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      luna

      
        
          
            
              
        Ate

      

      
        Have a safe flight, Lu. Enjoy first class and text us as soon as you land.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lonzo

      

      
        YOU FLEW FIRST CLASS? Jason’s the man!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Take care, Ate L!

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Dragging my suitcase behind me, I scanned my surroundings and tried not to appear too anxious.

      I had been in this airport one year ago. That day marked many firsts for me—my first time on a plane, being away from my country, traveling alone . . . and my first time seeing my older sister since she moved six years earlier. Despite the thirty hours I’d spent traveling, my exhaustion and body aches faded as soon as I heard Ate call my name.

      This time, I’d flown seven hours in a first-class cabin, compliments of Ate’s boyfriend Jason. I would have traded it for an economy seat if it meant my sister would be waiting to welcome me again.

      As I stepped out into the arrival hall to a sea of unfamiliar faces, my doubts and fears came at me all at once. I had always lived with at least one family member a wall away, if not in the same room. Moving across the globe hadn’t scared me this much because I’d known Ate would be here.

      Now I was completely, utterly on my own.

      My nerves pulled tighter as my eyes darted across the room, searching for something to focus on, anything familiar that could be my anchor. But I was an hour away from Sterling, and my friends were in class. Aside from Ate, who was in the US for only one more day, my family was in Manila.

      I took a deep breath, trying to slow down my racing heart.

      Get yourself together, Luna. You’ve got this. One thing at a time.

      Pushing my shoulders back, I scanned the signs and found the arrow for the bus stop. I was about to follow it when I felt the weight of someone’s gaze. Was someone judging me for looking helpless?

      My stomach churned. I told myself to ignore whoever it was, but my head turned to the left anyway.

      I froze.

      Of all the people I could have predicted seeing here, Gabe Martins was nowhere on that list.

      He strode toward me, his blue-gray eyes staring me down.

      Clouds hinting at incoming rain. That’s what they’d always reminded me of.

      Rainy days were always my favorites. They meant having a break from the heat, trading in my iced drinks for a hot one, and getting comfy on the sofa. Cozy, happy things.

      The total opposite of the words I’d choose to describe the man standing in front of me.

      One of Gabe’s thick brows winged up, breaking my daze. I unstuck my tongue from the roof of my mouth. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was in the area,” he said.

      “I didn’t know you hung out around the Charleston Airport.”

      “I had an errand.”

      What errand⁠—

      My eyes widened as the pieces clicked into place. Sterling was an hour away from Charleston, and unless Gabe had a meeting in the city, he wouldn’t have any other reason to be here. “Did Ate send you here?” I asked, horrified.

      “No.” His answer came instantly, accompanied by a frown. Now that was a familiar sight. “But you’re traveling alone⁠—”

      I thought nothing could be more embarrassing than your sister asking her best friend to pick you up. Wrong. It was infinitely worse for said best friend to pick you up because he thought you couldn’t get home on your own.

      Though, maybe . . . was it possible he’d been worried?

      I shook my head. Here I was being delusional again.

      Talk about pathetic.

      Gabe, worried . . . about me? If he was, it was definitely just because he felt some sort of obligation toward me because of Ate. I couldn’t fool myself into believing he’d care about me otherwise.

      Did I mention I’d had a crush on this guy since the moment I met him?

      Kill me now.

      “You didn’t have to come,” I told him. “It’s easy enough to take the bus.”

      Needing to get out of there ASAP, I tugged at my suitcase handle, only to find resistance. My eyes met Gabe’s, and maybe my mind was playing tricks on me, but I thought I spotted a hint of amusement in his gaze.

      “This again?” he murmured.

      I rolled my eyes. “What is it with you and grabbing my bags?” He had done the same thing the first time I met him at this very airport—and again when he caught me after one of my thrifting sprees in town.

      “Are you going to call me a thief like you did last time?”

      “That depends. There’s such a thing as asking, you know. You should try it.” I tried to hang on to my annoyance, but a teasing note crept into my tone. I clamped my lips shut, worried he’d accuse me of flirting with him—again.

      His words from last year came back to me: “Some of us have better things to do than gossip and flirt.” As if I’d done anything more than try to get to know him.

      That tiny spark in his eyes vanished. “Fine. Can I carry your bag?”

      “I mean, you don’t need to carry it. It has wheels. But hey, we’re making progress.” I chuckled nervously, trying to lighten the mood. “Seriously, I’m okay. I’ll take the bus. Besides, aren’t you worried someone from school will see us together?”

      His lips pressed together in a tight line. “It’s a risk, but I’m already here.” He glanced around us and spoke in a low tone. “The longer we discuss this, the more we’ll attract attention. You know what the logical decision is.”

      My eyebrows swung up. “You know what? I’m good with the bus.”

      “Luna.”

      I hated the way he said my name. He rarely did, but on those rare occasions, it always came out exasperated and scolding—like I was a child who did nothing but misbehave.

