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Dark And Dangerous
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“AND how do you feel about that promotion?”

Napatitig ako sa labas ng bintana, lampas sa balikat ni Doktora Joana. Mataas pa ang araw sa labas. Kita ko mula sa kinauupuan ko ang mabagal na pagdaan ng jet plane sa asul na asul na kalangitan. It left a beautiful trail of smoke behind it.

Once upon a time, that sight would have made me feel something. Now? I’m as good as a fucking brick.

Bumalik ang tingin ko sa kaharap kong doktor at bahagyang ngumiti. “Good, I guess. Though I have to admit, I really didn’t want the position. I think it’s extra work and would force me an extra hours but...” Nagkibit ako ng balikat. “Maybe it’d keep me on my toe and longer on this job this time.”

“Nang malaman mong na-promote ka, what did you feel, Lyselle? Happy? Excited? A little scared, perhaps?”

Saglit kong inalala ang eksaktong sandali na nalaman kong kinukuha akong Marketing Team Leader para sa project na inalisan ng dati kong boss. It happened after lunch three weeks ago. I could remember staring at my manager’s miniature beer bottle sitting in the corner of her desk, overthinking the RFP I had to work on that day. But I honestly cannot remember what I felt.

“Uh... hindi ko super sure, Dok.”

“Pre-occupied ka ba no’ng time na ‘yon?”

“I guess so. I mean I had a lot of tasks that day.”

Tumango siya’t may sinulat sa kanyang iPad. Matapos no’n ay nagpatuloy siya sa pagtatanong. Panibagong atake. “How about now? How do you feel about it?”

Muli akong nagkibit ng balikat. “May times na natutuwa ako kasi may nagagawa akong tama. Sometimes, when I’m appreciated in the workplace, it gets through. As if the chaos in my mind gets silenced for the time being. Most of the time though, I just get by.”

May kung ilang saglit niya akong tinitigan, her left fingers drumming the desk in contemplation silently. And then she asked, “Out of all these recent changes... did you not feel sincerely happy?”

I licked my lower lips to moisten it. “I’m having a good time with my team, my friends. I laugh, I smile.”

“And are those... sincere? Does it linger through the rest of the day even when you’re not with them?”

Hindi ako agad nakasagot. Sinusubukan kong alalahanin ang pagkakataon sa nakalipas na tatlong linggo na nanatili ang kasiyahan sa akin kahit mag-isa ako. I couldn’t think of anything so I shook my head.

Tinanggal ni Doktora Joana ang salamin niya sa mata at inilapag ang iPad niya sa tabi ng mesa. “Lyselle... you have come a long way eversince you were diagnosed three years ago. But prior to the diagnosis, you were genuinely spontaneous and happy more than you are empty most of the time. And while your awareness of the problem is a good thing, sometimes, when you overthink it, it’s bad.”

Kumunot ng bahagya ang noo ko, nalito sa kung anong ipinupunto niya. “Ano pong ibig sabihin no’n?”

“I’m afraid that you’re using your condition to build up a wall.”

Hindi ako umimik. Nahihimigan ko kung saan patungo iyon pero sa sandaling iyon, wala akong masabi para depensahan ang sarili ko.

“I know you think that if you somehow make an effort to avoid making a real connection with other people, you would also be able to avoid the regret when you cut them off in a fit of impulsivity sooner or later. I can’t help but think na baka... iniiwasan mo ring maging masaya sa mga achievements mo for that same exact reason. Hindi ‘yan coping mechanism, Lyselle. Pag-iwas ‘yan. You’re running away from the problem, you’re not managing it.

“For the past few sessions we’ve had, it occurred to me that you may have been learning how to suppress your emotions. You said before that you didn’t like what you turn into when you’re in the middle of an outburst. When was the last time you had an episode?”

“A year ago.”

Tumango siya. “You cried for a straight hour and a half for no reason. You said you couldn’t stop. That it was uncontrollable. Naalala mo kung anong nangyari isang linggo bago ‘yon?”

“Tinawagan ko si Mama para mangumusta sa kanila. Lolo answered the phone and... told me not to call again.”

Muli siyang tumango. “Matalino ka, Lyselle. You are very smart and very insightful. But what you did after that last outburst is to run away. You shut down. You make an act of being emotionally available to your friends, to your colleagues. But all the while... you were counting down to the hour where you’ll be alone and you can stash that moment in your day beneath a separate compartment in your brain and never revisit them. Then you watch upbeat shows on TV until you fall asleep. You watch the same shows over and over again because you know what happens to each character in the end. Predictable. You know what to expect, you’re assured of a good ending. That’s how you live. That’s your routine.

“You see... ang pagma-manage ng emosyon mo ay iba sa pagtatago nito at pag-iwas sa mga bagay o tao na maaaring maka-trigger nito. Hindi mo kailangang magtayo ng matayog na pader na naghihiwalay sa ‘yo sa mga tao sa paligid mo. Kailangan mong magkaroon ng isang malusog na sistema para maiparating mo sa kanila kung anong nararamdaman mo. A bridge, not a wall, Lyselle.”

Bumuntong hininga ako. I thought I was solving the problem. Turns out, I made it bigger than what it originally was.

“AREN’T you supposed to be on leave today? Why are we driving back to your firm, Ice?”

Nginitian ko si Nyla bago muling nagpatuloy sa pagmamaneho. “Sisilip lang ako saglit sa team ko. Kailangan ko ring kunin ‘yong laptop ko, naiwan ko sa table ko.”

“Parang ‘di naman ako naniniwala sa ‘yo. Sakit mo ‘yan, eh. Toxic productivity. But what the hell, let’s go to your building. May masarap na coffee shop do’n.”

Hindi ako nagsalita at nagpatuloy na lang sa ginagawa. Nyla went on to browse on her phone after that.

I was thankful that Nyla can be a silent company on days like these. Pero sa totoo lang, alam kong hindi ko na siya dapat inaabala lagi sa ganito. I should stop being dependent on the few people who knew. I’m no longer a child, I should be able to go to my psychiatrist without anyone waiting for me outside and have them absorb the fallout after. Three years now pero para pa rin akong batang takot mapag-isa sa doktor. I’m just really lucky I have good friends who understand.

Pasado alas otso na ng gabi nang makarating kami sa Kingsley Tower. It was a sixty-six floor building that houses different offices and businesses. Ang pinagtatrabahuhan kong Advertising firm—Brand & Beyond—ay lumipat sa gusaling iyon isang buwan na halos ang nakakaraan at doon umuupa ng espasyo. We currently occupy three floors at maaari pang madagdagan dahil sa nakakasang negosasyon nito sa isa pang malaking kompanya. Base sa mga naririnig kong kwento sa opisina bago ako mag-leave, nakapirma na yata iyong owner ng firm sa agreement.

