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To the PM Shift— you were my sanity for six years. 

Kaya niyo 'yan, mamamatay din naman tayong lahat.








  
  Chapter 1

Sam


“Great work on the land-grabbing article, Sam!” I jolt in my seat at the mention of my name. Our editor-in-chief, Grace, has the voice of a foghorn and isn't afraid to use it. She crosses the busy newsroom and peers over my cubicle wall. “Another award-winning piece, mark my words!” 
“Thank you, ma'am,” I reply, hoping this will be a quick chat, my fingers hovering, uncertain, over my keyboard, cursor blinking over the open document onscreen. I have six million things on my to-do list today. “Just doing my best.”
“Don't you ever!” Grace laugh-shouts. “Listen, we had a pitch from the multimedia team about a possible assignment. I think you'd be perfect for it! Look out for that, ha! I just need to meet with Liz to iron out the details, but it'll be good, I promise!”
“Alright, ma'am. Looking forward to it.”
“Ah, I have to go. Great work, again! Keep it up!”
She waves her ring-covered fingers at me, and I wave back before turning to my computer. I'm deep into transcribing my most recent interview when Penny, an intern-turned-writer for our small but aggressive online news organization, rolls up to me from the neighboring cubicle.
“Ate Sam, I'm so screwed,” she whispers, eyes wide, chest heaving. “I accidentally included something off-the-record in my article, and now my source is texting me nonstop. What do I do?”
“Okay, first, breathe. This has happened to everyone else here before.” A generous statement, but she doesn't need to know that, given how close she looks to a mental breakdown. “Second, tell Ms. Grace immediately. Acknowledge that you made a mistake. Take the licks. That's life in a newsroom. Then work on having it taken down, but don't forget to document everything for the incident report. Lastly, but most importantly, update your source about taking it down, and apologize your ass off. You don't want to burn bridges in this industry, believe me.”
“Okay. Okay.” Penny takes a deep breath and types what I hope was my advice on her phone. “Ugh. I hate writing incident reports.”
“All part of the job,” I say with a grimace. “Go on. Every second the article's online is a second people could screenshot it and make it viral.”
“Right.” She takes a deep breath and puffs her cheeks out. “Here I go.”
She rushes to Grace's office, leaving her office chair rolling. I quickly grab it and slide it into her cubicle, turning it just so.
Same shit, different day.
I go back to typing up my report, going through it thrice and overthinking my angle, before hitting submit and starting another piece like clockwork.
At some point, Penny comes back, subdued. My heart goes out to her— I know what it's like to be reamed out by Grace. I know what it's like to make mistakes in this field. It's like there's a constant spotlight on your work, holding it up to public scrutiny the minute your editor presses Publish, and your name's attached to any and all wrongdoing. It's a constant feedback loop that will drown you if you let it.
“How was it?” I ask, taking an earbud out, still halfway buried in my reports. But I can’t help but feel for my young coworker. She hasn't learned to thicken her skin up yet.
“Oh, it's… it's okay,” she says with a sniffle, scuffing her shoes on the worn tiles as she takes a seat. “Ms. Grace was mad, of course, but I did what you said. They're taking down the article now. I just… I just need to type up my incident report. At least I wasn't suspended.”
“That's good,” I say with a nod.
She nods back and sighs.
“I wish I could be as perfect as you are at this, Ate,” she tells me.
My phone buzzes on my desk. A message from my father. Right on cue— I almost laugh at Penny's assessment.
“I'm not perfect.” My family certainly doesn't think so. “I've just been here longer than you have. You'll get used to it and learn from your mistakes.”
“It'd be better if I didn't make mistakes in the first place,” mumbles Penny.
This time, I do laugh— just a slight chuckle, but from the look on her face, you'd think I started laugh-shouting like Grace.
“Mistakes are inevitable, Pen,” I say. “That's just how life is. You learn as you go.”
“Thanks, Ate.” She gives me a tremulous smile. “I'll keep that in mind.”
I nod, placing my earbud back. I tap open my phone, and whatever smile I had lingering vanishes from my face.
“You're not working late tonight, right?” my father asks. “Don't forget our family dinner.”
Ah, yes. The family dinner. The stuff of nightmares. My own personal hell.
If Penny thought I didn't laugh enough at work, she should see me around my family. Being around them sucks every ounce of joy from my body. It’s not that they're bad people— it's just that there's always an air around them that pushes my spine straight and tightens my stomach. Everything has to be perfect since each of them is perfect. And because I'm the disappointment out of the four of us, the only one less than perfect, well— there's always a burning need in me to prove myself during our monthly dinners.
It doesn't come easy. Already, being an online journalist is not the glamorous job they envisioned for me. I should have followed in their footsteps, became a pediatric oncologist like my mother, or an obstetrician like my father, or a neurosurgeon like my brother. I'm not even the type of reporter they could hope for me to be— the one that appears on TV, the one they could point to and say, “Yes, that's her, isn't she something?” Hell, my parents don’t even have social media. They don't read any of the articles I've slaved over these past six years.
I grit my teeth and type out my reply.
“I'll be there. See you.”
It’s just another item on my to-do list. I can handle it. I have to.






