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She had a face that had forgotten how to laugh. That was how she seemed to him the first time they met behind the campus during his third year in college. Impassive she was, and perplexing, with a ready smile that didn’t quite reach the eyes. He had recaptured that moment again and again inside his head whenever he thought about her during the end. What stayed with him the longest were the eyes. There was nothing special about them except that they conveyed something…no, it wasn’t sadness. It wasn’t anger. It was the eyes of one that was utterly alone. And it was those eyes that he first came to love, and last loved, in the end. 

He met her in one of those organization meetings in which he was a member. He had recently made a standing resolution of making something out of himself after drifting in and out of baseless pursuits that he lost interest in after a while. He met her in an assembly of an organization, which he thought had a bit more of future than his previous ventures, and which she didn’t seem to belong to, although he could see her laughing and talking to those who were present. At first, she didn’t seem so attractive. She seemed cold and distant. She rarely regarded him when he talked, until the moderator of the organization announced him as one of the new officers, a great find, one of the best writers he ever had the fortune to meet. Then she looked. He knew that when she did so, she scrutinized. And he felt naked, beneath her gaze. Right then it seemed he was the woman and she, the man. 

Responding to this situation the way he generally did whenever he met people who intimidated him, he came forward and made himself as accommodating and as friendly as possible. She regarded this with the same detachment she usually did, when it came to people she didn’t know. And then he reacted the same way he usually did when he met someone he couldn’t easily affect – he was intrigued, and challenged.

He was smooth, that was what everyone would say. He could thaw the hardest ice in Antarctic. This was probably why he was well known in the university. He was extremely talented, versatile, eloquent and graceful with company. He was poor, which made him hungry, which made him extremely ambitious. She probably noticed him because of this. He’ll never know now, will he? But she noticed him, he knew then, because she looked. And when she did, she looked not like they way she would look at the others in the room. She looked at him with intensity. 

She responded when he started conversations. They worked together on a project, and when they met, she would talk to him, showing something alive inside that surprised other people and made them admire him even more. The man who could thaw the hardest ice, could draw out this woman who had no heart! 

How these comments made him laugh then! If he could only laugh them away now.

She asked him out first, for coffee. He was astonished to finally have gained her friendship, at a time when gaining it was more than enough to compensate for his efforts. And so they went out and talked for hours and hours, during which he found himself telling her all about himself, while finding out almost nothing about her. He did find out she was from a higher batch, on her last two terms in college. She talked about the people they knew. The places they’ve both gone to. But by the end of the conversation, he felt he still knew nothing about her. She was an enigma during the rest of his days, to this moment. She was a mystery, until the end. 

It took a short time for them to formally go out as a couple. She just went ahead and asked him, and then that was it. They were officially together. It all seemed so simple. She was different; she was special; and he just had to have her. His response to her personality was the same as how he felt towards his earlier conquests. He wanted them, he just had to have them; and there they came, lured towards him as if in a trance. 

That night, she was her usual quiet self, but her words spoke volumes. Everything she said shattered her every belief in others and in life itself, and he loved it, although he didn’t know he did, at that moment. 

She talked about the people both of them knew from school, how addled they were by an easy life. Life for these people was a breeze, and it robbed them of character. She looked at them in disdain. For her, life had been harsh. She talked about her life before going back to the University, doing menial labor, earning so much abroad, yet knowing she knew so little, that she could do so much more if she had the education. She talked of buying the first lot for her family. The first car. Sending her younger sister to highschool. Then earning enough to get back home and go to college.

There was not a trace of arrogance as she talked about these things. It seemed as if it was the only way she knew how to be, the only way to get through life. She did it because she had to, and he felt small, inadequate in front of this person who did so much more than anyone he had ever known. 

Yet, in the surface, even as she spoke, she was cold, as unthawed as she was when he first met her. It seemed as if when fate took her to Singapore, for that was where she had worked, she was robbed forever of normal feeling. She had been so alone too soon, and this experience seemed to have robbed her of the ability to experience things and people the way others would’ve. Others like him perhaps. 

Of course he did not tell her this. He felt it would be some kind of disrespect, like desecrating a tomb. He just stared in wonder at what life had made of this broken, strengthened, strangely beautiful woman.

An imperceptible cloud of disapproval clouded over them when they made their commitment public. It seemed everyone kept expressing their joy, but it was always coupled with the silent reprimands in their eyes. Questions. Especially ones that could never be spoken of, clear and proud and bright though he strained not to hear and they strained not to say. 

