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ONE

Lost and Found


[image: ]


“AND you aren’t, in any way, ever curious?”

Nagkibit ako ng balikat at napatitig sa miniature piano na nasa mesa ni Dok Francis. It was new there, I’m pretty sure. Wala iyan noong isang buwan nang bumisita ako rito. Nahilig ba siya sa musika ngayon?

Tumikhim siya’t sa kanya nabaling muli ang atensyon ko. Naalala ko ang itinatanong niya. “I uhm... I’d like to think I’m over my obsession about finding out what really happened in my past.”

“When did this thinking happened?”

I should say roughly a year ago. That’s when the epiphany started. But really, pakiramdam ko’y sarili ko lamang ang kinukumbinsi ko noong mga panahong ‘yon. I was tired of thinking and overthinking and I had to move forward. 

But all of these... the decision to seek help and accept help to actually do that? “A week ago.”

There was a knowing look in Dok Francis’ eyes that I couldn’t figure out. He was good at that, I came to realize. He’d never communicated how judgy he feels through his face. Kahit na anong sabihin ko, kahit pa ang mga nakakahiyang bagay na ginawa’t naisip ko, in the six months I’ve been seeing him as a therapist, his face never gave anything away.

“Anything significant a week ago that led to that?”

“Nothing significant really. Just an epiphany. I was looking at Cash—she finally made a few friends at her new school and she seemed to like them. It was the first time I’ve seen her enjoying her life here. Moving on from the life we had in the island. And I thought... if she can do that, why can’t I?”

Huminto siya para magsulat ng kung ano sa hawak niyang iPad. I get overanalytical when he does that. Because pausing to jot down what I said usually meant it was significant enough to go on record so I try over and over to pick apart what I said to gauge what he saw in there that merits that pause.

Mayamaya’y nag-angat siya ng tingin at binitawan ang device na hawak niya. “What about the dream? Does it still bother you?”

Ah, the dream. Kinapa ko ang sarili kong reaksyon sa pagkakabanggit ng panaginip na iyon. Does it bother me still?

“A bit, I think. Minsan, gusto ko pa ring malaman kung sino ang mga iyon at bakit nila ginagawa ang mga ‘yon. Pero hindi na kasing-sidhi gaya ng dati. It’s just... there,” sabay muli akong nagkibit ng balikat.

“You mentioned the dream was purely sexual. No conversations, whatsoever?”

Umiling ako. “Meron. But the people in that dream... they’re mostly angry. So they yell a lot. Mocks me a lot.”

“And you’re crying. Over and over?” pagkukumpirma niyang tinanguan ko. “And you said whoever you are in that dream is the complete opposite of how you are in real life.”

Iyon ang isa sa mga dahilan kung bakit hindi ako naniniwalang memorya ko ang panaginip na iyon gaya ng teorya ng marami nang mga doktor na tumingin sa akin. It was so silly to be a goddamned memory. I can count the times I’ve cried in this life. Mas madali pa nga akong magalit kaysa umiyak. I am not that vulnerable. But in that dream... God, I was so pathetically weak. Who sits still in a chair like that watching that ugly fiasco go on and on in front of her?

The dream version of me apparently.

“I just know no one in this world would do what I did in that dream.” Or memory, whatever is.

Saglit na tumahimik si Dok. Mayamaya’y umabante siya’t pinagsalikop ang kanyang mga kamay sa ibabaw ng kanyang mesa. “In rare cases of severe retrogade amnesia, SPECT scans would show reduced to no sign of blood flow on the right side of their temporal lobe. But this would also mean you would be losing your memory of any historical events or any concept of social and interpersonal relationships. You seemed to have them when you woke up in that island.”

Tumango ako, kinukumpirma iyon. I know the concept of birthdays, anniversaries, husbands and wives... that didn’t seem alien to me at the time.

“And I think you know this already, Nyla,” dagdag ni Dok Francis ilang sandali pa. “That there may be a chance an unknown mental trauma is making your brain block all your memories.”

I’ve heard that before from other neurologists I’ve seen over the course of a decade. Maski ang namayapa kong asawa’y iyon na rin ang pinaniwalaan noon. Na ako ang humaharang sa sarili kong alaala. Na ako talaga ang may kasalanan kung bakit burado ang naunang labing walong taon ko sa mundong ito.

There were no damages in my scans, only a tiny teeny scarred tissue from whatever accident I’d had before being thrown into the doorstep of my husband’s home. There’s literally no cause for concern that my brain injury caused my amnesia. But... “Does that still matter?”

Ipinilig ni Dok ang ulo niya sa bahagyang pagtataka. Bumuntong hininga ako at nagkibit ng balikat. “If I’m going to ever remember anything, dapat matagal nang nangyari iyon. Hindi na sana ako inabot ng sampung taon. And at this rate, I’m just tired of living like that—waiting until that other shoe drops into its rightful place. I need to move on.”

“That is certainly a good outlook, Nyla. I like it to be honest. But the point I’m trying to arrive at here is simple. With all this resolve of you moving on from a particular past that you can’t reconcile with your present, why do you think you still needed help to move forward? What was it that is stopping you to actually do it?”

Napipi ako sa tanong niyang iyon. Hindi ko alam ang sagot. Ang alam ko lang ay nahihirapan ako’t hindi ko alam kung paano magsisimula. Was the dream still a big deal to me? Hell if I know.

And so there goes Dok Francis’ knowing look again. As if he already called that exact same thing.

Damn it.

IT WOULD always begin with me seated in a dark room. I remember the smell of the lavender-lit candles; the faint rock-and-roll music blasting from the outside; the firm, pressing hand on my shoulders, the rustling of clothes being urgently torn off, and the sight to pair with them.

Pero gaya ng daan-daang beses sa panaginip na ito, I can never make out any of their faces. Even the voices are skewed. Like those of the scary monsters in children films that Cash used to watch when she was younger.

“H’wag kang iiyak. Wala kang karapatang umiyak!”

Those words alone, spoken in a heavy voice like a demon or a beast, illicited something painful inside me. Sa panaginip na iyon, pinipiit ko ang hikbi, pero damang-dama ko ang panginginig at ang pagpiga sa kaibuturan ko. The hurt was so devastating.

My view was focused only on the muscular, inked man who was naked as a newborn infant and is situtated on top of an equally naked woman with long, copper-toned hair spread wildly against the white of the bed sheet.

I watched as the man’s mouth landed on top of the woman’s eager and open ones. I saw tongue encircling with each other, I saw the aggressiveness and the wildness in each suck, the woman lapping everything she could get at each turn of his head. I remember the feel of my chest constricting so tight I gasped for air.

“You cry once... one tear... and all of this is over...” A whisper from someone behind me, holding my shoulders down to keep me sitting still, made my tears get stuck from the back of my eyes.

Naramdaman ko ang determinasyon ko sa panaginip na iyon. It was an awful feeling dahil alam ko na sa panaginip na iyon, ang determinasyong iyon ay kaakibat ang patuloy kong panonood sa kababuyang ginagawa sa harapan ko.

I watched his hands travel through her neck, violently caressing the creamy slopes of her breasts affecting a sounding moan from her.

“Unnhhh... Fuck, yessss...”

