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        Thank you, Chris.

      

        

      
        Dedicated with much love to

        B, H, L, D, T, M, M, J, and K.

        (Wink wink.)
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      The first edition of this book was published in 2010. COVID-19 is not mentioned or referenced.
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        * * *

      

      This book follows #romanceclass guidelines requiring HEA/HFN for romance. It is heat level 1.

      

      #romanceclass community heat levels:

      0 - No sex on or off the page

      1 - Off-page sex mentioned in 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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      Sometime early September, three months after the “fling” started, I finally told a friend about it. But maybe I shouldn’t have told Tonio, my model-handsome slut of a Guy Best Friend. (I call him that to differentiate him from Mary, Girl Best Friend.) Anyway, I poured my heart into that carefully worded sentence, and he laughed at me.

      I had to reach over and hit the emergency stop button on his treadmill because he knocked down his towel and could have tripped over it. Didn’t want anything to happen to that face—especially because of my little announcement.

      We were at the gym that Tuesday evening, side by side at the treadmills. I was doing a light jog, he was in the middle of his regular sprint, when I said it.

      “I’ve been dating a younger guy.”

      He caught himself on the rails and held on, but was still laughing. “Is this the same guy from Batangas? How much younger?”

      I sighed. “Five years.”

      “Shit, Carla, that’s nothing.” A toned arm reached down to grab the fallen towel and he started up the treadmill again. “Five years means something when you’re teenagers. But you’re twenty-nine and he’s...”

      “Yeah I can do the math.”

      “Carla, Carla, Carla.” He had a smug look on his face. “I always knew I’d hear something like this from you one day.”

      “Ugh, not when you say it like that.”

      But who was I kidding? I wanted this kind of reaction. Not just acceptance, but actual encouragement, and it was why I came to Tonio in the first place. Apart from being the only other single person in our college barkada, he would be the least judgmental, relatively. I had gone through enough self-doubt in the three months that I’d been kinda sorta in a relationship.

      Tonio and I met in college, through common friends who started hanging out at a tambayan together. At most we were probably two dozen, but after college the group whittled down to six core people who still kept in touch. There was me, Tonio, Mary, two other girls and one other guy.  Every few months we still tried to have dinner together, but by now almost ten years had passed since college graduation and it was harder to coordinate schedules.

      Also, everyone else, except for Tonio and me, were married with children.

      Back then my friend Tonio—now going by Anton—was not a buff manslut yet. He was good-looking, sensitive, if a little overconfident. I was extremely unfashionable and a little chubby around my waist and on my face. Still we actually had a little flirtation going on for several years. Our friends thought we would eventually end up together. For three weeks soon after graduation, we actually did, but it didn’t last.

      Fast forward ten years, and he ended up becoming my Guy Best Friend. I used to have only one best friend, Mary, but a wedding and a kid later and I stopped inviting her out every single time I needed to vent. Tonio’s lifestyle was a little more accommodating—we went to the same gym and lived close enough to each other to frequent the same supermarket. He also bulked up and started calling himself Anton. I dropped twenty pounds, despite a continued fondness for baked goods. And we both learned the importance of correct clothing sizes and flattering haircuts.

      You’d think that we’d still be hung up on each other after becoming exponentially more attractive, but no. Our transformations actually underscored how great we were as friends, because it revealed something that I hadn’t even admitted to myself. That we were different from the rest of our barkada.

      “Why?” I demanded, slowing down on my treadmill. “Why aren’t you surprised?”

      He smiled as he shook his head. “Couldn’t figure out what exactly was wrong with you, but now that you said it, yes—dating a younger guy is the solution.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with me,” I protested.

      “Okay, I didn’t mean it that way then. Replace that with different. But you know what I mean, right? We’re not like our friends anymore.”

      What Tonio meant, I assumed, was that in the past five years our other friends had joined a club—the Marriage Club—and since then they started operating on a whole other wavelength. They seemed to get one another though, talking about in-laws and kids and breastfeeding and pre-school.

      It wasn’t that they became boring to us; we just didn’t get it. I knew why Tonio wasn’t into it. Years ago he discovered he was an attractive guy and started exploring his potential as a “player.” Now at twenty-nine, he still enjoyed that life, and any opinions he had about breastfeeding, I wouldn’t want to hear.

      I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t into all that domestic couple stuff, though. I wasn’t the type who slept around like he did.

      “I’m not like you,” I said.

      “Are you bringing him to our birthday party?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? I did just tell one of my closest friends that I was seeing him. Did that make it official? “I don’t know yet.”

      The answer tickled Tonio. It sounded weird and new coming from me, the most relationship-illiterate of the bunch.  “Are you having fun right now?”

      I almost said no, to spite him, but it wasn’t true. “Yes.”

      Tonio laughed. “Maybe you’re just a late bloomer.”
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      Let me back up a bit, to April, when the decision to have a barkada birthday party came about. Because this whole thing started even before the so-called fling. I was in my late twenties, stuck in a cycle of complacency about everything. It was like I was challenging the year to give me something (anything!) to be excited about.

      Jon, dear friend from college, was probably the richest of all of us now, but he never once treated us to dinner. We figured that the year we all turned three-oh was the one year we wouldn’t let it slide, and the rest of us (me, Tonio, Mary, Tammy, and Abigail) cleared our schedules so we could wish him happy birthday.

      But he still wouldn’t pay for a party.

      “Let’s have a birthday party together!” he argued at the restaurant where we met for dinner. “And invite our families. Wouldn’t that be better than doing this six times this year?”

      At first we thought he just wanted to get out of paying again, but it did sound like a good idea. We decided that we would hold it closer to my birthday in October (I was the last to turn thirty), and that it should be somewhere in Metro Manila and not out of town.

