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  Prologue


  PROLOGUE


  Downtown was swarming with people, considering the office folk were still at work. She had an internship interview at the Woolworth Building, and I was picking her up. Her session was done—thank god; I hated waiting—and we were headed for the subway across City Hall Park.


  She bitched about this ridiculously formal lady she talked to. “Hello? Just hire me?” she wanted to tell her. “I’ll just gofer this, gofer that, make coffee and kiss your ass, so I’d pass my practicum.”


  And then, she went on about a sale on Fifth Avenue. “It is awesome, honey. They’re clearing out their footwear stock, and the prices are cheap! We so have to go.”


  Sure, it was a good deal—if you thought three hundred dollars for things you’d just step on was cheap. Not to mention that whooping ten percent discount, of course.


  I wasn’t up for shopping, but about that particular sale—jesus give me a break! That shop’s been on sale for months! Clear the inventory my ass! My girlfriend was so damn smart I would’ve left her—were it not for her pretty face.


  That, and the sex, I mean.


  So we were walking past the park when strong winds suddenly blew, making all the dirt fly around for several moments. When it died, I put an arm around her waist and thought to myself.


  She straightened out her hair and looked at me. “What.”


  I shrugged. “It’s interesting.”


  “You mean getting dirt in your eyes? That is so not interesting, honey.”


  “I meant the whirlwind.”


  “What whirlwind?”


  I looked at her. “The one that just passed? All that crap flying all over the place? It got me thinking about a love story.”


  “A love story? Like a whirlwind romance?”


  “I’ve got my own interpretation.” I took a cigarette from my pocket. “You see, before you fall in love, you’re like scattered leaves around the park here, worlds apart and all. And then, love happens—the whirlwind—and you’re swept up from where you were. You’re all caught-up in the moment, your thoughts and emotions spinning like mad! When it ends, you settle back to the real world. But you still remember the whirlwind. If you were a leaf along the sidewalk, you’ll remember that short span of time when you were, even for just a few seconds, closer to the skies.”


  What I said was totally poetic.


  “But honey, short love’s just a fling-thing.”


  I frowned. “What about Romeo and Juliet—you’d call what they had some kind of one night stand?”


  She beamed. “You are so correct! They get married, and Romeo has sex with Juliet for one night. The next day, she dies on him. So Romeo kills himself. And then Juliet, like, dies again—this time for real.” She shook her head. “That is so tragic, honey.”


  The way her brain worked was tragic.


  We reached the subway, descended the stairs, and waited by the platform. The 4 train rumbled in the distance.


  “You and your dad pushing through with vacation plans?” she said.


  I nodded. “Off to the Philippines this summer.” I glanced at her. “You know where that is?”


  She thought to herself. “Asia, right?”


  “No. Africa.”


  “Really?”


  I shook my head and chuckled to myself. The train roared across the tracks.


  “Honey?” she said amidst the noise. “A sale’s like a love story, too.”


  I looked at her and said nothing.


  “Because it’s short and everything, and people like me get really caught up in it, right?”


  The 4 came to a stop. The car doors opened.


  I smiled. “Cher, just get on the damn train.”


  Chapter 1


  ARCHIE


  It was May 2005, and my last summer at NYU. I just graduated, but ‘technicalities’ stopped me from marching. Not that I cared; I’d hang that diploma up daddy’s old office for hell—it was his lousy undergraduate program. I wanted Business Management, but he wanted something global—so I’d be just like him.


  You see, dad’s some hotshot United Nations diplomat, and he wanted things done his way. He’s this big man of big news, so people hung on every damn word he said. Why’d they all look like they’re pissing in their pants when he’s around? He breathed, slept, ate and crapped like anyone else!


  Actually, his simply being white justified that ridiculous public worship—especially in any post-colonial country like this one.


  He brought me here; right after I got the diplomat’s diploma, he hauled my ass halfway across the world and dumped me in the Philippines. “Get to know the country,” he said. “Get to know your mom.” Honestly, he should’ve done that himself.