Nothing in the way they move suggested something gentle and pleasant. The man was shaking with anger, his hands an evident bridge to convey that rage. When he cupped the naked pussy trapped between their bodies, he inserted three fingers inside her without any precursor and forcefully moved in and out.

“Ohhhh... Unghhh... Oh, yes, yes, yesss...”

Gusto kong takpan ang tainga ko. Ang mata ko. Gusto kong matigil ang lahat ng iyon. At hindi ko mawaglit ang kagustuhang iyon lalo pa nang tumingin siya sa akin. At that point, his face still remains unknown in my brain. I can see his eyes but I couldn’t register what it looked like. I just know from that dream that those eyes held something powerful that made all of me tremble in such unexplainable pain.

I saw his breath hitched. Saglit na lumipad ang atensyon ko sa kamay ng babae na humawak sa kanya. His length throbbed and was painfully hard. And when I went back to look at him, he never took his eyes off me. 

It was something I didn’t understand then. I was so sure that man hated me in that dream. His eyes spat fire and there was such an unsullied rage there na kung maaari lamang makapatay ang mga mata niya’y matagal na akong bumulagta sa kinauupuan. But he looks at me all the time, despite the rage and the violence in his eyes, it was me he looked at when he was being touched.

“Can you see how hard I am for her? Hm? My cock will be hers from now on, sweetheart. It will only know the slickness of this pussy. None of you from now on. And I’d enjoy fucking her... pounding every orifice I can find... Hers, baby. Not yours. Hers. I’d destroy this cunt... make her scream in pleasure. Make her tremble out of her mind in bliss. And you’ll never have that again. Is that what you fucking want?”

It was a twisted dream. I know that from the back of my mind. Hindi ako nakaramdam ng kahit na anong galit sa panaginip na iyon habang pinakikinggan ko siya. All I ever felt the whole time was pain. At hindi ko nauunawaan iyon.

When he moved briskly, positioned his pulsating length right before her opening, I heard myself whimper. There it was, I thought. It’s going to be over soon. Just a little bit more.

“Ma? Ma, nananaginip ka. Ma!”

I jerked awake at that familiar voice and stared blankly at the wall in front of me, unseeing. Ilang beses akong kumurap-kurap, sinusubukang ibalik ang sarili ko sa kasalukuyan. Ilang segundo pa bago ko mapagtantong nasa dining area ako’t nakatulog sa mesa habang nasa tapat ng laptop ko’t mga papeles na inaayos kanina.

I was made aware of a hand touching me in my arm moments later at doon ako agad na napabaling. Natagpuan ko roon ang anak kong babae na si Cashiel. She was staring at me knowingly, her thick brows arched slightly and her mouth puckered in deep thought.

“Hey... Sorry, nakatulog ako. Bihis ka na ba?”

Noon niya lamang inalis ang kamay niya at tinago niya iyon sa bulsa ng pantalon niya habang ako ay tumayo at nagsalansan ng mga gamit. “Kanina pa , Ma. Hinihintay kita.”

Sumulyap ako sa orasan na nakasabit sa dingding bago ang kusina’t nakitang pasado na ng alas nueve ng umaga. Lihim akong nagmura’t nagmadali lalo na ilagay sa bag ang mga gamit ko.

“Magsha-shower lang ako ng mabilis, ‘nak, then bihis na ko. Sorry na agad.”

Sumimangot siya ng bahagya pero mayamaya’y umayos din at sinabayan ako ng paglakad patungo sa sala kung saan naroon din ang hagdanan paakyat sa ikalawang palapag ng bahay.

“Okay lang, Ma, hindi naman ako ang male-late sa trabaho.”

Nailing na lamang ako at pumanhik na sa itaas para maligo at maggayak.

Cash will be turning ten in four months but sometimes she sounds way older than she is. I attributed that to the way we lived in my husband’s island from the time she was born up until roughly three or four years ago. Our family owns a resort villa in Isla Saragossa which we’ve been renting privately to tourists there. Ang kawaksi ng pamilya at ang kinalakihan din ni Cash na yaya na si Nanay Betty ang namamahala niyon pero madalas ay tumutulong talaga ang anak ko sa mga kailangan ng resort. Between that responsibility and frequently dealing with adults, Cashiel grew to act like one.

She was never rude to me or to her yaya but she’s a little upfront. May pagkadalahira at minsa’y sarkastiko pa nga pero wala siyang ibang sasabihin kung hindi ang katotohanan lamang. Hindi ‘yan marunong magsinungaling at kahit kailan din ay hindi ako binigyan ng sakit ng ulo. In fact, I think, at times it’s the other way around.

Ever since my husband’s death about seven years ago, nagmadali akong umalis sa islang iyon. Madaling-madali kong tinapos ang pag-aaral ko ng abogasya. Being in that island with the ghost and memories of Wesley haunting me at every corner... hindi ko kaya. I knew Cashiel felt the same but the island is the only thing left of her father. Ayaw niya sanang iwanan iyon pero wala namang naidudulot sa amin ang paninirahan doon kung hindi lungkot lamang at sakit. It was easier to move and start anew in another place.

Sa pagmamadali’y marami akong mga desisyong bara-bara. S’yempre’y hindi naman maiaalis iyon. I was young. I had her when I was nineteen and I didn’t know shit so there were times I was more immature than she is. But all the help I got from other people in that island... idagdag pa ang pagpapalaki ni Wesley kay Cash at ang tyaga niya sa akin... I can say I’m blessed enough despite everything.

Natigil ako sandali sa harap ng salamin ng closet nang hubarin ko ang bathrobe ko. My boobs sprung free and my eyes lingered at the tattoo inked between them. It’s one of the many wonders I have in this life.

Nang matagpuan akong walang malay at duguan sa labas ng pintuan ng villa sa isla, iyon ang una nilang napansin sa akin habang sinusuri ang mga sugat na natamo ko. I had a tattoo between my breasts. It encompasses at least a finger and a half in length and shows an image of a sun and a crescent moon below it drawn to perfection. They were interconnected by stars dangling between them. I have absolutely no idea what that tattoo meant but they believed it’s significant to who I am because that’s the only ink I have in my flesh.

“Ate Nyla, dito po kayo magdi-dinner?” ang bungad na tanong sa akin ni Yla nang makababa ako mula sa silid.

Yla was Nanay Betty’s tweny-three year old niece. Ulila na dahil namatay sa pneumonia ang nanay at ang tatay naman ay hindi nakilala. Sinama ko siya rito sa Maynila mula sa Cebu dahil kailangan ko ng tulong kay Cash at pinag-aaral ko rin kasi siya ng kolehiyo. She and Nanay Betty are the only family we have left in this world. At bilang ayaw iwanan ni Nanay ang pangangalaga ng villa sa kung sino-sino lang ay si Yla lamang ang nadala ko rito.

“Okay lang ba sa ‘yong magluto? Pwede naman kami mag-takeout na lang kung may mga school works ka.”

Ngumiti siya. Ang mga dimples niya’y lumalim dahil sa ginawang iyon. “Okay lang, Ate. Natapos ko naman na po ang mga gawain ko sa eskwela.”

Tumango ako at nginitian din siya, grateful of how hardworking she is. “Salamat, Yla. Pero mag-text ka sa akin kung hindi mo kakayaning magluto para mabilhan ka namin ng pagkain ha? At ‘wag mong kakalimutang tumawag kay Nanay, hindi ka raw nakausap kagabi.”

