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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      This time, the story came from someone named Rikki Taruc. She was easily five inches taller than me, and the way her hair fell down her back couldn’t possibly be natural.

      “It was my first time at that branch,” she said, referring to the gym chain she usually went to. “It just happened that I had a meeting in Shangri-La that day, and the yoga sked was perfect. I didn’t know anybody so I stayed in the back row, and then this guy came up beside me.”

      She noticed him right away, taking in all she could from between downward dogs and adjusting her warrior pose. The attraction—at least on her part—was instant. She fidgeted with her ponytail, self-consciously checked if her anti-perspirant was working, struggled to keep that look of peaceful concentration on her face for as long as the class was going.

      Then they had to partner up to assist each other with headstands, and a shiver went down her spine when he looked her way and gestured toward the wall.

      She liked the way he lifted her up: like he was sure of himself, like she could lean her entire weight on his hands. Whatever meditative purpose this was supposed to serve was lost on her completely. And then when it was his turn, he didn’t need her at all. He lifted his own legs up, assured (though not necessarily graceful), and brought himself back upright like nothing had happened.

      “I’m Rikki,” she said, when everyone started packing up.

      “Anton Santos,” he answered.

      After her meeting they had dinner, and then saw each other again three other times. Within a week and a half.

      “And that was it?” I asked.

      Rikki smiled. “Yeah, that was it.”

      “When was this?”

      “Four years ago, August.” She didn’t even need to think about it. “I know it well because it was right after my boyfriend broke up with me. Then when he found out what happened with Anton, he was like, We’re never getting back together and I was like, So what, jerk?”

      “How did you two break it off?” I asked. “You and Anton, I mean.”

      Rikki shrugged, lifting a hand, and that was when I noticed the perfectly shaped fingernails with intricate nail art on each one.  “Break it off? It’s not like that. I mean, I thought it was fairly obvious the last time I saw him. I went to his place, and didn’t feel the need to stay the night. Not like he wanted me to either. It felt like that was it.”

      “No drama?”

      “Oh there was drama when my mother found out what I had done, but I didn’t involve him in that.”

      “Interesting,” I said.

      “How about you?” Rikki asked. “How did you end it?”

      Rikki was not a friend, by the way. I hadn’t even known her an hour ago. It happened that I was invited to a friend’s house for her son’s birthday, and they had introduced me to their accountant friend, Rikki. She said I looked familiar, and remembered that she had seen me in a photo with Antonio U. Santos. So I asked her how she knew him, and she told me.

      “I said I didn’t feel like being with a guy like him anymore,” I said, letting the white wine swirl in the glass I was holding.

      Rikki nodded, eyes big and full of empathy. “Oh I get what you mean. Anton is… relationships with him have an expiry date. You really have to get out before you get hurt.”

      I sighed. “Right.”

      “When were you with him?”

      “Last year.”

      “How long were you together?”

      Truth was, I never discussed my relationship with Anton that much. Even if other women offered up extraordinarily detailed stories, I shared just enough—to make them feel like we were similar, but hiding what might have made me different.

      “Not long,” I said, shrugging. “I don’t remember even.”

      Rikki laughed, finishing off her wine. “Sister, I say move on and find a real man now, if you haven’t already. We all know Anton is just a delicious distraction. He’s like that dream that we all eventually wake up from.”

      “Cheers,” I said, hoping it didn’t sound hollow. Rikki at least wasn’t the type of girl who followed Anton’s life much after their time together, so being evasive was much easier.

      She didn’t know, for example, that we were together for eleven months. After nearly a decade of dating around, he had experimented with having a “serious girlfriend,” and it didn’t turn out as he had hoped. She also didn’t know (because no one ever really did) that we broke up after he sincerely proposed marriage to me, and I said no.
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        * * *

      

      That night, after meeting Rikki, I pulled out the notebook from its place at the bottom of my night table’s middle shelf. Underneath the sanitary pads, which hopefully deterred prying eyes and hands. It was a small, nicely-bound notebook with non-ruled sheets that I had converted it into a calendar.

