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For you—  
It’s time. 
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Just give me a reason 

Just a little bit’s enough 

Just a second, we’re not broken—just bent 

And we can learn to love again 

It’s in the stars 

It’s been written in the scars of our hearts 

That we’re not broken, just bent 

And we can learn to love again 

-Just Give Me A Reason, Pink feat. Neil Ruess of 

fun. 
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NINA 
Expectations. Too little of it, or too much of it—both can be deadly.  

So when you asked me out, three nights ago, to what could be our first (official) date, I didn’t expect 

anything. In fact, I expected that it wouldn’t push through because the previous times we had planned 

something like this to happen, you had balked. Always.  

I think you cancelled on me far too many times for me to believe that this is the real deal.  

Today, it’s a different thing. When you called this morning to say that you’ll pick me up at 4PM, I started 

to expect. I wanted this day to be perfect. I didn’t want you to ruin it, and I wouldn’t either, because this 

date is ten years in the making. It took us ten years to get here.  

Come to think of it, it’s probably your fault that it took us ten years to get a first date. I was always ready 

and willing, vocal about how I felt about you, but you always looked the other way, give me some crap 

about living life.  

Well, you see… life happened to me too. 

So what I didn’t tell you was that the minute I entered your car, I knew that this is our first and last date. 

That the moment you drive away after this date ends, your chapter in my life closes too. 
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MATT 
In my line of work, I have learned that you should expect the unexpected. 

But nothing, really, can prepare me for this day. 

When I asked you out a couple of nights ago, I fully intended it to be our first official date. I was filled 

with expectations, because I waited for this. I waited for ten years for this. And while I know it was my 

fault that we never really pushed through—I think it’s my fault it took us ten years to get to this point 

because I was always the one that postponed the dates. ALWAYS.  

I knew I cancelled on you far too many times for you to believe that this time, it’s for real. And I could 

recall the surprise in your voice, that soft oh when I told you I will pick you up at 4PM. I could imagine 

that smile on your face—did I make you happy that we’re finally pushing through?  

It’s our first official date. I couldn’t wait for it to start and end, because I’m looking forward to having 

more with you.   

Because finally, after a very long time, I’m getting this courage to ask you, if you can be a part of my life 

today and possibly for a long time in the future, as my girlfriend.  
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NINA 
Your car rolled down the curb, slowing to a stop in front of me. You, always the gentleman, got down 

from the driver seat and walked towards my direction, wanting to open the door for me. But you stopped, 

as if time had slowed. It gave me time to inspect you, to see how much you’ve changed.  

The last time I saw you was seven years ago, but I didn’t tell you that I saw a photo of you that your sister 

posted on Facebook, and you are doing that photo justice—and more. I couldn’t tell you that when I saw 

that photo, it literally took my breath away, and right now it isn’t any different. 

You look so manly, so postured. You’re holding up your body as if you’re commanding so much authority 

and respect, and I get that. It’s already part and parcel of who you are now, the part of you that I don’t 

know that much. Still buff—I could see what your training has been doing to you and your body. You’re 

so clean-cut, but I do miss the way you put up your hair back then, how it falls to cover your eyes and I 

was always so tempted to brush it away but I didn’t have the right—back then and even now.  

Your smile formed slowly, and I couldn’t quite contain myself. I returned it with one of my own.   

I could hear my heart thumping so loudly in my ears. Can you hear it too?  

But it was apparent that I could have had the same effect on you. I never knew I could do that.  

“Nina.”  

I could tell by the way that you said my name, you were breathless. 

“Matt.”  

My voice was more controlled; I was better at hiding how I was feeling, because you always brushed my 

feelings aside. I had done that ever since, but there are times when you constantly draw me out, seeking 

my thoughts and getting a sense of what I’m feeling.  

You pulled the door open and I slid in, and I saw your eyes linger for a moment on my long legs that were 

exposed from the dress that I was wearing. Yes, I wore that dress for you. Just so you know. So you could 

see what you have been missing.   

When you came around, it appears you have recovered, because the moment you slid into your seat, you 

said, “You look gorgeous.”  

Your eyes, dark chocolate brown orbs that had rendered me speechless for so many times before were 

intent on mine. I smiled a bit, feeling a bit satisfied that even with just a light touch of makeup, you’re 

already impressed. “Thanks,” I said simply. You leaned forward, reaching from behind me, and I felt you 

tug the seatbelt across my chest. A hint of cigarette smoke and your cologne wafted into my nose even 

though I wasn’t sure if I could breathe at that time.  



TANGLAO, KESSICA © 2012  P a g e  | 6 

The seatbelt locked into place, and you did yours. I looked at you, peering at you from behind my 

sideswept bangs, and I didn’t expect the first thing that came out of my mouth: “You smoke.” 

I wanted to take it back, but of course I couldn’t, so it hung between us, in the air, like a balloon waiting to 

burst.   

I have to admit—while I never cared much about people who smoke because it is their life, so they would 

suffer the consequences for whatever floats their boat—but I never liked smokers. How the smell transfers 

to you when you’re around them, how you suffer more just because you liked their company and they 

decide to smoke when they’re around you, how—in the grander scheme of things—they ruin your life in 

more ways than one.  

“I do. But not a lot,” you said, revving the car and slipping into the highway. “Just a couple of sticks a day.”  

I decided not to push it; I think it’s one of the topics that will effectively ruin this day when I want this to 

be perfect.  

So I bobbed my head, once, twice, as if in understanding, but not in agreement. But you sensed me, in a 

way that you didn’t feel me before. “You don’t like it,” you said, glancing at me. There was some sort of 

worry in your eyes, as if when I say that I don’t, you’d feel like you’re such a disappointment.  

I gave you a small smile. “I don’t. Just like how I don’t like onions and garlic and mayonnaise but I still eat 

them when they’re in my food because I don’t really have a choice,” I said.  

“You can always take them out.”  

“A hassle.”  

You grinned. “You did grow fat,” you say, taking another route. You’re lucky I don’t take offense on 

statements that concern my weight, because I did get fat.  

“You’re not the first person to tell me that,” I tell you, winking. I could see the effect of the wink, that 

sudden blush in your cheeks.  

“But I like it. You’re curvier. Sexier. You’re more of a woman now.”  

If this wasn’t a date and we’re just catching up like old friends, I would have guessed you were flirting with 

me, but this is a date, and you’re allowed to flirt with me.  

“Thanks?” 

Our eyes locked, and I saw some fire in yours that I couldn’t mistake for anything else. I looked away, my 

attention on dull scenery that we were passing through.  

“Where are we going?”  

In the wake of our apparent equal distraction on each other’s sexuality, I forgot to ask you where you’re 

taking me. I remember telling you that you should just plan whatever you think’s good, and you told me 
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you’re thinking of something along the lines of dinner, coffee, and strolling. I agreed on all three points, 

but you still didn’t give me any idea as to what the concrete plans are.  

You mentioned a mall on the other side of town, and I just nodded. I haven’t been there, but I do know it 

has a park where we can stroll.  

Did you choose that mall for that purpose? 

I liked the stroll part, by the way. There is another full moon tonight, the second one this month, dubbed 

the ‘blue moon.’   

“Leave the rest to me,” you say, but you catch me shaking my head.  

“No. I wanna do something too,” I said, and you frown.  

“What?”  

“Arcade. I want to go to the arcade.”  

The puzzled look on your face was priceless. “Why?”  

“I don’t know. I feel like shooting down zombies, racing not real cars, whacking moles out of existence, 

and shooting balls. I need you too to get me a stuffed toy out of those hard-to-get prize claw machines.”  

You smiled, and I felt the car slow down. You reached for the backseat, and when your arm emerged, you 

were holding three long-stemmed white roses. “I can start with these,” you said, your voice not as deep as 

before, but still as fluid.  

“Prepared.”  

You smile a crooked smile that showed the dimple on your right cheek. “Oh, you haven’t seen anything 

yet.”  

I knew from previous experience how romantic and sweet you were—and that was during the time when 

we weren’t even dating; we were just friends. An entire drawer full of all the things you gave me is the 

proof—a bracelet with heart charms and a silver necklace to match it (given on two separate occasions), a 

stuffed toy, a couple of letters, a calculator that you festooned with a lot of “I love you” at the back, the 

empty packs of Oreos you used to give me, and a heart that you made out of a used prepaid card that 

you randomly gave me, telling me that it was mine now. I still haven’t quite figured that one out—were 

you telling me I had your heart? Then why do you have a girlfriend that wasn’t me?  

[Okay, sorry for that. I am ruining the moment.] 

So when you said those words, I started to expect. My expectations grew. Was the dinner a candlelit one, 

with men playing violins? Will you hold my hand when we walk? Was there a stuffed toy stashed in the 

backseat?  

I shook my head, taking a deep breath. No expectations, I told myself, willing myself to believe it.  
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MATT 
Even before I cruised my car down the curb to pick you up, I already saw you waiting there, standing at 

the sidewalk in a cute flowery dress. Are those heels? You never wore heels, not when you were around 

me, and I didn’t expect you as a girl who would. You were the simple girl, the tomboyish kind, if I recall 

correctly, but it appears so much has changed in the years we haven’t seen each other.  

I took a deep breath and finally rolled the car to a stop in front of you. I got down, went around the car, 

and opened the door for you. I saw you up close this time. There were so many changes unveiling in 

front of my eyes—you are wearing some makeup, just light enough, the way I liked it, and you were, to 

put it bluntly, fuller. You were reed thin when I left for college close to eight years ago, but now I see 

what you meant when you told me you grew fat. This isn’t the kind of fat that I expected, Nina.  

You grew into a woman.  

