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This work is dedicated to my father, Dr. Emmanuel C. 

Asuncion, who was (and still is) a loving and devoted husband 

to my mother, Maria Clara Bautista Tankeh-Asuncion. While a 

lot can be said of people who succeeded in their chosen careers, 

an equal lot is due for the people whose sacrifice made some of 

these successes possible. 
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Prologue 

This book is largely based on selected past entries in a personal 

blog that I have maintained over the years. While everything 

written is based on account of my own experience, it is neither 

meant to be a biography of my mother nor myself. Instead, I 

wanted to capture a few of the many precious moments I had and 

continue to have with her – some I fortunately wrote about 

during the time they happened, and a few more that I had to write 

years later in order to complete this work. I would also like to add 

that this book is not about cancer, even if my mother was indeed 

a cancer patient. Rather, I’d like to imagine her cancer represents 

any other hardship a mother, or a family for that matter, goes 

through. The only theme I’d like to endear to the reader is the 

relationship between a mother and a daughter, somewhat distilled 

from both their personas at work. An experience perhaps you 

could relate to or would be interested to imagine. The entries are 

written chronologically, and the blanked-out dates in the calendar 

are left to the judgment or imagination of the reader.  
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I open the story with a letter my mom wrote for me and 

my brother, after we bought her an analogue alarm clock that she 

wanted. She didn’t actually need it for her medicine reminders as 

her phone was already a better option for that. It was just another 

of her casual whims. But I think it sets a good light to begin this 

story, of how beneath the common tragedies of life, there lies a 

gleeful and hopeful child within each one of us.  
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Time 

20 May 2012 

 

Dearest Ate (elder sister) Tin and Gab Fab, 

 

Thank you for the clock to remind me of my meds. Hope one 

day the clock will just remind me of wonderful things and not 

meds. 

 

Love, 

Inay  

(a letter from our mother) 
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Normal 

25 January 2013 

 

We met the wind strong as we cruised under the King 

Rama I Memorial Bridge. The tom yam on our table grew colder, 

but by no means any less spicy than when it was first served. The 

Chao Praya river was not a pristine gem during the daytime, yet the 

night transformed it into an enchanting channel that spanned 

disjointed periods in time. Elegant new hotels made of glistening 

stone lighted by powerful flood lights towered beside ancient 

Buddhist wats housed under multi-tiered roofs and plated in 

stunning gold. That was our first night in Bangkok – on a river 

cruise while forking down pad thai and slivers of papaya down our 

throats.  

My parents have been married thrice. Once surrounded 

by the plastered walls inside a dingy old room in Manila City Hall, 

and twice in front of the small yet imposing altar in the church of 

St. Peter the Apostle – the first two a year apart, and the latter 
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two being 25 years apart. My dad only acknowledges the church 

wedding as the correct date. When their silver year was 

approaching, my parents initially decided on foregoing a big 

celebration as my mom’s hospital expenditures were at a high. My 

dad eventually backtracked on that idea and came home one day 

announcing that he had managed to book the same church they 

first got married exactly on the 25th of January. He insisted on 

taking care of everything in the few weeks that we had to prepare. 

As my brother and I’s contribution, we decided to make a video 

similar to the one we made for my grandfather’s 80th birthday. It 

was a modest celebration with around a hundred guests – mostly 

family and a few friends. A contrast to their first marriage which 

was attended only by friends – a secret kept from their families 

until they both graduated from medicine and law, respectively. 

The five years that came after their 25th seem like a film reel 

projected rapidly, filled with stories of anguish & hope, sorrow & 

celebration, lined in-between hospital trips and embellished with 

family trips and domestic gatherings. This sojourn was for their 
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30th anniversary and we felt lucky to be together in a place miles-

away from home. The fact that my mom was able to go on 

another trip abroad was a thought that we could not have possibly 

entertained just a few months back – when she could barely stand. 

The drugs worked again, for now.  

My brother and I were in the middle of a cold war in 

Bangkok – he took videos without me while I took photos 

without him. And if that wasn’t ridiculous enough, we were 

sharing a room. Thankfully, my mom and my dad seemed 

unaware of the feud, or perhaps wisely just ignored it, and looked 

happy. I was pleased my mom wore the dainty, red, warm dress I 

bought her for Christmas. It looked good on her as I predicted. 

She loved the boutique hotel I found, the ubiquity of her favorite 

Thai cuisine, and of course the shopping. On the other hand, my 

dad and I were both addicted to the convenience store-bought 

yogurt we discovered. I bought one on every possible occasion. 

My brother seemed mildly interested in the place, or perhaps just 

tired at the concept of participating in another family excursion. 
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Truth be told we never had overlapping goals on any vacation. 

But that was normal, and that was what normal families did and 

felt, and if anything, we were thankful to be able to have done 

what a normal family does. A small celebration in a not-too-far-

off distant land for our parents' union.  
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Distraction 

20 April 2013 

  

The first cup of coffee I buy in 3 years is from a hospital 

vending machine. I waited for the crowd in line to dissipate 

before I discreetly took my turn. Without anyone around me, I 

approached the glowing block and stared, unsure of both what 

coffee to drink and how to properly operate it. No flavor rang a 

bell. Half a minute passed before I chose a cappuccino over a 

mocha. Another quarter of a minute passed before I figured out 

where to get the coffee. Thankfully nobody else in proximity 

needed a caffeine fix during that duration, or I would have 

subjected myself to another round of humiliation.  

 The feeling of the necessity of coffee is like a visit from 

a long, lost acquaintance – unexpected but familiar. I’ve long 

ceased drinking coffee out of personal preference. But that day, I 

knew I needed one. I came from a sleepless night as several things 

happened last Thursday. The first one was to admit to someone 
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that I loved him – something I’ve resolved never to do again. The 

second one was that I had to bring my mom to the hospital. 

Fortunately, one of my cousins was somewhere near and he was 

able to accompany me, and hence my mom, as I dealt with all the 

necessary red tape to get my mom admitted. She was in danger of 

dehydration because she hadn’t been eating or drinking well lately 

due to a population of sores in her mouth – an effect of her new 

cancer drug: Everolimus. Right after humiliating myself with my 

profession of love, I read my mom’s text message that she was 

having diarrhea and felt weak. It was the summer break so my 

hours as a teacher were flexible. I drove home without hesitation, 

I used the travel time for crying. When I saw my mom in bed, I 

knew it was past anything I could do. With my Dad miles away in 

an island at the Northern tip of the Philippines for a medical 

mission, I decided to bring her to the hospital. 

 The emergency yesterday made me realize several things. 

One was that I, on my own, couldn’t afford to get sick yet. This 

thought dawned on me as I withdrew almost my entire monthly 
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salary just to make a down-payment for admission. I wondered in 

awe how my parents did it regularly. The second one was that for 

once I was thankful that my mom panics so easily. She sent me a 

text message which sounded like she was going for the worst 

when in fact she was still relatively okay. This would have been 

usually annoying because I always had this prejudice that my mom 

loved exaggerating at times for attention. But that was good 

because if she had waited until it was really necessary to go to the 

hospital, it might have been too late. Lastly, I thought how this 

event fatefully fell on the same day that I needed the most to turn 

off any thoughts of regret. Instead of having to repeatedly ask the 

earth to swallow me until the darkest depths, I was beside my 

mom feeding her and tending to her mouth sores. The more 

pressing question we have right now is what my mom will take 

instead of Everolimus, which is already the latest drug available 

for her condition. There’s nothing much really for me to do but 

pray that her doctor and my Dad will be able to make the right 

decision.   
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Good 

16 May 2013 

 

 Having stood in the street for over half an hour already, 

I was nearly giving up on successfully getting a cab. I was sleepy 

and sweaty and just a few meters from home – but having 

remembered how such a small inconvenience this is compared to 

other people’s, I decided to give it another chance. After a few 

more tries of saying “UST Hospital” and getting that repeated 

shaking of the head, I finally got an “o sige na nga, pero payag ka miss 

may dagdag? (Alright, but do you to agree to the extra fee?)". His 

taxi was old, and so was he, and I had no idea why I even had to 

ask “magkano po dagdag? (How much?)" when I should have 

already sealed the deal immediately. “Kwarenta lang (Just forty)", 

and I thought to myself “yun lang ba. mabait ka naman pala (Is that 

all? Well you weren’t that greedy after all)" as I hurriedly entered 

his car. As I settled myself down in relief, the driver asked me in 

jest the deprecating question “bakit, manganganak ka na ba? (why, 
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are you giving birth soon?)", to which I tried to laugh off with a 

