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To Team Toma—Cheers to Thirstdays. When I have a drink in my hand, I think of you.

(And you know I always have a drink in my hand.)








  
  Chapter 1

Penny


“Dear Ms. Penelope Santos,
Please be advised that you are hereby suspended from your duties without pay for a period of sixty (60) calendar days, effective immediately."
The words clang around in my head like the incessant bells ringing every morning at the church right by my house. The letters tremble on the stark white page, mocking me. The newsroom’s cacophony recedes into a dull buzz, lost to the frantic thrumming in my ears.” 
“This action follows an internal review regarding your recent assignment in which you failed to disclose a significant conflict of interest. Your actions have been deemed a direct violation of our Journalistic Conduct and Ethical Standards Policy.” 
I press the heels of my hands into my eyes, my vision bursting with stars. I shouldn't have done it—I knew I shouldn't have done it, but went ahead and did it anyway.
All because I wanted to be nice.
“Oh, Pen.” I hear my co-worker, Ate Sam, pushing off her desk, her chair wheels squeaking against the linoleum floor. She gently takes the letter from my fist. “Two months. Ouch. That would have been less if you hadn't hidden it in the first place.”
A laugh escapes me, cutting through the self-loathing starting to take root. Ate has never been the type to sugarcoat things. Most people in a newsroom aren't. With so much to do, there just isn't time to coddle people, not even when they're down on their luck.
And I'm always down on my luck.
I thought this assignment was a sign from the universe that things were finally turning around for me. That I'm no longer tied to a cycle of failure. That it was a chance to prove to myself that what I do—that what I say—matters.
But no matter what I do, I still end up with the short end of the stick.
I take a deep breath and give myself a little shake. I have to get through this—I will get through this. Whatever life has to throw at me, I can throw it right back—and I've got perfect aim. I’ll just have to dust my hands off the whole ordeal. After all, I didn't mean for this to happen. I was just doing my family a favor—and you never turn your back on your family. Everything just spiraled out of control. But that's just how life is—it can't be controlled.
“Let's go to Blackout later,” I tell Ate Sam, forcing a wide smile on my face. “It's the last night you'll see me in two months, after all!”
Ate Sam purses her lips and raises an eyebrow at me. Alright, maybe my shrill tone doesn't quite reflect my internal pep talk. I sigh.
“Just one drink,” I plead. Gosh, do I need that drink. If I'm going to come home to my parents with news that I'm basically a freeloader for a few months, I need some liquid courage. “I know you're working until midnight. But we can stay for just, like, an hour! You can even bring Kuya Axel. And I'll pay! For both of you! Please, please, pretty please?”
“Alright, alright. No need to keep digging, you’ve struck gold,” Ate Sam tells me. “But no way am I letting you pay. You’re practically unemployed for the next two months.”
I laugh at that.
“I have money saved up for emergencies. I don’t touch all the overtime pay I get for working weekends and holidays,” I say, waving my hand. 
“That's a lot of money, then,” Ate says.
“Mm-hmm.”
Life at Metro News Online, our small but aggressive media organization, is as hectic as it comes. With so much in my job description, I barely have any time for a break, since I’m expected to jump the second an editor barks, no matter the hour. Gosh, I haven't had a real vacation since I interned here four years ago. I practically went straight from my graduation to my cubicle in my toga.
“Want me to help you with your tasks? Tie up some loose ends?” Ate asks. “I only have to work on two articles, so I'm as free as a bird.”
“Oh no, I couldn't possibly put that on you!” I say, turning back to my computer and opening the documents I was working on before HR delivered that dreadful letter. “I can handle it. Just a couple of artcards and copies and one teeny-tiny write-up. All good!”
“Uh-huh, I can see that.” Ate rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “You've got to stop taking on so much, Penny. You bite off more than you can chew and then end up not doing your due diligence. That's what got you in this mess in the first place.”
