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      “You know Calinda Valerio, don’t you?”

      The producer’s assistant looked like he was barely out of his teens, so Ramirez Diaz-Tan decided to forgive him. The guy couldn’t have known how absolutely wrong he was.

      Because yes, as forward for the Philippine national hockey team, Ram knew Calinda Valerio. Hockey and figure skating shared the same main rink in Manila for training and games, and their paths would have crossed at some point.

      Actually, even if he didn’t play hockey, as a US-based Filipino who watched winter sports, he’d know about her because he would be following the All-Asia Games, Winter SEA, and Skate PH, and she’d won gold medals in all of them.

      And look, even if Ram didn’t care at all about hockey or skating, he still went back to Manila regularly and passed through EDSA. He too was one of the millions of people who had been stuck in traffic on that main highway and would have seen that massive billboard of hers for that jeans brand, the one where she was captured in a pose that made her look so strong and sexy.

      “She used to be a figure skater,” the assistant continued. “She’s supposed to be really good. Won medals and everything.”

      He made a face, but no one saw it because someone dabbed Ram’s forehead with tissue at that precise moment. Maybe he got irked by the guy’s “I looked this up on Google” summary of Calinda’s life. Did these people even know what they were doing? Suddenly he had doubts.

      Nah, some people just don’t care about your shit. Get over it. And to be fair, that was why he was there. Getting people to care about his shit had always been part of this. Patience, Ram told himself. Not your place.

      Ram was under bright lights, in a studio made to look like a dining room at an ancestral home and minutes ago, someone had put makeup on his face. They’d asked him to show up in jeans and one of his Team Pilipinas shirts. He needed a haircut. He maybe should have shaved. He didn’t realize that these would be the circumstances where he would see her again, but well. Had to happen eventually.

      Yes, Ram knew Calinda Valerio. What the clueless producer’s assistant wouldn’t have known and wouldn’t have gotten from a three-second online search, was that he and Calinda had history. Ten years ago, they met at the rink, hung out, got to know each other. She was twenty and he was twenty-two, and they shared mango shakes and spent practice time together and talked about The Mighty Ducks and other random things. It was all good and slow and steady, could have been the start of something...but then life happened, and Ram earned the distinction of being the first.

      The First Guy Calinda Valerio Was Not Allowed To Date.

      “I know Cal,” Ramirez said.

      “She’s almost done with makeup,” the assistant said. “We’ll start when she gets here.”

      The way Ram understood it, she had not been allowed to date anyone at all, not while she was still skating. She said she didn’t even know her parents and coach would double down on this until she and Ram started hanging out every day and were seen together. It was over before it started; Cal rightly chose skating over him, and managed to live an accomplished life, congratulations.

      Not that he did so badly himself. Could have been worse. He could have been standing there, in close proximity to her for the first time in ten years and have nothing to show for it. Or he could have not been invited at all. This was a video shoot for a feature called 30 Most Accomplished in Their 30s for a society publication called Parchment, and surely he did something right to deserve to be in this room with Calinda.

      Ram felt something strange under his shoe, looked down, and saw that it was masking tape. Two strips, forming a cross on the floor, probably where he should be standing. When he looked up again she herself was in front of him, Calinda Valerio, and he forgot to breathe for a moment.

      “Ramirez Diaz-Tan. Oh my God.”

      She stepped forward, arms open, and then stopped, a question in her eyes whether to complete the hug. He was not going to leave her hanging. Ram swooped in, arms around her, the force of his hug lifting her right off her feet.

      Oh right, they did that one time. She was practicing for an exhibition and she asked him to lift her. Like a pairs dancer, she’d asked him. Dared him really, if he were capable of lifting her over his head, so she could check her form.

      Easy.

      Calinda let out what sounded like a surprised giggle, arms tightening around him instead of pushing him away. The hug was a fraction of how high he could lift her, how much she could get him to do, but Cal being so close brought it all back. Her voice, her smile, even how her hair felt when the ends brushed against his arms.

      It was over quickly. Suddenly, he was reminded of more people around them because they were talking to him.

      “...been sending you the emails. Thank you for agreeing to do this! I’m Angie and I’m producing and directing today.”

      Angie looked like she wasn’t that much older than her assistant, and Ram tried not to comment on that. So far, the emails and the pre-prod for this shoot were all professional and he couldn’t complain. And what the hell, Angie invited him. Suddenly she was his most favorite young producer in the world.

