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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

“Hello, Rachel. It’s me again. . . Cedric.” 

 

I took my usual seat and wait for the psychiatrist to arrive. Less than ten minutes later, 

like clockwork, I heard the familiar, cheerful voice of the lady doctor. 

 

“Good morning, Rachel. Paula here. How are you feeling today?” Dr. Paula Luna, the 

psychiatrist, greeted her too as she took her seat beside me. 

 

If she heard her, the woman before us didn’t make it known. She continued to stare 

outside the window, silent and withdrawn, lost in her own thoughts, in her own grim 

world. 

 

She projected a picture of gloom, a stark contrast to the huge, luxurious penthouse 

suite of this world-renowned hospital. Occupying the entire top floor, its hotel-like 

amenities included high ceilings, carpeted floors and plush curtains. A sitting area, 

located a few feet away from the bed, is adorned with mahogany furnishings. Beside it 

was a kitchenette, stocked full of food and state-of-the-art cooking equipment. A spacious 

marbled bathroom complete with a jacuzzi was tucked away at the back of the kitchenette. 

Gourmet meals were prepared by an in-house chef, served on fine linen tablecloth by a 

staff of uniformed waiters. Pink carnations, her favorite flower, laid on the bed’s side 

table, casting a hint of life and vibrance into an otherwise cold, lifeless room. 

 

But all the lavish, comfortable opulence remained unnoticed and unappreciated by the 

frail, sickly girl laid on the queen-size bed, swamped with silk linen and embroidered 

sheets. 

 



Suffering from severe depression, she has had seven suicide attempts in the past two 

months, forcing her sister to make arrangements with the hospital for this suite, 

vehemently refusing the idea of putting her in a psychiatric ward which the director of the 

Department of Psychiatry originally recommended. A team of competent doctors and 

nurses came with the extravagant suite, with additional two caregivers taking turns in 

watching over her day and night. Money was not an object when it came to Rachel’s well-

being. 

 

Yet even in this seemingly well-guarded setting, Rachel had tried to take her own life 

two times already. 

 

Last night was her latest attempt. She tried to grab the knife left by the chef at the 

kitchen counter on her way to the bathroom. It was only by the caregiver’s swift action 

that prevented her from cutting her wrist with it. She had not given up without a fight, 

however, physically hurting the caregiver and hysterically shouting, until a nurse arrived 

to give her a sedative shot to calm her. 

 

Probably remembering the events of the past night, I heard Paula’s soft sigh beside 

me, a silent frustration over Rachel’s state of mind, and her holistic health as well. Aside 

from her suicide attempts, she ate sparingly; some days, not eating at all. She refused to 

be fed intravenously, either. She has seldom risen from her bed and occasionally talked 

to her sister only. 

 

Like Paula, I can’t help but be overcome by the feeling of anxiety and hopelessness 

about Rachel. We had been doing these therapy sessions with her every day for the past 

couple of weeks, but I have yet to see a positive response from her. She remained mum at 

Paula’s probing questions. In the rare occasions that she spoke to Paula, it was always to 

beg her to let her die. 

 

Worse, my presence was not even acknowledged by her.  Day in and day out, I was 

always right in front of her, within her arm’s reach, hoping for even a hint of her smile, or 



a furtive glance. But there was none. And often, I was left wondering if she was 

intentionally ignoring me. 

 

I let my eyes roam freely on her face which has long been memorized in my mind. 

Hollowed cheeks, dark circles under her eyes and pallor skin aside, she is hauntingly 

beautiful. Although empty and lifeless, her almond-shaped brown eyes set in an oval of 

long, thick lashes bespoke of a once happy spirit who loved life. A pert yet lovely nose 

stood proud in the middle of her face, accentuated below by her full, pouty—although 

pale, cracked lips—which in the past could have smiled and laughed heartily, followed by 

a delightful cleft chin. Her long, wavy, waist-length hair framed this sad creature’s face, 

giving her a winsome but detached aura. 

 

Ever the professional, Paula beamed at Rachel and said in a soothing voice, “Let’s take 

a different approach this time, shall we? Instead of me asking you questions, why don’t 

you tell us something about yourself?” 

 

“I couldn’t agree with you more there, Paula,” I whispered to her, admiring her 

wisdom. 

 

But there was still no response from Rachel. My heart sank. 

 

Paula persisted. “You can tell us about your childhood, your family. What was your 

father and mother like? I understand you have a sister? Where did you live when you were 

young? Tell us, I’m very interested to know more about your story, Rachel.” 

 

Still no word from her. But as I stared closely at her, I saw her blink.  

 

My story. OUR story. Why not? 

