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      For my family,

      who gave me the courage to dream

      and the support to turn my dream into reality.
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        Your mental health is important.

        Please be aware that this book includes mentions of bullying, racism, cancer, and the death of a loved one (off-page).
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          tagpuan – (n) meeting place

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven years ago

      

      

      tala

      Even the trees looked different here.

      They reminded me of the palm trees we had in the Philippines, only they weren’t as tall. The trunks spanned wider across, their leaves shorter and broader. Similar, but not the same.

      Drawn to that semblance of home, I crossed the street and wandered to the clearing between the not-quite-palm trees and an old two-story building. A small garden was nestled beyond it. I checked for a fence or a sign, any hint that it was private property. Nothing. I walked in, needing the silence and solitude it offered.

      Wild vines creeped all the way up one wall, while windows covered the other, their glass dark and wavy. I followed the brick path to the center of the square space where an antique fountain stood, its three tiers half-filled with murky green-brown water. The farther I walked, the fainter the sound of passing cars grew, replaced by the gentle rustling of leaves.

      Here, I could finally breathe. No eyes judged me. No laughter made me wonder if I was the punchline of someone else’s joke. I could just be. I could dance like no one was watching—because no one was.

      It was the best feeling in the world.

      Dumping my bag on the lone chair, I pulled out my phone and put on some music.

      I didn’t know how long I danced. I was free to keep going as long as I wanted. But then a figure on the reflective windowpanes caught my eye.

      My breath lodged in my throat. I spun around and stared at the boy striding toward me from the garden path. As he neared, I realized he was at least a foot taller than me, with short dark blond hair and broad shoulders that stretched the material of his shirt. He had that muscled build that screamed athlete. Add in his clean-shaven face and high-bridged nose, and he probably had all the girls looking twice.

      If only he wasn’t scowling.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded, narrowing his light-colored eyes on me.

      I shifted my feet. “Ah, I was just . . . dancing?”

      Spotting the phone that I left on top of my bag, he reached out and stopped the music without bothering to ask my permission. “How’d you find this place?”

      I winced. “I was exploring the campus and ended up here.”

      “This isn’t part of campus.”

      “I know⁠—”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said in a louder voice.

      Pressing my lips together, I swallowed. Nodded. “I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

      My backpack felt heavier in my hand as I picked it up and swung it onto my shoulder. The disdain on the boy’s face weighed me down.

      No way would I beg to stay where I wasn’t welcome. Maybe I should have argued, but he looked like he could overpower me without breaking a sweat. I knew what could happen to a girl alone with a boy in an isolated place—and here, I had no one at all to call for help.

      So, I dropped my eyes and walked away.

      “Wait,” he called out.

      My shoulders grew tenser. I turned to face him, but my legs were prepared to run.

      He approached me and held out a familiar metallic rectangle. “You forgot your phone.”

      “Oh.” A breath whooshed out of me. I took the phone, carefully avoiding any physical contact. “Thanks.”

      As I turned to leave again, he said, “Are you always polite to assholes?”

      I did a double take. “I wasn’t—I mean, you’re not . . .”

      Shrugging, he gave me a half smile. Was I imagining it or did he look a bit . . . sheepish? “You were, and I was,” he admitted. “I’m sorry. I promise I’m not usually an ass. I was just surprised to find you here. It’s kind of my getaway and I never see anyone else come around.”

      I was too busy processing his words to answer.

      “What’s your name?” he asked abruptly.

      Should I tell him the truth? Or was it better to just leave? He didn’t seem like a threat, but wasn’t that what made serial killers so effective?

      I scoffed at my paranoia. “Tala,” I said. “My name is Tala.”

      He repeated it. With his accent, my name came out as tuh-luh instead of ta-la. “I’m Jason.”

      I tried to stay still and keep my nerves from showing even though my heart was racing. “What sport do you play?” I blurted out without thinking.

      Immediately, my cheeks burned.

      Why did I ask that? I didn’t even know this guy.

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “What makes you think I play one?”

      Up close, I could tell that his eyes were blue. They twinkled as if daring me to tell him how ridiculously fit his body was.

      Keep your eyes on his face, Tala.

      “You look . . .” Against my better judgment, my gaze drifted across his strong chest to his flat stomach.

      He chuckled, and my eyes flew up to meet his.

      “Fit,” I almost shouted. Then I groaned out loud.

      His laughter sounded musical.

      “Please forget this happened. I’m going now.” Mortified, I turned to leave.

      He caught my wrist in a gentle yet firm hold, then let me go as soon as I faced him again. “C’mon, stay. This space is big enough for the two of us. I’ll even tell you what sport keeps me so . . . fit.”

      “Is it basketball?”

      The smile that broke across his face made my breath hitch. “How’d you guess?”

      “You’re tall. And you have big hands.” My eyes widened. I did not just say that. Would someone please beam me straight back to Manila right now?

      Laughing, he said, “You know what, dance girl? I like you.”

      Despite my mortification, I thought I liked him too.
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          Ate – (n) older sister

        

      

    

    
      tala

      “Yes, yes!”

      I fought back a groan as my younger sister Luna shouted at the television for what felt like the thousandth time.

      “Get that ball, Miles!” Luna yelled.