      “Angie,” Cal said, more affectionately. They already knew each other, were hugging too. With a lot less lifting, though Angie was probably as tall as he was.

      “So glad you’re here to do this, Cal,” Angie said. “And you too, Ramirez. You were recommended by Coach Dumont when we asked to feature hockey. Wasn’t sure you knew each other.”

      “Of course we do,” Calinda said, eyes smiling.

      Of course she would say that, for most of the reasons he did. Small ice sports world. Fellow gold medalists knew each other; it’s kind of an exclusive club. Cal and Ram met in training, like all the others did.

      “He’s a superstar at the rink,” Cal said.

      “Same,” he retorted.

      “And I hope you’re aware of all that he’s done to help kids take up his sport.”

      Was she actually doing this? They hadn’t talked at all in ten years. He didn’t even get a hint of her noticing anything he’d been doing. “Same,” he said.

      The corner of her mouth turned up, now sly and playful. “And he happens to be my only regret, Angie. He’s the one who got away.”

      Angie’s mouth dropped. Ram’s might have, too.

      “Same,” he said instead.
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        * * *

      

      “Ram, we talked about this in my email and this is when you’ll have to answer the same questions, but now on camera. You play hockey for the national team. How long have you been doing that?”

      “Competing? Seventeen years. But for the national team, I first qualified for that maybe twelve years ago.”

      “Where did you learn hockey?”

      “Here, actually. Manila. I took my first hockey class at Six 32 Central when I was a kid. I might have been eight years old. When I decided to take it seriously, at age thirteen, I was back here for the summer. I’ve only really played hockey here.”

      “You mean ‘back’ because you had moved to the United States.”

      “Yes, when I was ten.”

      So this was how they were arranged, on this shoot. They took photos while Ram was standing right there on his masking tape mark, and Calinda was sitting beside him on a heavy wooden chair with ornate carvings, that matched the fancy table. Something about the contrast of new and old, and young people making their mark, a seat at the table—all that. He didn’t read Parchment but he knew that they covered rich people society events and this probably made sense to them. Then he took the seat and Calinda was asked to step aside, probably just off-camera. Still in the studio. So as he was answering the questions about his life on video, Calinda was there watching him. Ram had prepped answers to these beforehand but didn’t realize that he’d have her as his audience.

      “And yet you’re playing for the Philippine national team,” Angie continued, ticking off another question from her list.

      “Yeah. I moved to Houston, Texas and was completely ready to give up hockey.”

      “But you just moved to the US. Wouldn’t it have been easier to continue there?”

      Calinda leaned closer ever so slightly. Great, this felt like a date that was being filmed. Not at all weird. “Everything about the relocation was a major adjustment, and hockey on top of that seemed like it would be too much. And it’s not a cheap sport to pick up, in either country. I stopped playing and only started again when I visited Manila when I was thirteen. My tito—my dad’s brother—paid for my lessons and my gear, and let me stay in his house.”

      “That was generous of him.”

      “I’m lucky. He and my dad are on good terms, and he remembered that I enjoyed hockey a lot. I didn’t expect that going to a hockey class again during a quick summer break trip to Manila would be where it would all start, but here we are.” Ram was able to stick to the script here, and he was glad he did. Angie and the folks at Parchment didn’t need to know that he had been sent to Manila at age thirteen that summer, and hockey was a grudgingly accepted activity during exile. But it started to fix him.

      “It’s still an expensive sport, isn’t it?”

      “Yes it is. You need skates, uniforms, and practice outfits, all the gear. You need to maintain them, replace them. You can only really practice at this rink, so you need to live near it, or you need a transportation budget to make it to practices, you need access to a gym...and in my case I was actually traveling to another freaking country to keep playing. Some people can be committed enough to want to keep playing even with all those challenges, but not everyone will get to, just because they can’t afford it.”

      “When you started, most of the players of the team were like you?”

      Ram blinked. “Like me how?”

      “Filipino American. Overseas Filipinos.”

      “Oh...yeah, but that’s changed a lot already. Even as a matter of policy, because it’s difficult to consistently develop a team if your roster keeps changing. Or if they’re never in town. The challenge really has been making sure that these kids who want to play keep playing.”

      “And that’s why you started your sponsorship of hockey students.”

