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CHAPTER ONE:

​The Lighthouse
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A lighthouse. An outstretched hand in a frozen lake. Midnight.

Emanuel tried to grab the hand. Slowly, the frozen lake became unstable. He plunged into the freezing cold water. Suddenly, a blinding white light appeared out of nowhere. 

“Emanuel, wake up! We need to go to Changi airport in 2 hours,” yelled mom.

“Yes, Mom,” Emanuel said groggily, squinting at the bright white light streaming into his room. 

“What a bad dream!” Emanuel sighed as he breathed in and out, in and out, in...and... out. 

He ran and got his checklist. 

“Passport. Check.

Pass. Check.

Luggage. Check.

Book. Check.

Album...”  He began to panic.  Where was the album?  The album stored pictures of him and his dad taken before the tragedy on his third birthday when his dad drowned in Santorini.  He could not go without it.

He checked his wardrobe cabinet and then his bedside drawer. It was not in either place. He checked the stockroom. There was a big IKEA box inside. He pulled up the ladder, hoping beyond hope.  Slowly he removed the lid. 

“Thank God!” he exclaimed, finally breathing again.  There sat the album in the box.  He gently pulled it out and hugged it tightly to his heart. 

Then Emanuel started to cough. It was too dusty. He wiped the top cover with a microfiber cloth. 

Emanuel went back to his room.  Everything was in disarray from frantically hunting for the album.  He tripped over a stack of books on the floor and the album flew out of his hands. Pictures from the album scattered all over the floor. 

He looked down at the mess and noticed a photo that stood out.  It was a picture of him and his dad taken in front of a lighthouse.

“This is the exact lighthouse I saw in my dream,” he gasped.  He checked the back of the picture. There was a scribble of a date of July 12, 2006.

“This was taken on my third birthday,” he recalled.

One by one, Emanuel picked up the pictures. There was a picture of his dad and him on Sentosa Island. Tears welled up in his eyes. As a 13 year old boy, he didn’t want his mom to see him crying. He quickly wiped his tears with his shirt. 

Before he knew it, Emanuel and his mom were on the plane.  They buckled their seatbelts and braced for the flight. Since Singapore Airlines had in-flight entertainment, Emanuel scanned the movies. There was one Filipino movie. He pressed the enter button and started reading the subtitle. 

Emanuel drifted back in time.  It was only two months ago when his mom said, “Emanuel, dear, we need to talk. You see, I have been assigned to the Philippines for a year.” 

Emanuel had not taken the news well.  Oh, great,” he protested.  “I am going to miss Grandma and that makes me very sad.”

But his mother had replied, “Your lola will be there to watch over you. I will be travelling every month all over Asia Pacific. I hope you behave.” 

Emanuel was happy to learn his grandmother would be there with him.

“Don’t worry mom,” he laughed.  “We will be fine and I will be a good boy.  But I am actually worried.  About something else though.”

“Why?” his mother asked.

Emanuel sighed.  “The language.  Don’t I need to study Filipino?”

“Yes,” his mother answered.  
“But don’t worry, most of your classes will be in English. I hired a very good tutor to...”
“I’m embarrassed to speak Filipino,” Emanuel interrupted.  “Remember last time I spoke it, or tried to? Tito Ronnie laughed at me.”

“It was because of your accent,” his mother comforted.  “Never mind, I will teach you. Just watch.” 

Emanuel directed his attention back to the movie.  “Umm...Mom, who is this actress?” he questioned.

“That’s Sarah G. Oh I love that movie,” replied his mom. 

“Really. Is it good?” he quizzed as he scooted in closer to it.

“Yup,” Emanuel’s mother replied.  “Sorry honey, I need to finish something. Can you please not talk to me for about an hour?”  

“Okay Mom,” Emanuel agreed.

“Thanks,” his mother returned with a soft smile.

After three and a half hours, they landed in NAIA Terminal 3 in Pasay City, Philippines.

After getting their luggage, a shuttle picked them up. 

“You’ll love our view,” Emanuel’s mom exclaimed excitedly.

Emanuel shrugged.  “I don’t want to expect too much, Mom.”

His mother laughed.  “Okay,” she told him.  “Take a nap and we’ll be there in no time.  The house is about two hours away.”

Emanuel closed his eyes. He wanted to stay awake and check everything out but he was exhausted.  

After an hour, his mom opened the windows. Emanuel felt the gentle blowing breeze. Out the shuttle window, there were cows and trees and even a big “Happy Bee drive-thru”.  The shuttle driver pulled into the drive-thru window.

“Can we have two happy hotdogs, two pcs chicken, two mango pies, one palabok, and three orders of ice tea please?” Emanuel asked.

The young man attending the window announced the charges and Emanuel’s mother handed him cash.

After paying, his mom started to discuss their itinerary.

“Dear, this will be our itinerary for this week before I fly to Japan,” she informed. “Taal Volcano, Taal Lake, Museo Orlino, Picnic Grove, People’s Park in the Sky, Sky Ranch, Puzzle Museum, ...and my favorite, a trip to Mahogany Market for bulalo.”

“What’s bulalo?” inquired Emanuel.

“Yummy beef soup,” his mother answered, licking her lips.

Emanuel and his mother began to eat their fast food.  His stomach was so hungry, he was gobbling it down.

“Mom, you know I don’t like beef,” Emanuel murmured.  

His mother rolled her eyes and said, “Wait until you taste it son, it’s absolutely delicious!”

“No, thanks,” Emanuel thought to himself. 

“But I am looking forward to the puzzle museum and a trip to the volcano,” replied Emanuel with a big smile.

