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Prologue

New York Present
Time

 

It had been a week since I returned to New York, and I spent my
days trying to act normal, though I was not really sure what being
"normal" meant anymore. I showed up at work, I went to the grocery
store, and I did my laundry. But still, no matter how hard I tried
to convince myself that everything was back to normal, everything
felt different. In fact, I didn’t feel like myself. It was as if
someone was working on my behalf just to make sure that I still
functioned as a human being, or better yet, pretended I was one. In
short, I was on autopilot. It was as if a part of me were still in
Northridge, still trying to understand the series of events that
had left the hollowness in my chest that was slowly swallowing me
whole. I thought that spending my time walking around the busy
streets would somehow give me the assurance that everything was
going to be alright-that I would be able to hold myself together
instead of curling up in bed and cry until I could no longer shed
any tears. Instead, I only ended up seeing his face everywhere I
turned.

Maybe it was his way of haunting me, or maybe it was just my
guilt punishing me. Either way, it was enough to distract me. I had
no idea where I was going. I couldn't focus on my surroundings. I
only ended up thinking about him all the time. His smile, his warm
hand pressed against mine and how the world felt perfect with
him.

It was my fault. There was no denying it, and no matter how hard
I tried to rewind the past and correct my mistakes by imagining the
things I could've done, I knew it was useless.

My knees buckled underneath me as the phantom boulder of guilt
weighed down upon my shoulders. I leaned against a glass window for
support, aware of the curious stares coming my way. An old Asian
couple stopped by to ask if I needed help going to the nearest
hospital, which I politely declined, assuring them that I was
alright. I straightened myself and glanced at my reflection in a
store window when something caught my eye.

It took me a moment to realize that I was standing in front of a
bookstore, and by the time I did, it was too late to turn around
and dodge the painful claws of reality.

It felt as if the world were closing in around me. My heart
hammered in my chest as tears flowed down my cheeks. Tears that I
had been holding in for so long, knowing that crying wouldn’t do me
any good. But there’s always a tipping point in everything, and I
realized that this must have been mine. It stood a few feet from
me.

On the other side of the glass pane was a fresh new copy of the
battered novel I had lying around somewhere around in my house. A
novel I couldn't bring myself to read. A novel written by Ethan
Richards.

 

 








Chapter 1

 


Nine days
earlier

 

I knew it was just a dream. I knew what would happen; I knew how
it would end. But as always, I couldn’t control it. In fact, even
if I wanted to, I couldn't change it. I had made up my mind years
ago and the dream was just fate’s way of mocking me about my
decision. I told myself that I moved on, that my mind was just
playing tricks on me. But then again, there’s a big difference
between believing the beautiful lie you created and the painful
truth of reality you’re forcing to get away with. I always wished
there was a third option.

6:07 am

The digits flashed on the digital clock a few inches from my
face as I waited for the tears. But they didn’t come. It was the
same dream that had haunted me the first few months I left home.
For weeks, I found myself waking up from the sound of my own scream
as hot tears soaked my pillow. But as weeks turned into months, the
screams disappeared along with the tears, leaving a dull ache in my
chest that never went away.


           
I closed my eyes and buried myself deeper underneath the covers,
willing myself to go back to sleep, silently wishing to return to
the dream to change how it ends. But as always, I was already wide
awake and I realized that my bed sheet smelled of detergent instead
of the overpriced fabric conditioner I bought from the grocery just
a few weeks ago. I ran my hands over the sheets, expecting to feel
the smooth satin surface against my skin, only to feel cotton
instead. My eyes flew open as I realized that I wasn’t lying in my
own bed. Though it seemed impossible, I tried to recall if I had
spent the night with Jathniel. Immediately, my heart thundered in
my ears.

My mouth felt dry and my chest felt heavy, making it hard to
breathe, that was until I remembered that I wasn’t in my New York
flat anymore. I was back in good old Northridge. A sigh of relief
escaped my lips, and I felt my shoulders relax as I realized that I
was in my old bedroom, and that the reason I came home was to
celebrate Dad's fiftieth birthday. 

I glanced around my surroundings, taking in the familiar cream
walls and old stuffed toys lying at the foot of the bookshelf Dad
had built for me on my tenth birthday. I was surrounded with
memories from my childhood. For a moment, I felt safe and secure,
but it didn't last long. My panic returned tenfold as realization
hit me.

I was home.

For the past seven years, I'd never returned home to visit Dad.
Instead, he was the one who had to fly to New York during Christmas
or Thanksgiving to see me. I felt bad about it considering he was
all alone in a big house he had refused to leave even if it
reminded him of Mom. I would've returned home after graduating from
Pratt, but I landed my dream job at a prestigious design studio and
the rest was, as they say, history.

I slid out of bed and stared at the early sunlight coming in
through the open window, a small smile forming on my lips as the
warm light touched my skin. Sunny Northridge was something to look
forward to, but as soon as I saw my unpacked suitcases on the
floor, my smile turned into a frown. I was so tired from my trip
the night before that the first thing I had done when I stepped
inside my bedroom was to crash onto my bed and sleep. Now, wide
awake and still wearing the turtleneck sweater I had hastily
grabbed from my closet yesterday, I wondered if I had made the
biggest mistake of my life, which was funny since I have led myself
to believe that I’d already done that years ago by lying to the
person I fell in love with.

I would only be staying for a week before returning back to New
York to spend the rest of my waking hours in complete monotony,
presenting concept sketches for different clients, explaining
different design theories, and working on prototype models that
involved inhaling a lot of saw dust and acrid fumes of plastic
resin. It’s the kind of lifestyle I had always envisioned for
myself—fast, crazy, creative, exciting, and sometimes dangerous. I
knew it would be short, but already, the week felt like a month to
me. Or maybe I was just afraid of the possibility of meeting
him.

Even though I wanted to see him, a part of me was afraid to do
just that. After all, didn’t I break his heart into a million
pieces by pushing him away? Why the hell would he want to see me?
But still, I couldn’t deny the fact that I had always wanted to
know that he was doing alright.

I haven’t heard from him ever since the graduation party, and
Michelle hadn’t bothered to keep in touch as well, which wasn’t a
big surprise. But still, I couldn’t help but hope, because no
matter how hard I tried to ignore it and fool myself, I knew that I
still cared for Ethan Richards.

