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      Lena was one of those friends who never called.

      That in itself wasn’t unusual. Five years since college graduation; people moved on. I was only in touch with a handful of people, most of them from my AB Psychology block. Lena was not from that block. We weren’t even in the same orgs or the same barkada.

      I tried to recall how we were friends. For some reason her name triggered stress and anxiety in me, but I couldn’t figure out why. And then: Oh, right.

      Zack. She was the ex of my friend Zack.

      Then I remembered why my stomach was doing little nervous flips. Lena Mallari was the recipient of one of the longest-running lies I had ever told, and after almost ten years, I could no longer keep my stories straight. So I decided to avoid her as much as possible.

      Out of the blue, I got a text from her: Jas, Coffee Bean, 6 tonight. BE THERE. Even if you have other plans, stop by. Need to talk to you, urgent.

      In my first year of college, I told Lena that Zachary Tomas—the cute guy who asked her to the Freshman Night party—was my high school boyfriend. It was not true, but I never came clean about it.

      While walking to the coffee shop, I tried to piece together every single detail woven into that story. I couldn’t remember it all. Maybe this was the day to admit it? After all, she and Zack had been broken up for years.

      “Jasmine! I thought you weren’t going to show up.” Lena smiled widely. “Chai latte?”

      “Sure.”

      I watched Lena lean a cylindrical object (yoga mat?) against our table as she stood up and headed to the counter. She was slender and perky, with a head full of lush curly hair. I remember she had a health kick in college, and wasn’t surprised she did yoga.

      She returned with a tea latte a size larger than what I was used to. Like she was expecting this “meeting” of ours to last longer than I thought. I got nervous.

      “You look great!” she gushed, as if we were close friends. “Did you do something different to your hair? It looks so nice.”

      Oh, you mean actually brushing it? I had a tomboyish ponytail going on in college. Now I actually made an effort to style my hair, which I had grown past my shoulders. The whole production took half an hour each morning, but at least the waves in my hair looked like I wanted them there.

      It was nice that she noticed. “Thanks, Lena. It’s like you haven’t changed at all.”

      She seemed to take it as a compliment, and it was. “So, how are you? Where are you working again?”

      “I’m good. I’m in HR for a BPO.”

      “Do you work the night shift?”

      “Sometimes. But not usually.”

      “Were you always there? I thought you worked at a pharma company after college.”

      “I moved. Been at this office for three years now.” I sipped my tea, trying to ignore the awkwardness. “And you?”

      “I’ve actually quit my job! Trying to get my own business running.”

      Lena started to tell me about the business she started, something to do with designing accessories, and that she had opened a small store. I asked her a few follow-up questions, to keep her talking about herself, consequently putting less pressure on me to share.

      I’d always been introverted, but I got better at talking to people. I discovered that the key was to ask questions. Keep them talking for a while, and you’ll hardly need to do anything.

      Lena was in mid-sentence when she checked her watch, a frustrated look on her face. “I can’t believe this. I said six o’clock.”

      “Why, Lena? What’s up?”

      “Jas, I guess I should just start. Do you have a boyfriend?”

      “What? Well, no.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      I started to panic. “Wait! Are you setting me up with somebody?”

      “No, no. Or maybe. Have you talked to Zack lately?”

      Uh-oh! “No,” I said, and that was the truth. “I think the last time I heard from him was... it’s got to be months.”

      “You got an invitation to his wedding, right?”

      “Yes.” This conversation was becoming even weirder. “Did you?”

      “No. We didn’t stay friends after college. Do you know anything about his fiancée, Kimmy?”

      “I’ve met her, but I don’t really know her.”

      Lena sighed. “This is going to be harder than I thought then. Jasmine, I was going to ask you to stage some sort of intervention for our Zack.”

      “What?”

      “I want you to get him to break his engagement. Call off the wedding. Do anything, just keep him from marrying that girl.”
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      College, nine years ago

      
      Not many of my high school classmates were in my university. I knew a few people, recognized another dozen faces, but none of my friends were there.

      Zack was one of those familiar faces who wasn’t really a friend. We were in line for spaghetti carbonara in the cafeteria on the first week of school, and he talked to me first.

      “Are you the girl who sang with the little kids at last year’s Environment Day?” he asked, unexpectedly.

      “Yes,” I replied, cringing. “Please, not so loud.”

      “I thought I recognized you from high school! You were great.”

      “Do you see me hanging out with people from our school? No.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” he grinned. “I’m Zack Tomas.”

      “Jasmine Salazar.”

      We took our plates of over-sauced pasta and he followed me to an unoccupied table. I hesitated, the instinct to shun people from high school kicking in. It was hard, moving to a new school and not having any of my friends, but I consoled myself by deciding to start fresh. To reinvent myself. It could also be because I was naturally shy (yes, despite the singing—singing to a crowd is easier than talking to a stranger), and found making new friends a challenge.

      This reinvention was not going to work if I had Zack (who might remember embarrassing things about me) hanging around. However?

      Zack was cute. I figured he wasn’t tall enough for basketball varsity, but he was still a few inches taller than me. That day at the cafeteria, his hair was shaved close to his head but was just starting to grow again. He said his hair wasn’t normally like that and that he regretted the cut. I had since seen him with probably two other hairstyles and I had to agree.