When I left, I distinctly remember you wore your hair short, but here you are, in front of me, your hair 

falling down past your shoulders, stopping a few inches above your waist. I knew your hair was wavy—

you hated it so much back then—but I can see you made it work for you. Your curls are teasing, some 

strands of your hair covering your, um, fuller chest, that I can say is a little bit exposed at the top.  

Jesus. You are making this a bit harder for me. It’s harder enough to focus because I am already nervous 

about how this date is going to turn out, and you, just this new you, is distracting me (in a good way).  

I felt my lips curve into a smile, and my heart skipped a beat when you smiled back.  

I swallowed that non-existent lump in my throat. Good grief.  

“Nina.”  

I scolded myself at the way that one came out—breathy and all. It was giving way too much—that your 

makeover worked on me in ways I am pretty sure you didn’t expect.  

“Matt.”  

You were better at this, I could see. You were better at controlling how you feel. In the years we knew 

each other, you were the one who manages to keep your emotions in check, sometimes to a fault.  

I missed the way you say my name.  

You slid into the passenger seat, your long legs distracting me for a moment. Why did you wear a dress, 

Nina?  

So I had to say it, the second I was in my driver’s seat, “You look gorgeous.” I stared at you, gazed at 

your dark, black round eyes that I never saw fully because you hid them behind your eyeglasses. But you 

wore contacts this time, and I love your eyes. I always told you that, whenever I tease you and remove 

your glasses, but you never believed me.  

I wish you knew how beautiful you are.  
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“Thanks,” you replied simply. I leaned forward, seeing that your seatbelt wasn’t on. I reached behind 

your head, tugging it. I could feel your warm breath on my neck as you exhaled, and then I drew back, 

locking the seatbelt into place. I did mine too, and before I could start the car, you looked at me, your 

eyes so beautiful as they peeked at me from behind your bangs.  

“You smoke.”  

I saw the surprise on your face, that you didn’t really mean to say it but you did. You wanted to take it 

back but I won’t let you (not that you could).  

I chastised myself that I burned through a stick before I fetched you. You made me nervous, you see, so 

I did it even though I knew you don’t like smokers. Your dad doesn’t smoke—I, for one, know that he’s 

one of the straightest men in the world ever—and you have always held your dad as your ideal. So I’m 

thinking that to be the man you want to be with, he had to be someone like your father.  

I think you knew even before I left you the first time that I couldn’t be that, but I could try. I want to try. 

“I do. But not a lot,” I say, revving the car. We started forward, and I felt the need to add some more 

explanation. “Just a couple of sticks a day.”  

I saw you nod in that way where I knew you understood why I smoke but it wasn’t necessary that you 

agree with it. “You don’t like it,” I said, not a question but a statement. I could almost see it on your 

face, and I didn’t want you to be turned off on me just less than an hour into this date.  

I should have taken note of your dealbreakers.  

But then you smiled a small smile, my favorite smile of yours. “I don’t. Just like how I don’t like onions 

and garlic and mayonnaise but I still eat them when they’re in my food because I don’t really have a 

choice.”  

“You can always take them out.”  

You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to kick the habit out. Six years and counting.  

“A hassle,” you said, and I decided to drop it. I needed another topic, because I missed hearing your 

voice, and your stories, so I said the first thing that came to my mind: “You did grow fat." 

I worry, immediately after I said those words, that you might take offense in my words. Not all ladies are 

comfortable when the topic is weight, especially if they’re being told that they got fat. But you winked, 

and my heart skipped another beat. Don’t do that. Not unless you want me to kiss you, right here, right 

now.  

“You’re not the first person to tell me that.”  

“But I like it. You’re curvier. Sexier. You’re more of a woman now.”  

I couldn’t control it that my voice went husky. What is happening?  

“Thanks?”  
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Our eyes locked, and I don’t know what you could see in mine. Yours were just happy, giddy eyes, and I 

loved them—always have, always will. I’m guessing whatever you saw in my eyes was something you 

didn’t like, because you turned away.  

“Where are we going?”  

I was hoping you wouldn’t ask that, because I wanted everything to be a surprise. I want this day to be 

perfect so you wouldn’t think twice when I ask you for another one. There was nothing you could do, 

Nin, to make me not want another date. I waited for this. I screwed up my life in more ways than one—

hell, I screwed up with you—and this was my way of making it right.  

I want to be with you.  

I told you where we’re going, a mall that has a park at the back, and you nod in response. I couldn’t 

quite put a finger on how you’re feeling.  

“Leave the rest to me,” I said, trying to assure you. You knew that there were three items on our list 

today: dinner, coffee, and then stroll.  

I was particularly looking forward to the stroll. I want to hold your hand as we walk and look at the night 

sky.  

“No. I wanna do something too.”  

I frown. What could you possibly want to do that wasn’t in my list? A movie, perhaps? “What?”  

“Arcade. I want to go to the arcade.”  

I never figured you to be an arcade person. “Why?”  

“I don’t know. I feel like shooting down zombies, racing not real cars, whacking moles out of existence, 

and shooting balls. I need you too to get me a stuffed toy out of those hard-to-get prize claw machines.” 

What you want is tough, honey, but I can try.  

Oh fudge. Why did I completely forget—right. Because you’re next to me, being all so sexy and 

confident.  

I slowed down, knowing I had to be quick, and found the roses that I bought before I picked you up. I 

held it to you. “I can start with these,” I said, and the smile on your face told me you were impressed.  

“Prepared,” you quipped, and I feel my heart swell. I gave you the smile that I knew you liked, the smile 

that showed my dimple, and say, “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet.”  

I tried to run through in my head the day that I had planned. Since you wanted to do arcade, we’ll have 

to do it prior to dinner. I will try my best to get you a stuffed toy, an Elmo if they have it.  

And then we’ll have dinner at Racks because you loved baby back ribs—at least that was before, so I 

hoped you still love them. I had aimed for the dinner to be at this farm, so that it would just be really 

quiet, laidback, but they were full for this weekend, and I had to make do with what I had. So I had 
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reserved a quiet room in the restaurant, a small price to pay for the privacy that I wanted, arranged for a 

candlelit dinner.  

And then we’ll have coffee—we’ll buy it first and then we’ll start the stroll. I want to buy donuts too 

because I know you’re a converted donut lover.  

And then under the stars, the blue moon (such a great timing), I would hold your hand. I would hug you, 

embrace you, if you will let me.  

And if you will let me, I will kiss you, something I have wanted to do for a long time already.  
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NINA 
The arcade was rocking when we got there, and I saw another look of worry on your face. I didn’t tell you I 

saw you eyeing me from head to foot, probably assessing that my dress and heels won’t fit the arcade 

scene. I stopped and you nearly bumped into me, and you held on to my shoulders to keep your balance.  

Your touch sizzles, did you know that?  

I reached up, touching your temple, the worry lines prominent. “What are you worried about now?” I 

asked softly, hoping that your nearness is enough for you to hear me over the loud sounds in the arcade.  

“Honestly?” I felt your hands move from my shoulders to my nape, and I let you. I nodded, encouraging 

you on. “Your dress and the arcade. I think it’s not a good combination.”  

I knew it. The way you were eyeing my dress, sleeveless as it is, and the way that it was showing a little bit 

of cleavage was making you uncomfortable. There were so many guys in the arcade and I knew I had 

been getting some looks.  

I removed your hands from me and took a step back, opening my bag. I fished for the blazer that I packed 

for this occasion—I may feel cold into the night and maybe you won’t be able to offer your warmth. I put 

it on, closing it at the second and third button over my chest, and then looked at you for approval.  

“Better,” you say, and you reached for my hand, locking fingers with me as we walk over to the token 

booth. You got a change of tokens, then looked at me, shaking the coins in your hand.  

“So where to?”  

I smiled, pointing to the Metal Slug game booths at the corner. 

  



TANGLAO, KESSICA © 2012  P a g e  | 13 

MATT 
I seriously think that your wanting to go to the arcade is a test on my patience. I wanted to pull you 

aside, to ask you what in the hell you were thinking when you said you wanted to do arcade when you 

are in a dress and in heels. I surveyed the area and saw there were so many guys who were already 

looking at your direction—I knew I would look too if I were one of them, if I wasn’t with you.   

I was so distracted about your attire and the guys who are looking at you that I didn’t notice that you 

stopped walking, and I bumped into you, and I grabbed the first thing that I could to steady my 

balance—your shoulders. They were almost bare and they were smooth under my hands.  

Our eyes connected, and I watched you, as you slowly raised one hand, your forefinger touching my 

temple. “What are you worried about now?” you asked softly, and I was amused I could hear you over 

the noise in the arcade. You were so close, I could feel you breathe.  

“Honestly?” I started, moving my hands from your shoulders to your nape, feeling your long neck, unsure 

if you’re okay with this move. You were—we had always been touchy feely. You nodded, letting me 

continue. “Your dress and the arcade. I think it’s not a good combination.”  

You removed my hands from around your name and took a step back. You rummaged through your bag 

and out came a black blazer. You were prepared, as if you had expected that your attire would be an 

issue to me. You put it on, and I gazed at you. This is what I had missed and what I have been missing 

the whole time.  

You. The amazement that is you.  

You managed to shake out your hair as it was trapped in the blazer, and I was thankful that you had 

buttoned your blazer, just above the peeking cleavage.  

One less distraction.  

You looked at me, as if for approval. “Better,” I said, and I reached for your hand. It feels right. It always 

had, but I was too scared, Nin.  

We walked over to the token booth, got real money exchanged for tokens, and then I turned to you, 

shaking the coins in my other hand.  

“So where to?”  

You smiled, pointing to the Metal Slug game booths at the corner.  
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NINA 
“I am way too rusty for this.”  