“hindi po (no)" as I stopped myself from further asking, “bakit 

mukha po ba akong buntis? (why, do I look pregnant to you?)" for 

the fear that he might even say yes. He gave the usual excuse 

explaining that he had to ask extra since the traffic was heavy 

going to Manila at that hour due to the victory campaigns for the 

election. I filled in with the usual polite “aahhs” as I looked about 

disdainfully in the derelict state his taxi was in. I hated riding old 

taxis. However, as I didn’t have anything else to do, instead of 

just usually shutting up throughout the ride, I decided to ask 

manong a few more questions. Traffic was moving at a snail’s pace 

so it was going to be a long haul. In the course of our 

conversation, I found out that he also lived in Dasmariñas, Cavite 

and that the taxi company he worked for was in Evangelista, 

Pasay. He wakes up at 2 in the morning and gets home the next 

morning at 4. His shift was every other day, 24 hours each, and 

his daily boundary was PhP 1,300 plus an additional PhP 1,500 

for the gasoline. Only then would he start earning, and that 
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income would be divided for two days. He was more than 65 

years old and although he has children, he still has to work to be 

able to live on a daily basis. His three sons have their own families 

and were all not in a position to help him and his wife in their 

expenses. He told me about his encounters with “talagang 

kamalasan (extreme bad luck)”, which was how he looked at hold-

ups. He’s been slashed with a knife in his neck, and had faced a 

gun twice, but he relayed the stories all the same in a jovial and 

amused manner which sent our taxi slightly veering off at times 

of humor. At the last leg of our journey, he intentionally slowed 

down the taxi as he was trying to finish the story he was telling 

me. I allowed the delay and I left him with an additional tip as 

that was the only thing I could give to express my sincere thank 

you for the humbling experience. After that taxi ride, I realized 

the undue distrust that I usually give to taxi drivers. It may be true 

that there a number of them out there who prey on innocent 

passengers and intentionally rig their meters or make up excuses 

of having no small change, but the world is not out of good taxi 
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drivers. Just as the world is never out of good people, if only we 

stopped and looked. At this day and age, trust is a luxury most of 

us have been conditioned to never give freely. We live in the 

constant fear of being shortchanged for play when we give love, 

or murdered when we give help, or even mugged if we make just 

as much as a stop or an eye contact. But we should never stop 

believing that good will always prevail, no matter the odds and 

the circumstance.  

 As life with cancer is filled with good days and bad days, 

we had a bad week that eventually ended good enough. My mom 

was hospitalized again after barely a month due to her sudden 

anemia and electrolyte imbalance. As I was processing her 

PhilHealth papers, the guy who was manning the booth was again 

telling me about how well he knew my dad already. He always 

tells me that whenever I’m the one processing, probably 

forgetting that I’ve talked to him multiple times before because 

it’s usually my dad who processes the forms in the 16 years that 

they have been in and out of this hospital. As he expertly staples 
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and rearranges all the forms in order, he goes on with “Akala ko 

ba tapos na mommy mo? bakit andito nanaman? (I thought your 

mom’s done with the hospital. Why is she here again?)". I tell him 

as a matter-of-factly that my mom needed blood transfusion, and 

he says “ang tagal na ng mommy mo na may cancer noh, sa bagay okay 

lang mayaman naman ata si mommy (It’s really been so long that 

your mom has cancer, isn’t it? Though it’s probably okay, she’s 

rich anyway)". I correct him nicely with an “ay hindi po (oh, that’s 

not true)", and add in simultaneous realization that “mabait lang po 

ang Diyos (God is just good)". 
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Grace 

19 May 2013 

 

 The road is dark. We’re all in the car, even our house-

helper. Nobody was left to take care of the house, something 

rarely done out of habit and previously legitimate security 

concerns. My whole body is numb, washed out with cold fear. 

The recent memory of seeing my mom’s femur trying to jut out 

from under her skin sends me waves of nausea. I try to suppress 

recalling it, but it insists on playing over and over. Unnecessary 

talking and movement inside the car is scarce, I breathe as shallow 

as possible. My Dad asks me to lead the rosary and I fumble for 

the string of beads as I reach out to get it from him. As I begin to 

speak after what seemed like a long time, I suddenly started to 

choke on the words. I stop, even if praying was already the least 

I could do to help. If I say another word, I knew the sobs will 

start escaping. As I try my best to regain composure, my mom, in 

the calmest voice possible, continues the Our Father for me. I 
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wake up from my paralysis in surprise. Her voice was the last one 

I expected to hear. Here she was, sitting in agony with her femur 

broken in two, I thought perhaps even more inundated with 

thoughts of the-now-even-more questionable future than me, 

carrying on The Lord's Prayer gracefully.  

 My mother is not always a character of grace. She can be 

brash and vile at the smallest things that displease her. She is 

known to lash out on her secretaries and our house-helpers when 

they make mistakes, more so when they do it twice. She can be 

unforgiving. There was a time she had driven my dad to anger 

because she wouldn’t let go looking for a bar of soap. But I 

realized then that indeed during the gravest moments where the 

worst is expected and allowed of her, she is somehow able to carry 

on with dignified poise.  

 It was supposed to be a quiet Sunday night, nothing out 

of the ordinary. By this time, the closest resemblance to ordinary 

family life was what we yearned for the most. My mom was on 

her way to the sink to brush her teeth when she suddenly let out 
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a shrill scream. My dad ran to my mom to pick her up from her 

fall. He ran an initial check on her and everything seemed to be 

in order aside from the trauma from the impact. My mom insisted 

her leg was broken, and my dad tried to pacify what he thought 

was my mom’s over-thinking. He picked her up and helped her 

walk. When my dad finally sat my mom on the sofa in front of 

me, he let out a short expletive with the most panic-stricken tone. 

He rarely cursed. That was when we all saw my mom’s bone, 

threatening to pierce through her own flesh, showing a clear 

outline of something misplaced under her skin. My mom 

instinctively stopped wailing when my dad confirmed her bone 

was indeed broken. A silent reproach that signified “I told you 

so”. I packed a bag for the hospital and everyone got in the car. 

 She kept quiet the entire night that followed, conserving 

both her tears and her words. Except for in the car when she 

helped me swallow my fears and carry on with praying. The 

moment the shakiness left my voice and I started believing what 

I was saying, she left me to lead the rosary on my own. 
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Forget 

1 June 2013 

 

 My dad took me to the airport. I had one luggage, my 

backpack and several printed sheets of my haphazardly prepared 

itinerary. We said goodbye and he told me to enjoy and left for 

the hospital thereafter. I watched our car pull away and drive off 

to the distance. As I entered the airport doors, a throng of other 

warm bodies surrounded me. Even then, the loneliness was not 

lessened.   

 I was supposed to go on this trip to Japan with my mom. 

She bought the tickets in the recent travel expo and announced 

to me one day that we were Osaka-bound. We both loved 

Japanese cuisine and I started daydreaming about the ramen and 

sashimi. Everything had been ready since a month ago – the visa, 

the airlines, and the hotels. After her fracture, I figured going on 

the trip was of course out of the question. But she insisted on me 

to go despite the obvious reason for hesitation. “As long as you 
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bring me home an authentic Japanese peach” was how she sugar-

coated the situation. My dad said not to worry and that he could 

take care of my mom easily with our helpers around. So, I agreed. 

I canceled our original bookings in the fancy hotels I chose earlier 

and had to change the original itinerary. Just a couple of days 

back, when we got home from the surgery, from the hospital, and 

had somehow recovered from the trauma of the entire incident, 

she told me I should try transferring her airline ticket to my aunt 

so I didn't have to go alone. I had been busy calling my aunt and 

the airlines back and forth that day, and in-between I needed to 

ask my mom about some things. She was beginning to exasperate 

me because she constantly vacillated between everything she said. 

I thought she was angry I was preoccupied with the rebooking, 

or worse being sarcastic. I didn't understand the drama because 

she was the one who insisted I go in the first place and eventually 

I felt I had enough and told her finally that I no longer wanted to 

go on the trip. I didn't want to go anyway in the first place. When 

at first I was just frustrated, I became hysterical. In a little while 
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after a few more conversations, she apparently didn't know me 

anymore. She started raving nonsense – angry nonsense. I was 

bewildered. Yet I pressed her for answers because I did not want 

to face the reality that on top of everything else, was my mom 

going crazy? I called my dad to tell him what was happening and 

we soon after went back to the hospital. 

 When we got there, they ran the tests as usual and my 

dad's hypothesis had been correct. She had a sudden drop in her 

sodium level - hyponatremia, nothing to worry about, she would 

be back to normal. While we waited for the IV drip to restore 

them to normal levels, she said something that didn't make sense 

about the running TV show that nobody was minding. She was 

in another world - rambling. Not sure myself how truthful was 

the promise of her going back to normality, I was aghast listening 

to her. I couldn't take it, this can't be happening. Why was 

everything going wrong one after the other? After a long sleep, 

she woke up and finally recognized me. I broke into tears out of 

relief. In the few hours that she forgot me, I thought I had lost 
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her. I told her I was sorry I got angry with her, I didn't know what 

was happening – she didn't remember anything and easily forgave 

me.  

 In times like those, I'm thankful of how my dad can still 

be calm and collected and even manage to be light-hearted. I, on 

the other hand, lost it. To be honest, it scared me. I had not even 

come into terms with the fact that my mom’s leg is broken – with 

the cancer having metastasized on the bones already. But the loss 

of her memory, the thought of my own mother not recognizing 

me, I was even less receptive to that. And now that I’m sitting on 

a plane on the way to get my mom her peach, my only chance of 

making the most out of this trip is by momentarily forgetting.  
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Pre-departure 

19 June 2013 

 

 I’ve been officially unemployed for a few weeks now. I’ve 

sent my confirmation letter to the university abroad to begin my 

Ph.D. this coming month. After coming back from Japan, I 

received the unexpected news that my application was accepted. 