  Mom’s Filipino. Born, raised, and imported to America—prior to dad’s moving her around all over the world. His work, you see. Mom always spoke of home like it was some Lost Tropical Eden, so dad eventually bought this vacation house in the Philippines. It was a beachside estate named Villa Nuñez, located in some far-flung province called Ilocos, where mom was originally from. Our land was a sprawling mass of thick foliage and coconut trees, and may’ve actually housed those local terrorists you’d read about. Those New People’s Army guys—them and their little nipa huts veiled somewhere in the bushes. You’d figure it was communist territory, given how close we were to those NPA-infested Cordilleras Mountains.


  Apart from that, Villa Nuñez was okay. From MacArthur Highway was a narrow dirt road snaking through the shrubbery and ending at the lodge. Our resort house, up on a beachside hill, had centralized AC, satellite TV, and… that’s it. There were no phone lines, hardly any cell signal, nothing close to modern technology. Cher, my girl back in the states, had no way of reaching me. Not that it mattered; I’d actually enjoy not spending time with her.


  Leaving New York for summer was fine. But four weeks in Villa Nuñez was lame. Sure, the beach was a short walk down the hill, and there was a dock for fishing and a wave breaker for snorkeling, but that stuff gets old, fast.


  So there I was, on forced vacation sanctioned by the UN. Dad always took his work home, like I was part of some Third World Republic.


  Chapter 2


  ARCHIE


  I had a bodyguard and chauffer named Timo, this massive six-footer whose receding hairline complemented those Oakleys he always wore. He’d eat a whole damn cow and had ridiculously high tolerance for alcohol. When he was in the army, he killed over twenty men, mostly those NPA insurgents. Dad said he’d been in our family’s employ since forever. Although I vaguely recall Timo from my childhood, I’d never forget that one time in the late 90’s, during one of our vacations here in the Philippines.


  Timo and I were driving around Manila one time, when some asshole cut across our lane. I got pissed off and told Timo to chase him down. He really went after him, cutting him off, sirens all over the place, eventually forcing the guy to the sidewalk. Timo then walked to his vehicle, pulled him out through his window, and started pounding on him like a baker whacking the morning dough. We soon drove-off and left the dude all battered-up and whimpering on the sidewalk. By then, I felt guilty. But not Timo. He was all cheery, like he’d just met his girlfriend’s grandmother.


  Regardless, I’d say he’s okay, because he’s on my side. Besides, I liked his muddled-up English and thick Filipino accent. Then again, who am I to laugh; I couldn’t speak Filipino at all. I understood it when spoken to me—mom always talked to me in Filipino—but I never learned to speak it back.


  


  IT WAS only my fifth day in Villa Nuñez and I was so miserable I wanted to kill myself. I was sick of my PlayStation, there was so much food everywhere I wanted to throw up, and dad was all like, “Let’s hang out son, quality time, just you and me!” So after lunch, I took the black Expedition with Timo and fled from the rest house. Timo suggested this place called Bangui, a small town up north.


  During the trip, I thought about Bangui and pictured this backwater village of crude huts and bungalows. That’s what rural sounded like to me. And when Timo said it was a fishing village, my imagination went wild! I thought of dilapidated rickety docks, dingy fly-infested markets, and shabby hovels with leggy fishermen inside them. If it were that bad, we’d be out of that sad little town in no time.


  We began descending this hill. An archway etched with ‘Mabuhay! Bangui’ loomed ahead. I slouched back, lit a cigarette, and looked to these huge white windmills lining the distant valley bay. We soon entered the village proper.


  The town wasn’t that bad, really. You had rundown shanties here and there, and a few dark and wrinkled locals walking around the place. But you’d also find these swank homes fit for some upscale district in the nation’s capital. I shook my head at what I saw and threw my cigarette out the window.


  Bangui didn’t seem like a fishing village. I didn’t see crummy docks, wet markets, or people hauling nets of dead marine life. Maybe they hid that stuff somewhere in town, away from the main highway, like some dark secret they wouldn’t show the world.


  We reached this place called a poblacion—the town center, I figured—and there were these dudes hanging around this park. They were probably the local bums, with rural dreams spanning far as rural opportunity. There were also these provincial kids running around an amphitheatre, all giddy as hell with their little game of chase.


