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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      One sunny afternoon, my English teacher decided to lecture us about the importance of names. Names, he told us, mean something.  They showed hidden angles about a person, like how smart Maximillius’s parents expect him to be or how hammered Ginebra’s parents were the night she was born. Once in a while, they even reflect a higher purpose in life.

      I’d been looking through the window while he was talking, watching a sparrow hop about the strawberry tree outside with this glazed look on my face, so you can imagine my surprise when he called my name. Teachers usually don’t call me—they’ve all but given up on the idea that I could possibly care about anything going on in that classroom.

      I remember glancing up, wondering if I was in trouble, preparing to jump through the window if I was. He walked the length of the classroom and pointed at me with a broken piece of chalk, powder coating his callused fingers. “His name, for example. It means ‘Saint Paul.’” His lips quirked into a half-smile. “Now, as misguided as the attempt was for his parents to set him on the right path, we can all see their intent, can we? They wanted Pablo here—unconsciously or not—to exemplify the values of a good Christian boy. A good, worthy Christian boy who lives up to his responsibilities, studies hard, and doesn’t give them endless grief.”

      His eyes looked up and down, as if he was emphasizing exactly how mistaken my parents were. I thought it was highly unnecessary—unless he had something to pin me with, he was wasting his time. Maybe he was waiting for me to cuss him out in front of the whole class. I could have told him good luck—I wasn’t dumb enough to fall for his tricks. I gave a slow smile without really saying anything, which seemed to make him uncomfortable. He turned back to the blackboard and addressed the other students with an almost defiant grin. “Now who was Saint Paul, class, and what did he do for us? He was a good Christian who defied…”

      His words were all I could think of when I graffiti’d his car later that afternoon. The irony of pointing out my parents expected me to be a saint, as if anyone overthought what they named their children that much, wasn’t lost on me. Had he been spiking his morning coffee? There was an inch-thick folder at the principal’s desk—complete with my name in bold letters on the front—that could speak the truth better than the jackass. My parents never expected much from me. I’d given them grief since Day One, from the time I painted the walls of my kindergarten class with tar all the way to yesterday when they found me with two sticks of marijuana in my backpack. The teacher was new to the school, but not knowing wasn’t an excuse. That’s like saying you didn’t know the bus was going to run you over, even though you were in the middle of the intersection and it was pulling a 70. But I suppose his innocent comment must’ve struck a nerve, because the last thing I remember doing was drawing an enormous raised middle finger on his windshield. He had been lucky; I could’ve slashed his tires.

      

      There was a time I considered myself a good son, despite my missteps. I was never deliberately cruel—I drew the line at practical jokes and never went out of my way to hurt anyone. I did chores. I’d sweep the floors, pick up my toys, and have the rice ready before my parents got home. I answered them as politely as I could, using the appropriate words of respect: “Opo, Father. Opo, Mother.” Heck, I aced kindergarten.

      Those memories now remained just that—memories from a time long gone. I came home that day to see my mother standing at the doorway with a letter from the school in her hands. I could spot the administrative logo a block away. I bent down to kiss her, and she didn’t kiss me back.

      “I already called your father.” Her words felt like a punch to my gut.

      “He didn’t have to know,” I said.

      “When was this?”

      There was no sense in lying. “Yesterday.”

      “Was it yours?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked. “You’re never going to believe me, anyway.”

      “You should know better than to talk back.” She waved the letter at me. “Oh, Pablo, Pablo! Drugs? This is unacceptable! What were you thinking? So close to graduation, and you pull this kind of thing on us? What would our family say?”

      I wanted to tell her that she should stop caring about what our family said, but she might slap me, and I didn’t want that kind of drama so early in the evening. I gave her the kind of nod that could mean anything and went to my room as she continued her tirade. The room was really small—one bed, a desk right beside it, and nothing else. A picture of me as a six-year-old, laughing while sitting on my dad’s shoulders, greeted me from the desk. I picked it up and stared at it for a long time.

      As I stood there, holding the picture frame in my hands, I heard the sound of a new email message coming from my computer. I had left it running this morning. Normally, my mom would’ve turned it off by now and not let me hear the end of it, but the letter from the school must’ve distracted her. More out of habit than anything else, I reached over and turned on the monitor.

      I scrolled over to my email account and opened it up. The message, as I figured, was from my dad. My finger hovered over the mouse button. The title had way too many exclamation points for it to contain anything but his usual rambling incoherence. What good would it do me if I read what he had to say?

      I glanced at the picture again, and then I clicked. I think that maybe I was hoping I would be wrong, that he actually had kind, encouraging words to say, that he would say he believed me. For once, I thought about how nice it would feel to have my own parents have faith that I would do the right thing. Maybe I just couldn’t bear not knowing. If it came from anyone else, I could’ve easily ignored it. Check box, delete. But this was my father. I needed to know.

