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Fake Date Number Three

“SO YOU DO WANT to do this?”
He said yes because he did that. If Frances knew

this power she had over him, she would use it more
often, and more playfully. If she said Sebastian,
would you give me the last largest piece of buttered
prawn? Yes. Sebastian, there’s a flying ipis on the wall.
Who’s going to kill it? That would be him. Sebastian,
would you run twice around the track naked in the rain
please? Not that she’d asked, but yes.

Sebastian said yes to Frances, would say yes to
Frances, would be a hero in the face of flying ipis, if
that was what she wanted. Maybe she already knew
that.

But how would she, though? They hadn’t talked
about this. Because Sebastian hadn’t brought it up,
and there was no time to, really. The epiphany was
very new, and he hadn’t actually processed with her
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the realization that he was completely in love with
her. With Frances.

His friend, very briefly his boss, so briefly that it
didn’t count. Frances, now his coworker, dearest
friend. Dearest.

“Great, this is going to be awesome,” she said,
lighting up at his most recent Yes. “I love Rachel but
I’ve tried going to a Batangas beach wedding by
myself and it’s not great.”

The question probably registered on his face first
because Batangas, beach, free food, someone’s
happy celebration, those all seemed like great
things.

“I don’t drive, remember? Don’t have a car. Most
of my friends who went had dates and plans with
their dates. I hitched a ride to Manila with some-
one’s family and then they wanted to do a lot of
stopovers and buy everything everywhere on the
way back…anyway it’s one of those things that was
a lifesaver at the time but I’d rather not do that
again. So, um, please? I know it’s just me transfer-
ring the hassle over to you but…”

He’d already said yes without checking the fine
print of where and why. If it were any other person
he’d be grasping at excuses by now, but with her he
did not. “I’d go with you anyway. It’s fine.”

“Yeah but we have to do the thing again.”
Ah, that thing.
Frances continued, “...and it’s my fault, because
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she only had the best intentions and yet there I
went, ghosting her brother, and I’m sure he’s
moved on and isn’t mad at all but you’ll need to
be...you know. My boyfriend, again. Just so there’s
no awkwardness.”

“You should tell Rachel if you don’t feel totally
safe being there, though?”

“I feel safe! He’s an okay guy and won’t cause
trouble. It’s me, of course. I don’t want to have to
explain or apologize to him even though he prob-
ably deserves it.”

Shit, Frances always breaking hearts. “How long
did you go out with the guy?”

“One date. Not even really a date, but right after
he asked me out, we met up at a friend’s birthday at
her house, and we acted like we were on a date. He
wanted to go out again, just us, and I...didn’t reply.
Like ever. Haha. He was younger. It felt wrong?”

“When the hell was this?”
Frances was laughing. “I was nineteen and he

was eighteen.”
“What? That’s not a large age gap. That’s our age

gap.”
“At the time it felt weird! And he shouldn’t be

holding a grudge for this long, seriously. But it’ll
help if you’re there to make sure I have backup. Yes,
right? You’re in?”

There was only one answer, and he’d already
given it. It was a rush, seeing how she would act
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when he said yes. Her instant, added radiance. Face
glowing, eyes smiling. They’d known each other for
almost ten years now, and he’d seen her through
different looks and styles and phases...and yet this
stage of Frances was his favorite. Personally. Life
wasn’t always kind to both of them but seeing her
be any kind of happy, seeing her have fun, was the
best thing. Surely this wasn’t some objective scale of
attractiveness. This was him being in love.

He hadn’t told her.
No wait, he already had.

This was not their first fake date. This was, in fact,
fake date number three, but it was the second one
that Frances initiated. Fake date number one was
Sebastian’s doing. Not exactly an idea she would
have come up with herself, but it was such a suc-
cess. And brilliant really.

She wouldn’t and didn’t come up with that her-
self because when she first met Sebastian, he was in
a relationship with someone. So back in college, he
was just the guy one batch lower in social develop-
ment management, and someone else’s boyfriend.
In his senior year he interned at the agency she
worked for, and was still in that relationship. When
he graduated and joined that same agency to work
full-time, they became coworkers...and he was sud-
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denly in a new relationship. The hell! He probably
liked being a boyfriend.