  Timo pointed out the Municipal Hall, a white-walled, red-roofed building, and suggested I meet the mayor. I frowned at the thought of rubbing elbows with the local hotshot. In fact, I wanted the opposite, and thought of swinging around one of these wretched roadside restaurants. Just like an immersion trip—my little moment in Bangui. I told Timo to look for the sorriest looking place he could find.


  We stopped by a small eatery and left car. I frowned at the name of the place—Memories Today. What the hell was that supposed to mean?


  When we stepped inside, I realized Timo really did his job—this place was unbelievably sorry! It had a rusty tin roof supported by half-decaying wood and concrete block walls mashed up with dried chunks of cement. The entire place was dreadfully furnished with tacky plastic tables and wobbly plastic chairs. On one end of the eatery was a counter of gunk-filled pots—with probably some cockroach swimming in its stuff and drowning in the muck.


  An old and wrinkly crone by the counter nodded at us and said, “Oy.”


  We sat by a corner. Timo pulled out a deck of cards. “Play Pusoy Dos, Archie?” I nodded and told him to get beers. When our drinks arrived, we began our game of cards.


  “Your papa,” Timo said, “sleeping well in the house.”


  “Sure,” I replied. “It’s his vacation Timo, not mine.” I grinned. I was going to whack his deck with my diamond flush.


  “It’s nice day for siesta,” he continued, “under coconut tree with mango juice.”


  Honestly, the afternoon sucked. It was a hot day, and that useless stand fan wiggling by the wall wasn’t helping any.


  I narrowed my eyes at Timo. “Well? What’ve you got?”


  He dropped a straight flush and instantly won the game.


  I frowned at him. “Bastard.”


  He laughed and shuffled the cards. “So now you play Pusoy Dos and is new pastime.”


  “I don’t know, Timo. I’ll find something soon enough.”


  An hour later, we ran out of cigarettes. I walked to the old lady by the counter.


  “Anya deta?” she said.


  I paused. What the hell was Anya? It sure wasn’t Filipino. Maybe it was Ilocano, the local dialect.


  “Filipino only, okay?” I said.


  “Anya?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Never mind. I want cigarettes.”


  She frowned at me, like some kid working a messed-up math problem.


  “Marlboro.” I made motions of puffing a cigarette.


  She nodded, but said something else. “Mano ti alaem?”


  “Mano what? Filipino, lady. Or English.”


  “Di ka maawatan, ading. Mano ti alaem?”


  Well jesus christ, I couldn’t understand a damn word she was saying! “One pack, okay? Marlboro. One pack!”


  “Pak?!” she said, and frowned like I’d just insulted her.


  And then, from behind came a woman’s voice:


  “Kaya ko ti maysa kaha. Marlboro, Manang.”


  I turned—and saw this beautiful young woman behind me I was stunned!


  She had long straight black hair that fell past her shoulders. Her gaze was silent, piercing, with those sly set of eyes. She had a small nose and mouth, perfectly matching her pretty face. She was dressed in a white baby-t labeled ISKA, tucked neatly into a pair of denim shorts.


  I could only stare at her for several moments. “Hey…” I finally mumbled.


  She didn’t reply, and just looked at me. She withdrew a little, crossed her arms, and eyed me from head to toe. She then turned away and gave the old lady a pretty smile. They hugged and exchanged words in that funky dialect.


  I couldn’t take my eyes off this young woman! She was sleek and exotic like a damn Ferrari you just had to look, and take another look, and another, and so would everyone else! I was totally scoping her out—her body, her curves, her firm and sexy legs—but I suddenly realized I was staring too much.


  She was frowning at me. “One pack of Marlboros—that’s what you wanted, right?”


  Perfect English. Amazing!


  “Right.” I grinned. “You’re not from around here, are you?”


  She said nothing and simply looked at me. I was about to speak, but she nodded towards counter. “Your poison’s ready.”


  I took the cigarettes and faced the old lady. “This,” I said, waving the pack in my hands, “is one pack of Marlboros. Got it?” I smiled dryly and put the cigarettes in my pocket.


