
		
			[image: Ang_Galing_Mo_cover_English_2.jpg]
		


		
			[image: ][image: ]

		


			Dedicated to my ever supportive and loving wife,

			Maridel

			and

			our two treasures,

			David

			and

			Gwyneth

			Thank you for supporting all my elusive dreams and schemes.

			Published by ABMeneses (addmediacreatives@gmail.com) 9 Benefit St. GSIS Village, Brgy. Sangandaan, Quezon City, 1116

			 Copyright © 2022 ADDMedia Creative Printshop® • All rights reserved

			No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper or broadcast.

			DISCLAIMER

			In no event shall ADDMedia Creative PrintShop®, its subsidiaries or any of its staff be liable for any damages (including, without limitation, damages for loss of data or profit, or due to business interruption) arising out of the use or inability to use the materials in the book. The findings in this book are debatable and can be inaccurate. Some of the materials used here have been taken from the internet and fall under the Fair Use Act and Creative Common Law. Fair use is a use permitted by copyright statute that might otherwise be infringing. Creative Commons is a system that allows you to legally use “some rights reserved” music, movies, images, and other content — all for free. The use of images, names, logos, and brands does not imply endorsement.

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

			ALL RIGHTS BELONG TO THEIR RESPECTIVE OWNERS

		


			Introduction

			In the high-stakes world of corporate strategy, success is built on two things: absolute control and unyielding predictability. But what happens when the most precise analytical mind in the industry collides head-on with a creative force of absolute, unmitigated chaos? The Imperfect Proposal invites you into the brilliant, sharp-witted, and electrified world of Mateo Reyes and Beatriz Castillo. He is a man of spreadsheets, cold data, and carefully calibrated three-year projections; she is a brilliant hurricane in a designer suit who turns every corporate crisis into an artistic masterpiece. When they are thrown together to salvage a luxury tropical resort in the middle of a literal and professional storm, the result isn’t just a clash of business philosophies—it is a total system override.

			This isn’t your typical, predictable office romance, this novel delivers a deeply immersive, fast-paced enemies-to-lovers story filled with sharp dialogue, psychological depth, and intellectual sparring that will leave you breathless. From the clinical, sterile boardrooms of executive towers to the sun-drenched, chaotic shores of Palawan, watch as a man who built his entire life on mitigating risk realizes that the greatest risk of all is a life left un-lived. Through their journey, you will discover that you cannot optimize the heart, and you certainly cannot put a deadline on a spark.

			If you are tired of formulaic stories and are craving a novel with genuine depth, rich environmental textures, and characters who challenge each other at every single turn, then you need to read this book. Follow Mateo and Beatriz as they navigate corporate espionage, family legacies, and the ultimate realization that perfection is an illusion worth shattering. Step into the boardroom, prepare for a system anomaly, and witness the most beautiful, unpatched bug in the history of love.

			Remember, love has a funny way of bringing people together.

			Aaaron Sesenem

		


		
			Chapter I  The Corporate Gauntlet

		


		
			Episode 1  The Honeymoon From Hell

			The air inside Sterling & Vance isn’t just air; it’s a pressurized chamber of ambition and caffeine. Criselda Castillo clicks her pen—click, click, click—a rhythmic, plastic heartbeat that mirrors her rising agitation. 

			She is a woman of vibrant colors, her desk a curated disaster of mood boards, neon sticky notes, and a “Girl Boss” mug that has seen better days. Across the polished mahogany of the conference table sits Mateo Reyes. 

			He is her polar opposite: a man who looks like he was rendered in high-definition grayscale. His desk is so clean it’s suspicious. 

			No stray papers, no crumbs, just a single, perfectly aligned laptop and an expensive fountain pen that probably costs more than her first car.

			* * * * * * * * *

			He’s doing it again, Criselda thinks, her eyes narrowing. He’s breathing too efficiently.

			Mateo doesn’t look up from his screen. He doesn’t have to. He can feel Criselda’s gaze like a heat lamp on the side of his face. 

			He finds her “creative process” to be nothing short of atmospheric noise. 

			To him, marketing is a game of chess played with algorithms; to her, it’s a finger-painting session with high stakes.

			“Alright, team,” Mr. Sterling booms, slamming the door open with the theatricality of a man who owns three yachts and zero humility. 

			“Aura Resorts. Their new luxury honeymoon package. This is the whale, people. The Moby Dick of tourism accounts.”

			Criselda’s heart leaps. This is it. This is the project that gets her the Creative Director title. She can already see the campaign: 

			Sun-drenched silhouettes, whispered promises, the kind of romance that makes you want to buy a one-way ticket to paradise.

			“Our challenge,” Mr. Sterling continues, pacing the room, “is that the CEO, Mr. Alistair Finch, thinks we’re too... robotic. Too corporate. He wants heart. He wants kilig.”