  
  Chapter 2

Axel


“Kali, you obviously capture hearts wherever you go, mine included. As a final question: if you had anything to say to your adoring fans— and don't hold back; the wilder, the better— what would it be?” 
“Oh, I don't… I'm not that charming, Sir Axel.” The nineteen-year-old pop star giggles, covering her mouth as she does, the studio lights glinting on the colorful bangles on her wrist and the clips in her hair. “But for my fans… please know, you are at the heart of everything I do. To my ever-loyal Kali-natics, who have been there since I started singing at KTVs and open nights, you are the best. You are the foundation for my success. And to everyone who will attend my tour, I am so excited to meet you and get to know you!”
“Perfect,” I say with an encouraging smile. “That was Kali Francisco, whose first album, Handle with Care, will be coming out on Valentine's Day. Watch out for the album launch, and get your tickets to her tour through the link below. This has been Axel Rivera, coming at you from Metro News Online. For more of our interviews, check out MetroNews.com and follow us at Metro News Online on all social media platforms. Again, this has been Axel Rivera with Kali Francisco, logging off.”
The producer clears us, and the lights dim in the studio. I lean forward in my seat and hold my hand out for Kali to shake.
“You did good,” I say. “You're definitely going to take the world by storm, I guarantee it.”
“Oh, Sir Axel, stop,” she laughs, gripping my hand. “It's still my first album. There's plenty of work ahead of me.”
“Don't forget to celebrate each milestone, kid.” I pat her hand and help her off the tall stool we use for these interviews. “You're too young for the grind. Just relax and have fun.”
“I'll keep that in mind, sir,” she responds with a shy smile.
“Good. I'll see you again at the album launch?”
“Yes, sir.” She beams, excited, and I flash a bright smile in return. “My manager told me.”
“Alright. Good luck on the road, okay? Break a leg.”
“Thank you, sir.”
I excuse myself as our producer hurries over, headset slung around her neck, clipboard at the ready.
“Axel,” she greets. I immediately know there's more work waiting for me.
“An assignment?” I say, only half-joking, but Lei nods, grim as usual.
“We're collaborating with the news department on this one,” she says.
I raise my eyebrows. Not unheard of, but why get the entertainment team? They like to rub in our faces that we're less than them.
Lei presses her lips together at my expression.
“What? I didn't say anything!” I say, throwing my hands up.
“Your face says enough,” she says, words clipped. She brandishes a pen at me like a well-honed sword. “Just join the meeting with Ms. Liz later. Thirty minutes, in the Aquarium. Got it?”
“Thirty minutes, Aquarium. Got it.”
I wait a few beats as she walks away before pulling out my phone. Thirty minutes. That should be enough time. I cross my fingers and hit my mother's contact on my screen.
She answers on the first ring. I gulp, my dress shirt feeling tight around the collar.
“Ma.” My fingers are too cold. I hurry out of the studio. “How are you?”
“Just perfect, anak,” she replies lightly. Too lightly. “I'm doing great. How are you? How was the interview? I can't wait to watch it— I've always loved Kali. Brittle Love is so catchy but so profound, you know? I'm so glad she's finally breaking through. We need more artists like her. I can't believe—”
“Ma,” I interject, my pulse quickening at her rambling. “Have you taken your meds?”
“Oh, Ax. I'm feeling better without them.” I take a fortifying breath at the familiar words. Familiar, but dreaded. A cocktail of worry and anger swirl deep in my stomach. “I always feel foggy and bogged down when I take them, you know? And now that I've stopped, I feel like I can conquer the world. It's so freeing. I don't even know why I need them in the first place. It's not like they were helping.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose, dislodging my glasses.