      

      I don’t understand why you continue to disappoint me. I had hoped that by now, you would be old enough to learn some responsibility.

      

      As my mother rambled outside, my father rambled in the letter. He began calling me all sorts of names, that I was a fool for wasting my life away and that a young man with so much potential shouldn’t be sliding down the grade ladder faster than a greased monkey down a flagpole. He talked about college, and old age, and that if I never graduated, I would never find a job to help my mom when she was old. He didn’t care about himself, he said, but my mom! Couldn’t I think of my mom? Because if I continued the way I did, he was certainly going to die, and then who would take care of her? My actions were going to kill him. He used to tell me the same thing if I didn’t clean my room or forgot to pick stuff up from the floor.

      I scrolled down the e-mail. The last sentence caught my eye. I read it once, and then twice, just to be sure. My ears began to burn. I closed the letter and wished that I could undo the last few minutes. I wished myself far, far away.

      

      Once I was able to gather my thoughts together and take a deep breath, I decided that the biggest dilemma, of course, was that the letter had thrown a wrench into my perfectly good weekend plans. For instance, I was going to make myself a hot chocolate, take a nap, and then play some video games long into the night. Now I couldn’t do anything at all because his letter demanded that I spend the rest of the day sulking.

      I opened my email account again to read the letter a second time, and the plan turned to vengeful sulking. Just because my life wasn’t going in the direction he wanted doesn’t mean I wasn’t in perfect control of it. Grades don’t matter if you’re passing, something which I happen to be very good at even when I have a thousand more important things to do. And he could afford to send me to college, so what was he going on worrying about that for? It’s not like I had planned on flunking every entrance exam in the country. I may have motivation issues, but for God’s sake, I’m not stupid.

      He’d even insulted my ex-girlfriend. Did he actually call her a dolled-up bimbo who was only interested in me because I had a parent working abroad? Where in God’s name did that come from? She actually got good grades, which I thought he cared about! Okay, maybe he didn’t say bimbo though it certainly was the kind of old-fashioned name he would have used, and she hadn’t been as nice as she could’ve been to him over the phone when they first spoke to each other, but she was my girlfriend at that time and the least he could do was respect my choice. What if I had wanted to marry her? I didn’t, but what if I had wanted to? What was he going to do about it? Disown his only son?

      That thought actually proved tempting for quite a bit. “Goodbye, Dad. Thank you for everything, but you know what? It’s just not working out. It’s okay, though. We can still be friends.” And then that was it. No more nitpicking the way I kept my hair or my choice of company or what I decided to do in my spare time. I’d be free. Unfortunately, I was still in high school and didn’t really know how to find a job that didn’t involve selling bottles from a cart. So I did the only sensible thing there was to do: I tried to hack his email account.

      It took me about half an hour to get through the first security question. It was silly of me not to get it right away, because the question wanted his last name, and how was I supposed to know he was referring to the English version of it? Santos, I kept writing. Santos, santos, and I even gave him the benefit of the doubt and tried various ways he could have made a typo. Like, you know. Stantos. Or Sabtpd. Before the server could kick me out I finally stopped to think, and wrote Saint. And what do you know—it punched through.

      I walked out of my room, praising my ingenious efforts. That kind of brain exercise needed a reward, and I found an unopened bag of shrimp crisps that fit the bill. I lounged about the sofa and ate in front of the TV. Life was good, even with the boring lineup of Friday soap operas. I finished sucking bits of MSG-flavoured powder from my fingers and returned to the computer. That was when I started cursing. There was a second question. How could I have missed that?

      I took a seat. I read through the question and bit my lip. Okay. It sounded simple enough. “Where was my father born?” it was asking. I paused, thinking, and wrote down the name of my hometown in Daraga.

      “Authentication failed.”

      I told myself to calm down. Of course I was wrong. My father wasn’t even from Daraga. I went on the internet and pulled out a map of the province. How hard could this be? It was simply a process of elimination, and in due time I could be shuffling through his inbox and figuring out how serious he was with his threats or if he was bluffing. It was starting to kill me, not knowing, and I was sure that if I just left this alone the worrying would drive me insane.

      By the end of the hour the server had locked out the account because I was an idiot, and they were going to give me 24 hours to get my act together before I could try again. Jesus. Even the goddamned computer was starting to sound like my dad. I pulled the plug because I couldn’t bear to look at the monitor anymore and slammed the door shut.

      “Mom!” I called out. “Mom!”

      There was no answer, so I knew she was hiding from me.

      “MOM!” I bellowed.

      She was probably still mad at me. It took a long time before I heard her utterly demure reply. “WHAT?”

      “Where’s Grandpa born?”

      “Guinobatan!”