Sheepishly, she scratched the back of her head. “Nakatulog na po, sorry.”

Natawa ako ng bahagya. I know the third year of college is a bit harder and time-consuming for any students. Nauunawaan ko naman iyon kaya’t iyon na lang din ang ipinaliwanag ko kay Nanay.

Nagtungo ako sa sala para kunin ang gamit ko at sabihan na si Cash na lumabas pero nadatnan ko siyang kandong-kandong ang laptop niya habang nakabukas ang TV sa harapan. Bumuntong hininga ako’t hinanap ang remote. Briefly, I registered a woman’s voice from the television program reporting the arrival of a certain entertainment agency’s CEO. She was detailing how the guy spent the past seven years abroad and has finally set foot in the Philippines as the agency he founded started flourishing with the mass’ attention.

Nakuha ko sa ilalim ng sofa ang remote at agad na pinatay ang TV, cutting off the woman telling the anchor beside her about the guy being a former vocalist of a famous band years ago.

“Cash, hindi mo dapat ginagawang radyo ang TV. Sayang ang kuryente, ano ka ba?”

Noon lamang siya nag-angat ng tingin mula sa ginagawa sa kanyang computer at tumayo na para ilagay iyon sa kanyang bag. “Nanonood ako, Ma.”

“Nakita kitang nasa computer.”

“Pwede namang pagsabayin ‘yon, ah.”

Itong batang ito. Hindi na ako nanalo. “Hindi ka nanonood ng balita, tigilan mo akong bata ka. Sumakay ka na nga ng kotse.”

She just sheepishly grinned and marched outside with her bag hiked up her left shoulder. Kinuha ko ang mga gamit ko’t dumeretso na sa sasakyan saka nagmaneho patungo sa trabaho.

I was just promoted months ago as a partner in Themis, Salazar & Baccoro Law. The firm’s one of the most prestigious in the country. Sought after, lalo na ng mga kilalang personalidad. I’ve had high profile clients there, some need help with intellectual properties, some with corporate frauds and hostile takeovers, some with defamation, taxes, some with issues in child custodies and family legal battles. Iyon ang pinakanagustuhan ko sa pagtatrabaho rito. There’s a range of cases you can learn from. Ones that can really hone your skills as a lawyer. I’ve had great mentors here. Great co-workers and associates. Dream job, ika nga ng ilan.

Sa elevator pa lamang ng building ay nagche-check na ako ng emails sa telepono. There wasn’t a lot of people coming in dahil nga medyo patanghali na kaya’t kami lamang dalawa ni Cashiel ang laman ng elevator mula ground floor. I was busy with my phone when the lift stopped. Bahagya akong sumulyap para i-check kung floor na ng firm iyon pero nang makitang nasa ikatlong palapag palang ay bumalik ako sa pagrerebesa ng laman ng emails ko.

I felt Cash pause beside me. I ignored it. There was a couple of seconds, longer than necessary, that the lift stayed unmoving. It bothered me dahil wala naman akong nararamdamang sumasakay kaya’t nagdesisyon akong mag-angat ng tingin para tignan kung anong nangyayari.

The door was open and it was kept open like that by a hand holding onto the left side of the lift. Sinundan ko ng tingin ang may-ari ng kamay na iyon at sumalubong sa akin ang kulay na asul na mga mata na kasing-kulay ng kay Cashiel. Namimilog ang mga iyon na tila ba nakakita ng multo at sa akin lamang nakatitig. Kumunot ang noo ko ng bahagya, nawi-weirduhan sa aktong iyon ng lalaki.

I took advantage of his occupied state at iginala ko sa katawan niya ang aking atensyon. He was muscular, dressed in a plain black shirt emphasizing the bulk in his biceps. There were a few veins from his forearms and the back of his hands. He had a pair of dark blue jeans on where he tucked his shirt under and a designer sneakers which I think was worth thousands of pesos.

Pero ang mas kapansin-pansin sa kanya ay ang mga tattoo niya sa kanang braso. There were a lot in there I couldn’t even begin to make sense of. But I can make out a few. There was an image of a chain wrapped around the whole arm, a big tribal sun in the middle of it with the rays drawn very beautifully, and words in cursive underneath the sun that says: till death, sunshine.

Namangha ako roon at parang nakaramdam ng udyok na hawakan ang mga letrang nakaukit sa kanyang braso. It was truly beautiful. The chains were intimidating, harsh, but the sun made it pleasing to the eyes but almost sad, too. Because it looked like the sun was trapped in the chains and wrapped around it so tight. But you can’t exactly trap the sun, can you?

Narinig ko ang pagtikhim ni Cash sa tabi ko at doon natanggal ang atensyon ko sa braso ng lalaki. Sumulyap ako sa anak ko na nadatnan kong bahagyang nakataas ang kilay sa lalaking nakatingin na ngayon sa kanya.

“Anong petsa po kaya kayo makakapag-decide na sumakay?”

Nanlaki ang mga mata ko at tinakpan ang bibig niya. Agad akong napatingin sa lalaki para humingi sana ng pasensya pero nakita ko siyang kumurap-kurap na para bang hindi man lamang siya nagalit sa pagtataray ni Cash at napamaang pa nga.

Lumipat muli ang tingin niya sa akin, nawala na ang gulat ngunit naroon pa rin ang lubhang pagkagitla. Hinakbang niya ang isang paa papasok, pagkatapos ay isa pa. Unti-unti niyang ginawa iyon hanggang sa tuluyan siyang makapasok at tumayo sa gilid pakanan sa gawi ni Cashiel. 

Naiwan na sa lalamunan ko ang paghingi ko ng pasensya. Hinayaan ko na rin dahil parang wala naman na iyon sa kanya. Binitawan ko si Cash at tinapunan ito ng nagbabantang tingin. Nagkibit lamang siya ng balikat pero hindi nagsalita.

The guy looked like he’s not from here. Hindi siya mukhang pinoy. Kung pinoy man siguro’y baka kalahati lang. He seemed to have a military cut similar to Helion’s, my friend Britanni’s brother who enlisted in military many years ago but it looked like the hair grew longer overtime. Ganoon na ganoon kaya naman mukha siyang intimidating. He also has a harsh facial features. Though handsome, the striking sharpness in his eyes, emphasized with his strong jawline, upturned nose, and high cheekbones made him look very imposing. Para bang isang Greek God na tumatanaw sa mga mababang uri ng mortal.

Napansin kong hindi siya pumindot ng buton sa elevator pad at ang mga balikat niya’y parang tensyonado mula sa gawi ko sa likuran. When the elevator pinged signalling we’re at the twelfth floor where our firm is, iginiya ko palabas si Cashiel at sumunod na rin dito.

But not without seeing the guy follow me with his eyes walking past him as if he wanted to strike up a conversation but ended up closing his mouth again as the elevator doors closed shut, too.

What the hell was that?
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Up The Alley
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“YOU’RE really sure you want me there? That sounds like a huge event.”

Narinig ko ang tawa ni Travis sa kabilang linya. “Sweetheart, I want you anywhere I am. Mapa-big event man ‘yan o maliit.”

Gaya ng laging nangyayari’y naeestatwa ako kapag naririnig ang endearment na iyon. Sweetheart. 