      Fighting the urge to look at the TV, I kept my eyes fixed on my laptop, where a digital version of myself stumbled in the middle of a dance routine. Another clip to add to my bloopers video. As embarrassing as it was to post myself tripping over my own two feet, those clips brought in better engagement. It showed my audience a more personal side of me. Made me more relatable—or so Luna said.

      “Yeah, Jason!”

      My head snapped up at the name, just in time to watch number sixteen sink in a three-pointer.

      Luna jumped and threw her fist in the air. “Tie!” she sang out. “Need to pee!”

      The commentator announced a time-out, and Luna dashed to the bathroom, her long black hair swaying behind her. With her gone, I could shamelessly stare at the players trailing into the sidelines.

      Well. One player in particular—Jason Meyer, point guard of the Bay Area’s Santa Mila Barons.

      Basketball fans knew Jason as the NBA’s golden boy. I knew him as science guy.

      In his blue and yellow jersey, he sat wiping his face. He stared ahead, like he wasn’t hearing the noise around him. His eyes held no emotion, and it was such a marked change from how he used to be.

      We had only been friends for less than a school year, and really only after class hours. When I was done with my shift at the library and he with his training, we’d find ourselves in that abandoned garden. There, I wasn’t the weird foreign student whom other girls mocked for wearing baggy clothes and rolling her r’s. And he wasn’t the star basketball player. We were just two people doing what we loved.

      For me, it was dancing. For him, it was reading up on the environment.

      At the end of the year, he graduated and moved on to the NBA without looking back. And me? I was still in Sterling, South Carolina. Still dancing on the side while trying to get by.

      The bedroom door slammed shut as Luna dashed back inside the living room. She plopped on the sofa that had doubled as my bed since she moved in with me a year ago.

      “We’re about to win the championship! Come watch, Ate,” she said, pronouncing it as ah-teh.

      The Filipino term felt like a cage, like my identity was tied to being the older sister—and the responsibilities that went with it. But it was the traditional way of showing respect. Luna had called me Ate since she learned how to talk.

      I got up from the dining chair and sat next to her. Despite my feigned reluctance, I was grateful for the excuse to watch.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like basketball, which happened to be our national sport. On the contrary, I’d watched more games than Luna could ever guess.

      It was that, even after six years, I still felt a pinch in my chest whenever I saw Jason.

      “Here we go,” Luna said. A second later, she was on her feet again as Jason stole the ball from a member of the opposing team and dribbled it across the court. One of his opponents blocked him, making a grab for the ball.

      Seven seconds on the shot clock.

      My heart raced as Jason took a step back. He feinted to the right, leapt to the left. And passed the ball forward—straight into the hands of his teammate Miles Gomez.

      Without missing a beat, Miles whirled to face the basket and shot the ball high.

      The buzzer sounded right as the ball sank into the hoop.

      Shrieking at the top of her lungs, Luna jumped up and down. She pulled me up and squeezed the air out of me with a massive hug. “We won!”

      I barely blinked as she let go of me to dance around the room. My gaze was locked on the players piling one on top of the other. Jason and Miles stood in the center, their arms wrapped around each other as they laughed.

      “And there you have it, folks. Your NBA Champions, the Santa Mila Barons,” the announcer droned while the camera panned to fans in the crowd cheering, dancing, and crying.

      “I knew it! I knew it,” Luna crowed. Bending over the coffee table, she grabbed her phone and began tapping on it.

      I sank back into the sofa. Contradictory emotions warred within me.

      Elation. Sadness. Excitement. Regret.

      “Ate, we need to celebrate!”

      “Sure. What do you want—” I stopped mid-sentence as my smartwatch buzzed.

      Jose calling.

      Sighing to myself, I said, “Sorry, I need to take this call. Be right back.”

      Luna’s face fell.

      This happened often enough that we both knew the drill. We’d been trained for it even before we were teens. Unplanned phone calls meant bad news or abrupt goodbyes. Rarely did they signal anything happy.

      Resigned to what was coming, I ducked into what used to be my bedroom and answered the call on my cell phone. A few minutes later, I was in my scrubs, apologizing to Luna as I refilled my water bottle. “I’m so sorry, Lu. They need me to sub for the night shift.”

      “Right, I understand,” she replied, all excitement gone. “Go do your thing.”

      “Why don’t you go out with Kriz? I’ll give you some cash⁠—”

      “It’s fine. I’m tired, anyway. Too much adrenaline. I’ll talk to Lonzo for a bit, then go to bed,” she said, referring to our younger brother.

      Slinging my bag onto my shoulder, I hesitated. Then I dug out my wallet. “I’ll leave money in case you get a craving for something.” I pulled out two ten-dollar bills and placed them in the catchall tray on the dining table.

      Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Alright. Thanks.”

      I walked over to her and gave her a quick side hug. “I promise we’ll celebrate. This weekend?”

      “Sure. Take care.” Luna squeezed me back and let go. “I’ll lock up after you.”

      Guilt weighed on my shoulders as I walked to the elevator. Interrupted plans were nothing new, but they sucked all the same. Like I did every time it happened, I reminded myself that emergency shifts meant extra money.

      Our family needed it. Thankfully, I had the opportunity to help. My salary wasn’t anything grand, but with the dollar-to-peso exchange rate, any money I sent home made a difference. And since Luna only had a partial scholarship, I needed to earn enough to support two people . . . and then some.

