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      For those still pondering about making that first step,

      time to make the leap!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            krisha

          

        

      

    

    
      The cool opening bars of Do-over play from the purple Bluetooth speakers perched on my desk. I pace the floor of my bedroom, humming along with the gorgeous ad-libs that make up the song’s intro. Then, the moment the first verse is uttered, I extend my leg into a graceful slide, raise my arms, and fully surrender myself to the music.

      I can’t remember a time when I didn’t enjoy dancing. Papa and Mama have always said that from the moment I learned how to balance myself on my own two feet, I’d already begun bouncing in time to an imaginary beat. Lola Fely likes to tell anyone who’d listen that I inherited my moves from her, and I’m more than happy to agree with her because, really, my grandma is an awesome dancer. Besides, it’s nice to think that dance is an inherent part of me, much like how every cell of my body is. It certainly feels that way. Because whenever I danced, I felt authentically me. Whenever I danced, I felt happy.

      In fact, dancing is one of the few things keeping me happy these days. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m thankful that high school is over and I’m looking forward to the next adventure that college life brings, but I can’t help but wish that there’s something else, something more to do beyond just staying at home, holed up in my room. I mean, I had really high expectations for this school break.

      Getting so much time to dance is great and all, but it’s not exactly how I pictured spending all my time away from school.

      Back when I was slaving through final exams and clearance requirements, while simultaneously taking care of all my college applications, the only thing that kept me from going completely insane was the promise of sixty-eight days of freedom. Yep, I made sure to count. Sixty-eight days to spend however I want without the stress of making the grade, the pressure of meeting the deadline, or the fear of not living up to expectations.

      Getting through senior year hadn’t been easy. Fun, yes, but not easy. It was the hardest I had ever worked in all my years in high school, and it paid off in more ways than one. Not only did I successfully earn the right to graduate and get my diploma, I also got accepted to my first-choice college. Come the start of the next academic year, I’ll be a freshman at Sta. Gianna University. It’s one of the best schools in the country, and I’ll be studying under its biology program, the same program that Mama and Papa took for their pre-med. All set on making the ultimate dream come true: Krisha Parlade, MD. Yes, someday. A surgeon, just like Mama, if I’m lucky.

      But first, I’m all about enjoying my last summer break before fully embracing collegiate life. All sixty-eight days of it. Which is, apparently, easier said than done. Because even though I’ve been looking forward to this school break for so long, now that freedom’s finally here, I’m still completely at a loss over how to make the most out of it.

      Going on a trip sounds good, but the nature of my parents’ jobs makes it hard for them to get any real time off, so a family vacation is out of the question. Before the school year officially ended, my friends and I had been talking about going on a road trip, maybe to a beach or a waterpark, but we didn’t get the chance to make any concrete plans. Then, after our graduation ceremony, everyone suddenly became busy with their own things. Jase had headed north, all the way up in Pangasinan, to spend time with his relatives there, while Ira Marie had gone off on a grand five-country Southeast-Asian tour with her cousins. I’m not opposed to giving the whole solo traveling thing a try, but there is no way I’ll be allowed to go off by myself. After all, my parents are as strict as they come.

      And so, left at home to entertain myself, I’ve mostly just been browsing the Internet, watching random shows, and working on my dance moves. I’m thankful to be free of school for the time being, but the monotony of my routine is starting to get a little tiresome. I need something better to do. Something exciting. Gosh, even my little sister, Gigi, and my grandmother, Lola Fely, have better social calendars than I do. It’s just sad.

      I perform one last turn and bow my head just as the music ends. I’m all sweaty and thirsty, but I also feel instantly better. Much better than I had earlier while mindlessly scrolling through my social media feeds. Dancing has always been a surefire way to boost my spirits.

      As my playlist moves on to the next song in the queue, I walk over to my desk to pick up my water bottle. I’m in the middle of taking a long drink when I’m interrupted by the sound of clapping. I turn around to find the source of the unexpected applause: my dad standing by my bedroom doorway.

      “Quite the performance there, Krisha.”

      I laugh. “That wasn’t a performance, Papa. That was just me messing around.”

      “Well, it looked like a full-blown performance to me.”