 

Unnoticing her eyes, Paula heaved a deep breath and looked down on her notes, 

saying, “Okay, we will have to. . .” 

 



I touched Paula’s arm and started to tell her about Rachel’s eye response. But at that 

moment. . .  

 

And then. . . out of their own volition, the words just flowed out of my mouth. 

 

She spoke. She spoke with her sorrowful eyes staring blankly into space, searching for 

precious time gone by, for bittersweet memories that never will fade. Her voice was a 

whisper at first. But even from the very first word, one can feel that it was heavily-laden 

with thorns. Painful, invisible thorns burrowing deeper and deeper into her core as her 

narration progressed. 

 

And how it did. For once she started talking, her words came rushing out, like the 

cascading waves of the deep blue sea racing against one another towards the shore. Paula 

and I listened attentively. 

 

There was a time, long ago, when I was young, innocent and full of life. People say 

my smile can launch a thousand ships, and more. I radiated positive energy and spread 

it like a magical charm to whoever I was with. I had my family. I had friends. They say 

I was pretty and many boys desired me.  

 

But my heart belonged only to him. 

 

We have been in love ever since I can remember, growing up together, weaving 

dreams of success, of getting out of our hand-to-mouth existence and starting a family 

of four. Our families belonged to the lowest level of society, labelled the poor and 

miserable. But from the start, our kindred broods were always drawn together. Our 

fathers, both construction workers, toiled hard for long hours just to put food on our 

tables. Both our mothers accepted laundry work to augment to the family income. We, 

their children, grew up playing together under our dilapidated shanties which stood side 

by side by the smelly, muddy creek.  

 



But we were happy. Every single day, love and laughter abound in our homes. There 

may not be much to eat, but whatever we had, we received it gladly and thankfully. We 

owned only a handful of clothes, but we wore them with dignity and pride. In school, we 

were always the recipients of scholastic honors and academic excellence, making our 

parents proud. 

 

Life was not perfect, but it was good. Until one day, fate decided to play us a cruel 

joke. 

 

He came running into our cramped dwelling as soon as he heard the news and found 

me crying. His arms immediately enfolded me in his embrace. Speaking in between sobs, 

I told him that a drunk driver crashed his car at Father and Mother on their way home 

from church. Father died on the spot while Mother fell into a coma. Leaving my sister in 

the hospital to watch over her, I went home to find some money to pay for Mother’s 

confinement. 

 

My love could only helplessly clench his jaws in silent fury at the result of a drunk 

driver’s recklessness: a happy family instantly deprived of a responsible father and a 

caring mother.  

 

“I’m here, babe,” he tried to console me. “My family and I will always be here for you 

and your sister. We will help you in any way we can. Your mother will get well.” 

 

I lifted my eyes to meet his, as my young mind acknowledged life’s painful reality. 

“But how can we pay for the hospital, babe? Mother may be staying there for a long 

time. We can’t afford it. The nurse told me we can require the drunk driver to pay but 

we have to go to court. He’s the son of a very rich and powerful magnate. How can we 

sue him? Courts mean money, and we don’t have it. I don’t want Mother to die too. I 

want her to live.” 

 

Mutely, he can only hug me tight that day as I cried unabashedly, wanting 

desperately to make me feel his protection, his support, his love. Little did we know that 



a solution will present itself the following day. A solution that was as heart-breaking as 

it was life-changing. 

 

Interrupting, Paula quietly asked, “May I ask why? What made it heart-breaking?” 

 

I watched Rachel’s face display an indescribable agony as she contemplated her 

answer to Paula’s question. When next she spoke, her words are punctuated with 

anguished whimpers. 

 

I think…life…is a game. A game of choices. We either win or lose… depending on the 

sequence of choices we make. Because the choices we make at one time affect the choices 

available for the next round of choices. Our life is essentially nothing but a collective 

result of the choices we have made along the way. Our life is shaped by our choices.  

 

“Yes, that’s right,” agreed Paula. “The choices we make determine our destiny.” 

 

Smiling bitterly, Rachel nodded.  

 

And how my choices did! I lost. Round after round after round.  My choices paved 

the way to a rocky path encumbered with sharp rocks and spiky thorns, affecting not 

just me, but also the people close to me, weaving a never-ending cycle of heartache and 

suffering, and ultimately, death.  

 

Hearing her say those words, I struggled to breathe as my chest felt the most 

excruciating pain, such as I have never felt before. But more than my own suffering, I felt 

Rachel’s heavily tormented heart. 

 

“May I ask. . . how?” Paula gently prodded. 

 

The deluge of words poured forth from Rachel’s lips, as if she was eager to get rid of 

them, her eyes still staring at an unseen horizon. 