***

 

Ben Shummer always threw amazing parties. In fact, he was
considered Northridge High’s Party Master. I had only ever gone to
one of his parties, which I attended only because of Michelle’s
insistence. But tonight I came by myself, which surprised me.
Everyone was having fun despite the fact that we were about to go
our separate ways. But then again, perhaps that was the reason why
everyone was happy. Everyone but me. Thinking about it, I shouldn't
have been moping around like I had given myself a death sentence
instead of an escape that promised a new life. After all, that was
what I wanted. It was supposed to feel like I won the lottery
jackpot, but it didn't. Here I was sitting at the foot of the
staircase, watching people come and go, all the while wondering if
they even noticed me or they thought that I was a statue. Either
way, I didn’t really care.

“Booze?” Kevin offered me a plastic cup filled with gold liquid
to which I politely declined. I couldn’t even remember why I
attended this party, and I was sure that an alcohol in my system
wouldn’t help me figure it out.

“Where’s Michelle? I thought you two were like Siamese twins or
something?” Kevin asked, taking a sip from the cup he just offered
me.

“She’s on her way to Paris,” I answered, remembering the last
time I saw her which was hours ago after the graduation ceremony.
Michelle’s tears came out black like squid ink from too much
mascara as she hugged me and told me that she’ll miss me terribly,
though I highly doubted it since she was itching to hop on a plane
and fly away.

Kevin scratched his head. “Is she, uh, like going to study
there?”

“No.”

“Uhh, okay,” he said, slurring his words. Sensing that he
wouldn’t be able to coax me into starting a conversation with him,
he finally left without saying a word.

I rested my chin against my palm as I watched people come and
go. I should’ve stayed at home and spend my last night here in
Northridge with Dad. We could’ve ordered pizza and watched a movie.
Dad was reluctant on letting me study in New York and it was a
miracle that he actually assented to it.

To be honest, I really didn’t want to leave. Despite being
accepted to Pratt’s Industrial Design program, my dream school, I’d
rather stay here with Dad, and Ethan of course. But then again…

“Kym, there you are!”

Speak of the devil, or rather, an angel, I turned around to see
him running down from the stairs; he seemed relieved to see me that
I wondered if he was looking for me all night.

"Hey, are you okay?" he asked as he sat beside me. He was still
wearing the blue shirt he wore under his graduation robe. His
forehead was moist with sweat, and I thought his eyes seemed a
little swollen, though it may be just from the giant disco light
Ben Shummer had installed for the party.

As our shoulders touched, I felt blood rushing to my face. Ethan
was the last person I wanted to see before I fly to New York
tomorrow. He was actually the primary reason why I wanted to leave,
though he was also the reason why I wanted to stay.

As the loud hip hop music blared through the speakers and the
scent of alcohol and sweat filled the room, I began to wonder if
Ethan and I were in the wrong house instead of Ben’s mansion
celebrating our graduation party. It felt as if we were strangers
among the carefree people. Like we didn’t belong.

The atmosphere was too lively, too upbeat and full of hope. The
exact opposite of what I felt. Everybody were excited to finally go
to college and live in a dorm away from their parents. While others
decided to take a year off to "find themselves." Either
way, they were happy about their decisions. In normal
circumstances, I would have felt the same way. But I wasn’t. I was
lost in my own world, trying to find answers to questions that have
been bothering me for the past few weeks.

"Hey Picasso, is there something wrong?" Ethan's voice
immediately pulled me back into reality. His brows furrowed
together just like they did whenever he brainstormed for a new
manuscript that no one had the chance to read except for himself.
Still, he looked handsome. No wonder he was unanimously voted as
"Mr. Photogenic."

I forced a smile and shook my head. Perhaps even overdoing it.
"I'm fine, just tired I guess."

He stared at me for a moment, obviously not buying my lame
attempt to look and sound normal, but he didn't ask further
questions. That was one of the things I liked about him. He knew me
too well.

Ethan turned his attention to the floor, and I found myself
doing the same. It was an awkward moment for both of us, one that
rarely happened. I wondered if it was an indication of something
that’s about to come.

“Great party, huh? Shummer sure outdid himself this time,” he
said.

“Maybe,” I said, wishing he would just leave me so I could have
time to be alone with my thoughts, though what I really wanted
right now was to have his arms wrapped around my shoulders.

"How's Pratt?" he asked.

"I'll be leaving tomorrow," I said, forcing the words out of my
lips. "I thought I’d already told you that."

Ethan drummed his fingers over his knees. "Yeah, you did, but I
was hoping you'll change your mind about it though.”

I thought about the last conversation we had just a week ago. We
were playing basketball at the outdoor court, just like old times,
and I knew it would probably be the last time. It was also the day
I told him that I was going to New York. 

"What do you mean?" I peeked into his face, wondering what he
meant by his words. If I wasn’t mistaken he even told me that he
was happy for me.

Ethan rubbed his palms together, a flicker of uncertainty
passing his face. But he managed to smile a little. "You can always
stay here. We can go to the Udub together. We can become dorm
mates, study buddies, you know, all that stuff we talked about long
ago at the rooftop."

The rooftop, yes. How could I forget about that? But that seemed
a long time ago. Everything changed. That time it was
“us,” but not anymore.

“You can always do that with Michelle.”

“It’s different. It’s…”  he paused, searching for the right
word. “I want it to be with you.”

This surprised me. "Why?"

Ethan winced, as if my question stung him. He shifted on his
seat, averting my gaze. “What do you mean by why?”

“Well, there has got to be a reason for everything, right?” I
said.

Ethan frowned. “Do you really want to know?”

I dropped my face in my hands, exhaling as I did. I wasn’t in
the mood to play charades with him. “Just get on with it Ethan,
I-“

"I want to be with you," he said, cutting me off.

There was something different with the way he uttered those
words. His tone was different. Not the casual tone I was used of,
but a tone that conveyed something more than the intended message.
It made my heart skip, yet it made me nervous as well. The last
time I checked, he seemed to be happy with Michelle.

"Why wouldn’t you want to be with Michelle?" I asked. “She’s
your girlfriend.”

Ethan gaped at me. "What the hell are you talking about?"