  I turned to the young woman. “So you mentioned you’re…”


  She was already out the door.


  “Wait!” I chased after her.


  “Oy!” the old woman shouted, “Dika pay nakabayad!”


  I ignored her, went past Timo, and said, “Take care of grandma, will you?” I hurried out the door.


  “Wait!” I called out to the girl.


  She turned and looked at me silently.


  I finally caught up with her. “Hi,” I said, panting a little because of that poison I smoked. “I’m surprised seeing someone like you here.”


  She raised her eyebrows slightly. “Why?”


  “Because, you look so… out of place.”


  She put a hand on her waist and frowned. “I look out of place?” She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe you look out of place, not me.”


  Well, well. What do we have here.


  I smiled. “Guess so. I’m not from here, obviously.”


  “Obviously,” she echoed. “Where from.”


  “New York.”


  “I see.” A smile played on her lips. “An American.”


  “I grew up in several countries, but… Sure; I guess you could say I’m American.”


  “You guess? So you don’t know.” She grinned. “That’s a problem.”


  I frowned. There was a moment of silence. She maintained the gaze.


  I smiled once more. “I’m Archie, by the way. Archie Gallagher.”


  She just nodded and checked her watch. “Look…”


  “Archie?” Timo suddenly called out from the eatery. “You’re okay?”


  I turned and raised my hand, signaling everything was cool—so far. I wanted to see where this was headed. I faced the girl once more.


  And man, could she stare! That gaze of hers could strip through all your bullshit, leaving you nowhere to hide. I bet most guys would’ve avoided her eyes.


  But I wasn’t just any guy. I stared back.


  “Don’t go just yet,” I said. “Join my friend and me for drinks. What do you want, a coke, a beer?”


  She didn’t reply.


  I smiled. “It isn’t every day I meet the local heartthrob, you know.”


  Her eyes widened and her mouth slightly opened.


  I stopped myself from laughing.


  “Your friend,’ she said, frowning again. “The one by the table with the cards? He doesn’t look friendly.”


  “He’ll be friendly—if you hang with me.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Listen, Arnold, I have to go.”


  “It’s Archie. And you are…” I glanced at the shirt label upon her breasts, grinned and looked at her. “Iska?”


  She crossed her arms and glared at me for several moments. “Anna,” she then said.


  “Anna,” I wistfully replied.


  Suddenly, I had the strangest of thoughts. I began imagining how she’d be like in bed. Why did I get this raw, potent sense she was awesome! She’d be on top, her chest heaving, glistening with sweat, riding away with reckless abandon! Unlike Cher… all quiet, passive, never game for anything more than just…


  “Archie, can I go now?”


  I snapped out of my daydream. “No, wait. What about that sex?”


  Did I just say sex?!


  “What?!” she replied, and man was she pissed off!


  Jesus christ. “The drink, you know? Sex on the beach. Or a margarita.” I turned to the eatery. “But I doubt Memories-whatever’s got that kind of stuff.”


  She said nothing.


  I cleared my throat. “My treat. I’ll even throw in some… food… If you want.”


  “Like you can stomach it.”


  “What?”


  She grinned.


  Who does she think she is? I wanted to laugh at her and say, “Whatever,” and just leave. Instead, I said something really stupid.


  “I sure as hell can stomach you.”


  Right after, I wanted to shoot myself. She was about to speak, but I didn’t give her time. “I mean, all this takes guts, so I’d… stomach it… you know… Stomach, guts…” Shit. Talk about a state of verbal panic! I’ve never thrown so many stupid lines in thirty seconds!


  She replied, “I am not thirsty, I am not hungry, and I have to go—okay?!”


  I narrowed my eyes at her and smiled. She frowned and said nothing. We stared at each other for several moments.


  “What’s stopping you?” I then said, and nodded to the road behind her. “Go.”


  Her expression faltered. I maintained the gaze. A smile played on her lips. She turned and walked away.


  I watched her as she left, the breeze upon her long black hair. My eyes moved from her slim waist down to her curves, her hips, her shapely legs.


  She turned the corner, glanced at me, and disappeared from sight.


