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CHAPTER ONE

An Utterly Impossible Task

SUNDAY

If you see the Butterfly, somebody you know will die.

Or has already died. My dad wasn’t clear. He just said if 

the Butterfly lands on something of yours, you should expect 

Death to come knocking at your door.

“Butterflies again?”

That’s my ate, my big sister, Nadine. She doesn’t believe in 

the Butterfly.

Well, Ate Nadine doesn’t believe anything Dad says.
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“You’ve got this entire park to inspire you, and you pick 

those pesky little things,” she continues, sitting beside me. Ate 

Nadine tosses her silver notebook on the picnic table. “I swear, 

Sab. This obsession needs to stop.”

It’s a little after one in the  afternoon—  the time of the day 

when the humid, sweltering heat of Metro Manila is most 

unforgiving. Ate Nadine and I are wearing similar tank tops 

and denim shorts, but hers look fresh and clean. Mine, on the 

other hand, are icky with sweat and smeared with oil pastel.

“I’m not obsessed.” I flip my painting over, hiding it from 

her sight.

Thing is, I do love to draw and paint butterflies. But I 

never color them black, nor do I make them bigger than an 

inch or two. Okay, maybe I am obsessed with drawing other 

kinds of butterflies, since I can’t bring myself to draw the 

Butterfly.

Dad described the Butterfly as being as black as a starless 

night sky. It’s a giant compared to your  garden-  variety  moth— 

 probably even bigger than my hand. Its dark, mysterious vibe 

is beautiful and sinister at the same time. A perfect inspiration 

for a newbie artist like me.
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Still, I can’t get myself to create anything remotely resem-

bling my father’s Butterfly. Call me superstitious, but no way 

am I making art that might bring bad luck to our family.

“Stop being so melodramatic. It’s not like I can’t un-flip 

your painting.” Ate Nadine rolls her eyes. “Let me see.”

I study my sister. We have the same bronze skin, flat nose, 

and small, dark brown eyes. But her black hair cascades on her 

shoulders in soft waves, and mine hangs from my head like a 

dull wig. I have skinny arms, and she has curves. During my 

insecure moments, I think of her as an upgraded version of me. 

On days like this one, however, I look up to Ate Nadine.

I’m pretty sure I managed to capture the view of a bug 

from the ground. Still, I want to know my sister’s opinion, so 

I push the artwork across the table.

“It’s fine, but you need to add more shadows behind the 

blades of grass. Right now, it looks like a picture frame of fake 

leaves,” Ate Nadine says in a brisk manner. She’s harsh, but I’ll 

take it. I’m lucky she has time to look at my work at all.

Ever since my sister went off to college and started writing 

for the school paper, I barely see her. She often comes home  

late on school nights. On weekends she’s cooped up in her 
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room with the music blasting so loud the floor vibrates in the 

hallway. When I do see Ate Nadine, she’s either typing away 

on her laptop or bickering with someone on the phone.

I thought she’d have time for me now, since it’s summer. 

Then Ate Nadine got this internship with a national paper, 

and it just got worse.

“I love how you blended the blue hues for the sky here,” she 

continues. “The butterflies’ colors pop out nicely, but if you 

put  more—”

“I think it’s pretty,” says a chirpy voice behind me. I look 

over my shoulder and find myself staring at the bright blue 

eyes of my best friend, Pepper Lemmington. “I love the details 

on those butterflies. You make them look so real.”

Ate Nadine snorts. “You think everything Sab paints is 

pretty.”

I beam at my friend. If Ate Nadine is my harshest critic, 

Pepper is my greatest cheerleader. She’s been my best friend 

since first grade, when she and her dad moved permanently to 

the Philippines from the United States.

“True.” Pepper shrugs. “ Still—”

CREEENG!
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There’s a loud ring coming from Ate Nadine’s shorts 

pocket. She hands me back my work and answers her cell 

phone. “Hello? Yes, this is she. You mean the one that went 

viral? Yes, ma’am, I wrote it. Uh-huh . . .”