She’d only known him a short while and he had
already been in two somewhat-long serious rela-
tionships. The guy was an annoyingly handsome
serial-relationship person, and that was a difficult
person to consider having feelings for.

But to have a long-running, playful but Never
Gonna Happen crush on? He was perfect. Every
single day he came in to work looking so good.
Walking past her desk in crisp button-down shirts,
sometimes that and a blazer, sometimes that shirt
with a collar that looked like it would feel good
against her fingers. Sharing an elevator with her in
the morning, smelling like soap. She recognized his
steps, the way his work shoes on the tile signaled
his approach, because he had some non-work non-
sense to talk about. Sebastian was a let’s-touch-base,
let’s-talk-shop, people person, and Frances had long
since told him to keep work correspondence to
email or the office chat app. He couldn’t help him-
self, and still dropped by daily with nonsense.

Which wasn’t so bad. He looked nice, smelled
nice, and talked to her like she was genuinely part
of his day. That was the only thing he had to do re-
ally, and he didn’t even know that he was doing it
so well. That he was good at his job, that he re-
spected her position and input, that he was also a
believer in the practice of the petsa-de-peligro long
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walk to the other building’s cheaper cafeteria...that
was cool. Made it easier.

Frances casually enjoyed this. From her comfort-
able distance, like across the room. Sometimes she
would breathe deep, in his presence, and that
would be enough. Little doses of admitting that Se-
bastian was her hottest real-life friend, that flare of
lust that kicked in when he was close, when he gave
her a hug, when he remembered to order turon for
her—all of that was fun.

Well, it was fun, but not that fun. Frances could
still see him as someone who was more than the
parts she chose to admire. He was still someone’s
boyfriend. He was still her coworker. He was Sebas-
tian Saldua and he was never going to like her or
want her, otherwise he would have said something.
Frances accepted this without bitterness.

She liked her looks, liked herself, thought she
was an interesting person. Sometimes it was a num-
bers game, and the odds were not so good. Some-
times the most attractive guy within one square
kilometer of you preferred someone else instead.
She respected that.

Fake date number one happened three months
ago, on this the eighth year of their friendship. Se-
bastian had needed a date to the Halloween
birthday party of a friend.

“Why me?”
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“Because it’s tonight and I don’t have time to meet
someone to take.”

“But…”
He was single? Did she know this? Why didn’t

she get a memo? Maybe as a coping mechanism she
just assumed he was always attached or dating
someone. He did tell her on one of their lunches
that the last relationship was over, and she’d told
him that the only advice she would give him was
stay freaking single for as long as he could.

“Really?” he had asked, maybe a little surprised.
“What’s wrong with relationships?”

“All I’m saying is, take a freaking break. Do you
even remember what life is like when you’re not in
a relationship? Enjoy it. Figure out what your week-
ends look like. Spend money on yourself. I can’t be-
lieve I’m telling you this.”

“And this is what you’ve been doing?”
“Yes, Sebastian. It’s a little difficult to do because

everyone is judgey about it, but I have been on a single
streak for maybe three years now and it’s awesome—”

“What’s a single streak?”
“It’s just what I call my situation. No one has

gotten past three dates with me in three years. So
far. But if I want to go out with people, I do.”

“Frances. This sounds…”
“Don’t judge. It’s fun. It’s fun! Let yourself have

a single streak, and enjoy it. Find out what you’re
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like when you’re traveling alone, eating out alone.
What movies would you watch by yourself?”

“Cartoons. Animation,” he had said without
missing a beat. “No one ever wants to watch ani-
mated movies with me.”

“Ever?”
“If it matters to me I’m picky about people I do

things with. I don’t want them to say something
that’ll destroy me.”

“Well, then being single is the perfect time to get
to do these things, without possible destruction.
Discover all the things you want to do by yourself,
Sebastian. Then maybe when you meet someone
you want to spend more time with, it’ll mean so
much more. Because you know yourself more.”

They had stopped talking about girlfriends and
dating after that. She just assumed he was seeing
people anyway. But no one he could get on short
notice? And Frances was his last-minute solution?

Regardless, a night out with Sebastian was al-
ways a good idea. It was a costume party; they wore
plastic crowns from the toy store and told everyone
they were dressed as Prom King and Prom Queen.
They held hands.

