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      This book is heat level 0 and follows #RomanceClass guidelines requiring Happily Ever After (HEA)/Happy for Now (HFN) for romance. There is no mention of COVID-19 and the events of this book happened before lockdown.

      

      #RomanceClass community heat levels:

      0 – No sex on or off the page

      1 – Off-page sex mentioned in the story

      2 – At least one “closed door” sex scene

      3 – At least one “open door” sex scene

      4 – “Open door” sex scenes, erotic romance elements, with HEA
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        For everyone who believed I could do this.

        Look, it’s finally here. :)
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      It started with my brother’s wedding.

      The people closest to us argued that everything started months ago, way earlier than I thought. But the turning point for me will always be the wedding, the day when I was no longer (blissfully) ignorant of what was happening, or what had happened, to be more specific.

      I guess I could have found out about it earlier if I wanted to…except I didn’t. I was busy—with work and with the said wedding, which was a family affair, and family affairs were big things in the De Castro clan. My plate was full, and I couldn’t afford to be distracted by other news. These were all valid reasons, but I still felt guilty because I knew they weren’t good excuses to be an absentee best friend in the past six months.

      All of this guilt because of the news that reached me as the wedding reception was winding down. “So, Rain. Where’s Mark?” one of my good friends, Meah Constantino, asked casually.

      I looked up from my dessert and tried very hard not to make a face at the sound of my best friend’s name. I knew someone would eventually ask me about him, and I was ready for it, really. Except that hearing his name still gave me a mix of the flutters and that strange sensation of being sick to my stomach. I should have been used to that already, but it felt like the shock of hearing his name will never wear off.

      “He’s busy,” I replied. I shoveled a forkful of cake into my mouth in hopes of stopping her from asking further questions.

      Like that would have stopped Meah. We go way back; we met in high school, but we weren’t really friends until we saw each other again in our organization in college. She was one of the few people other than Mark who knew me really well. Her clinical psychologist training taught her to read facial expressions and body language. Combined with her unusual persistence and her carefully crafted questions, she almost always got us to spill our guts to her.

      “But did you invite him?” she asked.

      “Yes, I did. And he said he was busy.”

      I was telling the truth. Never mind that I waited until the last minute to send him a very formal message, one that sounded like I sent it to many people and not just to him. It was the thought that counted, right? A small part of me wanted him to be at the wedding, but I honestly was more relieved when he apologized, he couldn’t make it because he had a client presentation he couldn’t put off.

      “You really invited him?” she repeated.

      “I did, I promise.” I focused on my scraping the icing off my plate as I spoke, careful to avoid meeting her eyes.

      ”When did you invite him? Was it on the same day you invited us?”

      “No, I invited him yesterday,” I said absently, before I realized what I had said. The answer just slipped out, and it was too late to take it back. Darn this Meah.

      “Aha!” she exclaimed triumphantly. I felt my face turn bright red. “So I guess we can say that you really didn’t want to do it, huh?”

      “Meah, stop going shrink on me,” I complained, waving my icing-filled fork in the air before licking it all off. “Fine, I invited him at the last minute, okay? At least I still did. Plus, Kuya Raymond only gave me a few seats to invite some of my friends, so I had to prioritize.”

      Again, that wasn’t a lie. There weren’t many people I wanted to invite, save for Meah and our other friend from college, Faith Alvarez, but she already had an honorary plus-one invitation because she was my cousin’s girlfriend. The rest of the people I invited were my friends from the office who also knew my brother when we still used to carpool. The wedding was on a weekday, though, so some of my co-workers were not able to make it, and I had extra seats prior to the day. That meant I could have invited Mark then, and I knew he would have made time for this since his job as a freelance graphic designer and video editor gave him a flexible schedule. He would have saved the wedding in his calendar if I had told him about it earlier, or even rescheduled the meeting with his client if he had enough notice. So, I did think about inviting him several times, but pushed it later and later until it was the day before the wedding, and I knew it was too late for him to make arrangements.

      It was not that I didn’t want to talk to him (admittedly, sometimes, I didn’t); it was more of I didn’t know how to talk to him without avoiding having to talk about his love life. He kept on talking about it the last time we spoke several months ago, and no, I did not want to hear about it anymore.

      Plus, what if he asked to bring a plus-one?

      Like I said—I win at being the world’s crappiest best friend.

      It seemed like that was the end of our discussion because Meah excused herself and left. My relief was short-lived, however, because a minute later, she returned with Faith. I watched them approach, Meah’s tall, slender frame a contrast to Faith’s short and curvy physique. They appeared to be whispering furiously with each other as they walked, and only stopped talking when they got closer to the table. They sat down beside me.