  I went back to the eatery and sat with Timo.


  “What was that?” he said as he distributed the cards.


  “Timo, I just found my new pastime in the province.”


  “What is pastime?”


  I arranged my cards. “Anna.”


  Chapter 3


  ANNA


  I was seated on my bed, tapping on my notebook and marking out today’s to-do list. Finish unpacking, checked. Sort giveaway schoolbooks from those to keep, checked. Tally store inventory, unchecked; that would have to wait for tomorrow.


  I rubbed my eyes, closed my list and looked at Bumbles, my little bumblebee pen cap, as he lay upon my notebook. Bumbles had been with me ever since high school—through exams, love letters, and even now during post-college to-do lists.


  I put aside my notebook and pen cap and I glanced at my bedside clock. Eleven forty seven PM. I stretched and slumped to the sheets.


  That fifteen-hour bus ride from Manila earlier was grueling. But when I passed Laoag City, fatigue left me as I gazed at the rural scenery. The long stretches of green fields, the coastlines and beaches—as this panorama swept by, a wave of nostalgia coursed through me.


  Beautiful Ilocos.


  I turned to one side and closed my eyes. But I wasn’t tired. Despite that long bus ride, I was up and about. I then recalled that boy I met earlier at Manang Auring’s. What was his name again? Arnie? Arvie…


  It was Archie. How could I forget. That very attractive Filipino-American—who oozed with exceeding arrogance. Nonetheless he struck me as quite intelligent, and despite his pretense, even kind… I recalled his eyes, that open, honest way he smiled… But no; he’d much rather play the jerk. I shook my head. That boy wasn’t worth my thoughts.


  I left the bed, curled up on my window-side chair, and stared into the night.


  Here in the province, the evenings were tranquil, serene; my thoughts could wander endlessly into the night. In Manila, I couldn’t sit by my window and let my thoughts wander, for they’d wander straight into a red brick wall that lay one meter away.


  In the city, I lived in a dormitory jammed between buildings. Everyday I’d hear neighbors hurl profanities at each other, walk the streets as kanto-boys whistled at me, and bear rush hour commutes with jeepneys spewing black smoke at people who actually paid them for that service.


  In my hometown, there were no screaming neighbors, no buildings crammed like Metro Rail commuters, and no shrouds of respiratory death across the horizon at six AM. All around me was the stillness and calm of a long summer night.


  I was born in the province. My father was a shipman, and returned home only for a few weeks before heading back to sea. My memories of him were as distant as the oceans he traveled all those years. When he finally settled home, he unexpectedly passed away one year later. Father was, and always will be, all but a stranger to me. And although I grew up with mother for a time, I eventually left my hometown when I was ten, for mother had me move with my aunt to Manila to better my education.


  The big city was difficult at first. My classmates called me names like promdi, because I was from the province. And while they were brought to and fetched from school in fancy cars, I had to take public transportation. They had all the latest toys, while I had only a few dolls to my name. I despised them for having so much, for I had too little.


  Yet I learned to cope. As they enjoyed their dollhouses, I concentrated on my studies.


  I graduated as the top of my class and earned a scholarship from St. Scholastica, where I easily won my peers’ respect due to my academic skill. Moreover, high school was when I learned all about boys.


  Boys. I smiled.


  Although I had many admirers, I never had a boyfriend, at least during those years. Given my priorities, I had little time for little boys.


  Nonetheless, high school wasn’t simply about studies and boys; there was much I learned, the most pivotal of which was that fateful afternoon of my second year.


  I had just come home from school when I received a call from the hospital—my aunt died in a car accident. Suddenly, I was alone in the city. I had no other relatives who’d take me in and support me. I panicked and fled to Bangui that same night.


  Mother was furious! She scolded me for leaving without a care for my aunt and schooling, and dragged me back to the Manila. She stayed during my aunt’s wake and made arrangements for my new dormitory. The night before she left, she said to me, “Life will test you and hurt you, but remember—these are gifts. Your aunt is gone, but she left you her final gift—a chance to be strong and independent. Take this, Anna. One day, you’ll be rewarded.”