			“I can provide heart, sir,” Criselda interjects, her voice bright. “I’ve already mapped out a narrative arc centered on the ‘first dance’ of a marriage—”

			“And I,” Mateo interrupts, his voice a cool blade of logic, “have compiled a 40-page analysis of millennial spending habits regarding luxury travel. The data suggests—”

			“The data suggests you’ve never had a spontaneous thought in your life, Mateo,” Criselda snaps, turning to him with a sugary, lethal smile.

			“Spontaneity is just another word for lack of preparation, Criselda,” he retorts without missing a beat.

			Mr. Sterling holds up a hand. “Enough! You two have been at each other’s throats since the Sparkle Mouthwash incident.”

			* * * * * * * * *

			The memory hits Criselda like a physical blow. A year ago, they were forced to collaborate. 

			She had insisted on a “Magical Sparkle” campaign that involved actual glitter cannons. 

			Mateo had insisted on a clinical approach. 

			The result? A glitter-clogged ventilation system and a CEO who looked like he’d been assaulted by a unicorn.

			“That’s why,” Mr. Sterling says, his grin turning mischievous and terrifying, “you are going to co-lead this. And you’re going to do it... authentically. Mr. Finch wants a first-hand, immersive experience. He wants to see if Sterling & Vance truly understands ‘The Magic.’ He’s invited our lead team to test-run the flagship resort in Palawan. As a couple.”

			The silence that follows is so heavy it feels like the floor might cave in.

			* * * * * * * * *

			“A couple?” Criselda squeaks. “Sir, I’d rather test-run a bed of nails. With a side of broken glass.”

			“It’s a four-day, three-night stay,” Sterling continues, ignoring her. 

			“Vlogs, social media takeovers, the works. You leave tomorrow. Prove to Finch that you can sell romance, or find another agency.”

			* * * * * * * * *

			As Sterling sweeps out, Criselda turns to Mateo. He looks like he’s just been told his favorite spreadsheet has a virus.

			“We are going to die,” she whispers.

			“Correction,” Mateo says, finally closing his laptop with a sharp thud. 

			“I am going to die of boredom, and you are going to die of a lack of structure. But if I lose this promotion because you can’t act ‘in love’ for ninety-six hours, I will make sure your next office is a cubicle in the basement.”

			Criselda glares. 

			“I hate him. I hate his perfect jawline, his organized life, and his stupidly expensive shoes.”

			She flashes back to their first meeting three years ago—she had accidentally spilled her latte on his white shirt, and instead of being angry, he had simply looked at her with a profound, quiet disappointment that hurt worse than a scream. 

			Since then, it’s been war.

			WAR!

			No prisoners taken.

			“Fine, Reyes,” she says, grabbing her bag. 

			“Pack your sunblock. And your personality, if you can find it.”

		


		
			Episode 2  Bubbles and Bruised Egos

			The tropical sun of Palawan is unforgivingly beautiful, stabbing through the sheer curtains of the Honeymoon Suite with the precision of a laser. 

			Criselda Castillo wakes up mid-gasp, her limbs tangled in a thousand-thread-count sheet that feels like a silken trap. For a blissful three seconds, she forgets where she is. 

			Then, she sees the heart-shaped flower arrangement on the vanity and the dread slams into her chest.

			She rolls over to the left side of the massive bed. 

			It is empty. 

			Not just empty—it is pristine. 

			The pillows are plumped, the duvet is taut, and there isn’t a single wrinkle to suggest a human being had occupied the space.

			“Of course,” Criselda mutters, pushing her wild hair out of her face. 

			“He sleeps like a statue. Probably calculates his REM cycles in a ledger.”

			She finds Mateo on the private balcony, overlooking the turquoise expanse of the Bacuit Bay. He looks infuriatingly put-together in crisp linen pants and a navy polo. 

			He isn’t enjoying the view; he is holding a digital recorder to his lips, whispering into it with the intensity of a spy.

			“Subject 1A,” Mateo murmurs. 

			“The humidity levels at 0700 hours are at 82%. This may impact the ‘frizz-free’ promise of the resort’s premium hair care amenities. Note: Recommend high-grade anti-frizz serum for the welcome basket.”

			* * * * * * * * *

			Criselda leans against the doorframe, crossing her arms over her silk robe. 

			“Good morning, ‘hubby.’ Did you optimize the sunrise or did it not meet your KPI requirements?”

			Mateo doesn’t flinch. 

			He slowly turns, his gaze sweeping over her messy hair and sleep-fogged eyes with a clinical detachment that makes her want to scream. 