      I glanced from one friend to another. When I looked at Faith, she asked me point-blank: “So I heard you almost didn’t invite Mark. Why?”

      I groaned. Of course, they would have done a tag-team on me. “Why does it matter? He’s probably with his girlfriend,” I replied. I wish I could say I didn’t cringe at the last word.

      They exchanged looks. Meah nodded at Faith, who shook her head slightly but was rewarded with a pointed look. Faith sighed. They knew something I didn’t know, obviously, and I waited for one of them to break down and just tell me, even if a part of me was itching to ask.

      “Are you mad at Mark, Rain?” Faith finally asked, her brow furrowed with concern. “I mean, are you still mad at him?”

      “I was never really mad,” I said, shaking my head. “And why are we having this conversation again?”

      “But did you guys have a fight recently or something?” Faith insisted.

      “No. Come on guys. Mark? We never even argued. I mean, remember we called him smiley-faced boy in college? I don’t think he’s capable of being sad or angry, ever.” I laughed at the last bit, despite the weirdness of the conversation.

      “But...have you talked to him recently? Like...early this year or something?” Meah asked.

      This time, I felt a teeny, tiny stab of worry. “Well...” I said slowly, trying to recall the last time Mark said hi. “I saw him on my birthday, but I wasn’t able to talk to him for too long. But guys, I’ve been very busy with work and the wedding for the past few months.”

      They exchanged looks again. Frustration bubbled up in me, as well as this urge to tear my hair out from all their cryptic looks. They were friends with Mark, too, so I understood the curiosity, but why the sudden interrogation?

      “So...did he tell you...I mean, did you talk about...” Faith stammered, giving Meah a helpless look.

      “Oh girls, will you cut it out? What is it? Is there something wrong with Mark?” For a moment, I wondered if he got into an accident and I didn’t know about it, but I waved it off. If that had happened, I was pretty sure I would have heard of it.

      There was a moment of silence, which felt like it stretched on forever, until Meah finally blurted it out.

      “Rain. Mark is single again.”
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      Mark Velasco was my college best friend. If you’re a stickler for details, however, I actually met him the summer after my senior year in high school, but it was just easier to say college when people asked. We met in a summer youth camp at church that my parents forced me to attend, and I gave in despite my misgivings. Mark arrived late and took the seat beside the girl sitting by her lonesome near the back of the room. Which happened to be me.

      I had always been a little shy, and I had always needed a little time to warm up to new people. I was the kind of person who would rather be with a small group of friends that I really trusted, than be in a big group. I knew no one there, and I had already accepted that I would spend most of camp alone until Mark started talking to me, totally missing my “I don’t know how to talk to you so you can leave if you want to” vibe. He didn’t stop talking to me even if I gave one-word answers half the time. I finally started feeling comfortable around him when he made me laugh with a joke about how his name was so boring compared to mine, and after that, I stuck with him for the rest of the camp.

      Later that day, we found out that we lived just a few blocks away from each other. I also found out that he studied in the high school inside our village, which explained how he knew so many people at the youth camp. I wasn’t so surprised that we had no mutual friends because most of my friends were from school, and I spent my primary and secondary educational years twenty minutes away from where we lived (on days with little traffic). If we had run into each other at any point before the camp, I couldn’t remember because I never paid attention to people I didn’t know, even in our neighborhood.

      By the third and final day of the camp, we found out that we were both incoming freshmen at the same university, and about to take the same course.  We exchanged numbers and promised to keep in touch after the camp, but a part of me was doubtful that we would really do that.

      But Mark showed up at our house a few weeks later with his college forms, and asked if I was done with mine. We helped each other out with the rest of the requirements and went to enroll together. Even if we didn’t turn out to be in the same freshman block, he was still my first official college friend, and we’ve been friends ever since.

      Everyone who knew this story told me that Mark approached me first because he was attracted to me. I never believed them. First, he was really just a nice guy; and second, he had a girlfriend at that time. Sure, he was cute in a way that most girls at the camp frequently stole glances at him, but I was just happy that I had a new friend who made entering college feel less terrifying.

      Of course, no one believed me when they learned my side of the story. Everyone who met us for the first time thought we were together. When they found out we were not romantically involved, they assumed that we would get there eventually. But we had been best friends for eight years and we never got there, even though I often wished we did.
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      “Wait, what?” I exclaimed, looking at Meah and Faith, who wore identical looks of concern. “Where did you hear that? How did you know?”

      “Facebook, where else?” Meah replied.