      I riffled through the pages for August, four years ago, and wrote “Rikki Taruc, accountant, yoga class” on the corresponding page. There was already an entry there: “Mika no last name, cocktail waitress/culinary arts student, friend’s wedding.”

      Nobody knew about the notebook of hook-up stories, and I would never discuss it, even with my dearest friends. This was my secret shame of the past seven months, the exact amount of time since Anton and I had broken up. If during our entire relationship I willingly avoided any sordid stories about his past, now that we weren’t together, I actually resorted to documenting them.

      I wish one of my friends knew. Or maybe my sister. She would tell me how crazy this was.

      Julie, you are crazy. Are these stories making you feel better about saying no?

      Every day I had to remind myself that they did.
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        * * *

      

      Annemarie, February, six years ago, didn’t meet him by accident. She sought him out. The month before, her best friend Lani had gotten her into trouble by telling her boyfriend how many guys she had been with, and she got back at the goody-goody by looking for the one-night stand who never called Lani back.

      She was surprised that her friend actually went for him—Lani usually liked lean with curly locks like a schoolboy teen star; not buff, slightly dangerous, shaved head. Because they had an odd friendship, she found it only natural to try her luck with the guy too, and he obliged.

      “I still don’t know why he didn’t call her though,” Annemarie admitted. “He never let me ask him about it.”

      “I think the pattern is, if the girl had too much fun he would never agree to see her again,” I responded, strangely detached from my own voice.

      “True,” she said. “Lani was obsessed for weeks. She only really stopped when she found out that I slept with him. Helped her get over him. Weird how that turned out, right?”

      “You still friends with her now?”

      “Of course.”

      I met Annemarie at my office Christmas party. I worked at a small publishing company as a managing editor, and she was the date of one of the circulation managers. She, on the other hand, knew about me.

      “I can’t believe Anton actually had a girlfriend. Like, a real girlfriend. How long did it last? A year?”

      I shrugged. “Not a year.”

      Lani (November, seven years ago) was in the notebook too.

      These were the women who were attracted to my ex.
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      I showed up for my first day of work in red, pointy shoes with four-inch heels. That was why my officemates hated me.

      I wouldn’t have done it if it weren’t for my sister who brainwashed me the night before and told me that I should “show them who’s boss.”

      That was two years ago, and I did kind of show them who the boss was. The problem was that I was apparently replacing someone they had loved working for, someone who wore jeans and sneakers, drank beer with them every Friday, and resigned “as a statement” when he found out that I was being brought in to be co-managing editor. My grand entrance, complete with smart dress suit and red, pointy shoes, made it so clear to the team which editor they preferred. Also, I didn’t really like to drink beer.

      These people made my place of work cold and unfriendly at best, hostile and hellish at worst. Monday mornings were a dreaded chore, like having to go to the dentist to have my teeth cleaned. Every week.

      It wasn’t like this when I was a teacher. I taught college-level English at my alma mater for a few years, while I took my master’s degree. Sure, I got annoyed at my students sometimes, especially when they preferred to give their laptops the attention they should have given me, but it never got this bad. I never had to lie in bed wide awake, thinking of new but non-serious diseases to claim I had, so I could take sick leaves.

      My younger, more gregarious, and apparently more thick-skinned sister deflected any blame I sent her way. “They hate you because they’re incompetent and they don’t like it when you point it out to them,” Andrea said, more than once. “Don’t you dare blame my shoes, Manang.”
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        * * *

      

      So that was how I lost my officemates. My friends, I lost one by one because of stuff I said.

      I didn’t really lose them forever, by the way. Maybe that was a bit dramatic. But over the years I became the kind of person who liked to tell people the harsh truth—that they were stupid for making that decision.

      Technically I never fought with anyone, and if I happened to see them at the mall or elsewhere, we’d hug and genuinely say we missed each other. I noticed a pattern in some of my friends’ lives—they’d tell stories of their latest romantic mishap at dinner, moan about it at the next one, claim to be over it by the third one, and then plunge into the exact same predicament the next time I saw them.

      Sorry if I didn’t find that entertaining. Was I the minority for actually feeling sad when a friend went through these things? I didn’t feel like laughing and offering to buy a round of drinks when the nth girlfriend moaned about being treated badly and worrying about being lonely forever. That wasn’t funny.