Iniwan ko sa baba si Nyla. May coffee shop kasi roon na lagi niyang pinupuntahan kapag nadadaan siya sa building ko. When my team saw me coming in, nakita ko na kaagad ang pagkadisgusto sa mukha nila. Yi-Rim, my half-Korean advertiser even stood up from her seat at nagpamewang sa ‘kin.

“Ma’am, andito ka na naman! Dapat talaga bina-block ng IT team ‘yang badge mo para hindi ka nakakapasok kapag naka-leave.”

Napangiti ako at dumeretso sa desk ko para damputin ang laptop na sadya ko. “Kukunin ko lang 'to, napaka-OA mo.”

“Asus, nag-iwan ka lang ng excuse para bumalik, eh,” pambubuska naman ni Ariel na nakangising pinapanood ang paglalagay ko ng laptop sa pouch. “Kamusta ba leave, Ma’am? Lapit ka na bumalik, ah.”

I was almost done with the two weeks leave granted by my boss. Apat na araw na lang babalik na ako sa opisina. “It’s fun. S’yempre miss ko kayo. Kamusta ang office?”

“Sakto lang, Ma’am, magulo lang ng konti.”

Bahagyang umarko ang kilay ko. “Dahil sa merger?”

Vernie who stood up to get a coffee from the small coffee pot we keep in the office walked towards me. “Naku, Ma’am, mali ‘yong tsikang nasagap natin sa batisan. Hindi pala ‘yon merger, takeover pala ‘yon.”

Saglit akong natigilan doon. I will admit that I have zero knowledge of what a takeover look like but I know that it usually isn’t a nice thing. These kind of information aren’t things the management passes to team leads unless there’s a need for it so what the hell do I know?

“Well... as long as clients don’t pull out, I guess that’s okay,” wika ni Yi-Rim na bumalik na sa ginagawa sa kanyang computer.

“Eh ako basta may trabaho, bahala sila r’yan,” panegunda naman ni Ariel na tinanguan ni Vernie.

Hindi na ako nag-abalang puntahan ang boss ko. I know for a fact he may no longer be there. I went straight to the elevators and punched on the button while I was texting Nyla I’ll be back down in a little bit. Wala sa loob na pumasok ako at pinindot ang buton para sa ground floor. When I felt the elevator going up instead, I looked up from my phone. Noon ko lang na-realize na papuntang top floor ang elevator na iyon.

Damn.

I stood at the back and waited for the doors to open. Bumukas lamang iyon pagtuntong ng sixty-sixth floor. Three people stood there, waiting for the door to slide open completely. Una kong nakita ang suot na necktie ng lalaking nasa gitna; it was red, almost brown-ish, with little white dots and it’s hidden beneath a six-button black suit. It took me a while to figure out the door wasn’t closing and no one was getting in so I looked up to their faces in wonder.

Only to be hit with a nostalgia so intense I was second-guessing if I’m awake or dreaming.

Griffin King stood in front of me, the recognition visible in his eyes. Pero hindi gaya ko, wala ang pagkabigla at pagkalito. Which told me he must have seen me first before I did and he had time to absorb this little revelation more than I did.

Hindi makapagsalita, pinanood ko siyang bumaling sa lalaking nasa tabi niya. “Take the other lift.”

Tumango lang ang lalaki at agad na ring sumunod ang isa pa para marahil ay tunguhin ang isa pang elevator sa floor na iyon. Sumasara na ang pintuan nang muling bumaling sa akin si Griffin. Pinigilan ng kanang kamay niya ang sumasarang pinto which made it open back up so he could enter.

Napalunok ako at biglang nakaramdam ng bahagyang kaba. I was hoping he thinks I don’t recognize him so he wouldn’t talk to me in deference to that, but I knew that was a long shot when he turned to me as the door slides to a close.

“Lyselle... how have you been?”

God. Hindi ko maisplika ang nararamdaman. At that, my heart started beating fast and so loud I thought it’s like a drum in my ears. Thirteen years na ang nakakalipas pero ganoon pa rin ang reaksyon ko sa presensya ng lalaking ‘to.

Dating malapit na magkaibigan ang ama ni Griffin at ang Lolo ko. He wasn’t fond of his father but he always attends any social gatherings he’s in kaya’t lagi ko siyang nakikita sa mga iyon. As a teenage girl, it was impossible not to have a crush on this beautiful man. Halos lahat ng kakilala ko dati’y hinahangaan siya kapag nakikita siya. Everything about him was perfect—his height, angled jaw, his tantalizing eyes that says so much even without prompting, his lips... Oh, dear Lord, his lips...

Bumaba ang tingin ko sa labi niya nang maisip ko iyon. It took me seconds before I realized what I was doing. Pinilit kong ngitian siya kahit ramdam ko pa rin ang pagkabog ng aking dibdib. “I’m... fine. Hindi ko alam na dito ka nagtatrabaho.”

He smiled as if in amusement. “We moved a couple of our subsidiaries in the building so I moved here, too. I’m overseeing most of them.”

Hindi ko alam ang isasagot doon kaya’t tumango na lamang ako. I know I should’ve looked away while waiting for our descent to stop but with Griffin, that wasn’t possible. One look at him and you won’t get enough of that face.

Maraming nagsasabing siya ang mukha ng mga King. That they had the wealth and fame his family had because of his angelic face—because he was blessed by an angel. Noong bata pa ako, sa tuwing nakikita ko siya, pakiramdam ko’y hindi siya masaya sa ganoon. I know he likes smiling. He smiles a lot at anyone who says something nice about how he looks but knowing what I do now about trauma, the tightness of that smile, the tensing in his shoulders and the shadow in his eyes may have been a dumb giveaway of how he probably dislikes talking about it.

“Kailan ka bumalik?” muli niyang tanong.

Lumunok ako at tumikhim, inaalis ang bikig sa lalamunan ko. “Five years ago, give or take. Iyong una kong dalawang taon, sa Cebu ako nanirahan. Saka lang ako bumalik ulit sa Manila after.”

Alam kong may sasabihin pa siya matapos niyon pero hindi na siya nagkaroon pa ng pagkakataon nang tumunog ang elevator senyales na nasa ground floor na kami at muling bumukas ang pintuan. Sa pagkakataong iyon ay ngumiti ako sa kanya’t kumaway ng bahagya bago lumabas at dumeretso sa lobby.

Nang matanaw ko si Nyla malapit sa revolving door hawak-hawak ang cell phone at ang baso ng kape sa kabilang kamay ay dali-dali akong lumapit. “Kanina ka pa? Tara.”