That week passed by in a wink. It was time for Emanuel’s mom to go.  She was wearing a flowery dress with brown blazer and red high-heels.  She kissed him on his forehead, “Goodbye son,” she bid.

“Take care mom,” he replied.
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His mom smiled and pulled her travel bag and luggage through the door. He heard the sound of the car door close shortly thereafter.  
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Emanuel started preparing for the first day of class. 

Toktoktok! He heard a knock on the door. “Emanuel, your school bus is here,” a soft voice called.  It was his grandma wearing her red eyeglasses, baggy pants and oversized shirt. Even though his grandma was beyond 60 years of age, she looked younger than that because of her charming smile. 

“Coming, grandma,” replied Emanuel.

He walked out the door towards the school bus. As he stepped in, nobody noticed him. He then sat on an empty seat. Everyone was busy chatting with their schoolmates. He placed his headset on his head and pretended to sleep. 

Emanuel was the last to get off the bus at Southvale International School but one of the earliest students to sit in class. The class was almost full except for one seat which was next to him. 

“I hope my seatmate won’t be too obnoxious,” he thought to himself. 

Suddenly, from the door came an angel with long shiny black hair, bangs and sparkling eyes. The only thing missing was a halo. Slowly, she came closer and sat beside him. 

“Hi! I’m Emanuel,” he said.

“Kamusta (How are you?),” the pretty girl asked.  Then she introduced herself.  “I’m Evonne.” She smiled with so much genuineness and warmth that Emanuel immediately thought of her as a kindred spirit.

“You know how to speak Filipino?” she asked, still smiling.

“Yes, but still practicing,” Emanuel answered.  

“My mom is a Filipino-Japanese. My dad is Brazilian.”

“Are you half-Chinese?” she inquired.

“Yes, my mom is Fil-Chinese and my late dad was from Australia,” he said.

“Interesting.” replied Evonne.

“I don’t know how to speak Filipino,” Emanuel admitted.  “I tried before but they laughed at me, so I stopped learning.”

Evonne shook her head sympathetically.  “It’s actually easy for me to learn Filipino since my mom always spoke to me in Filipino at home. Though it’s cliché, you know practice makes perfect. Having someone to practice with would greatly improve your diction and grasp of the language.”

Class passed quickly.  Suddenly, Emanuel noticed class was ending.

“Okay, now don’t forget to submit tomorrow, at the latest, your list for the ten-minute Filipino play next week. Class dismissed,” announced Mrs. Olivar. 

“Bye ma’am,” the class chorused in unison. Evonne and Emanuel started walking toward the school cafeteria.

“Do you want to be in the same group?” asked Emanuel.

“I’d be glad to, but we still need one more to complete our group,” replied Evonne.

“Hi!” a voice called out.  They turned around to see a tall boy approaching them. 

“Aren’t you from Mrs. Olivar’s Filipino 101 class?” Evonne asked.

“Yes,” the boy answered shyly.  “My name is Rio. I just came from Japan. Can I join your group?”

“Well, sure,” Emanuel replied.

“We’re going to the cafeteria, you wanna come with us?” Evonne inquired.

“Sure,” replied Rio. 

“So, you said you just came from Japan.” 

Yes, I arrived here last week. My mom’s a Filipina-Chinese and my dad is Japanese. I’m here with my mom. My dad is based in Japan,” replied Rio.

“Cool!” exclaimed Emanuel.
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“By the way guys, which play do you think we should present in class? Florante at Laura or Ibong Adarna?” asked Evonne.

“Ibong Adarna sounds cooler,” replied Rio.  

“It’s Florante at Laura for me,” said Emanuel.

“Nah, I vote Ibong Adarna also.”

Emanuel was a bit jealous that Evonne voted alongside Rio.

Emanuel secretly wished Evonne would vote with him and that he could be Florante and Evonne would be Laura while Rio would become Adolfo. 

“I’ll go ahead,” said Emanuel.
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“Are you sure? You haven’t even finished your fries,” Evonne protested.

“Can I have them then?” asked Rio. Emanuel shoved the fries over to him and walked away.  

Evonne and Rio looked at each other, puzzled.  They were clueless as to why Emanuel left early. Emanuel looked back as Evonne and Rio as they continued to chat about Ibong Adarna. 

“Okay, now we get to choose who plays who.” 

“Let’s draw lots to be fair.”

“Fine with me.”

The result is that Evonne would play Ibong Adarna and Rio would take on the role as the protagonist. The only role left for Emanuel was as the antagonist. They texted Emanuel about his role and requested him to come over for practice. Right away, they started practicing for the play. 

“Sige ibon, umawit ka nang gumaling ang aming Amang Hari.” (Sing bird, sing so that our beloved king could get well.)

Emanuel did alright for the first few minutes. But, he forgot his lines. 

He turned beet red and walked away, as embarrassed as he could be.  

Evonne and Rio continued practicing. As Emanuel walked on, he saw his classmates practicing too. 

“Hi! Kamusta kayo? (Hi! How are you?),” Emanuel greeted one of his female classmates. 

But she was so busy practicing she didn’t pay any attention to him. Or, perhaps she didn’t understand a word he said. Either way, his feelings were hurt.

He went into the school bus, shoulders down, and sat on the first seat he could find. As usual, his schoolmates started chatting along in Taglish, a Filipino/English combined language. They were talking about their favorite Koreanovela. 

He was able to pick up and understand some of the words but he wasn’t into listening.  He placed his headset on and listened to classical music to drown the chitty chat of his schoolmates who were all talking noisily. 

Once again, Emanuel
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