“My cock will be hers from now on, sweetheart.”

I shivered and sighed in frustration. That voice. God, I hate that voice.

Sinarado ko ang laptop ko at eksaktong nakita sa transparent door ng opisina ko si Attorney Sanchez na nakangiti at sinesenyas ang pintuan ko na tila nagpapaalam na papasok. Agad akong tumango at sinuklian ang ngiti niya.

“Besides, it’ll be a great opportunity for you to be exposed to more clients for your firm, right?”

Nandito pa pala ‘tong si Travis. Napangiwi ako. “Yeah, okay, I’ll come with you on Sunday. But I have to go now, Trav. May trabaho pa kasi, eh, pasensya na.”

“Oh, that’s fine, Nyla, it’s okay. Don’t forget to eat lunch, ha?”

Kanina pa ako kumain pero hindi ko na sinabi iyon dahil ayokong humaba ang usapan at sa tingin ko’y hindi na nga maganda ang naging ending niyon, eh. Dadagdagan ko pa ba?

Nang ibulsa ko ang telepono matapos malagot ang linya’y nadatnan kong nakatingin ng may ngiti sa akin si Attorney Sanchez. Elsa Sanchez is a senior partner in the firm and one of my mentors. Ilang taon lang ang tanda niya sa akin at talaga namang mapang-asar din kaya’t madali kong nakasundo.

“I’m guessing you haven’t dumped the guy yet?”

I cringed at that. “Inimbita pa nga ako sa isang event ng isang kompanyang pinag-invest-an niya. Man, I suck at dumping people.”

“Yeah, you do. The last guy you dumped even got a free date out of you sa sobrang hesitant mong magsabi ng totoo. C’mon, Nyla, surely it’s not that hard?”

Bumuntong hininga ako at tumayo mula sa swivel ko. Umikot ako ng lamesa para sumandal doon sa harapan at maghanukipkip. “The look on their faces when you tell them the truth, it kind of—”

“Haunts you at night?” ngising sabad niya. Tinapunan ko siya ng matalim na titig na tinawanan lamang niya. “I’m kidding. You have a soft heart, I get it. Pero mas lalong dapat hindi mo patagalin ‘yang kay Travis Flores. I imagine he’s a nice guy if you’re dating him but I don’t wanna see what he’d be like if he feels na pinapaasa mo siya. H’wag mo nang paabutin sa ganoong punto.”

I made a mental note na sabihin na sa kanya sa linggo ang totoo. Maybe right after the event. Would he feel bad? Ugh, why does these things keep happening to me?

“Anyway, you free to meet a client?” biglang pagyayaya ni Elsa na ikinataas ko ng kilay.

“Your client?”

Ngumisi siya at may ningning ang mga mata. “No. Yours.”

Kumunot ang noo ko roon. “Please don’t tell me it’s a celebrity.”

Malapad ang ngiti niyang tumango. I hung my head in annoyance. I don’t know why but the senior partners in this firm seems to have been developing a strange knack of passing celebrity clients to me.

“Oh, come on!” inis kong sigaw na tinawanan niya.

“It’s not that bad! This is right up your alley, Nyla, I promise. Come, let’s meet them.”

Pabuntong hininga akong sumunod sa kanya. She led me to the conference room where most client meetings happen. Pagpasok doon ay nakita ko na ang managing partner na si Attorney Allan Salazar. Kausap niya ang lalaking nakatalikod mula sa pintuan kaya’t hindi ko makita ang mukha. But the guy sure looks very muscular if I’m to base that with the way the suit jacket in his back stretches a bit when he moved his hands to encage them in his pockets.

May mga nakaupo sa swivel chair sa may round conference table na tumayo nang pumasok si Elsa. Allan caught us going in at nakita ko pang iminuwestra niya kami sa kausap.

I heard a gasp from somewhere—belatedly realizing that it came from the very shocked woman standing beside another guy who Elsa approached.

Hindi ko alam kung kanino titingin nang mga oras na iyon. Ang babae at ang lalaki na kakatayo lamang sa swivel chair ay pareho ng itsura. Gulat at namumutla. Iyon namang lalaking kausap ni Attorney Salazar ay walang reaksyon sa mukha. Nakatingin lamang sa akin habang nakapamulsa ang mga kamay na tumatabi sa gawi noong dalawa niyang kasama.

“May problema ba?” litong tanong ni Attorney Salazar sa babae.

Sa mangha ko’y bigla itong nakahuma mula sa pagkabigla. Tumingin sa lalaking naka-suit jacket na kakalapit lamang sa kanila’t saka ngiting bumaling sa amin. “W-wala naman. I’m sorry.”

Tumango si Attorney at sinuklian din ang ngiti. Elsa meanwhile started the introductions. “This is Attorney Nyla Sevilla. Attorney, this is Mr. Jake dela Luna, and his wife, Mrs. Alice dela Luna.”

Kinamayan ko ang babae at lalaking gulat kanina. I think they were either about my age or a little older than me. Tumagal ako roon sa babae dahil pakiramdam ko’y parang pamilyar siya. “I’m sorry. Have we met before?” may ngiti kong tanong para manigurado.

She had shoulder-length copper curly hair. Nakasuot siya ng rusty orange na midi-dress na may slit sa kaliwang hita at ruffles na binabaybay ang balingkinitan niyang baywang. Ang off-shoulder niyang top ay pinapakita ang maganda niyang tattoo na rosas sa may bandang kaliwa ng collarbone niya. I can’t help but feel like I’ve seen that somewhere.

Nakita ko ang alinlangan niya at ramdam ko sa kamay niya ang biglang panginginig. Nahuli ko ang atubili niyang pagsulyap sa isa pang lalaki bago mabilis na umiling sa akin ng may ngiti. “I-I don’t think so. I’m sorry.”

Tumango ako at kumalas sa pakikipagdaupang-palad.

“Baka sa TV, Attorney?” biro ni Attorney Salazar mula sa likuran ko. “Dating pyanista itong si Mrs. dela Luna ng banda nila, eh.”

Oh, wow. “Yeah, maybe.” Kahit hindi naman ako palakinig ng music, sige na lang.

“This is Jake’s brother, Gael Blaise dela Luna,” pagpapakilala ni Allan sa lalaking nasa kaliwa. “He owns Sun Rays Entertainment. You’ve heard of it, Attorney.”

Ah. That explains why a managing partner’s here.

Sun Rays Entertainment was the account we just won over last year. They had a huge portfolio. As in real money. A boatload of contracts and the likes and I’m sure hindi nila ipagkakatiwala ang problema ng mga ito sa kung sino lang dahil nga sa laki ng nakapasok na pera ng Sun Rays sa firm na ito.

Nag-abot ako ng kamay kay Gael at ngumiti. He stood straight, took his right hand out of his pocket, unbuttoned his suit jacket and then reached for my hand to shake it. That movement made the jacket stretch over his biceps and I was reminded of the guy I saw in the elevator last week. My fake smile froze when I realized that was him.

Woah there.

Mainit ang mga palad niya. Something flickered in his eyes the moment his palm encaged mine. Hindi ko makilala ang emosyong iyon. It was gone as soon as it appeared so I wasn’t able to analyze. Ngunit may intensidad sa paraan ng pagtitig niya sa akin. Na para bang kilala niya ako. Na para bang may gusto siyang sabihin. Na para bang may pananabik doon at paghahangad.