She stopped drinking from her straw. “Kakababa ko lang din. Bakit ang—” whatever she was going to ask, it was cut short when she looked behind me and her eyes opened wide.

Nangunot ang noo ko at napalingon din para alamin kung anong biglang nagpamaang sa kanya. I saw Griffin only a few feet from me closing our distance. “Hi.”

Napakurap-kurap ako at hindi alam ang sasabihin. I thought the pleasantries have ended earlier.

“I was hoping I can take you to dinner today.”

Nanlaki ang mga mata ko sa alok na iyon. Nagkatinginan kami ni Nyla na ngayon ay may kinang na ang mga mata. “I uhm... m-may plano kasi kami ng kaibigan ko today. Maybe next time?”

Sandaling lumipat ang tingin niya kay Nyla, ngumiti, saka tumango sa akin. “Next time, then. I’m happy to see you today, Lyselle.”

Muli’y hindi ko alam ang isasagot doon kaya’t tumango na lamang ako at nagpaalam. Kinailangan ko pang hilahin palabas si Nyla dahil tila naestatwa na siya kakatingin kay Griffin. Hindi ko siya masisisi. It was always everybody’s reaction to his presence.

Nasa kotse na kami at nagkakabit ng seatbelt nang sumigaw si Nyla. “Who the hell was that?!”

Napabuntong hininga ako habang binubuhay ang makina ng sasakyan. “Griffin King. Anak ng kaibigan ni Lolo.”

“Oh my God, I saw him on a business magazine once. Kasama siya sa thirty under thirty!”

Kumunot ang noo ko. “Thirty under thirty?”

“Yeah! People under thirty who kind of did something impactful. Hindi ko matandaan kung ano exactly ‘yong nakalagay sa magazine, it was many years ago but I think I remember it says he founded a startup tech company. Did you bone that man?”

Namilog ang mga mata ko sa pagkabigla sa tanong niya. “What? No!”

“Ang korni mo, Lyselle. Do you know how much chemistry you guys have? Ipupusta ko ang kapitbahay ko, makukuryente ka kapag hinawakan ka no’n!”

Napangiwi ako. “I had the hots for that guy when I was still young. Even then I knew it was wrong to be attracted to him. Lalo ngayon, Nyla. The last time I saw him I was fifteen, right before I was shipped off to the U.S. He looks different now. More... I don’t know... dangerous?”

Understanding dawned on Nyla’s eyes. “Ah. The typical D and D, huh? I get you, sister.”

Dark and dangerous. Nyla understood. With the way my condition is, I shouldn’t even be thinking of things like that. What more of men like that.
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SURPRISINGLY, hindi ganoon ka-hectic ang unang araw ng pagbabalik ko sa opisina. My team had done most of the tasks I left for them and some of the split test campaigns we’ve been working on had been launched prior to my return. Ang naiwan na lang sa akin ngayon ay ang pagpa-polish ng presentation ng final output para sa campaign ng Project Cassiopeia. So far, that’s the last one of our big campaigns that is yet to run.

“Boss, si Sir Ruth hinahanap ka,” mayamaya’y anunsyo ng kakapasok lamang na si Valentin sa opisina.

Nang mag-angat ako ng tingin mula sa ginagawa’y nadatnan kong kasunod niya sa pagpasok sa sliding door ang boss ko. Cheerful greetings from Yi-Rim and Ariel made my boss stop from walking purposely towards me. Napangiti na lamang ako at sinarado na ang laptop ko para ihandang bitbitin palabas.

“Good morning, Ice!” bati ni Sir Ruth. I was amused at his energy today. I was hoping na magtuloy-tuloy iyon hanggang mamaya para sana’y makahirit kami ng kaunting incentive for a job well done these past few months. “Sorry na sa abala, Ice, gusto lang talaga muna nilang makita ‘yong final output ng personal bago ikasa, eh. May mga tanong din siguro sila. Eh alam mo naman, malaking proyekto ito.”

I kind of wondered why the clients wanted a presentation gayong ipinadala naman sa kanila iyong preview ng final output. Hindi rin naman bago sa akin ang ganoon. Noong consultant pa ako, may mga mas weird pang kliyente ang kung ano-anong hinahanap. I’m just glad all this one wanted was a presentation.

That’s doable.

Habang papunta kami sa conference room ay ikinukwento sa akin ni Sir Ruth ang tungkol sa naging acquisition sa kompanya. Apparently, Brand & Beyond was targeted by Kingsley Tech and was made as one of their subsidiary. It was a silent takeover. No one from the business world knew about it until it got finalized.

“... at saka hindi mo talaga makikita ro’n sa may-ari na may capability siyang gano’n. Wala sa mukha niyang maging tuso, parang anghel, eh!”

Natawa ako ng bahagya sa inabot ng usapan. “Eh baka naman kasi, Sir, magaling lang talaga ‘yong team niya.”

“May point. After all, he’s a King. He probably has a fountain of resources.”

Naestatwa ako nang marinig ang pagbanggit ni Sir Ruth ng apelyidong iyon. It couldn’t be...

Hindi ko alam kung may nangpa-prank ba sa akin nitong nakakaraang araw. But at that certain moment, the glass door opened and it revealed Griffin King dressed in a pristine navy blue suit with an open-buttoned blazer. May dalawa siyang kasunod na tao—one is a middle aged woman who shook my boss’s hand and moved to shake mine; and the other one was a blonde-haired guy who looked to be like the same age as him pero kaswal lang ang suot. I know the guy as July Conrad, siya ang alam kong kliyente namin na nagbigay ng proyektong ito.

I literally have no idea that Griffin is involved with the project.

“Salamat sa pagbibigay ng oras sa amin, Ruth,” wika noong babae habang nauupo. “This really means a lot, knowing you’re going for the extra mile here.”

Nang balingan ko si Sir Ruth ay kitang-kita ko ang tamis sa ngiti niya. Malamang ay pumapalakpak na ang tainga n’yan sa mga papuring natatanggap. “Wala sa amin ‘yon, Miss Piper. This is our job.”

Saglit na pumasok si Valentin para magbigay ng bottled water. Nginitian ko siya nang daanan niya ako at bumulong ng “Go, Ma’am!” ng palihim. Matapos niyon ay umalis din siya kaagad pero hindi bago iyong pagsenyas niya ng puso sa transparent floor-to-ceiling walls ng conference room.

“By the way, this is Lyselle Ocampo,” Sir Ruth gestured to my direction on the other end of the table where I was standing, waiting for his cue to start. “She led the team that created this masterpiece. She’s a former consultant and is frankly one of our best here.”