      Which only triggered my instinct to rebel.

      He sighed as though he could read my thoughts. “Can I please just drive you home?”

      My argument died on the tip of my tongue. I could continue debating with him or simply walk away, but either option would prove him right.

      Or I could be logical and mature and show him he was wrong about me.

      “Okay,” I said. “But I get to choose the music.” Smiling, I handed my bag to him. I already had the perfect playlist in mind.

      When he clenched his jaw, I half-expected him to withdraw the offer. But this was Gabe, and he was nothing but rational. “Let’s go.”

      He gripped my suitcase, and I began walking to the exit. To my surprise, he fell in step beside me. He kept a careful distance—couldn’t have anyone thinking there was anything going on between us, after all—but he didn’t lead the way or trail me like I assumed he would.

      As we passed other travelers heading out of the hall, a thought occurred to me. “Don’t you have work?” It was a Wednesday afternoon, right smack in the middle of the work week.

      “Not at the university.”

      I glanced at him. Even though he annoyed me, I couldn’t ignore that he’d taken the time and made the effort to pick me up. Also, he was the reason I got to travel to California with my sister. So I swallowed my pride and said, “Thank you for picking me up. You seriously didn’t have to, but I appreciate it.”

      He grunted. “You’re welcome.”

      “I’m still surprised you came. Here I thought you’d go out of your way to avoid being seen alone with me.”

      “Thankfully, this is far enough from Sterling, and no one should be able to tell you’re a student at the school I teach at.”

      “If I was wearing one of our college shirts, would you still insist on giving me a ride?”

      He looked straight ahead. “Good thing you’re not.”

      “Guess it’s lucky I don’t have one.”

      I thought the conversation would end there since he’d never been the type for talking, but he shocked me by asking, “Not fashionable enough?”

      I snorted. “Not cheap enough.”

      “Don’t you have an employee discount at the store?”

      “Yeah, but new clothes aren’t in my budget right now.” Not when I had bills and groceries to worry about. I narrowed my eyes at him, anticipating his response. “I can be practical, you know.”

      “Good.”

      A minute passed. When he didn’t say anything more, I sighed. “God, you’re such a grump.”

      No reply.

      Knowing it annoyed him when I talked too much, I pressed on. “You could have come in disguise. Like a cap and shades, distressed jeans—that kind of thing.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “And that wouldn’t look suspicious at all.”

      Now that he mentioned it, he was right. Gabe, a.k.a. Professor Martins, had a uniform—plain shirt, crisp trousers, casual jacket, and leather shoes. Any deviation would set off alarm bells. I’d known him over a year and had never seen him switch things up other than going without his jacket, as he did now. He was predictable, but I couldn’t deny he had style.

      “Do you even own jeans?” I wondered out loud as I followed him to his sleek, slate-gray sedan.

      Without a word, Gabe popped the trunk and loaded my suitcase inside, his biceps flexing under his white button-up shirt. Then he rounded the car, opened the passenger door, and waited for me to settle in before closing the door.

      When we were both buckled in, he spared me a look. “This doesn’t change anything.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re Tala’s sister, so of course I’ll check in on you,” he said, using Ate’s given name. “But we’re not friends.”

      Heat crept up the back of my neck. “Excuse me. I never asked you to check in on me. I never asked you to be my friend either.”

      “So long as that’s clear.”

      I glared at him. “Why did you even come here when you obviously don’t like me?”

      “I told you. Because you’re Tala’s sister.”

      “What is that, your motto?” Even though I’d already guessed that was his motivation, it didn’t sting any less to hear it. It was every girl’s dream for a guy to admit he only did you a favor because of someone else. My anger deflated, replaced by the familiar feeling of insecurity. “Don’t worry, I’ll tell Ate you did your duty.”

      “Luna.”

      I hated this version of my name even more because this time, it was weighed with the worst emotion. Pity.

      Screw it.

      “My music, right?” Without waiting for his response, I reached for the infotainment system at the same time he did. He dropped his hand like I was contagious, and wasn’t that just the cherry on top of this crappy afternoon?

      “Go ahead,” he said, pulling out of the parking slot.

      I connected my phone and put on my peppiest girly-pop playlist. From the corner of my eye, I caught the grimace on Gabe’s face.

      Maybe it was petty of me. But you better believe I smiled.
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      luna

      
        
          
            
              
        Kriz

      

      
        You back??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        Yup, straight to work [image: smiling face with tear] What did I miss?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kriz

      

      
        Nothing. Can’t wait to hear abt your trip! Pick you up after your shift? [image: grinning face with smiling eyes]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        Yes please! See you later [image: smiling face]

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Sighing, I stood from my chair behind the counter and shook out my arms. The store had been quiet my entire shift, which was a good thing since my mind was all over the place.