      This wasn’t exactly the life I’d pictured when my parents convinced me I’d have a better future outside the Philippines. America was the land of opportunities, they’d said. A place where dreams came true.

      Jason’s face flashed in my mind again. He’d made it big—just like I always knew he would.

      I was happy for him. I only wished he hadn’t completely cut me out of his life. Clearly, our friendship had mattered more to me than it had to him.

      But the past was past, and I had bigger concerns to focus on in the present.
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          ubos – (adj) depleted

        

      

    

    
      jason

      “Jason, how does it feel to win your first championship?”

      “Looking great, Elena!”

      “Jason, Elena! Can we get a smile over here?”

      Elena tugged on my arm, stopping me midway to the car. Over the fourteen months we had been dating, I’d learned that was her way of prompting me to pose for the camera.

      Out of habit, I stepped to her left—never the right, because that was her favorite angle to have photographed—and wrapped an arm around her waist. She draped her arms around me in a show of affection. Truth was, it emphasized the line of her jaw and the curve of her ass, which was barely hidden by her skintight dress.

      As a model, Elena knew all the tricks to highlight her best assets. She worked them every time, using me like a prop.

      Not that I could complain. I’d always known why she was with me—for my fame and my body. Our careers meant we didn’t see each other often, but when our schedules matched, she’d catch my game for the guaranteed photo ops, then we’d hit the party scene before holing up in her hotel. In the beginning, that was fine. But lately, it felt superficial. Cold.

      After posing and smiling through questions I’d heard a million times before, I called out, “As great as this has been, we’re running late. Have a good night, guys.” I gave the reporters my signature two-finger salute and ignored the jumble of words they tossed at me.

      Elena tensed but I nudged her toward the car with my arm around her back. Ahead of us, her bodyguard cleared a path as best he could.

      I should have hired one too. Between my team winning the championship and Elena posting our date on her socials, the paps were hungrier than usual.

      Growing up with an NBA player for a dad meant I was used to reporters, but my patience had run thin over the past weeks. My smile felt more forced, and my temper was quicker to spike.

      I never let it show. That wasn’t the Meyer way. Instead, I gave them what they wanted . . . as long as it suited me.

      And now, it suited me to be in my car and on our way.

      Elena’s bodyguard opened the back door for us, and I helped her in. The hem of her dress rose as she sat, exposing the length of her bare legs. In the past, that would have been enough to stir my cock. Now, I only wondered if she ever wore jeans outside of ad campaigns. If she did, I had yet to see it happen.

      I rounded the car and entered through the opposite side. I preferred to drive, but it felt strange to have a bodyguard in the backseat. Also, Elena hated to sit in front. So whenever I was with her, I gave up the car keys to have her next to me.

      Only right now, she wasn’t beside me. She straddled my thighs, the movement lifting her dress high enough to reveal her lack of underwear.

      “I like it when you take charge,” she said in a breathy voice as she ground against me.

      Old me would have pulled down the straps of her dress and cupped her breasts as she rode me to a finish. Present me stilled her hips and glanced at the rearview mirror, noting how her bodyguard kept his gaze on the road.

      “Don’t worry about him.” Undeterred, she reached for my belt. “He’s used to it. If you want, I’ll get him to join in later.”

      Her words made me stiffen, and not in the way she wanted. Her bodyguard might be used to her sexcapades, but I didn’t want to get used to any of this. Not the sleazy encounters and definitely not this numbness in my chest. Elena was supposed to be my girlfriend, and what did I feel for her? Nothing but a distant sense of weariness.

      She unbuckled my belt and traced a finger down my zipper. “What do you say we give people something big to talk about? Maybe get me a diamond ring?”

      Like winning the most important game in the basketball world wasn’t big enough? Also, when did we ever put marriage on the table? It wasn’t even on the menu.

      I stopped her hands before they undid my zipper. “We need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      “There he is.” Miles bounded toward me, a huge grin stretching across his face. With a height of seven feet and shoulders as wide as a standard door, no one could miss him.

      His annual end-of-season party was big every year, but this was one for the books. Neon lights transformed his formal living room into something reminiscent of a club with multiple bars set up along the perimeter. Uniformed waiters milled about carrying liquor bottles and platters of finger food. A deejay spun music on a dais in the center, and behind him a huge LED screen spelled out ‘Home of the Champions.’

      It was the Barons’ first championship in thirteen years. In addition to that, Miles had been voted MVP, a first in our team’s history. From the looks of it, everyone who was anyone was here to celebrate.

      I nodded at the people I passed, slapping high-fives and patting shoulders here and there. A couple of my teammates had their arms around their girlfriends, others their hookups for the night. Most of the women went heavy on the makeup and low on the skin coverage. I ignored the inviting looks they threw my way, evading the more forward ones who attempted to graze parts of my body.

      I smiled at them but didn’t stop walking. Not until my best friend—and his two hundred and twenty-five pounds of pure muscle—knocked right into me. I let out a grunt.

      “J-man!” Miles shouted as he thumped my back. “What the fuck took you so long?”

      “Elena,” I said, matching his volume so he could hear me over the crowd.