I cringe, because it's true—it's happened before, just not to this extent, but I shove her words away and lock them in the far corner of my brain. It never helps to dwell on bad things.
“I'll be okay, Ate. Don't you worry about me,” I say, my smile less forced than before. “I can handle it.”
It's what I always do—I smile, say yes, and handle it.
I'm finishing the edits on our daily news wrap video when Ate Sam's boyfriend, Kuya Axel, drops into the chair beside mine.
“Heard you got into some real big trouble, Penny,” he says with a wide grin. He stretches his long legs out , tapping his foot against mine repeatedly. “You little troublemaker. What did you do? Did you leak an embargoed story to the competition? Posted an anti-Metro News rant on the official Facebook page? C'mon, you can tell me.”
“Ax, leave her alone,” scolds Ate Sam from my other side, not even looking up from her work. “If she wants to tell you, she will.”
“Oh, it's just an article that went viral,” I say with a laugh that sounds grating to my own ears. “For all the wrong reasons, of course. You know how it is. Can't control what happens when you put something on the internet!”
“Ah. I'm guessing it painted us in a bad light?” Kuya asks, flicking the end of my braid over my shoulder. I swat him away—he reminds me so much of my younger brother sometimes. I guess boys will be boys, and all that.
“Mm-hmm.” I click around my screen and pretend to be busy. “It's all squared away now, but Ms. Grace had to do a lot of damage control. Like, a lot. So, yeah. I explained, of course, but you know how she is.”
“Boy, do I.” Kuya tucks his hands behind his head. “Practically punctured my eardrums from all the yelling when I worked directly under her. Learned a lot of colorful adjectives for ‘stupid,’ and ‘careless,’ and ‘moron.’ Fun times.”
I giggle. Our editor, Ms. Grace, has a certain… flair for words. Words that are decidedly not work-appropriate and more fitting at a drunken bar brawl, but they still get thrown around like darts when you mess up. And boy, did I mess up.
I couldn't even really explain my way out of it. I have no excuse—it’s a hard and fast rule in journalism: never compromise your objectivity. It didn't matter that I just wanted to help out. It didn’t matter that I felt like I had no choice. It didn’t matter that I was trying to make the most out of a bad situation.
So I let the darts hit me right in the chest. Bullseye, every single one.
I sigh, losing myself in the blur of a hundred minor tasks, letting Ate Sam and Kuya Axel's conversation hum in the background. My fingers shake on my keyboard. It takes me a couple of tries to click “Send” on the post I’m scheduling. 
The letter sits like a detonated bomb on my desk. Everything around me is covered in debris. And there's nothing I can do to fix it.
Two months.
What the hell am I supposed to do?
My breath catches in my throat. I blink hard.
Papa's disapproving scowl floats over my computer screen. Mama's disappointed face follows. I hear their tsks, and their sighs echo in my head.
My mind spirals, and all of a sudden, I’m helpless against the tide.
I always fail, no matter how hard I try, and I always try twice as hard as anyone else. Nothing I do ever feels enough. I can never measure up. How can I help them now? What use am I?
Stop it!
I force the thoughts away, my vision blurring with unshed tears. I swallow the lump in my throat and export a video. 
I hear my younger sister's voice. Sympathetic. Worried. Oh, Unlucky Penny.
I shake my head to ward off the nickname and align the text on an infographic containing emergency numbers for the upcoming typhoon season. I steel my spine as I post some Twitter updates. I take a deep, fortifying breath as I log out. There are two gaping, empty months ahead of me before I can log back in.
I stare at my desk, wondering what I should take. It's not like I got fired, but my cubicle would probably be used by some trainee until I returned.
I grab my three paperbacks—a couple of feel-good romance books that made rounds on TikTok, which I alternate reading because I can never really commit to one story at a time—take my extra large water flask and stuff it into my bag, and flip over my messy notepad, hoping whoever uses my desk won't snoop and see my subpar doodles and half-baked pitches.
I survey the newsroom one last time, then follow my friends out the door.