      Scratch that. It had been fixated on one specific person these past couple of hours—and it just had to be the one person I shouldn’t be thinking about. The same guy who treated me like I was invisible except when we had to play nice for my sister’s sake.

      After Ate decided to move back home, I assumed I wouldn’t have to deal with Gabe again. Yet there he’d been, waiting for me at the airport. For a breathless moment, I let myself hope that maybe, just maybe, we could actually be friends even without Ate pulling us together.

      Too bad it didn’t last.

      “Lulu!”

      My head snapped toward the entrance as a tall, tan girl with honey-streaked brown hair strutted in like she was on a runway instead of a campus store.

      “Kriz.” Grinning, I rounded the counter and gave her a tight hug.

      I met Kriz Sheffield on my first day at Sterling University. We’d been grouped together during freshman orientation and quickly learned we had two things in common—Filipino blood and a love for fashion. Needless to say, she became my first—and best—friend here.

      “Welcome back. You were gone for so long!” she said as she squeezed my midsection.

      “I was gone for two and a half days. That’s shorter than your trips.” Kriz took off at least once a month to attend fashion shows and photoshoots all over the world. But despite her glamorous side hustle, she was one of the sweetest people I knew.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not used to you not being here.”

      “Aww, I missed you too.” Drawing back, I admired the dainty check pattern on her minidress. “Love this dress, by the way! I don’t think I’ve seen it before.”

      She smiled and ran her hand over the fabric. “Thanks! I just got it from this online shop called Renewed Look. You should check it out—they sell vintage clothes and accessories at cheaper prices than physical stores.”

      It sounded right up my alley. Sadly, I couldn’t afford to shop for anything other than the necessities for the unforeseeable future. “I’ll look it up,” I said.

      “You’re going to love it! Anyway, tell me everything. How was Santa Mila? I saw you and your sister on the jumbotron during Jason’s game. You’re famous! Did you hook up with any of the players? Who was the hottest in real life?”

      I laughed because Kriz could go on with her questions until she ran out of breath. “Hold on, let me close up first.”

      “Way to leave a girl hanging here.” She bumped her shoulder against mine.

      “Give me fifteen minutes.”

      “Fine. I’ll see you out front, then we can catch up over dinner.” With that, she flounced outside.

      I’d planned to eat at home to cut down on expenses after my trip, but I couldn’t turn her down—not that she gave me the chance to. Guess that meant I’d stick to sandwiches and instant noodles for the rest of the week.

      Alone again, I went to work securing the cash register and wiping down the counters. Like I always did, I double-checked that everything was locked up tight, giving extra attention to the electronics section that held items worth more than my entire bank account. I couldn’t afford to lose any inventory, especially since this was my first job ever.

      Satisfied with my final once-over, I tucked away the keys in the lockbox and grabbed my tote bag. Then I headed outside, activating the electronic door lock along the way.

      An arm linked around mine the second I stepped out the door. “Finally!” Kriz pulled me away from the store, and I matched my pace with hers. “Chloe’s meeting us for dinner, so if there’s anything you don’t want her hearing, you better tell me now.”

      Chloe was the third in our group. She and Kriz had known each other since middle school, so they were close. Unfortunately, Chloe didn’t warm up to me as easily as Kriz did. Maybe she resented me for befriending Kriz, or she just didn’t like me. Whatever the case, I was wary of setting her off or saying too much around her.

      “So? Anything interesting?” Kriz waggled her eyebrows at me.

      I laughed. “You mean, aside from me getting to meet the best NBA players of our time?”

      “Look, that’s great and I’m happy for you, but I’d be even happier if you had some real up-close and personal encounters, if you know what I mean.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Not even on the plane with some hot billionaire?”

      I snorted. “You’ve been reading too many romance books.”

      “You wasted a prime opportunity, Lulu. Those first-class cabins have more than enough space.” She smiled fondly, as though reliving a memory. “Remember Paolo?”

      “How could I forget?” The story of her mile-high experience with an Italian model could have been lifted from one of her favorite reads. It still amazed me that she didn’t get caught.

      “I can’t believe you don’t have any tea for me.”

      I hesitated as the memory of Gabe walking toward me flashed in my head.

      That split-second delay must’ve given me away because Kriz gasped. “There is, isn’t there? Spill!”

      Glancing around me, I checked if there was a possibility of someone overhearing. The quad was mostly empty this close to dinnertime, but I lowered my voice to be safe. “It’s not a big deal, but someone picked me up at the airport.”

      Her eyes widened. “Was it Theo?”

      My head reared back. “Theo? No way.” He and I had dated for a few weeks, but it had been casual. We’d cut things off before my trip was even a thing.

      “Are you seeing anyone you haven’t told me about?”

      “Seriously?” As if I would get away with not telling her something like that.

      “It’s the only thing I can think of. Your sister and Jason are in Santa Mila, and I know Chloe didn’t pick you up.” Gasping, Kriz stopped walking and tugged my arm. “Oh my God. Don’t tell me. It was Professor Hottie, wasn’t it?”