  She then left the city, and I spent three days in my room, crying. I remembered my aunt who tried to give everything I needed. Now, she was gone. I also remembered my mother—her words, how safe I felt in her arms—but she left me, too. I then realized mother was right. This was my aunt’s final gift. I had to take it.


  The next morning, I went to class. That was a turning point in my life. When I finished high school, I was the model student: Class president, head of the Debate Team, and honorary member of two prestigious academic guilds. Plus, I graduated with the highest grades out of four hundred girls. Mother was right.


  I was then offered scholarships to several top schools in Manila. I chose the University of the Philippines, for I received the Presidential Scholarship. Not only was my education free, but a stipend meant I was literally paid to study there.


  And now, after four years, I finally received my college diploma along with one of the university’s highest of honors—Magna cum Laude.


  Mother was very proud of me. Word spread fast of her daughter’s achievements. Soon my entire hometown knew of my success. “Anna,” the townsfolk said, “when you take your place in this world, always remember your roots. Tell everyone where you’re from, so they’ll know what outstanding children Ilocanos have.”


  Indeed I’d make them proud.


  I was going to be their finest daughter.


  


  A ROOSTER crowed in the distance. I snapped out of my reverie. My clock said it was eleven past one. I returned to bed and began a short prayer, thanking God for His guidance—from my earliest days in my village’s small school, to that moment I took my honors under the high pillars of the University of the Philippines.


  After my prayer, I let my thoughts wander as I drifted off to sleep. I pictured the farmers who tilled the rich green fields of the province, the Cordilleras looming behind them. I thought of fishermen who pushed their small bangkas to the sea, and how they’d pull in their nets at sunset, rich with the ocean’s yield. I heard the laughter of children as they ran around the poblacion’s little park, their eyes sparkling with carefree innocence.


  I smiled at these thoughts, and once more, I thanked God for taking me home.


  Chapter 4


  ANNA


  The roosters woke me at six thirty. I made my bed and walked to the mirror. After studying my face and brushing my hair, I turned to my room. In one corner was my suitcase, its contents already stored in my closets. My desk was uncluttered, unlike yesterday when it was a mess of books. I glanced at Bumbles upon my desk, and then at my glass-framed University award on the wall. I smiled and left my room.


  After a shower, I headed downstairs, where mother had already prepared breakfast. As we ate, she asked what my plans were for the day. I told her I was tending to our store in San Lorenzo, Bangui’s poblacion. “Get some rest, mama. You’re losing weight because you’re working too hard.”


  It was actually mother’s friends who, years ago, suggested she put up a shop. They hoped it would keep her busy—instead of her dwelling on her husband’s passing. Mother initially didn’t like the idea, but her friends pooled money and established a network of suppliers. She finally agreed and invested in the store’s construction.


  That was Bayanihan, a tradition in the province. People grouped resources to help a friend in need, without expecting anything in return.


  In the city, however, people were selfish, always pulling each other down to get ahead. I was well aware of this reality, and I conformed to this societal norm—when in the city, that is. If I got ahead yet hurt others in the process? Too bad.


  That guy I met yesterday, Archie—he adhered to this mentality, too. One look at him said it all: “Me”, “What I want”, and “To hell with the rest of you people.”


  


  IT WAS a slow day at the store. Townsfolk occasionally passed by for a purchase. I didn’t know all their names, but I knew their faces well enough. I could easily tell apart locals from outsiders. Take what’s-his-name for instance: His American twang and offhand remarks, that patronizing look he gave everything and everyone—a bona fide foreigner who’d look at a native piglet and wonder what kind of dog it was.


  It was three in the afternoon. I was seated behind the counter, absorbed with McCullough’s Caesar, a novel I bought before leaving Manila. As I flipped a page, the door chimes sounded and a tricycle zoomed by outside.


  “Well well,” said a familiar voice. “So we meet again,”


  I looked up from my book.


  Of course—Archie. I smiled inwardly.


  He was well built, and stood at around five feet nine, four inches taller than me. His short, dark brown hair lay in a slight yet oddly appealing disarray. He looked at me steadily—his eyes soft, yet his gaze deep it’d so easily melt any incautious woman’s heart. His profile was handsome; his nose and mouth were perfectly complemented by a finely chiseled jaw line.