      I shake my head, a smile settling on my face. Papa’s really generous with his compliments, especially when it comes to his two precious girls. He showers us with them, even though we don’t always deserve the accolades. Papa doesn’t look like it, being the large, portly man that he is, but he’s a big softie inside. I swear, he had tears in his eyes during my graduation ceremony as I received my diploma and a special award for serving as co-captain of our school dance squad.

      Papa walks over to my side and wraps an arm around my shoulders, giving me an encouraging squeeze. “Well, I’m glad to see that you’ve cheered up a bit. I know this school break isn’t turning out like you wanted.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, Papa. I’m sure I can come up with something to do with all my time.”

      “Well, if you’re up for it, I may have a suggestion.”

      Uh oh. I love my dad with my entire being, but I’m not sure if I like the sound of “suggestion” coming from him. “What is it?”

      “How would you like a job?” Papa smiles as if he has just offered me the best deal of my life.

      Suffice to say, getting a job wasn’t part of my plans. I wanted my break from school to be fun and enjoyable, and no matter how I thought about it, there wasn’t anything about getting a job that seemed like fun or enjoyable. I mean, okay, earning some spending money would be pretty cool. But what would I even do? I don’t have any special skills to boast about, except maybe the dancing. Is that what this is about? Is Dad going to make me give dance lessons to some kids, maybe?

      Probably seeing the confusion on my face, Papa chuckles before continuing, “Well, I say job, but it’s really more like a learning opportunity. Something like the work immersion you did for school.”

      Oh. So, more like giving first aid to kids? I could probably do that. I was in the STEM strand in senior high, and as part of graduation requirements, we had to complete 80 hours of work immersion to gain firsthand experience and job exposure. Our school had several partnerships in place, and since I was planning to pursue medicine, I opted to join the immersion group for Northeast Medical Center. It was an interesting experience, though we were mostly asked to be observers in the wards most of the time. I appreciated how the nurses, lab techs, and even some of the resident doctors would share stories about their experiences and allow us to tag along as they went about their work. The best part about the whole thing was learning basic first aid. I got to splint one of my classmates.

      “You’ll be a healthcare assistant at one of the clinics I manage,” Papa continues. Unlike Mama and the majority of doctors who work in hospitals, Papa spends most of his time in company offices. He’s an occupational health physician, and even though he still sees patients, most of his work is now administrative. He is the medical director of several company clinics. “It’s a relatively new clinic, and the doctor who’s currently handling it is also fairly new. But he’s a Sta. Gianna graduate, and is a very nice fellow. I think he’ll be willing to teach you a few things.”

      Forget about getting a job. I think Papa just wants to show me what his kind of doctor life is like. This is what I get after saying that I wanted to be a surgeon like Mama. “What exactly does a healthcare assistant do, Papa?”

      “Well, assist the doctor on duty, of course. It’ll mostly be clerical work. Filling up forms, organizing supplies, and taking inventory. But on the bright side, you’ll be getting a modest stipend, and you’ll also get to see firsthand how a non-hospital-based physician works. Think of it as a paid internship.”

      I knew it. He’s definitely low-key recruiting me into his field of work. It’s way too early for this, Papa! I haven’t even started college yet. Gosh.

      Still, I have to admit that I’m curious about the whole thing. I mean, it has to be better than just sitting around at home, surfing the Internet, and practicing dance routines by myself, right? Even if doing paperwork and inventory doesn’t sound like any fun at all. “Okay. Let’s say that I’m up for it, Papa. Where’s this clinic of yours?”

      “Ah. Didn’t I mention it already? It’s at this media company. You may have heard of it? It’s called BYN.”

      …

      Wait. Hold up.

      BYN? As in, the BYN Media and Entertainment Group?

      “You’re joking. Papa, is this a prank?”

      “What? Of course not.” Papa frowns, his eyebrows furrowing. “Why? Is there something wrong?”

      Something wrong?

      Papa, how could there be anything wrong when you’re asking me to work at BYN Media and Entertainment Group? Oh my gosh. Is this seriously my life right now?

      I’m pretty sure I’ve started grinning like an idiot, and that silly face is enough to answer Papa’s question, so I decide to steer the conversation to the more important matters. “Does Gigi know that you manage the BYN company clinic?”

      Papa looks really bewildered now. “Gigi? When has your sister ever shown any interest in my work?”