      “No, not your dad! The other one! The father of the man you married!”

      “How should I know?”

      “How could you marry a man and not know where his father was born?”

      I got her there. She was quiet for a whole minute. I even timed it.

      “Pablo,” she finally said, peering through the window from the kitchen, “is this really the right time for this? I’m sure there could be other less busy people you could be bothering maybe?”

      “What in God’s name are you busy with in there?”

      “I’m working.”

      “In the kitchen?”

      “It’s the only place in this house you can’t disturb me from.”

      I laughed. “Proved you wrong there, haven’t I?”

      “Pablo.”

      “What?”

      “Get out!” And she threw a ladle at me. It hit me on the face.

      You would think that if my father had such high standards, he could’ve married a less violent woman.

      

      There’s this dream I keep having. Instead of the boarding house next door, there’s a yard with a kennel. I am coming home from school. I look into the kennel, and a black dog with folded ears and an oval snout barks at me. Each time I pass by he gets thinner and thinner until he is skeleton-gaunt. Before the dream ends, I realize there’s an empty bowl beside him and that I haven’t been feeding him.

      Sometimes, he dies, and I wake up sweating and in near tears, which is strange because I’ve never had a dog in my life that I can remember.

      Sometimes, I see the bars of the kennel in front of me. My father is standing outside, his mouth set in that firm, disapproving frown, and I try to tell him that I try my best but it’s not possible because every time I open my mouth I can only pant and bark. He doesn’t hear me. He never did.

      I used to tell myself it’s all his fault. That’s how these things usually go, don’t they? I was too young when he left for Canada. A boy needed his father by his side. I gave a teacher that whole story once after flunking my trigonometry test. I even added a tear or two. Predictably, she started crying with me, and agreed that it was difficult to see the point of getting 99% on a test if there was no father around to brag to. Couldn’t I try, though? For her, for my mother, for myself?

      But blaming him could only get so far especially with the truth: I’m just lazy. I hate class and listening to all that pretentious bullshit about how getting grades somehow means you’re better than the guy next to you. Also, I heard somewhere that alcohol kills brain cells, which makes so much sense. I really should drink less. Just because every party down the street invites you to join them doesn’t mean you have to agree each time. What’s worse than a beer gut at sixteen? You tell me, because my last girlfriend wouldn’t. She just left.

      I went back to school that Monday, and it was all gloom and eye-crust. I’d spent most of the weekend trying to open my dad’s email account from five different computers, trying out variations of every town and village I could see on the map. Call me obsessed, but once I set my mind to something, I’d feel like such a failure if I stopped. Oh yeah, big surprise there; but bear with me for a moment—the difference is that I would think it this time. I really needed to know what his threats meant. Was he going to refuse to pay for college? Was he going to send me away? Also, I really wanted to forward a picture of the worst the internet had to offer to all his contacts. If that doesn’t get him, well—I don’t know what will.

      Rachel Ann was standing outside the school gates as I came up the rocky path. She was surrounded by about three or four boys (one might have been a bystander), and none of them looked cheerful (except maybe the bystander, but he had one of those faces). I recognized the tall one as her latest boyfriend. They had started going out a few weeks ago and it was all I could do not to puke every time I had to watch them make fluttery eyes or play tongue-tag with each other. The worst part about having a girl best friend is when she describes her new flame to you—and believe me, she is going to want to discuss him—it’s like a barrage of information you have nowhere to place.

      Oh, Pablo, he kisses so well.

      Oh Pablo, his eyes are so dreamy and he uses conditioner so his hair is so smooth and his abs…!

      Oh Pablo, he’s so romantic, why can’t you be more romantic? No wonder your girlfriends leave you.

      Her boyfriend didn’t look very romantic now. He was pissed about something. I couldn’t tell what, exactly, but I could surmise. Rachel Ann had been my best friend since she first upended a plate of spaghetti on my head in third grade. I don’t remember why she’d done it—I’d assumed over the years it was her basic personality, although she still insists it was because I called her fat. I can’t recall, but knowing me, I must have.

      “Will you stop being a bitch?” Mark yelled, reaching out to grab her wrist.

      “Don’t you dare do that!” she warned, just as I came within sight of them. He said something unintelligible and reached out to slap her.

      You’d think I was going to step in, right, like some knight in shining armour? And ruin such perfectly good entertainment? Are you kidding me?

      Mark’s goons started forward just as Mark reached out and she doubled back and kneed him in the balls, just like that. I couldn’t feel sorry for the guy. He’d gone out with her long enough—he should know that the safest way to be around that girl was to wear a jockstrap and have health insurance on hand. One of his friends came up to her and she smacked him with her book-bag.

      I didn’t even have time for popcorn. Mark and his friends fled before any real bleeding happened and she was left standing there alone, panting. She saw me for the first time and frowned. “Thanks for the help.”