Ngumiti ako. Pinilit kong hindi tignan sa mga mata si Griffin, maybe just run my gaze past his forehead. But I still found myself being glued to his jet-black orbs. Even when he wasn’t smiling and he looks very ready to gobble me up if I so much as say something he wouldn’t like, I still can’t stop staring at him.

God, what’s happening?

Wala silang komento sa presentasyon. I thought that had been the end of it. But when I opened the floor for questions, noon umupo ng maayos si Griffin at nagsimulang magtanong. 

“The game is just launching so there aren’t going to be a lot of data to base your targets from. How sure are you the campaign no longer needs to go through an A/B testing to determine whether or not any of your variables works on the target audience?”

Man, definitely don’t like business Griffin.

“Base sa research ng team namin, P.C. ran a Beta test all year round last year. We took the data recovered by your IT people and filtered those that landed on the website’s Page or installed the app on all devices and generated leads from that. We have enough to start from and we’ll recalibrate the audience size after the launch. Eventually, magiging cycle siya. The new visitors are going to be the source data to find a lookalike visitor with at least eighty percent probability of converting.”

“I like it!” bulalas ni July na tila hindi makapaghintay na tapusin ko ang sinasabi ko. “I mean... I’m very impressed, Miss Ocampo.”

Nginitian ko siya, may kaunting nerbyos pa rin na nararamdaman ngunit at least ay nabawasan nang dahil sa reaksyong iyon ni Mr. Conrad. “Thank you, Sir.”

May ilan pang mga naging katanungan sina Piper at July pero si Griffin ay tahimik na lamang na nakikinig. Ni minsan nga lang sa mga sumunod na sandaling iyon ay hindi ko siya nakitang nilubayan ako ng tingin. It made me so conscious that I even forgot to drop the laser pointer on the table nang tumayo silang tatlo at kamayan kami ni Sir Ruth.

When it was Griffin’s turn to shake my hand, an unexplainable tremor ran through me. His hand is warm, in contrast to mine which was freezing cold dahil sa magkahalong epekto ng aircon at kaba ko. Naalala ko tuloy ang biro ni Nyla ilang araw na ang nakakalipas. Na kapag hinawakan ako ni Griffin ay makukuryente ako. 

Oh, dear God.

“I’ll see you at the party tonight.”

Kumunot ang noo ko, still very aware that he hasn’t let go of my hand yet. “Party?”

Hindi siya sumagot. Sa halip ay pinisil niya ang kamay ko sa huling pagkakataon saka tila wala lamang na bumitaw at bumaling kina Sir Ruth at July Conrad na magkausap. Hindi na niya ako pinansin magmula noon.

Half an hour after that ay saka lamang sila nagpaalam na aalis na. Sinundan ko sila ng tingin gamit ang transparent na pader ng conference room ngunit wala sa kanila ang lumingon maliban kay Griffin. He stopped walking just before my view of him from the glass wall ended and he looked back at me. And fuck me, but I saw something in his eyes that moment. Something very familiar.

Desire.

Hell no. No, no, no, no. God, no.

TURNS out, my team and a couple of bosses were invited to a party held to celebrate Kingsley Tech’s acquisitions over the previous quarter. Nang dumating ako sa bar, ingay at kasiyahan na ang nadatnan ko. The speech and all the formality must have started way earlier.

“Ma’am! Akala ko hindi ka na dadating!” si Yi-Rim na sumalubong sa akin at may dala-dalang isang kopita na nangangalahati na ang lamang pulang likido. “Ang saya rito, Ma’am, ang bongga ng bagong management!”

Ngumiti ako ng bahagya, iniwasang magkomento roon at baka kung anong masabi ko. I’m just glad these new changes makes somebody else happy.  

I’ve spent hours on my phone earlier, browsing stuff about the Kings and Griffin. I learned that around the same time my family shipped me to America, Griffin started his own tech company. Nasa twenty-three years old lang siya noon. Ever since then, he’d accumulated a lot of assets and subsidiaries including the Kingsley Tower where I was working. The reason I didn’t know Griffin was behind Kingsley Tech was because I thought he’s still under King’s Inc—his family’s huge corporation. Bago ako umalis, doon pa siya nagtatrabaho. He was Vice-President then. I know because I used to eavesdrop on all his conversation with my grandfather as much as I can.

Guess I don’t have much to blame but my young and foolish self. I had no excuse except I was a teenager attracted to all superficial things.

Nagpasalamat ako sa bartender na nagsalin ng vodka sa baso ko. I had greeted my team and some of the bosses I managed to see under the dizzying combination of the LED lights and smoke.

I wished I took Nyla with me as a plus one. It would’ve been much better instead of sitting alone at the bar counter.

“I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”

Nanigas ang katawan ko sa kinauupuan nang marinig ang pamilyar na tinig na iyon mula sa likuran. I can feel his presence behind me. He didn’t even need to speak, I’m sure if he stood there long enough, I would’ve felt it.

Lumunok ako at cautious na bumaling kay Griffin. Sumenyas na siya sa bartender na kaagad nagbigay ng basong may lamang whiskey. “Hey...”

When he looked at me, there was an amused sparkle in his eye. “After all that, you can still say ‘Hey’?”

Kumunot ang noo ko at handang magmaang-maangan. “Hindi ko alam kung anong sinasabi mo. May atraso ba ako sa ‘yo?”

Hindi siya kaagad na sumagot. He took a swig of his drink before setting the glass down and looking back at me. “Hindi ka na bata, Lyselle. You know what this—” he casually gestured a hand between me and him. “is.”

I stilled my breath and stared, hoping I could somehow project my fake innocent look properly this time. “Still not following.”

Ngumisi siya. And to my utter surprise, he reached out a hand to tuck a stray curl beneath my left ear. “You were just like this when you were young, too. You had a real talent of pretending you know nothing of what was being said in a room full of businessmen grinding away with business talks.”

Pinigilan ko ang sarili na kumunot ang noo bilang reaksyon sa sinasabi niya. Hindi ako kahit kailan naging aware na pinagmamasdan niya ako noon, enough that he’d know that I was trying to downplay my intelligence for the sake of my grandfather’s whims.

“The thing is...” his velvet smooth voice continued crooning. “kahit kailan hindi umubra sa akin ‘to. Not then, Lyselle, not now. Not ever. So I’ll get straight to the point. I know you’re not sleeping with anyone—”

Sukat doon ay lumaki ang mata ko sa gulat. He just said that so nonchalantly na para lang siyang nagbabalita ng lagay ng panahon!

“Hindi ka involved sa kahit na kanino—” pagpapatuloy niya. “kaswal o seryoso man. With that out of the way... I want to know what it would take for you to stop denying you’re lusting after me so we can address that and we can proceed to fucking each other’s brains out.”

