his navy-blue sweatshirt, jeans, and blunnies—his go-to travel wear. Something flashes in her eye, a brightness he doesn’t expect, and one corner of her mouth lifts.


“You travel a lot, don’t you,” she says. Not a question.


He looks down at his outfit and decides to play along. “Comes with the job. I like to think I know my way around an airport at least.” He gives her another smile, but Dalisay hums and curls her lips. “I’m free tomorrow, if you are,” he says.


When Dalisay laughs, it rings. “Wow.” She shakes her head in disbelief and dissolves the honey in her tea with a wooden stirrer. “Tomorrow. So soon … Really?”


“You have plans?”


Dalisay flips her hair over her shoulder and squints one eye at him, like she’s looking through a microscope. “Let me guess—correct me if I’m wrong but let me try. Europe is like your playground. You’ve been there so often, you probably think you know how the rest of the world works.”


He’s not sure what she’s getting at. “Travel enough, you start to realize people are the same everywhere. I’m not quick to judge.”


“You may be right. But the thing is, though, I’m from the Philippines. It’s a long way from Paris.”


“I didn’t know I was getting a geography lesson today,” he says. He likes the way her eyes crinkle at the corners when she smiles.


“Perhaps you should study some more then.”


There’s a distinct shift in the tone of the conversation, and Evan’s charm starts to wear from his smile. Is that a hardness in her eyes now, or is he reading her all wrong? He starts to scramble for some sort of excuse. Is this about his sweatshirt? His Blundstone boots? He always dresses comfortably for long flights, but he wouldn’t call his style sloppy. “Is it something I said?”


“No, not the particular words themselves.”


“Mind filling me in?”


Dalisay sighs and tosses the wooden stirrer in the trash. When she looks back at him, he’s captured in her gaze. “Let me be clear then. I’m not interested in American hookup culture. No drinks, no dinner, no coffee. That might work with someone else, not me.”


Evan balks. She doesn’t have to sound so haughty. “A simple no would have been fine.”


“Then the answer is no.” Her dark eyes sparkle, shining like the night sky, and she looks down her nose at him. “You’re going to have to try a lot harder than that.”


Evan raises a curious eyebrow as Dalisay turns and leaves. But before she disappears from the kitchen, she looks back at him.


“You may know Milan, Evan Saatchi, but you don’t know Manila.”












CHAPTER TWO





After kick-starting Bettie with luck and a prayer after work, Evan parks her in front of The Basement, a board game store in the Mission District. Riggs gets out first, balancing the pizza boxes with one hand and a grocery bag in the other. “That is brutal,” he crows, head thrown back in laughter. Evan told Riggs all about what happened with Dalisay while they were grabbing food for their gaming sessions. “ ‘You’re going to have to try a lot harder than that’?! Sounds like a threat.”


“I think it was,” Evan says, juggling two four-packs of tall boys under one arm and carrying the rest of the snacks while closing Bettie’s trunk with his elbow. He’s more amused than chagrined. The epic rejection was almost worth it to get Riggs’s reaction.


Riggs knocks twice on the window of The Basement. The lights are on deeper inside, but at this hour the door is locked, the store closed. “You should have known. That woman is out of your league. Besides, you work together. That’s ripe for drama.”


“We’re in different departments! I didn’t think it’d be weird.”


“Well, now it is!”


“I know, but it was worth a shot.”


“Never mix business and pleasure. Amateur move, dude.”


A hulking shadow moves at the front door and unlocks it. The six-four, totally ripped, Filipino Captain America, JohnMark—JM to his friends—smiles at them. “I smell barbecue. You better have normal pizzas in there.”


Riggs and Evan step into the store. “Only one barbecue, and that’s for me,” Evan says. “The rest are boring like you like, don’t worry.”


JM locks the door after them. “Good. If I’m going to kill you guys, you’ll want all the comfort food you can get.”


Every Friday, they gather here after the store closes to drink beer, hang out, and play Dungeons & Dragons. It started when they all met at Berkeley as freshmen. They would play for hours at Evan and Riggs’s two-bedroom apartment in Westbrae above a hardware store, powered by pizza, beer, and garlic knots from the place around the corner. For a trio of guys who look like they belonged in a frat, they all preferred role play, killing goblins and fighting evil wizards over partying. JM is their dungeon master, the one who designs all the campaigns they play.