      “You’re welcome.” I picked up her scattered books from the ground. She glared at me while I handed them to her, one at a time.

      “So where were you?” she asked, dusting her skirt. “I tried calling you all weekend. Your phone’s off and your mom wouldn’t give me a straight answer.”

      “Oh, here and there,” I replied. “I binged on this new show. You know the one, with the vampires and—”

      “Did you finish that book report?”

      I smiled at her.

      She sighed. “You didn’t finish that book report.”

      “You always did know me best.”

      “Pablo, this is ridiculous. That’s nearly a third of our term mark. Ms. Agnes is going to kill you.”

      “You know, you keep saying that and yet for some reason I remain alive.”

      “You’re a step away from failing. Everyone thinks you’re going to have to repeat Grade 11. When everyone goes off to college, you’ll still be in high school, and what’ll your dad say, then?”

      “My dad says a lot of things.” It’s true. Once I fell in a sewage gutter, came home, and overheard him saying I wasn’t his son. I wouldn’t be surprised if he still claims he bought me from the circus.

      “Oh, Pablo. He works so hard—can’t you at least give him something to be happy about?”

      “What’s there not to be happy about? Ever since he left for Canada, he doesn’t have to see my ugly mug all the time. Do you want a soda? I want a soda. I’ll pay.”

      We bought sodas from the cafeteria and sat on the corner benches sipping it from ice bags with straws. Rachel Ann could be so clueless for such a remarkably intelligent girl. For example, she claims to be part East Asian because her skin is pale, but I know it’s because she locks herself up in their apartment and complains about the slightest sunburn.

      “So what were you busy with?” she asked.

      I grinned at her. “You first.”

      She rolled her eyes. “What’s there to tell? He’s an idiot. I guess I was too, for falling for him in the first place. I found out he hung out with that bitch from Second Year, that Melissa chick, you know—the one who won the singing contest. He says it was a set up for his brother but they were out all night together and his brother’s not even in town and…don’t you dare blank out on me, Pablo. I can see you. You’re counting the rings on that banister.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Why ask if you’re not going to listen?”

      “I assumed the story would be interesting.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought I was talking to my best friend, who by the way, spent nearly three days crying himself hysterical over a certain girl.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair. I dumped her, not the other way around.”

      She snorted. “I didn’t say anything about that. Just the crying.”

      “I didn’t cry.”

      “You did. You even wet your pants.”

      “That was from the tears!”

      “So you admit you were crying.”

      I really should stop being so nice and let her bait and corner me like that. It’s irritating when she thinks she’s right. She gets this smug look on her face, like she wants you to ask her to repeat what she just said just so she could prove you wrong again. She did that to a teacher once and the teacher burst into tears. I’m pretty sure that’s why she quit; me tricking her into locking herself in the toilet has absolutely nothing to do with it.

      “So tell me your story,” Rachel Ann said, giving me that other look—eyebrow raised, lips pursed, arms crossed in front of her breasts. It’s not a tell-me-your-problems-Pablo kind of sympathetic look. It’s a they-all-come-to-Rachel-Ann-for-their-problems look.

      I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. “Forget it.”

      She opened her mouth. “That’s not fair! You tricked me. I told you my side! The least you can do is tell me yours!”

      “I vaguely recall not being interested in what you had to say. End discussion.”

      “That makes no difference!”

      I spent the next hour pointing out that it did, which required a lot of writing notes and throwing them at her during Biology class. Rachel Ann often tells me it might be easier if we just change seats so we could actually sit beside each other, but why would I want to do that to myself? I’m no sadist. I happen to like my corner in the room beside the window and at the furthest possible distance from her.

      See, Dad? I do get the concept of trig.

      The bell rang, marking the end of morning classes. I flipped the bag behind me and stretched. Rachel Ann caught my eye and I gestured with my lips. “Lunch,” I said.

      “Where?”

      “Take your bag.”

      She knew what I meant. She glanced around, as if almost ashamed by the idea, and then nodded. Just as I started to follow her, I felt a hand on my shoulder. Teacher Agnes looked down at me with an expression that made me think Right at this moment, Saint Peter is striking me off the list. Not that it’s that big of a loss; the whole pearly gates and singing for all of eternity thing never appealed to me, anyway.

      “Has your mom read the principal’s letter?”

      I glanced around the classroom. “Ms. Agnes, please. This isn’t the place.”

      “It’s not exactly a secret that you’re in hot water all the time. Has she?”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled.

      “And?”

      “And what? Think I’ll suddenly grow a halo because of it?”