Instead of looking forward to the new beginning, I felt like time 

started to run out. I have less than a month left, and while most 

of the days are filled in already in my calendar with things to do 

to process my papers, I knew the reality that most of it should be 

for my mom.  

 She’s stuck in bed now, at least for the time being. I dare 

not think too far. A new routine has been set-up in the house. 

The medicine schedule has been modified to accommodate new 

drugs, wound cleaning has also been factored in. Diaper-changes 

and simple bed exercises have also been implemented. I am in 

charge of the kitchen as usual, until my brother takes over when 
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I leave. Neither of our helpers cook to my mom’s satisfaction. I 

have written a few recipes down for my brother; yesterday he 

confirmed with me if the garlic and onions really have to be 

placed after the ground beef. Suddenly, most days felt like 

weekends – there is no longer a need for my mom to go to her 

office.  

 Every morning, before my dad leaves for work, we all 

have breakfast together. After the meal, my dad pushes my mom 

in her wheelchair. He selected the wheeled contraption himself 

because of the red, plaid pattern. “Inay loves red”, as he presented 

it to all of us the day he brought it home. We all gave a nod of 

approval. They go outside for my mom’s daily dose of sunlight, 

and the other gate we have rarely opened in the last decade we 

had been living in that house is now regularly used to let my 

mom’s wheelchair get to the garden the fastest possible way. My 

brother and I take turns wheeling our mom as my Dad cuts 

flowers for his daily arrangement. “Ang galing na mag-flower 

arrangement ni Papa” (Your father’s getting better in making 
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flower arrangements), my mom would tease. We all agree as 

neither my brother nor I feel inclined to do the arrangements 

ourselves. To be fair, my Dad was really good at it. He would 

combine a single large bromeliad leaf with a bird of paradise, or 

at times the large monstera with a few cosmos. Sometimes, he 

would add in a few stems of dill. On good days, my mom instructs 

the helpers how she wants a few things rearranged in the garden. 

Then my dad will need to start preparing for work, and we all 

proceed to go in.       

 My mom has not fully stopped working, but she 

constantly wonders if she should close her law office. "You'll just 

have to slow down for a while", my dad insists. The dining table 

at home transforms into her office table after breakfast. Alyssa, 

her secretary, meanwhile still goes to the office. There is still work 

to be done to close or endorse all the cases formally, and 

transform her practice to an even more flexible one. When my 

brother is home, the three of us work together on our laptops. A 

lot of things have changed, and a lot more are bound to change. 
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I feel the sanctity of every second as I glance over my mom in 

between doing my own tasks. I'll be away for months and the 

decision, although already made, continues to claw inside me. In 

a desperate yet futile attempt to make up for my absence, I have 

been churning out new recipes from the kitchen. Some my mom 

love, most she doesn't. Her appetite is just not the same as before. 

I had also printed out family photos and made albums, picking 

up from the point my mom stopped. I realize how it's been a 

couple of years since the last one because the photos cost me a 

small fortune. I eagerly showed my mom the finished product the 

moment I placed the final page inside the clear book. She glazed 

over them and told me “Later, anak (Later, my child)”. I felt 

deflated but I allowed it to pass. I had no right. I was about to 

leave my mother. 
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Love 

1 July 2013 

 

 We were parked in front of our gate in Makati while my 

mom was talking to her secretary standing outside with the car 

door open. We were all quite preoccupied when suddenly a 

middle-aged woman who looked unkempt passed by. 

Unexpectedly, she suddenly positioned herself behind my mom’s 

secretary and proceeded to ask for money quite adamantly. Now 

it’s easy to give to the needy when they look pitiful, but most 

people are repulsed when they encounter aggressive beggars who 

seem to think they have a right to get what they want just because 

of their situation. I’m honestly like that. Naturally, my mom 

wanted the woman to just go away. Quite frankly, she looked 

scary. We couldn’t do that however because the woman was 

between the car door and Alyssa. The woman persisted and so 

my dad got a few coins and gave it to the woman to finish things 

off. Unmoved, she forcefully stretched her hand and insisted na 

“kompletuhin niyo ito. wala tong mabibili, kailangan sampu. wag kayo 
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magbibigay ng kulang” (you need to complete this, I can't buy 

anything with this, this has to be ten, don't shortchange me). 

Don’t we always hate encountering beggars like that? Those 

stories that they turn their backs on people who will give a measly 

amount of coins, or when they shun away food and demand cash? 

To put an end to it, because my mom was clearly disturbed by 

then, my dad handed her the necessary coins to complete the 10 

pesos and the woman subsequently took off. 

 It’s very easy to love our friends, and that’s exactly why 

we’re friends with them. But what’s hard is to love our enemies, 

because we naturally hate them. We hate them because they did 

something bad to us, we hate them because they’re evil in our 

eyes. This woman wasn’t even our enemy, but her behavior 

almost eradicated any possibility of us showing her any sympathy. 

And this is exactly the challenge given to us by Jesus. As my dad 

explained, “Jesus said, ‘love your enemies’, hindi naman niya sinabi 

(he didn’t say) ‘love your friends‘”. And I guess that is again one 
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of the aspects of true love. True love is hard, it’s a conscious effort 

and it isn’t easy. Aren’t friendships always put to the test when it 

goes through trying times? Aren’t relationships rocked when 

couples have problems? True love is staying when all you want to 

do is walk out of the door. True love isn’t when you’re infatuated 

with your partner, it’s in sticking with your partner whether he 

balloons to 300 pounds or experiences a massive breakout. We 

live in a generation where we want everything to be easy. It’s a 

sad truth but what our parents observe is really the reality. We 

don’t want to look for obscure information in the library, we want 

information at the tip of our hands. We don’t want to wait in long 

lines, we want service served at our demand. We don’t want time 

wasted on asking while travelling, we want the directions to our 

destination right away. We don’t want to work our way up from 

blue-collared jobs to white-collared jobs, we want prestige and 

success the moment we start working. In the same way, we have 

a tendency to expect that loving is easy. We don’t want 

complicated relationships, and more often than not we tend to 
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dignify this intolerance with our so-called rights. It makes me 

wonder that maybe the reason why there are so many single 

people nowadays is probably because people don’t want to make 

a commitment if they don’t see an assurance that it isn’t going to 

be hard. 

 We failed in that test that day. We were all taken aback at 

how that woman demanded more than what we gave. But it was 

a valuable lesson on love that we learned afterwards; that love is 

purest when it’s hardest. 
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Family 

23 July 2013 

 

 Yesterday was my last night in the Philippines before 

setting off for Singapore. Although my brother and I usually sleep 

upstairs while my dad accompanies my mom downstairs since her 

fracture, we all elected to sleep together. As I laid down my head 

on top of the jade mat on my pillow, I told my mom how I'd miss 

sleeping on it. It now slips my mind what she said. I got up, went 

to her bedside and impulsively wrapped my arms around her arm 

- the part of her body that could tolerate a little more pressure 

than the rest. I cried with my face buried beside her body, at a 

loss for words to express anything. The only word I could say was 

"Inay (mother)", and I knew then that she understood what I 

meant. My brother followed soon after and cried beside us as he 

wrapped his arm around me – something that rarely happened. 

My dad soon got up and joined us, and as he always does, tried to 

cheer us up with his incriminating humor of telling me I've 



 

 36 

decided to leave them behind and blaming my mom for being the 

approving authority.  

 As I huddled that night with my entire family, I wanted 

to stay home more than anything. To abandon whatever 

agreement and arrangements I had to fulfill the morning after, 

and not think of anything further but just to live out the rest of 

my life with all of them. Suddenly, I had never felt safest at home 

until then. I wept as I thought of how I couldn't do that – partly 

because everything was already arranged, but mostly because I 

knew doing this would make my parents proud. Uncomfortable 

decisions are necessary, and they themselves taught us that. My 

dad reminded us of how I only had a few hours to my flight, and 

that we should all sleep before the early morning drive to the 

airport. Reluctantly, I returned to the jade pillow and allowed the 

cold stone to do its promised magic of making slumber easy. 

 My entire family took me to the airport the following day. 

My mom had on her now-favorite lime green blouse. I've always 

particularly abhorred that piece of clothing for its color, and I 
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didn't understand why she loved wearing it. Just like the rest of 

her favorite dresses, which my brother and I gave deprecating 

labels to hoping to dissuade her from wearing them. As I clung 

to my mother for the last final moments before my departure, I 

inhaled in the deepest possible scent I could from her head. Her 

bald head that always smelled like a baby's, lovingly bathed by my 

dad.  