"You and Michelle. You two are dating right?"

He held up his hands as if to defend himself, his eyes widening
as he spoke, "Nothing is going on between us."

I would've smiled; it was the moment I had been waiting for.
Yet, I found myself clenching my hand into fist, my nails digging
against my palm. I was surprised by my reaction, and I couldn't
understand myself either. Something was wrong.

Ethan continued to stare at me, waiting for me to respond. What
was he expecting me to say? In the end, I decided to utter the
single word that came into my mind.

"Why?"

He shook his head and gave me a tired smile. "What do you mean
why? Isn't it obvious?"

I only blinked at him, not knowing what to say. Would I even ask
him if it was obvious to me?

Suddenly, the hip hop music turned into a slow dance and I heard
someone groan behind me. Ethan stood up and offered me his hand,
our earlier conversation already forgotten.

"I know this may sound cliché, but may I have this dance?" he
asked. His voice so soft it was as if he whispered his words.

I looked at his hand and wondered if I missed something.
Everything was happening so fast. First he told me that he wanted
me to stay, to be with him, that there was nothing going on between
him and Michelle, and now he's asking me to dance with him.

In an alternate universe, I could've considered this as the best
thing that had ever happened in my life. But as I stood up and took
his hand, all I felt was uncertainty and a strange feeling in my
gut that the night wouldn't end like a fairytale. Not that I
expected it to be.

 










Chapter 2

 


6:07 am.

For some inexplicable reason, the time got stuck in my mind.
After locating my phone under the pile of presents I bought for
Dad, I immediately took a quick shower and brushed my teeth, all
the while thinking about the things I left in the city and
wondering how I could speed up the time so I could fly back as soon
as possible. Maybe I should try talking to Dad again about leaving
with me.

Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I couldn't help but
think of Mom. My relatives used to tell me that I was a carbon copy
of her, except for a pair of dimples I inherited from Dad. Thinking
about it, perhaps that was the reason why Dad tolerated my refusal
to go home during the holidays. Maybe, deep down inside, whenever
he saw my pale skin, my dark eyes and my long dark brown hair that
fell just above my shoulder, he saw Mom and he would be reminded of
the woman he loved and lost too early in life. Maybe my decision of
going home was a bad idea, but I told myself that it would be only
for a couple of days. Besides, I was his only family, I couldn't
just leave him. Losing his wife was bad enough, and losing his only
daughter would be worse. But then again, hadn't I done that
already?

I grabbed a white shirt and put on a fresh pair of jeans as I
slowly made my way down to the kitchen, careful not to make any
noise that might wake Dad up. He usually gets up at 7 am and it was
only 6:30.

The kitchen was surprisingly clean and organized considering the
fact that my dad did all the cooking and the cleaning himself. I
was suddenly ashamed of my own kitchen back in my apartment. Maybe
inviting him to live with me was indeed a great idea.

 I pulled a chair beside a wooden table, remembering the
last time I had breakfast with both of my parents. I missed my mom
terribly. She’s been gone for more than a decade, yet there were
days that thinking about her brought tears in my eyes, and today
was one of them.

I stood up and wandered around the room to distract myself. I
decided to cook breakfast to surprise Dad. But as I turned to the
fridge to get some eggs and a carton of milk, a small sticky note
caught my attention. It read:

 

To Kym,

DON'T MAKE BREAKFAST!!!

Love,

Dad

 

Oh well, I guess the surprise was on me. I walked to the living
room and sank on the couch, reminiscing the last time I sat on its
sunken cushion that smelled strongly of Dad's Bengay. Dad loved
using that stuff. I remembered how Mom used to rub the white cream
over his sore muscles every time he got home from work. Its strong
menthol scent had clung to our couch no matter how many times we
tried washing it off. In the end, we just gave up and the scent
became a part of the couch and eventually the whole living room. I
remembered how Michelle and I made fun of it by calling it the
“menthol couch.” Even Ethan found that funny as well.

Ethan. Why am I thinking so much about him? Distracting myself,
I stared at the framed photographs that lined the wall behind our
TV set.

I felt nostalgic both in a positive and negative way. I'd only
been here for hours, yet it was as if I never left at all. As I
looked at our family photos, all of them included Mom, the sadness
I felt earlier came back in a flash.

There's a faded photo of me and Mom on my fifth birthday, Mom
and Dad wearing matching Harvard sweaters looking young and in
love. After five minutes of staring at our happy memories forever
immortalized in printed paper, my vision blurred with tears and I
decided that I needed some air. I grabbed a pen and a sticky note
from the coffee table and scribbled:

 

 

Gone for a walk. Be back at 7am

Love,

Kym :)

 

I replaced Dad's note with mine on the fridge, crept back to my
room to grab a sweater, put on a pair of Chucks and went out for a
walk.

 

The air felt cold against my skin despite the sun coming out
from the puffy clouds, but everything looked fine. The street was
empty and everything was quiet, which made me think about the
morning walks I used to have on my way to school.

Ethan used to ask me how come I didn't take the bus, and I
remembered telling him that I preferred walking and the peaceful
silence that came with it. There were no bullies to make fun of me,
not that there were any, and I wouldn't have to listen to rumors
that were ninety percent false all the time. Ethan found that
weird, but he began waiting for me beside the old oak tree a few
blocks from our house and walked with me to school. But as Michelle
became a part of our group, I started riding the bus, which I
realized wasn’t so bad after all. But that didn’t mean that I
didn’t miss the long walks we shared.

As I was about a few yards from the tree where Ethan used to
wait for me, I pictured him standing beside it with his hands
inside his pockets, his backpack hanging on his right shoulder
wearing the easy smile that made a lot of girls in Northridge
swoon.

I heard myself chuckle just remembering the sweet memory and it
suddenly made me self-conscious of my surroundings. I quickly
turned around to make sure no one had heard nor saw me, which was
stupid. And when I assured myself that I was still alone in our
quiet neighborhood, my gaze returned to the old oak tree and I
froze.

Coming out from behind the tree was a man wearing a crisp white
shirt with the sleeves rolled up just above his elbows. He was
wearing black jeans that matched his pair of polished leather
shoes. Despite the number of years that passed, I immediately
recognized his face.