My brain’s a mess. What the hell am I saying?

“Pa’no, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of my attorneys, Blaise,” paalam ni Allan mayamaya at ito lamang ang dahilan ng pagbitaw sa akin ni Gael dahil kinailangan niyang salubungin ang kamay ni Allan na nakikipag-daupangpalad sa kanya. “You’re in safe hands. Attorney Sevilla is one of the best. That woman’s a beast in the court.”

Nailing ako at natawa. Tinapik ako ni Allan na may halong pagbibiro. He was the one who recruited me to this firm when I defeated him in Cebu at court. It was a minor corporate fraud case but he always joked that he’d had firsthand experience of how I transform into a monster in the court.

As if he didn’t come at me and my client then with all that he had.

Naupo ako sa pabilog na mesa ng conference room. Elsa sat beside me. The three on the opposite sides of our chair. Hindi pa rin natatanggal ang titig nilang tatlo sa akin. They had varying ones though: Jake’s and Alice’s stares both held untampered shock and amazement; Gael’s are of different range—more intense, more of... desire.

Shit. I’m not one to always assume men’s intentions but I’m not dumb, too.

Conscious na napatingin ako sa suot ko. I don’t have any court appearances today so I just wore a white, tight sleeveless top which I tucked into my black trouser. A cream-colored blazer that I folded up into my elbows covered the top so it would look dull and more for work. But I won’t deny that the top still emphasizes the not-so-average sized boobs I’ve always tried my best to hide in any work setting. Hindi ako sineseryoso ng mga tao kapag ito ang una nilang nakikita. They seem to think I’m just a bimbo with big boobs and enough brains to pass the bar and secure a job as a lawyer.

Pasimple kong ibinutones ang blazer ko para matakpan ang kung anuman doon ang maaari nilang tignan. But the guy wasn’t staring there in the first place. He was staring at my face like he was trying to embed me in his memory.

What the hell is his problem?

“I heard from Attorney Salazar you’d like to sue for child custody?”

Umalerto ako sa sinabing iyon ni Elsa. Child custody?

Tinignan ko si Alice nang kumurap-kurap siya at narinig namin ang bahagya niyang pagsinghap. She seemed to have been jolted back to the present. “Uh... Uhm, yes. Yes, that’s right.”

Kumunot ang noo ko. She looks flustered. Unti-unting naging balisa ang kanyang mukha nang magdaan ang ilang segundo ng katahimikan habang hinihintay namin siyang magpaliwanag.

“I-I have a... seven year old son,” wika niya sa garalgal na tinig at ang mga mata niya’y tumingin sa kawalan na para bang may ibang oras siyang binabalikan sa kanyang isipan. “His biological father sued for full custody of him when he was two. I lost so...” The implication in there hung in the air. Hindi siya nagtangkang sundan iyon at tila ba alam na makukuha namin ang gusto niyang sabihin sa pamamagitan lamang ng ilang salitang iyon.

Hindi ko gustong maghalungkat ng records kaya’t nagtanong ako. “Custody of a child under seven years old are automatically granted to mothers, Mrs. dela Luna. Ano hong nangyari sa trial?”

Namutla siya sa tanong na iyon. Bumakas ang sakit sa kanyang mukha nang marahil ay maalala ang nangyari. “I have a history of substance abuse. T-the court didn’t find me fit for child care.”

Saglit na lumukot ang mukha ko. Something within me itched. My fingernail automatically scratched against the leather coating of the swivel’s arm bar on my left. Kung ako ang nasa kalagayan niya’y baka nabaliw ako. I can never imagine Cash being away from me. Hindi ko kakayanin.

“How long have you been clean?” sansalang tanong ni Elsa.

Nagkibit ng balikat ang babae. “After that trial, I went to rehab. Hindi na ako gumamit simula no’n. May mga tests ako yearly to prove that. Hindi ako adik. The media at the time made it look like our band are but we’re not. We used drugs once or twice in a while to keep us in shape during tours pero sino bang artista at mga banda ang hindi gano’n?”

Pinigilan ko ang sarili kong tumingin kay Elsa. Alam kong kapag tinignan ko siya’y hindi ko makokontrol ang ekspresyon ko. ‘Yong mukha ko’y gusto nang mapa-what the fuck dahil sa pagdadahilan niya. If the court was shown evidence that she was using while taking care of a two-year old child in her custody, that’s her fault. Her baby daddy was right to report her then.

But as it is, she’s a client. And a big one at that. Hindi naman ako pwedeng tumalak kahit kasalanan niya. In fact, that’s why I have a job. Because people keeps screwing up the most basic tasks in this life.

“Were you granted visitation rights?” I asked.

Tumango siya. “I am. But not temporary custody. He never allowed it. Naiiwan ang anak ko lagi sa stepmother niya. At nito ko lang napansin na may mga pasa ang anak ko. There are scars that l-looked like cigarette burns,” sukat doon ay nabasag ang kanyang tinig. My chest constricted when I imagined how that discovery went. “I know for a fact na inaabuso ang anak ko sa pamamahay na ‘yon. Hindi ako papayag na manatili siya ro’n na alam kong sinasaktan siya ng mga dapat ay nag-aalaga sa kanya. Kailangan kong bawiin ang anak ko.”

“Naitanong n’yo ho ba sa bata kung sinasaktan siya?”

“He’s too scared to talk about it. The last time I asked, he cried. He was shaking. I can’t take it!”

Natahimik ako’t tumingin na kay Elsa. May malinaw na simpatya sa kanyang mukha. And I sympathize, too, I do. But custody cases like these are very tricky. The situation itself is very tricky.

Ipinagsalikop ko ang mga kamay ko sa ibabaw ng mesa, ang mga daliri’y pinaglalaruan ang wedding ring sa kaliwa kong kamay na hindi ko namamalayan. Nakuha lamang niyon ang atensyon ko nang mapansin na roon nakatingin si Gael Blaise.

Kumunot ng bahagya ang noo ko pero hindi ko siya pinansin. Mas maigi nang makita niya ang wedding ring ko, in case may naiisip siyang kung ano sa akin.

God, Nyla, ang assume-ra mo!

“And this hasn’t been reported to any local authorities? To DSWD?” pagkukumpirma ko.

Umiling siya. “N-no. W-wala ring magagawa ‘yon.”

Umarko ang kilay ko. “Mrs. dela Luna, the first thing you do when you find out your child is being abused is to report it.”

“Attorney,” Jake, who spoke for the first time, has a strange amount of apprehension laced in his voice when he called me. “The father is Senator Diego Bustamano.”

Hell.

I sat back with my hand flying to my mouth. Narinig ko ring bumulong sa ilalim ng hininga niya si Elsa, malamang ay kasing-gulat ko rin.

Diego Bustamano is the senate’s current majority leader. Biggest lapdog of the current president. Suing him under any circumstances would be akin to shooting yourself in the foot. Gagawa at gagawa ng ingay ang kasong ito. At hindi ko alam kung makakailang filing kami bago mapunta 'to sa husgadong hindi tuta ng kasalukuyang administrasyon.

Man, I hate when cases are tainted with politics.