      “Pablo, I want to help you. But you’re impossible sometimes. If I can schedule a meeting with your mom to explain our decision to her in person…not an official school thing, you understand…”

      “I’ll mention it if I’m feeling particularly suicidal. See you after lunch.” I shouldered my bag and walked out without looking at her again.

      “What was that all about?” Rachel Ann asked, meeting me in the hall.

      “She wanted to know how I barely passed the last test despite not showing up for class a whole week, and I said, ‘By being awesome,’ and she agreed.”

      “Ugh,” Rachel Ann said. “You’re losing your touch. You used to have more creative lies.”

      Five minutes later we were skipping past the guards, whom we’d conveniently distracted with balls of rolled-up paper thrown close to the stairs—you’ve got to love “no littering” rules—and hailing the next jeepney down the road. I paid the driver and sidled down the seat beside Rachel Ann. She seemed a little distracted.

      “I think it’s my turn to interrogate,” I said. “What’s the matter? Mark got your tongue?”

      “Ha ha,” she grumbled. One of my favourite games is trying to figure out how far I can push her.

      “No, really,” I said. “You can’t just be angry because he was cheating on you.”

      She sighed. “You weren’t listening. He wasn’t exactly cheating.”

      “That makes it even worse. So something else is wrong. What is it?”

      “Go jump off a bridge, Pablo.”

      And then she was quiet for the rest of the trip, which was unlike her. We got off at the mall and I picked a nice, quiet restaurant where they served sweet and sour pork with endless buckets of rice. I bought the food and laid it out in front of her.  We ate. I bought dessert, too—corn and milk sitting on top of shaved ice. It was only once we left the restaurant and were passing by a shoe store that she broke the silence. “It’s Dad,” she said. She looked sideways, not really meeting my eyes. “I saw him with someone.”

      “This is starting to sound like the Mark story.”

      Even though I meant to annoy her, it didn’t work. She actually nodded. I got scared. “That’s why that little piece of nothing bothered me so much. I was eating with my Dad last week and he got up from the table to go to the CR. Only he was looking away, like scanning the other tables, and as soon as he left I saw someone get up and follow him. I don’t know why, but I decided I had to pee, too. I saw them talking and washing their hands in the same sink. They saw me and pulled away.”

      “So? She must be an old friend.”

      “That’s the problem. I asked him, and he said he didn’t know her. Why would they be talking so close together if he didn’t?”

      “Did you tell your mother?”

      “What do you think? Of course not. She’d throw a fit, he’d throw a fit, and someone would end up with a bullet in the brain.” She sighed. “Sometimes I hate having a soldier for a father.”

      I tried to think about what she had just said. I had known her family for a long time. Like me, she had no brothers or sisters, and I always got the impression they were a tight-knit bunch. They were compared to me and my folks, anyways. They took lots of trips, going on beaches, hiking, eating out, strolling through parks. They were even in a badminton club together. Her father was a stern man, a colonel, and once took me out to their patio with a pack of smokes and told me the things he expects me not to do with his daughter whenever I’m out with her.

      I remember telling him, to his face, that I had no intention of doing those sorts of things because I would be too busy throwing up in my mouth. It wasn’t the kind of response he expected. I think he decided I could only be gay after that—the thought of his daughter being undesirable was too much for his soldier’s comprehension—because he stopped harassing me even if I’d accidentally brought her home past the proper hour. Any and all blame passed to her boyfriends. I heard he chased one guy down the street with his gun, spit dribbling out of the corners of his mouth. I actually felt sorry for the poor dude.

      I felt sorry for her, too, but mostly all I thought was that their family wasn’t as perfect as they seemed. After the story, I had to endure the most awkward hour of my life trying to avoid conversation that would break that dam of tears. I actually had to talk to her about shoes, which was thankfully interrupted by the appearance of Mark the Wonder Guy. Mark with his fair skin and his shining eyes. Mark with The Nose that could rival Makati’s tallest towers. Mark with the abs and the dimples. I had never been so happy to see him in my life.

      “Mark!” I said, jumping off the bench before Rachel Ann had the chance to start talking about glitter, and went up to him to punch him on the shoulder. He walked right by as if I didn’t exist and sat beside her.

      “Rachel Ann,” he said. “My heart. My life.”

      “Blegh,” I said.

      “What do you want, Mark?” she asked, rolling her eyes. He sidled up close to her and grabbed her hand.

      “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said those things. You know I can’t live without you. You are my flower, my source of air, and I—”

      I tried to distract myself by walking over to the closest food-stand and buying a packet of cheese fries. They were talking very loud, though. Even the vendor nudged me and asked what the hell those two lovers were nattering about. “She should just forgive him,” the vendor said with a sigh. “And she’s such a pretty one, too.”