 



I was seventeen. I just lost my father, I couldn’t bear to lose my mother too. It turned 

out Jake, the drunk driver, took a liking on me. His father, Mr. Wilson, a millionaire 

widower, offered to pay for Mother’s hospital bills until she gets well, and of course, a 

comfortable life for me and my sister, if I marry his son, hoping that by doing so, his son 

will change his delinquent ways.  

 

My sister tried to persuade me not to accept it, but what choice do I have? I pleaded 

to her to help me do what must be done, even if it meant a sacrifice much like death, for 

our dear mother. I wanted Mother to live. And I also wanted my sister to realize her 

dream to be a lawyer. I saw a chance to have both. 

 

As for myself, I wanted nothing for myself. Because I knew, with my decision, the 

one man I wanted most will never be mine anymore. 

 

The hardest part was telling him about it.  

 

I took the coward’s way out and wrote him a letter, asking for his forgiveness and 

understanding. He tried many, many times to find me, see me, talk to me. But at my 

request, my sister and I were moved to another house close to the hospital by Mr. Wilson, 

awaiting my wedding to Jake. 

 

Jake and I married in a civil ceremony witnessed by my sister and Jake’s family. 

Two years after, Mother died, never waking up from the coma.  

 

And Jake, contrary to his father’s hopes, never mended his ways. He grew worse, 

year after year after year. He was an alcoholic and a chronic gambler. He was 

irresponsible, milking his father of money whenever he wanted, never holding a job for 

longer than a week, even in their own companies. We were always arguing and fighting.  

 

 And occasionally, when he had too much to drink or lost all his money in gambling, 

he would hit me. I had two miscarriages because of his violent behavior, leaving us 

childless. Yet every time he sobered up, he would cry and ask for my forgiveness. 



 

I was somewhat glad that Paula’s face was turned away from me, for I know that the 

full force of my wrath was evident on my face, raging and burning, like a wildfire out of 

control. Never have I felt this kind of rage in my whole life. The anger inside me is like a 

smoldering blaze of volcanic lava that is raring to escape, an unspeakable fury towards a 

loser of a husband who cannot hold his drink and who took pleasure in taking out his 

immaturity to his weak, helpless wife. 

 

But unleashing my anger would interrupt Rachel’s narration. And I don’t want that, 

not now when she had at last opened herself up to us. And so I strived to keep my anger 

under control and continued to listen to her story. 

 

On our seventh year as husband and wife, I wanted to leave him. My failing heart 

and abused body couldn’t take it anymore. But my father-in-law begged me not to, going 

down on his knees, asking me to stay. Not only for his son, but also for him. He told me 

he was dying of cancer.  

 

My heart went out to him. We have grown fond of each other through the years. I 

saw how much he loved his son. I have seen how much he tried and did everything  for 

his son to change for the better. And how, over and over, he failed.  

 

And so, I made a choice. Again. I chose to heed the plea of a dying, despondent, failure 

of a father, who had done nothing wrong to me and to my sister, instead provided us 

with all the things we needed to live comfortably and honorably. I chose to stay. 

 

At this point, Rachel stopped talking. Somehow, I knew her thoughts are drawn to the 

smiling, old man whose photo was prominently displayed in the sitting room. The 

kindhearted, generous tycoon who became a worthy replacement for the father she lost a 

long time ago. 

 

After some time, Paula asked her carefully, “What happened to. . . the boy?” 

 



Her face becoming more melancholic, Rachel let out a shaky sigh and resumed her 

narrative. 

 

Unknown to me, my sister kept track of him. His family’s shanty was demolished and 

they were relocated in the suburbs where his father couldn’t find work as a construction 

laborer. He was forced to drop out of school to work and support them, especially his 

younger brother’s education. 

 

Still, it wasn’t enough to feed his family and pay for his brother’s school fees. With 

the help of his friends, he took out a loan and applied for a job in the Middle East, 

working double jobs for ten years. When his brother finished school and he had saved 

enough money, he returned back home. 

 

And searched for me anew. 

 

“Did he find you?” 

 

For the first time in a long time, her lips curled upward as a ghost of a smile started to 

appear on Rachel’s distressed face. Turning to Paula, there was a spark in her eyes as she 

replied: 

 

He did. Yes, he did. 

 

Now her lips spread slowly to form a genuine smile, instantly transforming her ashen, 

pallid appearance to a stunning, exquisite beauty. I caught my breath, my eyes drinking 

in her loveliness, wishing her smile won’t go away. 

 

My sister and I were eating in our favorite bistro when he walked in, strode straight 

to me, and right then and there, in front of all the people, he kissed me. . .  passionately, 

longingly, lovingly. That kiss instantly bridged the wide time gap that transpired 

between us, reconnecting our hearts and our souls once more.  It was as if the twelve 

years we’ve been apart miraculously disappeared into thin air. 