  
  Chapter 2

Lucky


The walk-in is a mess. 
I narrow my eyes and scrape my hair away from my forehead, the loose curls and tangles snagging at my fingers.
“Who was the last one in here?” I bellow through the metal door. “Who left the walk-in like this? Come in here and fix it!”
“Sweet Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, calm down, Lucky!” my sister yells back, her slipper-clad feet slapping down the narrow hallway outside. I keep telling her to wear shoes in the restaurant—it's a health and safety protocol, for heaven's sake—but Rosa is the last person I know who would listen to anyone but herself.
I take a deep breath. It doesn't help.
The door eases open.
“What's got your panties in a twist?” asks Rosa.
I wave my hand at the mess.
“I just organized this,” I retort, pacing, the aluminum floor sticking to my rubber soles. “Now the meats are right next to the vegetables, which are now probably cross-contaminated, the older ingredients are way in the back, which means people have been using the new ones, there are bags on the floor of who-knows-what—”
“Ading. Chill,” Rosa says, leaning against the door jamb. “It always gets fixed.”
“By me,” I mutter through gritted teeth. “And don't ‘ading’ me. You're only eleven months older. Manang.”
“You're right. Manang makes me feel ten years older,” she replies with a shudder. “Come out of this freezing hellhole. Nanay wants to talk.”
I exhale and rub a hand down my face.
“The cookoff?”
“The cookoff.”
I nod, keeping my face blank, and follow her into the restaurant proper, the harsh sunlight filtering through the large windows almost blinding after spending so long under weak and flickering fluorescent lights. It's crowded, as usual, filled with locals and tourists alike, all sun-browned, sandy, and slipper-clad like my sister. 
The noise is deafening, but it fills me with pride—I hear easy laughter, clinking silverware, the low hum of voices coalescing with the crash of the sea. 
Nanay sits in her usual corner, Rosa’s twins sitting by her feet, scribbling on the linoleum floor with crayons.
My fists loosen; my hands go limp at my sides. I let my shoulders drop from my ears, feeling my heart unclench. Nanay worries enough about everything. No need to add to it.
I sigh and take a seat.
“Nakkong,” she greets with a raised brow, eyes twinkling beneath her thick glasses. “We need to talk about the cookoff.”
“I know, I know,” I reply, rolling my neck and running a hand up the back of my head, making my hair stand on end. “It will help the restaurant. It will fund your grandkids’ futures. It will push me towards my dream.”
“Ah, so you were listening. I was worried it was just going in one ear and out the other.” She pats my hand multiple times—more like a series of gentle slaps. “Why are you resisting, ha?” 
I tick off the reasons on my fingers.
“Business is doing well—just look around. It's two p.m., and there are people waiting outside.” I hold up one finger. “It's not my responsibility to fund Makisig and Dakila's future.” Two fingers. 
Rosa harrumphs, but I studiously ignore her and continue counting. “Rosa has her own business. Rosa has money saved up for their education. Rosa had them. By accident. Which, by the way, you should've been harder on her for.” Three, four, five, six fingers. 
Rosa punches my shoulder, hard enough to leave a bruise, but I just roll my eyes. She’s pretty quiet now that she’s handed the reins over to Nanay, but I know better. I know these women and their games.
“And what about your dream, hm?” Nanay asks. 
There it is. I avert my gaze.
“There is no dream, Nay. This is my dream. Running Mangan. Spending time with you guys. Babysitting the twins. Surfing with Iggy. That's more than enough.”
Her gaze bores into the side of my face. I pretend to study the customers. I pretend to read the day's specials on the chalkboard menu. My fingers trace the whorls in the wood of the table.
Nanay sighs. Rosa huffs.
I resist the urge to groan. I hate when they gang up on me like this. I wish Iggy were here so he could take my side.