As my own feet stopped moving, he walked towards me until we
were only a few inches apart. He was much taller than the last time
I had seen him, and the roundness of his face was replaced by an
angular jaw. His dark hair was on its usual neat disarray, just
like the way he always kept it. But what really got me were his
eyes. I forgot how beautiful they were under the sun, and seeing
them again opened a dam of memories that made me forget everything
else.

I thought about the last night I saw him, and how he looked at
me with pleading eyes. They were the same eyes that haunted me in
my dreams. But he wasn't pleading this time. He actually looked
happy.

“I saw that,” he said. “What’s so funny?” His voice surprised
me, it was deeper, and I quickly reminded myself that I was in the
present and that we’re no longer the young adults who thought that
the world was ours.

I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn't find my voice. It was
as if I lost my power of speech and I was left staring at him. I
willed myself to wake up before everything turns into a nightmare
and I end up screaming out his name. I waited for the pain to come;
I expected tears to blur my vision as he slowly vanished. But
nothing happened. It wasn't a dream anymore. This was reality, and
Ethan Richards was standing in front of me.

***

 

Ethan's hand felt cold against my skin which surprised me for
his was always warm, and he used to make fun of my arctic
hands. I let him led me towards the living room where people
were either making out or trying to ignore the sudden shift of
music from hip hop to Jim Brickman’s Destiny. It dawned on
me that in a matter of few years, I wouldn’t be able to recognize
most of them, and it somehow saddened me.

Ethan mumbled something that sounded like, "the right song," but
I was still thinking of what he said earlier that I couldn't care
less even if they were playing Chopin's Grande Valses
Brillantes.

Ethan placed his hands around my waist and I found mine lacing
around his neck. His lips curved up as we began to sway slowly. I
wasn’t much of a dancer and neither was he.

"This is awkward," he said. “Whatever happened to our
roughhousing?”

"Then why are we doing this?" I asked, searching his face for
any clues that would help me draw a plausible conclusion on why he
was acting strangely. Though a small voice in my head was telling
me that I already knew, and yet, I tried to ignore it.

We stopped swaying while the rest of the room moved around us.
The smile on Ethan's face vanished; replaced by a serious
expression I rarely saw.

"I know this may sound weird to you, Kym,” he said, taking a
deep breath as he spoke. “But I love you. It has always been you
and I couldn't understand myself for not doing anything about it
until now."

My heart thundered in my chest as his words slowly sank in. I
remembered the time when his friend, Mack had told me that Ethan
wanted to ask me out on a date, and the time when I finally
realized that I love him, only to find out that Michelle was in
love with him as well, and that Ethan seemed to spend more time
with her. How many times had I imagined this moment to come? I even
rehearsed the words I would tell him. Words laced with emotions I
kept hidden from him for years. But as I stood in front of him
after hearing him say that he loved me, I didn't feel any fireworks
or the happiness that was supposed to intoxicate me. Instead, I
found myself shaking my head as tears streamed down my face.

Ethan's eyes widened as soon as he saw the tears. "Kym̶"

"You can't be saying that!" I said, cutting him off.

"Why not?" Hurt flashed in his eyes and I immediately looked
away.

"You're drunk: You don't know what you're saying. You don't love
me, you love Michelle, and you’re just confused… " The words came
rushing from my lips; I was thinking of too many things at
once.

I thought about New York. I thought about how Michelle would
react to this if she learned that Ethan told me that he loved me. I
thought about the years we've spent together, and how many times I
had wanted to tell him that I loved him too. I thought about the
time he found me crying on the stairs and how I couldn't tell him
that I had decided to let him go since I never stood a chance
against Michelle.

Ethan gently cupped my face with his hands. They were still cold
but it felt good. Everything about him was good that it made
everything else seem bad.

"No, I'm completely sober, Kym, and I know what I'm talking
about,” Ethan said. “I wasn't sure of it at first and I even had
this dream that you felt the same way. But when it seemed to me
that you didn't, I began to ask myself whether I was crazy for even
thinking that you did. I even tried to push myself away from you,
the same way you pushed me away.”

“I didn’t-”

“I know all about prom, Kym!” he said, a little louder than was
necessary. “You wanted me to ask Michelle to be my date and for
some stupid reason, I did, because I thought that’s what you
wanted.”

I remembered them dancing in the middle of the room. They looked
great together with Ethan as the Prom King and Michelle as his Prom
Queen. They were perfect.

Ethan leaned closer, so close I felt his breath against my skin.
“I tried to push my feelings away, I tried to be far from you as
much as possible, but I just found myself missing you more. In the
end, I just realized that I can't fight it anymore, Kym. Please
stay.”

My vision blurred as more tears threatened to flow. Why am I
even crying? Shouldn't I be celebrating? After all, this was what I
wanted all along, right?

"But I'm going to New York tomorrow."

"Is that what you really want?" he asked.

"Everything's ready, Ethan. I can't… I can't just bail out… I-"
I stammered, searching for the right words.

"Then I will go with you, Kym."

"What?"

Ethan's hands slid down to my shoulders, pulling me closer.
"I'll go with you. We'll make it work." He sounded desperate and
his voice shook as he spoke. I had never seen him like this.

I thought about us being together, spending our weekends in each
other arms. It has always been the two of us until Michelle came
along. She loved him and they were right for each other. She being
the head cheerleader while Ethan the celebrated basketball team
captain, while I was the obscure little girl with her sketch pad
who couldn't even tell a guy she liked him.

"But your dream of playing at the NCAA…and Michelle, how
could-"

"Stop talking about Michelle, it's you who I want!" he screamed,
making me flinch. Luckily, people were too drunk to notice us.

"No, you don't know what you're talking about."

"No, you don't know what you're talking about! Don't
tell me you don't feel anything!" He was breathing hard and I felt
his hands tightening around my shoulders making me wince. "I just
want to ask you one thing, Kym." Tears began to appear around the
edge of his eyes and I found it hard to breathe.

"Do you love me?"

Time seemed to stand still and everything around us felt
insignificant. My mouth felt dry and all I wanted to do was to
disappear completely. How did things ended up like this? Just a few
weeks ago, I’d already accepted the fact that he was better off
with someone else. He was getting into the University of
Washington, something he had long wanted, and I was accepted at my
dream school somewhere miles away from here. From him.