Being around Sebastian made her feel good. The
little things he did to convey in body language that
they were together—the hand-holding, the look in
his eye, all that constant whispering in her ear. She
felt giddy all the way to her toes.
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“This was great,” he said, at the end of the
“date.” He kissed her on the cheek when he
dropped her off at her apartment. Frances waved at
him, smiling, marveling at how she got her kilig fix
without the worry and drama.

Apparently this was an overnight thing. As a
bridesmaid Frances had to be at the wedding
venue, a resort in Anilao, the day before the cere-
mony and of course as her driver and “boyfriend”
he was supposed to be there too. Sebastian knew
that when he said yes, thought about it only in prac-
tical terms of what to pack and what time to pick
her up, but the reality did not sink in until he saw
the one bed.

It was a very nice bed, in this very nice private
cabana, at the very end of the resort, facing the
beach.

After he tipped the guy who brought their bags
in, he closed the door and saw Frances with her
head tilted at an angle, noticing the same thing he
had. Sebastian’s body tightened, so aggressively
that for a moment he was confused whether he was
bracing in self-defense.

“I’ll take this side,” Frances declared, pointing.
He followed her hand with his eyes. “That’s the

middle. You’re taking all of it?”
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“About that.” Frances turned to face him,
stepped closer. He was beginning to recognize her
scent. He knew, of course, that she smelled nice, but
there was the intimacy of the three hours they’d just
spent in his car, and this wasn’t just that she smelled
nice, but the awareness of her even if he had his
eyes closed. “We’ll be here for two nights and it’s
our third date.”

Oh. Right. “You know what happens on the
third date,” he said, the joke telling itself rather
quickly. “Sometimes. If people on the date want
it to.”

She blinked. “You mean sex?”
He blinked. “It was—I was joking.”
“What was the joke? That you want to?”
Shit. What? “I didn’t say that clearly so can we

start again? Are you asking me something?”
“Do you want to have sex this weekend? You

and me.”
“Frances.”
“Yeah?”
He searched her face for any sign of what it all

meant. And it was just her radiant beautiful face
looking at him, the exact same way it always did.
Like she was asking him if he wanted a soda. If it
was raining outside. No big deal. “Do you want to?”

“Well, yeah. I mean this is a nice place to do it.
And I want to.”

This conversation had the distinction of
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somehow both being hot and a little bit off, for Se-
bastian. He loved how she was talking about this so
frankly. If they kept going he knew he’d be aroused
to the point of pain. They would get started right
here.

He wanted to. What else was there to think
about?

He cleared his throat. “Fran. Yes.”
Her eyes lit up. “Oh. Okay. Want to go out and

look around?”
It took a lungful of fresh seaside air to get him to

figure out what was off, what he was concerned
about.

This was their third date. Sex was another level
of intimacy, sure, and definitely a new level for the
two of them. But he also had been her friend for
years, and knew how she was about sex. Fran en-
joyed it, wasn’t too hung up on it. She put it on the
table today like it was no big deal, because it wasn’t.

Frances was still on her single streak.
Her fake boyfriend was probably going to get

factually dumped, and very soon.

On their second fake date, Fran almost decided it
was a bad idea because…feelings. And she had no
one to blame but herself. She did not have to bring a
date to the Estrella extended family holiday dinner.
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So what if she was single? She was always single,
all those years, all those holidays, and nobody both-
ered her. No, she invited Sebastian because she
wanted to show him off. She wanted him to play
the part. After the first date, they went back to co-
worker/friend mode, and while he continued to
dress well and be himself and walk around like a
snack, Frances selfishly wanted more of the extra
things.

The touching. The closer-than-usual hugging.
The looking at her like he was planning a birthday
surprise.

None of this was necessary but no, she wanted
to treat herself, so suddenly he was going with her
to her grandmother’s house the day after Christ-
mas. Eating baked salmon and answering her tita’s
questions about maps (Sebastian liked maps) and
urban sanitation (he was working on water
projects). He was good as a fake boyfriend, so good
that everyone accepted that he was her boyfriend
because why else would his hand be on her hip like
that? Why press his lips into her ear whenever he
had to say something private? Why dare call her
“my Frances” in casual conversation, unless he had
the right to? Her relatives bought it, bought it full
price.

The point of the fake boyfriend at the family
gathering was for him to perform for the family,
and she hadn’t actually gotten any alone time with
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him until way after dinner. Alone time in theory, be-
cause they really were just on the other side of the
backyard and her cousins were still at the picnic ta-
ble, doing tequila shots.