      He did look better with his dark brown hair a little longer. When we met, he looked like he was dressed for a game with the guys—shorts, basketball shoes, white shirt. He looked solid and athletic, not exactly typical of the geek he later proclaimed to be.

      Better him than anyone else from the other sort-of familiar faces.

      Then I remembered what he did in high school—he was on the basketball team in our senior year. I think he had a remarkable game against the very tall sophomores. For a while, people were talking about him being a “lucky find.” Our batch had never won a basketball game, and we ended up taking home the championship in our final year.

      “Yeah, my fifteen minutes of fame.” Humbly, or dismissively, Zack shrugged it off. “That went by too quickly. I didn’t think I’d be good at it.”

      “What were you doing all those years when we were losing? To freshmen?”

      “I didn’t think I was good enough,” he admitted. “When we were seniors, someone sprained an ankle and they pushed me in at the last minute.”

      “Well, I had a great time at that game,” I said. “Those sophomores were too arrogant. It was nice to see them bite it.”

      “Glad I helped you with that.”

      I learned most of what I knew about Zack in college. Even though we named every single member of our respective barkadas, we didn’t have any common friends.

      We had a nice lunch. Not the best meal, but we both remembered that day. Right before we graduated, we had a last lunch at the cafeteria, recreating that moment. He snapped a photo of me with a forkful of pasta in my mouth to save on his phone.

      That photo showed up on his screen whenever I texted or called, years after it was taken. Even when he lost his phone, he reloaded the same pic into the replacement, and even when he became a management trainee at a big consumer goods company, that pic still showed up whenever I rang.

      Zack was in a Management course, and I was in Psychology, so we hung out with other people.

      He would drop by my usual tambayan, asking if I felt like a burger/coffee/loaning him money for photocopying, but he wouldn’t hang out.

      “Who’s that?” my friends would ask each time he came by.

      Something we discovered we had in common was that neither of us felt like joining a tight-knit barkada right away. He wanted to remain a “free agent” because he thought that his friends from high school (somewhat geeky smart boys) held him back from exploring his less geeky interests (basketball).

      I was just not comfortable with a huge clique.

      I preferred a few close friends that I really liked hanging out with. That gelled well with Zack’s own quirk of keeping his friends separate.

      Like, he never ate lunch with the guys he played basketball with. Or he never studied with his friends from his org.

      I asked him why he did that.

      He looked at me like duh. “So no single person knows everything about me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You have intimacy issues.”

      Those intimacy issues were put to the test when my friend Zack met Lena Mallari in Zoology class, second semester. I wouldn’t have known if he didn’t say anything, since I never saw him if he didn’t seek me out. Apparently, they had started having lunch together.

      The first time I met Lena was when she approached me while I was in line at the copy machine.

      “Are you Jasmine Salazar?” she asked.

      Being taller, awkward, and having to look down at her self-assured, tiny frame did not make things easy for me. I had grown three inches in a few years and didn’t know what to do with my arms. I seemed to be forever outgrowing a bad haircut, so the default hairdo was a ponytail. She was petite, and at that time, the only girl I had seen with wild Keri Russell hair who wasn’t straightening it in any way.

      But what stood out for me was how she was so naturally friendly.

      “Yes,” I said, unsure of what was happening. “I’m sorry, are we classmates?”

      “No, no. Sorry. I’m Lena. I was… I saw you and I’m not sure if this is proper but what the hell, I’m here anyway. Zack Tomas asked me to Freshman Night this Friday. Are you okay with that?”

      Freshman Night was a party that was going to be in one of the campus dorms. It was an annual thing, usually early into the second semester. I didn’t think it was formal and required dates, but I guessed that was what people did in college.

      But what confused me was why she sounded like she was asking my permission. “Of course I’m okay with it.”

      She let out a breath, so relieved that she actually hopped a little. “Cool! Thanks. I know you two still hang out together, so I wanted to check if you were fine with it. He didn’t tell you that he asked me?”

      I still wasn’t sure what she was talking about, and by now I was very aware that the five other people in line plus the copy girl were listening to us.

      “No he didn’t, Lena, but he doesn’t have to tell me if he asks anyone out.”

      “That’s nice. I was just making sure. Thanks, Jasmine.”

      She pretty much skipped away, and I was left in line, blushing, trying to pretend that didn’t just happen.

      That day, Zack left a message at my tambayan and on my locker. Two identical messages in two different places, informing me that he needed to talk to me. He finally caught up with me as I got out of my last class.

      I went first. “I met Lena today. Why is she asking me for permission to go out with you?”

      “Huh?” He looked taken aback. “Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know! It was very weird.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “What do you mean? Of course I said she can go out with you!”

      He looked sheepish. “Yeah so that’s why I needed to talk to you. She thinks you’re my ex-girlfriend from high school.”

      “What? Why would she think that?”

      “I was going to warn you first but I didn’t know she’d be so…well she’s got initiative, I guess.”

      “Sorry but why is this even a thing? Am I supposed to do anything?”

      Zack, it turned out, did not have a girlfriend in high school. He had never had a girlfriend, and Lena was the first girl he had asked out, ever.

      “Ever?” I didn’t believe it. Even I was asked out once or twice before. And I wasn’t even on a sports team. “What about senior prom?”

      “I didn’t go with a date,” he said
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