So much for my art critique. Whenever her internship 

mentor calls, Ate drops everything, including me.

She’s right though. The lighting and shadows on my paint-

ing do need fixing.

I smooth down the edges of my artwork. The oil pastels 

leave  green-  and-  blue smudges on my fingers, as well as a dis-

tinct smell I find most comforting. Waxy, but with a hint of 

something like face powder. I create a thin black outline 

beneath a leaf and use the tip of my index finger to blend it in.

“Nice.” Pepper nods in approval. “It’s so much better now.”

“ Ahh-  teh  Nah-  deen!” I call, waving my painting like a flag 

to catch my sister’s attention. “I’m done. What do you think?”

“I don’t think they get it on campus, but the main distrib-

utor is definitely nearby. Uh-huh. Maybe. There aren’t any 

famous politicians who went to San Jose Pignatelli College. The 

school would publicize it if someone did. Yes, I understand. 

A byline? Oh my  g—   Yes, ma’am. I’ll find as much evidence as 
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I can. You can count on me,” Ate Nadine says to the person on 

the phone. As Nadine stands up she throws me a look so deadly 

I jump and knock my things off the table.

“She’s just busy.” Pepper helps me put the oil pastels back 

into the box. I avoid her gaze, but I can feel the pity in her eyes. 

“I’m sure Ate Nadine will make it up to you on your birthday.”

“I doubt she’ll even remember.” I say it more roughly than 

I intend to.

Mom’s in Singapore for a conference, and there’s a chance 

she won’t make it back in time for my eleventh birthday next 

Sunday. I thought it would be okay. Mom’s boyfriend is taking 

care of us, and Ate Nadine has to keep Pepper and me com-

pany while he’s at work.

Kind of like today. But even though Ate Nadine’s just a few 

feet away, her mind is obviously elsewhere.

“I wish Dad were here.” I stuff the  wax-  crayon case in my 

backpack, zipping it closed. “He’s weird, but at least he’s fun.”

Ate Nadine continues to pace under the mango tree with 

the phone on her ear. I try to hear what she’s saying, but the 

words mean nothing to me.

“Come on.” Pepper glances at the park entrance. Nannies 

and dog walkers are coming in for afternoon playtime. Pepper 
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and I quicken our steps. We claim the swings at the corner of 

the park before anyone else does.

I hold the chains tightly, balancing myself on the hanging 

seat. My breath goes out in quick intervals, almost as fast as the 

thumping in my chest. I’m on the brink of an asthma attack.

Pepper clucks her tongue and reaches behind me. From my 

backpack, she brings out the inhaler, which I grab with shak-

ing fingers. I press the metal canister, spraying medicine into 

my mouth. It leaves a bitter aftertaste, but it stops my asthma 

from going any further.

“You should keep that thing near,” my friend says, helping 

me wiggle out of the backpack. She zips it closed and tosses it 

on the grass. “Chill out, Sab. It’s your birthday next week. If I 

were the one turning eleven, I’d be more excited.”

Easy for her to say. Pepper has her family to celebrate it 

 with—  my own mom probably can’t even make it to mine. And 

now, I wouldn’t be surprised if my sister won’t be able to either.

“What do you want to do for your birthday anyway? We 

can start planning it!” Pepper kicks at the ground and swings, 

her brown hair trailing behind her.

Pepper could have a career as a tween model if she wanted 

 to—  girls who have a light complexion usually do. With her 
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blue eyes and  creamy-  white skin, she’s the most beautiful  ten- 

 year-  old I know.

Ate Nadine said that I think of Pepper this way because 

I’m a product of colonial mentality. “When Spain colonized 

the Philippines, they made sure we remember they’re better 

than we are. They had this whole tax system where rich white 

Spaniards paid little. We paid more even though we did more 

of the work, just because we’re brown,” she explained. “Our 

American colonizers weren’t any better. Sure, we got more 

rights and education and all that. But the mentality remained 

the  same—  white is beautiful, brown is not.”

My sister tends to sound like a boring history book if you 

make the mistake of asking her to explain something. I just 

know my friend’s pretty, prettier than I’ll ever dream to be.