      Calinda gasped, and they stopped to look at her. “Sorry,” she said. “I just realized you’re the Generous Tito of these kids.”

      “Shit, I was their kuya five seconds ago.”

      Angie cleared her throat. “Tell us about the sponsorship program you started, Ramirez.”

      “Well, I don’t want to misrepresent that. I give a small amount of money so the hockey school can take on a few students who wouldn’t have been able to afford it. Others who have way more money than me are helping out too.”

      “But they didn’t start it,” Calinda said, again speaking out of turn.

      “You’re a fan,” Angie teased her, checking her clipboard and probably regrouping.

      She was acting like one, and it was the strangest thing. “Same,” Ram said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      When Calinda Valerio won her first gold ever, at Skate PH Nationals, she won it wearing a shiny red dress after having performed Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” and landing a triple Salchow that she had been practicing at the rink every chance she got even when other people could see it.

      It was Not Subtle.

      After years of being called “underrated,” and maybe even believing it, she had wondered if all that was self-fulfilling and decided that year to come out swinging. She would Claim It. She would stop Being Cute. If anyone else found her threatening, they could Suck It. It paid off then because maybe she had backed up the hype with actual work or she had cast a spell on the judges with all that glitter...in any case, that move taught her that it was wrong to fly under the radar when you were competing as an individual and as a performer.

      Calinda already had a reputation for her work ethic. She didn’t consider herself a natural at this and always put in extra effort. Three tries, if only two were asked. It didn’t come from fake humility. Her brother was effortlessly good at performing on the ice so she knew that it was a thing people had, a thing in her family, that hadn’t been passed on to her. It wasn’t that much of a surprise then when she became louder about this drive and determination, and let everyone know that she was planning to win things.

      It worked? She won things. It felt like the only way to do it.

      So now she was watching Ramirez Diaz-Tan be deliberately understated in his interview on a Parchment video feature meant to celebrate his achievements, and she wasn’t sure how to feel about it. She’d already interrupted him twice. Maybe she should do that more? Maybe later, take Angie aside and tell her that because of what Ram had started, more kids who thought they wouldn’t be able to try hockey at all were now trying and playing? She didn’t know that his own hockey return had been sponsored by his uncle but it made sense and because of that, the sport had more future national team players in training.

      How do you change and not change.

      Calinda bit her tongue instead, watching as Ram’s interview continued. He was bigger now, had more mass to him, something that wasn’t obvious even in social media photos when she let herself look. Something about the way his shirt molded over his shoulders and chest, the way his sleeve clung to his bicep.

      That unexpected hug and lift blessedly hid what might have been an embarrassing full-body blush from her because she had come up to him and he was wearing those jeans and his team shirt. Ugh, she was so weak for casual national pride.

      And he said she was the one that got away?

      No, he didn’t say that; he tacked it on to her own admission. Calinda said it because Angie was a friend and Cal thought it would be a cute thing to add. She didn’t expect him to say anything but thanks.

      Because he couldn’t still be interested, could he? He didn’t exactly stay in touch.

      “Calinda, you ready?”

      Cal blinked and in a second, someone was right in front of her, fixing her hair, directing her to take the chair this time. “Oh, yeah, sure.” A second of shuffling, Ram taking her place standing off-camera, and her settling in the seat he had just occupied.

      “So I’ll need you to also tell me your name and your age, and a short thing about you, why you’re here.”

      She cleared her throat. “Calinda Valerio, thirty years old, and I was part of the Philippine national team for women’s figure skating for eleven years. Won several gold medals at the All-Asia Games, Winter SEA, and our local competition, Skate PH. I’ve retired from competing but I still perform at rink exhibitions with my brother Colin. Now, I professionally choreograph programs for other Philippine figure skaters and as part of my role as creative director for Six 32 Central’s ice rink, I produced a limited run of an Ibong Adarna adaptation on ice. And I plan to do more of all of it.”

      “She has not slowed down at all.” That was from Ram, and it didn’t sound patronizing.

      Because she was used to a patronizing tone, once someone mentioned who she was and what she’d accomplished. Whoa there. Aren’t you doing too much? Maybe you should take a break. Because that was only marginally better than Oh but you still didn’t make it to the Olympics, right? Do you think you should have spent all those years on something else instead?

      The fuck, right?

      But even as she tried to scan his tone and face for this, she only found someone openly admiring her.