I grinned at you as you looked on in horror at the flashing GAME OVER on your side of the screen. I had 

beaten you in the race for the third consecutive time, and that was after outshooting you in our best-of-

five basketball game.  

“That, or you’re just letting me win,” I teased. You shook your head, turning to me.  

“I think we’ve been through so many things already just to let you win, Nin,” you said, and I didn’t say 

anything. We have been through a lot—your girlfriend (codenamed Coyote) who gave me hell, how you 

went all jealous boyfriend on me when you saw me talking to my ex, how you asked me if you could court 

me and before I could even say yes, you took it back, how the next day after that, you have a new 

girlfriend. How you never let me win, not even your heart.  

You pulled me by the hand and we walked towards the prize claw machines. “Your turn to win,” I told you, 

and you shrugged in response, as if saying that you can do this without me egging you on. You didn’t ask 

me what stuffed toy I wanted, but there was a pretty cute stuffed Elmo hiding under the Big Bird, Cookie 

Monster, and a bunch of Angry Birds.  

I stood there, next to you, as you slid a token into the slot and the machine was alive. Intense 

concentration was on your face, as you maneuvered the claw towards the Elmo. I didn’t know what you 

were doing at first but it appears you had a strategy. The first time out, you managed to remove the Big 

Bird that was covering the Elmo. And then at the second try, you ‘clawed’ the Cookie Monster out of the 

way, unearthing the Elmo slowly. At the third try, the Elmo was free, but you dropped it halfway to the 

box.  

We both groaned, but I was smiling. “One more,” you said, and I nodded, an encouraging smile on my 

face.  

You slid the token in and the game was alive, and you slowly guided the claw towards the center where 

the Elmo was. Beads of sweat lined your forehead, and I wanted to wipe them off but I didn’t want to 

break your concentration. 

The claw bit on the Elmo, and I was afraid that when you press that button to lift the toy, it will drop, but it 

didn’t. We watched in silence as the machine slid back to the above the box, the Elmo dangerously 

hanging on by its arm on the claw. The claw clicked at the end, and even before the claw could let go, the 

Elmo slid from its grasp.  

I held my breath, because I wasn’t sure if it will fall into the box that would lead to the “exit.” And then I 

heard your AHA, saw your victorious fist pump, before I saw that it did fall into the box.  

“YES!” I yelled, and I hugged you, wrapping my arms around your neck and just hugged the hell out of 

you. It felt like we were suspended in time, the sounds muted, the lights that were enough to cause a 
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seizure suddenly didn’t matter. You lifted me up my feet, your arms around my waist, your lips grazing my 

neck accidentally.  

I wished for this, did you know that? For so many years. You, holding me tight, as if never wanting to let 

me go. Me, in your eyes, feeling as if it was my home. Us, being together. Because for ten years of my life, 

Matt, I was yours, but you were never mine, even if I prayed so hard for us to be together.   

But I’m tired. Too tired of waiting. Too tired of hanging around, being your last resort. Too tired of being 

picked up like a doll, played with, and then dropped again in one corner because you found something 

else to play with. Too tired of being your checkpoint, that person in your life anchoring you to whatever. 

Too tired of making you the ideal when you were far from being one.   

That’s why I decided it’s better for both of us if we just didn’t happen instead. Because I couldn’t move 

forward with my life with you holding me back. I take one step forward towards the right direction, and 

then you appear, and I get lost again.  

I don’t want you in my life anymore, Matt.  

I shook my head, clearing my mind of such ugly thoughts. This day has to be perfect, I reminded myself. I 

am granting myself this one day of bliss with you, and then I’m gone.  

So I hugged you again, my arms still tight around you. I didn’t even think that this could be a bit too 

much of a celebration for a stuffed toy, but it didn’t matter.  

I looked up at you, a big smile on my face, and you winked at me. And then you dropped low, retrieving 

the Elmo from the receptacle, and handing it to me. “Thank you, kind sir,” I said, and I felt you let out a 

contented sigh. I hugged the stuffed Elmo, and you reached into your pocket, retrieving your phone, 

snapping a photo or two of me in my Elmo-induced euphoria.  
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MATT 
Oh Christ. I hope I wasn’t making a very bad impression of myself. I have lost to you in the race cars for 

the third consecutive time, and you have beaten me thrice in a best-of-five shootout.  

“I am way too rusty for this.”  

Your grin made me forget that there was a big red GAME OVER on my side of the screen. I can stare at 

you for days, Nin.  

“That, or you’re just letting me win,” you teased, and I wanted to reach out to touch your dimple. If I 

had a dimple on my right cheek, yours was on your left cheek. I shook my head, both to clear my head 

and to disagree with you.  

“I think we’ve been through so many things already just to let you win, Nin,” I told you, and you stayed 

silent. Did you do a mental recall of all the things we’ve been through? How my first long-term girlfriend 

got jealous of you, how I pulled you through a “breakup,” I asked you if I could court you and then I 

didn’t (I didn’t know you were going to say yes, Nin), how I went into a relationship instead with 

Maureen when I wanted one with you instead. How we always find each other—how I could always find 

you even without trying hard enough.  

I pulled you by the hand and led you to the prize claw machines. I was ready to face this; I wanted you 

to get your cute Elmo stuffed toy. I didn’t need to ask you what you which of the stuffed toys you 

wanted. It was always Elmo. If Elmo isn’t there, Cookie Monster would do.  

I didn’t show you that I was a bit nervous about this, especially since the Elmo is tucked under the Big 

Bird and the Cookie Monster. I don’t know how in the hell I’m going to get it out, but I decided to use my 

strategy skills for it.  

“Your turn to win.”  

I took that as a challenge. I shrugged, taking a deep breath before sliding a token into the slot. You 

stood next to me, not too close to distract me but not too far either that I would feel so alone. The 

machine came alive, and I imagined it was just you and me, and it was quiet. I concentrated first on the 

Big Bird, shoving it out of the way with the claw. Sliding in another coin into the slot, I next removed the 

Cookie Monster away from Elmo, and I could see Elmo peeking through. In my third try, I managed to 

tug Elmo, and I knew that this was it until it dropped halfway to the box.  

I heard you groan just as I did, but you beamed at me. “One more,” I told you, and you nodded, 

beaming me an encouraging smile.  

I rolled the token into the slot, and the lights blinked, the sounds of the game proliferating my ears. I 

grabbed the joystick and slowly guided the claw towards the center where Elmo was. I was trying not to 

let my hand shake. At the corner of my eye, I could see your hands clasped to your chest, eager, waiting, 

nervous.  

The claw bit on Elmo’s arm, barely getting anything. I was scared that if I press the LIFT button, the toy 

will drop again, and I didn’t want to see disappointment on your face. But I had to press it, and I did, 
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and the claw lifted Elmo up in the air without dropping it. We stayed silent as the claw slid back to its 

spot above the box, Elmo still dangling, as if it was holding on for its dear life. The claw locked in place, 

and then the Elmo dropped, and for a moment I just closed my eyes, not wanting to see what happened.  

But it fell through. I let out a soft “Aha,” fist pumping into the air.  

I turned to you, saw the happiest face I’ve ever seen, as you yelled, “YES!” And then you accosted me 

with a hug, wrapping your arms around my neck. It was the tightest hug I’ve ever felt, and I just held 

onto you, clinging to you because you felt like home. You are home—always have. You were a home I 

had always run away from, which was wrong. But now I’ve come home, Nin.  

I just wanted to stay in this moment, Nin. Please let us just stay this way.  

I lifted you off your feet, still wrapped in you, your hair falling on my face. My lips grazed your neck—it 

was an accident, but it was a happy accident on my part.  

I placed you down on your feet, not caring if there were some people who had already watched us 

because we celebrated a bit too much for a stuffed toy. You looked up at me, a big smile on your face, 

and it took so much willpower not to plant one kiss on your right there and then. I dropped low, getting 

the Elmo from the machine, and handed it to you.  

“Thank you, kind sir,” you said, and the happiness on your face was enough. It was worth it, filing that 

leave even if my superior didn’t advise it because I would be missing a full day of training.  

You were always worth it.  

I let out a contented sigh as you hugged the Elmo stuffed toy, and I couldn’t contain myself. I took out 

my phone from my pocket, and I snapped a couple of photos of you, all Elmo-happy, treasuring this 

moment just like every moment I had with you.  
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NINA 
I was still burping when we walked out of the private room that you reserved, thinking I may have had 

enough baby back ribs to last me an entire quarter. The conversation over dinner was light just as the 

dinner was heavy—I think you’ve ordered everything on the menu that you knew was my favorite. The 

entire time we were eating, laughing, teasing each other, Matt, at the back of my head I was thinking—

damn, this could have been us. This is how we should have been.  

You held my hand while we walked out, as if it was the most natural thing to do, as if we really were 

together. I grasped on the Elmo in my other hand, clutching it near my body.  

“I haven’t felt this full in months,” I say, and your eyes flashed towards my direction. “When was the last 

time?” you asked, and I shrugged. In the interest of full discretion, since you said you don’t want me to 

lie—who am I kidding, the whole premise of my being here in this date is a lie—I told you the truth.  

“Food trip with Franz at this resto in Ortigas. He took me there because I told him I wanted mac and 

cheese.”  

“Hmm,” was all you managed to say, and I almost reveled in the joy that hey, I can probably make you 

jealous. I think I did drop Franz’s name during dinner.  

We were already close to the restaurant’s exit when I heard a bunch of voices call my name in an 

unharmonious chorus. “Nina!”  

I turned, surprised at the group—more aptly, family—who called me, situated at the resto across the one 

we came from. I pulled you to cross the length of the hall to them, and you trailed behind me, an 

unwilling guest.  