      “Papa!” As if summoned by the mere mention of her name, my 12-year-old little sister appears. She’s dressed in a cute frilly periwinkle blouse and dark jeans, ready to go out. Gigi leans against my open bedroom door, her eyes landing on Papa. “Are you still heading out? May I please get a ride to the mall?”

      “Sure, anak. I’ll be right down. Go ahead and wait in the car.”

      “Hey, Gi!” I call, still grinning widely. “Did you know that Papa’s managing the company clinic at BYN?”

      “You’re joking.” Gigi’s expression is priceless. One of her eyebrows goes straight up, as if to say that she doesn’t appreciate me trying to trick her. When I don’t deliver a punchline, Gigi looks over to Papa. “Ate Krisha’s pranking me, isn’t she, Papa? Can we please just go now?”

      “Okay, girls. I am obviously missing something big here.” Papa scratches his head, his gaze darting from one daughter to the other. “Before anything else, can somebody please tell me what the deal with BYN is?”

      Biting back my laughter, I relent and give Papa a brief explanation about one of the fastest-rising media and entertainment companies in the country. I’m honestly surprised he doesn’t know why Gigi and I are making such a big deal out of this. Because it is a big deal. For us, anyway.

      BYN Media and Entertainment Group was established just a few years ago, but the company has managed to make a name for itself even in such a short amount of time. And that was all thanks to the smashing success of pop-rock teen sensation Gone by Midnight. Also known as Gigi’s absolute favorite boy band. My little sister has been a fan since the group was still a trio, before they were called Gone by Midnight.

      Me? I can’t exactly call myself a fan, even though I do like some of their songs. Like the one I danced to just now. Do-over is such a bop. I only really became interested in the boy group when they announced their fourth member, Calico. Or Cal, as he’s choosing to go by nowadays. Nevertheless, he’ll always be Calico the dance vlogger to me. I used to be an avid follower of his Tiktok account and YouTube channel, where he would post dance covers, a ton of them, with his own choreography. Last year, Calico went viral for what netizens christened the Baby Rock Dance Challenge. His dance moves were replicated by thousands of people, making him an instant celebrity. His talents certainly didn’t go unnoticed, and not long after, it was announced that he had been signed by BYN. Given the sudden developments in his career, it wasn’t surprising that there have been no new updates to Calico’s vlog. I do keep tabs on him, though. Even after he joined Gone by Midnight as the band’s new keyboardist, I always hoped I’d get to see Calico dance again.

      And now, I really might just get that opportunity.

      “Gone by Midnight, huh. I see,” Papa says thoughtfully, after I’d finished clueing him in. “I have no idea who they are, but I’m guessing this means you’ll be taking the job?” He smiles at me, already fully aware of what my answer is.

      On the other hand, Gigi has finally realized that I wasn’t pranking her. All of a sudden, my sister doesn’t look like she’s in a hurry to leave anymore. “Wait, you really do run the company clinic at BYN, Papa?” Her big, round eyes turn to me in disbelief. “And what do you mean Ate Krisha’ll be taking the job? What job?”

      I flash my little sister a smile as I reply to Papa’s unnecessary question. “Healthcare assistant. You’re looking at BYN Media and Entertainment’s new healthcare assistant.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            dr3am team group chat

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Jase

      

      
        INTERNET. Finally.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Hey, Jase. How’s Pangasinan? 😊