If we were meant to be together, he could've told me earlier
that he loved me the same way I loved him. Not now when I’d already
decided to turn my back on him and move on. Not when we each have
our own separate paths to take. I waited years for this moment to
come and it's too late now.

Mustering up all my courage despite the pain that was
threatening to break me, I stared up into his pleading eyes. It was
hard for me to look at him like this, not when I was about to hurt
him.

I opened my mouth to speak and Ethan leaned closer, his hands
trembling over my shoulders. "Do you love me?" he asked again,
softer this time, as if making sure that I heard him right. My eyes
travelled down to his slightly parted lips. Imagining how soft and
warm they would feel against mine.

Yes, my heart told me. My mouth wanted to utter that
single word as well, but I didn't.

"I'm sorry, Ethan… I don't." I was surprised how the words came
out easily. I immediately wanted to take it back, but I could no
longer speak.

Ethan released me from his grasp, tears also running down his
face. It was the most heart wrenching thing I had ever seen since I
saw Dad cry over my mother's death. We stared at each other for
what seemed like an eternity as the slow music changed into a pop
rock that sent people dancing around the room.

I wanted to reach out to him and tell him the truth and that I
love him. But instead, I turned my back and walked away, his tear
streaked face forever stamped in my memory.

 










Chapter 3

 


Ethan Richards was standing in front of me.

I couldn't believe it. I expected to see him sooner or later but
I still didn’t expect it to be this soon. Questions sprouted in my
mind like mushrooms, but I only ended up staring at him, wondering
if I he was just an apparition that would disappear as soon as I
talked to him. I even wanted to reach out and touch him, just to be
sure.

"Hi, it's been a long time," Ethan said, finally breaking the
ice.

"It has," I said, almost choking out the words.

"Wow, how have you been?" he asked.

"I'm fine," I answered, breathless. I couldn't believe what was
happening. I could smell his perfume and suddenly, flashbacks from
the last time I saw him played in my mind.

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” I said, feeling myself blush. “You look great as
well.”

Ethan shifted his weight between his feet, his eyes never
leaving mine. I could've continued staring at his face for a long
time. I didn't think I'd be able to get tired of it, but guilt
washed through me as I remembered how I lied to him. In the end, I
averted his gaze.

"So, what are you doing here?" I asked, trying to sound
casual.

"Shouldn't I be the one asking that question?"

I held my breath as I waited for him to remind me of what I did
to him. All these years whenever I imagined seeing him, I couldn't
help but think about the pain I may have caused him. This was his
chance to confront me. I peeked at his face. He was still smiling
at me. Why?

I felt a lump in my throat and my mouth felt dry. "Well, I'm
here to celebrate Dad’s birthday. He’s been traveling to New York
for the past seven years and I decided that it was time that I do
the visiting myself. Besides, I have been gone for a long
time."

Ethan snorted, "Yeah, you are. We've missed you badly."

We?

"How about you? What are you doing here?" I asked.

"Well, for starters, I live around here," he said, tilting his
head. "And I just felt like being here."

"Oh, okay," I said, not knowing what to say.

We stared at each other for a long time and I wondered what he
was thiking. Did he see me as the cold hearted bitch who broke his
heart years ago, or as an old friend who he hadn't seen for a very
long time? Was he fighting the urge to confront me by acting
polite?

I waited for him to start telling how he hated me for taking his
feelings for granted when we both knew that I loved him. But none
of that happened so far. Perhaps he had moved on. Between the two
of us, maybe I was the only one who was still holding on to the
past. Or maybe it was guilt. But whatever it was, I'm just glad to
see him alright.

"So, are you finally back for good?" he suddenly asked.

"No, actually I'll just be staying for a couple of days."

"Oh, really?” His smile faltered, but he continued, “That's
good. I’m glad that I’m able to run into you then."

I nodded, silently grieving at the fact that our conversation
was reduced to a kind generic pleasantry between two acquaintances
who haven't seen each other for a long time. But then again, it was
better than the one I anticipated. At least neither of us was
crying.

Ethan slid his hands out of his pockets and I noticed a silver
timepiece around his wrist.

"So, you've finally started wearing a wrist watch," I said. “You
used to hate wearing one remember?”

Ethan snorted and shook his head. "Michelle made me wear this to
stop me from being late all the time, though I don’t really think
that it helps. I always have a problem managing my time."

Michelle. So they were still together.

"That's good to hear," I said, forcing out a smile that made me
feel sick. What did I expect anyway? I pushed him away from me
believing that he belonged to Michelle.

Ethan shifted his weight between his feet. "So… what now?" he
asked, changing the subject.

"I don't know," I said.

"Well, do you mind if I walk with you?"

"I actually had no idea where I'm going."

I waited for him to respond, but as I looked into his face, I
saw that his attention was somewhere else. He was staring past me
like someone was standing right behind me. There was an intense
expression on his face and I wasn’t sure if he was going to be sick
or what.

“Ethan is there something-“

"How about we go to the places we used to hang out when we were
younger?" Ethan said, as he shifted his attention back to me. 
"You know, do some reminiscing and share some nostalgic moments. In
a good way of course. Unless that makes you feel old."

I couldn't help but smile. Just like that, he felt like the old
Ethan I knew. And from the first time, ever since I got off from
the plane yesterday, I truly felt at home.

***

 

The first time I met Ethan, the first thing that caught my
attention was his ocean blue eyes. It was so beautiful that I had
to ask if he was wearing any contact lenses.

I remembered the very first time I saw him as he entered the
classroom back in third grade. He wore a green shirt over a pair of
khaki shorts. I remembered thinking that he looked too neat for a
boy that I imagined that his parents were neat freaks. Later would
I realize that he was the neat freak himself.

"My name is Ethan Richards," he said during his first day at
Northridge Academy. "I’m from Connecticut and I’m glad to be
here."

 Some of the boys at the back of the room sniggered while
Ms. Egret, our adviser, beamed at him with satisfaction. From that
day onward, Ethan Richards had become the campus crush even at the
tender age of nine.

I wasn’t one to start a conversation, and I was a textbook
introvert. That's why when Ethan was assigned a seat behind me, I
didn't even turn around to say hi nor give him a welcoming smile.
He was just a new kid after all, there's nothing to fuss about. But
Ethan was the exact opposite, he was an extrovert and in a matter
of days, everyone was friends with him. Everyone but me.