None for her.
Somehow she and Sebastian were standing there

together, and no one was coming over to talk or
offer them anything. Somehow his arms had gone
around her, bringing her close, and she was trying
to watch the sky rather than focus on his face. His
face looking at her like he cared. Such a good actor,
shit.

“I’m going to kiss you, okay,” he had suddenly
said.

“Okay.”
“Just saying. Be ready.”
“No, you be ready.”
Surely that was a show for the relatives, or

something. They hadn’t kissed the whole time.
Maybe someone in her family thought he was too
good-looking for her, and kissing on the mouth was
going to convince that last skeptic. She almost
wanted to say it didn’t matter if anyone in the
house was skeptical; there was nothing at stake here
really. She had only wanted to feel like his girlfriend
for a night. Again.

Then, kissing. Real kissing. Fake boyfriend but
real lips, real mouth, real tongue, and Frances had
tried the entire time to be alert and aware of how far
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this should go. How much to enjoy it. How far to
stick her tongue into his throat—well, she had not
been so restrained there. Then she’d remembered
where they were, and pulled back.

Her face must have been so flushed.
“I love you,” she thought he’d said. “Frances.”
She had blinked.
“Come in, you two. There’s cake.” Frances’s

grandmother’s voice had come from behind her.
When Frances had turned to look, her Lola Cring
had the warmest, happiest smile on her face. She
looked happy that someone loved her apo.
Frances’s lifestyle, her “single streak,” her choices
weren’t always understood by those around her, but
then she remembered why bother with this charade.
There was no harm in letting them think that
Frances was loved. She didn’t need this, but maybe
they did. Maybe they needed to see it in action, see
her bask in its warmth.

That was nice of Sebastian, to go that extra mile.
For her lola.

She’d squeezed his hand and kissed his cheek.
“That was so quick of you. I didn’t even know she
was there. You’re so good at this, boyfriend.”

The guy Frances had “ghosted” was brother of the
bride Allan, and they met him at dinner that night.
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Sebastian’s mood was already decidedly gloomy
so maybe it was a tougher blow that Allan seemed
like a decent guy. The way Frances reacted to him,
with that smile of hers, and how things between
them were clearly not hostile.

She would probably date this dude. And even if
she didn’t, he didn’t seem angry at her, she didn’t
seem put off by him, and there might have been no
awkwardness after all.

He didn’t need to be here.
Still, he had a role to play and he wasn’t going to

be caught faking it. He did all the things he was
meant to do. He held her hand, sat beside her at the
assigned dinner table. He might have excused him-
self to get her a new drink from the bar himself,
more times than usual, because the candles and
lights hanging from the trees and the breeze against
her hair were all conspiring to make her look love-
lier than she had ever been, and also infinitely more
inaccessible.

The mango-watermelon cooler order was taking
a long time, so he asked for two of those at the bar,
and waited.

“Oh God, the way you look at her.” It was
Frances’s friend Rachel, the bride. They’d met ear-
lier that day. She was looking at him now, sort of
amused and curious, and Sebastian figured he’d
need to keep this short so he didn’t screw anything
up.
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“She’s beautiful,” he said. Truth.
“I know you’ve been friends for a long time,”

she said. “It’s wonderful that you’re together now.
What happened, Sebastian?”

“She didn’t tell you?”
“No, she didn’t. I wasn’t sure who she’d be

bringing to this wedding. When she RSVP’d your
name, I jumped a little.”

“So what did she say about me then? If my
being here surprised you.”

Rachel laughed. “That you’re the hottest guy she
knows. It’s probably true. But also that it was
‘Never Gonna Happen’ between the two of you.”

“Why...why would she say that?”
“Girl knows what she’s doing. If she said you

were a mess when you first met, and a mess when
you started working together, I believe her. If she
kept her distance there was a good reason.”

“We’re together all the time,” he heard himself
saying. “Every day at work. At lunch. She was
never distant.”

“Hmm. There’s thirst, and she lets herself take
little sips. Lets herself like you a little while still pro-
tecting herself. You get it? Because too much is too
much.”