			“The sunrise was efficient, Criselda. Though the color palette was a bit cliché. Too much magenta, not enough gold. I’ve been documenting the consistency of the in-room espresso. It lacks the necessary bitter finish to truly stimulate a high-performance morning.”

			“You’re a buzzkill, Mateo. A literal vacuum of joy,” she says, walking past him to grab a croissant from the breakfast spread. 

			She rips into it with a savagery that says she’s imagining it’s his neck. 

			“Our first official task is the Couple’s Deluxe Mud Bath. We have to vlog it. Mr. Finch wants ‘raw, unfiltered connection.’”

			Mateo sighs, a long, suffering sound. 

			“Connection. Right. I have prepared a script for the vlog. If we stick to these talking points—highlighting the mineral content of the mud and the ROI of the spa package—we should satisfy the client’s requirements without unnecessary... theatrics.”

			“Theatrics? You mean feelings?” Criselda scoffs. 

			“Mateo, people don’t buy mud because of minerals. They buy it because they want to touch their partner’s skin without it being weird. Put the script away. We’re going off-book.”

			The spa is a sanctuary of hushed whispers and expensive scents. As they stand before the large ceramic tub filled with thick, warm, gray-brown mud, Mateo looks like he’s facing a firing squad. 

			He gingerly dips a toe in, his face contorting in disgust.

			“This is... viscous,” he notes, his voice tight.

			“It’s mud, Spreadsheet! It’s supposed to be viscous!” Criselda laughs, already knee-deep. 

			She grabs a handful of the warm goo and slathers it onto his shoulder. 

			“Feel the magic! Embrace the ‘kilig’!”

			They set up the camera on a tripod. Criselda hits ‘record’ and shifts instantly into ‘In-Love Criselda’ mode. She beams at the lens, leaning her head on Mateo’s rigid shoulder.

			“Hi everyone! We’re here at the Aura Spa, and I just feel so... connected to my handsome husband today,” she coos, her voice dripping with fake honey. 

			“Being in this mud together just makes me realize how much I love our... synergy.”

			Mateo looks at the camera like it’s a predatory animal. “Indeed, darling. The heat transfer from the volcanic mud is excellent for muscle recovery. I’ve analyzed the demographic data, and 85% of honeymooners prefer clear, concise messaging regarding wellness. This mud is... statistically significant.”

			Criselda’s smile twitches. She reaches down, grabs a massive glob of mud, and slams it into the center of his chest. 

			“Oh, you and your statistics! You’re so funny, babe!”

			Mateo freezes. He looks down at the brown splatter on his expensive chest. Something in him snaps. The “Professional Mateo” mask cracks, revealing a glimpse of the competitive boy who probably hated losing at Tag.

			* * * * * * * * *

			“You want ‘unfiltered,’ Castillo?” he whispers, his eyes darkening. 

			He scoops up a handful of mud and flings it with the precision of a professional pitcher. It hits her square on the arm.

			“Oh, it is on!” Criselda squeals.

			For the next ten minutes, the vlog is forgotten. They aren’t co-directors or rivals; they are two kids in a mud pit. 

			They grapple, slipping and sliding, laughter echoing off the stone walls. Criselda finds herself pinned against the edge of the tub, breathless and covered in slime. 

			Mateo is right there, his face inches from hers. He’s laughing—a real, deep, melodic sound she’s never heard before.

			He reaches out, his muddy thumb gently brushing a streak of grime from her cheek. His touch is light, but it feels like a lightning strike. 

			The laughter dies down, replaced by a silence so thick it makes the mud feel light.

			* * * * * * * * *

			“You... have a little bit left,” he whispers, his voice dropping an octave.

			Criselda stares at him, her heart thudding against her ribs. 

			In this light, without the glasses and the spreadsheets, Mateo isn’t a rival. 

			He’s a man. A very, very handsome man with eyes that are suddenly looking at her like she’s the only thing in the world that matters. 

			She finds herself leaning in, her breath hitching.

			BZZZZZT! BZZZZZT!

			The sound of his phone on the stone ledge vibrates like a chainsaw. Mateo recoils instantly, the “Professional Mask” slamming back into place so fast it gives her whiplash. 

			He wipes his hands on a towel and checks the screen, his face turning pale.

			“It’s Mr. Finch,” Mateo says, his voice regained its corporate chill. 

			“He’s flying in early. He’s joining us for dinner tonight to observe our ‘romantic dynamic’ in person.”

			Criselda feels the cold air hit her skin as the warmth of the moment evaporates. 

			“Well,” she says, her voice shaky. “I guess we better start practicing our ‘I do’s,’ because if we mess this up, we’re both fired.”

		


		
			Episode 3  The Dinner Party Deception

			The panic inside the Honeymoon Suite is almost a living thing. Criselda is vibrating with nervous energy, her vanity table covered in a tactical spread of cosmetics.  This isn’t just a dinner; it’s a high-stakes performance where the critics have the power to delete her career.