My breath rushed out of me and my body froze. Hindi ko ma-imagine kung anong itsura ng mukha ko noong mga oras na iyon. Pero ang totoo’y hindi iyon ang naging prayoridad ko.

All the thoughts I’ve been suppressing came rushing to the surface. He wasn’t really wrong. I’ve been stopping myself from thinking about it: my reaction to him, my sudden want of a familiar intimacy that I thought I’d forgotten for years now, my erratic heartbeat and my ever present consciousness of his presence. Pinigilan ko ang sarili kong isipin iyon simula nang makita ko siya ulit dahil ayokong i-acknowledge ang alam kong totoo. Out of sight, out of mind usually works very well for me.

Hindi ko lang naisama sa equation ang pagiging insighftul ni Griffin. I didn’t know either.

I was hot for him when I was young. Everyone is and I’m not an exemption. Mas may advantage lang ako kaysa sa iba dahil malapit siya sa pamilya ko. I used to ask him to help me with a few homeworks—ones that I’ve already completed and lessons that I’m already ahead of just to get a scrap of his attention. I thought he was nice enough to humor me because I was a kid. When I turned fifteen, everything was different. I am in a different world then so I didn’t have that much inclination to seeking him out whenever he’s visiting. I guess gusto ko pa rin siyang nakikita... tinitignan. There was a strange feeling of peace that envelopes me when I look at his face then or whenever I watch him secretly from the balcony windows of my childhood room. Noong nasa U.S. ako, na-realize kong isa iyon sa mga bagay na nagpapatahimik ng mga boses sa utak ko.

I tried replicating that through various means possible. For a long while, I used sex as a way to shut off the nightmares. Kapag nararamdaman kong masyadong ma-trabaho iyon o ‘di kaya’y wala ako sa disposisyong ipamigay ang katawan ko ng basta-basta, I result to finding a random guy in a club and suck their cocks dry in the bathroom. Walang usap, walang foreplay. Anyone wouldn’t believe how the combination of tequila and the adrenaline of focusing on how to blow a man can numb your brain.

Isa iyon sa mga rason kung bakit ayokong i-entertain ang atraksyon ko kay Griffin. I can’t just fuck someone I had a history with and expect that I can walk out of that after na parang wala lang. My brain isn’t just wired to do that. If I let him bulldoze me into this, the years of therapy and the hardwork I’ve put into my recovery will go down the drain and I will be once again destroyed.

Only this time, I no longer have a wealthy family to prevent me from being kept in the basement of a mental facility.

I gritted my teeth and stood up from the chair. “Sorry, pero wala akong interes. Yes, I may be attracted to you. I imagine everyone in this room that has a vagina feels the same. But it doesn’t mean I’m going to do anything about it. You’re just... not my type.”

Huli na nang ma-realize kong pagkakamali ang sinabi kong iyon. Amused, tumaas ang kilay niya ngunit unti-unting naging eerie ang ngising naiwan sa kanyang labi. “And to you, my type is...?”

“—a pretty boy. I don’t date pretty boys.”

Yep. There it was.

I saw the tick in his jaw and a shift in his accommodating eyes. It turned cool and he stopped grinning now. Umayos siya ng upo at may isinenyas sa bartender na hindi ko nakita. Mayamaya’y tumayo rin siya’t lumebel sa akin. “But I’ve never said anything about dating, princess.”

Gusto kong manahimik na lang at tumakbo. It was usually what I’m good at. Pero parang hindi nakikinig ang bibig ko sa utak ko.

“Fine then, allow me to rephrase: I don’t fuck pretty boys, Griffin.”

Holy hell, I think I’m screwed. Walk away, Ice. Please walk away.

Hindi ko alam kung paanong sumunod ang mga paa ko sa puntong iyon. I turned around and walked briskly towards the dance floor to get out the same way I came in. Pero ilang hakbang pa lamang ay nahigit ko na ang hininga ko’t naestatwa akong bigla nang maramdamang pumaikot ang braso niya sa baywang ko mula sa likuran.

I thought I was numb from that cold interaction but it turns out, my back can still feel the muscles under his polo shirt nang maidikit niya ang dibdib niya sa akin. Mas lalo pang naghurumentado ang puso ko nang maramdaman ang init ng kanyang hininga sa kaliwa kong tainga. “Let’s dance.”

And then gently, but with clear purpose, he whisked me away to the dancefloor.

Crap. I think I just became a challenge. At base sa marami ko nang experience, that was never a good thing when it comes to alpha males like Griffin King.

So, yes. I consider myself screwed in the butt from this moment on.
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THREE
Not In His Dictionary

[image: ]


SINUBUKAN kong humugot ng isang malalim na hininga. Huli na nang mapagtanto kong maling desisyon iyon. Wala akong ibang naamoy kung hindi ang pabango ni Griffin na ngayo’y nasa harapan ko na at iginigiya ang mga kamay ko paikot sa kanyang leeg habang ang kanyang mga kamay ay nasa baywang ko pa rin, ang mga daliri’y naglalaro sa nakalantad na balat dahil sa suot kong crop top.

I grounded my teeth so hard to prevent myself from saying anything further that would only engage Griffin and make him view me as an unattainable. Kilala ko ang mga karakas ng kagaya niya. They like the chase. They sometimes even think women like me do that on purpose. They get some kind of kick from that alone.

I’m hoping still na iba si Griffin. That maybe once I go and explain to him this wasn’t the case, he’ll understand.

The only problem is how the fuck do I do that while being subjected under his stern gaze and playful fingers in my back?

Hindi pa nangangalahati ang naabutan naming kanta’y inalis ko na kaagad ang mga kamay ko sa leeg niya’t tumalikod na para muling umalis. Didn’t work though. He was faster and his limbs are much longer than mine so he caught up to me and snaked his arm around my belly from behind.

“Griff, please—”

“Don’t call me that,” he drawled over my ear and shivers went up my spine.

I just realized his face is so close to my neck that I could nearly feel his lips air-tracing my skin. His palms spread over my belly, slowing creeping inside the loose top I’m wearing. Nahigit ko ang hininga ko at mariing napapikit. Hindi ko na maalala kung anong sasabihin ko. All I could think about was how good the feel of his hands were on my body and how warm and ticklish his breath is on my neck.

When I realized I was fighting my urge to moan, I instantly felt embarassed. And a little anger maybe, hindi ko nga lang alam kung sa sarili o kay Griffin.

“This is not appropriate, Griffin. Stop preying on me, I’m not a whore!”