Because he was a mess.
What he was hearing was stinging him, but also

it was true. Fran had every right to describe him as
that, based on how he was. He was not very good
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in those relationships. He was not the best at
adapting to being single, either. That conversation
about staying single, that stuck with him. It made it
very clear that she was not just waiting for him to
break up with anyone to hook up. She really meant
to keep him this close and no closer. For a long
time.

So when she agreed to date, that was all that it
was? Sips?

“So what did you do, Sebastian? How’d you fi-
nally get her?”

Well damn if that hadn’t been exactly the thing
he was asking himself. Since Christmas. Since
kissing her. Since telling her he loved her and
watching her process it and dismiss it as part of the
act. What else did he have to do?

Maybe there was nothing else because this was
the end of the line.

Sebastian forced his smile. “I just asked her. And
she said yes.”

Wait a freaking second. He couldn’t be mad at her,
could he? Sebastian Saldua, hottest coolest guy she
knew. One time she had lost her shit when materials
they’d sent over to a conference had gotten wet in
transit, and she was yelling about incompetent
people who weren’t even there, but he didn’t lose
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his cool the entire time, and in fact talked her
through it until she felt so much better.

Was this his style of angry? If yes then it was
quiet angry. He was holding her hand but in the
most lifeless way possible, like a Ken doll had
slotted its cold stuck-together fingers into hers. The
weather was perfect. It was a great night. They were
planning to have sex at some point. At this beautiful
beach resort.

Not if he was being distant and cold and
couldn’t wait to get back home.

They still acted like boyfriend and girlfriend at
the dinner, but with the air of boyfriend being qui-
etly secretly angry. This was not effective at all.

After dinner, the walk back to their cabana was
short; theirs was one of the closest to the beach it-
self. It wasn’t even that late, but Frances wanted to
give him the chance to explain himself...and maybe
go back out to the party by herself if he was going
to be that much of a jerk.

She went right for the bathroom, brushed her
teeth. When she stepped back into the room, he was
looking at her. Unbuttoning his shirt. Still looking
like a boy right before a tantrum.

“So I wanted to ask how you want it,” Sebastian
said.

“Sex?”
“Yeah.”
“Like, now?”
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“Now is a good time.”
“Not if you’re being obnoxious.”
“I’m not—” Oh but he was, and even Sebastian

had to stop and take a breath and assess his position
on the jerk scale. “I just don’t appreciate being
brought all the way here just to get fucked.”

“What are you talking about?”
“Or be fucked. What exactly is this weekend you

have planned for me, Fran?”
Oh my God. This really was a tantrum. “What

are you talking about? This is exactly what it is.
It’s the beach. It’s a wedding. It’s two nights in
this lovely room. It can be whatever we want it to
be. And the people here think you and I are to-
gether and already do it, so what does it matter if
we do? Or not—if you don’t want to. Oh my
God.”

“And then what happens after?”
“After? After, I don’t know. Did you want to go

diving? Or sightseeing?”
“I meant me. What happens to me, after this?”
Frances really truly did not understand what he

was talking about. Did she promise him something
in her sleep? What was it that she’d done that was
so horrible?

“It’s our third date.” He nearly spit the words
out. “The one that you’re so proud to say is always
the last one, when you date people. This is all-out,
Fran. The best third date we could ever come up
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with. You seem to be making it count. What do you
do with me after this?”

Oh my God. Exactly the words that formed in her
head, and right when their entire friendship flashed
before her eyes. He was wrong, so wrong, about this
being anything close to the last. She’d fake-date him
everywhere, every time, if he’d let her.

Fran, that would be real dating.
Fran, that would be an actual relationship.
“Sebastian,” she said.
“I understand why I’m not an easy choice for

you,” he said. At some point he had started but-
toning his shirt back up. “We’ve been friends
through my biggest mistakes. I know you’ve seen
me make them and you know that you could do
better than me. And you would be right. And you
already have. I mean all this time, you’ve stayed
just far enough and that’s probably the best thing to
do. I apologize then if I’ve overstepped, when I
kissed you. When I said I love you. This is not your
fault, okay?” Sebastian stuck his feet back into the
tsinelas he’d been wearing at the beach, and headed
for the door.

He was allergic to wine. He didn’t like light beer.
He said no to the tequila, because he’d need to go
back to their room and the only thing that would
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make this situation worse was if he overdid it,
started vomiting, and made it Frances’s job to take
care of him.