He often wondered if she ever really loved her. She was the most undemonstrative person he had ever met. She almost never responded to all his affectations. Sex was good, but fleeting, especially towards the end. And it was always cold. It had an animal-like quality. Nothing like making love. It was the first time he had ever experienced anything like it, having had his share of it with different women. 

Yet he enjoyed it. He looked for it, yearned for it during boring lectures of his European History and Logic classes. Sometimes, he wanted it so bad, she had to draw him away from her, disgusted. It hurt him, but he wanted it even more then. 

And they never kissed. Their kisses were always fleeting, short. Almost sanitary. She never kissed with her mouth open, she had said. Never. She just never could, she said. She found it dirty, unnecessary. And so they kissed with their mouths closed. This irked him for some reason. Or maybe he knew the reason, but just didn’t acknowledge it.

And yet for a time he knew she loved him. She was his only companion in his silent pains, the only one who understood his hunger, his need to go above a life of poverty and struggle trying to make ends meet. She could say so bluntly every suffering he had no words for, unravel the intricacies that made the things around him so complicated. She knew what he was getting at even before he arrived at conclusions. 

The same way, she developed some kind of dependence on him. He had everything she didn’t; the eloquence, the charisma. She marvelled at the way he didn’t need stealth to gain what he needed. She loved his silver-plaited tongue, his ability to be loved. She knew she could never arrange and rearrange her life at will, the way he does. 

But she never made herself understood. He had thought it was the whole point of sustaining a relationship with someone – spending your life trying to understand each other, and coping with with other’s changes. But what they had seemed like a separate entity to her, something apart from everything else she had in the world. And it consisted of, what? He never knew. Whatever she was beyond what they had, he only had a vague notion of, and he was never sure what it was. Never. 

One time after she returned from an out of town trip, he noticed how withdrawn and even more quiet than usual she was.  He sought for an explanation for her state, and she remained silent, never answering his insistent texts, and remaining evasive during their talks. When her silence was becoming unbearable, she finally admitted that she was having problems, and needed some time to think.

A few weeks after, he accompanied her to a lecture outside the university. She seemed a bit pale, but after days of not hearing a single thing from her, he was relieved to see her again. After the last speaker’s lecture, she left him behind for a while to have some pictures taken with the famous guests, asking him to hold her purse. 

He didn’t know why he did it. It might have been better if he hadn’t, but he did anyway, and until now, he feels sorry. Until that day, he had never snooped through her stuff, never looked through her messages in her cell phone. In her purse, he saw something that he found both outrageously funny and ugly. In a yellow envelope was a photograph of her, naked with a woman. 

He saw it in the men’s washroom, and laughed out loud. He knew it then, he knew it now. He laughed at the absurdity of his situation. He always prided himself on being smart. But he knew he could also be naïve. But he had known. And he had went ahead and gone out with her anyway. Because she was different, and he wanted her. Maybe he was looking for disaster, and he was heading for it, and he knew. But then, he didn’t give a damn. But this was different. Those pictures. It was almost comical. And he did laugh a few, before he got out of the Men’s Room. 

He was silent after the pictorial. He couldn’t pick the right words to tell her he knew. Instead, he asked her mundane questions, which she answered with her characteristic caution. And then on the way home, while driving her, he blurted it out, most ungracefully. The silence that followed said more than what he wanted to hear. 

When they reached her gate, she said what could not be avoided anymore; that it was true. Everything he suspected was true. She had been confused about everything between them. Was it going anywhere? He didn’t even know her. She couldn’t even tell him. It was over, she thought. Every single day she’d spent faced with the fact of what she was told her everything they had was a lie. Then the woman came at her during a party when she was out of town. 

She had known it for a long time. She knew what she was, but had started not knowing everytime he was there. She knew what she was, but hadn’t known when she started wanting him. She felt exactly how she told him she did when they had gotten together, and felt even more so at that very moment. What she was had been a vile secret she’d found harder and harder to hide, as things went further between them. 

He was appalled. Yet, he had known. Every silent, mocking word from everyone he knew was true. And yet he loved her. And he said so. And she loved him too; and it was true, like no one else would ever know other than the two people who faced each other that one single night, the one with his confrontations, and the other with her masks drawn aside. She had loved him. Right at that very moment, he was sure. 