The reality of the present is as clear cut as a fallen tree 

though. Lying on the ground, separated from its roots – waiting 

for its timber to be used. Tonight, I'm in a foreign bed in a foreign 

land. In the other room are my uncle and my aunt, familiar yet 

unfamiliar, family yet not quite. In less than a day, my entire life 

has changed. The only thing that feels recognizable was the 20-

year old bolster pillow in my arms, which my mom knowingly 

insisted on me bringing.   
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Gift 
1 October 2013 

 

Dearest Tin, 

On your 25th birthday, we thought that the best gift we can give 

you is a prayer that will be your source of strength and guidance 

in your life. It is very difficult to find the right words that will 

describe how we are thankful to you for all the things you have 

done. 

As you embark on a four-year study, it makes us happy and sad 

at the same time. You will be away for four years from us after 

almost 25 years of being together in one home, one table, one 

bed, one car. 

For 25 years we enjoyed our physical togetherness not knowing 

time flies so fast. We laughed together as one family with the 

pillows, stuff toys, the helps, relatives and friends. Your 
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memorable times with your brother that will always be 

remembered in our hearts. You were the best of friends. You 

made posters together. 

The places we travelled together, the trials we all endured 

together, the ups and downs of life. But in all those sad 

moments, God was always there beside us. He never left us. He 

loves us so much. He was there in all those happy moments and 

sad moments. 

We had our misundertsandings which are part of growing 

together and learning about life and its intricacies. 

Life is beautiful inspite of all the struggles, pains and sorrows. 

But as you said, all is a matter of right attitude at looking at 

things. I agree with you. Now, you are even stronger than I am. 

We are proud of you. 
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In those 25 years, we hope we were able to equip you with the 

basics of living life to the fullest no matter how hard and steep 

the climb is, you will make it for as long as the Lord is with you. 

God loves you very much. 

Happy 25th birthday, a quarter of a life, a midway to mid-life 

crises, perhaps, perhaps not. 

Just live and enjoy the present, the now, and all will turn out 

right, for as long as God is with you. 

We love you dearly. 

Love, 

Ama, Inay, Gab 

(a letter written by my mom) 
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Mother 

4 November 2013 

 

 Before I left for school in Singapore, I bought my mother 

a Chicken Soup for the Soul for Moms & Daughters. I was 

planning on writing my own version at the back so that my mom 

could read it and be surprised on a random day. But apart from 

overthinking if she’ll actually go through the entire book to figure 

out the surprise or not, and failing to think of a nice enough plot, 

I wasn’t able to find the time to write it anymore. So now that I’m 

spending my mom’s first birthday apart from her, I’d like to 

dedicate this short narrative to my mother and I’s personal 

relationship. This might not be able to include or summarize a lot 

about my mother because it truly is difficult to summarize a 

person like her. In any case, my blog is full of so many anecdotes 

about her anyway. Hopefully though, I can write about a few 

things I’ve always wanted to say about her. And on that note, 
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allow me to introduce her in a light I’ve never portrayed her in (at 

least publicly). 

My mother used to be my worst enemy. Just like the usual 

dynamics of a mother and daughter relationship, we’d argue 

about all kinds of things. Me getting irritated with her, and her 

getting exasperated with me. Our arguments would usually have 

common themes, we’re both stubborn that way, each of which 

would usually signify a certain era in my life. 

 I was painfully shy as a child, and so anything that pushed 

me out to stand out in a crowd gave me terrible waves of nausea 

and discomfort. In that pursuit of being a wallflower, I was pretty 

much fine by myself. I could go on quarters not being called by 

the teacher and fitting in like the most-average-thing-ever by 

sticking to the guidelines and following the rules. However, the 

only person that would commonly upset this state of stealth is my 

mother. My mother has this knack of doing all kinds of wild, 
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crazy, random, technically forbidden, outside-the-realm-of-

normal things – and including me in it. A few examples are 

walking into no-trespassing zones, haggling up to 70% off items, 

collecting flowers and plants from public and private places, 

insisting on taking us to all these fancy social parties and events 

that only has her name written on it, buying me clothes totally 

off-tangent to what was fashionable to my age (e.g. turtle necks), 

and bending rules and regulations here and there. If you ever saw 

the large metal sculptures in Bonifacio High Street, they had an 

exhibit of their small-scale replicas, and particularly that bronze 

replica of people casting out nets to fish. One of those small 

fishes are at home. We have an extensive collection of Philippine 

Airlines & Cathay Pacific silverware back when airlines didn’t 

know any better. We even have a number of airplane blankets. A 

number of the plants now thriving in our garden are from the La 

Sallete Church in Silang, Cavite, where my mom has gathered 

creeping charlies, and various cannal lilies – and where there are 

explicit signs not to pick plants or flowers. The fire tree now 
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standing taller than our house in our backyard was painstakingly 

grown by her from a seed from La Sallete too. The list goes on 

and on, especially when we’re out travelling. She’s unstoppable at 

her whims, and there were a lot of times that my brother and I 

would beg to stay in the car but our dad forcing us out to go 

accompany our mom anyway with her plans. When I was in 

primary school, I can particularly recall several times when my 

mom would go to my school to attend events or get my report 

card, and her shouting “Tinnie” or “Baby” from the other end of 

the corridor while walking towards me, and how this would send 

chills of annoyance down my spine. Being called out in public was 

one of the things I specifically told her not to do, and so whenever 

this happened it usually ended up with me refusing to talk to her 

until we or she went home. I didn’t know any better then, but I 

would insensitively tell her sometimes that she embarrasses me 

with all her weird antics. “Why do you have to do that? Can you 

not do that?”, I’d ask. But in hindsight, all those weird, mostly 

adventurous, things that my mom used to do consist most of the 
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funny, endearing memories that my brother and I would talk, 

remember, and laugh about up until now. During those times that 

I sent my mom home refusing to talk to her because she 

embarrassed me, I would actually end up inwardly crying and 

sorry because it pained me to see her still trying her best to cheer 

me up right before I see her off walk out of the school gate. And 

in fact, my classmates would usually tell me how surprisingly 

beautiful and amazing-looking my mom was, because she was and 

had the aura of a lawyer after all. She’d go to my school all made 

up and with her pretty suits and high heels, enveloped in the 

fragrance of her favorite perfumes.  I couldn’t blame them. I 

didn’t look anything like her. I seldom told her then, but I was 

secretly proud of her. With my short, unruly hair and excessive 

baby fat, she was definitely one of my redeeming factors. A living 

hope that I might one day grow out of my awkwardness. And 

though that hope will never materialize into reality, I actually take 

pride in the fact that I have a beautiful mom who I will never be 

more beautiful than. Even when my mom lost all her hair and 
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weight to chemotherapy, there were a lot of times that I’d find 

myself staring at her and realizing just how beautiful she is. And 

I say this not because I’m her daughter, but because a person 

knows real beauty when they see it. 

During my adolescent years, these arguments would 

become two way. She annoyed me, and I annoyed her as well. The 

typical teenage drama. There were a few times when we didn’t 

talk up until a week, neither of us wanting to bend down first. 

During my 2nd year in high school, I recall numerous mornings 

when I’d walk out of the car without saying good bye because my 

mom and I had an argument. I don’t really recall anymore what 

we would usually fight about, but I guess it was due to not only 

my over sensitivity, but everyone’s general stress level. I had my 

issues in school, and she had her issues at work. That was around 

the time we had moved to Cavite and had to wake up 5 in the 

morning every day for my brother to make it to his 7 am class. 

My mother would usually be the last to wake up and the traffic 
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made things worse when we were running late. Those toxic 

mornings lessened down a bit when we finally got a house in 

Makati after two years, leaving only Mondays and Wednesdays 

(we’d go home midweek too) as the most likely time to set off 

both our tops. While I had issues in school, my mom certainly 

had a lot more to deal with. She had just started her solo practice 

then and was practically always busy at the office. She supervised 

everything from the housekeeping to the bookkeeping, constantly 

fumed up with making up for her secretaries’ inefficiencies. On 

my third year, my mother was diagnosed with a relapse of her 

cancer and all this she took up bravely by going to chemotherapy 

on a Saturday and getting back to the office on a Monday. There 

were bad times when my brother and I would wait at our 

grandfather’s house for my mom and dad to get back from the 

hospital. There was one particular night I remember that not 

knowing if we’d be able to go home that night to take our 

uniforms from Cavite. I washed my blouse and my brother’s polo 

clumsily under the tap and slept with my brother on the floor of 
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the library with the rest of our uniforms on. Right before 

midnight, my parents did arrive, with my mom having a blood 

drainage bag hanging from her side, and all of us going home after 

and going back to Manila the next day as if nothing happened. I 

remember asking my father what exactly was happening, and him 

reassuring us that everything would be fine. Those times were 

certainly tough for my mother, but when I look back, she rarely 

broke down in front of us and she never stopped working. During 

her strong days, she’d stay back as late as 9 or 10 in the office, 

sometimes even until 11. Even when she was weaker, she’d stay 

back until 8. That was when I took on the role of cooking because 

my mother, who had previously done that (our helper only stayed 

in Cavite), couldn’t make it home early enough anymore. Despite 

her illness, she was able to be successful in her solo practice and 

managed to overcome starting again when her newly-renovated 

office literally burned down within a few months. She carved her 

place in arbitration and family law. She even had numerous TV 

interviews then. If only she didn’t have cancer, she might have 
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achieved a lot more. But then again, if she didn’t have cancer, she 

might not have achieved the same or more at all. 