“Gonna TPK today?” Riggs asks. “TPK” means a “total party kill.” They all have backup characters for such an occasion. While JM is the kindest, gentlest person Evan’s ever known in real life, as a dungeon master, he’s as brutal as he is a good storyteller.


“Only if you make dumb decisions again,” says JM.


Unlike Evan and Riggs and their liberal arts paths, JohnMark Aquino focused on the sciences. They became friends when they joined the Magic the Gathering club as freshmen. JM is still at Berkeley, going for his master’s now in public health. He’s also one of the fittest people Evan has ever met. When he’s not studying for school or working for his girlfriend Pinky at The Basement, he’s lifting weights. He can squat two Evans’s worth of weight and barely break a sweat. He and Evan work out together, but Evan can’t bulk up like JM can.


In the backroom, Pinky is already sitting at a small table set up with their battle map and figurines. She makes grabby hands at the pizzas and Riggs hands them over.


“Careful over there,” she says, tipping her head toward the bathroom while she takes a slice of pepperoni. “The floor might still be wet. A kid didn’t make it, puked all over.”


Everyone cringes. Running a small business is no easy feat. Pinky Valenzuela, JM’s girlfriend, owns and manages The Basement. On top of selling games, she also oversees community programs for kids, teaching them how to play board games, and giving them a safe place to stay after school. She’s used to the mess, but even Evan’s stomach churns thinking about cleaning up after twenty kids every day. On top of that, Pinky somehow manages to find the time to be one of the most popular cosplayers in San Francisco. Every year, the four of them fly down to San Diego to Comic-Con where Pinky wins serious money with her costumes onstage. Last year, she made a Sailor Moon quick-change costume, and the video went viral. The money she makes from Instagram alone keeps the lights on, but The Basement doesn’t need it. Every weekend, the store is packed with people playing, and sometimes they host Magic tournaments. Even if it wasn’t operated by some of his best friends, The Basement is one of Evan’s favorite places to be. He’s not ashamed of calling himself a nerd.


“What’s this about making dumb decisions?” Pinky asks.


“You mean in the fae forest”—Riggs points to the battle map—“or in Evan’s real life?”


Rolling his eyes, Evan plops the spoils from their Safeway run—Funyuns, tortilla chips, salsa, beer, the works—on the floor. He knows where this is going.


“There’s a difference?” Pinky asks. Evan lets out a ha-ha.


“Evan asked a woman out and got shot down big-time,” Riggs says, getting down to brass tacks.


Shrugging off his bomber jacket, Evan takes a seat next to JM as Riggs recounts what Evan told him while JM sets up his notes. “What exactly did Dalisay say again, before she left?” Riggs asks Evan, as if saving the icing on the cake for last.


“ ‘You may know Milan, but you don’t know Manila.’ ”


Everyone bursts into a chorus of laughter at Evan’s expense, and Evan ducks his head, kowtowing with a smile.


“So, she’s Filipina?” Pinky asks brightly as she twirls her pencil around her thumb.


Both JM and Pinky are Filipino. Pinky grew up in the States, while JM grew up in Cebu City, moving to California when he got accepted to Berkeley, but he goes back every summer to spend time with his extended family.


“Dalisay moved from Manila a few months ago,” Evan tells them.


“Surname?”


“Ramos.”


Pinky repeats the surname over and over. “I think my mom mentioned meeting a new family named Ramos at church. I’ll have to check if it’s the same one.”


“I’m not sure how that will help,” Evan says. “Dalisay seems pretty uninterested. Flat-out N-O.”


“You do have a certain”—JM waves his hand in Evan’s direction—“quality.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asks, laughing.


“You can just be oblivious, that’s all.”


“What do you mean?”


JM and Pinky share glances.


“He has no idea,” JM says to her. “No idea.”


“Yeah, but it’s not like it’ll change anything,” she says.


“At least he’ll know there was no chance in the first place.”