When he stopped, iyon ang nakuha kong tsansa para makatakbo palabas ng bar at patungo sa parking area kung saan ko iniwan ang kotse ko. When I got to my car, I was fumbling my jean pockets for my keys, my hands visibly shaking. I don’t remember the last time I prayed but I probably called on so many saints at that moment para lang ipagdasal na sana’y hindi ako abutan ni Griffin o kaya nama’y sana hindi niya ako sinundan.

Although, may kaunting pagkadismaya akong naramdaman nang maisip na baka hindi na niya ako sundan. Baka hindi ako worth it para sa mga kagaya niya.

Oh what the hell? What am I thinking?

“Ma’am Ice!”

“Boss!”

Napalingon ako at nahinto sa pagbubukas ng pintuan ng kotse nang marinig ang sigaw ng pamilyar na mga boses. There from the bar’s exit are my team, walking—or maybe swaying?—towards where I am.

Si Yi-Rim ay nakaangkla ang braso kina Ariel at Valentin at halos hilahin na nilang dalawa ang paa niya sa sobrang kalasingan. Si Vernie naman ay may hawak pang beer can at kumakanta ng malakas habang gegewang-gewang na nakasunod sa tatlo.

“What the hell happened?” ang bungad kong tanong sa kanila.

“Si Yi-Rim, boss, napasobra. Haya’n at bangenge na,” inis na pakli ni Ariel na paulit-ulit inaayos ang kapit sa kanya ni Yi-Rim. “Ito namang si Verns nakatatlong beer lang nagwawala na sa banyo. Nakakahiya ‘tong mga ‘to.”

Napangiwi ako. Binuksan ko ang backseat ng kotse para makasakay sila. “Tara na, ihahatid ko na kayo. Mga pasaway kayo.”

In all fairness, para akong binuhusan ng malamig na tubig sa naging pagdating nila. It was a good distraction and if that didn’t killed whatever’s left of my harrowing emotions earlier, Vernie’s rendition of Frozen’s Do You Wanna Build A Snowman definitely did it.

Hinatid ko sila isa-isa sa mga bahay nila. Inuna ko si Vernie dahil siya ang unang madadaanan. Swerte na nga lang din dahil sa tingin ko’y hindi na kakayanin ng eardrums ko kung mananatili pa siya sa loob ng sasakyan ng ilan pang minuto.

“Dito na ako, boss, sakto na rito,” ngiting wika ni Valentin nang madaanan namin iyong convenience store na sinasabi niya. “H’wag na ho kayo pumasok sa village, d’yan lang naman ako.”

Ngumiti ako at tumango sa rearview mirror. “Sige, ingat ka ha. Mag-chat ka kapag nasa bahay ka na.”

“Yes, boss. Salamat ulit. Ingat kayo. See you bukas.”

“See you!”

On the way to Ariel’s, sinusubukan na niyang gisingin si Yi-Rim para itanong ang address ng bahay nito. Unfortunately, it was to no avail. Mahimbing na ang tulog ng loka-loka at maski kahit anong alog ay hindi na nagigising. “Pa’no ‘to, Ma’am, ‘di magising, eh.”

Tumingin ako sa rearview mirror para sulyapan si Yi-Rim. Nakahilig na siya sa bintana ng kotse, kita ko pa sa yellow-ish tint ng ilaw ang trace ng laway sa pisngi niya. Napailing ako at ibinalik ang tingin sa daanan, but not before noticing a black Escapade trailing us from the back.

Kumunot ang noo ko. I wouldn’t have noticed it sa highway kanina sa dami ng sasakyan. Not on the main streets as well. Pero itong daan papasok sa subdivision nina Ariel ay one-way. If the car stops when I stop, that’s when I’ll know for sure Griffin King is having me followed.

Bumalik ako ng tingin sa daan at ipinarada ang kotse sa harapan ng bahay nina Ariel ilang minuto lang ang nakakalipas. 

“Ako nang bahala kay Yi-Rim, El. Pahinga ka na.”

“Thanks, Ma’am Ice. Ingat po kayo. Chat kayo sa GC kapag nakauwi na kayo, Ma’am.”

Ngumiti ako at tumango. Bago ko tuluyang paandarin ang sasakyan para lumabas na sa highway, tumingin muna ako sa rearview mirror. Wala na ‘yong Escapade na bumubuntot kanina. Napahigpit ang hawak ko sa manibela. God, I’m such a fool. What the hell’s wrong with my brain?

Pasulyap-sulyap ako kay Yi-Rim habang nagmamaneho pauwi. I thought I’ll just let her stay at my place for tonight. Madaling araw na rin kasi, mas hassle kung hihintayin ko pang mawala ang lango niya.

We were in the middle of a highway nang makita kong bigla siyang tumayo at akmang nasusuka. Namilog ang mga mata ko’t agad na itinabi ang sasakyan bago siya hinatak palabas at iginiya sa may railing kung saan ilog ang nasa ibaba. Wala pang isang segundo’y bumulwak na ang pinipiit niyang suka. “My God, Yi-Rim...”

I had to turn away from her dahil sa amoy ng suka niya. That’s when I saw the black Escapade pull up just behind my car. My spine tingled with mixed anticipation and dread. It took so much of me to not scream in frustration nang umibis mula sa passanger seat si Griffin. 

Wala siyang balak tigilan ako. That’s for sure.

“Can I help, Lyselle?”

I studied him for a moment. His hands are in his pocket and there was something different in his eyes this time. Hindi kagaya kanina na may apoy, may purpose, may ibig makuha. Now he’s just... him. As if I was transported back to another time when he was just being sincerely helpful.

Tumikhim ako at sinulyapan si Yi-Rim na halos hindi na kayang tumayo mag-isa at nakakapit na lamang sa railing. “Kailangan ko siyang i-check in sa hotel. She’s too drunk to function.”

Wala siyang sinabi, sa halip ay nilingon lamang niya ang Escapade at wala pang ilang saglit ay bumukas ang driver’s seat niyon saka niluwa iyong pamilyar na lalaking nakita kong kasama niya sa elevator noong unang araw na nakita ko siya sa Kingsley Tower. Mabilis niyang nabuhat si Yi-Rim at naipasok sa Escapade. I was expecting Griffin would follow suit but instead, he walked towards me and reached out his right hand.

Taka akong napatingin sa kanya. “Excuse me?”

“Your keys. I’ll drive us to my hotel.”

Did he just say his hotel? May hotel chain din siya? Holy shit. Am I in a freaking chick flick or what?

Kinuha ko sa bulsa ko ang susi at ibinigay sa kanya. Walang imik ang naging byahe namin patungo sa hotel. It was full of tension and silent battle. Pirmi lang akong nakatingin sa bintana at pinapanood ang mga nadadaanang tanawin, all the while hyperaware of him looking at me from time to time.