“I still think it would be good for us,” Rosa finally pipes up. “Take a look at this place, Lucky! Think about what we can do with this place if we win that prize money. Think about the restaurant’s future. Hell, think about our future. Need I remind you, I run a secondhand bookstore. I'm not exactly rolling in cash. I need every help I can get, you stubborn, bullheaded dumbass.”
“Still no.”
“Uncle Dumbass!” yells Makisig, pointing at me with a broken green crayon.
“That’s a bad word, Maki,” I admonish. “Don’t listen to your mama.”
“You can call him that when you’re with me, Maki,” says Rosa. “Now, go draw a T-rex.”
“You’re cleaning that up,” I tell her, waving my hand at the messy scribbles.
“Yeah, yeah. Is that stick up your ass permanent, or do you need surgery?”
“If you two are done. Rosa’s right, Lucky. We need to take Mangan into the twenty-first century,” Nanay says, glancing around. I admit our restaurant doesn't look as updated—yes, we've repainted the walls and added more modern fixtures, but it still feels trapped in the 1960s, when it was first built. The flickering lights in the hallway add a dreariness to the space. The kitchen hasn’t been updated in decades. Nanay sighs. “I love what you've done to the place, nakkong, but think of what more we could do.”
“We've already done enough,” I say, despite knowing this won't be the last I'll hear of this.
“You're just scared because there are potential investors from the city among the judges—investors you used to think were angels sent to save you,” teases Rosa, but there's an edge to her voice—a challenge.
I don't take the bait.
“You always had fun when you and Tatay joined before,” Nanay says, her voice soft. “Win or lose.”
Unbidden, my eyes wander to the certificate on the wall.
I clench my jaw, memories of laughter and oil splatters and a roaring crowd flashing in my mind.
This is exactly why I don't want to join.
“I have work to do. Some of the crew messed up the walk-in,” I mutter instead, standing and patting down my apron. “I'll see you at closing, okay?”
I kiss Nanay's cheek despite her frown and retreat into the back of the restaurant, dodging the swinging kitchen doors as our runner shoulders his way through. I shove the walk-in open and start reorganizing everything from top to bottom.
The annual cookoff is a big tradition in San Juan. It started off as a small event, just local cooks from Ili Norte to Urbiztondo, letting the community sample their dishes to promote their businesses during the off-season when tourists are rare. Eventually, it snowballed into a massive to-do with live bands and alcohol sponsors, a whole weekend-long party that rivals LaborUnion. I suppose it's the LaborUnion of locals, so to speak.
It's another reason why I would never join—cooking in the back is more of my speed. Why perform for a crowd when it's all going into their stomachs, anyway?
I don’t know how many times I have to tell Nanay that Mangan is doing well. Yes, we could do more with the money that we could win—update the flickering lights, redo the sticky linoleum floors, renovate the kitchen to add more ventilation—but so far, business is on the up and up. 
I was only half-kidding about Rosa's twins not being my responsibility. I will kill for those two, even though sometimes, if I weren't at the hospital with Rosa as she gave birth, I would think they were little demons sent directly from hell. Still, whatever they need, I would give, so long as it's in my capacity to do so.
And I'm not about to leave my sister in the dust. Not after everything she’s gone through. I would start another world war if it meant she and Nanay were safe and secure.
But I need them to understand that we're fine now, just as we are. 
What about your dream?
I swallow and close my eyes, my shoulders sagging at the nagging question in my head.
I count to ten, steeling myself, my palms cold, but not from packing the meat.
That dream is long dead.
I belong here. With the surf and the sun and the sand. With Iggy and our dependable after-work rituals. With Mangan and our sticky floors and flickering lights. With Nanay and Rosa and Makisig and Dakila and our hard-won routines.
I don't need to spread my wings and fly to greater heights. 
Flying to greater heights means a steeper fall.






