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One






There’s no snow in Los Angeles.

I knew this shouldn’t upset
me. I lived in a country that had no snow at all, but
man, wouldn’t it be nice
to be all wrapped up in a cozy blanket in front of a fireplace,
drinking hot cocoa while avoiding my relatives all night
long?

But that wasn’t happening.
This year, it seemed like I was in the hot seat. How many times
have I heard, “So when’s your next play? Did you audition
for Miss Saigon? I
heard they went to Manila for that!”

Last time, I made the mistake of showing
them photos of the play I was starring in—back when I was still a
theater student, mind you—and that gave them the impression that I
was gonna be on West End or Broadway.

But that’s not the worst question. They’d
been asking me when I was planning to get married, all thanks to my
cousin Claudia, who conveniently got married two months ago. They
didn’t seem to take into account that while I was of legal age, I
was in no way engaged or in a relationship.

So what do people do
during Christmas in Los Angeles? Nothing.
So far, the night had been about stewing inside the house while
stuffing my face with keso de bola, Christmas ham, and wine. There
were other dishes in there, but those were our non-negotiable
Christmas feast musts.

I got the wine; trust me, I got the
wine.

“Leslie!” That’s probably the
seventy-seventh time I’d heard someone call my name. I turned
around and found my Tita Lisa. She’s my father’s sister and also my
main host for this Christmas vacation. She answered my call to get
away from spending Christmas with my mother and her new husband.
She also looked a lot like me—at least that’s what I’d been told
since I was a kid. We had the same curly hair, eyes, and sass
(their words, not mine).

She waved at me while she assisted a distant
grandmother toward me. You know how it was in every Filipino
gathering, we’re all family. “Have you said hello to Lola Pearl
yet?”

“No,” I answered and met them halfway. “Hi,
Lola Pearl.”

Lola Pearl was not really my grandmother;
she was my grandmother’s second cousin. I remembered her for two
things: her strong musky perfume and her allergy to seafood.

“Hello, Shirley,” She touched the top of my
head as I lowered it, doing the mano, a sign of respect.

I snorted at
Shirley, my real
grandmother’s nickname for me. She started calling me that when she
showed me movies of Shirley Temple as a child, and I ended up
mimicking Shirley’s expressions and running her lines over dinner.
It didn’t hurt that I sported her hairstyle when I was younger
too.

I wondered what Lola Pearl’s first question
for me would be. Currently on the leaderboard: My pending marriage:
8; my nonexistent showbiz career: 6.

“You look healthy.”

Well, that’s a
first. “Thank you?” I replied. I gave Tita
Lisa a look, and she replied with a little wave of her hand to
leave me with Lola Pearl.

“What have you been doing these days?”

Ah, I guess that could be counted under my absent showbiz
career.

“Nothing much.” I gave the same answer to
anyone who asked. I didn’t want to go into details; it’s too much
to get into, and I wasn’t in the mood for explaining to them how I
got my side gigs. I thought what should matter was how I’d finally
made it here, after years of trying to visit my father’s family in
America.

Cousin Junji passed by with a handful of
chicken fingers. I stopped him in time to grab some, and before he
could complain, I made sure to give those to Lola Pearl to make him
see that it wasn’t for me.

Respect thy
elders. Yup, I was gonna get away with a
lot of things with that one.

I popped a piece of chicken into my mouth.
“What have you been doing these days, Lola Pearl?”

“Well,” she trailed off, starting to nibble
on the food I gave her. “I’m taking ballroom dancing lessons at the
center . . .”

“Ballroom.” I nodded,
thinking how that seemed too predictable. What was it about
ballroom dancing and old people? When I reach her age, I’m not
gonna go dancing. I’m going to do something more unexpected, like
diving and bungee jumping. Then I’d
be the cool Lola.

“There are younger people there, my
instructor,” she told me as she chewed her food delicately. Then
she paused. “Is this squid?”

I pursed my lips to examine what I’d just
chewed. Honestly, the breading was so thick that I couldn’t really
tell if it was chicken. “Uh, I don’t know. I think it’s
chicken.”

Lola Pearl looked at the food in her hands.
“No, it’s not chicken.”

I looked for Junji, who conveniently looked
like he had a new batch of treats on his little plate. I grabbed
him by his shirtsleeve. “Hey, is this chicken?”

He stuffed the food inside his mouth, all
five pieces of it, before he said, “No.”

“Is it squid?”