“Ma, they were helping,” I tell her, grinding my molars together, my fingers tight around my phone. It’s a miracle it hasn’t cracked in half yet. “I think you're in a manic episode right now. Please just take them. They're in the medicine box. Do you want me to set a reminder on your phone?”
“Aren't you the sweetest?” She laughs, and a shudder crawls down my spine. “Don't worry about me, anak! I can take care of myself. It's my body and I'm listening to it. I don't need the meds, believe me.”
“Please just take them.” I pull open the door and shoulder my way to the garden. “You know what will happen. You feel good now, but if you continue this, you'll crash into depression again. Please, Ma.”
“It won't happen this time, anak,” she says, tone still too cavalier for my comfort. “I promise.”
“Ma.”
“I swear! Oh, what do you want for dinner tonight?” I open my mouth to respond, to say that I’ll take care of it, but she barrels right on. “I can cook. I know how long your days are. Do you want anything in particular? Oh, I feel like going to the market. I haven't been in such a long time. Is Aling Gloria still—”
“Ma, I'll take care of dinner.” God forbid she decides to get creative with a knife. “I got to go. Just… just sit tight, okay? Please take your meds.”
“Okay, Ax. Bye bye!”
“Bye.”
I heave a deep breath, my mind swirling. It's about to get hard again, and the spike of anxiety in my chest won't go away. My extremities are buzzing, numb, shaking. I stumble through the garden to the smoking area, passing by people sitting on metal benches, not sparing them a second glance. I take out my crumpled box of cigarettes from my pocket and shake one out, desperate for relief. 
I light one and take a deep pull, exhaling as the muscles on my shoulders release their tension.
“Excuse me?”
I pivot on my heel and nearly fall over.
Damn.
I didn’t notice her when I arrived, which makes me wonder if I need to update my glasses’ prescription.
She has to be the most beautiful woman I've ever seen— and I interview perfectly sculpted celebrities for a living. There's something striking about her, an effortless air that reeks of confidence, of surety. All my thoughts whir to a stop. I take in her messy bun, the way tendrils of hair frame her heart-shaped face. The way her lashes frame her doe eyes and fan across her high cheekbones when she blinks. Her full lips. The constellation of freckles on her cheeks. The mole near her collarbone, slightly obscured by her plain t-shirt, tucked casually into faded jeans.
“Do you mind? You're smoking all over me,” she says.
I completely miss the irritation in her tone until I see her adorable button nose scrunch up.
“Oh!” I swivel upwind of her to keep the smoke away. “Sorry about that.”
“Are you even allowed to smoke here?” she asks, her brow slanted down. God, even in a huff, she's magnetic.
I couldn't help but smile broadly at her, my anxiety over my mother already taking a backseat.
“Of course.” I tap the metal stand behind me. “That's why this says, ‘Smoking Area.’ It's probably the only reason people come here.”
“Well, some people come here for peace and quiet,” she mutters, tucking an errant lock of hair behind her ear.
“Are you here for peace and quiet?” I ask, still grinning.
She glares at me like I'm wasting her precious time. Hell, I probably am. Based on how she's dressed for comfort, she's probably a production assistant or graphic designer taking a well-earned break.
“You know, in a company as small as ours, I'm pretty sure I would have remembered you,” I can't help but say.
She takes a step back and looks me up and down, her expression incredulous.
“And why is that?” she asks.
“Not every day you see someone so effortlessly beautiful,” I reply, leaning my arm on the Smoking Area sign.
She narrows her eyes at me.
“You got ash on your suit,” she remarks, before swishing away, her bun wobbling at the base of her neck.
I watch the sway of her hips, flicking my spent cigarette into the ashtray. I still wonder why I haven't seen her around before. But with a chance encounter like that, it’s highly likely I won't see her again.
What a shame.