“Alright, Mr. And Mrs. dela Luna, you’re gonna tell us everything from the top,” I said, not wanting to dwell on the downside of this case any further. Wala naman kaming magagawa. Malabo ring matanggihan ng firm ang kasong ito. Gael Blaise is a big fish that needs frying. Hindi siya pakakawalan ng firm. “You will leave no stones unturned, no secrets unraveled. Kung gusto n’yo hong magkaroon tayo ng malaking tsansang maipanalo ito, hindi ho kayo magsesekreto sa amin. We want to know each and every awful thing you’ve done in your life that your ex can use against both of you in court to prove you’re not fit to care for your child.”

Nagkatinginan silang mag-asawa, magkahalo ang takot, pangamba, at determinasyon.

Saglit na tinapunan ko ng masamang titig si Elsa. When she said this is right up my alley, what alley was she pertaining to?

“SINAG...”

Ibinuga ko ang usok ng yosi na hinithit ko habang nagtitipa ng mensahe para kay Cashiel. Nagsabi akong mali-late ako ng uwi at huwag na niya akong hintayin. Ganoon din ang ipinadala kong chat kay Yla. On days like these, nagsusunog kami nina Elsa at ng ilang associates ng kilay para asikasuhin ang bagong kaso.

“Attorney.”

Nag-angat ako ng tingin habang akmang ilalagay muli sa bibig ang sigarilyong nakaipit sa mga daliri ko. I saw Gael Blaise dela Luna standing beside me, his keys on his right hand and the other is in his pockets. Naibaba ko ang kamay kong nakahawak sa yosi. Hindi ko alam na narito pa pala siya sa building na ito.

It’s half past four and I usually go to the carpark at the back of the building dahil narito ang smoking area sa open gazebo. As far as I know, they left the firm a little around two in the afternoon. Didn’t know he’d still be here.

“Mr. dela Luna,” Nang mga sandaling iyon ay nakatingin na siya sa sigarilyong nasa kamay ko. Umiibis ang usok mula sa dulo niyon at umaakyat patungo sa kinatatayuan niya. Agad kong inabot sa kaliwa ko ang cigarette column at idiniin sa ibabaw niyon ang dulo saka binitawan ang upos. Pinaypay ko ang usok na natirang lumulutang sa pagitan namin para ilayo sa kanya ang amoy. “Sorry.”

Bakit naman kasi siya nandito eh talagang panay usok ng yosi at vape dito. Nakakaloka naman ‘tong lalaking ‘to.

“No, it’s... okay,” he said, ang baritono niyang tinig ay tumatawag ng atensyon ng ilang kababaihang nasa dulo ng gazebo at malakas na nagkukwentuhan kanina habang nagyoyosi. “I’m glad I ran into you here. Gusto kong itanong kung kailan ka libre. I’d like to take you to dinner.”

Dinner? Pinigilan ko ang kilay kong mapataas. “I don’t think that’s neces—”

“Just a gesture. To thank you for taking Alice’s case.”

Hindi ako bagito sa trabahong ito para hindi malaman kung para saan ang thank you dinner na iyon at kung saan maaaring humantong iyon. Kahit noong associate pa lamang ako’y may mga ganito na. Hindi na ito bago. Pero bakit kapag galing sa kanya’y parang ayokong maniwalang iyon ang intensyon niya?

It really is impossible, right? I can get small time clients. Mas naiintindihan ko iyon. Simple people. But Gael Blaise dela Luna isn’t simple. He’s larger than life. Ripped straight from the pages of GQ magazines. A millionaire several times over both in here and in the US. Ang hirap unawaing ang kagaya niya’y papatol o magkakainteres man lamang sa isang abogado galing sa law firm na ine-employ niya.

Pilit akong ngumiti sa kanya para mapakitang kahit paano’y grateful ako sa alok niya. Pero hindi talaga, eh. Pakiramdam ko’y mali.

“Wala pa naman ho akong nagagawa. Saka n’yo na lang ako pasalamatan kapag na-grant na ho ang kustodiya ng bata sa sister-in-law ninyo, Mr. dela Luna.”

He looked down, concealing the emotion that passed so quickly over his sharply-structured face. Ilang sandali’y tumango siya at ngumiti ng bahagya sa akin, his lips curving a little upward gave his whole face a softer look. Mas gusto ko yatang ganoon siya. Hindi mukhang nakaka-intimidate.

“Okay, that’s... fine.” There was a hint of disappointment and sadness in his tone but I ignored it. “But please... call me Gael.”

Not Blaise? Muntik kong maisatinig iyon. Pero sa halip ay tumango ako. I’m never calling him by his first name and I’ll probably need to make sure we keep these encounters to a minimum. Hindi ko alam kung bakit pero parang ayoko siyang nakakasalubong o nakakausap. I have a strong urge to run to the opposite direction when he’s around. He feels dangerous for me.

But, God, why do I like looking at him?

“I guess I’ll see you around... Nyla.”

My name sounded alien coming from his lips. It made me feel something strange. Na para bang hindi bagay iyon sa kanyang tinig at sa kanyang bibig. Am I being crazy?

Nagsindi ako ng sigarilyo habang pinapanood siyang lumayo at tunguhin ang kotse niyang nakaparada sa ‘di kalayuan. Lumingon siya sa akin matapos niyang buksan ang pintuan ng driver's seat. Hindi ko na kita ang ekspresyon ng mukha niya mula sa pwesto ko dahil medyo malayo na siya pero pakiramdam ko’y umabot hanggang sa kinatatayuan ko ang kakatwang pakiramdam na nanggagaling sa kanya.

Pangungulila. Hindi ko alam kung saan ko iyon nakuha dahil hindi ko naman nakikita ng malinaw ang mga mata niya. Pero habang ibinubuga ko ang usok sa ere’y nabuo ang kasiguruhan sa utak ko na iyon ang nakita ko kay Gael. 

Grief. Yearning. Pain.
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THREE

Slow Burn
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HINDI ko alam kung anong hinithit ng universe pero pakiramdam ko’y trip nila ako. When I said I had to keep encounters with Gael dela Luna to a minimum, someone from up there must have heard it and decided to make a prank out of it. Because when Sunday came and Travis fetched me to go to the event together, I realized he invested in Sun Rays Entertainment—Gael’s company.

“Have you heard of Sin Street?” Walang imik akong umiling. Travis’ voice held such excitement that even in the midst of the noise of the crowd in this big-ass venue, nangingibabaw pa rin iyon sa pandinig ko. “They’re apparently very famous years ago. Mga kolehiyolo na tumutugtog lang sa mga bar dati. Na-scout. Sumikat. Ang kaso’y nasira ng eskandalo sa droga. I heard their last appearance as a band was some eight years ago. ‘Tapos nag-migrate na ‘yang si Blaise dela Luna sa tate, never to be heard from again until his agency made noises two years ago.”

Sumimsim ako sa champagne flute na hawak ko at nagpalinga-linga. The Marquis Events Place is a huge ballroom. Maraming taong imbitado, karamihan doon ay mga kilala sa industriya ng showbiz. May mga nakita akong mga sikat na column writers at mga reporters. May mga artista, singers, models, businessmen...

Nagbasa-basa na ako ng tungkol kay Alice dela Luna nitong mga nagdaang araw. I did a few research just to see kung mayroon bang mga magagamit ang opponent namin laban sa amin sa mga naka-publicize na issue ng kliyente ko.