I was used to arriving first in class, which meant that I sat in
an empty room and listen to the sound of footsteps walking down the
corridors hoping it was one of my classmates. I hated being late
and it always bugged my Dad that I woke up and left the house
earlier than necessary. That's why two weeks after the first day of
classes; I was surprised to see Ethan on his seat when I entered
the room.

"Hello," he greeted as he looked up from the book he was
reading.

"Hi," I answered, feeling annoyed that he came earlier than
me.

 I shuffled down my seat in front of him and rested my chin
over my arms. The room was silent.

Are you done with our math homework?" he suddenly asked which
startled me.

I slowly turned around to face him. He was grinning at me and I
realized that one of his front teeth was missing. Other than that,
he looked perfectly neat in his superman shirt.

“Yes," I said abruptly, then immediately turning back to my
desk, but not before glancing at the cover of the book he was
reading. It was R.L Stine's Goosebumps series.

As a bookworm myself, I was surprised to see someone in my class
reading a book that wasn't assigned to us by our teacher. I didn't
know anyone from my class who enjoyed reading, and seeing one
greatly intrigued me. Curious, I turned back to him and asked, "Is
that any good?"

His head bobbed up from the page he was reading and smiled,
showing again his incomplete set of white teeth. I realized that he
smiled a lot. "Yes, do you wanna read some?"

"No, I'm fine, you're reading it and it's rude to just take it
away from you."

He immediately shook his head. "No, I mean I brought some with
me today and I could lend you some if you want. Anyway, it's a
short read and you can finish it in one day."

Without waiting for my answer, he grabbed his backpack from the
floor and yanked it open to show me five other Goosebumps series
together with his textbooks. He took one and handed it to me.
"Here, take it" he offered, still smiling.

I wasn’t one to pass an offered book so I shrugged and said,
"Oh, okay,"    

By the end of the month, I read all of his Goosebumps collection
and we were good friends. I lent him some of my books at home and
he told me that he dreamed of writing his own books when he grew
up. He even promised to name a character after me if I wanted to,
but since I never got to read any of his works, I never got to know
if he did.










Chapter 4

 


I was half convinced that I was dreaming. Just a moment ago, I
was just thinking about him. Now, as if hearing my thoughts, fate
had actually decided to reunite us. There were a lot of questions I
wanted to ask. But it was as if there's an invisible wall that
stopped me from rebuilding the bridge I destroyed. Still, our gaze
met from time to time, and from that simple gesture, I felt a small
spark that made me hope that all was not lost. It was as if I died
and gone to heaven, which was something I didn't deserve
considering the heartbreak I gave him years ago. Yes, I was aware
of it and the fact that I did nothing about it was more than enough
to put me to hell. But it seemed like fate had other plans for me,
or maybe this was the great punishment I deserved.

The gray clouds loomed over the morning sky hiding away the sun
and I suddenly missed walking at the Central Park on a beautiful
sunny morning. But then again, there's no other place like
home.

The street was empty and I haven't seen a single person except
Ethan since I woke up. Yes, this is just a dream. I
thought to myself. Maybe that would explain why he was being nice
to me. The thought made me sigh.

"Tired already?" Ethan asked.

"I'm not. I was just thinking about something."

"You always think too much, Picasso."

I couldn't help but smile at this. I asked him one time why he
kept on calling me Picasso. In which his response was, "Because
you're an artist,” he explained. “And Picasso was the first one
that popped in my mind when I was thinking of a pet name for
you."

"We're going to the park?" I asked, as Ethan and I walked along
the familiar path that led to the place I hadn't visited for
years.

"Don't you want to?" Ethan's lips curled upward though his eyes
regarded me warily.

"Of course I want to," I said. "I was just a little surprised
that it's still here."

"Why? Do you want to have the park demolished?"

"Of course not. It's just that it's old and kids prefer to stay
indoors with their Xbox and stuff. They don't really care about
slides and seesaws anymore." I played around with my sweater's
zipper, pulling it up and down as I spoke. "Maybe it's time to
build something new. Something nicer."

"I don't agree with that," Ethan mumbled, "Not everything new is
nicer. I like old stuff. They're full of memories. Whether good or
bad, memories are good. It makes us who we are today."

His words hit me like a punch in my gut and it made me wonder if
it was only a matter of time before he start grilling me for what I
did. Or maybe he planned on torturing me with his words little by
little. Whatever his plan was, I didn't really care. My punishment
was long overdue anyway.

We walked side by side in silence, remembering the days when we
used to race towards the giant slide and think about the games
we're going to play. Closing my eyes, it was as if I could hear our
laughter followed by the patter of our feet. I missed how
everything felt simple back then. When the past was nothing but a
distant memory, and all we thought of was the present and the big
dreams about the future. I used to dream of working at Pixar and
watch as my drawings turn into life as 3D characters. Ethan wanted
to be a famous writer back then. It felt pretty much weird for a
ten year old kid, but then again, he wasn't an average ten year old
kid. If only we could relive that moment. If only I could relive
that night.

"Kym, is everything alright?"

My eyes snapped open to find Ethan standing a few feet ahead of
me, watching me with an amused expression on his face.

"Yes, I was just remembering something," I said, a little bit
startled.

"For a second I thought you fell asleep."

"While standing?"

Ethan shrugged, "Yeah, why not?"

I rolled my eyes which made him chuckle. The sound of it opened
a door of memories which almost brought tears in my eyes. Luckily,
he didn't seem to have noticed.

"Come on, Kym," he said, extending a hand towards me, urging me
forward.

I willed my feet to move, staring into his open hand and
remembering the last time I touched the warm palm that felt good
against mine. I was about to take it and let him lead me anywhere.
But as I saw the watch circled around his wrist, my hand fell
limply on my side.

In an instant I was reminded of the cruelty I had done. He
belonged to someone else. I didn't deserve his hand. In fact I
didn't even deserve spending time with him.

I remained rooted on the spot, and I considered coming up with
an excuse to go home just to be away from him. But a voice in my
head immediately told me to stay. And as if reading my mind, Ethan
gave me a look that seemed to ask, "You’re not leaving me again,
aren't you?"