      He nodded. “Gave you a good time, did she?”

      “Not exactly.”

      More like she gave me an earful. She said I’d never given her any hints that I wasn’t happy with our arrangement and accused me of wanting to trade up now that I’d won a championship ring. I told her I wasn’t interested in anyone else.

      Truth was, I was just generally disinterested. I didn’t know what bothered her more—that I was the one to instigate the breakup or that I had done it days after our team took the gold.

      Probably the latter. Neither of us had strong feelings for the other, but we shared something in common: our pride. Hers might have taken a hit with my rejection, but mine couldn’t accept the idea of being with someone whose interest in me only ran skin-deep.

      “Ahh.” Miles clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Another one bites the dust. Well, there are plenty of women here, and you’re a fucking champ.”

      I forced a smirk. “Not tonight.”

      He studied me with narrowed eyes. Then he jerked his head to the right. “C’mon.”

      Without waiting for a response, he took off in the direction of the private wing that only a handful had access to. I didn’t just have access—I had my own room.

      He opened a door off the hallway that led to the basement.

      Out in the living room, people partied hard. Downstairs, it was quiet and still, the dim, warm glow of wall sconces giving the space a cozy atmosphere. Going straight for the wine racks along one brick wall, Miles pulled out a bottle and showed it to me.

      My brow rose as I took in the label. “Bringing out the big guns?”

      “We’re champions, man. Not that anyone can tell by your face.”

      I huffed out a breath and grabbed two wide-rimmed wine glasses from a cabinet. I placed the glasses on the marble countertop as Miles unscrewed the cork. The bottle opened with a pop.

      He sighed. “No better sound in the world.”

      “I feel sorry for your ladies.” I snickered.

      Unfazed, he poured wine into both glasses. “You don’t need to. Trust me.”

      We clinked our glasses together. I sniffed, swirled, and sipped, letting the notes dance in my mouth.

      “Perfect,” Miles declared.

      Raising my glass to him, I said, “Here’s to the MVP.”

      “Sit your ass down and tell me what’s got you so broody.” He plopped onto an armchair and stared at me expectantly.

      The guy was hosting a party, yet there he was, waiting for me to talk like he had all the time in the world. Miles was the real deal—my brother by another mother. I took the seat next to him.

      “Is this about Elena?”

      The mention of her made me jerk. “What? No. Of course not.”

      “Didn’t think so, but I had to ask. Is it me getting the award?”

      I almost spat out my mouthful of wine. “The fuck? No. What the hell are you talking about?”

      Shrugging, Miles said, “You aren’t giving me anything to go by, man. Making me do all the work, as usual.” He chuckled at his own joke, one we’d thrown at each other countless times throughout our six years of playing together.

      He might be our top player, but both of us knew individual talent wouldn’t cut it without great teamwork. Every time we stepped on that court, we backed each other up and gave the game our all.

      Only somewhere along the way, I’d gotten stuck on empty. Nothing else to draw from.

      Staring at my wine, I asked, “How’d you feel when the buzzer sounded and you realized we won?”

      “I knew we were gonna win. There was no other option.” Miles spoke like a championship was something he could guarantee. If anyone could, it would be him.

      “Yeah, but when it was for real. What did you feel?”

      “Buzzed. Like I was literally high. You know.”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t know.”

      Frowning, he sipped his wine. “How did you feel?”

      “Honestly?” I lifted a shoulder. “Fucking tired.”

      A dark eyebrow winged up. “Well, we’ve been playing for months. It’s normal to feel tired.”

      “Were you?”

      “No,” he admitted. “I felt like I could climb Mount Everest.”

      I tipped my glass at him in a silent there you go.

      Truth was, I hadn’t just felt tired—I’d felt exhausted. Part of me still was. When the announcer called out the final score, I’d looked at my teammates and seen the elation on their faces. They had whooped and cried, jumping over each other.

      Me? The first thing I’d thought was, Finally, the off-season.

      Of course, I hadn’t said it out loud. I’d plastered a grin on my face, hugged a shit ton of people, answered interview questions, posed for photos. Elena was supposed to be there, but she was called to a shoot in Milan, which I only learned about that morning. My lack of disappointment should have told me then that our relationship had run its course.

      After having dinner with my mom and stepdad, I drove myself to my apartment. Empty, as usual. I wondered if that was all there was to my life.

      Then I questioned what the hell was wrong with me. That championship signaled the biggest highlight of my career. But it felt like I was just crossing an item off my checklist.

      Miles slapped his palm against his thigh. “I got it,” he announced. “You need a break.”

      “Don’t we all?” That was what the off-season was for. Between back-to-back games, traveling to different cities, and endless workouts and practice, every member of our team needed a break.

      “Yeah, but it sounds to me like you’re burned out. You need a reset. Someplace different.”

      “I’m sick of traveling.” I’d barely stayed in the same place longer than two days—not to mention that my carbon footprint had blown up from all the private flights we’d taken.

      “Pick a place and stay there. Drive if you don’t want to fly,” Miles said, as if anticipating my argument. “You and I know next season will be brutal. So make the most of these three months.”

      The more I considered it, the more it made sense. Santa Mila was a beautiful city with its vineyards and bay views, but people here recognized me. Reporters followed me.

      Not like in Sterling.