Did you see who it was before we even got there, Matt?  

It was an opportunity, a gold bar placed in front of me, just to make you see. Did you know what I am 

about to do, Matt? I need you to feel this, the way I have been feeling every time you have a girlfriend, 

every time you look at another girl, every time you stop to tell me you love me and then the next day you 

are with someone else.  

My desire to make this night perfect was trumped by my ten years of bitterness.  

“Hey,” I greeted everyone else when they stood up. I broke away from you even before you released my 

hand, a struggle, because you didn’t want me to go to them. They were a big family of eight, six kids, two 

boys and four girls. The main focus of my attention was Dan, who greeted me first, giving me a hug and a 

peck on the cheek. The eldest, Mike, followed, giving me a more formal handshake. His sisters were 

another thing. They attacked me with hugs and it’s-nice-to-see-you’s.  

I looked for Marie, Dan’s sister I was closest to, and hugged her especially tightly. “Happy birthday, Marie,” 

I told her, because I knew of this day. I just didn’t know that they will be celebrating in the same mall 
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where my love for you will finally die and be put to rest. She whispered her thanks, and then I greeted her 

parents, giving them besos. And then Dan was the only one who stayed; all the others went back to their 

food.  

“What are you doing here?” Dan asked, and I finally got the chance to pull you back in. The look on your 

face was hard, and I couldn’t read your eyes, signaling to me that whatever I had intended to do, it was 

working.  

I stumbled, unsure if I would still introduce you to Dan. Well, reintroduce is the proper term, considering— 

“Dan,” you greeted him even before I could speak. You offered your hand for a shake. “The ex.”  

I winced, casting an apologetic look at Dan, but he took it in stride, like he always do. He knew about you, 

and how you left me, over and over, Matt. I never understood your dislike towards Dan, but I completely 

understood his dislike towards you.  

I wouldn’t like you either, if I were him.  

Did you not like him because he was my ex? Why? When he has treated me far more better than you 

have?  

“Matt,” Dan greeted back, accepting your handshake. You guys shook hands only for a split second, as if 

too much skin contact would kill you both. “The I-still-don’t-know-what of Nina. Last I checked, you were 

the disappearing best friend who broke her heart for the nth time.”  

I stopped myself from smiling. I like the buttons that Dan was pushing.  

I saw you grit your teeth, your jaw set, as if you’re ready for combat. “You still owe me that chocolate cake. 

And the Baguio trip!” I plowed on, and I felt your hand on my shoulder, as if telling me to stop.  

But I wouldn’t, Matt. I know it’s childish—I expected more from myself too—but I needed you to feel this.  

FEEL IT, MATT. FEEL IT. 

“I’ll tell Marie to plan the Baguio trip. And about the chocolate cake, let me know when you’re free. Let’s 

have lunch or dinner along with the cake,” Dan said easily. He was playing his part well. It was 

unrehearsed, but he was doing it oh-so-well.  

He hated you for what you did to me, Matt.  

“Next week.”  

“It’s a date.”  

Were those the words that set you off? Or was it when I leaned over to him, whispered in his ear a hurried 

thanks, and then, saying this one aloud, “Next week,” after giving him a peck on the cheek?  
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Dan said his goodbye, gave you a curt nod, and went back to his family. I turned to you, a bit cheery, 

“Let’s go get coffee?” 

You swallowed, shaking your head slowly, the fire in your eyes more of anger instead of lust. “Unless you 

want to join their family dinner,” you said. There was an undercurrent of threat in your voice, but I 

remained unfazed. I made you jealous; this was the price I was willing to pay.  

“Let’s go,” I just said, pulling you towards our intended destination before Dan and his family interrupted.  
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MATT 
I smiled as I led you out of the private room, hearing you burp for one more time. We really need to get 

that coffee, Nin, to stop your burps. I enjoyed that dinner, it was one of the best I had ever had in a long 

while. I think it was because it was you I was having it with, and I am looking for more of it.  

This was our future.  

I reached down, grabbing your hand and holding it. I didn’t want to let go, Nina. I never intend to.  

You were holding the Elmo in your other hand, clutching it close to your body, and I wanted you to know 

how cute you are, but I didn’t say anything.  

“I haven’t felt this full in months,” I heard you say, and I frowned, turning to you. “When was the last 

time?” I asked, and you gave me this shrug that wasn’t nonchalant at all. I knew you were going to tell 

me the truth—you always have, especially when I prod you to.  

“Food trip with Franz at this resto in Ortigas. He took me there because I told him I wanted mac and 

cheese.”  

You mentioned him this evening, and there it was again, that glint in your eyes. Who is Franz, Nin? Do I 

want to know who he is to you?  

“Hmm,” was all I could say, because I didn’t want to sound like a jealous boyfriend, because I’m not your 

boyfriend.  

I’m just jealous.  

We were already close to the restaurant’s exit when there was a bunch of people who called you. 

“NINA!”  

I turned just as you did, wondering who in the hell is interrupting our date. They were a big group, 

seated at the resto just across the one where we were emerging. You tugged my hand as you walked 

towards them, and I trailed behind you, hoping you could see that I didn’t want to go to them.  

And then I saw him.  

He was the guy I was positively scared of because you really cared for him back when you were 

together. He was the guy who made you cry, the guy you had to talk to even after you guys broke up 

just to clarify things about the breakup. I could still remember how mad I felt when I saw you talking to 

him and you guys were laughing, as if he didn’t hurt you when he broke up with you.  

The smile on your face was easy, loose, like you didn’t have any issues with this guy before.  

“Hey,” you greeted them as they stood up. I didn’t want to let go of your hand but you shook it off, and I 

took three deep breaths to calm myself down. Their family was huge, eight members, but it was Dan 

whom you first greeted, giving him a hug and a peck on the cheek. The others followed, hugging you 

and kissing you, save for Dan’s older brother who just gave you a handshake.  



TANGLAO, KESSICA © 2012  P a g e  | 22 

And then you stepped towards one of the sisters, the tallest one, and hugged her again, tight. “Happy 

birthday, Marie,” you said, and I was amused at the circumstance. How Marie and Dan and their family 

are here in the same mall on the other side of town just as we were.  

What is meant to see each other?  

Marie whispered her thanks to you, and then you walked over to their parents, giving them besos. They 

left but Dan stayed, much to my disappointment.  

“What are you doing here?” Dan asked, and you finally remembered I was there, turning to me. I wasn’t 

sure what you’re seeing on my face, but I was pretty sure I was exuding anger already.  

I saw you hesitate, suddenly unsure if you want me to talk to Dan. But I did want to talk to Dan, 

especially when I haven’t given him grief before for hurting you.  

So I go, “Dan,” and offered him a handshake before you could even speak. “The ex.”  

I felt you needed reminding, Nin, that this guy broke your heart and made you cry.  

But then again, I have done those things, maybe even more than what Dan had done, so I wasn’t any 

better than he was.  

I saw you wince, giving Dan an apologetic look, and he just shrugged, as if it was nothing. “Matt,” he 

greeted back, taking my hand, shaking it for a split second, and then releasing it again. “The I-still-don’t-

know-what of Nina. Last I checked, you were the disappearing best friend who broke her heart for the 

nth time.”  

My eyes flashed towards you, but your face wasn’t giving away anything. How did he know all of these? 

Why does he know all of these things? Why did you still keep in contact with him?  

What did you tell him, about me breaking your heart?  

I gritted my teeth, trying to stop my anger from boiling over.  

“You still owe me that chocolate cake. And the Baguio trip!” you said, your voice cheery, and I couldn’t 

take it. I placed my hand on your shoulder, hoping you’ll take it as a sign to stop but you didn’t.  

Why are you doing this, Nina? 

“I’ll tell Marie to plan the Baguio trip. And about the chocolate cake, let me know when you’re free. Let’s 

have lunch or dinner along with the cake,” Dan replied easily, as if it was perfectly normal for you two to 

be seeing each other again.  

I didn’t know you are friends with your ex, Nina.  

“Next week.”  

I counted slowly, one to ten, before I decide who to lash out first—you, for encouraging Dan, or Dan, for 

flirting with you.  

“It’s a date.”  
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And then I saw you, leaning in, whispering something in his ear, and then you repeated what you said, 

“Next week” before kissing him on the cheek. I looked away, the gears clicking in my head. 

Were you trying to make me jealous? If yes, then you did one helluva good job.  

Dan bade us goodbye, giving me a curt nod. And then you turned to me, looking all so happy and bright, 

a certain glow in your eyes. “Let’s go get coffee?”  

I debated if I was going to be angry at you or not. I knew you wanted me to be jealous—I can give you 

that, because I am. You’re with me on a date and I just saw you set another date with your ex. In any 

book, I think that was a lack of respect.  

I swallowed, shaking my head slowly. I spoke the words before I could stop myself. “Unless you want to 

join their family dinner.” The rumble of threat was there in my voice, and back then you used to get 

scared whenever I get mad. But you stood your ground, unfazed, still gazing up at me like you didn’t 

care at all that I was mad.  

“Let’s go,” you said, pulling me towards the coffeeshop.  

I sighed, knowing that I couldn’t let go of this topic.  
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NINA 
I wasn’t certain that you were already calmed down after we bought coffee and headed to the park 

behind the mall. You were quiet, too quiet for comfort, your silence deafening. You were still holding my 

hand, but there wasn’t any comfort in that either—your grip was tight, both telling me that this was a 

punishment, and you didn’t want to let me go.  

I wriggled my fingers under your grip and you relaxed a bit, glancing at me sideways.  