      I could almost hear the silently implied “duh”. A relationship was not official until it was Facebook-official, they said. I guess that applied to break-ups, too.

      Faith whipped her phone out from her purse and started clicking. A few seconds later, she handed me her phone with a flourish, and there I found she had opened Mark’s profile. Written, plain as day: Mark Velasco. Relationship: Single.

      I swallowed hard; seeing that made it more real. My best friend is single. Again. And this time, I didn’t even find out about it first. The urge to call him was back, more pressing than ever, but I resisted it, unsure of what to say. I handed her phone back.

      “When was this?”

      “Months ago. Pretty sure it was before your birthday,” Faith said, then gave me a wide-eyed look. “How can you not know?”

      I shrugged helplessly. Despite my job in the IT industry, I was not really that attached to Facebook, or any other social networking site. I had social media accounts that I sometimes used for work, but I didn’t spend so much time there otherwise.

      But how can this news not even reach me? It wasn’t like Mark and I didn’t have other mutual friends besides Meah and Faith. People knew him at work! Why didn’t I hear about this there?

      I looked at my friends and asked, “Why didn’t you guys tell me?”

      They exchanged looks, and guilt flashed in their eyes. Faith gave me an apologetic look as she said, “We weren’t sure if you wanted to talk about it. We figured you would bring it up if it bothered you too much.”

      “Although in retrospect, Faith, we should have asked,” Meah said thoughtfully. “It’s not like Rain here will initiate talking about these things. You know she doesn’t.”

      Meah wasn’t wrong about that. I never liked talking to others about things like these —you know, feelings. Sometimes, not even with my closest friends. Unless under extreme duress, my friends often needed to ask me several times before I shared something, and even that was hard.

      But the real question here was, why didn’t Mark tell me about it?

      “I think you should call him,” Meah said, after she has had enough of the silence.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Why should I call him? He should have called me.”

      Meah sighed, as if she knew I was going to say that. She probably did. “It’s just a phone call, Rain. Don’t overanalyze it.”

      “What would I say? Hi, how was your breakup six months ago?” It sounded as stupid out loud as I thought it would.

      But I wasn’t really afraid of sounding stupid. He was my best friend, and the length and depth of our friendship meant we already knew about each other’s stupid or embarrassing anecdotes. What I was afraid of was that swirl of emotions, and how I was going to handle them, and what this breakup meant for me.

      “Just ask him how he is.”

      “But he didn’t even tell me about it!” I argued.

      “It doesn’t matter if he didn’t tell you. You should still call him. He’s your best friend, Rain.”

      I cringed and shot Faith a look, hoping she would take my side, but she just nodded. Someone else, however, took my side.

      “Rain doesn’t have to call Mark if she doesn’t want to.”

      We looked up and saw Francis Lim, one of my friends from work, standing nearby. His almond-shaped eyes were narrowed, and his frown told us he had been listening to our conversation the entire time.

      Francis and I met during the orientation for new employees at the office, and I got to know him more when we were assigned to the same team for our first project. We got along well, even though the only things we had in common were our programming skills and how we liked our coffee. He asked me out after a year of working together, but it didn’t last long for several reasons: first, I still had feelings for my best friend and I didn’t want to be unfair to Francis; and second, dating the guy in the other cubicle started to feel weird. With him, it felt like everything we did after the first time we went out were mini-dates, too. Lunch out? Yes! Coffee? Of course! Walk to a meeting together? That, too! By the third “formal” date, it fizzled out for me, so I told him that I just saw him as a friend. It was a little awkward to work with him after that, but we eventually got past it, and we became good friends.

      Francis was the only person at work who knew all the sorry details of my history with Mark. He happened to be at the right place and the right time—one afternoon long after we had stopped going out, I started ranting to him about that lunch date Mark set for the two of us turned out to be lunch with him and the girlfriend. He proved to be a good listener, and I started to trust him more. He became my closest guy friend now that I hadn’t been talking to Mark.

      Meah made a face when she saw him, and she didn’t hide it. She disliked Francis ever since I introduced them to each other, even before I told her we were going out. She never explained why, but my friend was big on first impressions, and she thought Francis was bad news. I was pretty sure the feeling was mutual because Francis never made any effort to be friendly to her, either. It was unfortunate and uncomfortable because I had no choice but to put them in one table at the wedding.

      Unfazed by Meah’s reaction, he continued. “If a guy wanted to talk to someone, he would have done so the first moment he could.”

      He had a point there. But there was something else in his statement that niggled at me. “Wait. Francis, did you know about their breakup?”