      “Shh!” I cringed at the nickname. Yeah, Gabe was arguably the most attractive professor at Sterling U, but his personality disqualified him from the title.

      “Oh my God,” she repeated in a hushed voice. “Professor Hottie picked you up?”

      “He gave me a ride. That’s it.”

      She smirked. “And what a ride that must have been.”

      I shook my head and tried to get rid of the picture her words blasted into my imagination. Even if Gabe wasn’t my sister’s best friend and nearly ten years older than me, he was still a jerk who made me feel about as big as an ant. “Don’t get excited. It was the most painful car ride I’ve ever had. Get this—he flat-out told me he only picked me up because of Ate. Also, he just had to remind me that him giving me a ride didn’t make us friends.”

      Kriz’s jaw dropped. “No way,” she breathed out. “What an ass.”

      “Right? I mean, of course he was there because of Ate. I’m not stupid. But did he have to rub it in my face?”

      “Nope. Definitely not. That’s like, common decency.”

      “Exactly.” Her validation reassured me that I wasn’t crazy to feel the way I felt, which was all a girl needed sometimes. No advice, no psychoanalysis—just a safe space to vent.

      Kriz gave me a sideways glance.

      “What?”

      “Was there any physical contact though?”

      “Of course not!” The answer came reflexively, but right on its heels, I remembered the car stereo incident.

      “Really? His fingers didn’t, like, brush against yours when he helped you with your bags?” Kriz paused. “I assume he helped you, right?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “I knew it. So there was some finger action?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “If you consider a collision action. This is Gabe we’re talking about.”

      “Okay, I know he’s a jerk and all, but I’ve gotta say—I love that you’re on first-name basis with Professor Hottie.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Can you not call him that?”

      “Why not? We need a code name for him anyway.”

      “Kriz. Half the student population calls him that.”

      There was a beat of silence, then she laughed. “Point taken.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing you’re not in his class with me and Chlo. How awkward would that be?”

      “I know. He might flunk me just because.” Right after I said it, I knew it couldn’t be true. As grouchy as he was, I couldn’t see him stooping to that level. Not when he was so concerned about doing things by the book. After all, this was the guy who outright ignored me when I said hello to him on my first day of college because he had a rule against “fraternizing with students.”

      His words, not mine.

      God, he was insufferable.

      And yet you can’t stop thinking about him, my brain taunted.

      It was Gabe’s fault. I thought I’d finally have the chance to get over this stupid crush after Ate left, but he just had to mess with my head again. Not only was he distractingly hot, he treated me like I was nothing more than a girl obsessed with shopping and partying.

      Like I wasn’t good enough.

      This was my fresh start. My chance to prove I could make something of myself although I wasn’t as capable as Ate or as brilliant as my younger brother Lonzo. My chance to show my parents I could stand alone.

      Could I really? I wasn’t sure. But I couldn’t let Gabe have me questioning myself even more.

      I already did plenty of that on my own.
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      gabe

      
        
          
            
              
        Tala

      

      
        Thanks again for making this trip with Luna possible. We really needed that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        Don’t mention it. Regards to Jason.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tala

      

      
        He said he’s still waiting for the Brazilian soccer team to win the World Cup.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        Remind him it’s not for another two years. Also, it’s football.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      My screen went blank as my client ended the video call. I finished typing my notes and confirmed that Felix’s investment portfolio was up to date. The next thing I knew, a notification appeared on my screen—a calendar reminder simply titled sanity check.

      I froze, staring at the words that Tala had coined.

      I’d had weeks to process the news of her departure, yet the reality hadn’t sunken in until now.

      If it had been a regular third Tuesday of the month, I would be preparing to meet her for our catch-up dinner. It had been our tradition these past three years and the closest thing I’d had to a social life. I seldom dated and avoided socializing unless work demanded it.

      The only exception was Tala.

      Now she was living on a different continent and I had no one else to remind me to maintain some semblance of work-life balance. Not that I could blame her for moving back to the Philippines when her work visa hadn’t been extended. She’d missed her home for so long too.

      Anyway, people leaving was nothing new. Ma left when I was fourteen to start a new family with her American doctor. Two years after, my father returned to Brazil, leaving me to live with our neighbor. Then there was Inez, my first and last girlfriend.

      All things considered, I was a pro at being left behind. Tala was just another person to add to the list.

      Saving my work, I got up and headed to my kitchen. I wasn’t hungry, but I needed a distraction. A brief scan of my refrigerator revealed that I only had enough ingredients for a couple of sandwiches while a six-pack of beer remained. My food to drinks ratio was off, which meant I’d need to make a grocery run soon.

      Sandwich and beer it would be.