“Sorry,” we said at the same time, and you stopped walking, and we stood there, coffee cups in both our 

hands. I stowed the Elmo in my bag so I could hold the coffee cup, but I was suddenly praying it was here. 

Maybe it could absorb your impending wrath.  

You opened your mouth to speak, stopped as if not knowing really at which topic to begin with. You 

closed your mouth, ran through your thoughts once more as I sipped coffee, preparing myself, and then 

you finally spoke. 

“Why are you still seeing Dan?”  

Really? All the topics to choose from—like why I made you jealous and had a really good kick out of it, 

why we’re still here, ten years later, etcetera, etcetera—and you choose Dan as the jump off point.  

Geez.  

“We’re good friends,” I said simply, and you shook your head, looking above my head into the night sky. 

You tried to calm your breathing and then after a while it stabled, your chest rising and falling in even 

distances of time.  

“But he hurt you.”  

I smirked. “If I don’t become friends with every person who has hurt me, I might have just chosen to exile 

myself in a secluded island,” I replied tiredly. “And if that was the gauge, then what am I doing here, in 

front of you?”  

You took a step, and then another, and I followed you, until we got to a bench. We sat there, still stewing 

in our silence, a war about to break. I wonder who has the most ammunition, and who has the best 

strategy.  

I hope I don’t lose to you again.  

I placed my coffee on the bench, between us, at the same time that you did. We looked away, far into the 

dark horizon that was dazzling with stars. I picked one, wished with all my might that we would end 

tonight.  

Our thoughts still consumed us. It was a silence that I liked for some strange reason, a silence indicative of 

what I am going to hear from you when I finally decide to break off from you—for real this time.  



TANGLAO, KESSICA © 2012  P a g e  | 25 

“We’re at that part of the day that I was hoping we wouldn’t get to, but… it’s already here,” I heard you 

say, your voice shattering the silence between us. You waited for me to speak, and I jumped at the 

opportunity.  

“Why, Matt? Why just now?” I asked you, and I couldn’t stop my voice from breaking. I clasped my hands 

together on my lap, afraid that you’ll see my hands are shaking too.  

I looked at you, but you wouldn’t look at me. You stared far away, and I was wondering if you heard me. 

And then you spoke. “I was scared. Each time I want to take that step—to ask you out, to court you, to… 

love you—the fear that I’d lose you takes the best of me.” 

I rolled my eyes, feeling incredulous. “I think if there was one thing you were forever sure of, it was that 

you weren’t ever going to lose me. That’s why you keep on coming back,” I spat, and you finally looked at 

me.  

“No. No, Nina. No,” you said, shaking your head sharply, stumbling through your words.  

“No, Matt. And come on, if anything, I think I have proven—time and again—that I was going to stay. And 

I did, didn’t I? Ten years. Even if you’re not always there. Even if you can’t even tell it to my face that you 

really do love me—and not just as a friend. Even if you tell me you love me and then you go around, 

being with another girl after.” I raised my hands in the air in frustration, glaring at you. “I don’t get you.”  

“I love you, Nin. More than a friend. More than anyone—“ 

“Then why did you not stay? If you really do love me, why didn’t you get over that stupid fear of yours and 

just fight? Why, Matt?” I asked, and I could see my words, one by one, slowly piercing through you. Tears 

sprang into your eyes, your face looking confused as ever.  

“Do you know how hard those ten years were for me, Matt?” I continued, not wanting to stop. This was 

my chance. Ten years, and it all boils down to this moment. “When you left for college, I was waiting. For 

you to come back. But you forgot all about me. All I hear were news about you and how you were slowly 

screwing up your life. So I realize you really have moved on and you’ve forgotten all about me and your 

stupid promises about keeping in touch—“ 

“I didn’t want you to see the man I was becoming, Nina.”  

The calm in your voice reverberated through my anger. “What? The man who fails his subjects, even 

Filipino? The man who… who spends his days out with his friends, not even lifting a page of any book?” I 

said, trying to control my voice, trying so hard not to shout at you in front of everyone here in the park. 

They were oblivious we were fighting, that we were breaking down the ten years that span our 

relationship, friendship, or whatever bullshit this was. 

But I was cheating, Matt. I had already decided before I came here, the outcome that I wanted. I just 

needed answers, especially now that you’re here to give them to me. I was hoping, so hard, that you aren’t 

expecting a different outcome other than what I am willing to give.  
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“I accepted that man, Matt. I loved that man, to a fault, Matt.”  

Those beautiful eyes looked at me, pained. “That was why, Nina. That was why I didn’t want to cross that 

line with you. Because I knew you loved me for who I was, even if I was becoming someone you wouldn’t 

like. Do you know how scary that was? To know that someone is just there, loving you, even if you hurt 

them? And no matter how many times you do that? Even if you leave them, over and over? Even if you’re 

becoming the person you knew they would hate? And I tried, Nin, I tried to make you hate me—“  

I smirked, might have muttered, “Huh” in a very low voice, and you stopped talking, surprised at the 

bitterness of my reaction. “You hate me?” you asked, your voice breaking. As if this was the most shocking 

thing ever. As if you didn’t expect it to actually happen.  

I let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know if you can call it hate, Matt,” I said, my voice still low. Did you expect a 

little bit too much of the brand of love I had to offer? Because newsflash, Matt—all people have 

limitations. And I’ve reached mine in terms of loving you.  

You turned and faced me, Indian-sitting on the bench. You reached out for my hands in my lap, and I 

didn’t move them. Your hands were shaking, as if you knew what was coming. “Then what?” you asked, 

your tone not pressing.  

“You left, and you didn’t come back. And then I searched for you, found you, but you didn’t… reciprocate. 

You were too far to be reached. You had your own life and I was… waiting for you to slow down so I could 

catch up. And then you were gone again. And then you found me, and I was happy. Extremely happy. 

Cloud-nine-and-I-don’t-want-to-come-back-down kind of happy. But you left me, Matt. You were gone 

again. Over and over, you did that to me. I lost count already,” I explained. I removed my hands from 

yours, wiping my tears with my palms. Goodbye makeup.  

I took a deep breath. I didn’t place my hands back in yours but you kept your hands on my thighs, as if 

you were scared that if I got really full of this, I would just stand up and walk away. “And then you tell me 

you love me. It was the one thing I have waited for, Matt. All these years. We were at Year Eight at that 

time, and I was elated. Finally,” I continued, and then I looked away from you, remembering the bitter 

taste of that day.  

An unknown number was calling me, and I had a bad habit of picking those kinds of calls up. It was you 

on the other line, and your first greeting after I said hello was that you have some news. I got nervous 

already—we haven’t talked in a year, and you call to tell me you have news. And then you say that before 

you tell me the news you have to say something first.  

“You have to remember, that whatever happens, I love you.”  

Those were your words, Matt, and I remember them clearly. For the first time ever, you told me you love 

me without the friendship clause. But I let it slip, the impending news bothering me. I laughed nervously. 

“You make it sound like you’re dying!” I told you.  
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I couldn’t speak anymore, because it was your turn to admit what you did. I want you to own up to that 

night, Matt, because if it’s worth anything, that was the night that slowly killed my love for you. That was 

the proverbial nail in the coffin, the first night of many nights that I wanted to throw the towel in and give 

up loving you.  

“And then I tell you I’m going to be a father.”  

I nodded, unable to trust myself to speak. You got another woman pregnant, your girlfriend at that time. 

When you told me those news coupled with the fact that you loved me, I was beyond repair, Matt.  

You broke me, did you hear me?  

YOU BROKE ME, AND I LET YOU.  

“Why did you have to do that? Tell me you love me and then say that you can’t be with me because 

you’re about to have a family?” I said, my voice shaking with anger. “It was inhuman, Matt, to make 

another person hope. It was inhuman to make them feel alive again only to drop them at the last second 

for dead.”  

You opened your mouth to speak, but you were at a loss for words. And then you tried again: “Was that 

when you started to hate me?”  

I shook my head again, sighing. “It isn’t hate, Matt,” I told you again. “I’m tired.”  

You blinked away the tears from your eyes. “Of loving me?”  

“Yes,” I admitted. “And of waiting for you. To stay. To choose me. To love me. To be with me. To be the 

man that I painted you to be. To be my better half. To not leave.”  

“Nin, I’m here now. I’m yours—“ 

You were never mine, Matt. And I don’t think you can ever be.  

“Can you see me, Matt? Can you really, truly see me?” I whispered, cutting you off, and you stopped, and 

stared at me, your eyes surveying me, inspecting me, as if under a microscope. Reading me, like I’m your 

favorite book. Singing me, like your favorite song. What are you seeing, Matt?  

Did you see me, from the girl who used to have this biggest crush on you, the person who became your 

best friend, the woman who loved you?  

Or did you see me, another chance, another opportunity, because other options are not available?  

You reached up and touched my cheek, my chin, my lips, and I closed my eyes, trying to breathe steadily 

while holding back the sobs.  

And then after a while, I felt your lips touch mine, soft and delicate, our tears mixing as we melted into 

each other. Our first kiss, and it was still living up to all my expectations from previous years. Your passion 

took over, and I went along with it, the kiss deepening.  
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And then you pulled away, not wanting to but needing to, and I opened my eyes, biting my bottom lip so 

I wouldn’t cry. Your taste was still on my lips, a taste I know I wouldn’t forget.  

Thank you, Matt, for making me experience this.  

You sighed heavily, your eyes holding mine, rising to the challenge. “I see the woman I love, already given 

up.”  

I swallowed the lump in my throat, and then nodded. “Let me go, Matt,” I pleaded. “Please just let me go.”  

“Nin, I’m staying this time—” 

I don’t want to hear it anymore.  

“I don’t want you making more promises you can’t keep. I can’t handle this anymore. The only way I see it 

is that you have to let me go,” I pressed. 