Somehow, he knew they could work things out. He didn’t know how, but he felt they could. And he tried to convince her. She raised her worries. What if one night, I felt that I needed something you could not give? It was a question he could not, or rather was afraid to answer. She looked at him, bidding him to say that such a night will never come, that she would never want for anything he could not provide her. But he couldn’t surely say so; not without lying. And she looked even more alone. 

And then she said, those times that you showed your affection to me, and I couldn’t give it back, it was because everyone knew. I knew everyone could see. Everyone dared me to be what I so obviously was not, and I couldn’t. I couldn’t hold you the way you wanted me too. Because I’m different, and it shows. Everyone knows.

It was more than that though. It was the years, and the life, taking their toll on her. Maybe they’re also what have warped her soul, he thought, tough of that, he wasn’t sure. She had grown accustomed to being by herself, and not needing anyone to sustain her. She’d grown used to it, and living a life that alienated her from everyone else, she had grown a thousand skins. 

She’d brought these skins all her life. She brought it back with her to the present. She encaged herself in its impenetrable walls that no amount of will, friendship or love could get through. That’s why she was nebulous, cryptic. 

Years in a foreign country robbed her of words. There were things she felt that were too deep inside that she had long ago given up trying to express them, things so horrifyingly lonely, poignant and desperate, which he saw only glimpses of during scarce, unguarded moments and during nights when he’d awaken to hear her murmuring in her sleep, whispering fragments of the nightmares he couldn’t save her from. 

How could he save her when he had ghosts of his own to contend with? He’d known nights when he’d held on to her for dear life, scared of her past, scared of other things he didn’t know, and scared to discuss it with her because he knew it would be unfair to confront her with his fears.

Her parents seemed glad he came into their daughter’s life. At first it made him ill at ease, he being unaccustomed to such warm welcomes from a girl’s family. Later on he came to realize that the warmth in their eyes emanated from their relief that their daughter has not been so thoroughly damaged and estranged. He Relief that their daughter would not have to spend the rest of her life on her own, like she’d been used to for eight long years.

No matter, he took her parents’ welcome as a good sign, that here was a relationship to dote and invest on. He had fallen in love, not just with her, but with the potentially beautiful life they could share together, in which he dreamt of healing her, of showing her there was indeed a way to live beyond what she has made – or unmade – of herself. She loved not just what she was, but what she could be, if he tried hard enough. 

It was a silly reverie that enamored him. He felt up to it; felt strong enough. And maybe he was. But she knew what she wanted, until the end. 

Once, after having sex, he had asked her if she loved him. She replied, “Yes,” in a manner so simple and so matter-of-fact. Still, he doubted her answer. So he asked her, “How much?” And she’d said, “Enough.” 

“What’s enough?”

“Exactly the way you feel.”

“How would you know how I feel?”

“Enough. It’s just so.”

He would go on that line of questions until she would get exasperated and tell him to stop.

Another time, he said kept saying I love you. The first few times, she’d repond the way he wanted her to. Then he’d say it again, until she grew quite tired and said, “You shouldn’t be saying those words too many times. You never hear me say them often, but I mean it every time I say it. Tell me: all those times you’ve told me that, did you really know that you did? I mean, really, truly know? Or were you just saying it, with each word losing it’s meaning the more it’s said?”

And he’d say he meant it every time. And maybe he did. Or maybe he just had a different way of seeing how some words meant, and how to value those words as each of them was said.

 He had been so good with words. More than that, words were his weapon, the wall that separated him from things he didn’t understand. He had often found himself in situations, which put everything on the line, and he always got out of it, because of his power for words. 

But to use words on a person who does not trust them, who barely uses them, made him lose all his sense of power and control. He would say what he thought and felt, and nothing he said would mean anything to her. It was as if every judgment she ever made was based on a secret code that was unutterable. The more he talked, the less powerful he became, and words lost all their meaning. 

The funny thing was, when she’d finally speak, it was always with honesty. Those few times she spoke, it was with the judiciousness and intensity that his most poignant remarks could never live up to.  It was as if she was more real than he could ever make himself be. It made him feel inadequate, inferior. 

She seemed emotionally void, and he would tell her so. She’d laugh at this remark. Perhaps, he conceded, she wasn’t entirely so. It was just that feelings came too deep from her well of emotions, if it ever came out, that was. When it did, it left him wordless and afraid. Afraid that he would never match the beauty her few words could bring to the fore, whenever she felt like it. Yes, for she seemed to have all her actions and feelings at her will. 