Alice Cruz was a keyboard player of the pop rock band called Sin Street. Gaya ng sabi ni Travis, sikat ang bandang iyon noon. They were launched into blinding stardom some thirteen years ago when she was just eighteen. She was closely linked to the dela Luna brothers. I saw a couple of interview clips romanticizing her closeness to them both. At the time, Blaise, the twenty-two year old band’s vocalist and lead guitarist was so popular that most of his fans shipped him with Alice. It was a whole big thing I assumed because even in social media, may mga 2000s kids na nagpo-post ng mga throwback photos ng mga ito kapag nagre-reminisce ng kabataan. They were almost a love team then I think.

Three years after and at their peak, there were talks of them disbanding. Hindi naman nangyari iyon until roughly a year later when Blaise left the band and Sin Street went into hiatus.

“It was never proven,” Travis continued, now staring at a couple of people with Gael in the mix. “Pero may mga sabi-sabi noong araw na kumana raw ng menor-de-edad ‘yang si Blaise. Malaking pangalan daw ang pamilya no’ng babae kaya sinira siya pati na ang pamilya niya. No one knows which family, but to drive him out of the country just like that...? Must be huge.”

Kumunot ang noo ko. “I thought their downfall was the scandal with drugs?”

“Yeah. But that’s normal with bands lalo na noong mga panahong ‘yon. However, it’s also the age of internet and celebrities are extra careful even now so how do you think that kind of thing suddenly blew up kung walang nanabotahe sa kanila?”

Napaisip ako at tahimik na sumang-ayon sa naging teorya ni Travis. Based on the articles I read, inaresto ang magkapatid na dela Luna kasama si Alice sa loob ng isang underground bar dahil sa paggamit ng droga. All three of them were found high and barely conscious inside a VIP room of the bar with Blaise and Alice naked as a baby. They tested positive of substance abuse a few days later and that’s how the whole thing started to go down. Their management tried to make them relevant even after Blaise called it quits pero hindi na rin sila kinagat ng mga tao. Without Blaise and his brilliance in songwriting, I guess Sin Street isn’t Sin Street.

Hindi ko na pinagkaabalahang pakinggan ang mga kanta nila. There were lots in the internet. Ini-scheme ko lang ang lahat ng iyon noong nagri-research ako tungkol kay Alice. Hindi ako nakaramdam ng interes doon. Mas gusto kong alamin lamang kung anong importante.

“I’ll just go and congratulate Blaise, sweetie,” mayamaya’y paalam ni Travis nang mamataang kaunti na lang ang taong nasa paligid ng binanggit niyang tao. “Stay close, ‘kay? Ayokong magitgit ka ro’n, maraming tao masyado.”

Ngumiti ako at tumango, grateful a little to be far away from him for a while.

Travis is a good guy. I think. Hindi pa kami ganoon katagal na lumalabas. Maybe around four months, give or take. Sa loob ng mga buwan na iyon ay halos wala akong interesanteng nalaman tungkol sa kanya. There were no sparks even. This is in fact the longest that I’ve dated a guy and haven’t even thought of putting out in bed. Ganoon ako ka-bored sa kanya. I gave him a chance because it was so rare that Cashiel likes someone I’m dating. And she does like Travis. Big time. But in the end, hindi ko rin pala kayang lokohin ang sarili ko.

Pinanood kong maglakad si Travis patungo sa gawi ni Blaise na malapit sa entablado. Nagpalinga-linga ako habang iniinom ang champagne mula sa flute na hawak ko, tinitignan kung may kakilala ako roon. A familiar red dress caught my attention. Nang lumingon ang may-ari ng damit na iyon at nai-spot-an din ako ay nakumpirma ang hinala ko.

Napangisi ako at lumakad patungo sa kanya, ang walang laman na flute na hawak ko’y inilagay ko sa tray ng dumadaang waiter.

Lyselle Ilagan—who likes to be called Lyselle Ocampo these days—is with the technology prodigy Griffin King who is her fiancé and the baby daddy of her toddler twins. She’s one of my closest and best friends. Tinuturing na namin silang pamilya ni Cash. Her and Autumn, Britanni, and Deanne.

Yumakap ako sa kanya nang marating ko ang pwesto niya. Griffin was talking to a few businessmen in his circle ngunit ang braso niya’y nakapulupot sa baywang ni Lyselle na para bang ayaw nitong pakawalan ang kasintahan kahit na may ibang ginagawa. I could roll my eyes at how cheesy that is pero ayokong masabihan ng bitter.

Sumulyap sa akin si Griffin at ngumiti. “Nyla.”

Ngiti akong kumaway bago senyasang ilalayo ko ng kaunti si Lyselle. Tumango siya’t humalik sa noo nito bago ito tuluyang pakawalan at bumalik sa daloy ng usapan ng grupo niya. Kami ni Lyselle ay tumayo malapit sa mesa kung saan nakalagay ang mga basong may lamang iba’t ibang cocktail. I picked up a long island iced tea and drank from it.

“So... have you told Travis?” panimulang usisa ng katabi ko na nakataas pa ang kilay.

“Later bago umuwi. Ayoko namang masira ang gabi niya, ‘di ba?”

Umirap si Lyselle sa sinabi ko. “You really suck at relationships, do you know that? Travis Flores is a big catch, Nyla. And he seems nice. You’re going to dump him just because you can’t feel sparks?”

Oh my God. Ilang beses ko bang uulit-ulitin sa mga ‘to ang point ko? “Travis doesn’t make me feel something, Ice. I tried. God knows I tried! Pero wala talaga, eh. And I don’t want to be trapped in a relationship like that. I want to be jolted out of my mind whenever I see that person. I want sparks the way you and Griffin have. I don’t feel like that with Travis.”

Bumuntong hininga si Lyselle at umiling-iling. “I’m sure your therapist has a lot to say to that.”

Napangiwi ako. All because he does.

Doc Francis said that it might be related to my need to shake something loose in my memory. He said that perhaps I like to associate certain things with feelings; memories with emotions. I stayed away from forming new relationships after my husband passed away. I wasn’t one to make friends even when he was alive because I have a different priority then. Ang tanging tunay na relasyong alam ko at nabuo ko ay kay Wesley, Nanay Betty, Yla, at Cashiel lamang. Outside of those relationships, hindi ko kilala ang sarili ko.

Nang una kong makilala sina Lyselle at Autumn, I identified only as the twenty-two year old girl with no memory and a three year old daughter I was raising alone in an island. They were the ones who opened me up to a whole new version of myself. Nang ipakilala nila sa akin sina Britanni at Deanne, natutunan kong gumamit ng sex para punan ang blankong aspeto sa sarili ko. Sex makes me feel things, makes me remember things I was always scared I’d forget. In the closed door of a bedroom, I don’t feel empty. There, it doesn’t matter kung may natatandaan ako sa kung sino ako o wala. What mattered is the pleasure you give and receive. Nothing else. Not the past, not the future.

Iyon marahil ang dahilan kung bakit maligalig ako sa relasyon. Minsan nang sinabi ni Autumn sa akin na baka hindi para sa akin ang committed relationship. These days, I think I’m starting to agree. I like sex and it seems like it was the only thing tying me to commit to men I’ve been with. Maybe I should’ve just stuck with what Lyselle was doing prior to Griffin.