“And maybe he can know the next time.”


Evan interrupts. “What are you talking about?”


Pinky and JM break out of their side conversation, as if remembering there are other people in the room. “Dalisay is from the Philippines,” Pinky says, “so she probably wants a guy who goes through the Five Stages.”


“What’s that?” Evan asks.


“It’s a tried-and-true courtship ritual in the Philippines going back generations.”


“It’s like the twelve steps, but way harder,” jokes JM.


Evan lets out a dubious guffaw. “ ‘Courtship.’ I only asked her out for a drink. Courtship makes me think of”—he gestures to the battle map in front of him—“this! Medieval times and knights and all that.”


Pinky rests her chin over her interlocked fingers, peering at Evan with her doe-brown eyes. “Whatever you call it, you’re clearly into her! Sure, it’s kinda old-fashioned, but it’s not so strange. It’s just a way a person can prove they’re worthy. The first stage is called the Teasing of Friends.”


“Teasing of Friends …,” repeats Evan. “So it’s like the friends playing matchmaker?”


Pinky waves her hand. “Kinda. It’s hinting at a relationship without saying it outright. The Five Stages are all about being modest and formal, about taking your time, showing interest in ways that don’t come off as presumptuous. Asking to take her out for drinks was a big faux pas.”


“Big faux pas,” echoes JM. “You have to earn it.”


“So it’s a game,” Evan says.


Pinky shakes her head. “No, it’s not a game. It’s about respect. Tradition is important, especially to Filipinos. Just because you move halfway across the world doesn’t mean it’s so easy to let that part of yourself go.”


JM nods, adding, “When you’re an immigrant, you’re bringing everything with you—that includes your heritage. When you’re starting over somewhere new, sometimes that’s all you have left.”


Evan’s great-grandparents on both sides came to America from Iran—Persia at the time—but he never met them. He doesn’t have any clue what moving to another country is like. It’s one thing to travel and visit another place, it’s an entirely different thing to decide to stay.


“My parents did the Five Stages; so did JM’s parents,” Pinky says. “I think it’s been around since the Spanish ruled the country or something.”


Evan’s never heard of such a thing before. But maybe Dalisay was right. He doesn’t know anything about her country or their traditions. His knowledge about that side of the world is particularly lacking, and it shows.


JM says, “My parents spent years doing the Five Stages. They talk about it every anniversary, and how my dad took forever to get enough nerve to do stage three.”


“What’s stage three?” Evan asks.


Pinky doesn’t let JM answer. “Forget it. She already shot you down! Best to just move on and take the loss.”


“Unless you want to come home scowling and soaking wet like last time you went on a date,” Riggs teases.


Evan frowns. Becca. He suppresses a shiver, remembering the way the ice cubes slipped down the back of his shirt as the champagne bucket emptied over his head. Evan swallows the memory down with a swig of beer.


“Evan’s not looking for another serious girlfriend,” Riggs says. “Are you?”


Evan shakes his head swiftly. “Not a chance.” He’s barely home enough as it is. “Besides, I have Tallulah. I’m not lonely. I’m just here to have fun.”


Right after his last relationship ended, he went to the pound and rescued Tallulah. Taking care of something other than himself helped occupy his heart. Before he became a dog-dad, he used to laugh when people would question whether they rescued their dog, or the dog rescued them. Now Evan knows firsthand that the latter is true.


Riggs gestures to the group, palms up, as if saying See? “Being single is actually fun. You two wouldn’t know that.” He points to JM and Pinky.


Pinky holds up her hands. “All I’m doing is telling you how it is in the Philippines.”


“People actually go through the Stages? Even today?” Evan asks.


“Yeah, dude,” says JM. “Though maybe not like they used to. But sort of.”


The only one who doesn’t seem convinced is Riggs, who sighs and bites down on a Funyun. “Well, the Five Stages sounds like a pain in the ass to me. Why do you have to jump through a ton of hoops just to tell someone you’re into them?”


“It’s only one of the most romantic things a person can do,” Pinky says.


“I never took you for the romantic type,” says Evan.