  
  Chapter 3

Penny


I'm the third wheel. 
I don't mind it usually when it's Ate Sam and Kuya Axel. They always make the effort to include me in the conversation; they bicker so much like an old married couple that it reminds me of my older cousins and their partners, and I have so much in common with both of them that I can just chime in whenever I'm starting to feel left out.
But Kuya just got a call from his mother, Ate is comforting him, and I feel like an outsider looking in.
I feel useless.
I also feel… unbelievably, hopelessly, undeniably alone.
I pour another glass of weng-weng and sip it, savoring the tang and the sweetness despite the literal churning in my gut. I try to tell my heart that it's fine—that I'll find a love just as soft, just as tender, just as supportive. I'll find someone that supports me on bad days like this one, who will hug me and whisper assurances in my ear the way Ate Sam is doing with Kuya Axel, someone who will hold on tight and never let go. I'll find it someday, and it will be worth every past heartbreak.
I slump in my chair and look around the rooftop bar. Couples stick out like sore thumbs. Arms slung over the back of chairs. Hands on thighs. Heads on shoulders. I crunch ice between my molars and pout.
Of course, my love life also reflects my bad luck. Once, I told a guy I loved him after a year and a half, and you’d think I confessed to being a psychotic mass murderer. Needless to say, I never heard from him again after that night. A year and a half, all down the drain. 
There was another one that catfished me. He met up with me in BGC—I’m a North girlie, so it was quite a commute—and he looked nothing like his picture, and he actually had the nerve to tell me he just needed some cash to go home to Davao to see his wife and kids. I still gave him some money; it felt rude not to.
Then there was that one girl whom I only stayed with for eight months because she was going through suicidal ideations. What kind of monster would break up with someone when they're at their lowest? I stayed, and I learned what people meant when they said misery loves company. I did help her find a therapist, though. I hope she still goes. I never keep in touch with my exes—that's my hard and fast rule to not relapse.
“Pen?”
I jerk my head back.
“Sorry, what?”
“I said,” Ate Sam says, “What do you plan to do during your suspension?”
I purse my lips and trace the condensation around my glass, tapping the small pool so it splish-splashes against the metal table.
“I don't know,” I reply. I run my fuzzy tongue over my teeth. “Hang around the house and binge-watch everything on Netflix and read my endless TBR?”
Kuya Axel chuckles. He still looks a little pale, but the twinkle in his eyes is back. I smile in relief.
“That's no fun, Penny,” he says. “You have something most journalists would kill for—time. C’mon, think of it as a grand vacation. When was the last time you had two months of pure unscheduled bliss?”
“Second year college,” I admit with a blush. “I started my internship at Metro News during the summer of my junior year.”
“See?” He shrugs and takes a drag of his cigarette. He says he quit a year ago, but he still smokes whenever we drink. “Take a load off. Do something wild.”
“How wild, exactly?” Ate teases with a smirk.
Kuya throws his arm out, gesturing to the sky.
“Shoot for the moon. Land among the stars.”
“I'm not a billionaire, and I don't have a rocket,” I respond with a giggle. 
“Then shoot for the rooftop.”
“We already are on a rooftop.”
“Then shoot for the—”