Taking a deep breath, I slid my hands inside the pockets of my
sweater and walked towards the park. He followed behind me without
saying another word.

The park was empty and I was surprised to find no morning
joggers along the perimeter. For a moment, I thought that we're on
a different park, but as soon as I saw the familiar giant slide,
the yellow monkey bars and the swings, I knew we were on the right
place.

"How come it's empty?"

"It's early in the morning; you can't expect kids to go out in
this hour. And it's a school day. And maybe they don't care about
slides and seesaws anymore," he said, grinning as he repeated my
words from earlier.

"How about the joggers?" I asked, ignoring his remark as I
walked around the giant slide with my hand trailing over the cold
metal railings. "Don't tell me people don't jog these days. Central
park is full of them, even dogs."

"Maybe they're still asleep, or they're in a gym or something,"
Ethan said, leaning over the slide's ladder with his hands folded
in front of his chest.

"I don't think so."

"Does it matter? I think it's great that we have this whole park
to ourselves."

I went towards the swing set and sat on one of the empty seats,
pushing myself backward and raising my feet as the momentum pushed
me forward. The chain creaked noisily as I swung back and forth. I
thought about letting go each time I moved forward, imagining
myself to soar up in the sky like a weightless feather. I had
always wanted to do that even when I was little, but the fear of
getting thrown off and hurting myself kept me from doing just that.
And it's not that I'm really going to sprout wings and fly. If that
were possible, I would've flown back home the very moment I reached
New York seven years ago.

After about a minute of watching me, Ethan walked behind the
swing and started pushing me, just like what he always did when we
were younger.

"Do you still come here often?" I heard myself ask.

"To be honest, this is the first time I've stepped foot here in
years."

"Why?"

Silence. The only answer I got was the warmth of his hands over
the fabric of my sweater as he pushed me forward every time I swung
back. It suddenly occurred to me how ironic it was. He was the one
pushing me away, and I kept coming back. Maybe that was what I had
been doing all these years. Push my feelings away only to find it
coming back.

I put my feet on the ground causing friction to stop me from
swinging. Ethan's hand lingered over my back, and for a second, I
expected them to remain there. Instead, he walked over to the empty
swing beside me and sat on it.

"There's no use going to the park alone by myself," he finally
said, resting his elbows over his knees. "And besides, it's not as
if I've got a lot of free time in my hands. I've got some work to
do."

"What do you do exactly?" I asked.

Ethan's head snapped up, his brows furrowing together.
"Seriously? You're asking me that?" He sounded offended.

"I don't see anything wrong about that."

Ethan shook his head in mock disbelief, though I thought I saw
hurt in his eyes.

"Seriously, Ethan, I hadn't seen you in years." The words came
out in a rush and I immediately regretted it. I expected him to
jump at the opportunity and tell me it was my fault we hadn't
communicated even once since I left. But to my surprise, he only
smirked.

"Ever heard of social media sites like Facebook and Twitter? I'm
even Google searchable."

I was at lost for words. I was ready to face his anger and I
wouldn't even try to defend myself. I was still angry for what I
did and I haven't forgiven myself until this very moment. But as I
looked into Ethan's face, there were no traces of anger, though I
was sure that I saw pain hiding behind those beautiful blue
eyes.

"I'm sorry," I blurted out, though I wasn't really sure of what
I was apologizing for. Was it for not keeping in touch with him or
the fact that I broke his heart and did nothing about it?

Ethan stared at me, his lips pressed together in a tight line.
If he had somehow understood what I was trying to say, he hid it
well. "Nah, I'm just kidding," he said, running a hand over his
hair. "I was just toying around with you. I'm a writer by the
way."

Despite the guilt I felt, I managed to smile a little at his
words. "I'm happy for you." And I truly was. He had always wanted
to be a writer. He used to tell me how he wanted to earn a living
by just pouring out his ideas and opinions through words.

"Yeah, I'm glad it worked out," he said, letting out a deep
breath. "Anyway, how about you? Last time I checked, you wanted to
be a product designer, unless you've changed your mind just like
what happened to the Pixar dream?"

"I'm a product designer, thank you very much," I said, turning
to him.

"That's great!" Ethan said with much enthusiasm that I wondered
if he was faking it.

"You really think so?"

Ethan nodded, though he immediately dropped his gaze away from
my face. "At least we've gotten what we both wanted, right?"

He stood up and kicked a small rock from the ground. Then
turning his back against me, he raised his head towards the sky and
let out a deep sigh.

"We're living the dream, Kym," he almost shouted, though the
words sounded hollow in my ears. "We're living the dream."

I looked at his back, wishing that I could see his face, or
maybe I didn't. I was afraid that I might see something that would
only bring back the pain I felt the moment I turned my back on him.
The moment I left him.

Gotten what we both wanted? I didn't think so.

"Hey, can I ask you something?" he asked, turning around to face
me and I was surprised to see him smiling.

"What?"

"Do you remember the time you slapped me hard on my handsome
face?"

Of course, how could I forget that? It was the most embarrassing
moment of my teenage life! But playing it cool, I kept a straight
face and asked, "What about it?"

Ethan shrugged. "Nothing. No one slapped me that hard before."
He brought his hand over his left cheek, perhaps remembering the
pain I inflicted upon him.

I felt my lips twitch. "You're welcome."

Ethan joined me again on the swing though none of us dared to
break the silence that followed. I was suddenly reminded of the
times when we used to sit side by side at the library doing our own
stuff, wondering all the time why he'd rather stay with me and how
come he wasn't like any of the guys in our school.

Ethan was different. Sure he liked the usual guy stuff like
cars, NBA, gadgets and hot girls. He hated watching chick flicks
and he's an awful shopping companion. But what's good about him was
the fact that he was a complete gentleman. Even from a young age
where boys think that girls are gross, he didn't had a hard time
spending time with the opposite sex. At first, I thought he was a
quiet person like me. Until puberty hit and his baby fats turned
into muscles and he became the star athlete that made girls swoon.
Everybody liked him and I thought I was about to lose him. I was
actually expecting him to turn into one of those stereotypical
jocks who cared about nothing but getting laid and getting accepted
at an Ivy League college. To my surprise, he remained as my best
friend, even when Michelle came into the picture.