 When I was in college, the frequency of our arguments 

had become less than that during my high school. But of course, 

they were still naturally there. She’d tell me how to do things and 

I’d tell her how to do things as well, with both of us insisting to 

do things our own way. But because we’d both grown up and 

learned from each other along the way, we were now more open 

to each other’s opinions. It was then I learned so many skills from 

my mom, when I actually started to stop resisting and start 

listening. Skills like doing the marketing, making all kinds of lists, 

running an office, doing the laundry, training the helper in 

household chores, cooking better, seeking education, thinking out 

of the box, traveling, being more outgoing, and so much more. 

And though we still argued back when I was in college, age had 

given me enough wisdom to still listen even if I was sometimes 

reluctant. I hadn’t realized it, but I’ve inevitably become more and 
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more of my mother as the years passed by. By the time I finally 

graduated, all of my achievements I could directly or indirectly 

attribute to her. 

 Although my brother and I practically grew up with my 

mom having cancer for the major part, we had more than a great 

childhood thanks to our parents. Yes, it was probably hard, but 

all the wonderful memories we have make the difficulty back then 

seem less. All the good times can easily overshadow all the bad 

times. And a big reason for that was how strong and brave my 

mom was all throughout. A lot of things have changed since then 

though. Recent turn of events have led to the fracture of my 

mom’s leg. If before, she was patient enough to do with walking 

with an unfashionable cane at times, she now has to bear with 

using the wheelchair. My mother has always been an independent 

woman and being reliant on other people to lift her up, sit her 

down and push her around was a change that she would 

understandably have a difficult time to accept. But my mom has 
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proven her resolve time and again. She has graciously accepted 

that for now she will not be able to walk and has learned to make 

the most out of her situation. She has occasional bouts of sadness, 

but she has never given up the fight. I honestly cannot fathom 

half of whatever my mother has gone through and still goes 

through. I am sure there are a lot of days that she asks God why 

she needs to undergo all of this. But from everything she 

continues to teach me and my brother, I know there are more 

days she takes comfort in her faith that God’s purpose is bigger 

than her plans. Being far from her during this time that she needs 

me the most makes a lot of my days here uncomfortable. If you 

ask if I ever feel guilty for leaving at this time, the answer is yes, 

every single moment. But I know that doing my best here 

somehow gives my mom the strength to be strong. We used to 

always argue how she’d unnecessarily broadcast all my brother 

and I’s achievements to everyone. I’d accuse her of bragging and 

she’d tell me it was her right to be proud as a parent. With 

everything that she has endured and done for us, I take back what 
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I said because she truthfully has more than the right to have done 

that. After all, it wasn’t simply me and my brother’s achievements, 

but hers and my father’s as well. 

I love my mother very much. She’s the first person I pray 

for when I wake up and the last person I think about before I 

sleep. And I guess, my mother still is my worst enemy. She’s the 

worst person I can be enemies with. Because being angry with her 

is the worst thing I can do. 

Thank you, Inay, for everything. You always inspire me 

to do better and to be strong in my own battles. I’m sorry for all 

the headaches and heartaches I caused you before. I’m also so 

sorry I’m not right there beside you now, lying down on our sofa 

with my jade pillow. I was going to send this tomorrow, but 

because you need to go to the hospital, I’m uploading this now. 

:) Happy birthday to the best mother I can ever ask for. I love you 

and I miss you every day. Eat cake for me. 
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Christmas 

21 December 2013 

 

We sang Christmas songs in the car. Myself, my brother, 

and my dad. It didn’t stop the tears, but it somehow helped 

alleviate the tension. There was nothing to do but drive the 40 

kilometers to the hospital – my mom was dying, if she wasn’t dead 

yet.  

We prayed the rosary when we ran out of songs, 

repeating the Hail Mary over and over again when the beads 

ended. When we finally turned in the driveway, the paramedics 

took her down and the doctors proceeded to try and revive her. I 

stood there in the emergency hallway, lost in the mixture of other 

distraught people. Nurses shuffling across the different cases, 

strangers demanding for attention. Slippers and tattered shirts 

mixed in with clinical scrub suits and pristine white coats. I was 

unsure if I should prepare myself for my mother’s demise or pray 

to God to let her live even when she didn’t look capable of doing 
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so any longer. After an excruciating wait in the uncertain, we were 

finally asked by the nurses if we wanted her intubated. Nobody 

was actually ready, so we consented.  

It had happened all too fast. I wasn’t even supposed to 

be home yet, but my dad had asked me if I could consider going 

home earlier. I adjusted my flight to 5 days earlier than I planned. 

The moment I got home, my mom had to be rushed to the 

hospital, back home, and now to the hospital again. For a few 

hours in the first hospital, she was lucid and I talked to her. I did 

everything I could do to help but I was clearly the least useful 

amongst everyone. I constantly had to ask what to do, how I 

should do it, was I doing it correctly. The routine surrounding my 

mother was alien to me, I realized I had been shielded from the 

horrible truth that confronted me. My dad and my brother were 

very forgiving though, they did not seem to expect any differently. 

I could only be grateful for the unsaid sacrifice. 
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New Year 

2 January 2014 

 

 It's the first time I'm finally alone again since Monday. I 

hear the remnants of the New Year's fireworks being set off, but 

they are muted and they are distant, and they are part of a reveling 

population that I am not. Though I usually feel anxious in 

complete darkness, I felt not a tinge of fear. I had finished packing 

the clothes I needed for tomorrow. I walk to my door and 

carefully shut it close. I lock the knob and proceed to sit on my 

bed, facing the hanging cross and the glow-in-the-dark stars that 

I had long decorated my room with. They were now brown more 

than they were yellow when the lights were on. But the lights were 

closed, so they fluoresced as they always did. In a matter of 

seconds, the despair that seemed to have been missing in me for 

the last couple of days crack like the first lightning of an 

impending thunderstorm. I didn't care anymore even if my 

grandmother could possibly hear me from the other room. She 
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probably would know better than to go near me in my grief. I call 

my mom from thin air, as painfully as I could beg. I call her as I 

slam my wrists on the bed and let out the stream of saline that 

came out of me effortlessly. I call her, because the reality of her 

having left me had never felt the realest. It was done. It was over. 

She was gone.  

My mom passed away with no one actually beside her. 

We had just gotten home from the hospital, having spent 10 days 

there, including the 25th of December. We had cut out 

sugarplums and taped them on the hospital walls to borrow 

happiness from the idea of Christmas. Right before her last 

breath, I was upstairs, my dad was in the bathroom, my brother 

had just but a moment left her side. The next moment, the frail, 

darkened skeleton she had been left with also ceased to have any 

life.  

An ambulance took us home that day as my mom needed 

to be spared of the traffic as well as the oxygen. In the hospital, 

we were given the choice whether we wanted to continue the 
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intubation indefinitely. We had no answer for the first few days, 

but eventually it became clear that it was for naught. The tubes 

prevented her from talking, she could only groan and use her eyes 

or hands to tell us something. The frustration of not knowing 

whether we understood her correctly or not troubled me. I 

wanted to lessen her pain and make her as comfortable as 

possible, but I had no way of knowing if what I did was helping. 

Her face was contorted in pain the whole time. She tried to write, 

but her once beautiful handwriting was gone and her thoughts 

often materialized into words with no coherence. I recalled how 

she had almost stood up in bed one night, raising her hands in 

urgency to say “seven”. “Seven what?”, “what’s seven?”, “Inay, 

please write it”, my brother and I pleaded on her bedside. We got 

nothing more, and my dad had seemed to know it was pointless 

to make her explain. I counted that day to the day she died and I 

told my dad the epiphany that she had perhaps tried to warn us 

of how many days we had left. I guess we would never know, but 

it was exactly 7 days. 
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After a few minutes of tiring myself from the futile 

request, I composed myself and rearranged my bed so that I could 

sleep. The crying blocked my nose as usual, but tonight it didn’t 

prevent me from falling into a deep slumber. I was exhausted 

from feigning strength.  
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Eulogy 

3 January 2014 

 

It is ironic how death can bring us both closer and farther 

from a person. Closer because it is usually the time you find out 

so many amazing things about a person that you never knew. And 

farther because you will never have the chance to experience 

those things with them again. Allow me to tell you a few things 

that you probably don't know about Maria Clara. Namely, her as 

a mother. 