“You might be onto something with the grand vacation,” Ate Sam interrupts, throwing Kuya an exasperated smile. “You can't just mope around your house and let this haunt you forever, Penny. You can act like everything's fine, but it wasn't too long ago that you were crying over Ms. Grace reaming you out for including something off-the-record in your article. You need a distraction.”
Yikes. Another bullseye. I gulp down half my drink.
            Ate leans her chin on her fist.
“Wanna use our condo in Boracay?” She tilts her head at me. “We rent it out for weekenders, but I think I can convince my parents to let you use it for a longer stay.”
Sometimes I forget that Ate comes from old money.
“Oh, no, I can't possibly—”
“It's very well-furnished,” says Kuya with a wink. “Everything’s really sturdy. The dining table's particularly—”
“Ax!” 
I throw my head back and laugh louder than I intended. I've never seen Ate so red.
“Thanks, but no thanks. I see you guys every day; I don't want to wonder which furniture you two did it on.” I laugh harder as Ate turns even redder and buries her face in Kuya's shoulder. “Oh, but that would be fun. I've never been to Boracay. I've never been to… a lot of places.”
I've never been anywhere that wasn't on assignment, actually. I hoard my vacation leaves like a dragon hoarding gold because it gives me extra cash—and extra cash is always needed in case of emergencies. Especially when you're in charge of parents with a whole bunch of maintenance meds, a job-hopping sister, and a brother who had just started college.
“I'm not sure about a vacation,” I tell them, finishing my glass and pouring myself my fourth one. “I can't just… up and leave.”
“What's stopping you?” asks Kuya. It's not a brash question—just gentle probing, curious more than anything. It's what makes him so good at interviewing people.
I rub my fingers on my forehead, their tips wet and cold from my glass.
“I…” I clear my throat. “I don't think my parents would let me go.”
“You're twenty-four,” he replies in disbelief.
I just shrug.
He blinks, and his eyes soften, like he knows there’s more to the shrug than I’m letting on.
“Let's reangle,” Ate says, exchanging a glance with Kuya. Did they just have a telepathic conversation? I shake my head to clear it as Ate Sam leans over the table. “What's something you think would be a better use of your time while you're gone? Any passion projects? Pitches that need work? You can take this time to improve your skills—come back stronger, more refreshed.”
I lean my elbow on the table, swiping the back of my hand over the sweaty wisps of my curtain bangs.
“I want to write more features," I say, the idea blossoming, excitement unfurling in my chest. “I know that article blew up in my face, but I had so much fun writing it. I like featuring small businesses and community events—stuff that brings locals together and makes their bonds stronger. It would be so fun to just go and check them out. I don't even have to write about them.
 “I just want—need—to experience them, to see what they're all about and learn what makes the business or event so special. It’s always so special to be part of something so close-knit.”
Ate nods sagely, and Kuya smiles.
“Then go look for that. Go find something that would give you purpose and direction during your suspension,” says Ate, clinking her glass with mine. “You don't have to have a grand vacation, but do what makes your soul happy. You deserve it.”
“You know what? I will! I'll go find my purpose, I'll come back refreshed, and I'll find a way to get it, no matter what!”
I stand to give her a hug, tilt sideways, and puke all over the concrete floor.
Oh, Unlucky Penny.