Daintily, Pinky shrugs a shoulder. “Every girl wants to feel special. I bet you would have done really well with the Stages … Too bad. Now let’s kill some orcs.” She snatches up her dice and rattles them in her hand, grinning.


JM hums and leans in to kiss her on the forehead and Pinky’s smile is radiant.


She may be right about one thing. Evan isn’t the type to make grand, sweeping, romantic gestures. Besides, Dalisay isn’t interested in him at all. “Even if I went through these Five Stages, Dalisay still could’ve said no.”


JM says, “The Five Stages isn’t a guarantee, but you would have stood out among the crowd.”


Evan grunts at that but Riggs still isn’t convinced. “Dalisay seems to know what she wants,” he says, “and it ain’t Evan.”


“It doesn’t matter anyway,” Evan says. “I’m not broken up over it.” He’s not one to get hung up on a woman, even if her eyes did sparkle like the night sky.


“At least you know,” says JM. “Now, roll for initiative.”





The second Evan turns the keys, he hears the familiar clip of Tallulah’s nails on the floor as she comes to greet him when he opens the front door.


She’s not as fast as she used to be, and she’s a lot grayer in the snout, but her tail wags high when she sees him, bringing an automatic smile to his face.


“There’s my Ta-lulu!” Evan says, kneeling to pet her. He scrubs his hands on both sides of her long body, and she whines, spinning in circles. At least she never asked him to complete five stages to show his affection for her. “Wanna go potty?”


Tallulah immediately walks over to the coat rack where her leash hangs and Evan snaps it onto her collar. He leads her out to the shared courtyard where she can sniff around and do her business in the dark, guided by solar-powered garden lights in the pathway.


Growing up, he never had pets. His mom was allergic, and his dad didn’t want to deal with the mess. Getting a dog for himself, like buying his own condo with his own money, was the next natural step for independence. His dad tried to tell him getting a dog was a big mistake, especially with his work, and traveling, but Evan didn’t listen. Tallulah has been one of the most stabilizing factors in his life.


“Go poo!” Evan says to Tallulah, unashamed of using the same voice he uses when talking to babies. He’s still jet-lagged, and practically dead on his feet. All he wants to do is throw himself into bed, but Tallulah is on her own timeline, enjoying her stroll in the courtyard garden.


His complex in a quiet part of Noe Valley has four units, all of them two-story condos with their own small but fenced-in backyard and a courtyard connecting all the condos together. Evan’s unit is closest to the alley, quiet and secluded. He often spends time on his patio among the tomato plants and sunflowers to write, read, or eat breakfast in the morning before heading to work. He’s never thought about it until now, but Evan’s is the only condo with one occupant living in it.


All the neighboring units are lit from within, warm and comforting against the night: Ramon and Stephen cuddle on the couch together, drinking glasses of wine and watching TV; the elderly Mr. and Mrs. Kang sit at the coffee table to do a puzzle together; Alexandra pauses her knitting to lean into a kiss from her husband, Andrew, as he bounces their new baby on his hip.


Evan is used to being alone. He’s used to traveling for hours, occupying himself with books, or music, eating solo at a cafe, looking out the window as the world passes below him from forty-thousand feet up. The way he sees it, every single person he encounters in airports, or in hotels, or in restaurants, is living a full life around him—the main character in their own story—and he is just a background figure, a movie extra. He’s not meant for love stories. He’s better off being alone.


“You’re the only girl for me, aren’t you, Tallulah?” he says to her with a smile.


She answers by pooping in the tulips.












CHAPTER THREE





Dalisay Ramos is a hopeless romantic. When it comes to matters of the heart, she trusts hers with everything she has. Twenty-six years on this earth has taught her that love is the most important thing in the universe. It binds everything together, keeps the world spinning. Without love of family, friends, and neighbors, what else is there? Dalisay is sure that true love is real, and it’s what makes the world worth living in.


The only problem is, she hasn’t had much luck in the love department. Her love life, much like IKEA’s winding showrooms, is a labyrinth—full of twisting turns and distractions along the way.