      As I prepared my meal, it occurred to me how much it resembled my college diet. I might have graduated to higher quality ingredients and more expensive alcohol, but my cooking repertoire hadn’t really improved since undergrad. Some might argue, neither had my routine.

      Which was fine by me. Routine meant stability and security—two things I’d lacked growing up. I would choose routine over the unknown any day of the week, never mind if other people called that boring.

      People like Luna.

      Her hurt expression when I told her we weren’t friends flashed in my head.

      Guilt tugged at me. Had I been too abrupt with her? I’d already told her my stance on professor-student interactions in the past. The last thing she needed was to be involved in matters that would put her scholarship on the line—not to mention, tarnish the career and reputation I’d worked so hard to build.

      When Tala told me her younger sister was moving here a year ago, I immediately went on guard. She made Luna sound like a sweet, sheltered child, but it seemed Luna had been content to be the pampered princess while Tala hustled to send money home. No wonder Luna was all rainbows and sunshine. She could afford to be, with Tala taking on the responsibilities.

      I hated freeloaders—particularly those who thought they could skate by on their charm alone. They reminded me of Ma, who got tired of waiting for my father to strike gold and found another husband for herself.

      They also reminded me of my ex.

      Tala and I rarely had serious disagreements, but Luna was one topic we didn’t see eye to eye on.

      “You’re spoiling her,” I told Tala a few weeks after Luna moved in and took up the only bedroom in her apartment.

      “I’m not,” Tala said. “She cooks and helps with the chores.”

      “You’re working two jobs and funding her existence. At least let her get a part-time job so she learns the value of money and independence.”

      “I don’t want to pressure her right now.”

      “Maybe she needs that pressure.”

      Tala sighed. “Why are you so worked up about this?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “I hate seeing you get taken advantage of.”

      “I’m not. She’s family. We take care of each other.”

      “It’s unfair.” The words came out in an angry burst that I didn’t anticipate.

      Tala was silent for a moment. “Maybe it is, but that’s my choice. I need you to respect that.”

      My breath left me in a gust of frustration. “Right. I’m sorry.”

      “You know, Luna’s not like your⁠—”

      “Tala,” I snapped because I already knew where she was heading and I refused to go there.

      “Fine,” she grumbled. “Just give her a chance, will you?”

      Normally, I wouldn’t let someone talk me into conceding a point I strongly believed in, but Tala was the only person I cared about without reservation. She respected my boundaries and rarely asked for favors. I couldn’t deny her something that mattered to her.

      So I promised her I’d try.

      Maybe I had been wrong about Luna. She’d gotten a job—finally—and she seemed determined to be independent. For Tala, I would check on Luna every couple of weeks. She shouldn’t need more supervision than that.

      With that settled, I opened a beer and dug into my sandwich. I was nearly done when my phone rang. I checked the caller ID and held back a groan. “Pai,” I answered.

      “Gabriel!” My father’s deep voice blasted into my ears. “Como vai?”

      “I’m fine. How are you?”

      He tsked. “Ah, Gabriel. Don’t you still know your language?”

      “Sim. I just prefer English,” I said. Just like I had the last time he asked.

      “You should visit so you can practice. You have not been to Rio in years.”

      I took a drink of my beer. “I’m busy.”

      “Still studying? Aren’t you tired of that?”

      Of course I was—thus, why I’d taken a hiatus from my PhD. Not that I’d told my father. He’d traded me in for his homeland without hesitation and spent years barely acknowledging my existence. I doubted he even knew what I’d majored in, and I wasn’t about to enlighten him now.

      “You’re wasting your prime,” he continued, saving me from inventing a response. “There’s more to life than school, Gabriel.”

      Ironic how he chose to parent me when I was a grown adult, but not when I was younger. “I also have work outside the university, remember?”

      “Playing around with money.”

      “It pays the bills.” That was more than he had done for me.

      His silence rang loud. After a minute or two, he said, “Money can’t buy you happiness.”

      Maybe not, but it could buy food on a regular basis. A house and car. Security. Everything he and Ma had failed to provide their only child. “Let me worry about that. Anyway, I have to go.”

      “Do you have a date?” His voice sounded lighter than it had before.

      “Something like that.”

      Technically, I hadn’t confirmed his assumption, so I had no reason to feel guilty about lying. Besides, he hadn’t been involved in my life for almost a decade. Just because he decided he was ready to pay attention to his only son didn’t mean I had to divulge the details of my private life to him.

      We said our goodbyes, and I went over my bills and settled them early. Gone were the days when I had to rely on someone else for a place to live or gambled to pay my tuition. It had taken time, effort, and painful lessons, but I no longer had to count every single penny that came in.