      I gave him a glare, mostly because he hadn’t handed me back my change, and then when he did, I walked back over to Mark and Rachel Ann. One wore an expression of absolute passion and adoration while the other looked the way I’d look if I glanced under my shoe and saw a turd stuck to the sole. I sat beside them. Mark threw me a hateful look. I grinned.

      “Mark…” Rachel Ann began.

      He whirled back to her. “Yes, my popsicle?”

      “I think we should take some time off from each other.”

      “Time off? I told you, you made a mistake, just because she’s young and hot doesn’t mean I—”

      “Are you calling me old?”

      “What? No! Of course not! And anyway, why does it matter that I hung out with her once when you’re always hanging out with him?” And he jerked an accusing finger in my direction. I stared back at him, a cheese-fry hanging between my lips.

      “Don’t drag him into this,” she said.

      “Can I have some privacy, jerk?” he shrieked.

      “I said, don’t!” She stood up and he cringed. Probably he was still feeling the after-effects of that morning’s argument. “Good-bye, Mark,” she drawled, starting to walk away.

      “But sweetie!” he called. She never turned.

      “Chase after her,” I suggested, licking cheese-dust off my fingers.

      “What do you know?” he snarled. I could see why she liked him so much. He really was a handsome devil, even when he was angry. His gel had this way of sticking up just right even when most of the day had gone by. Maybe Rachel Ann’s dad wasn’t completely wrong.

      But once all was said and done, he still wasn’t quite my type. I stood and dusted my pants. “Just advice, bud.”

      “Pablo!” she screamed, half a mall away.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grunted. “Look what you did,” I added, giving Mark one last look before I left.

      

      That afternoon I sat back in front of my computer, running my fingers across the keyboard while I stared at that same, dreaded question.

      “Where was my father born?”

      I didn’t know. I’d never asked. I never even knew my grandfather, come to think of it; never had him take me aside and tell me all the mischief my father got to when he was younger, never gave me gifts or bounced me on his knee, never placed his arm around my father’s shoulder to tell him he was glad he was his son. I was eight when he died. It was more than enough time for such things. It should’ve been.

      After I was locked out for the seventh time, I went to a search engine to look for bus fare rates.
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      My mom had this way of pretending that any problems between my dad and me remained just that—between him and me. Sure, she’ll stand there sighing when I greet her at the end of the day, and sit there sighing all throughout dinner, stabbing the rice with her fork, but she never offers solutions beyond, “He’s your father. It’s your place to understand him.” She does this even when she caused the problem herself—after all, she was the one who called him about the letter without my consent. She never even asked me. I never had the chance to defend myself.

      It wasn’t obvious over the weekend. Over the weekend, a friend of hers stayed over, and she was pleasantly busy all the way to Monday morning. But when I got back home that afternoon, she was sitting in the kitchen and didn’t even look up when I kissed her.

      “I left food on the table,” she said. “I have to go somewhere tonight.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      She didn’t reply, and after a few moments, it was almost like I hadn’t spoken at all. I tried to hold myself together. “Mom,” I said. “Where are you going?” And again, she said nothing. After waiting another ten seconds or so, I retreated into the safety of my room. I heard doors open and shut, and then I was all alone.

      I stared at the ceiling, a book on my lap. Outside, I heard a jeepney honk, and the neighbour’s dogs started barking. I didn’t know how long I stayed there, not moving, but when my thoughts started turning again, I was hungry, and the darkness threatened to press against me. I pulled myself out into the empty living room and found the dinner my mother had left. I turned on the light, pulled out a spoon, and ate the chicken adobo with a glob of rice straight from the bowl. I wish I could say that this wasn’t a typical night even if my mom wasn’t mad at me. But it was. Loneliness is the worst thing in the world.

      Tuesday came and went. And then Wednesday. No new phone calls or emails. If my dad had talked to my mom, I didn’t hear about it. Her mood didn’t change. I got the same cold shoulder every time I returned home from school, and every time she looked at me, I felt like she was looking through me, like she was trying to find her son inside of this Pablo-shaped figure. I’ve always wondered if she thinks this kind of atmosphere will make me want to act out less, because as far as I know, it’s always been the opposite. One time, she didn’t talk to me for two whole weeks. I had argued with my dad, because I had forgotten to turn the light off in my room and he had called me careless and good-for-nothing. It was the kind of situation that could’ve been left alone after five minutes of explaining how expensive electricity was, but instead it turned into two weeks of enraged incoherence (from my dad) and passive-aggressive silence (courtesy of my mom). Every day, I learned that I could feel even more worthless than the day before.

      I don’t know. I can’t put the feeling into a single word. But it felt like a blanket around me, like something that promised warmth and comfort turning into a weight that threatened to suffocate. I needed her to talk to me, to make me understand what they wanted, to tell me in simple words what I could do to make it all right again, but instead she would turn it into this sea of emotions I’d have to wade through on my own. I was caught between the waves of my parents’ anger and even though I can understand how, I’ve never been able to understand why.