“How about this one?” Dalisay’s twin Nicole asks, standing in front of yet another bookcase. This one is made of wood—or the fiberboard that passes for wood in this part of the world—but would the black paint match? Dalisay tries to picture it, carefully taking in the furniture with a critical eye.


When they were moving abroad, Dalisay packed up her whole life into a shipping container. In transit, one of her two bookcases had snapped in half, and finding a replacement that matched her old one now feels almost impossible. The styles offered in America are totally different than the ones in the Philippines. Even though she’s the only one who will see it, she cares a lot about the aesthetics of the things around her. She likes organizing her jewelry in neat boxes on her vanity, arranging the books on her shelves by authors’ last names, and sorting her writing into rainbow-colored folders on her computer. Form meets function. Dalisay’s thoughts aren’t so loud when things are aesthetically pleasing. Nicole might call her anal retentive, a neat freak, but what’s so wrong with wanting things to look nice? It makes her happy.


“Hmm,” she says, drumming her fingers on her chin in thought. “Maybe.”


Nicole looks at the name tag and laughs. “I swear, IKEA just smashes keys at this point when naming things.” She looks at Dalisay again, sees the indecision written all over her face, and slaps her hands to her sides and groans. “Oh, come on, Dalisay! It’s just a bookcase! Pick one!”


“I can’t just ‘pick one.’ It has to feel right.”


“I’m going to strangle you.”


Dalisay could remind her that it was her choice to tag along to Emeryville, but Dalisay is more grateful for the company than annoyed, though she wouldn’t share that with Nicole. It comes with the territory of being sisters.


But Nicole doesn’t understand. Nicole’s bookshelf is a rickety one they found in someone’s garbage, Dalisay noted at the time, for a reason. It’s barely holding together. One stiff breeze could knock it over. Dalisay wishes she could be as chill about anything as Nicole is.


“It’s not like you’re making a life-or-death decision,” Nicole says.


“I don’t want to regret it later.”


“It’s. A. Book. Case.” Nicole claps with every syllable. It’s always been this way between the two of them, Dalisay the one to take her time making decisions while Nicole tries to shake some sense into her. Growing up, Nicole was the one to fling herself headfirst into the metaphorical pool that is life, while Dalisay dipped her toe into the shallow end to see if the water was too warm or too cold and then decided to read under a tree if it wasn’t just right.


She’s careful and considerate, personality traits that seem to be a never-ending topic weaponized against her. She’s the good girl, the one who never steps out of line, who does as she’s told. Which is why it was satisfying as hell to reject that American guy on her first day at the new job. She’d meant to tell Nicole earlier, to see if the doctors and nurses at her hospital were as forward as apparently travel writers are.


“So yesterday at work, this hot American dude asked me out,” Dalisay says, as she slides her hand across the smooth wood. “We had literally just met.”


Nicole’s eyes go wide, desperate for a change in subject from IKEA furniture. “And?”


“I told him no.”


Nicole squeezes her eyes closed, making a disappointed sound. “I knew you’d say that.”


“What! I was flattered, sure, but it’s so bold! He put me on the spot.”


“That’s just how Americans are. They see what they want, and they go for it. Did you tell him about the Five Stages?”


“No,” she says, running her hand along the edge of another bookcase. “I didn’t see the need.”


“You should have said something. You can’t keep expecting people to be mind-readers.” Nicole sighs and throws herself onto a nearby couch, with one leg thrown over the back, and the other draped over the armrest, getting a little too comfortable on the model furniture. Dalisay half-expects Nicole to take off her scrubs and sprawl out like it’s movie night, just as she does at home. There’s no way anyone, even a stranger, could confuse the two of them despite being identical.


“What’s this guy’s name?” Nicole asks.


“Why, so you can hunt him down?”


“Maybe.”


Dalisay would pay money to see that happen, even though Nicole is all bark. “Evan Saatchi,” she says, then adds, shrugging, “Besides, I was thinking about the list …”


Nicole bursts into laughter and opens her mouth to start singing.


“Don’t you dare!” Dalisay exclaims, but she’s laughing too.


“Handsome and sweet,” Nicole chants, pumping her hands like a cheerleader with pom-poms. “And he likes to read—”


“Stop!” Dalisay cries, trying and failing to plaster her hand over Nicole’s mouth.