      I would do everything in my power to ensure I would never go back to that kind of existence again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter four

          

        

      

    

    
      luna

      
        
          
            
              
        Luna

      

      
        How’s life in Manila??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ate

      

      
        Hot, noisy, and I’m always full.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        So just like it used to be? [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lonzo

      

      
        That, except she’s a local celebrity now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ate

      

      
        Ugh.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        HAHAHA!!! Congrats, Ate![image: face with tears of joy]

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Stop moving the phone, Juan,” Mama said as Papa blocked the camera with his hand in an attempt to get both their faces inside the display.

      They bickered over the positioning of the phone—their typical exchange that was half mild annoyance and half good-natured teasing. When I was younger, that back-and-forth had been a constant occurrence at home. But after our grandmother got cancer, Papa went to work in the UAE, Mama took on night nursing shifts, and Ate moved here for college. That left the house a lot quieter than before.

      Especially when Lola passed away.

      “There we are,” Mama said as they settled in the center of the frame. Behind them was the photo gallery Lola created on the wall of our combined dining and living room.

      The sight of it brought a lump to my throat because it reminded me of when we were all together. When we were complete—one happy family.

      “How are you two?” I asked, relieved my voice came out steady. “Papa, how does it feel to be home?” After more than a decade of working abroad, he finally found a good opportunity in Manila and moved back a few days ago.

      “Great, but I think your mama’s sick of me already.” Chuckling, he put his arm around Mama’s shoulders.

      Mama shook her head but leaned closer to him. “He keeps rearranging the room. I told him things are the way they are for a purpose.”

      “You should thank me for fixing up. It was so hard to find anything in there.”

      I chuckled because I used to be the one cleaning up for Mama and knew exactly what he meant.

      “I have a system,” she argued.

      “You do,” Papa told her. “I’m just adjusting it so it actually works.”

      Mama swatted his arm, which only made him laugh. “Oh, be quiet,” she said. “Luna, how are you?”

      “I’m good,” I said. “I’m finally getting the hang of balancing school and work.”

      “Are you sure you can do both?” Papa asked, frowning. “You know you need to keep your grades up to maintain your scholarship. If you lose it, having a job won’t matter.”

      “I know. My grades are okay. I mean, they’re nothing like Lonzo’s, but they’re good enough for my scholarship requirement,” I added.

      If the comparisons between me and my brother hadn’t been obvious enough, they sure were when he got accelerated, putting us in the same year level despite me being a year older.

      Papa harrumphed. “Just make sure you keep it that way. We can’t afford for you to stay there if you don’t have that scholarship.”

      The pressure to excel weighed heavier on my chest. “Yes, Papa.”

      “What if you just came home?” Mama asked, catching me off-guard. “You moved there so you and Tala could be together, but she’s here now. So is Papa. There’s no reason for you to stay where no one can look after you.”

      I fought to keep my face from crumpling. Mama didn’t say anything I hadn’t thought of before, but to hear it from her?

      Between my parents, I thought she’d believed in me a bit more.

      “I . . .” I swallowed, hating how small my voice sounded. “I thought the plan was for all of us to move here one day?”

      “Not anymore,” Papa said. “Tala doesn’t want to live there, and we’re almost done paying off your lola’s hospital bills. Your mama’s right—it’s not good for you to be alone.”

      “Ate lived alone for years.”

      “That was your sister. She’s always been independent.”

      Not like you. He didn’t say it, but I heard it just the same.

      Pressing my lips tight together, I sucked in a shallow breath that only drove what felt like a shard of glass deeper into my chest. I tried to inject as much confidence into my voice as I could muster. “I can do it too.”

      “You don’t need to be there. Tala went to help with the bills, but now that your lola’s gone and Alonzo has a full scholarship, we can manage. Anyway, you’re studying management.”

      My mouth fell open. “I chose that because you wanted me to study something practical.” If I had it my way, I would’ve gone into fashion, but my parents would never have approved.

      “I wanted you to study nursing like your mama and Tala,” Papa said. “You can continue your classes here. It won’t make a difference.”

      “We’re just worried about you.” Mama spoke in an appeasing tone. “You’re on your own, and we don’t want you to put too much pressure on yourself.”

      They didn’t seem worried when Ate did the same. But why would they? She always was the strong, independent child they could count on.

      “It’s not too much pressure,” I insisted. “And I like being here. It’s a chance for me to grow.”

      “Is that why you want to stay, or is it the boys?” Papa’s eyes narrowed.

      I reared back. “What? Of course not!”

      “You say that now, but if you get pregnant⁠—”

      “Papa! I’m not even dating anyone.”

      He started to say something, but Mama shushed him. “Remember what I told you before you left,” she told me.

      Like I could forget her speech about giving myself away and risking disease, pregnancy, and throwing my future down the drain. “I remember, Mama. I told you—I’m focusing on school and work.”

      “You should, or we’ll buy you a ticket home,” Papa said sternly.

      I wanted a ticket home—to visit. Not because they thought I couldn’t make it on my own or that I’d lose my mind over a guy. “I promise I won’t do anything to jeopardize my future.”

      “Will you two stop harassing Luna?”