      To be fair, she had already given up, knowing people were never going to understand. They were going to fall on one side or the other when they commented on her life as a skater.

      How did he find that non-annoying sweet spot? Maybe it took one to know one. Maybe he had a unique understanding of where her mind was at, also being a winter sports athlete for a country that didn’t have winter. She didn’t carry two passports like he did, but they both wore the flag when they had to, and it was literally on his shirt right now.

      It was complicated, was the simplest way to describe it. Sometimes a thing wasn’t meant for you but damn you wanted it anyway, didn’t mean you’d stop trying. Never mind if you had to knock on more doors and need to work so much harder. Sometimes even years at it wouldn’t be enough and the next thing to do was help make it easier for those coming in after you.

      Ramirez had to understand that.

      Calinda remembered they both liked The Mighty Ducks and lost her train of thought.

      “Sorry, Angie, you’ll need to repeat that,” she said.

      “What did producing the show teach you about this experiment of yours?”

      “Oh yes—first of all, that it’s possible. We staged an original show, based on a story we all learned in high school. Talented skaters performed it and people showed up to watch it. This is something we can do and I’m determined to do more of it.”

      “And that’s what’s next for you, Calinda? More shows?”

      “More shows, more program choreography, more of what our skaters here need to be recognized for how talented they are.”

      “You’ve already won medals and brought recognition to the country and the skating program. What makes you want to do more?”

      Because honey, we’re not there yet. Not even close. “Because I want the skaters now to have more than what I had, help them do better than I did.”

      “Even if they beat your achievements?”

      This was in the guide questions and still, Calinda had to blink and take it in for a sec. Some people, apparently, didn’t want their records beaten no matter how flimsy they were. That wasn’t productive.

      “They should beat me. That’s the only way to do this. They win, we all win.”

      A few more questions followed and she, more or less, stuck to her script. When she was done and she turned to safely look at Ram again, he was standing there arms crossed but the smile on his face was knowing, smug, maybe kind of proud. Of her.

      Seriously. Casual national pride and this? She felt that old crush coming back with a vengeance.

      Maybe not just a crush.
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      “Until when are you in Manila?”

      “August four.” Three weeks left on this particular trip, but actually one of his longer stays in town—almost six weeks long, including the week in Kuala Lumpur for the All-Asia Games.

      He flew back to train and play nearly every year, if the game was big enough. Sometimes twice a year, when the regional game schedules aligned that way. Usually only for a few weeks and then back to Houston, to whatever he had going on at the time. High school, then college, then a series of jobs he really couldn’t keep. Not when he had an ongoing long-distance relationship with hockey. In the Philippines, of all places.

      No, not of all places. It was where he learned it, the only place where he was considered part of a team, and every time he won something wearing those colors, he felt like he was earning points.

      Of course the Philippines. Of all the places.

      “Oh. So you’ll be around for the ball nonsense,” Calinda was saying.

      She meant the Parchment 30 Most Accomplished ball, and Angie really did call it a “ball” when she briefed them on what to expect after the shoot. It sounded like a production—hotel, suit, new shoes—and Ram sort of stopped paying attention when she said she’d email the details.

      “Yeah, but I leave the next day. Or maybe I should pack early. Are you going to the thing?”

      She nodded. “It’s nonsense but I definitely will. Rich people like showing up at the balls. We’re always looking for patrons. You should go too.”

      He should, he knew that. If anything, it was free food and—was she asking him to go with her? Was it a date? “Are we going together, is that it?”

      “Well, I’m going to be there.”

      That wasn’t an answer. But it sounded like a dare. “Well then, I’ll be there too.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      What just happened?

      The thing was, he was sitting across a tiny table from Calinda Valerio, across the street from the studio where they did their thing for Parchment. Makati wasn’t their neighborhood, and when they were done with their shoot, they found themselves exiting the building together. The usually-cramped business district was empty on this Sunday afternoon, and the small restaurant on the other side of the road was open and advertising craft beer and regional longganisas. “Always a good idea,” Ram thought. He ordered a sampler of everything and a stout from a Batangas brewer. He was kind of overwhelmed that he liked everything at this table. There was nothing he didn’t like.

      Present company included.

      Present company above all.

      He noticed her posture, the line of her back very straight but regal and comfortable. Her long hair had been down and curly at the shoot but she had at some point pulled it up, away from her face. She looked so much like she did back
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