      Images of palmetto trees and candy-colored Colonial-style houses flashed in my memory, followed by a montage of hiking trips, boating excursions, and garden hangouts. Two people stood out, their faces anchoring me to some of my happiest experiences.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I murmured.

      “Damn right, I am. Now that’s settled, we gotta celebrate before you motor.” Miles jumped to his feet and grabbed the wine bottle, along with his glass. “Move your ass, bro. My fans are waiting.”

      Shaking my head, I stood and trailed him back to the party. The music pumped loud and people kept sidling up to me. Women tried to get me to dance.

      But my mind wasn’t there. It was fixed on the last place I’d felt normal. Alive. And as I began planning my trip, I felt something I hadn’t felt in a while.

      Excitement.
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      tala

      The staff room wasn’t the best place to take an unofficial work call. But when half the nurses were on break and the rest were attending to patients? It almost served as a private meeting room. I only hoped we would finish early enough so I could eat lunch before it was time for my afternoon rounds.

      “Thanks again for slotting me in.” Nat Petrova, my longest running PR partner, smiled at me through my phone screen. “I wanted to chat with you because I have a big campaign coming up. Does the name Nike ring a bell?”

      My eyes widened. “No way!”

      She laughed. “I thought that would get you excited.”

      I heard something in her tone that made me pause. “There’s a catch,” I guessed.

      “The campaign involves a week-long lineup of events with other content creators and fitness influencers. Press launch, workshops, interviews . . .” Nat paused. “In Los Angeles.”

      My heart sank. California was on the opposite side of the country.

      “Good news is it’s not until November, so you have time to make the necessary arrangements. The flights and accommodations will be sponsored, of course.”

      “That sounds wonderful.”

      She arched an eyebrow, like she knew there was a but coming.

      As much as I hated it, I couldn’t commit to a project I wasn’t sure I could fulfill. “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s possible for me right now.”

      “You can’t tell me you don’t get time off.”

      Of course I did, but it came with a healthy dose of guilt from my boss, coworkers, and myself. More than that, I worried about not having enough paid time off for when I really needed it, especially if I had to go home. I’d already missed one family emergency. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I missed another.

      At the end of the day, that trumped everything else.

      “It’s complicated,” was all I said. I avoided declining opportunities whenever possible, not wanting to risk being ruled out of future projects. Plus, I considered Nat a friend, and I hated letting my friends and family down.

      Maybe I could rearrange my schedule so I wouldn’t need to take time off. Talk my colleagues into swapping shifts, call in some favors. It could work. Projects like this didn’t come every day.

      “Tell you what. I’ll email the details and let you review them. Think about it and give me your answer by Monday. Does that sound good?” Nat asked as if she picked up on my hesitation.

      “Yes. That would be great,” I replied. “Thanks, Nat. I really appreciate you thinking of me. If things were different, I wouldn’t even hesitate.”

      “I hope you can work things out. You’re perfect for this. You have the vibe they’re looking for, and it would help you expand your audience too.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Are you sure you can’t quit your day job yet? You know you’d make more money if you did this full time,” Nat said.

      I glanced at the door, checking that no one could overhear our conversation. It wasn’t the first time she brought up the idea of me resigning. As always, I told her, “I would if I didn’t need a work visa to stay here.”

      “Or you could marry and get a green card.” She grinned at me mischievously. “Are you dating anyone now?”

      I blinked at the sudden change in topic. “Where would I find the time?”

      Between my nursing job, content creation, and Luna, I barely had a second for myself, let alone a man. I would take more hours of sleep and downtime over the stress of dating, thank you very much.

      “You just need to find the right person. Then you’ll want to make time for them. Or so I’ve been told.” Nat laughed.

      “I’m guessing you’re not dating, either?”

      “Eh.” She wrinkled her nose. “I tried here and there, but I don’t have the patience for boys who can’t handle me. Not when I have an empire to build.”

      “Hell, yes.”

      Smart, efficient, and unstoppable, Nat was the ultimate girl boss. I wanted to be like her one day, so sure of herself and her capabilities.

      “That said, whenever you’re ready to date, let me know. I have the perfect person in mind.”

      Her smile was so smug, I had to laugh. “I’ll remember that.”

      I appreciated the offer, but no way could I add dating to my schedule. Maybe one day when I didn’t need to keep my foot on the pedal, I could indulge in flirting and the mess of emotions that came with being attached to someone.

      For now, I’d be more than content with booking that partnership. I just had to find a way to do it.

      We spent a few more minutes chatting about a campaign she had wrapped up for a skincare brand. When we ended the call, I grabbed my lunch bag and headed to the break room. Only a handful of people remained, and they were already gathering their dishes. Giving them a nod, I snagged an empty table and unwrapped my food.

      Halfway through my sandwich, my phone vibrated, notifying me that Lonzo had posted a new photo. It showed him and our mom smiling with huge bowls of adobo and garlic rice in front of them. I recognized the restaurant they were eating in. It was one of my favorites.

      Just like that, I missed home—missed our big family meals with flavorful dishes and massive pots of rice. Thankfully, Luna being here meant I didn’t have to eat alone. It wasn’t the same as being home, but at least she could recreate Lola’s recipes. To me, our grandmother set the standard of what Filipino food should taste like.