      They may have had their fancy cars (plural) and six-figure bonuses, but they needed me to plan this party because this was what I did well. I worked as an administrative assistant, and I arranged catered events for my boss all the time. Give me a budget and the number of guests, and I could do everything from a bathroom stall with just my cellphone.

      I was happy to be useful to them for something. Since Mary, Tammy, Abigail, and Jon had gotten married, the first hour and a half of every dinner meetup was spent updating one another on husbands, wife, kids, pre-school, yaya referrals, breast pump lending and returning, and a whole bunch of other things that I had nothing to do with. But I sat there and listened, commenting when appropriate.

      Then I would excuse myself for a smoke break, even though I didn’t smoke.

      Tonio would find me in front of the restaurant, stretching my legs. His tactic was to arrive late, or maybe he had already come from another date.  “So what’s new?”

      I would summarize the latest news from the Marriage Club, at least the stuff I could remember. Tonio would listen with amusement and shrug. It confused him as much as it did me.

      This time, I said, “You should go in there. We decided that we’re throwing a thirtieth birthday party.”

      “For Jon?”

      “For all of us.”

      “Then let’s get this over with, babe.” He hooked his arm around mine and pulled me back in the restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      Just in case it wasn’t clear: Tonio and I were never going to happen. Not again. We had both changed so much that the Tonio who was my ex seemed like a memory, as if I had dated his brother or his cousin or something.

      Also, he had slept with so many women after me that, ew, no.

      Our friends couldn’t figure us out though. At first they did all they could to get us back together. When they gave up on that, they instead started giving us unsolicited advice to get our lives “back on track.”

      “Tonio, thanks for bringing Carla back in for us,” Mary said, looking at me pointedly.

      As my Girl Best Friend, Mary knew me best, and she could also tell that I wasn’t really smoking on my smoke breaks. If anything she took it as a challenge, to get me to come around and enjoy the things they did.

      I stuck my tongue out at her and tried to weave myself back into the conversation, something about Abigail’s kid being bullied in school. But that kind of talk actually stopped once Tonio showed up, because they all couldn’t help but ask about his life.

      “So who are you sleeping with now?” Tammy, marketing executive at a hotel, asked cheerfully. Of all of us, she was the most bubbly and gossipy.

      Tonio played coy and reminded Tammy that he still didn’t forgive her about letting it slip to her cousin (someone he was dating) that he was still seeing the new girl from the gym at the same time. This led to a dramatic breakup, and him not having “closed the deal” with either girl. It was sort of disgusting, but talking about Tonio’s conquests was also part of the routine at our dinners.

      After that was the inevitable, “Who do we set up Carla with now?”

      How many dates had I been on the past five years? I lost count. A lot of them were one-date wonders, and only a few guys had been around a little longer. Many of those guys were between thirty-five and forty years old, and had recently come from a bad breakup, usually a long-term relationship. Looking for a nice girl to “settle down” with. Did I want to be that nice girl?

      My answer was “no” at twenty-four, “no” at twenty-five, and “no” at twenty-seven.

      As Tammy, Mary, Abigail, and Jon listed their new potential dates for me, I tried to get them to focus on our party plans. That worked for a while, and we argued for half an hour over the number of guests. We ended up with thirty.

      Later, Mary offered to drive me home. While walking to her car, she couldn’t help herself. She brought it up again.

      “Don’t kill me,” was how she often started this, “but I told this guy that you’ll meet him.”

      “Which bank does he work for?” I joked.

      I suspected that Mary liked guys who worked in banks not because of what they did, but because of what they represented. Stability, security, and maybe they weren’t rich, but they could be one day. Mary and I, back when we were both single, talked about dumping our attraction to artist types and going for the stable corporates. I was joking, but she apparently took that conversation very seriously.

      See, Mary was very conscientious like that. Also, she was all about timing. She didn’t like to do things spontaneously, and was the kind of person who would schedule “three days of fun” in her calendar. She knew that she would marry a guy after dating him for five years, or when she turned twenty-eight, whichever came first. Enjoy being newlyweds for two years, then have three children, two years apart each time. After the birth of her second child (she planned this, I kid you not), she and her husband would move into a larger house, via a housing loan she would be qualified for due to the promotion to Assistant Vice President she was sure would happen the same year.

      But life happened—she got pregnant at twenty-three, by a guy she had been dating for only a year. Lloyd was perfect for her (she ended up marrying him), and she was so happy when her son Lorenzo was born...but I felt that the whole experience shook her.

      She still got most of what she wanted from life, but on a fast track. She hadn’t slowed down since, and she seemed to want a little—or all of it—to rub off on me.

      “He works with Lloyd, we just met him. He transferred from a stint in Singapore. He’s fluent in Mandarin, you know, this guy. Baron, that’s his name.”

      Prepared for my refusal because she expected it now, Mary kept talking: “And I really think you should keep your mind open to this. Because you don’t really go out. And if you keep hanging out with Tonio, you know the losers he’ll introduce you to, come on. I want you to meet a nice guy, because you’re turning thirty and don’t you want at least five years with your boyfriend before deciding that he’s the one? If you don’t decide now, then what age will you be when you finally figure it out?”

      Mary just wanted me to be happy. Or at least be part of the Marriage Club too so I didn’t have to pretend to smoke all the time. I loved her for caring, but I didn’t want to kid myself either. How many eligible bachelors would I have to say no to before she believed me?

      “Mary,” I let her name come out like a long, exasperated sigh. “Like you said, I’m turning thirty. I’m getting tired of this dating game you keep putting me on.”

      “Don’t give up, Carla! You’re a wonderful girl. I know someone out there is perfect for you, we just have to find
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