“I can’t,” you said, shaking your head, your tears streaming down your face.  

“You have to. You owe me this, Matt. For the ten years I’ve loved you. You have to let me go,” I pleaded. It 

was what I needed, and nothing else.  

“I love you.”  

It’s too late.  

I held your face in my hands, urging you to look at me, wanting you to see how much I needed this. “And 

I’m tired of loving you.”  

I watched those lips that just kissed mine quiver, your eyes betraying you, the pain searing through, 

evident on your face. A sob escaped your lips, and I just pulled you towards me, setting aside the coffee 

cups between us, and I held you, holding you together.  

“I need you to love me enough to let me go, Matt,” I whispered. “I need you to do that.”  

You whimpered, shaking in my arms as one sob rocked into another, ripping me apart as it ripped 

through you.  
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MATT 
I couldn’t talk to you as I am still stewing in my anger and jealousy over that Dan scene earlier. I know 

I’m better than this, but I’m letting the monster eat me up from inside. Every time I feel jealous of 

someone getting close to you, it’s a slow burn, a reminder that keeps on alerting me how much I could 

have easily remedied that had I just manned up and told you what I really felt.  

I felt your fingers in my hand wriggle, and that’s when I realized I was holding your hand too tightly. I 

released them a bit but didn’t let go, looking at you for any indications that you’re mad at me too.  

“Sorry,” I said, at the same time that you did, and I stopped walking. I stared at you, coffee cup in hand 

like me, and I wanted to tell you everything and nothing at the same time. I just wanted to consume 

you, in every which way possible. I wish I was just one of your favorite books that you loved to read so 

that it was easy for you to understand what’s going on inside me.  

I LOVE YOU, NINA, AND I NEED YOU – that was all I needed to say.  

I opened my mouth to speak, and then closed it again because I couldn’t say it. Why was I always afraid 

to say it to you? You haven’t rejected me or anything; you are the last person in this world who would. 

You stared back at me, sipping your coffee, waiting for me to finally say something.  

“Why are you still seeing Dan?”  

I chastised myself. Of all the things to say, of all the things to start with, it was what my mouth had 

chosen to spit out.  

“We’re good friends,” you replied, that nonchalant tone in your voice ticking me off. I shook my head, 

gathering my patience. I looked up at the night sky, trying to calm myself down. Get it together, I told 

myself. I finally get the chance—this chance—after ten years, and here I am, slowly screwing it up again.  

“But he hurt you.”  

I am not good at this, Nina. Again, you’re better at this than I am.  

You smirked, validating my weakness. “If I don’t become friends with every person who has hurt me, I 

might have just chosen to exile myself in a secluded island,” you said, your tone tired, as if it was a 

question you have been asked all the time. I wonder if it was about Dan, or it was about me, considering 

all the times I have hurt you in the past. “And if that was the gauge, then what am I doing here, in front 

of you?”  

I need to do this. I need to fight for you this time. I want to, but I couldn’t. Why is it that when it comes 

to you, I feel so powerless and scared? Was it because your love consumes me, like a black hole 

swallowing me? Or was it because your love has always been pure and innocent while mine is tainted? 

I walked to the nearest bench and you followed me. The quiet hung in the air between us, and I 

wondered what you were thinking. You were clutching your coffee cup as if you are ready to crush it in 

your hands, and I knew you’re just brewing under the surface. I knew you were about to burst. A bomb 

about to explode after being buried for so long.  
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You placed the coffee on the bench between us just as I did. We couldn’t look at each other, not yet, 

because the night was tempting enough to distract us with a blanket of stars. If you had one wish, Nin, 

what would it be? Mine was—no question—for us to be together until the end of time.  

I need to start this. Forever has to start somewhere, so I guess now would be a good starting point.  

I took a deep breath and broke the silence. “We’re at that part of the day that I was hoping we wouldn’t 

get to, but… it’s already here.” I waited for you to speak, giving you the floor.  

“Why, Matt? Why just now?”  

Your voice broke, and I wanted to hug you right there and then. You clasped your shaking hands on your 

lap, a semi-barrier between us, so I couldn’t. I dropped my eyes, not wanting to look at your face—the 

pain of all the ten years I’ve waited rushing to the surface. It was time. Maybe if I told you all of these, 

right now, there is still room for forgiveness, and there is still a chance for you and me.  

“I was scared. Each time I want to take that step—to ask you out, to court you, to… love you—the fear 

that I’d lose you takes the best of me.”  

“I think if there was one thing you were forever sure of, it was that you weren’t ever going to lose me. 

That’s why you keep on coming back,” you said angrily, and I looked up at you, seeing your smirk.  

“No. No, Nina. No.” It was all I could say while shaking my head. I know you needed explanations, Nin, 

but— 

“No, Matt. And come on, if anything, I think I have proven—time and again—that I was going to stay. 

And I did, didn’t I? Ten years. Even if you’re not always there. Even if you can’t even tell it to my face 

that you really do love me—and not just as a friend. Even if you tell me you love me and then you go 

around, being with another girl after.” You threw your hands into the air, obviously frustrated. You glared 

at me, and this wasn’t what I pictured happening. “I don’t get you.”  

I need to rescue us, Nina, to save this relationship from going down the drain before it even started. So I 

did it, what I came here to do. I came here to tell you I love you, to ask you to be with me starting 

today.  

“I love you, Nin. More than a friend. More than anyone—” 

But you cut me off before I could complete my long overdue declaration of love. You’ve had enough of 

my bullshit, it seems.  

“Then why did you not stay? If you really do love me, why didn’t you get over that stupid fear of yours 

and just fight? Why, Matt?”  

Oh hell. I really did screw up with you, huh, Nin? Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Are you 

already too far away, at the point of no return? 

“Do you know how hard those ten years were for me, Matt?”  

I do, Nina. More than anyone. If I could list my offenses to you and give them a corresponding life 

penalty, I would be serving multiple life sentences in jail for hurting you over and over. For each time I 

lied about loving you. For each time I went back into your life and left again. For each time I knew I was 
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breaking your heart but I still kept on doing it. For each time I abused your love and took you for 

granted.  

“When you left for college, I was waiting. For you to come back. But you forgot all about me. All I hear 

were news about you and how you were slowly screwing up your life. So I realize you really have moved 

on and you’ve forgotten all about me and your stupid promises about keeping in touch—” 

I didn’t forget, Nina. I remember every single promise I made to you. But it was another reason that kept 

me from coming back to you: “I didn’t want you to see the man I was becoming, Nina.”  

I was a horrible person. I became a very horrible person without you keeping me in check, stabilizing my 

life. But you didn’t know that because I didn’t tell you.   

So many things I could have said, for us to get our happy ending. But I didn’t. Because I was frigging 

scared. 

“What? The man who fails his subjects, even Filipino? The man who… who spends his days out with his 

friends, not even lifting a page of any book?” you said, trying to control your voice. Slowly, your 

composure is breaking, and I couldn’t blame you. I was thankful you stopped at that point—you had only 

listed my minor offenses. You didn’t mention there my trying out drugs, my getting severely drunk for 

days at a time. You didn’t mention my really rebellious phase that my parents constantly reminded me 

about, the one that I’m still paying for, just as I am paying for my offenses to you. 

“I accepted that man, Matt. I loved that man, to a fault, Matt.”  

I wasn’t the man who deserved any kind of love at that time, Nin, but you loved me. FLAWS AND ALL.  

I looked at you, feeling all my emotions, wanting to lash out. I wanted to shout, to scream, not at you 

but at myself. You gave me love, all the love I probably could have asked for, and I gave you nothing but 

pain in return.  

“That was why, Nina. That was why I didn’t want to cross that line with you. Because I knew you loved 

me for who I was, even if I was becoming someone you wouldn’t like,” I rambled on. I could feel my 

voice shaking, ugly tremors of pain ripping through my body. “Do you know how scary that was? To 

know that someone is just there, loving you, even if you hurt them? And no matter how many times you 

do that? Even if you leave them, over and over? Even if you’re becoming the person you knew they 

would hate? And I tried, Nin, I tried to make you hate me—” 

I broke off when I heard you say, “HUH,” that smirk on your face telling me that I finally managed to 

succeed in doing that.  

And that made me terribly, terribly sad, Nin. It was one accomplishment I am not and would never be 

proud of.  

“You hate me?” I said, my voice breaking at the end.  

You sighed heavily. “I don’t know if you can call it hate, Matt.” Your voice was low, as if you were even 

ashamed you actually had started to feel it.  

But it’s okay, Nina. It really is.  
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I turned to face you, Indian-sitting on the bench. I needed a connection to you because you’re already 

breaking away, so I reached out for your hands on your lap, and I was thankful you didn’t move them. 

But my hands were shaking, and I couldn’t stop them.  

You don’t hate me? 

“Then what?” I said, my tone surprising light.  

“You left, and you didn’t come back. And then I searched for you, found you, but you didn’t… 

reciprocate. You were too far to be reached. You had your own life and I was… waiting for you to slow 

down so I could catch up,” you began to reply. I always lived life on the fast lane, you told me that, more 

than once. I was on a race car and you were on a bike, trying to keep up with me.  

“And then you were gone again. And then you found me, and I was happy. Extremely happy. Cloud-nine-

and-I-don’t-want-to-come-back-down kind of happy. But you left me, Matt. You were gone again.”  

I remember that time, Nin. It was so hard to find you—I have contacted everyone else we knew, but in 

the end it was my sister who paved the way for me to locate you. And we were happy—that time, I 

thought the time is right, and just as I was going to tell you how I feel, I was called to serve.  

I had to leave you again.  