			* * * * * * * * *

			“Mateo! Focus!” Criselda yells from the bathroom, struggling with the zipper of a silk ruby-red dress. 

			“We need a backstory. A real one. Finch isn’t going to buy the ‘we met at a seminar’ line. He wants magic, he wants destiny, he wants... kilig!”

			Mateo stands by the full-length mirror, adjusting his tuxedo with a hand that is surprisingly steady. 

			“I’ve already told you, Criselda. According to consumer psychology, people gravitate towards relatable origins. A charity auction is the perfect middle ground. It implies status, philanthropy, and shared values.”

			* * * * * * * * *

			Criselda stomps out, the zipper still halfway down her back. 

			“A charity auction is where people go to be bored in expensive clothes! No. We need drama.” 

			She turns her back to him. 

			“Zip me up. And listen.”

			Mateo hesitates. His fingers, usually so precise on a keyboard, tremble slightly as he reaches for the cold metal of her zipper. 

			He can smell her perfume—something like vanilla and jasmine—and it’s far more distracting than any spreadsheet he’s ever analyzed. 

			As he pulls the fabric together, his knuckles brush against the warm skin of her back. He freezes for a split second, the air in the room suddenly feeling very thin.

			“Okay,” Criselda continues, oblivious to his internal short-circuit. 

			“Flashback: We met at the agency, right? We hated each other. I thought you were a robot; you thought I was a hurricane. But one night, after a brutal pitch, we ended up at this divey karaoke bar. We were the only ones left. The DJ forced us into a duet of ‘Islands in the Stream.’ By the time we hit the chorus, the hatred turned into... something else.”

			Mateo clears his throat, stepping back. 

			“That is statistically improbable and sounds like a plot from a low-budget rom-com. Let’s compromise. The charity auction had terrible music. We bonded over our mutual disdain for the ‘smooth jazz’ version of pop songs. It’s sophisticated yet human.”

			“Fine,” Criselda sighs, turning to face him. 

			“The ‘Smooth Jazz’ Summit it is. But if you mention a pen, I’m stabbing you with a fork.”

			* * * * * * * * *

			An hour later, they are seated at the resort’s private dinner pavilion, suspended over the dark, whispering waves. Mr. Alistair Finch sits across from them, looking like a king waiting to be entertained.

			“So,” Finch says, swirling his wine. 

			“Tell me about the spark. When did you know this wasn’t just a professional partnership?”

			Criselda leans in, her eyes sparkling with fake—and perhaps a little real—mischief. She tells the story of the charity auction, painting a picture of the stifling room and the terrible music. 

			Mateo picks up the thread, his voice becoming unexpectedly warm as he describes the “secret coffee meetings” where they supposedly fell in love while critiquing ads.

			“But tell me,” Finch interrupts, his gaze piercing. 

			“What is the one thing you truly rely on your partner for? Not as a colleague. As a spouse.”

			The table goes silent. Criselda’s mind races. She relies on Mateo to annoy her? To fix her margins? Then, Mateo speaks. He isn’t looking at Finch; he’s looking at her.

			“I rely on Criselda to keep me from disappearing into the numbers,” he says quietly. 

			“I tend to view the world as a series of problems to be solved. She reminds me that the world is something to be felt. She makes me trust my gut, even when the data says otherwise.”

			Criselda feels a lump form in her throat. That wasn’t in the script. It was honest. It was vulnerable. It was Mateo.

			“And you, Criselda?” Finch asks.

			Criselda looks at Mateo, seeing the man who just defended her “flights of fancy” in front of the most important client of their lives. 

			“I rely on him to be my anchor,” she whispers. “I have a tendency to drift away into my own head. Mateo is the only one who knows how to pull me back to earth without breaking my wings.”

			Finch beams, raising his glass. 

			“To honesty. I believe your campaign is in excellent hands.”

			As Finch leaves, the silence between Criselda and Mateo changes. It’s no longer competitive; it’s charged.

			“The coffee meetings,” Criselda murmurs, her hand still in his under the table. “Was that part of the act?”

			Mateo leans forward, his face inches from hers. “I think the version we told him... is the one I wish we’d actually lived.”

			He begins to lean in. Criselda closes her eyes, her heart drumming against her ribs. 

			The scent of the sea, the warmth of his hand, the intensity of the moment—it’s perfect.

			“SURPRISE!” a waiter shouts, slamming a massive chocolate lava cake onto the table. 

			“Compliments of the chef for the beautiful couple!”

			The spell shatters. Mateo pulls back, looking like he wants to fight the waiter, while Criselda can only stare at the melting chocolate, wondering if she just imagined the look in his eyes.
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