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        I want to go home, Krish.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I swear. I don’t know how my grandparents survive here.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Seriously, I had to climb up here on the roof just to get cell service.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        What?!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you saying you’re on the rooftop of your grandparents’ house right now?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        You know it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I just sent a pic, BTW. But it doesn’t look like it’s gonna go through any time soon.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        View from here is amazing, though.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Sheesh, Jase. Get down from there before you hurt yourself.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Aww. Thanks for the concern, doc.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But trust me, I’ll be fine.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Been climbing rooftops and trees all my life.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        No amount of experience is going to save your poor limbs from an accident waiting to happen.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Chill out, Krish. I promise to be careful.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Anyhow, how’s your break so far?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Well, it just got interesting actually.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ve got big news.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        Greetings, Philippines.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Sawadee ka! Hello from Bangkok!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Hey Ira!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Yo! There’s our resident jetsetter.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        Hey guys. We just checked in at our hotel.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m SO tired. Did you know our flight got delayed for FOUR whole hours?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Yikes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        Tell me about it. The wait was even longer than the flight itself. I need a distraction from all the bad vibes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Perfect timing then. Krisha has big news.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        I got a job.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        A JOB? Really? That wasn’t part of your Days of Freedom plan.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        My what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        Your Days of Freedom plan.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’ve been talking so much about going all out for our last break before college, I figured it deserved a name.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        A proper one. Complete with the capital letters.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        What’s the job?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        I’m going to be a healthcare assistant, helping out at one of Papa’s clinics.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        Wow! Sounds great.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        What the hell is a healthcare assistant?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        You know what, I’m not so sure myself.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Papa says I’ll mostly be doing paperwork.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I guess I’ll find out for sure when I report for duty on Monday.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh, but here’s the plot twist, guys. Ask me where I’ll be working.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Just spit it out, Parlade.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        BYN Media and Entertainment Group.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        WHAT! ARE YOU SERIOUS?!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BYN AS IN GONE BY MIDNIGHT’S BYN? HOLY MOLY.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Gone by Midnight? As in, the P-pop boy band?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        YES, THE BOY BAND. OMG.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        I’m guessing you want their autographs?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        OMG. I LOVE YOU, KRISHA PARLADE. YOU’RE THE BEST FRIEND A GIRL CAN HAVE.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Hahaha. Of course, I am.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        I’m still here, btw. And can we quit it with the all-caps?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        I’ll do my best. No promises though.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        Wait. Doesn’t this mean that you’ll also get the chance to see Calico?! OMG, KRISHA.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Calico? As in, Baby Rock Challenge Calico?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        YES. Calico, who is now Cal of Gone by Midnight!!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Yep. I don’t know if I’ll even get the chance to meet any of the talents, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try. 💪

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        Wow. Well, good luck, Krish.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        You’ll meet him, Krisha. You’ll meet all the Gone by Midnight boys. I’m sure of it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Krisha

      

      
        Thanks, guys. Let’s just hope for the best.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jase

      

      
        [sent a photo: a selfie showing him sitting on the roof of a house, with a stretch of greenery, trees and mountains alike, behind him]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ira Marie

      

      
        OMG. JASON FONTALERA. ARE YOU SERIOUSLY SITTING ON THE ROOF RIGHT NOW?

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            krisha

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Monday, and I’m about to start my very first job.

      Is this what they call adulting?

      Adulting or not, I made an effort to look extra nice today. I chose a pretty pink blouse and paired it with my best pair of jeans. I did my makeup light but couldn’t resist indulging in my favorite coral red lipstick. Love the color! I think I got the whole functional but cute look down to a T. I know that I’ll probably be confined to a desk all day, but I won’t have a problem running and moving, just in case I need to.

      After an uneventful drive through the busy streets of the metro, Papa and I make our way through the surprisingly ordinary-looking hallways of BYN Media and Entertainment Group’s main headquarters. I don’t know what I expected, but so far it doesn’t seem any different from a typical, boring office building. Plain white walls all around. The occasional frosted-glass door leading to a room filled with cubicle desks. Oh, and lots of framed photos and posters boasting of the company’s achievements. And by that, I mean lots and lots of photos and posters of Gone by Midnight. The faces of the band members can be seen all around as we continue on our way to the HR office, where I’m supposed to submit a few requirements before officially starting.

      All throughout the weekend, Gigi had tried to make Papa get her a job at BYN, too, much to no avail. Looks like there’s only room for one healthcare assistant at the company clinic. After some more unsuccessful pouting and begging, Gigi eventually gave up and decided to bug me instead. First, she made me promise to get her signed photos of each of the Gone by Midnight boys. I promised that I’d try. Then, she proceeded to give me a crash course on her favorite boy band, so I’ll be prepared when I meet, in her words, “the country’s hottest teenage heartthrobs.”

      Gone by Midnight is composed of four members, all exceptionally good-looking, all incredibly talented musicians. There’s, of course, Calico. I mean, Cal, keyboardist and dancer extraordinaire. I really didn’t need any more information about him honestly, but I listened to Gigi praise him for “completing the band’s sound.” Then, there’s the drummer, Anthony, he of the adorable dimpled smile, energetic predisposition, and rockin’ bleached blonde hair. There’s also Rick, the cool yet intense, bespectacled music genius who rocks the bass and provides backing vocals on their tracks.