      I should ask Luna to cook adobo sometime. Maybe that would help with my homesickness.

      I was about to get up when I saw a post from a news account that I followed.

      
        
        Jason Meyer spotted in Santa Mila airport after break-up with Elena Carson. Is he flying into the arms of a new woman?

      

      

      Groaning under my breath, I locked my phone and shoved it in my pocket. Ever since the Barons won, Jason’s name had been popping up more often. Haunting me. Taunting me with thoughts of what could have been.

      Although Jason had signed with a team on the opposite side of the country, his fame ensured I could never forget him. I doubted he could say the same about me. In the years since he’d moved to California, he had been linked to models, actresses, and socialites. From light to dark skinned, lean to full-figured—he didn’t discriminate, so long as they were beautiful, charismatic, and at the top of their game. Just like he was.

      If only I could say the same about myself.
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        * * *

      

      jason

      Whispers and stares followed me to the VIP lounge, as did the lens of more than one camera. Reporters had accosted me as soon as I stepped out of my car, asking questions, including,

      “Jason, what do you think about your ex-girlfriend moving on with Draymond Pike?”

      “Is it true that Elena broke up with you because you slept with a groupie in New York?”

      “Are you visiting the woman you allegedly knocked up in Dallas?”

      If I had a dollar for every time they accused me of getting a woman pregnant, I’d be a multimillionaire. Not that I wasn’t one already. But at that moment, I would have given up a healthy chunk of my bank account to be left alone.

      Thus, the trip to Sterling.

      I would have escaped Santa Mila sooner if not for the press events and charity engagements my agent Sam signed me up for. Did I feel like a self-righteous ass trying to get publicity from my good works? Without a doubt. But it was part of the job. The promotions didn’t negate the fact that I was able to help people who needed it. Or so I reassured myself.

      It was the press commitments I could have gone without. Unfortunately, that too was part of the job.

      As of this morning, though, I was officially on break. Only a couple of hours to go and I’d be back in the place where I had been just another cocky student with big dreams. I only hoped the town was still as low-key as I remembered it.

      I took a glass of orange juice and sat in the far corner of the lounge. To keep myself busy, I cleared out my messages, scanning work-related texts before I moved on to one from my childhood friend, Stassy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stassy

      

      
        Have a safe flight and enjoy. Let me know if you bump into any familiar faces. ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      If there was one person who knew why Sterling meant so much to me, it was her. I’d shared bits and pieces with Miles when we bonded as rookies, but Stassy was the only one who knew the entire story.

      I typed out Thanks, Stassy. Talk soon.

      My phone vibrated with an incoming call from my mom.

      “Hey, Mom,” I answered.

      “Jason. How are you?” She spoke in a perfectly modulated voice that carried a hint of her natural British accent.

      I leaned back in the chair. “I’m good. Waiting for my flight.”

      “I still can’t believe you’re going back to Sterling,” she said.

      “You go every other month.”

      “Only because of Bernadette. If it weren’t for her living there, I wouldn’t go back at all.”

      Bernadette, whom everyone but my mom called Berna, was my grandmother’s best friend from her university years in California. When Mom moved to the US to marry Dad, Berna had been there to help her acclimatize. She’d been like a second mother to Mom, especially after Grandmother passed away. More so when Dad followed.

      “Well, I haven’t visited since graduation. Besides, I thought you’d be happy to have me nearby.”

      “If you wanted to be near me, you’d go to Florida,” Mom snapped.

      I had already explained my reasons for traveling to Sterling, and she still didn’t get it. Wasn’t that how she had always been? If something didn’t fit her liking, she would maneuver or outright shove her way forward. I had learned early on to choose when to stand my ground and when to give in. She was the only family I had left, and Dad would have wanted me to keep the peace.

      But this was one of the things worth standing my ground for.

      “You know Sterling is important to me,” I said.

      “Your decision to study there baffles me to this day. You had better universities to choose from. Ivy League. Sterling didn’t even have a winning team before you came along.”

      “Dad loved it there. We used to go every year for my birthday. Don’t you remember?”

      I’d lucked out by being born in the off-season. After months of Dad playing nonstop, we would drive up to South Carolina and just soak in the outdoors. Hiking, boating, camping—we did it all. Mom passed up on our adventures, not wanting to go anywhere that didn’t have her modern comforts. I didn’t mind. It gave me and Dad time to ourselves away from basketball.

      “Of course,” she murmured. “You boys would go out and come back filthy as ever.”

      “It’s not so different from the locker room after a game.” From the corner of my eye, I caught a woman looking at me with recognition. I shifted, giving her my back. Hopefully that would dissuade her from coming over.

      “Well, since you’re determined to go, I moved my trip up. I’ve scheduled a visit with Bernadette tomorrow morning. We can do lunch after.”

      No asking if I had my own plans. Lucky for her, I didn’t, though I wanted to spend time reacquainting myself with the town.

      “Sounds good,” I said. “Listen, we’re boarding in a few. Send me the name of your hotel so I can pick you up tomorrow. I’ll see you then.”

      “Alright. You take care, Jason.”

      “I will. See you, Mom.”

      I had just ended the call when an unfamiliar female voice came from my right.

      “So it’s true. Jason Meyer is a mama’s boy.”