"Are you hungry?” Ethan asked. “Because I'm really
starving."

Suddenly, I realized that I was hungry… And starving as well.
And by just looking at my face, Ethan understood at once.

"How about Italian? Unless you're now on with the vegan stuff."
He wrinkled his nose to emphasize his distaste.

"Actually, I am," I said, messing up with him.

"Seriously?" he blurted, looking surprised.

"Of course not, dumb ass!"

***

 

The park was one of the places I cherished the most next to our
school's rooftop. It wasn't because of the colorful swings and
slides that made it a haven for kids suffering from sugar rush,
though they were part of it. It was because of the memories it held
from my innocent childhood until the moment I was old enough to
understand puberty. And I learned it the embarrassing way.

It was a lazy Friday afternoon and it was the time of the day
where I was either hanging out at the school library or at
Michelle's room listening as she talked about guys and the latest
school gossip. I was supposed to do the latter since we also had to
talk about our Science project. Instead, I was sitting on top of
the monkey bar with my legs dangling a few feet from the ground,
hating myself for being Michelle's project partner.

Honestly, I didn't understand how we became best friends. We
were total opposites. She being the tall blonde with perfect smile
and bubbly attitude that made anyone want to be her friend, while I
was the inferior brunette who hid under a sketch pad and would
prefer to stay at home rather than attend parties where cool kids
went, yet, we we’re the best of friends. Though in times like this,
I couldn’t help but question the validity of our friendship.

"What are you doing here?"

I turned around to see Ethan walking towards me. He was wearing
a bonnet over his head, a fashion statement he adopted lately that
made him look like a street hobo, only neater. He also brought his
notebook with him.

“Well, what are you doing here?” I asked back.

“I’m here to write,” he said waving his notebook. “How about
you? You’re not supposed to be here right now.”

"Am I not allowed to be here?"

Ethan pursed his lips as if he was really considering my
question. "That depends actually. As far as I can recall, you're
not supposed to be here right now.  You know, a clay volcano
needs your full and undivided attention."

"Oh, screw that stupid science project!" I said, as I climbed
down the monkey bar and stood beside Ethan.

His eyes widened like saucers as if I just uttered a curse word.
"Wow, this I'm hearing from Kymberly Gray? Has the world gone
mad?"

I ignored his remark and continued, "Michelle wasn't even
listening to me! I mean, it's not like we're going to build a
rocket or something."

"Well, you can always build it by yourself. You're pretty good
with stuff like that. And didn’t you say that you love tinkering
things?"

"But it's a group project. She could’ve volunteered to do
something even for a small part."

"Then you should have picked someone who understands what
teamwork means." Ethan's expression became serious, though I could
see his lips forming into my favorite smile. "You should have
picked me."

"Yeah, I probably should have." I found myself smiling as
well.

"Then why didn't you?"

"She picked me." Though it didn't really happen that way. Ever
since Michelle and I became friends, there were these unspoken
rules that need not to be said out loud. I could still hear
Michelle's sing song voice as she looped her arms around mine and
told me she's glad we're pairing up.

"You could have said no."

"As if I can do just that."

"Why not?" he asked, looking confused.

I turned around and headed to the swing, expecting Ethan to
follow behind. "She's my best friend. And we both know that we've
always been together like conjoined twins. Though if we're really
twins, I would say that she inherited all the good genes."

As I sat on the swing and pushed myself backward. I noticed that
Ethan was still standing by the monkey bars looking at me with a
mixture of fear and anxiety.

"What? It's true. I can't even play dodge ball without tripping
on my own feet."

Ethan remained rooted on the ground, his lips opening and
closing like a fish out of water.

"Is there something wrong?" I asked, suddenly worried.

As if being jolted awake out of his daydream, Ethan's head
snapped up. "N-nothing… I w-was just thinking of something… " his
voice trailed off. He walked towards me with his hands buried
inside his pockets, all the while avoiding my gaze.

I noticed how pale his face had become and I tried to recall the
last few minutes of our conversation. "Have I said something?"

Ethan shook his head and walked over behind me, probably to give
me a push. Instead, he just stood there in silence.

I looked over my shoulder and found him staring blankly at me.
"Seriously, what the hell is wrong with you?"

Ethan grabbed his bonnet and crumpled it in his hands. Beads of
sweat were forming over his forehead.

"You're scaring me!" I said, bolting up from the swing and
turning around to face him.

"Uh, I just want to point out something," he finally said.

I tilted my head as I waited for him to continue. I was half
expecting it to be some kind of a joke and I prepared myself for
it.

Ethan shifted his weight between his feet. It seemed to me that
he'd rather keep what he's about to say to himself. But after a
long moment of hesitation and seeing me glare at him, he finally
opened his lips. "There's a stain on your jeans."

I immediately looked down at my jeans and saw nothing. I knew it
was just a joke and I hated myself for falling for it.

My eyes lifted up to his face. “Seriously, Ethan-” but he
immediately cut me off.

“It's behind actually… Right over your butt.”

“What?”

I instinctively touched the spot he was referring to, and sure
enough, it was a little wet… And there was a red stain on the tip
of my fingers where my skin touched the fabric of my jeans.

At first, I thought it was red ink. But somewhere at the back of
my brain, the words puberty and menstruation
flashed like angry neon signs. I stood frozen on the spot.

Michelle had hers a few months ago and we spent almost an hour
talking about it over the phone.

"Do you want some tissue paper?" Ethan asked cautiously and I
felt my cheeks burn. Was that the reason why he looked
uncomfortable after I turned around from him? Why didn't he tell me
at once? He even stood right behind me for crying out loud!

"Kym, I-" he hadn't gotten the chance to finish his sentence
when my right hand landed hard on his left cheek. It took me a
moment to realize that I had just slapped him. I didn’t know what
came over me, and I immediately regretted my actions, but before I
could even apologize, I'm already running away from the swing, away
from the park. Away from him.

Tears blurred my vision but I continued running home. Why did he
have to see that? Of all people, why Ethan? And why the hell did I
slapped his face? He had done nothing wrong. He was a boy; he
didn't know stuff like that. And it wasn't as if he was making fun
of me. The more I thought about it, the more miserable I felt.
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