Nang sapitin namin ang The Crowne, naiwan kami ni Yi-Rim sa lobby habang siya’y kinausap ang receptionist at ‘di kalaunan ay ang manager ng hotel na mukhang nasorpresa sa biglaan niyang pagbisita. I was watching him from afar and I couldn’t help but feel too overwhelmed at how bigger-than-life his aura is.

“T. L...”

Napapitlag ako mula sa iniisip nang umungol si Yi-Rim na nakasandal sa balikat. “Mm?”

Iminulat niya ang isa niyang mata at ngumisi. “Bet ka n’yan ni Sir Griffin, noh?”

Namilog ang mga mata ko’t magpoprotesta sana pero napatigil lamang nang lumapit ang tauhan ni Griffin sa amin. “Miss Lyselle, okay na po ang kwarto. Ihahatid ko na po siya ro’n.”

Tinulungan ko siyang itayo si Yi-Rim. “Naku, ako na. Okay lang, ako na lang ang maghahatid sa kanya.”

Ngumiti siya at umiling bago ipinangko si Yi-Rim nang walang kahirap-hirap. “Ako na po, Miss. Hinihintay po kayo ni Sir Griffin.”

Sukat doon ay napatingin ako sa dating kinatatayuan ng binanggit niya. True enough, he was standing near the revolving door, looking intently at me. Napabuntong hininga ako. When the hell will this night end?

GRIFFIN brought me to a coffee shop inside the hotel. Ayoko sanang magkape dahil baka dumagdag pa ang palpitation na iyon sa malakas na ngang kabog ng dibdib ko kaya’t umorder na lamang ako ng cold drink, masabi lamang na may ininom naman ako kahit na papaano.

“About earlier...” panimula niya matapos ang mahabang katahimikan. “I apologize if I offended you. I was...” he squinted, trying to find the right words, I think. “on edge.”

On edge? Talk about understatement. “Gano’n ka talaga maghanap ng mga babaeng ikakama?”

“Hindi ako kahit kailan naghanap.”

Arrogant much? “Fine then. That’s how you proposition women you like to bed?”

Nagkibit siya ng balikat. “I usually don’t say that much words as I just did with you, princess. That’s a first... I think.”

Mayabang mang pakinggan pero hindi ako nagdududang totoo ang sinasabi niya. With that face and that body and that money, I can’t imagine any woman saying no to him. Kaya siguro nahihirapan siyang intindihing umaayaw ako.

Bumuntong hininga ako at tinigilan ang idle na paghahalo ng stirrer sa iniinom ko. “Griffin... hindi ko alam kung paano sasabihin na hindi nagtutunog na parang isang hamon sa ‘yo ‘to. I know you’re not used to women saying no. And you’re right, I am attracted to you. You knew that even a decade ago, I don’t have anything to hide. But I’m not in the best position to be some millionaire’s fuck toy. I’m sorry.”

Tinitigan niya ako ng may ilang saglit. After a while, he sat back then quietly set his hand over my right one then switched it so my palm was upwards. To my utter shock, he started swirling his fingers lightly over it, making circles around it, all the while studying my face and waiting for my reaction.

Nahigit ko ang hininga, hindi alam kung anong ipapakita. This was seduction at its finest and I can feel the demon within me resurfacing, whispering: Just one night. Just one time.

“Griffin... I said no.”

My voice broke. Alam kong napansin niya iyon. Naroon ang pagkakakilanlan sa mga mata niya. He knew I wanted what he was offering.

“See... I hear you saying no, Lyselle, but it’s not what I’m seeing.”

Oh God. Sino pa bang santo ang pwede kong tawagin? “I said—”

“No?” salo niya saka biglang-bigla’y itinigil ang ginagawa sa palad ko. “Naririnig kita, princess. I just don’t get why.”

“Hindi ko kailangang ipaliwanag sa ‘yo.”

“Is it because I bought your company? I’m just the money, your old CEO is still in his seat so technically, I’m not even your boss.”

“Hindi ‘yon—”

“Or maybe you want romance? You want to be swept off your feet? I can arrange for that. I imagine it—”

“I said no!” Aware akong napalakas ang sigaw kong iyon. Maski ang katabi naming mesa ay napahinto sa pagkukwentuhan dahil sa gulat. I huffed and stood up. “Kung wala sa diksyunaryo mo ang salitang ‘yon, hindi ko problema ‘yon. Pero sa susunod na buksan mo ulit ang paksang ‘to, I will sue the hell out of you, King. Not every woman who lusts after you actually wants to be with you. I can’t imagine how anyone could when you have such hateful personality. Tama nga siguro sila. You’re just a face.”

I stormed the hell out of that place without looking back. I hoped to hell this ends already. Pakiramdam ko’y iyon lang lahat ang meron ako. A little more and I would’ve gone the deep end. Damned Griffin King.
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FOUR
Exorcism
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“I STILL can’t believe you guys are moving in together. Sigurado ba kayong magandang ideya ‘to? It’s like putting two alcoholics in one room with the freedom to buy anything they want—even alcohol. Di-ni-scuss n’yo ba sa mga psychiatrist n’yo to?”

Nagkatinginan kami ni Autumn na ngumisi lamang at ibinaba sa kitchen counter ang kahon na bitbit niya. “Therapists are not wardens, Nyla. Hindi ko kailangang ipaalam sa kanya lahat ng desisyong gagawin ko lalo na kung wala naman ‘yong kinalaman sa state of mind ko.”

Napangiti ako nang marinig iyon pero hindi ko na sinegundahan si Autumn at sa halip ay tahimik ko lamang na binuksan ang kabababa ko lamang na kahon sa sahig ng living room at kinuha mula roon ang mga bed sheets at kumot na kakailanganin namin ngayong gabi. Nyla dropped the two boxes she was carrying on top of the other box on the corner of the living room at nagpagpag ng kamay.

“Last na ‘tong mga box na ‘to. May mga naiwan pa ba kayo?”

Umiling ako. “Nakuha na ng mga movers kanina ‘yong mga mabibigat na appliances and furnitures. Everything’s set. Pero baka bukas o sa makalawa na kami magligpit para tumapat sa weekends. It’s hard to squeeze cleaning up and reorganizing during the work days.”

Tumango siya bilang pagsang-ayon. Naririnig ko ang kalansing ng mga kitchen tools sa kusina at nahulaang baka inilalabas ni Autumn ang mga plato, baso, at mga utensils galing sa kahong dala niya kanina.

“I like this penthouse. Pero hindi pa rin ako makapaniwalang mura ang nakuha n’yong renta rito. Two-bedroom penthouses are so pricey in the market nowadays. The cheapest you can get for this type of fully furnished penthouse is around sixty. And you got this ng forty two? Wow.”