  
  Chapter 3

Sam


Icome back to the newsroom, ruffled beyond belief and smelling like smoke because of that smarmy jerk. 
I’ve seen him around before, because he was right about that part— in a company as small as ours, it’s hard not to recognize everybody in the building. Pretty sure he’s in entertainment. ‘Effortlessly beautiful?’ Please. I know his type— lady’s man, gets into his subjects’ pants with empty flattery, takes pleasure in breaking the company’s rules on pursuing extracurricular activities with your colleagues. There are a lot like him in the office— swaggering around with unearned confidence because someone pinned a mic on them and let them do whatever they wanted to do. They walk and talk like they’re on the red carpet and think that everyone should fall at their feet because of their supposed fame. News flash, buddy, the world doesn’t revolve around you because you rub elbows with celebrities.
All I wanted was some fresh air after that reminder from my father— and the impending doom of another insufferable family dinner that will no doubt leave my self-esteem crippled. Is it too much to ask to be left alone with my thoughts as I try to bolster myself?
“Samantha!” I’d just settled into my desk, fingers poised to type up another article, when Grace strides out of her office, flicking her hand at me. “Aquarium, now!”
With a fortifying breath, I stand up and follow her, two steps to her one. The Aquarium— or, the conference room that’s been nicknamed as such because of its floor-to-ceiling glass walls— looks like it’s occupied by…
No.
I plaster a professional, tight-lipped smile as Grace opens the glass door and waves me in. The jerk from the garden looks up from his phone, his legs sprawled haphazardly under the table like he hasn’t a care in the world, glasses glinting in the harsh fluorescent lights. His face splits into a huge smile when he catches sight of me. I fight back a scowl.
“Sam, these are Liz Antonio and Axel Rivera from the entertainment team. Liz, Axel, this is one of my best writers, Samantha Flores,” Grace says, sitting beside the lady with a salt-and-pepper bob. “We’ll be working together during the campaign season. Liz?”
I reluctantly sit down across from them, putting myself an arm’s length away from Axel, who is still grinning at me.
Liz clears her throat.
“As you may know, the campaign period starts next week,” she begins, flipping open the notepad by her elbow and squinting at her notes. She clicks her pen in a swift, sharp motion. “The multimedia team has pitched a series on the senatorial bets, an on-the-road, getting-to-know line of videos with accompanying articles on a special execution landing page on the website. This will all be mobile, so don't expect any crew following you around.”
I nod, taking notes on my phone. I can see why I was called in for this— I work the politics beat, yes, but this is still a big step up from what I usually cover. An amazing opportunity. I'm glad all my efforts haven't gone to waste. I’m glad Grace has deemed me trustworthy enough to handle this.
It’s exactly what I need to prove myself, after all these years of putting my nose to the grindstone.
But what does Mr. Suit have to do with it? What does the entertainment division have to do with it? They usually only do fluff pieces. Inane soundbites and ridiculous analyses of who wore what to where. Empty headlines for the masses to chew on instead of the real news.
“You two are assigned to follow Dante Dela Vega, the action star,” Grace says in her booming voice, making Axel and me jump in our seats. It seems I’m not the only one whose mind was wandering. “Sam, your investigative skills will pair well with Axel’s celebrity knowledge. We expect angles that combine Dela Vegas’ platforms with his stardom. This is a popular candidate— and he’s jumping straight from movies to the Senate, no House of Representatives or even a mayoral race for him. Give us a peek into how he’s handling all this, what his fans think, how the masses are responding to his promises. Dig into his background— what makes him tick, what he might contribute, what his stances are on issues. Axel here will provide the human interest, keep things interesting, hook the audience.”
I type into my phone furiously, pointedly ignoring Axel, whose gaze is boring a hole into the side of my face.
“Axel, this will be a more serious assignment for you, but I expect the same level of commitment you give to every interview,” Liz says, tapping her manicured fingers on the lacquered table. “But this is the big leagues. Nothing too fluffy— what we’re looking for is an insightful look into Dela Vegas’ character. Keep it light, yes, but not too light.”