      The woman who had been eyeing me stood next to the coffee table, her hip cocked to one side like she was posing for a photo. It reminded me of Elena.

      Irritated by the disturbance, I forced a light tone. “The best men are.”

      “That you are,” she purred. Her lips curved in what I guessed was meant to be a seductive smile.

      All it did was cement the fact that I had to get out of the city pronto.

      The PA system crackled to life, announcing the boarding call for first class passengers on my flight. Right on time.

      I stood and picked up my duffel. “That’s my cue. Safe travels, ma’am.” I nodded at her and walked away, fighting a laugh at the dismay on her face upon hearing me call her ma’am.

      Adjusting my cap, I ducked as I walked to the boarding gate. Still, heads turned in my direction and phones rose to take my photo. I boarded quickly and went straight to my cabin, settling in with my headphones and e-reader.

      My mind was already in the place—and the memories—I’d left behind.

      During interviews, reporters sometimes asked if I had any regrets. I always said I had no room for them. Unlike what they assumed, it wasn’t because I didn’t have any. The two regrets I lived with took up more space than I could spare. I’d trained myself not to think about them. Conditioned myself much like I did every day when I went to the gym.

      Wasn’t it ironic that I was flying nearly three thousand miles to confront them now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter four

          

          pamilya – (n) family

        

      

    

    
      tala

      “Happy birthday, Alonzo. Happy birthday to you,” Luna and I sang in front of the monitor placed on our dining table. Our voices were so off-tune, they created a weird kind of melody.

      The looks of amusement and horror on Mama’s and Lonzo’s respective faces told me that not even the poor internet connection could mask the dissonance of our voices.

      “Make it stop.” Lonzo covered his ears with his hands. “Is this a greeting or punishment for being alive?”

      “If that’s how you feel, I’m taking back my gift,” I threatened.

      Just as I expected, he jerked upright, his eyes wide. “You can’t take it back. I already used part of it to book a hostel in La Union.”

      I frowned.

      “You’re going to LU?” Luna screeched. “I’m so jealous.”

      “Yep,” he said. “Next month.”

      La Union, or LU as we called it, was a beach town six hours away from our home in Manila. I had only been there once, during Papa’s last visit before I flew out to the US. He and Mama knew it was the last time we’d all be together for a while, so even though money was tight, they splurged on a vacation. The town held bittersweet memories for me.

      But that wasn’t the reason I was annoyed.

      “You’re spending it on a beach trip? I was thinking you could save it for your law school fund,” I told Lonzo.

      The rolling of his eyes spoke volumes. “That’s boring. It’s a birthday gift. It should be used for something fun.”

      “But law school is expensive. Even if you get a full scholarship, you need to have money saved up,” I insisted. That was the very reason I gave up a chunk of my Manila trip fund for his present.

      “It’s alright, Tala,” Mama chimed in. “Let him enjoy himself. He worked hard the past school year, and he kept his honors standing.”

      My mouth tightened with the effort to hold back what I really wanted to say. If I didn’t stop myself, I’d tell them exactly how hard I’d worked the past seven years. I’d worked my butt off in college so I could keep my own scholarship.

      Vacations? Nonexistent. I’d spent summers working two part-time jobs while struggling to build my social media following. The cash that didn’t go toward my living expenses or my content creation gig went straight to a money transfer service for my family.

      “Don’t worry, Ate. I got extra shifts at the coffee shop this summer. That’s why I won’t be able to travel right away,” Lonzo said, like he could feel my mounting indignation.

      I forced a smile. “That’s great, Lonzo. Mama’s right—you should enjoy your break too.”

      Luna snapped her fingers. “You should go to that cafe where we tried horchata for the first time. You remember Lola’s reaction when she tasted it?”

      My chest squeezed. It always did when I thought of our grandmother. She had been the heart of our family. When she was diagnosed with breast cancer twelve years ago, she laughed it off and said it would take more than a tumor to bring her down. Two months after, when Papa announced he had signed up for a job in the Middle East, Lola had held Mama’s hand and assured them she would help look after us.

      Only later did I learn that our family’s business had gone bankrupt. With Lola’s hospital bills and our tuition fees piling up, we needed money. Papa worked overseas while Mama began taking on night shifts as an ER nurse. That left Lola at home to take care of us. As her condition deteriorated, the responsibility shifted to me.

      I didn’t mind. I loved Lola and would do whatever I could for her. It broke my heart that I hadn’t been able to see her one last time before she passed away.

      Luna’s shoulder bumped into mine. “Ate, you’re spacing out.”

      “Sorry.” I shoved the memories back into the vault where they belonged. “What did I miss?”

      “I’m planning to take surfing lessons. I really wanted diving lessons, but they’re too expensive. I’ll save up for that next time,” Lonzo said.

      Mama put an arm around him. “I don’t know why you’re so fixated on diving. What if you drown?”

      “That’s what the lessons are for,” he told her. “The ocean is such an amazing place, and we only see the surface of it.”

      “Are you planning to be a lawyer or Aquaman?” Luna teased him.

      “Maybe I want to be both.”

      If anyone could do it, it would be Lonzo. He had been accelerated in school, putting him at the same grade level as Luna despite her being a year older. Unlike us, he’d stayed in the Philippines for college, saying that he wanted to look after Mama.