My mother succumbed to cancer, but cancer did not 

define her life. On the contrary, she re-defined cancer. My mother 

always worked hard. During the 17-18 years she had cancer, she 

never stopped working. When she was stronger, she did the 

marketing and cooking for us until she taught me well enough to 

do them instead. And while it had become my responsibility to 

do the cooking at home when she was weaker, I'll miss the times 

waking up to her cooking in my stead instead. My mother's 
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favorite places were anywhere close to nature like the forest and 

the beach. She and my grandmother missed their tour bus one 

time because she took so long hugging the trees in the San 

Francisco Redwood Park. She has an addiction of going to the 

beach and collecting sea shells while claiming to be an 

environmentalist. Second to that, she loved the wet market. One 

of my brother and I's then-hated-but-now-treasured memories 

was having to stop over Camiling Market every single time we 

went home to Pangasinan. Imagine 4 hours on the road and 

arriving 12 noon in Tarlac and smelling like a fish at the start of a 

long day. Like a true Ilokana, my mother derived happiness in 

getting goods at less than half the price. She was so unstoppable 

that my brother and I would slowly drift away from her whenever 

she haggled shamelessly in the market. She had this lawyerly trait 

of claiming things with the straightest face as if they were facts, 

when they were not. Every time she’d tell on us to our dad, there 

was bound to be an obvious twist in the facts. My mother was 

also so meticulous with details that she kept a measuring tape in 
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her bag that was indispensable during her furniture shopping.  At 

home whenever we had a new helper, she'd discuss how to 

laundry every single piece of clothing. And though I hadn't been 

living with her for the last 5 months, I'll miss waking her up 30 

minutes before breakfast for her Eltroxin and sniffing her bald 

head whose smell never failed to amuse me.  

I'll miss snuggling with her in bed when I wake up, and 

her massaging my feet at night when she thinks I'm already asleep. 

I'll miss calling her Baby Buddha. I'll miss the messages she leaves 

me telling me to just study because “Mama's just here watching 

over her baby”. Growing up with her having cancer taught us the 

importance of telling people how much we love them while we 

have time. If I look back to our life spent with my mother, cancer 

was a blessing than a plague. It taught us resilience and faith. It 

taught us compassion and patience. My brother and I had my 

father as the best example of the dedicated and true love of a 

spouse.  
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Let me tell you the last striking memory I had with my 

mother. On the night that she fractured her femur, we had to go 

to UST hospital from Dasmarinas Cavite. Ama asked me to lead 

the rosary in the car. I was so scared for my mom that at one 

point, I couldn't go on because I couldn't hold back crying. My 

mom continued leading the rosary for me, and at that point I 

realized time and again how strong and faithful to God she was. 

My heart cries today not because of words left unsaid. My heart 

cries because I long for the next time I can see her again. I thank 

the Lord each day for giving me Maria Clara as our mother. 

(The eulogy I delivered for my mother) 
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10 January 2014 

Dear Inay, 

It seems there is no closer way to seem like talking to you 

except through my writing. When I publish this post, I know it 

will automatically get sent into your email because you are 

subscribed to my blog. I usually take the trouble of deleting those 

emails from your mailbox when I didn’t want you to read my 

personal thoughts. But there is nothing that I want now more 

than for you to read my thoughts. 

I’m sorry if I try to avoid thinking of you lately. And if I 

divert the topic away from you when people ask. It’s just that I 

can’t help reducing myself into tears whenever I remember you, 

and I know you wouldn’t have wanted that. People tell me to be 

strong and brave. Why, wasn’t I strong enough? They tell us we’re 

lucky we had 17 years to prepare ourselves. But why am I still left 

feeling with a gaping hole in my heart? But I understand that 
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perspective, and yes there are a whole lot of people who have it 

worse. People who lost more than one loved one along with their 

houses. Kids who lost both their parents at a young age. And 

children who “lost” their parents even when they’re still living. I 

cannot even imagine the pain they go through every single day. 

So I nod to these well-meaning people and try to please them with 

an “I’m okay”. After all, it’s very easy to type that with a whole 

bunch of smileys. Even saying it is a piece of cake, as long as they 

end at that. They usually say or do nothing else after, probably 

thinking I’ll get by soon enough. I too was probably like that 

before, sending condolences and stopping at that. What else is 

there to do anyway? There are only a few things they can say to 

really lessen the pain. I realize now that you can never really 

imagine the magnitude of a certain pain, unless you’ve gone 

through it. And even time can dull memories of pain. But there 

are in fact ways to help people go through it. You just had to teach 

me to be better in my compassion yet again. Yes Inay, I will 

remember that. 
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I feel so lonely whenever I wake up dreamless, which is 

what has been happening ever since you left. I asked you, didn’t 

I? I asked you to visit me in my dreams or in some other way. 

And though it might mean you are now totally at peace, I cannot 

help but miss you badly every single moment. I tried to look for 

you in your emails, opening the ones with your usual “babe miss 

you” subjects. As I scanned through your sent items, I realized 

you had sent me a number which I didn’t reply to because you 

used my old email which I ceased opening already. It pained me 

to think of you missing me while I was busy in school trying to 

fit in. I’d give anything to bring time back. 

While you were lying in the hospital, unable to talk to me 

and going through so much pain, I thought it would be easy to let 

you go. That it would be the right thing, and that I understood it 

was time. But now I’d give anything to just see you again and feel 

you press my hand a little bit tighter to signify you hear me when 

I ask. This is selfishness, and I know it. I’m sorry Inay, I’ll try to 
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let it pass. But I miss you. I miss you so much. If I cried for 

months over unrequited love, I cannot even imagine how long I 

will cry for your unconditional love as a mother. I’m trying to stop 

these tears from falling all over Singapore at every odd moment 

of the day. Please help me know you’re okay. But more so, please 

help me know I’ll be okay. 

I miss you even more when I recall the life you went 

through. When people tell me how you never told them you had 

cancer. Inay, I wish I was as strong as that. I’m so sorry I didn’t 

understand it way back. I miss you when I imagine Tita Edith’s 

story of how you went to her office one day to tell her you had 

breast cancer and you were scared for me and Gab because we 

were still young. Look how far you got! I miss you when I think 

of the times I was impatient with you and got tired of your 

repetitive demands. Please forgive me for that. I miss you when I 

imagine how strong and happy you tried to be for me while we 

Skyped and Lined. I miss you because you did your best not to 
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disturb me during class hours even if I wanted to chat with you 

back. I miss you because you waited for me to come home. You, 

in fact, gave me a chance to see you again. How can I even ask 

for more? 

But I don’t ask for more. I am not angry at life, cancer or 

God. I just find myself so clumsy trying to deal with this new 

profound state of having a void for the rest of my life. I was so 

used to you helping me overcome all types of my clumsiness, but 

I guess I’ll have to deal with this by myself. I’d give anything to 

just hear you tell me now that I can do it. I lost my number 1 

cheerleader in you. Who will tell me I chose the right person? 

Who will teach me how to rear my kids? I know Inay, I know. 

There are so many other loving people who will do that, but 

please don’t blame me if I still think the best one would have been 

you. 
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I wonder what you do there now. I hope it is beyond the 

happiness I can ever imagine. Mama Mila said you’re one of the 

stars up above. How beautiful that statement, but you were a star 

down here even before that. You were our light and source of 

strength. We were all moons, reflecting it back. But I know I have 

to be strong now, for Ama (father) and my brother, Gab. If you 

see Gab now, you will be so proud. He has really grown up and 

has become more responsible. Oh, but you see him right? You 

see us now right? Please help me with Ama though. I don’t know 

how I can ever ease his pain. If I loved you so much because in 

most ways I had no choice, I am sure he loved you even more 

because he himself made that choice. 

I miss you Naychi. 

Inay? 
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31 January 2014 

Dear Inay, 

So much has been happening lately. Sometimes I can't 

sleep at night and I can barely concentrate during the day. I wish 

you were here, I miss you a lot. I want to talk to you. 
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7 February 2014 

Dear Inay, 

It will be 40 days since, on Saturday. 

It seems both so fast and so slow. Fast because I can’t 

believe you’ve been gone for more than a month. And slow 

because I have to wonder how long this life will drag on before I 

see you again. I’ve lined all my work areas with pictures of you. 

Your face greets me whenever I check my phone, and of course 

my desktop has been regularly featuring all your beautiful photos. 

The truth is I’m scared I’ll forget you, although that’s remotely 

possible. But I’m scared that one day I’ll forget how your voice 

sounds, or how your touch feels, or how you’ve always looked 

into my eyes to tell me everything will be okay without needing 

as much as a word. I’m scared I won't hear you in my head 

anymore, and I’ll forget all the important things you told me 

before. This is how powerful memories are, and we are truly 
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nothing without them. But I’m slowly finding the strength to 

move on one step at a time. Whenever I’m scared, I try to imagine 

what you’d tell me if you were here. I read a quote somewhere 

how our parents’ way of talking to us becomes our inner voice. I 

couldn’t agree more. I’m lucky my inner voice will always be 

strong. Please don’t stop talking to me. I know I won’t. 

If there’s anything that has made itself clear as of late, it’s 

that life really goes on whether you’re running ahead or falling 

behind. Especially when you’re falling behind. People continue to 

be happy, death doesn’t stop from getting more people, problems 

force their presence on you, the bills continue piling and the 

deadlines keep coming up. I’m trying to catch up as fast as I can, 

but sometimes I have to stop and catch my breath. It’s during 

those times that I think of you and I cry. And the funny thing is, 

those moments make me feel both close and far from you. 

Everything feels so ambivalent. It’s amazing how I can experience 

the full spectrum in so many situations. Sometimes I feel like it’s 



 

 72 

driving me crazy, but at the same time it’s what keeps me moving. 

My brain is both racing and halting. And the only thing steady is 

how much I miss you. 