“Over and over, you did that to me. I lost count already,” you finished. You removed your hands in mine, 

wiping the tears that flowed freely from your eyes.  

Seeing you like this, Nin, made me feel I’m burning in hell, and my punishment was to see you, listing all 

my mistakes to you, over and over. There were other forms of punishment I could think of Nin, and I did, 

back when I was in the mountains and I couldn’t do anything else but think. Aside from seeing you hurt 

because of me, my punishment would also include seeing you with another man, happy in a life without 

me. And then unhappy with a life with me. 

I don’t know which one hurts more, and something tells me I’m about to find out soon.   

You took a deep breath. I reestablished my connection to you by putting my hands on your thighs, but I 

already know you had slipped away. “And then you tell me you love me. It was the one thing I have 

waited for, Matt. All these years. We were at Year Eight at that time, and I was elated. Finally.” 

You looked away, probably recalling that day. The same thing probably replayed in our heads: I called 

you, telling you I have news. But before I break the news to you, I have to tell you something first.  

“You have to remember, that whatever happens, I love you,” I remember telling you, and you laughed 

nervously on the other line. Your nervousness over the news that I was about to break probably 

overshadowed the fact that I had, in fact, told you I loved you for the first time ever, without the words 

as a friend attached to it. “You make it sound like you’re dying!” you told me.  

I am, Nina. At that time, I thought I died. Because the news I was going to break to you, it was a life-

changing one, the worst and best one yet. The worst because it could mean I couldn’t be with you 

anymore; the best because I was getting a blessing. An unexpected one, but still a blessing.  
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I brought my mind back to today. You weren’t speaking, as if waiting for me to admit my biggest mistake 

ever. And I’m going to, Nina. I wasn’t accountable for you, my love for you, or for anything else in the 

course of this relationship—I am calling it that, yes—but I am now going to own up to it.  

“And then I tell you I’m going to be a father.”  

You nodded, and I knew that if you speak, you’ll probably just end up breaking down even more than 

you have broken down now.  

Have I told you, Nin? My daughter is like you—she’s the only one besides you anchoring me. To the best 

things in life.  

“Why did you have to do that? Tell me you love me and then say you can’t be with me because you’re 

about to have a family?” you said, seething. “It was inhuman, Matt, to make another person hope. It was 

inhuman to make them feel alive again only to drop them at the last second for dead.”  

I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn’t. I knew what I did was brutal. I regretted that moment 

immediately after it happened, and it caused a lot of sleepless nights. I shouldn’t have told you I loved 

you at that time; it wasn’t the right moment. Why does it feel like there isn’t any right moment when it 

comes to us?  

So I completely understood you, why it took me another two years to find you. Year Ten. You hid well 

this time; I was busy being a father and a sort of husband at the same time. But my relationship failed, 

Nin. Just like every single one after I met you.  

Because aside from being my anchor, you’re my standard, the benchmark with which I hold every 

woman I have ever loved—or thought I loved—against.  

“Was that when you started to hate me?”  

I had to know. If anything, Nina. I want to take back that night.  

You shook your head. “It isn’t hate, Matt,” you repeated. “I’m tired.”  

Your voice matched the look on your face, the emotions in your eyes. Hollow, cold eyes. Weary.  

I lost you already, didn’t I, Nin?  

I blinked my tears away at this realization. You’re tired. “Of loving me?” I dared to ask.  

Defeated—it was another emotion that reflected on your face. “Yes,” you whispered. “And of waiting for 

you. To stay. To choose me. To love me. To be with me. To be the man that I painted you to be. To be 

my better half. To not leave.”  

No, you’re not giving up on me. Not now.  

“Nin, I’m here now. I’m yours—” 

But you cut me off. You’re not going to hear me out, and it was because I was too late. “Can you see 

me, Matt? Can you really, truly see me?” you whispered, that soft voice breaking me, shattering me into 

a million little pieces.  
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I stared at you, my eyes on yours. There wasn’t any more hint of love in your eyes for me. Whatever 

love that once was there, it was gone—snuffed out by the years of waiting, of fighting. You have lost 

more than you have gained, Nin, and it was my fault. And then I realize that you have been through it 

all: a happy life with me and without me, and an unhappy life with me and without me.  

If we add up the years, Nin, were the years of happiness with me greater than the years of unhappy life 

with and without me? Because if I’m betting my life, I’m pretty sure the unhappy years lead by so many 

years. Could it be seven years of unhappiness vs. three years of happiness? And I knew, deep down 

inside, that the years of happiness I gave you weren’t the “quality” years—you made do with the little of 

what I allowed to show.  

I wanted to promise to you, right now, that all those years I’ve made you unhappy, I’ll repay them. But I 

knew that even if I tried, your door’s closed already, deadbolted and locked by tens of different keys.  

I reached up and touched your cheek, your cute chin, your lips I longed to taste. And you closed your 

eyes, trying to control your breathing, as if the air was too thin. You held back your sobs, trying to hold it 

together when you have every right not to.  

And I wanted to make it right, Nin. I wanted to fix you. I wanted to fix us— 

I laid my lips on yours, and they were the softest lips I’ve ever kissed. They tasted sweet because your 

three-sugared coffee, but salty at the same time because of our tears. I kissed you, with the ten years of 

loving you behind me, with all the passion in the world that I have. You surprised me by responding, slow 

at first. And then the kiss deepened— 

I didn’t want this to end, Nina. Never.  

I pulled away, out of breath. We opened our eyes at the same time, and you bit your lower lip, but it 

quivered. You were going to cry, and you’re still stopping yourself.  

I could taste you, on my lips, in my mouth, and it was a feeling I would remember forever.  

And then everything that you asked me to see, I remembered. You asked me to see you, really see you, 

and I did.  

I sighed heavily, gazing into your eyes, braving through the words. “I see the woman I love, already 

given up.”  

I saw you swallow, and then your nod came, very slowly. “Let me go, Matt,” was your desperate plea. 

“Please just let me go.” 

I won’t, Nina— 

“Nin, I’m staying this time—” 

But you stood your ground. If before I could break through you ever so easily, I couldn’t right now; you 

won’t let me in anymore.  

“I don’t want you making more promises you can’t keep. I can’t handle this anymore. The only way I see 

it is that you have to let me go,” you said, your conviction solid.  
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“I can’t,” I told you, finally voicing it aloud. My tears streamed freely down my face again. I shook my 

head. I CAN’T, NINA. I CAN’T LET YOU GO.  

“You have to. You owe me this, Matt. For the ten years I’ve loved you. You have to let me go.”  

My plea came out desperate too, in the form of three words that have lost its meaning to you when they 

came from me: “I love you.”  

You held my face in your hands, making me see you again, your conviction unwavering. “And I’m tired of 

loving you.”  

It wasn’t an I-love-you-too, it wasn’t a we-can-work-this-out.  

It hit me, a realization that I thought would never happen: YOU DON’T LOVE ME ANYMORE. 

And it broke free, the pain, flowing through everywhere inside me. A sob escaped my lips, and you pulled 

me towards you, casting aside the coffee cups between us, and you held me, as I clung to you, tight.  

“I need you to love me enough to let me go, Matt,” you whispered. “I need you to do that.”  

I whimpered. The only thing you asked from me. It wasn’t for me to stay, for me to love you back, for 

me to leave the service and just be with you. It wasn’t those things, which I had expected from you.  

My pain exploded, ripping me apart, as I shattered in your arms.  
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NINA 
We were there, under a blanket of stars, the moon bright and big against the night sky. Both of us are on 

the hood of your car, in the near empty parking lot. Your head was on my lap, and I was running my 

fingers through your hair.  

You still had tears fresh on your face, but you finally stopped crying. I can see how much you’re hurting, 

but it is necessary pain, Matt.  

There were too many memories, Matt, between us, but it has to end.   

You reached up, your fingers looking for mine, and I held your hand, praying this is enough to keep you 

together before you fall apart on your own.  
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MATT 
I tried to imagine that my being there, my head on your lap, as we watched the time passed by, the 

night sky spreading above us, that we are here in this moment because you love me and I love you.  

You ran your fingers through my hair, and I relaxed under your touch despite the pain and tension that 

my body was feeling.  

It was over, I was finally realizing. I was too late. When I got to where you wanted me to be, you were 

already leaving.  

I tried to remember the day you came into my life, Nina. You were this sweet, innocent girl, who never 

talked to me because, as you told me later on, you thought I was a jerk.  

And I was.  

I think I still am, after I had repeatedly broken your heart.  

Ten years, Nina.  

And it has to end somehow. You are right—I was holding you back.  

I reached up, looking for your hand, and you clutched at my fingers, real tight.  

I don’t know how I’m going to let you go, Nin.  
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NINA 
“Is this goodbye, Nina?”  

My hand was already on the door handle, ready to open it, but I stopped when you spoke. Slowly, I turned 

towards you, and I gave you a sad smile. “Thank you for the great night. It was perfect until, well, the end,” 

I whispered, and you sighed heavily.  

“It is goodbye.”  

I locked eyes with you, and then nodded. “It is, Matt. That’s what letting go means.”  

“And if I can’t do it?”  

I removed my hand from the handle and placed it on yours. “You can, Matt.”  

I saw you swallow, what could have been your fear, and then you nodded. “Love me enough to let me go,” 

I reminded you, and you smiled sarcastically. “That is a shitty way to show someone you love them,” you 

mumbled, and I rolled my eyes.  

I leaned over, planting a kiss on your forehead. “Have a good life,” I said softly, and I opened the door, but 

you pulled me back in, crushing me in a hug.  

“I love you, Nina. I love you.”  

I nodded, and then I pushed you away, but you wouldn’t budge. Were these the years that you wished 

you hugged me and held me tight, Matt?  