      

      “Rachel Ann,” I said, running behind her as we strode past the school gates. “We need to talk.” It was Friday afternoon and the bell had rung its last for the day.

      “If I could count the number of times I’ve heard that…” she grumbled, rolling her eyes. She’d been depressed all week. Tuesday we barely spoke to each other, Wednesday she was so mean to me that I didn’t even want to, and Thursday she didn’t come to school at all, feigning a headache. I was surprised she even showed up today. Of course, I was kind of hoping she would.

      “So,” she continued. “Wait, don’t tell me. It’s bad news.”

      “Yeah, turns out I’m who Mark is cheating on you with,” I said. “Look at this.” I unzipped my bag and pulled out two tickets.

      She glanced at them. “What’s this?” she asked. “Are you asking me to elope with you?”

      “Yes please. We’ll have a dozen children and I’ll feed you all by selling myself to a brothel and pleasuring foreigners with my toes. It’ll be a story worth writing a soap opera about. No, look. We’re going to my hometown in Bicol. I think you need a break. We can spend Christmas vacation over there, and you’ll come home and it’ll all be all right again.”

      She looked at me, not even touching the tickets, and I realized she was trying to read into what I wasn’t saying. I sensed mistrust and confusion in my best friend of seven years, and I actually wondered, for a moment, if I’d ever done anything nice for her, ever. Was this my first gesture of kindness? I jerked the tickets back before I started thinking too much. “That is, if you’re not chicken,” I said. “Maybe you’d rather spend time with Ma—”

      “Pablo,” she said. “Shut up.”

      “I won’t. I hate this. You’re letting him get to your head. You’ve never done this with your other boyfriends.”

      “Yes I have. What about Benedict?”

      “You cried over him for an afternoon and started going out with Paul Michael the next day. Don’t change the subject.”

      Her face got all red. “What makes you think a trip will solve anything?” she asked. “And you want me to do it over Christmas? Away from my family? What about our party, my cousins, my aunts…we have a gift-exchange planned…”

      “The same damn one you did last year and the year before that. You still have next year. Spend Christmas with my folks this time. No parties, no games, and we’re too poor for gifts, but we’ll let you drink until you puke, and I’ll even hold your hair for you if you promise not to start cry—”

      “Pablo, I can’t do that! What will my relatives think?”

      I smacked her with the tickets. “Who cares what they think? They’ll think what they want to think. Nothing you do can change that.”

      “Pablo!”

      “Say my name one more time and people will think we’re having sex. Jesus—”

      “You’re impossible!”

      I grinned. “I already bought the tickets. Look, see, this one has your name on it. So you can’t say no.”

      “Take one of your girlfriends. Pretend she’s me.”

      “Umm, ew. And I don’t have any, remember? You chased the last one away with a letter opener after you were so convinced she broke my heart. Remember?”

      We were walking past a field of waist-high grass at this point and she suddenly stopped in the middle of that quiet stretch of road. “So this is how it is, huh?” she asked. Her eyes were red now, large and red. I looked away. “I’m getting charity from you.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I grunted.

      “Why’d you buy tickets in advance, anyway? Don’t you just normally go to the station and get on the ordinary ones…no air-con? You hate the smell.”

      “Yeah, but then you’d complain the whole time, princess,” I grumbled. “You’re getting a bus ride, luxury edition. Less people, more air-con, and they’ll actually feed you along the way. So you can’t say no,” I repeated, firmly. “They don’t do refunds.”

      She was crouching down now with her knees up against her chest, tracing something on the dust with her finger. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t think they’ll let me.”

      “They don’t have to let you. Just go. Let’s just fuck off and go.”

      “It’ll be trouble. You know my dad and my mom will kill me, and my aunts…I’ll be henpecked to death.”

      “Worry about that after.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re used to being the one they don’t like.”

      I pretended that didn’t hurt. “Don’t tell me you’re waiting for Mark to sweep you off your feet with the most romantic date for Christmas ever?”

      She slapped me. “Oh, jeesh,” I said, because her slaps hurt, and I swore at her, and she tried to knee me the way she did with Mark except I knew better and twisted to the left. I grabbed her wrist and dragged her to the end of the road before she could make a bigger scene.

      “This is a yes,” I said, watching her father’s car wind down the side of the road while I stuck the ticket into her skirt pocket. “And I don’t care what your relatives think. Let them burn. The bus leaves at nine o’clock in the morning. That’ll give you enough time for a beauty sleep. All right?” I patted her cheek and turned around while her father’s driver called out to her with a door open. I didn’t know why I never gave her the chance to say good-bye. I just knew I wouldn’t have been able to take it if she said no again.