He clung to her, knowing full well that this would be the exact reason he could lose her. He couldn’t help it. After all the words have been rendered meaningless, after his convictions have been erased thoroughly by her unmindful views, he had nothing else to hold on to. He was lost, and she was all there was. The only reality he could make sense of.

So he held on to her with all his might. And perhaps the only predictable thing that ever happened in their relationship was that she had to free herself of his binding grasp. 

It didn’t happen on a particular day. He couldn’t even remember an exact moment when he knew it was over between them. She just faded away from his life the way a song fades into silence. They saw each other less and less. Soon even the calls stopped. The text messages meandered from several each day, to spaces of days, to weeks, and finally, nothing. He tried calling her, seeing her, but she was just gone. He didn’t even have anything to show for the time they spent together. Not a gift, nor a letter. Nothing. 

He last saw her when she called him on his cell phone, asking to meet with him for a cup of coffee. Nothing was out of the ordinary. She just sat in front of him, listening to him talk, then not listening, then talking and saying something that occurred to her. She talked about work, her colleagues and her bosses. She talked about a company outing. Then he took her home. That was the last time he saw her.

He never thought of going to her house. He couldn’t. He pictured himself going there, seeing her parents, seeing his insignificance. He just couldn’t face the kindness and pity that would most likely welcome him. Her parents were too good, too nice, that it hurt him to know they are the way they are because of their failure. His failure. 

He never told anyone about the end. Accordingly, the people around him didn’t ask. Maybe they sensed it. But slowly, everyone just stopped asking him how they were doing. It was just as well. He wouldn’t know how to answer anyhow. How do you explain how someone just disappears from your life?

But he spent his nights in pain. He anguished over the fault that he thought to be his. He cried over it, spent sleepless nights trying to make sense of what happened. Through it all, she never called, never showed herself. Farther on, he thought, it’s just as well. 

Eventually, like other jilted lovers – jilted, but smart – lovers, his pain dimmed, and he was once again able to live his life. He graduated top 10% of his batch. He was employed in a top Advertising Company as an Account Manager and moved out of his parents’ house to start a life as a bachelor. 

He thought about her time and time again, even after he had started dating someone from work. He could still remember her, after three years. He wondered where she was right at that moment. Sometimes (but not often), he thought of coming over to visit her parents. He wondered where they were. Was there someone else whom they believed to be capable of spending his whole life with their daughter? Was she still silent? Did she still have those dreams?

Other times, her memory seemed like a ghost in its clarity. His past with her was so hazy, he could only imagine how much he felt, and how inconsequential it seemed in the grander scheme of things, or so she seemed to see. 

Or maybe it’s just the way humans torture themselves, wanting for someone they could never have. Who knows? Maybe she’s in a relationship with someone else right now. A woman? He’d ponder over it, and laugh at the fact that he found it hard to imagine how he could’ve been such a trivial part of her life. The arrogance of it, he’d mutter to himself, and laugh sadly.

What if he sees her right now? Would his life turn upside-down once again, just like it did the moment she entered it? Would she influence him as much as she had the last time he saw her? He vowed to himself that it would not be so, but he knew he couldn’t be too sure. He could be as vulnerable to her now as he was then, because he still knew nothing about her. 

Now he walked along the corner of Ayala Avenue and Herrera. Men and women in suits walked alongside him. Like most of them, he saw no use in bringing a car to lunch, getting cought in the traffic and losing parking space. He paused by a vendor and bought a stick of cigarette. He lit it and continued on his way to LKG Tower for lunch with a client. The sun was at its zenith, and beads of perspiration started to form on his upper lip. Mercifully, he reached the underpass and descended. A woman was tearfully arguing with an older man in a corporate suit about how he couldn’t settle his annulment so they could finally live together. The man was telling her about how his kids were taking the annulment hard. The man turned to him and he looked away, feeling like a voyeur. He gave a start.

There, with hair that had grown longer than he had last seen it, was her face. Gaunter, more mature, but unmistakably hers. She was walking fast, like she had a purpose, and he was struck dumb, as if he had been hit by a bomb. He couldn’t move for the longest time. She passed him by and he just stared at her receding figure. Then she stopped, turned and met his eyes.

Her expression did not change. She looked at him, searching for something. God knows what. He stood rooted to the spot he was standing on. 

Then, seeming not to find what she was looking for, she turned away and went on walking. 

He stood there for an eternity, feeling cold despite the hot weather of the coming summer. Then he shook himself, picked his feet, and resumed his pace.  