 

He brought me to his newly-bought condominium unit, proud of the result of all his 

labors. We talked for the longest time, catching up on each other, listening to each other’s 

voice, staring at each other’s eyes, laughing at each other’s jokes.  

 

And when we ran out of things to say, our bodies just naturally drifted toward each 

other, finding the love and solace denied to us for so long.  

 

I couldn’t help but feel amused when I saw how her face took on a dreamy expression. 

I knew for certain she was reliving in her mind the intimate, passionate moments that 

were shared. 

 

Making love to him was like coming home. You know, after a long, tiring day, you 

sit on your favorite chair, put your feet up and curl your toes, close your eyes and revel 

in the comfort and safety of your private abode? That’s how it was, for me. Because he 

is my heart’s home, the shelter of my soul, my body’s other half, the missing piece which 

made me whole, without whom I am nothing. 

 

He may not be my first lover, and I am sure I was not his, either, considering the 

number of years that we were apart. But it felt like the first time for both of us. We 

couldn’t get enough of each other. We kissed and teased, touched and hugged, gave and 

took, writhed and moaned, until there was no more strength left in us, except to cling on 

to each other, never relinquishing our hold. 

 

After that night, I didn’t go home to Jake anymore. For six months, my love and I 

were blissfully happy, ecstatically so, living as a couple. For the first time in so many 

years, I knew how it felt to be treated as a real wife by a caring, loving husband. 

 

At last, it looked as though I was being given a chance to change the course of destiny 

maneuvered by the choices I made in the past. 

 

“In what way?” inquired Paula, as gently as she can. 



 

By that time, my father-in-law was already gone, leaving the bulk of his wealth to 

me. My sister, who became a lawyer, was already doing everything in her power for me 

to be legally free of Jake on the grounds of my being underage at the time of our 

marriage. My love and I were already planning to migrate to another country once the 

annulment becomes final. 

 

But our happiness was short-lived. Because the choices I made in the past came 

haunting us. With a vengeance. 

 

It was at this moment that Rachel buried her face in her hands and openly wept, her 

emphatic, heart-wrenching cries of anguish sounding like the terrifying, unnerving howl 

of a stormy, turbulent wind. 

 

Genuinely concerned over her emotional state, I worriedly turned to Paula, who, also 

sensing her unstable emotional condition, immediately signalled the caregiver, standing 

guard at the door, to be ready. Wanting to break her impassioned outburst, she asked her 

cautiously: 

 

“Why, Rachel? Can you please tell us what happened?”  

 

Tears flowing abundantly down her bony cheeks, Rachel lifted her face, a vivid, 

graphic canvass of a torn, tattered soul. 

 

“Rachel. . .” I whispered, desperately wanting to wipe her tears away. 

 

“I want to die. Please let me die. Please,” she begged. 

 

Warily, Paula dared to ask her. “Why do you want to die, Rachel?” 

 

In between sobs, she replied, “Because. . . because I killed them.  Both of them.” 

 



“Both?” 

 

She nodded slowly, her thin shoulders visibly shaking in a dismal picture of utter 

defeat. When at last she spoke, it was in a lifeless, broken voice. 

 

“My child. And the father of my child.” 

 

The force of her words hit me like a lethal bullet to my chest. And suddenly, I 

understood.  

 

Paula frowned. “Rachel, it wasn’t your fault. Please, stop blaming yourself.” 

 

“It was! It was! If it weren’t for my choices, they would still be alive today! They 

wouldn’t be dead if it weren’t for me!” Rachel wailed, her hands covering her face once 

more in shame and self-disgust. 

 

Abruptly I stood up, starting to speak, to tell her that she’s all wrong, that she shouldn’t 

do that to herself.  

 

But before I can do so, Paula had beaten me to it, speaking to her in a soothing, 

calming, psychiatrist’s voice. “Rachel, don’t be so hard on yourself. It wasn’t your fault 

that Jake tracked you down and went to the condo unit, dead drunk, begging you to come 

back to him. You didn’t know he was carrying a gun. You had no idea he was going to 

shoot your lover point-blank in the chest when you refused to return to him.You didn’t 

know that after shooting your lover, he’d shoot himself in the head before your very eyes. 

And it wasn’t your fault either, that the traumatic events you witnessed caused you to 

suffer another miscarriage. You are not to blame for the loss of your lover’s child. You did 

not cause your lover’s death. You have to forgive yourself, Rachel. Nothing was ever your 

fault. You didn’t kill anyone.” 

 