      And of course, Gigi would not let me forget about Gone by Midnight frontman and lead guitarist Matt, whom I recognize from an ice cream commercial from way back. The guy was literally born for the spotlight, being the son of showbiz royalty, blockbuster actor Christopher Navales and the country’s High Songstress Larissa Rivera. Matt must take after his mother more because he is now beloved by fans for his rich, smooth voice that has quite the range. His unparalleled charisma, however, people say he definitely inherited from his dad. All these qualities and more are apparently the reason why he’s Gigi’s ultimate bias.

      Matt, Rick, and Anthony started making waves in the industry a couple of years ago, even holding a successful concert at the Big Dome. Then, late last year, BYN announced a new member, Cal, and thus, Gone by Midnight was born. Since then, the band has become so popular because of their relatable music and, ahem, stunning visuals. They have no doubt captured the hearts of many all around the country, and while I did promise Gigi as well as Ira Marie that I’d do what I can to get them autographs, I wonder how I’ll ever manage to do that. Will I even get a glimpse of the boys? The only way I see that happening is if they come to visit the company clinic. I do want to see them, but not when they’re sick or injured. And I definitely don’t want anyone getting sick or injured.

      When we finally arrive at the HR office, Papa gets a call on his phone. From the looks of his face, it seems urgent, so I insist on going in by myself. I don’t mean to sound so enthusiastic, but I guess I let it show anyway. I mean, even though this wasn’t initially part of my Days of Freedom plan (Ira Marie’s right. The name is catchy), getting my first job is still exciting. And to be able to do it at BYN Media and Entertainment Group!  Besides, I should be able to manage filing my employment paperwork on my own. Papa doesn’t argue with me. Instead, he even looks proud to see me step up. He leaves to take his call with a smile.

      The clerk behind the desk greets me immediately when I enter. She introduces herself as Beatrice. I tell her my name and hand over my papers. She browses through them quickly, as if ticking off a mental checklist. Then she places my bio sheet and other requirements in a folder she marks with my name and a label that says "Healthcare Team Staff." Then, with the speed of a practiced worker, Ms. Beatrice types up a few things on her computer and, within a few minutes, produces a PVC card. She presents it to me with a flourish. My new company ID designates me as Krisha Parlade, Healthcare Team Staff, BYN Media and Entertainment Group.

      Wow. Well, that was easy enough.

      But just when I thought that we were all done, all set, Ms. Beatrice slides another set of papers my way. It looks to be about five pages long and extremely text-heavy. My eyes skim over the document and I’m a bit overwhelmed by the sheer number of words. I’m taken aback when I finally register what’s printed on the very top of the first page.

      Non-Disclosure Agreement. Oh wow.

      The bewilderment must be written all over my face, so Ms. Beatrice launches straight into what sounds like a rehearsed spiel. “BYN Media and Entertainment Group requires all its employees, full-time or otherwise, to sign this NDA. During your time here, there will be occasions when you will witness projects, performances, and products at various stages of development. While the aforementioned are protected by the usual rules of copyright and intellectual property, this NDA provides further legal safeguard for BYN’s talents and production staff.”

      Ms. Beatrice uses a lot of big words, some of which I don’t fully understand, but I think I got the gist of it. Not only am I not allowed to copy and pass along any of the stuff I may or may not witness – songs, dances, photos, posters, and the like – as my own, I’m also not allowed to tell anyone else about any of it. Not a single detail. Not to a single soul. And because I’ll be joining the company’s medical team, Ms. Beatrice explained that an additional clause has been added to ensure that all aspects of any would-be patient's health, especially their talents, are kept strictly confidential. She said that if I am proven to have broken the NDA in any way, the company is entitled to press charges against me, which may or may not result in a huge settlement fee. Or worse.

      “Do you have any questions?” Ms. Beatrice asks when she finally finishes explaining. She offers me a pen to sign with. “You’ll need to sign on the margin of each page as well as on the appropriate line on the last page.”

      “Just one.” I look over the document in my hands again before turning back to her. “Do you mind if I take this with me first? I just want to give it a proper read.” I can’t speak for anyone else, but I don’t feel comfortable signing a document without at least reading through everything I’m supposedly agreeing to. My parents taught me early on how important the fine print can be.

      Ms. Beatrice just shrugs at me, as if to say, Suit yourself, and puts away her pen.