      He blinked and started to shake his head. I crossed my arms and stared at him until he finally sighed and nodded. “I may have heard about it some time,” he admitted.

      “And you never told me?"

      Francis shrugged, but he looked a little defensive. “Since when did I care for office gossip, Rain?”

      “But you still should have told me!”

      He gave me a long look before saying, “I thought you knew. I was waiting for you to talk to me about it, actually, but I thought you just didn’t want to. Besides, that hardly counts as important news at the office.”

      But this news was important to me. And he was supposed to be my friend.

      Meah cleared her throat. “Like I was saying, Rain,” she said loudly, “Mark would do the same thing if it happened to you.”

      “But it didn’t happen to her,” Francis butted in.

      “I would do the same for you, too. I know you’d do the same for me or Faith,” she continued, still dutifully ignoring Francis. “Wouldn’t you want your best friends to be there for you when you need them?”

      “Not when your best friend is actually in love with you,” he shot back.

      “So what if she is in love with Mark?” Meah retorted, finally acknowledging him with a glare. “She’s still his best friend!”

      “Hey!” I interrupted as my cheeks started to burn. “Can we not talk about that? And he does not know how I feel!”

      Francis looked at me indignantly. “My point is, people break up all the time, Rain. Mark can deal with his breakup alone. How will you ever move on if you keep on reaching out to him?”
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      Before I could contribute to their argument, I heard my brother yell my name from the other side of the room.

      It was kind of unsophisticated to yell back even if the program was done, especially because I was one of the bridesmaids. When I looked to where Kuya was standing, I realized why he had to resort to yelling for me: he was standing with a bunch of truly noisy and seemingly always happy people–our cousins.

      It was a tad embarrassing when the other guests turned to look at me after some of my cousins joined my brother in yelling to get my attention.

      I sighed then stood up. Meah and Francis were still staring daggers at each other. “You guys, stop arguing,” I said. “Thank you for your concern and all. I get what both of you are saying, but your argument isn’t helping at all.”

      Francis tried to speak up. “I’m just saying⁠—”

      I raised a hand and shook my head firmly. “No. No more arguing.” I gave them both a warning look. “I’m going to my brother.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Faith said, standing up as well. “I have to go back to James. See you later, Meah, Francis.” She gave him a polite smile, because Faith was nice like that.

      The two of us walked in silence until I finally asked, “So what do you have to say about all that?”

      “I will support whatever you decide to do,” she said simply.

      Ah, classic Faith. She and I took up the same course in college, but we didn’t meet until sophomore year when we became classmates. She had always been the nicest person I knew. If Meah was the gregarious, noisy girl, and I was the shy, quiet, sometimes almost stoic girl, Faith was the friendly and warm girl everyone wanted to be with, and who always knew the right thing to say.

      “But if you really want me to say something,” she continued, her face breaking into a grin, “it wouldn’t hurt to send him a message.”

      For the first time since my friends brought the news up, I finally said what had been really bothering me. “But what if he’s mad?”

      “You’re overthinking it, Rain,” she replied. “Stop that right now. And what did you say earlier? Mark hardly gets mad. Why would he be angry with you? You, of all people.” She smiled at me again as we neared my cousins’ tables. Faith squeezed my arm before going to James. I made a beeline for my brother.

      “Glad you decided to join us,” my brother, Kuya Raymond, said with a smirk. I rolled my eyes at him as my new sister-in-law, Ate Carla, laughed.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “You haven’t said hi to everyone yet.” He motioned to the two tables that my cousins occupied. I said a very general hi and waved at everyone. Some of them returned the greeting, while others didn’t notice me, too caught up in their own conversations.

      I turned to him. “There, happy now?”

      Kuya Raymond made a tsking sound, then said in a mocking, yet affectionate, tone, “Rain, Rain. You’re not trying.”

      When people learn of my extended family set-up, they always get amused because they didn’t think something like it could exist. Our family was the definition of the word “close-knit”. Our grandparents lived in the same street back in the province, so their kids—our parents—were childhood friends before they got together. My parents were also super close to their siblings, and they all somehow belonged to one huge group of friends. Eventually, most of the people in their group started pairing off with one another, and they became in-laws. When we, their children, were born, we were all expected to be friends with one another, too, because that’s just how the clan rolled.

      And it worked that way, until our family moved to Manila soon after I turned seven. I remember playing with my cousins before I started grade school, but after the move, I hardly saw them. Sure, my family visited the province, and our house in Manila was always open to them, but we all returned to our own lives after each visit. At least, I did. I spent less time with them because of school, and because I had made other friends. I saw them more often when some of our other
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