  
  Chapter 4

Lucky


“Did you really catch those?” 
I stride toward Iggy, already in our usual spot at the Urbiztondo Beach, and deposit my shirt over his pile of belongings, waving my hand in front of my face as the wind blows grilled-fish smoke at me.
He laughs in that full-body way of his—shoulders heaving, doubling over, eyes so crinkled they're almost closed.
He laughs like that at everything. 
“What do you think, ha?” 
He tosses me a pair of tongs. I turn over one fish, the movement ingrained in my muscles.
“I think you told those girls you caught them, but really, you just bought them from the market and weaseled a story out of the vendor. Then you repeated the story and made it yours to make you look more impressive.”
He gasps, placing a hand over his heart.
“How dare you.”
I shrug and roll my eyes.
“How dare I be right?”
“Hell yeah.” 
He grins, without a hint of shame. He looks over his shoulder at the pair of girls he's been flirting with over the last few days—waves and salutes and winks. They giggle and wave back. I can never understand how he does it, but something inside me tugs and twists. 
Sometimes, if I'm honest with myself, I wish I were more like him. I look at the way he interacts with the world—arms wide open, smile always on. I see how he swaggers through life with confidence and surety, the way he just leaps into things without a second thought. He turns every experience, even going to the market, into an adventure. He always bounces back up, no matter how hard he stumbles.
My chest burns, and I rub away the unwelcome feeling.
We're so different that if we hadn’t been friends since we were in diapers, I wonder if he'll even put up with me—or if I'll even put up with him. But he's a huge part of my life here, as much as Nanay, Rosa, and my nephews are.
 I don't know what I’d do if I didn't have a standing dinner or surfing appointment with him after work every day. I don't know what I'd do if our routine ever fizzles out.
We're good for each other: I keep him out of trouble, and he still manages to get me into some mischief or another. It's a good balance. 
I flip another fish, and another, and another, the rhythm lulling me into a trance. The smoke wafts around and surrounds me, the sound of sizzling skin drowning out the conversation between Iggy and the girls. The sea roars in the background, the setting sun coats everything in gold, and the sand is still warm beneath my feet. 
This. This is why it's better not to leave. If only Nanay could see that.
Iggy joins me after promising the girls a morning hike to Tangadan Falls. It's part of his job here—he's a tour guide who occasionally gives surfing lessons or leads pottery sessions in the off-season. And of course, it all comes with the generous “hospitality” of flexing his bare torso at every pretty girl in a bikini. Sometimes I wonder if he even owns shirts anymore. 
They still eat it up, every single time.
“You should be careful,” I tell him. “What are you gonna do with two girls? Aren’t you just setting yourself up for failure?”
“Not if they're both willing,” he replies, wagging his eyebrows at me. “You never set yourself up for failure, so long as you try.”
I scoff.
“Right.”
“When was the last time you tried, Lucky?” he prods. 
I narrow my eyes.
“Did you speak with my mother today?”
“No,” he says, fishing plastic plates from behind the grill, “But if Nanang Soling and I are on the same page, you know you're doing something wrong.”
I scowl.
“C'mon. When was the last time, really?” he continues, unaffected by my reaction. “In life, in love, in anything in between?”
God, he's in that mood. I shouldn't have come here.
“I tried that spicy noodle challenge with you last week, even though it was an affront to people's taste buds,” I reply nonchalantly.
“That doesn't count, moron.”
“What counts, then?” I ask, flipping the fish in quick succession. Maybe if I act like his words didn’t hit the target drawn on my chest, he’ll leave me be.
“When was the last time you did something that made you laugh out loud? Something that got your heart going? Something that I didn't have to force you to do?” 
I groan. There’s no getting rid of him or his mood. 
He takes the tongs from me and plates the fish. “I'm worried about you, y'know. Looks like Nanang’s worried, too. Isn't that some sort of cosmic sign? A nudge from the universe?”
“Ugh.” I shove his shoulder. “Go back to flirting.”
“But flirting with you is pointless.”
“Not with me, smartass.”
He grins and grabs ar-arusip from his cooler, piling them high on a plate. I sigh and push him away, looking for something to add to the seaweed. It's good on its own, but I need something to do with my hands. Desperately.
“For the love of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you don't even have tomatoes or bagoong? No salted egg?”
“You're the chef, not me. Jeez, lay off.” He plucks a strand of ar-arusip and drops it into his mouth. “Why are you talking like Rosa? What's wrong?”
I sigh, giving up on the ar-arusip.
“The cookoff.”
“You don't have to join if you don't want to,” he says without hesitation, and the vise in my chest loosens. I almost smile. “Hell, the restaurant's doing better than most. You'd think it wasn't typhoon season soon, with the way people line up to eat there.”
“Exactly. Nanay said…” I debate telling him about Nanay's comment. He could help; He knows how I feel about the whole ordeal. “Nanay said…”
“Hm?” He pops another strand of ar-arusip in his mouth, gaze locked on the girls.
“Nanay brought up Tatay.” It comes out in a rush. “How we used to join. How I had fun, win or lose.”
He snaps his attention back to me.
“And you don't want to have fun?” he asks, eyes a little too inquisitive for my taste.
“It's not about that,” I mutter.
“Then what's it about?”
When I don't answer, he claps my shoulder with the hand he used to serve the seaweed, leaving a slimy trail on my skin. I wrinkle my nose and shrug him off.
“You know I'd support you either way, man,” he says. “But above all else, I want you to let yourself be happy. You keep pushing away all the great things that make your blood rush. Frankly, it's hard to watch. It's why you're such a grump that only I can stomach you most days.”
“Fuck off,” I reply without venom.
He shakes his head, his lips quirking.
“You're settling, Lucky,” he says, his tight-lipped smile holding an undercurrent of worry. “You keep thinking it's better not to take risks and not live life to the fullest. But where does that get you? Sooner or later, you'll be a bitter husk of a man, and I'd have to keep you from terrorizing everyone who gets even five feet close.”
“Shut up.”
“You know I won't. Not for the important things.” He taps my cheek—more of a slap, with the way it stings. “Listen to Nanang, for once in your life. Listen to Rosa. Listen to me. Listen to everyone who tells you that you need to lighten up. Now, get that frown off your face and come eat with Natasha and Alyssa. Put on your best dealing-with-tourists face, laugh like you mean it, and loosen the fuck up.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose.
“Fine.” 