      I thank her, and make my way out of human resources, armed with my new company ID and the non-disclosure agreement I’m fully determined to read through.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Papa is nowhere to be seen. I look for him in the hallways near human resources, but there’s no sign of him anywhere. A quick look at my phone reveals why. Apparently, there’s an emergency in one of the other company clinics he manages. Something about a severe allergic reaction. The clinic is all the way on the other side of the metro, so he had to hurry and drive like the wind. I learned later that, although the patient had already been rushed to the ER, the higher-ups were furious that the clinic had no medication in stock. Papa later explained that he had to rush over there because even though the doctor on duty was doing her best to handle the situation, it was ultimately an administrative problem that required her boss.

      We were supposed to head over to the BYN company clinic together so that Papa could personally introduce me to the doctor on duty. But growing up with doctors as parents, I knew how quickly plans could change, especially when, in their field, emergencies meant lives were in danger. Literally. Gigi and I have long learned to be understanding of unexpected circumstances. We adjust. We make things work. We do what we can.

      Ms. Beatrice was kind enough to give me directions to the company clinic. She’d been clear and precise, and I swear I’d been doing my best to follow through, but I still somehow ended up completely and hopelessly lost. It doesn’t help that there aren't many people passing by (the few ones that do look so busy, I’m afraid to bother them), and that the corridors all look the same with their white walls, glass doors, and Gone by Midnight framed photos. I must have walked past that fierce portrait of Matt Navales in blue three times already.

      As I continue walking, I try to look around for a familiar landmark to help me find my bearings. Or even better, a sign pointing me toward the right way to the clinic. Turning and looking around while walking is a big mistake though, because it makes me miss what’s right in front of me. It’s all too late when I turn a corner and face forward again.

      “Ah!” I exclaim upon the sudden impact.

      At first, I thought that I had collided face-first with one of the BYN office’s many white walls. Because that’s all I could see, just plain white. And it’s also all I could feel, that hard surface of a wall.

      “Woah there. Are you okay?”

      But walls don’t talk, do they?

      Still a bit stunned, I step backward, only to nearly lose my footing again. Because that hard surface of wall I felt? Not a wall. It’s a person’s very solid chest. And that white surface I saw? Also, not a wall. It’s a plain white shirt. Which is not so white anymore.

      Not with the lipstick stain I inadvertently left in the middle of it.

      “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was going!” I fish inside my sling bag, bringing out my handkerchief and pocket bottle of rubbing alcohol. I spray alcohol onto the cloth and prepare to help clean out the poor stranger’s shirt. “I didn’t mean to—”

      I don’t get the chance to start blotting out the stain, though. And as much as I’d like to say that it’s because I realized how completely inappropriate it would be to start dabbing at another person’s chest, it’s not because of that. It’s because I looked up and saw his face. That gorgeous face that just a couple of minutes ago, I thought I’d never get the opportunity to see outside of a photo or a screen.

      Matt Navales of Gone by Midnight is standing inches right in front of me, and I just ruined his shirt.

      Oh my gosh, can the ground just hurry up and swallow me whole right now?

      Not a single one of his photos or videos does him justice. He’s a head taller than I am, with shoulders so broad and a chest so solidly built, I don’t even feel ridiculous for mistaking him for a wall. He’s wearing simple clothes – just plain black jogger pants and gray rubber shoes, along with the plain white shirt I stained with my lipstick. But the whole look makes him appear anything but simple. With that light brown hair, those dark, expressive eyes, looking at me now with a touch of worry, those high cheekbones, and those full pink lips, his whole face completely devoid of make-up, Matt Navales has got to be as close as a person can get to perfection.

      “Hey, don’t worry about it. It’s no big deal,” he says, looking down at his shirt. “Nothing that can’t be washed off.” Then, he fixes his attention back to me, and his eyes take in the hankie I’m holding out. “May I?”

      I’m still gawking at him and at the horrifying evidence of my own clumsiness, but I manage to nod and hand him my handkerchief. Matt takes it with a smile and starts dabbing at the stain on his shirt.

      “There! You can barely see it!” Matt says after a while. He’s just saying that to be nice, to make me feel less guilty about myself. But really, the stain hasn’t disappeared at all. I really hope that whoever does his laundry will be able to remedy it. It might look like an ordinary plain white shirt, but because it’s Matt Navales we’re talking about, I’m willing to bet that it costs way more than I think it does. Still, he acts as if there really is no harm done.