“How was the wedding planning?” tanong ko mayamaya habang pinapanood na dumaan papasok ang mga caterer dala-dala ang isa pang batch ng mga pagkain na idi-display sa kabilang mesa.

I saw Lyselle blew out a harsh breath. “A nightmare. Hindi ko alam na ganoon pala kahirap ang magplano ng kasal. Ang daming kailangan.”

I smirked. “Or you can get hitched.”

Siniko niya ako at muntik tumapon ang iniinom kong alak dahil doon pero tinawanan ko siya nang tapunan niya ako ng matalim na titig. “H’wag mo nga akong binubuyo ng gan’yan. At h’wag mong ipaparinig kay Griffin ‘yan, gagatungan mo lang siya.”

If I were her, I would’ve done what Griffin wanted. Napaka-hassle magpakasal.

Kunsabagay. Ano namang alam ko r’yan? Wesley and I didn’t exactly have an explosive marriage. More like companions. Friends. Which made our relationship—however short-lived—still the best I’ve ever had. With Wesley, it was safe. No expectations. He knew me in and out, partly because I didn’t know myself, too, when I met him. There were no demands, no conditions. He never took anything I didn’t want to give. And back then, there are a lot of things I didn’t want to give. Including sex.

Iba naman sina Lyselle at Griffin. I don’t think a civil marriage would work for them the way it worked for me and Wesley.

Naalala ko ang nakalipas na taon para kay Lyselle. A lot has happened in her life; nakulong ang senador niyang half-brother, namatay ang lolo niya, nabaril ang nanay niya. Siguro naman sa lahat ng iyon ay may karapatan siyang sumaya sa araw ng kasal niya. Iyon din siguro ang naiisip ni Griffin kaya’t kahit gigil na gigil itong pakasalan si Lyselle ay hindi nito ipinipilit ang kasalang sibil.

“Diego Bustamano’s friends with your brother, isn’t he?” tanong ko nang maalalang kapartido ng kapatid ni Lyselle na si Logan Ilagan ang senador na iyon.

Natigil ang pagsimsim niya sa mimosa’t nagtaas siya ng kilay sa akin. “Yeah. Why?” Sasagot palang sana ako nang suminghap siya na parang na-realize kung bakit ako nagtatanong. “Don’t tell me you’re pursuing a case against him?” Nang marahil ay makita sa ekspresyon ko ang sagot ay bumakas ang galit sa mukha niya. “Nyla! What are you thinking?”

It made me guilty for a tiny bit. Alam ko kung gaano katakot sa mga politiko si Lyselle. She probably dreaded the day I’d pick up a case against one of her stepbrother’s allies.

“I’m sorry. But it’s just a family legal battle, Ice. No big deal. Hindi naman siguro niya ako kakantiin sa ganoong kaliit na bagay, hindi ba?”

May duda sa mga mata niya pero mga ilang sandali’y bumuntong hininga siya at marahil ay napagtantong labis ang kanyang naging reaksyon. “Fine. But be... careful. Okay? And call me if something happens.”

Ngumiti ako. Hindi ko alam kung anong kaya niyang gawin na hindi ko kaya kapag may nangyari pero magaan pa rin sa pakiramdam na alam kong may ibang nariyan para sa akin kapag nagkagipitan.

We stayed in the back for a while talking about mundane things until I caught Travis signalling me to walk towards him. I noticed he’s still in Gael’s crowd kaya’t nakaramdam ako ng kaunting kaba. Hindi ko gusto ang isiping magkakaharap na naman kaming muli ng lalaking iyon. He makes me feel things I can’t explain.

Nagpaalam ako kay Lyselle para tunguhin si Travis. Ang sabi ko na lamang sa isipan ko’y last naman na iyon. Hindi naman na mauulit ito dahil wala na kami bago matapos ang gabing ito.

“There you are!” ang ngiting salubong sa akin ni Travis kapanabay ng pagpulupot ng kamay niya sa likuran ng baywang ko. “I want you to meet the Sin Street.”

Nahirapan akong tanggalin ang tingin ko kay Gael. Tonight he’s dressed in a navy blue three-piece suit. The suit’s jacket was open, cufflinks loose, and a teeny-tiny yellow sun serving as a lapel pin attached to the left of his jacket’s lapel. He looked very desirable. The muscles in his arms and the strength in his shoulders is extra emphasized and the fit of the dress shirt in his body suggests a very promising ripped abdomen from beneath it. He was looking at me, too. Ang bibig ay nakaawang at hindi na nito halos maitago ang pagnanasang nakabalatay sa mga mata.

Napalunok ako. I was right, after all.

“Leo Perez,” naulinagan kong tawag ni Travis. Huli ako ng ilang segundo pero naabutan ko pa ang pag-gesture niya sa lalaking katabi ni Alice dela Luna na kataka-takang tutop ang bibig. “Alice dela Luna and her husband Jake dela Luna. This is Levi Mattias. And this is Blaise dela Luna. Guys, I want you to meet my girlfriend, Attorney Nyla Sevilla.”

“Jesus Christ, you do look like her!”

Kumunot ang noo ko sa pagkakabulalas noong Levi. Manghang-mangha ang mga mata niya at may gulat na kagaya noong kay Leo. Nakita ko ang pagtalim ng mga mata ni Alice sa kanya at ang bahagyang pagsiko ng katabing si Jake.

“Look like who?” ang pagsasatinig ni Travis ng parehong katanungan sa isipan ko.

“O-oh, uh...” Lumingon-lingon siya sa mga kasama na kapansin-pansin ang pagbababa ng tingin maliban kay Gael na hindi nag-alis ng titig sa akin. Kumamot si Levi ng ulo at ngumisi kay Travis. “An old friend of ours. They just look... very much alike.”

Tinignan ako ni Travis na para bang may paghahambingan siya kung totoo nga ang sinasabi ng lalaki. Napaisip ako roon at agad na nagduda.

I have what some would call an exotic facial feature. I have pointed nose, full defined lips, and thick eyebrows. My eyes are bigger than that of a typical Asian kaya’t laging napagkakamalang dayo dati sa isla. Kung hindi lamang dahil sa pagiging tanned ko na gawa ng pagkakabilad sa arawan lagi roon ay pagkakamalan nila akong Caucasian. My eyes are jet black so as my bra-length hair. On a typical day, those manes are curly, closer to a mermaid wave which suited me when I was still in Cebu, but not anymore pagdating dito sa Maynila. So I always tend to flatten my hair when I go out para hindi magmukhang out of place. 

It’s weird if somebody would tell me that I look like someone. Sa Pilipinas? Imposible. Wala pa akong nakikitang kahit na sino rito na humahawig sa akin o kahit na lumalapit sa mukha ko. I got curious sa kung sino iyong sinasabi nila.

“We’ve actually met,” ngiting wika ni Jake na iniikot ang hawak na baso ng vodka sa kanyang kaliwang kamay.

“Oh, yeah, I remember! Blaise is using your firm, sweetheart,” he told me na para bang pinapaalalahanan ako imbis na ang sarili niya ang i-remind niya.

Tipid akong ngumiti at tumango. “Yeah, he is.”

I guess it wasn’t
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