      

      I woke up at six a.m. to the smell of garlic and the sound of crackling. The air was thick and cold. I glanced through the glass shutters of the window and saw thick rivulets of rain streaming down the neighbour’s roof. I sighed. It was the perfect weather for making a nest in my bed and going back to sleep.

      “Pablo,” Mom said. “Breakfast.”

      I forced myself out and trundled to the kitchen. She’d made fried garlic rice and fried eggs, with a side of fried corned beef hash with onions. I felt my heart struggle at the thought of all that oil and dumped my ass into a chair. Mom started serving me while I made myself a cup of hot chocolate.

      “So, Rachel Ann, huh,” she started. My heart made a little flutter, like a dying moth. I wondered if she knew she was starting to talk to me normally again.

      “I know,” I quickly said. “I don’t know how I’m going to last twelve hours. She’ll talk my ears off.” I couldn’t look her in the face. Please, please, I thought. Just let this one go.

      “Right,” she murmured, peeling a banana and dropping it into my plate. “Well, be careful, anyway. And make sure you remind your aunt that bit about our house’s papers.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “And here’s your lunch.” She lifted a plastic basket from the countertop and placed it on the table. “I made sandwiches, some rice. I don’t know if she’ll eat—”

      “Mom,” I said. “She eats here all the time.”

      “I know, but sometimes…well, you never know, with rich kids…”

      “They’re not that rich. They just seem like it.”

      “Yeah, but compared to us…are you really sure her father let her go? It seems so unlike the man.”

      “He did, but I wouldn’t rub it in his face and call him about it.” I flipped through the morning paper, pretending what was right in front of me was casual reading. A body found on the street covered in newspaper? Again? No wonder people wanted to leave the damn country at the drop of a hat.

      “Still. You be careful around that girl, you hear?” She threatened me with a fork. “You think about any consequences, like her father taking a machine gun to this shack, if you do anything stupid.”

      “I’m not stupid, Mom.”

      “I mean, if you get her lost or kidnapped or pregnant…”

      “You’ve got quite an imagination, Mom.”

      “If she so much as breaks a nail—”

      “Oh, good. Now we’re back to reality.”

      She crossed her arms. “I mean it, Pablo. I don’t want trouble. Her father is a powerful man and I hear her mom has quite the mouth on her.”

      “Bah,” I said, working my mouth around a chunk of garlic. “You can take her.”

      She shook her head and went back to the stove. She always cooked more than she ever needed to. I flipped the newspaper again, trying to find anything of interest, or at least a paragraph of shoddy grammar I could poke fun at. After a while, I closed it and glanced at the clock. It was seven. “I should get ready to head to the terminal.” I paused, my fingers on the rim of my plate, thinking. “Mom?”

      “What?”

      “Did Dad call?”

      “No.” I wondered if her sharp tone was intended for me or for him. I was never sure.

      I shrugged and went back to my room to grab my clothes and take a shower.

      I really didn’t know if I ever expected her to show up at the terminal, or if maybe I was just that much of an optimist, but I never once stopped to think about what I would do if she didn’t. I bade my mother goodbye (she, teary-eyed, promised to cut my balls off if I did anything to make her ashamed of me), got into a taxi, and before I knew it, I was sitting in the bus staring at all the poor bastards outside having to shake their heads at every passing vendor. No, no, he doesn’t need a smoke, or a flower necklace, or a snack. The conductor came down to check my ticket, smiling at me with cracked teeth.

      The bus started to get full, and an old movie popped onto the TV screen up front. I hadn’t seen this one, but my vague interest waned on account of not having the patience to squint at the tiny screen over the driver’s seat while craning my neck around the guy with the sweaty pits two seats from me. Someone came up to me with a bottle of cold water asking, “Mineral?” and I glared at him, wondering who the hell allowed the damn vendors in.

      “How about a quail egg?” someone else asked.

      “Excuse me,” a voice called out. Rachel Ann appeared, dragging a duffel bag that looked big enough to fit a hacked-up body and knowing her probably did. She squeezed her way past the vendors before poking the conductor’s shoulder; he glanced back, and she frowned and made him carry the bag up to the racking above the seats. While he puffed and sweated over this task, she pulled herself to the seat beside me and dove into it.

      “Hi,” she said, breathless. She was wearing round sunglasses and a purple bandanna over her head. “Recognize me?”

      “Not in a million years,” I said, dryly.

      “I had to sneak out,” she explained. “Good thing Dad left early in the morning, and I got Ate Yaya to distract Mom with some story about Mark.”

      “Oh, good.” It must have been too much to ask her to ask for permission, be allowed with her parents’ blessing, and not let me take the fall by the time we had to return? Yes, I know, I did tell her to just go, but she should know by now not to take me that seriously. “I hope your dad doesn’t kill him.”
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