With his mouth still full, he said, “It’s
calamari and get your own food!”

Lola Pearl, who I realized was extremely
allergic to seafood of any kind, dropped the food from her hands
and started freaking out. Or maybe, no, I was the one who started
freaking out.

“Does anyone have antihistamines here?” My
voice raised an octave.

Everyone stared at me. Tita Lisa came
running from the kitchen to find out what’s wrong, but Lola Pearl
started to put her hands on her throat, as if choking on the food
she’d just consumed.

“Call 911!” someone else shouted.

Oh god, this is my first
time in this country. It’s the first time I’ve seen these people in
years, and I cause an emergency? Through
all the panic, a helpful thought surfaced.

“Wait! There’s a pharmacy five minutes away!
I can beat 911!” I said, already poised to leave.

But the truth was, no one was paying any
attention to me. Someone rushed upstairs to get something, a couple
already had their phones by their ears, waiting for someone to pick
up.

I grabbed Tita Lisa’s car keys.












Two






I didn’t get Lola Pearl meds. I went out to
get a drink because as nice as that Christmas wine was, I knew that
I needed something stronger.

I love my
family, I told
myself. But I also shook off the feeling that there was a huge gap
between us. I’d been away from them for what felt like most of my
life, so I barely knew them.

People asked me sometimes if I was related
to a person with the same last name, but I honestly wouldn’t know.
I hadn’t met all of my father’s relatives. From my early memories,
I could only remember meeting some people when we visited my
father’s hometown for family reunions.

A lot of my relatives migrated over the
years, and since my father died a couple of years ago, I stopped
attending family reunions . . . until this year.

I was sure they were trying to get to know
me, but I wished they wouldn’t ask me so much of these personal
questions right away. Like, whatever happened to small talk? I
could talk about the weather for days.

I sat in one of the booths,
not eager for any conversation as I stewed in my own funk. It would
be wise for me to call my friends; I was pretty sure they’d know
all the things to say to make me feel better. My friends
were my family, at least
that’s what it felt like. They knew about my current state, and I
didn’t feel the need to explain myself to them.

Then again, things had changed for us very
quickly this year.

For one thing, my friend
Regina moved to Paris shortly after ending her engagement. That was
a big, ballsy move. She moved back home after a few months, though,
and decided to start her a career as an artist. She also reunited
with her the one who got
away.

My friend Jules, on the
other hand, decided to move back home to her parents’ hometown.
Somehow, during that time, she managed to get a job that she
really liked and a
boyfriend. People who knew Jules understood how colossal this was.
Seeing her with him was like reading a Humans of New York post with their
history and how they fell in love.

And while I was very happy for my friends, I
found myself wondering if they did something and didn’t tell me
about it. How was it that they now seemed to have sorted out a lot
of the things that we occasionally ranted about during our
dinners?

I bet my toes they’re both spending
Christmas with their boyfriends while I was . . . well, sitting in
a booth all alone in a bar on Christmas Eve.

The only people in this
place were losers, ’cause we all know where we all should be on
Christmas Eve. Home. With family. With ham and wine and Christmas carols and good
conversation.

There were nuts in a tiny bowl right in
front of me, and I settled for that to give myself some time before
returning to Tita Lisa’s house. The guilt that I felt for leaving
the family with Lola Pearl was still unshakable.

I took a deep breath, dug
my palms into my eyes, and groaned. Sounds
just like me, I
thought. I cause riots on
holidays.

I heard a knock on my table, so I moved my
hands away from my face. Someone towered over me: a bearded guy
with a trucker hat and a smelly-looking shirt.

Yes, well,
great. I blinked. Seemed like me too,
attracting the best of them, even on a different
continent.

“That ain’t healthy,” he opened.

Well, at least it
wasn’t Hey there, baby
girl, or something. I didn’t reply, just
sort of avoided eye contact.

“Whatcha doin’ all alone this time,
baby?”

And there it was.
Spoke too soon. I shook
my head. “Not alone. Waiting on someone.”

“Naw,” he replied, “I’ve been watching you
for the past hour—you’ve been here all alone, sulking. Someone
stood you up, pretty girl?”

I frowned at the consistent name-calling.
“No, my friend’s coming.”

“Well, where is this friend of yours?”

Oh god, why can’t people just leave you
alone after two questions?

Behind him, a man walked over, and out of
desperation, I pointed at him. “Well, what do you know? There he
is!”
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