“Modest, respectful, can’t be neglectful—”


Dalisay successfully clamps her hand over Nicole’s lips, silencing her. “I know! I know! Shut up!”


When she was in middle school, Dalisay crafted a list in her journal meticulously detailing the perfect guy she would marry. She hasn’t seen the journal in years; it probably got lost somewhere in the chaos of going to university, then her father’s death, then moving to San Francisco, but Dalisay still knows the first few entries by heart.


The heading on the lined page, detailed in bubbly flowers, read: Dalisay’s True Love List




	1. Handsome


	2. Sweet


	3. Likes to read


	4. Modest


	5. Respects his family





When she caught her working on it one day, Nicole teased Dalisay relentlessly for it. She even made up that annoyingly catchy song that the whole family ended up singing for years. As they grew older, and Dalisay’s list grew longer, Nicole said that no guy would be able to meet all her criteria, but maybe, Dalisay thought, that was the point. She knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t going to settle for less. That was the hopeless part of being a hopeless romantic. Besides, the one time she didn’t follow her list, she’d had her heart broken. His name was Luke, and they were nineteen and dumb and she thought she was in love. If it hadn’t been for her older brother Daniel, it could have ended a lot worse than it did.


To be fair, though, based on first impressions, Evan didn’t seem at all like the mistake that was Luke. Unlike Luke, Evan has a certain steadiness about him, a kind of gentleness that makes her feel comfortable and quick to laugh, which makes her feel steady too. Luke barely made her laugh, which should have been a red flag from the start.


Just thinking about Evan still makes her heart race. The way he smiled at her, the sound of his voice, the way he simply looked at her … If she were more like Nicole, maybe she wouldn’t have shot him down so quickly, but a little voice in the back of her head—one that sounded a lot like her father’s—reminded her: remember where you come from.


Tradition, for someone like Dalisay, is in her blood. Literally. It’s as important to her as it is to the air she breathes. And the Five Stages is the kind of tradition that Dalisay has always wanted to experience. It reminds her that even though she is separated by time from her ancestors, they took the same journey she will in finding true love. It’s like something out of the epic romances or a fairy tale from her grandmother’s books. All that, plus it’s downright romantic.


That’s how her parents met. Dalisay loved listening to her father tell the story about how he had to win her mother’s heart. It seemed like something out of a fairy tale, straight from the pages Dalisay devoured throughout her childhood. Even when the cancer progressed, and he couldn’t sit up in bed, her father would recount how much he loved her mother. Dalisay wanted that too. She wanted the kind of love that lasted. Even after you were gone.


And when her dad died, it was important for her not to be a burden on her mother. She had to be the older daughter, the example, the responsible and mature one who would be helpful to her family. She’s set in her ways, sometimes to her own detriment, for the sake of everyone else. Her love life had to take a back seat.


Perhaps she is a little picky, but then again, she wants to be sure she won’t make a mistake. Not again.


But now that she’s thinking about it, Evan exceeded that first criteria in her list. He wasn’t just handsome, he was downright hot. But a proper, respectable Filipino girl such as Dalisay should stamp down that warmth in her belly and distract herself by any means necessary.


She lifts her hand from Nicole’s mouth, certain she won’t be singing any more about that dumb list, and says, “I want to look at the flurbagerb again.”


Defeated, Nicole groans in her patented Nicole-is-exhausted-and-done-with-today way as they navigate to another showroom.


“Daisy, Americans don’t know about the Five Stages,” Nicole says, posting up on yet another couch and pulling blankets and pillows around herself to get cozy. People stare at her because she looks like she might just take a nap. Dalisay knows she really might.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter One



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		297



		298











OEBPS/images/9781454947684.jpg
The
Five St

age
% 5

ourting
Dalisay
Ramos

NEW YORK TIMES BESTS

MEI.ISSA DE I.A CRUZ

@






OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
UNION
SQUARE
&CO.

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The
Five Stages
of (¥
Courting
Dalisay

Ramos

MELISSA DE LA CRUZ

NNNNN
SSSSSS