But it’s okay, don’t let me worry you. I just have to keep 

doing these letters, even if they seem borderline crazy because 

you’ll never get to read them anyway. But it helps me. It lets me 

be sad somewhere else because I have to be happy and positive 

everywhere else. And I want to be happy and positive. Just like 

how you’d want me to live my life. I love you Inay, I’ll write to 

you again soon. 
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Hands 

24 February 2014 

 

When I look at this picture, it’s the hands that draw me 

the most. I stare at my hands, trying to imagine the way I held on 

to my mother’s arm. And I stare at my mother’s hands, trying to 

imagine the way she held me closely on that boat. I remember this 

moment in a way median to almost forgetting and definite clarity. 

My dad wanted to take a picture of Inay and me on the bow of 

the boat, and he had instructed me to walk towards Inay. I was 

paralyzed in fear, and it’s quite evident with the way I forced a 

smile. I was so dependent on my parents that time we went to 

Hong Kong, which was my first overseas trip ever. My pictures 

were all of me gripping either my dad or my mom, mostly riding 

on my dad’s shoulders, probably scared of the new environment 

and the prospect of getting lost. My parents pushed me to so 

many uncomfortable positions during that trip, “stand beside the 

Buddha 6 feet off the ground”, “look down the deep well where 
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all the turtles were”, “ride the roller coaster in Seaworld”, “go up 

the cockpit and take a picture with the pilot”, “walk down the 

very wet plank to the open sea on a very windy day”, and what 

not. Those words I just said suffer from not being able to capture 

how I really wanted to depict them, but I cannot do more. Those 

memories are like all memories: swimming in your head. When 

you try to fish them out, they run down between your fingers – 

never to be retrieved whole, but will persist in some form anyway, 

indefinitely. The chance of their degradation is what makes our 

fears of forgetting. Moments lived in the past flash in random 

order. The ballpen I got from the concierge of Omni Marco Polo 

Hotel, the perfume sticks my mom got as we passed by a 

department store and asked me to smell, the beautiful jade 

earrings my mom bought for me, which I regretfully lost 7 years 

ago in my uncle’s van in Ohio and wisely never told my mom 

about, the dolphin keychain my mom bought me from Seaworld 

which I instantly loved so much but accidentally left on the tour 

bus which made me cry that night but happy the next day because 
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our tour guide found it and gave it back, and of course that 

morning I woke up in a hotel for the first time and beside my 

pillow was my first Polly Pocket – in grandfather clock style, with 

a secret garden at the back. Memories: it is both wonderful and 

painful to have them. Often times, I think of what being away 

from home and all her memories, immediately after she died, 

means for me. Is it helping me heal, or is it delaying it until the 

day it comes crashing down on me when I finally come home? I 

continue to live, and I have so much to live for. But at the back 

of my mind, I have to wonder. I wonder, I wonder, and I wonder. 

I wonder what it means to lose a mother. I wonder if a mother is 

an earthly connection that I will still find in heaven. I wonder if I 

am too young, or old enough, or even too old. I wonder how I’ll 

know that I’ve moved on. 

My mind strays off when I am in the middle of work. 

Like a strange cat – one moment beside you, and the next 

moment somewhere impossibly far that you have to ask “how the 
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hell did it get there so fast?” I think about the numerous times I 

let my mom down. Like the time I got angry at her for the 

unstylish shirt she gave me for Christmas, and the time I got mad 

at her because she failed to congratulate me when I told her I 

passed the board exams but withheld the fact that I managed to 

get a top spot. I think about how I made her wait on my 25th 

birthday for Skype, because I wanted to blow my candle and eat 

cake with my new friends. And I think about the times she would 

look at me as I studied and she laid on her bed with her broken 

leg, often remarking “busy ang baby mag study” (the baby is busy 

studying) and me sometimes putting my things down to tell her 

in my childish voice “no” and going to her side, yet at times me 

just continuing and telling her “I’ll just finish this Inay, konti na 

lang” (I’ll just finish this mom, just a little more). I think of the 

time I could not recognize her contorted face anymore, because 

of the pain and the drugs, and eventually because her heart 

stopped beating while I wasn’t beside her. 
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I think of Ama and Gab, and how they need me to be 

strong for them. Yet I can do so little from here, and the reality 

is, I cannot do much. We try to ignore the subject whenever we 

talk. Only permitting ourselves to verbalize missing Inay in textual 

correspondence – where it isn’t an obligation to reply to that 

thought. Lingering on these thoughts are not really productive. 

Even writing this isn’t. I have a ton of things that I have to finish. 

Yet I choose to stop and write. Because I need to write this down 

and I want to write this down. Because in writing it, I might find 

what escapes me every single day. The fact that I look for her 

everywhere, but in truth, I have to accept that I will never find 

her. She is in me, yet she is not. It will never be the same. 

The other day, as I was rushing walking down from the 

train station, I found my path blocked by a mother and her 

teenage daughter. They were walking leisurely and occupying 

both lanes, and I came to an abrupt stop behind their backs 

because my pace was like that of the late white rabbit’s. But I did 



 

 78 

not dare overtake them. Instead I waited until the path finally 

opened somewhere where I could silently diverge out of the lane. 

I did not want to break anything during that moment. They were 

talking and smiling – seemingly after a day of shopping. Their 

connected hands blocked my way, but I gave them the right to do 

so. I realized it suddenly mattered to me: to protect any bond 

between mothers and daughters. To give due respect and 

importance to these unknown sacred moments. And though I 

didn’t cry, I watched them with slight envy. Whenever I walk 

down the street, I have to prepare myself to see these images, and 

I have to be ready that they will always lightly open up a scar. 

Another day, another week, and soon another month. I’m afraid 

this longing will never stop. 
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Old 

30 April 2014 

 

My brother was fixing my mother’s things the other day, 

and he sent me a picture of a card he found among her drawers. 

I wondered why I hadn’t kept it as I usually stashed away all my 

personal letters and notes. I traced my mom’s cursive handwriting 

with my sight as I imagined her writing this to me 9 years ago. I 

would have just started college at UP then. In fact, I remember 

my birthday that year coincided with a Math 17 exam. It was a 

Saturday, and I didn’t want anyone to know it was my birthday. 

But Beiai, my high school schoolmate, announced it in class 

afterwards. She was well-meaning I’m sure, but I disliked the 

spotlight – even until now. My parents fetched me, ploughing 

through that road that seemed to be on the way to a rice field, 

rather than a school building. They had with them my mom’s 

favorite swiss mocha cake from Becky’s Kitchen because my 

favorite blueberry cheese cake was unavailable. That was the first 
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time my mom was with my dad fetching me from school. I basked 

at the childish glee of a kid being picked up from school by her 

parents. It didn’t happen so often. 

Today marks the 4th month her tangible existence is no 

more. I’ve been forgetting that fact as of late. Sometimes, I just 

feel like she’s at home waiting for me to come back. I’ll arrive 

from the airport one day, stories will be exchanged, she’ll give me 

nods of approval and blank pauses of thought. Then she’ll stare 

at me with smiling eyes as I narrate things rapidly, and I’ll catch 

myself by slowing down and asking how she’s been. She’ll tell me 

it’s been the same, resting at home, looking at the trees, being 

taken care of by my dad and my brother, and getting bored with 

being stuck inside. But she’ll tell me she missed me and has been 

waiting for my arrival ever since. And then ask me to continue 

with my stories, after checking if I brought home her requests of 

cashew nuts and Hawaiian Host Macadamia Chocolates. She’ll 

gloss over the boxes as I continue to tell her about school, my 
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friends, and my research. Then we’ll have lunch as a family, just 

like old times. 

Old times. Times become old the moment their moment 

passes. But times can be repeated. They can be re-lived in 

different situations. Happy times, sad times, good times, 

bad times. The heavy feeling still comes when I think of 

the times of the future that won’t include my mother anymore. 

Will happy ever be as happy as before? Or will sad be even lonelier? 

I catch myself a lot of times, interjecting my mother in all sorts of 

conversations. “My mother liked that”, “my mother used to do 

that”, “my mother always said”, “my mother…”. I even write 

about her in my letters. I think of how it makes other people feel. 

Does it make them uncomfortable that I speak so offhandedly 

about my mother? I answer myself with a “yes”, but I go on and 

tell them about my mom anyway. I look past the space that 

separates me from the horizon as I say those things – with an 

outer smile and an inner tear. A little bit concerned of the 
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awkwardness I’ve given my companion, but mostly unapologetic 

in a good nature. I want them to say something, but nobody ever 

comes up with anything. 