      As someone who had never had a serious boyfriend, I kind of took that thing… seriously.

      “Please don’t go back to him. You know he’s never going to change,” I once said to a friend.

      “Well, you’ll never end up in a serious relationship with anyone if you keep escaping to other countries to supposedly ‘find yourself,’“ was another thing I said.

      To another friend: “Be careful around her—I saw her nearly making out with some other guy in a restaurant. Does she think you’ll be okay with that?”

      So they stopped telling me about these little things. And they also stopped inviting me to “vent over drinks.” People who were conflicted enough about their own mistakes didn’t really like anyone else pointing it out. A lesson I learned eventually, along with “people who loved their previous boss will resent any move the new boss will make.”

      “You’re such a manang, Manang,” my sister told me. Andrea lived like my friends did, never mind if I kept calling her on it. She and I were built differently. She was four years younger but was way ahead of me in terms of guys dated, relationships had, and hearts broken. It pained me to see her get into these avoidable scrapes, and I kept telling her where exactly she was going wrong, but she never listened to me. She couldn’t hide from me though, not the way my friends did. We still lived in the same house.
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        * * *

      

      I was twenty-five years old but my sister had been calling me “Manang” since we were kids. That was probably the reason why I met Antonio U. Santos at all.

      The word actually means “older woman” but every group of friends has one, I think, even if they’re all the same age. Andrea was not the first and only person to call me that. Some friends did too, and it’s often been a term of endearment.

      On behalf of the manangs of the world, I would like to say that we usually have the best intentions. I didn’t particularly enjoy making someone feel bad, or raining on someone’s parade.

      I was also, for the most part, a nice girl. Not someone who was drawn to the wrong kind of guy, or who would end up having a hook-up story to tell at a random party. Or was it because I was never given the chance before? One day, someone took it upon herself to “loosen me up” and introduce me to a “fun guy,” and of course, that was when things turned around.
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      My first date with Anton was a casual thing. I was given his number, I gave him a call, he agreed to meet me at a restaurant after work. It didn’t last very long; it really was just dinner. I think I ordered chicken curry. (What a mistake.) At one point, he said I had a bit of basil stuck in my teeth and I rushed to the bathroom to remove it.

      The standout memories from that night were that: he was hot, and that I felt horribly underdressed in my black jeans and what used to be my best office top. Not that he did anything to make me feel insecure. If he thought my outfit was inappropriate, he never let that on. Instead he flashed his smile at me, in much the way the other girls described, and asked the proper questions one asked on a first date. Maybe it was during this conversation that I found out he worked as a financial analyst at one of the larger firms in the country. And that he was thirty years old, and single.

      I didn’t meet hot guys. I knew some good-looking ones, but they were never really into me, or available for me to date. This guy was there, and my date. It was unsettling.

      My idea of small talk was to tell him that I was twenty-five and stuck. I told him about the hater drama at work, because at the time that was all I ever talked about.

      “What do you mean, haters?” Anton asked, relaxing into his chair. At this point, his shoe lightly brushed the tip of mine under the table, and I shivered a tiny bit. I wished I weren’t so transparent. “What exactly do they do to you?”

      How did they hate me? Let me count the ways. “I’m never invited to their get-togethers. Or birthday merienda at four PM, even if they’re having pancit and cake right there at a workstation beside me. There’s apparently an office tradition when someone new joins the team—everyone pitches in for a card and a dinner, and I never got that. When I ask for anything, I always get it five minutes after my deadline. When something goes wrong, they find a way to blame me for it—and it’s never to my face, because I’m not copied in those emails. I only find out because my boss actually likes me, and lets me know when someone on my team goes behind my back and says stuff about me.”

      I may have said more. I probably talked about that, monologue-like, for a huge chunk of time.

      Afterward, Anton laughed, and it was charming. Not at all like he was patronizing me. “And you’re the boss, right?”

      “In theory, yes.”

      “Then fire the idiots.”

      My eyes nearly popped out of my head, which he found as amusing. “But I can’t.”

      “Of course you can. They
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