      Matt starts to hand me back my handkerchief, but then, he seems to think better of it. “I’ll just hold on to this, if you don’t mind.” He slides the cloth inside his pocket. “I’ll get it back to you after washing.”

      If I wasn’t already blushing hard in embarrassment, I definitely am now. The thought of having Matt Navales of Gone by Midnight launder my hankie instantly makes me regain my wits. “N-No! You don’t have to do that.”

      “It’s fine. The shirt’s getting washed anyway. Might as well include the handkerchief.” Matt tilts his head and smiles at me. I didn’t think it was possible, but with that smile, he manages to look even more disarmingly handsome. “Looking for HR? It’s back through the corridor you just came from.”

      “Huh?” With a start, I realize that Matt has noticed the NDA papers I’m holding. “Oh! No, I’m headed for the company clinic, actually. I got a little lost.”

      “Ah! For your medical exam? Great. It’s over this way,” Matt says, gesturing toward the hallway to his left. “I know that BYN HQ can be a little confusing. I can show you the way.”

      “That’s really nice of you, but I don’t want to bother you any further.” I’ve already inconvenienced him enough, what with colliding with him and ruining his shirt. “I’ll manage.”

      “It’s no bother. Besides, I’ll be passing by it anyway.” Matt walks a few steps through the corridor. When I don’t immediately follow him, he turns back and gestures at me to hurry. “Come on!”

      If I’m being completely honest with myself, I think I would have followed him anywhere if it meant always being at the receiving end of that dazzling smile.

      Determined to prevent any more chances of me embarrassing myself, I will my feet to move. When I arrive at his side, Matt says, “I just realized that I completely forgot to ask for your name.” He extends his hand to me. “I’m Matt. You are?” As if I didn’t already know who he is.

      I slide my hand to meet the welcoming warmth of his. “Hi. I’m Krisha. It’s nice to meet you.” I allow myself a brief moment of relief. Get a hold of yourself, girl. It may have been through the worst of circumstances, but I actually met Matt of Gone by Midnight and am talking to him. I’d hoped it would happen, but somewhere at the back of my mind, I doubted that it was even actually possible. But now, it’s real. It’s really happening. And I have to make up for a terrible first impression. I’d say managing to shake his hand and introduce myself is as good a start as any.

      As we continue walking along the hallway, I try to come up with something even mildly interesting to keep the conversation going. But any attempt at words escapes me. Because whenever I even begin to turn towards Matt to speak, my eyes involuntarily drop towards his chest and the stain of lipstick I left there. Oh gosh. Will the embarrassment ever go away?

      A hand covers the spot and hides the blemish from my view. “Quit looking at it. I told you, it’s no big deal.”

      I look up to see a smile playing at the corner of Matt’s lips. Is he laughing at me right now? Great. My shame amuses him. “I just… Ugh. I’m really sorry, Matt. I can’t apologize enough. I wish you’d let me make it up to you.”

      Matt suddenly stops walking. He turns to me, quirking an eyebrow. “Are you offering to wash my shirt?”

      What? “Um…”

      “Are you sure?” He starts making a big show of playing with the hem of his shirt. “Because like I’ve told you a million times now, it really isn’t a big deal. But if you’re really insisting…” Matt starts lifting the shirt, and I’m pretty sure my face has turned an intense shade of red. Is he seriously going to undress himself right here? He can’t be serious!

      “No! Maybe I can make it up to you some other way!” I exclaim. I glare at a laughing Matt until he releases hold of his shirt. “Can we please just keep walking?”

      “No can do.” Matt gestures behind me. “We’re here.” I turn around and find a frosted glass door, the word “Clinic” etched on its surface.

      “Oh.” Well, that was fast. We didn’t seem to have walked very far from the intersection where we met. “Uh, thank you.”

      “My pleasure.” He tilts his head towards the door. “You go on in. I have to go.”

      “Thank you, Matt,” I repeat. “And I’m really sorry about the shirt.”

      That gorgeous smile still on his face, Matt just shakes his head and starts walking again. “Looking forward to how you’ll be making it up to me, Krisha. See you around!” I watch his retreating back, a perfect sight just like the rest of him, and remain where I’m standing until his figure disappears at the end of the corridor.
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