  
  Chapter 5

Penny


Istumble through the door, stinking of vomit and about a gallon of Ate Sam's hand sanitizer. I stub my toe on the shoe rack, and about three pairs of shoes tumble onto my feet. 
“Shh,” I tell them, still swaying on my feet. 
My tongue feels fuzzy, and my head feels too heavy for my neck. I grasp the doorknob and sway backward, forgetting that it's open. It shuts with a resounding slam.
“Shit,” I whisper. I should’ve remembered that weng-wengs are traitorous cocktails. I never should’ve ordered them.
“Baby, is that you?” 
My mother emerges from the kitchen, followed by my father, both looking concerned. I gulp, my mouth filled with sand, my throat drier than a desert.
“Hi,” I croak out.
“Oh, what's wrong?” Mama says, wiping her hands on her sleep clothes. She must have been cleaning the kitchen, her nightly routine. “Bad day at work?”
I gulp, sensing an opening.
“Funny you should say that…”
Her brows furrow, and Papa crosses his arms over his chest.
“Remember that… that article? The one you—” I stop myself just in time. “Well… it, um.”
“Why don't you take a seat,” Papa says, pulling out my usual chair at the dining table. 
I stumble forward, my legs weak and shaking.
I take a deep breath as they settle across me.
“Well. It went viral,” I say, then quickly add when they open their mouths, “For the wrong reasons. But… It's all been fixed now, but—well. Igotsuspended.”
“Come again?” Mama says.
“I… got. Um. Suspended.” I whisper the last part like it's a swearword.
“Oh, Penny.” Papa rubs his forehead. “Did you appeal your case? Did you talk to your supervisor? Did you—”
“I did,” I interrupt, bile rising again at the back of my throat, tasting faintly of weng-weng. “I did everything, but you know how my job is, Papa. This is just how things go. I’m really sorry.”
“For how long?” asks Mama.
“Two months,” I mutter. I wince at their sharp intake of breath. “I know, I know. I'm sorry. I’m so sorry. There really wasn't much I could do.”
“Surely, you could have done something,” Papa says with a disapproving frown. “For the love of God, Penny. This amount of carelessness could really hurt your career. And you did nothing to defend yourself?”
Anger flares in my chest.
“I did everything I could, Papa. It was an open-and-shut case. There wasn't anything I could do to defend myself—they were right to suspend me because I did all of it with my eyes wide open, even though I knew it was wrong. You—” I snap my jaw shut and bite my tongue, blood mixing with the taste of bile. I smooth my braids over my chest and laugh like I mean it. “Anyway, it’s not really the end of the world. I can bounce back from this.”
“But it will take some work, won’t it? Oh, our Unlucky Penny,” Mama says with what I think is affection. I bristle at the nickname.
“You're sure nothing can be done?” Papa asks.
“I'm sure. I’m really sorry it turned out this way.” I scratch my cheek, Ate Sam's suggestion taking hold in my mind. Mama did say it would take some work, right? Surely this is my chance to convince them. “I'm planning to be productive during my suspension, I swear. I have some pitches that fell through last year that I think I can work on—that I can finally work on, now that I have the time. So… I, um. I'd be… away. If that's—if that's okay?”
They exchange a look. I flinch. I know that look. It's a look of doubt—a look that says they don't believe I'm capable enough, that they don't think it will work out.
I've seen that look enough times now for it to be as familiar as the back of my hand.
“Are you sure about this, baby?” Mama says, reaching across the table to grasp my fist. I unclench under her touch, but I wait with bated breath. She continues, “You’ve never been so far away from home before—and all by yourself! Why don’t you volunteer at the school or the church with me instead during your… mandated break?”
She says it like the word ‘suspension’ will summon the devil.
I sigh.
“I need to work on something I can present to my boss
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