  He walked to the counter, leaned on it, and looked around. “Easy Purchase,” he said, nodding a little. That was the name of mother’s shop. His eyes ran upon the shelves, the white roofing, and the fan slowly spinning above us. “Is all this yours?”


  “What’s your name again?” I said.


  He feigned shock. “You actually forgot my name?” He shook his head. “I certainly didn’t forget yours, Anna.”


  I said nothing and stared at him instead. It was a habit—staring at boys. Especially stupid ones. And once they flinched and avoided my eyes, I already had the upper hand.


  But this boy didn’t look away. When he saw me staring, he stared back.


  “It’s Archie, remember?” He opened his arms in exaltation. “Arthur Alfonso Gallagher.”


  “Nice to meet you again, Arthur.”


  His smile faltered. I returned to my novel.


  “What’s with the mascot?” he then said.


  I looked at him.


  He was frowning at Bumbles upon the pen stand. “You never struck me as some girly-girl with her cute little toys. Then again, everyone’s got their quirks, don’t they.” He glanced at me, chuckled, and shook his head.


  I didn’t reply.


  “So Anna, you own this place?”


  “Yes,” I said, and returned to my book. I wouldn’t prolong this conversation with his ‘Why were you here? Where’s your father, your mother? How long would you be in town?’


  “No you don’t,” he replied. “Your mommy owns this place.”


  I stopped reading and looked at him.


  He raised his eyebrows and smiled.


  I frowned. “And who told you that?”


  “Oh, the people. Small sleepy town, everybody knows everybody.” He looked away. “It wasn’t that hard to find you.”


  What a disturbing line. I recalled it from a movie. Was that Psycho? Silence of the Lambs?


  “Really now,” I said. “What else did they tell you.”


  A smile played on his lips. His eyes locked into mine. “Who cares, Anna. I’d rather get to know you myself.” With that smug grin, he turned away, put his hands behind his back, and looked around the store like a tourist.


  With his back to me, I began studying him further. He wore a loose t-shirt with the imprint NATURAL, tucked-in under a pair of Armani’s. His trim waistline was in perfect proportion to his broad shoulders. Given his height, his boyish face, and his excellent physique, Archie was very attractive—if you were the shallow type. As for his attitude—that made him even more interesting. A smug little Fil-Am in my hometown…


  I smiled and studied him further.


  He continued through the shelves. I resumed my book. Minutes later, he returned to me with a pair of six-pack beers. I ignored him.


  He placed the drinks on the counter. “Is that Caesar you’re reading?”


  The title was all over the cover, wasn’t it? “Yes,” I said, my eyes never leaving the pages.


  “That’s a thick book. What’s it, six hundred pages long?” He bent over to take a closer look. I wanted to pull away; instead, I replied with a nod.


  “Julius Caesar,” he said, leaning back. “You should read Caesar’s Women. It’s by the same author.”


  I looked at him. “You’ve read her books?”


  “Maybe.” He smiled. “You know, Caesar wasn’t just some warmongering general. He was also quite a stud—in bed.”


  I frowned and was about to react, but he continued, “Hey, those bedroom exploits weren’t just for fun. They were clever political tactics that used unorthodox methods like sex to achieve his goals.” His smile grew wider. “Very smart, don’t you think? There was Caesar, using all his Roman maneuvers, hoping to achieve the best possible outcome.” He stifled a laugh. “No pun intended.”


  I didn’t get it. “What do you mean ‘no pun intended’?”


  He rolled his eyes. “Anna, come on! Bedroom exploits? Roman maneuvers? The best out-come?” He burst out in laughter.


  I simply looked at him as he enjoyed his joke.


  “Very smart indeed,” I said. “Anything smarter you have to say?”


  “Depends.” He smiled. “What’ll you now say in return?”


  I held back my smile and maintained the gaze. I then looked away and returned to my book.


  He tapped one of the six-packs. “So I’m just walking away with these? Or are you going to charge me.”