Autumn resurfaced from the kitchen holding a bottle of water to her lips and another two on the other hand. Ibinigay niya ang isa kay Nyla at ang isa sa akin. “It still boggled my mind, too, when I first heard the offer. I did wonder kung may catch pero na-check ko naman ang lahat bago namin kinuha ‘to. The building is famous, the location is very ideal, close to all the main establishments.”

Si Autumn ang nag-asikaso ng lahat sa penthouse. I’m not good at dealing with stuff like this. Isa pa, at the time, I had so much on my plate what with the promotion and the numerous clients we received.

“Anyway, back to the previous topic,” naupo si Autumn sa sofa na nasa likuran ko. “Was that guy always so crude? Kahit dati?”

She was talking about Griffin King. I had to tell them both what happened between us a few nights ago. Mahirap sarilinin ang ganoong bagay and besides, Nyla had been asking about him ever since she saw him at the Kingsley Tower that one time.

Nagkibit ako ng balikat. “From memory, he was nice. Noong bata pa ako, hindi ko siya naringgan ng gano’n. He was always polite—albeit a little reserved.”

“O baka hindi mo lang naririnig kasi hindi ikaw ang target,” sansala ni Nyla. That made sense, I thought. “So anong gagawin mo kapag kinulit ka pa n’yan? Magdedemanda ka nga?”

“I doubt he’ll still pursue me. I’m too much of a trouble para lang sa one night stand. Wala sa kalibre niya ang maghabol para sa sex.”

“Watch out for that guy still, Ice,” pagkuwa’y tinapik ni Autumn ang balikat ko. “From experience, you may think Griffin King is harmless because you and he hasn’t happened yet and it looks like he’d stop bothering. Pero masyado mong ina-underestimate ang sarili mo. From the looks of it, it’s possible he may have wanted you from the beginning.”

Kumunot ang noo ko. “From the beginning? Anong ibig sabihin no’n?”

Siya naman ang nagkibit ng balikat. “You know I have a lot of experience with crazy, obsessed men.” That is understatement of the year. “Men like that who have access with pretty much everything can create premeditated situations. For example, what are the odds of Brand & Beyond being transferred to a building he owns days after you got promoted and you were handed a campaign for a project he’s funding? And then he made your company a subsidiary of his own but stayed away from the business just far enough to avoid the technicaility of you being involved with a boss.”

“Autumn, kung gusto niyang gawin ang mga ‘yan, he could’ve done that five years ago. Immediately after I went home.”

“Not if he couldn’t.”

“Huh?”

Ngumiti siya at napailing. “Lyselle... there was a seal on your records. Remember? You changed your family name and anything of Lyselle Ilagan is hidden from anyone who would go digging. He didn’t have access then which is why he can only act the moment he confirmed Lyselle Ocampo was the Lyselle he was probably looking for.”

Nagkatinginan kami ni Nyla. Namimilog na ang mga mata niya at nakaawang na ng kaunti ang bibig na tila hindi makapaniwala sa naririnig. I gulped and thought about it. Alam ko ang trauma ni Autumn sa mga kagaya ni Griffin na makapangyarihan at may pera. If I were in her shoes, I’d be, too. So I understand her paranoia sometimes.  

But that doesn’t mean she’s right, does it?

Natagpuan ko ang sarili kong umiiling. “No, that’s impossible. Hindi ako pag-aaksayahan ng panahon ng mga kagaya ni Griffin. He’s larger than life and I’m... well, me.”

“I’m just saying. It wouldn’t hurt to be a little too suspicious of someone’s motives sometimes.”

IT WAS a busy Monday morning. We had clients in for a site visit and for RFP presentations. Ang tanging pahinga lang yata ng boses at utak ko noong araw na iyon ay lunch which I took very late in the day—around half past three. Bumaba ako sa second floor, may restaurant doon na nagse-serve ng Korean dishes since I’d been craving for something warm and spicy. Medyo malamig na ang panahon dahil nagtatag-ulan na. Makulimlim nga ulit sa labas at mukhang nagbabadya na namang umulan.

I had just finished the bowl of ramyeon noodles and was browsing through the chats on my phone when I caught a familiar scent pass by my table. Napaangat ako ng tingin at sinundan ang mga lalaking iginigiya ng waitress sa mesang ‘di kalayuan ng sa akin. That corner was devoid of people though and I noticed there was a ‘Reserved’ label on the table that the waitress snatched away when the men took a seat.

Limang lalaki ang naupo roon. Most of them are in profile from my sight ngunit ang kaisa-isang may direktang anggulo sa akin ay si Griffin. When he unbuttoned his blazer and took a seat, he was looking at me. His eyes were dark, watching, but I can feel the iciness in them. Nagbaba ako ng tingin sa cell phone ko at inabala ang sarili sa ginagawa kanina. I must have really pissed him off big time.

Noong sandaling iyon nagpasyang lumitaw ang caller ID ni Britanni Knight—one of my closest friends who I haven’t seen in a while due to the hectic schedule I and Autumn had, what with the home hunting and the moving in. Agad kong sinagot ang tawag, excited na makausap si Britanni.

“Hi, B! What’s up?”

I heard her caught a breath. “Oh, God, you haven’t heard, have you?”

Nawala ang ngiti ko at natigilan. Her voice sounded off. “Ang alin? Britanni, may nangyari ba sa ‘yo?”

“N-no. No, no, not me. Ice, it’s all over social media. Primitivo Ilagan was shot by unknown men earlier today according to the posts. Hindi malinaw ang detalye pero nagpa-interview sa TV si Logan, he said it was a political threat because your family’s enemies doesn’t want him to run for Senator so he announced earlier that he’s going to run to give justice to your brother. Ice, I’m sorry.”

Nadulas sa kamay ko ang telepono. Naririnig ko pa si Britanni ng mahina mula sa speaker ng cell phone, tinatanong kung naroon pa ako. My mind went numb. And then I went over what she said again. Then it sunk into me.

Prim was shot. My little brother. Oh my God. He was shot!

Agad-agad akong tumayo at kinuha ang cell phone ko saka patakbong lumabas ng restaurant. “Brit, he’s alive, isn’t he? He’s alive?”

Hindi ko alam kung anong gagawin ko kung sinabi niyang hindi. Nag-iinit na ang mga mata ko sa nakabadyang luha at sobrang bilis ng tibok ng puso ko sa kaba. This shouldn’t be happening. Nangako silang poprotektahan nila ang kapatid ko!

“He is... I think. At least based on what had been circulating online.”

“O-okay, thank you for calling me, Brit. I
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