      My body nearly melted with relief at Ate’s voice.

      “I think it’s a great opportunity,” she told our parents. “You need to trust her more.”

      “You moved to the States and fell in love with some basketball player,” Papa muttered.

      “I moved back here, didn’t I?” Moving into the screen, Ate waved at me.

      Papa just grunted. “For now.”

      “Speaking of Jason, did you see his game yesterday?” I said, attempting to switch topics. “They destroyed the competition.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Lonzo called out from beyond the screen. “Jason’s double-double was epic.”

      A grin stretched across Ate’s face. “That was his best game this season so far.”

      “I’m crossing my fingers they make it to finals,” Lonzo said, squeezing himself in next to her.

      “They will.” I refused to believe otherwise.

      “Alonzo,” Papa interrupted. “Did you tell Luna the news?”

      “What news?” I asked.

      Lonzo rolled his eyes. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “He was recruited by the debate team. Usually, you have to sign up but they asked him to join,” Papa explained.

      I smiled at my brother. “That’s great! Congratulations!”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I wasn’t going to apply but I might as well try it out.”

      He spoke about school, then Ate told me about the dance classes she was giving at a local studio. Our parents commented here and there, and they all seemed so at ease with each other. So together. After years of us being separated across three different countries and time zones, this felt like a blessing.

      Seeing the obvious change, in Mama most especially, made me happy, but at the same time, I felt even more alone. Like an outsider looking in.

      After the call ended, I returned to my study guide and spent the next hour trying to understand the marketing concepts on the screen. My eyes scanned the same words over and over, but my brain couldn’t move on from the knowledge that my parents didn’t believe I could succeed on my own—and the realization that they only let me come here because Ate had been here too.

      Everything I’d achieved didn’t seem to matter because someone else had done it all before me, better than me. Ate was the standard I measured myself up against since the day I realized she could do so many things I couldn’t. Then Lonzo defined what it meant to do well in school. Sometimes, it felt like I was forever trying to reach for the bars that my siblings set, which rose higher with each bit of progress I made.

      Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You have the chance to change your parents’ minds—don’t waste it by falling apart.

      I psyched myself up and forced my mind to focus. I would prove them wrong even if it meant I had to give up sleep trying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter five

          

        

      

    

    
      luna

      
        
          
            
              
        Lonzo

      

      
        You ok?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        Yup!  Why??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lonzo

      

      
        You didn’t sound like yourself yesterday.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ignore Papa. He’s pissy because he lost his favorite child to an NBA player.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        Umm YOU’RE his favorite child!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lonzo

      

      
        He just wants a lawyer in the fam.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        Which makes you his fave [image: grinning squinting face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lonzo

      

      
        Lucky me [image: expressionless face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luna

      

      
        Haha! Don’t worry about me, I’m all good!

      

      

      

      

      

      
      “You look like hell.”

      “Chloe!” Kriz swatted her arm.

      I winced at the criticism. It would have sounded bad coming from anyone, but when it came from a girl who resembled a movie star with her pin-straight platinum blonde hair, it hit even worse.

      “I’m just saying sleep might help.” Chloe’s green eyes flicked from my face down to my torso. “And exercise.”

      “Jesus, Chlo!” Kriz said.

      I shifted in my seat and fought the urge to tug at my dress. It did feel tighter, though I’d tricked myself into believing the fabric shrank in the wash.

      Chloe shrugged. “What? Weren’t you the one who told me how exercise is good for your health?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “It’s okay, Kriz,” I told her, not wanting them to argue. “I get where Chloe’s coming from, and I totally agree. I’ve been stress eating and could use some workouts.” Cooking wasn’t enjoyable when I was only doing it for myself, so I often ended up eating junk food instead.

      Kriz gave me a concerned look. “Are you okay? Did anything happen?”

      “I’m good. Just adjusting to living alone.” I exhausted myself with studying, working, and hanging out with my friends, but when I turned the lights off at the end of the day, the silence still blared in my ears.

      “Do you want company? You could stay over at my place.” Kriz jerked up, her face bright. “I know! Let’s have a sleepover.”

      Chloe piped up. “We can do it at my house so we have space to work out.” Suddenly, her eyes widened. “Professor Hottie alert,” she whispered, nodding to her right.

      Despite myself, I followed her gaze to the cafeteria entrance, where Gabe was causing a minor stir with his presence. He rarely popped up here—probably to avoid unnecessary interactions with students. Or people in general.

      Gabe wasn’t handsome by conventional standards. His nose was larger in proportion to his other features, and the frown lines on his forehead aged him beyond his twenty-eight years. But he had an air about him that made him compelling, especially when he leveled those blue-gray eyes at you.

      “The way that man fills out his suits,” Chloe murmured.

      You’ve looked long enough, my dignity scolded me. My heart raced even as I reminded myself that it was a stupid reaction.