“Nin, you loved me for so many years, can’t you just love me again? You said you’re tired. I can wait again 

until—”  

“I can’t, Matt. I’m moving on. You should too.”   

I waited, until those words sink in. After a few minutes you finally released me, and I stepped out of the 

car.  

“Goodbye, Matt.”  

You stopped, hesitated for a moment, and then said, “Goodbye, Nina.”  

I turned and finally, for the first time in my life, walked away from you.  
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MATT 
I didn’t want to take you home, because it meant goodbye. So when I finally rolled the car to a stop in 

front of your house, what I actually meant to do was to zoom past it. I wanted to run away with you, 

take you away from this place.  

But you asked me to let you go. To love you enough to let you go.  

“Is this goodbye, Nina?”  

You were in a hurry to leave, I could see that, and it pained me more. So I knew what the answer was, 

even before you spoke. You faced me, a sad smile forming on your lips.  

“Thank you for the great night. It was perfect until, well, the end.”  

Your voice was soft, as if you didn’t want to give me another blow. It still hurt, Nin.  

I sighed heavily. “It is goodbye.”  

You held my gaze, as if sizing me up. And then you nodded. “It is, Matt. That’s what letting go means.”  

“And if I can’t do it?” I asked, and you removed your hand from the door and placed it on mine.  

“You can, Matt.” 

I can’t, Nina, I wanted to tell you. There are so many things in this world I could do, and letting you go 

isn’t one of them. I wanted to defy you, but what good can that do? 

You were already gone.  

I swallowed that lump in my throat, and then I nodded. “Love me enough to let me go,” you whispered 

again, and I couldn’t help it. I smiled, albeit bitterly, “That is a shitty way to show someone you love 

them.”  

You rolled your eyes, leaning over, planting a kiss on my forehead. “Have a good life,” you whispered, 

and then you opened the door, and I couldn’t handle letting you walk out of my life— 

I pulled you back in, hugging you tightly. I don’t want to let you go, Nina.  

“I love you, Nina. I LOVE YOU.”  

I waited for you to say it back, to honor my last-ditch stand at keeping you. But all you did was nod, and 

then you tried to push me away, but no, I wouldn’t accept that.  

“Nin, you loved me for so many years, can’t you just love me again? You said you’re tired. I can wait 

again, until—” 

You cut me off, your voice swift like a knife slicing through butter, clear and strong. “I can’t, Matt. I’m 

moving on. You should too.”  

That easy, Nin? 
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I held onto you, the last time I can do so. I love you, but those words don’t mean anything now.  

Ten years ago, when you still loved me like I love you now, they would have meant the world to you.  

I released you, and you stepped out of the car. “Goodbye, Matt.”  

I love you, was all I wanted to say, but I stopped myself. “Goodbye, Nina.”  

You turned, and I counted. One… two… three… twenty. Twenty steps was all it took for the woman I 

loved the most to walk out of my life.  
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eight years later. 
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NINA 
Franz placed his arm over my shoulder as we followed our tiny tots, Laurice and Jeff, as they led the way 

into the biggest toy store I’ve ever seen in my entire life. It’s their third birthday (yes, they’re twins), and 

on this day, Franz and I decided to give them a P3,000 cap each and they decide which toys to buy. The 

rest of the money they will be receiving from their aunts, uncles, grandparents, etc. goes to their savings.  

“And pizza, Mommy,” Jeff had made me promise. Laurice wanted a Chinese dinner, so we’re eating Italian 

for lunch.  

“Ooh,” I heard Laurice coo as she stopped in front of one of the Barbie aisles. Her eyes grew big and they 

glisten. Franz kissed me on the forehead before releasing me.  

“See you in a few,” he said, and I think by ‘few’ he meant a ‘few hours,’ because there was no way in hell 

these kids are going to just spend a few minutes inside this big toy place. He was tugged away by Jeff as 

they went to the action figure aisles, my son telling his father that he wants “Pwime,” for Optimus Prime.  

Jeff couldn’t pronounce his r’s that well yet, so when he calls Laurice, it was always an adorable “Lauwees.”  

I already lost count on the number of aisles we have been through, but I can still count with my fingers 

the number of items in the cart. Just three, and still amounting to less than P3,000. My daughter is a bit 

frugal, thinking about the toys she really wanted from the toys that she just liked. I am already happy, 

seeing the delight in my daughter’s eyes.  

I wonder how Franz is doing with Jeff.  

Laurice moved to another aisle already, eyeing the Uno Stacko with sheer interest. She looked at me, her 

eyes bright, and I sighed contentedly. She looks like her father, with the high cheekbones, dimple on the 

right cheek. And then she pointed to the Uno Stacko.  

“Want,” she said, and I nodded, getting it from the rack. I handed it to her as she tiptoed on her feet, 

depositing it into the shopping cart that we were pushing. I followed Laurice as she went to the next rack, 

the puzzles, and she eyed a couple, grabbing a couple off the racks, and then sitting on the floor to check 

which puzzle she liked most. I felt movement at the corner of my eye, but I didn’t turn.  

I stood in awe when I realized the jigsaw puzzles she grabbed were the 300-piece and 500-piece ones. I 

watched as her face scrunched up in serious thought as to which one she’d be getting. I turned, aiming to 

check if Franz was around. I am pretty sure Laurice got her love for puzzles from Franz, because Franz 

spends hours completing those many-pieced puzzles. His last endeavor was a 1000-pieced Mona Lisa-

inspired puzzle, which Laurice helped on (thankfully she didn’t each any of the pieces). 

And I don’t know if he felt it, that I was looking for him, because he found me too.   

“Nin, love, look what Jeff found.”  
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I faced Franz, Jeff hopping and skipping behind him, always a ball of energy. Jeff was holding out a box of 

action figures from the Spirited Away franchise, and my jaw dropped. I made my kids watch Spirited Away, 

one of my most favorite films of all time. “Wow,” I merely said, and Franz placed an arm over my shoulder.  

“Jeff said he’d buy it for you,” he said, and I was deeply touched by my son’s kindness. I placed the box in 

our cart and picked up Jeff, while Franz reached down for our daughter.  

“The 500-piece one, Lau?” he said, checking out our daughter’s choice. I turned to Jeff, saying my thanks 

that he was thoughtful enough to purchase the action figures for me. I touched Franz on the shoulder, 

and he started pushing the cart.  

“Mama, can we go to the bookstore?” asked Laurice, and I nodded. This time I know Laurice inherited that 

love for books from me.  

“Of course,” I said.  

“YAY!” Laurice exclaimed, and then she asked me and Franz to put them down. She grabbed Jeff’s hand, 

mentioning something about wanting to check out the video game section. I sighed, knowing that I am in 

a very happy place, and I have nowhere I’d rather be.  

I turned to Franz, momentarily leaned my head on his shoulder. His lips touched my lips, and I beamed at 

him.  

This is what matters now.  
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MATT 
Was that you, Nina?  

I thought I saw you enter the mall. A man who was just a head taller than you were draped his arm over 

your shoulder. Two kids—toddlers—a boy and a girl, were running ahead of you, big smiles on their 

faces. The boy had a smile like yours, Nina.  

Is this your family now?  

I felt my daughter, Charlene, tug at my hand. She’s ten now. “What is it, Pa?” she asked, noticing my 

preoccupation. I took her hand, and after a moment’s hesitation, I told her we’re going somewhere.  

I couldn’t help it, Nina. It’s been eight years since that fateful date, the day you asked me to let you go. 

It was hard—the toughest thing I’ve ever done in my life, but I managed to do it, because you asked me 

to. Because I loved you enough to let you go.  

But I know it will take so much longer until I find the strength to love again, Nin, as much as I loved you.  

We followed you and your family, heading towards a toy store. You guys stood first at the entrance, as if 

thinking as to how you will go through the aisles. The little girl strayed, already enchanted by the Barbie 

aisle.  

The man, whom I am assuming is now your husband, kissed you on the forehead, and then whispered 

something into your ear. The little boy tugged at his father’s hand, towards the action figure aisle, and 

they were gone after a few steps.  

“Who is she?” asked Charlene, and I didn’t speak, watching you as you followed your little girl. Charlene 

and I stayed behind, so that you wouldn’t notice that we were there.  

I watched as you watched your daughter, as she was amused by the Uno Stacko. Content flashed on 

your face; you looked so relaxed.  

And happy.  

“She’s the one you were telling me about, huh, Pa?” Charlene asked me again, her voice low, as we 

walked to the puzzle aisle. I told her all about you, Nina, because I didn’t want my daughter to make the 

same mistakes that I did: to not take things and people for granted, to love, with all that you are, even 

when it hurts. To not let your fear of getting hurt and rejected win over the chance of being happy.  

To take opportunities before you lose them for good.  

To know when and how to let go.  

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. We stood there, hiding behind a big pile of stuffed toys, as your 

husband and son returned to you, handing you a box of toys. You looked a bit surprised, and I read the 

word “wow” on your lips, as your husband placed an arm over your shoulder.  
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He said something to you, that made you almost tear up. You placed the toy in the shopping cart and 

picked up your son. Your husband took your daughter, talking to her, just as you were talking to your 

son.  

I turned away, unable to handle it anymore.  

I held my daughter’s hand as we walked out of the store. She wasn’t speaking; I knew she was giving 

me the space to absorb what I just saw.  

You’re happy now, Nina. The smile on your face was beautiful, just as how I remembered it to be.  

Letting you go was worth it.   
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Breathe it in 

And let it go 

Every breath you take is not yours to own 

It’s not yours to hold 

Do you love me enough to let me go?  

-Enough to Let Me Go, Switchfoot 