“Gotcha,” replies Axel, leaning back into his chair and crossing his legs. “Not my first rodeo, Miss Liz.”
I stifle a snort at his cocky tone.
“I’ll email you two Dela Vega’s schedule,” says Grace, opening up her ancient Blackberry and peering at it. “Coordinate with Ma’am Lourdes on the accommodations and the vans. For rallies nearby, you might need to take your own cars. We’re not made of money.”
“What are the expected deliverables, Ms. Grace?” I ask, fingers hovering over my phone screen.
“An article, a video, a couple of photos for each published material for each event. Write and shoot something that we can package as a highlight reel to promote the landing page,” she replies. I nod and dutifully note it down, heart hammering at the enormity of this assignment. A national campaign, a special page on the website, more events than I’ve ever gone to in years. This is huge. Grace looks between Axel and me with a stern look. “We’re leaving the angles to you two. Man-on-the-street, ambush, whatever— it’s up to you to keep it interesting. I’m trusting you to make it shine. Buckle up. I expect stellar output for the entirety of the campaign season. Don’t let us down.”
“Of course, ma'am,” I answer, setting my phone down, my heart still pounding at the mere idea of this project. 
I can't fumble this.
“We'll leave you to plan the logistics,” says Liz, standing up and collecting her stuff. Grace joins her.
“Surprise us, ha!” she shouts at us as she opens the door for Liz. People from nearby desks look up from their work and stare at the three of us, but Grace is not done. “Don't shy away from tearing into this guy. Lord knows we have enough bumbling celebrities in the Senate already— tell the audience if he’s worth trusting.”
“Got it, ma'am,” I say at the same time Axel nods and salutes them.
I watch as our editors leave before finally turning to Axel. He smirks at me, proffering his hand.
“So, we meet again,” he says.
I take a deep breath and shake his hand as briefly as possible, letting my breath out as I do.
“Yeah. So. How do we do this?” I ask, filled with restless energy— energy he doesn’t seem to share, considering his lackadaisical posture. “I can talk to Ma'am Lourdes regarding the accommodations and the transportation. You probably have more experience with video production, so maybe you can take charge of the equipment and editing? We should also brainstorm which kind of content goes well with each phase of the campaign. The first ones should probably be surface-level, just a rundown—”
“Whoa, whoa,” he says, holding his hands up and swiveling back and forth in his chair. “That's a lot. Why don't we rewind a bit, relax, get to know each other first?”
I narrow my eyes at him, incensed. ‘Relax?’ I’m facing my biggest assignment yet, and he wants to ‘relax?’
“We don't have the time to ‘relax and get to know each other first,’” I reply. “We have less than a week to prepare for three months’ worth of work—”
“Ah, prepare, schmepare,” he says, waving a hand. “We can't plan out everything, Samantha. Let's just get the footage we can get and roll with it. There's always something happening behind the scenes at these rallies. We won't run out of material.”
“Excuse me?” I sputter. “Journalism is ninety percent research and preparation. You can't just wing it and hope for the best. You need careful planning so your execution doesn't fail.”
He smirks at me, and I bristle.
“I can see why you're Ms. Grace's best writer,” he says. I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic or not, which only puts me more on edge. He thumbs his bottom lip, smirk growing. “But you don't need to have everything laid out in front of you, you know.”
“And life isn't all fun and games, you know,” I shoot back, mimicking his condescending tone.
“Oh, it really isn't— and that's not the point I'm making.” He rolls his chair closer and folds his arms on the table. “Want to continue this somewhere else before we get kicked out of the Aquarium by upper management? You can keep misunderstanding me while we buy coffee.”
“That's— I'm not—” I clench my jaw. “I still have five more articles to write, and I can't work late today.”
“Hey, you were the one who wanted to nail all the details down,” he points out. My teeth grind against each other— I hate that he's right.
“Okay, fine.”
He smiles like he's won the lottery.
“Perfect.”