  I put down my book and took care of his order. I decided to overcharge him, just for fun. “That’s four hundred seventy pesos,” I said, and placed his beers in a plastic bag.


  He cocked his head. “But your labels say each pack’s a hundred eighty, so that’s only three sixty total.”


  That’s right! I completely forgot about the price tags!


  “We… recently changed prices,” I said. “They were a lot more expensive last week. My mistake.” I smiled at him sweetly. He smiled back.


  Boys. They always fell for cute smiles. How many times have I gotten away with things by flashing this very same smile?


  As we smiled at each other, I suddenly wanted to stick out my tongue, enlarge my eyes, and go, “Bleeech!” to annoy him.


  I maintained my sweet smile, however. How foolish of me to forget the price tags.


  I was done with his beers and was about to ask for payment when I noticed him studying me. “You’re really pretty, you know that?”


  What an unforgivable line. “Thanks. You too. Now that’s three hundred sixty.” I stuck out my hand for the money.


  “Let’s have dinner when you’re done here.”


  “Excuse me?” I retracted my hand.


  “I’m asking you out.” He grinned. “This isn’t the first time a guy’s asked you out, right?”


  I knitted my brows, rolled my eyes, and reached for my book.


  “What’ll it be?” he asked.


  “I said, three hundred sixty pesos.”


  “What, for the date?”


  I frowned at him. He smiled.


  “Why in the world should I go out with you,” I said.


  “Because.” He started gauging me, assessing my mood. I made sure he read extreme displeasure all over my face.


  “Because what.” Glare at him, Anna! Look him in the eye. Show him you’d rather jump off a cliff than date him!


  “Well, because…” He was stammering. My expression was working wonders.


  He finally found his words. “What should I do? Pass by and say, ‘Hey, Anna. From yesterday, right? This your store? How cool is that, us meeting again by chance! By the way, got beer?’ And then, I’d swing by tomorrow and say, ‘Hey, Anna! I forgot to get trash bags yesterday for home. How are you?’ And then, I’d return the day after and say, ‘Anna, got any lame pickup lines I could use on you? I ran out!’ Is that what you want?”


  Pickup lines. How mildly funny. I gave him an equally mild smile.


  He wasn’t smiling at all. He seemed very serious. “Look, I’m just being me here. I’m not playing any games.”


  He wasn’t playing games? I found that very hard to believe.


  “If this world’s in black and white,” he continued, “I’m in full color. You’re seeing exactly what there is.”


  I nodded. “Yes, you are oddly different, Archie.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Look—will you go out with me, or not.”


  “Why?”


  “Because.”


  “Because?”


  “Well, why not?”


  What a witless answer. “Don’t give me that. I asked you a question. Answer it.”


  “No, I asked you first, so you answer me first.”


  I narrowed my eyes. Okay, so I inadvertently let him turn the tables on me. How smart.


  I looked away and gave the impression I was considering his offer. The truth, however, was I didn’t know what to say. His ‘black and white’ question forced me to give an equally ‘black and white’ answer—yes or no.


  If I told him about… No; he likely wouldn’t care and ask me out regardless. And if I told him I wasn’t into boys? An amusing thought, but that wouldn’t work. He’d be more intrigued and ask my would-be girlfriend out as well.


  “What’ll it be, Anna?”


  I was considering every angle of this situation. I could say yes, agree to meet him in an extremely faraway place but not show up. Or what if…


  He sighed in exasperation. “Jesus, you think we’ll fall in love and then I’ll break your heart? What’s wrong with you.”


  I looked at him in complete surprise. Where on earth did that come from! Who does he think he is!


  “We’re just hanging out,” he continued. “What’s the big deal?”


  So that’s what this was all about, wasn’t it.


  “Fine,” I said.


  He smiled. “See? That wasn’t so hard now—was it?”


  I smiled back but didn’t reply.


  He paid for his beers and took the bag. “I’ll be back at six.”


  I nodded.


  “Later, Anna.”


  He left the store, the chimes sounding lightly on the entrance. My eyes followed him as he walked away.


  Let’s see who breaks whose heart, Archie Gallagher.
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  Sign up for the mailing list and read


  Chapters Five to Nine!
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