My hand reaches for the locket on my chest as I start to 

answer Pepper, but I grasp air instead. I never take the locket 

off except to  shower—  I can’t believe I forgot to put it back on 

this morning. It was from Dad. Unlike Ate Nadine, I value his 

gifts and actually use them. I let out a long sigh. “Birthday 

brunch at Lola Cordia’s Garden Resort would be great.”

Pepper stops swinging. “Your dead grandma’s resort? The 

one your papa inherited?”
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“Yeah.” I wince. Maybe it’s a cultural thing, that Pepper’s 

more blunt and honest than any of my Filipino classmates. So, 

I just try to understand her.

“Your papa’s there. And Wendell. Ate  Nadine—”

“I know.” I follow her lead and slow down my swing. Ate 

Nadine would rather drop dead than spend a second in Dad’s 

company. But Pepper’s brilliant. Nothing is impossible with 

her. “Can you come up with a plan to get Ate Nadine to come?”

“That’s a tall order, Sab. Your sister’s really stubborn.” 

Pepper takes a lock of her brown hair and twirls it around a 

finger. “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.”

Great.

Pepper’s biting her lower lip. I don’t see her do that often, 

but when I do, it worries me. Because it almost always means 

she’s worried too.

I force myself to smile as my sister heads our way. If Pepper 

isn’t sure she can come up with a plan, I might as well accept 

this birthday reunion isn’t happening. Ate Nadine will never 

speak to Dad, and that’s just the way it is.


	i_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	ii_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	iii_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	iv_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	v_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	vi_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0001_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0002_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0003_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0004_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0005_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0006_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0007_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0008_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0009_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0010_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0011_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0012_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0013_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0014_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0015_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0016_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0017_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0018_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0019_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0020_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0021_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0022_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0023_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0024_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0025_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0026_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0027_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0028_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0029_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0030_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0031_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0032_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0033_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0034_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0035_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0036_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0037_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0038_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0039_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0040_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0041_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0042_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0043_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0044_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0045_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0046_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0047_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0048_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0049_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0050_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0051_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0052_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0053_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0054_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0055_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0056_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0057_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0058_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0059_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0060_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0061_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0062_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0063_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0064_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0065_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0066_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0067_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0068_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0069_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0070_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0071_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0072_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0073_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0074_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0075_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0076_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0077_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0078_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0079_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0080_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0081_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0082_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0083_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0084_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0085_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0086_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0087_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0088_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0089_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0090_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0091_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0092_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0093_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0094_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0095_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0096_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0097_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0098_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0099_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0100_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0101_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0102_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0103_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0104_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0105_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0106_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0107_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0108_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0109_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0110_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0111_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0112_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0113_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0114_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0115_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0116_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0117_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0118_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0119_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0120_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0121_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0122_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0123_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0124_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0125_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0126_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0127_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0128_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0129_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0130_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0131_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0132_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0133_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0134_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0135_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0136_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0137_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0138_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0139_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0140_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0141_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0142_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0143_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0144_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0145_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0146_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0147_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0148_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0149_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0150_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0151_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0152_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0153_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0154_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0155_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0156_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0157_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0158_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0159_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0160_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0161_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0162_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0163_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0164_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0165_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0166_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0167_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0168_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0169_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0170_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0171_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0172_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0173_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0174_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0175_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0176_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0177_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0178_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0179_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0180_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0181_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0182_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0183_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0184_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0185_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0186_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0187_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0188_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0189_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0190_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0191_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0192_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0193_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0194_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0195_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0196_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0197_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0198_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0199_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0200_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0201_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0202_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0203_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0204_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0205_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0206_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0207_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0208_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0209_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0210_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0211_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0212_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0213_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0214_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0215_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0216_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0217_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0218_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0219_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0220_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0221_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0222_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0223_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0224_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0225_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0226_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0227_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0228_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0229_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0230_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0231_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0232_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0233_9781338310504_interior_epdf
	0234_9781338310504_interior_epdf