  
  Chapter 4

Sam


“I'm not saying we have to have everything planned,” I argue, bouncing my leg under the table. My unfinished articles loom in the back of my mind like a shadow. “I'm just saying we need structure for this assignment, especially if it will be on a special page.” 
“And you're right. But, based on my experience, you'll find the best stories just appear out of nowhere. You have to be flexible,” Axel replies, tapping his coffee cup against mine. “Can you be flexible, Samantha?”
“For the love of… Just call me Sam, will you?”
He grins at me in a way that makes me feel I fell into some unseen yet low-stakes trap.
“Good to know… Sam.”
“If you're not even going to take my suggestions, then what are we even doing here?” I snap.
“Getting to know each other,” Axel replies with a cheeky grin.
I close my eyes and exhale, counting backwards from ten.
“What will that accomplish?”
“Look, Sam.” He pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose, the light from the snazzy fixtures above us making them gleam golden for a moment. “I know you guys work as a one-man team most of the time. But we have to at least foster some rapport while working on this project. We'll be stuck in vans for three months with no other means of entertainment for hours at a time. Might as well make this worthwhile, right?”
I eye him, assessing his sincerity. He raises his eyebrows at me.
I sigh.
“You make a good point.”
“Sorry, what was that?” He cups a hand to his ear.
“I said you make a good point,” I grumble, crossing my arms over my chest. “But we really do need to hurry things up. I can't stay late at the office today. I have… a thing.”
“Big date?” he asks, taking a sip of his drink. 
I nearly snort my coffee. “No.”
“I find that hard to believe,” he says, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Beautiful girls like you always have lines of suitors falling at their feet.”
I squint my eyes at him, remembering his blatant flirting in the garden.
“Are you always like this?” I ask, gesturing at his whole deal.
“Like what?” He blinks at me, eyes innocent. I don't buy it.
“You know.” I wave my hand at him again. “The suit, the suave, the smirk.”
He throws his head back with a laugh.
“I like that. That's my new bio.”
“Seriously.” I take a sip of my drink, surveying him over the rim of my cup. “Aren't we getting to know each other?”
He suppresses a smile.
“Well, the suit is for on-cam interviews. Can't be around celebrities looking less than put-together. The suave comes with practice.” He mirrors me, leaning back and watching me over the rim of his cup as well. “The smirk is just there because you amuse me.”
“Great,” I scoff. “Glad to be your source of amusement.”
“Oh, don't take it like that,” he chides. “I just meant to say I'm enjoying this. Working together will be a blast, I'm sure of it.”
“Sure.” Doubtful. I've never been much of a team player— some things are just better done by yourself. But here I am with a partner on a project that could make or break my career, so I need to at least tolerate Axel and all his… Axel-ness, even though I don't trust it. “Back on topic, though. You'll handle our equipment and the post-production?”
“Alright,” he says, flicking through his phone with a lazy tilt of his head. “Dela Vega's first campaign is in his baluarte in Bulacan. They won't give us a van for somewhere that close. Your car or mine?”
“Um—” I look down at my hands, twisting my fingers together. I grasp the wooden stirrer instead and nearly break it in half. I swallow. “My car can't really handle long drives.”
“Really?” He seems more concerned than judgmental. My shoulders drop from my ears. “How do you get around for assignments that are far away? Let's face it, Metro News isn't really that generous when it comes to the company vans.”
“Well, I use public transpo when I can’t use my car,” I admit, his tone prying the truth out of me. “It's all about efficiency. If you leave early enough, you have enough time for everything to go wrong and still make it in time.”
“Huh.”
The way he looks at
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