So Sebastian took the apple-flavored not-exactly-
beer the bartender offered as the only other alterna-
tive, and took that to the beach.

It was too late to find another room at the resort.
Maybe he could just sleep on a chair by the pool,
and arrange a rental car to take her back to Manila
whenever she wanted. Frances would enjoy the rest
of her vacation at this gorgeous place, and fuck
some other guy if she wanted to, and reset to date
number one with that guy. Streak not broken.

He asked himself if it was his pride that was
more hurt than anything else. Was this the first time
someone deliberately didn’t want a relationship
with him? No it was not. It was not his first and
only rejection.

Yeah, but this was rejection from her.
They could remain friends, if that was what she

wanted. He thought of what needed to be done at
work and how the stress from their new circum-
stances could be mitigated. He could turn it off,
maybe, the feeling of needing her. He’d have to, if
she really didn’t want him. Never Gonna Happen,
what the fuck does that mean.

“Sebastian.”
“Frances.”
“Come back to the room, please?”
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“It’s early. Your friends are probably partying or
drinking somewhere. You might want to find them
instead.”

“Sebastian.”
He’d wandered over to where the sand was still

wet. No other place to go but further out into the
dark beach, or back inside to a party where he knew
no one else.

“When did you stop faking it?” she asked.
Sebastian could barely see his own beer bottle

and yet her face was clear as day. Love was the only
explanation. “I don’t even know.”

“When you kissed me?”
“Seems like it.” He remembered the kiss. Of

course; it was seared into his memory. “But I’m sure
it happened way before.”

Frances stepped closer. She was still in her dress
from the dinner party, but barefoot. Wet sand clung
to her toes. “Did you love me when you asked me
to that silly Halloween party?”

Did he? All he knew was he loved her now, and
it was strange to try and remember when he didn’t.

“Because I love you, Sebastian. I think I’ve
known that for a while. What I didn’t know was if
we could really be together.”

“Because I’m ‘a mess.’”
“Where’d you get that from? Oh God, you

talked to Rachel.” She was shaking her head. “You
don’t think a girl you never showed any interest in
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will put up some defenses over time? So people
don’t pity her and think she’s hanging on and
desperate?”

“You’re not desperate.”
“Fucking right I’m not. Are you saying you want

us together?”
“I’m saying if you want me you can have me.

Whatever that means to you.” Sebastian remem-
bered his drink and took a sip. Remembered where
they were, and pointed to the party. “Look, this
weekend is for you and your friends. You can still
go and find them and have fun, if you want.”

“There’s time for that. I want to have the best
time at this wedding, and I want you. I want the
best time with you. I love you, but we shouldn’t do
anything if we're not ready.”

“I think I am.”
She squinted. “Are you sure?”
“I did all the things you said I should do while

single. Did some of it alone. Did some of it with
you. I know what I want.”

“Will you tell me what that is?”
It was the easiest question. He had his answer

ready. “Yes.”

You know what they say about the third date. Fran had
forgotten that other people thought about sex when
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they said that, because she did not apply that to her
life at all. Sometimes, it happened on the first or
second date. Sometimes it was never going to be an
option with a guy, no matter how many times he
paid for dinner. But well, joke was on her—third
date with this guy and she was right there taking
his clothes off. Not the easiest thing to do while he
was kissing one of her breasts, his hands desper-
ately reaching for the hem of her skirt. His hand
found her thigh. Her fingers found his erection. The
sound of pleasure/pain that came out of him was so
satisfying, too satisfying.

“Condom now?” She asked him.
“Please,” he replied, with a stifled laugh. “De-

stroy me now.”
It was nice, by the way, to know what he meant

by that. To have a shared vocabulary that she could
never ever have with someone else, over only three
dates or less. Sometimes the shared memories were
a burden—as he said, she’d seen him through his
mistakes. Not that he himself was a mistake.

She saw him, period.
Their rhythm was off; they’d need to get better

at this. But it was fine, they gave themselves time,
switched positions a bit, finally figured out how she
could come and she did. And it was early. They had
another night at this luxurious beach getaway to go.

And more nights and days after that.
Sebastian kissed her hard as he came. And
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Frances found herself giggling into his kiss, feeling
something make complete sense to her for the first
time.

They made sense, together.
This was a good third date.

The End
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