      Did I resent that I’d never had a real choice but to leave? Yes. Sometimes the bitterness grew so thick, it choked me.

      “If you want to be both, do it,” Mama said. “Follow your heart. We have too little time on earth to live with regrets. That goes for all of you.”

      As Lonzo shared his plans and Luna talked about her summer classes, I wondered what my life might have looked like if our business hadn’t failed. Would I have studied abroad? Would I have followed Mama’s footsteps and taken up nursing? Would I still be single?

      That old ache in my chest stung. Like every other time I felt resentment creep up, I reminded myself that my circumstances were no one’s fault. One day, things would get better, and they had gotten better with each passing year.

      So what if looking after my siblings at thirteen meant I had lost part of my childhood? At least I helped them enjoy theirs. When Luna and Lonzo were done with school and had stable jobs, then I could take time for myself. Maybe even go back home.

      “Tala, what about you?” Mama asked, interrupting my train of thought. “How’s work?”

      I welcomed the question and its reminder to stay in the present. Looking back at the past was an exercise in frustration. It changed nothing. In the now, I could influence my future, even in the smallest ways.

      So I snapped myself out of my funk and told them about my patients.

      Things were okay as they were. I was fine.
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        * * *

      

      jason

      Armed with sunglasses and an old cap, I strolled through Sterling’s University Avenue. The air was thick with humidity, and the weather was warmer than I was used to.

      The town didn’t get many tourists, and July was the worst time to visit because of its high temperatures. I didn’t mind. Here, I could walk down the street without being followed by cameras. The only pedestrians I encountered were older people heading to the grocery store and a handful of students walking to and from campus. A few of them gave me a second glance, but that was it.

      Just like I wanted.

      Sunlight filtered through the gaps in the palmetto fronds as I crossed to the other side of the road and onto a smaller street. Familiar brick and stone buildings stood around me, none of them higher than the mandated three stories. The college campus lay further down the avenue, but it wasn’t my current destination.

      My feet found their way to the garden like I had been there yesterday. Turning into a narrow opening between overgrown bushes, I found myself in the place I frequented nearly every day when I was in college.

      It was the same . . . but different. The brick floor was piled with crisp, faded leaves, empty bottles, and crumpled snack bags. The plants I’d once tended had dried out or been overrun with weeds. The rosemary and marigolds I’d cultivated to keep mosquitoes away? Long gone.

      Whoever owned the property knew squat about maintenance.

      Wincing, I stood in the center and took it all in. Clearing the trash would be easy. Fixing the plants would take longer. Good thing I had plenty of time.

      The garden was silent save for the occasional rustling of leaves and humming of wheels on the nearby street. The silence might have been the biggest change since the last time I was there. It hadn’t been this quiet since the day an international student found it.

      Tala Reyes.

      The girl who blasted tinny music from her battered smartphone as she danced. She would repeat the same song over and over until she got her dance moves exactly how she wanted them. It annoyed me in the beginning because it was repetitive as hell. She stopped at varying points of a song and replayed it so often the lyrics, when there were any, imprinted in my head even after the music stopped.

      It didn’t take me long to get used to it. To this day, I played music whenever I read a book, like she had programmed my brain to process faster with background sound.

      When she wasn’t dancing, we filled the silence with talk. I’d tell her about my games and how my mom got on my case about preparing for the NBA draft. One conversation came back to me so clearly, I took a step back.

      “Congrats on the win yesterday,” Tala said as I walked in from training.

      I grunted. “I was off my game. Good thing the other guys were on fire, or we would’ve been screwed.”

      “You scored multiple times.”

      “I should have scored more. I was sloppy. That free throw I missed? Fucking stupid.”

      Through my irritation, I noticed she flinched at my words. “I curse, Tal. It doesn’t mean I’m going to hurt you.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      The swiftness of her apology fed my anger. Not because she was trying to pacify me. She wasn’t. That made it worse. “Why are you saying sorry? You have nothing to apologize for.”

      Her fingers tapped the sides of her thighs the way they always did when she was uncomfortable. “I’m sorry you’re upset.”

      “It’s not your fault. You weren’t the one sucking ass on the court.”

      She was silent, her shoulders held tight. Then she said in a low voice, “It sucks to have an off day. But you’ll do better next time.”

      Hell. Now I felt like a legitimate asshole. “I shouldn’t take it out on you. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. This is your safe space, right? You can say what you want to here.”

      The words burst out of me in an angry rush. “It’s my mom. She insists I always be at my best because scouts are watching me. Everyone expects me to be as good as Dad. Better. It just—it messes with my head sometimes. You know?”

      “Do I know what it’s like to have a famous dad? No.” She smiled wryly. “But I know a bit about trying to live up to someone else’s expectations, especially when it comes to family.”

      “Would you have moved here if your parents didn’t ask you to?”

      “No.” The answer was immediate. “I never thought of moving away from them. Or living in another country.”

      I almost asked if she would go back home if she could. But she had already told me what I needed to know, and I didn’t like it. I couldn’t imagine the garden without her anymore.

      “What about you?” she asked. “Would you be playing basketball if your parents didn’t expect you to?”

      The question threw me. It was the first time anyone had asked
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