      Gabe scanned the room, and I moved my head so fast I got dizzy. But no way was I going to get caught staring at him. He didn’t need more fodder against me.

      “Ugh, why’d he leave so fast? Kriz, remember when he turned around and wrote on the board last Friday? I don’t think a single woman exhaled for an entire minute,” Chloe said, laughing.

      “We’re boycotting Professor Ho—” Kriz looked at me and winced. “I mean, Professor Martins.”

      “What? How come?” Chloe glanced between me and Kriz and made a face. “Oh God, don’t tell me this is because he ignored Luna that one time. That was a year ago, guys.”

      It had happened right after I met Kriz and Chloe at orientation. We were walking to the cafeteria when we came across Gabe in the quad. Not knowing any better, I did what any friendly person would do and greeted him—only for him to walk right past me. I almost wondered if I was invisible, and then I wished I was because he’d humiliated me in front of the girls I wanted to be my friends.

      What made it more embarrassing was that Chloe still remembered. Though who could blame her?

      “Of course it’s not that,” Kriz said in my defense. “He was a major ass to Luna recently.” She looked at me, silently asking if she could tell Chloe what I’d told her. At my nod, she launched into the story, and I added commentary along the way.

      I thought Chloe would wave it off and say we were overreacting. Instead, she glowered. “What a dick,” she exclaimed. “I don’t know how you endured that car ride with him. I would have told him off and slammed the door hard on my way out.”

      “That’s . . . a little extreme.” But I couldn’t help but be touched that she was angry on my behalf. Maybe there was a chance we could actually be friends after all.

      “That’s nothing. Extreme would have been keying his car.”

      Kriz laughed. “He is still a professor.”

      “Who cares? Luna’s not in his class.” Chloe looked at me. “Forget about him. There’s a party tonight, and I have it on good authority that the football team’s showing up.”

      The sudden switch had me blinking. “Oh. I have a test tomorrow that I need to study for.”

      “So study then go out. The party won’t start till, like ten. That’s plenty of time to cram.”

      “What subject is it for?” Kriz asked.

      I winced. “Economics.”

      “Ugh.” Kriz wrinkled her nose. “Not a fave, but I can help you review. Come over after your shift and I’ll quiz you while we prep. We can leave for the party around nine-thirty. We’ll have drinks, dance with cute boys . . . it’ll be fun.”

      I bit my lip. Going out before a big test felt wrong, particularly since econ wasn’t my favorite subject either. Far from it, in fact. I didn’t want to risk a bad grade affecting my standing—not after that call with my parents.

      As if she picked up on my hesitation, Kriz offered, “We can leave early if you need more time to study.”

      “Not too early,” Chloe argued. “I don’t want to miss the fun.”

      Kriz nodded. “Not too early. But we’ll get you a ride back if you need to bail,” she told me. “C’mon, Lulu—you’re only in college once.”

      “And let’s be real. One test isn’t going to tank your grades,” Chloe added.

      They both had a point. I could join them for a while then pull an all-nighter if needed. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      No alcohol, though. That would kill the chances of me retaining anything I studied. And I’d only stay for two hours tops.

      Smiling at them, I said, “Guess we’re going out tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      gabe

      
        
          
            
              
        Tala

      

      
        How are you doing there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        The usual. Busy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tala

      

      
        Don’t forget to have a life.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gabe

      

      
        You never said that before Jason came along.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tala

      

      
        Yes, well. People change.

      

      

      

      

      

      
      I stepped inside the office and closed the door behind me. As an adjunct professor, I shared the space with three people, which was far from my ideal scenario. Fortunately, we had differing schedules for the most part, and I often only had to deal with one other person occupying the room.

      At the moment, I had it to myself—a relief after the chaos that was the cafeteria.

      Going there at the peak of lunch service was the worst decision I’d made in a while, and not one I planned to repeat soon.

      I placed my satchel on my usual desk and sat, mentally reviewing my task list for the day. Just as I unlatched my bag, the door swung open.

      There went my moment of peace and quiet.

      “Gabe!” Max Thorpe strolled into the office with a wide grin on his face. “I was hoping to run into you here,” he said as he dropped his backpack on the floor next to me.

      Five empty workstations in the room, and he always had to choose the one beside mine.

      “I’ve had the same schedule these past four years,” I muttered.

      He plopped into the chair and kicked his legs out. “Not true. You swapped classes with me, remember?”

      I pressed my lips together. How could I forget? When we received our class list at the start of this semester, Luna’s name was in my Finance 101 section. I’d never asked for an assignment change in my entire career, but I went straight to our dean to request one. “It was a single class.”

      Max shrugged. “It still counts. Who knows, this might be the year you’ll switch things up even more.”

      Not likely. Once was enough, and it still irked me that I had ruined my record.

      I reached for my tablet to check on my lesson plan. After teaching the same two classes for years, I had them memorized—particularly the one I’d
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