The other day, I felt a sensation I’ve never felt before. I 

was dreaming in my sleep, when suddenly someone touched my 

cheek as if cupping it and held my shoulder with a cold hand. The 

feeling was so real and external to my dream, that I woke up 

scared. I then noticed I was almost at the edge of my bed. I had 

an exam that day and I was thankful I woke up quite early thanks 

to that. I considered a ghost at first, but I decided to attribute it 

to my mom instead. It calmed my anxiousness. And although I’ll 

never be able to prove that it was her, it made me happy thinking 

so. When my dad reminded me today that it was her 4th month, 

I was still surprised. I checked my phone screen, I checked my 

desktop. She was still there, smiling back at me. But she isn’t 

sleeping in her usual spot at home with her bald cute head that 

always smelled good. She isn’t holding the Ipad and checking her 
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mail. She no longer owns any of the possessions she left. She is 

part of a time that is past. Old. 
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Brother 

7 June 2014 

 

 My dad was consumed with a mission, and that was to 

bring in my mom's marble urn into the Philippine International 

Convention Center. Just as he had thought, they had a thorough 

baggage inspection at the entrance. It even included an in-house 

X-ray machine. Before they opened the bag we had, I had tried to 

reason out as briefly and discreetly as possible. I showed them the 

large, white egg that peeked out of the red knapsack. As we had 

hoped, they gave us an easy pass. It was after all my brother's 

graduation. 

 I held my brother's cap and gown as he walked away and 

reunited with his friends. Their robes were black and there was a 

purple sash. I sat beside my aunt while my dad busied himself 

with taking photos. I was thankful Tita Albina, my mom’s sister, 

was there. It was easier to cover up the hole of my mother's 

absence.  
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 Eventually the event started, and we watched my brother 

parade in with his contemporaries. The ceremony took long as it 

was an institutional affair. I tried to focus as much as possible on 

the speeches and subsequently on what we were to eat after. It 

was a slight relief that parents were not asked to come up on stage. 

After all the formalities came my dad's second mission. This time, 

it was to take a family photo. I was uncomfortable at the idea 

because I did not want my mom's ashes or my brother to be 

subjected to any judgment. There were a lot of families around, 

and though we weren't about to do anything offensive, I was 

worried somebody might find it distasteful - to bring grief into a 

celebratory occasion. I reflected how that was probably 

reminiscent of how my mother felt. "You look like Mrs. 

Capulong", one of her clients who was a talented pianist, was all 

I ever said when she got her first hair piece. She did not want to 

spend, at that time, thousands of pesos for the more authentic-

looking one. It was only supposed to be a short while after all. I 

was in my adolescent years when she had it and it made her look 
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like in a sorrier state than when she went bald, in my vocal 

opinion. But I didn't understand then how my mother had 

probably felt. How she could be singled out from a throng of 

people and looked upon with unsolicited remorse and 

commiseration. How being bald was automatically synonymous 

to the words "cancer" and "chemotherapy", and not to any of the 

more accurate adjectives like "strong" and "brave". People are 

quicker to give sympathy than praise. Not that she needed or 

wanted unsolicited praise. When she eventually bought a better 

hair piece after coming into terms that she might need one for life 

after all, I did not raise any more objections for her wearing it. It 

brought us back to the years before the cancer, and the period 

after the cancer and before it came back. They did a fine job 

recreating her hair, her old self. In fact, I had ceased being 

uncomfortable that she was a cancer patient – my brother and I 

had become proud of it. On my brother and I's graduation on the 

same year in 2005, we told her she was beautiful enough without 

it. Her smiling, bald-headed face sits nicely on two graduation 
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photos on top of the piano. My brother did not raise any 

objection to my dad's orchestrations, and he held on to my mom's 

smooth and heavy weight as my aunt took our family portrait.  

 My brother didn't shed a tear today. He seemed happy 

joking among his friends. He didn't simply coast through college 

after all. He uprooted himself from his former Bosconian culture 

and chose to enter UA&P, even when most of his classmates had 

gone to DLSU or Ateneo instead. They offered him a full 

scholarship, and that was a blessing - both for the quality of 

education and on account of my mom's enduring hospital 

expenses. He became a passionate member and eventually the 

president of his organization AIESEC, to which he devoted a lot 

of his time to when he was not present at home. It was during his 

college years as well when he had started becoming more serious 

about his Catholic faith. On his final year, he got held back by 

one subject, and had to retake it during the semester I left. The 

same semester wherein the brunt of my household 

responsibilities was unceremoniously transferred to him. And it 
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was not only the responsibilities but more so having had to take 

care of both my mom and my dad. My mom, striving hard to be 

hopeful although stricken with disease; and my dad, striving for 

normalcy, although confronted every single day with a painful 

reality. It couldn't have been easy, but he never complained to me. 

When our mother died, he instead told me how he regretted his 

occasional impatience during her final months. "You already did 

your best, I'm sure she knows", I said.   

 I felt bad for my brother that our mom wasn't able to 

attend his graduation. He deserved the honor and the privilege, 

as much as she deserved it. She was proud of him. In a couple of 

days, my brother will also be leaving to a foreign land - both of 

us leaving my dad in the Philippines. His passion for AIESEC has 

taken him to Hong Kong, and even if it was harder the second 

time around, my dad allowed him. It didn't have to be stated, but 

we all knew both my parents would have encouraged him to do 

so. There is a lot to think about given this situation. My dad, for 

the most part. His nest will eventually be empty, perhaps with 
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only the literal egg of my mom's ashes occupying it. There is little 

that can be said to justify the seeming desertion, except for the 

continuum of life and the need to move on. I can only pray that 

my dad will be given the grace of acceptance to do so. Even when 

his next mission is to bring my mom’s ashes to the mountains of 

Sagada. 
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Dream 

11 September 2014 

 

I dreamt last night of Inay. And the end of the dream 

was a letter that flashed in my mind. It said, 

Hi Christine [.] in heaven [.] you know what to do even if I’m 

not with you [.] 
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2 November 2014 

Dear Inay, 

It’s All Souls Day. You’d usually stay at home at this time 

of the year. We, on the other hand, truthfully would be excited to 

get reunited with our cousins as this was that time of the year 

when we would live out the tradition to go all around the 

cemeteries to visit the patch of earth where the last physical 

remainder of relatives – both met and unmet – reside. It wasn’t 

really so much as to visiting the dead, as it was because of being 

with the living. You’d ask Ama if we were going to pass by Lola 

(grandma) Nora, and if so, that we should not forget to take home 

some of her famous chicken sotanghon (glass noodles) for you. 

We’d take almost the whole day, and when we get home, you’ll 

never forget to ask first about the sotanghon. 

This time around, this day has taken on a new meaning 

for us. Today, it is a much more direct reminder of our own 
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personal loss. Today, as usual, we are not with you – but the 

difference is, we aren’t with you the entire day, and we won’t be 

with you later or tomorrow, or the day after next. At least 

physically. There is no patch of earth I can visit to take comfort 

in today. No slab of marble to stare at and cry to. No cousins to 

be with and recite Hail Mary’s along with. There are only my 

memories, the good ones and even the unsmiling. Definitely one 

of my most important possessions. You live among them, and 

even my new ones are created with you in mind. 

It’s going to be your birthday soon as well. I guess it has 

no significance anymore. The continuum of the life that it used 

to mark has ceased to be relevant. You now exist in the timeless, 

vast, infinite matter that surrounds the remainder of life on earth. 

It doesn’t matter when you came into existence, but just that you 

existed. 
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Void 

20 December 2014 

 

I propped up the marble urn on the seawall and pushed 

the snorkel mask down. It fit rather nicely so I took a photo. 

Funnily, I thought of how it looked just like my mother’s head. 

Her bald head that I loved smelling, her bald head that I looked 

for in crowds when she decides on veering from plans without 

telling, her bald head that I was proud of. It was the perfect urn 

after all – I never really thought anything of it when my dad 

bought it. 

My mother loved the sea, among other things. She wasn’t 

a great swimmer, and neither was she that well-versed in marine 

biology. But she would look out into the sea and inhale its spirit 

with her eyes closed. She did it because she meant it. I’m sure she 

would have done the same even had she been alone. Dark waters 

did not daunt her. When she was still capable of it, she’d snorkel 
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until she pruned. She did not care for the worry of getting a 

sunburn from the midday light. She was ironic in some ways 

because she would patron shops who sold giant conches and 

beautiful nautiluses. Whenever she took long shopping for her 

seashells, I would tell her that her collection was not something a 

true environmentalist would have. She bought the shells 

nonetheless. She supported my decision to get my scuba diving 

license, and insisted my brother get his as well. I suppose she had 

wanted to live her dreams through us – she would ask us to no 

end what we saw after a dive. I remember the last time we all 

swam in the sea together, my brother and I dived while my mom 

and my dad contented themselves snorkeling near the boat. She 

had asked one of the boat's crew to take her around snorkeling. 

And at one point in the dive, when we were nearly surfacing, I 

had somehow looked up by chance and saw her in her orange-

pink swimsuit and green snorkel mask, waving at us from above 

and pointing excitedly to a sea turtle ahead. When we got up to 

the boat, she insisted that a huge clownfish was befriending her 
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and kept coming close at her, even swimming into her hands 

repeatedly. I corrected her that the clownfish was in fact 

defending its sea anemone and was in no way befriending her. She 

subsequently went on to tell her original version to my aunt on a 

long distance call a week after. 

I told my dad in jest that we should spread my mom's 

ashes into the sea now that we were here. We had already violated 

the convention of putting the ashes in a columbarium, what's 

stopping us from dispersing it into the place that my mother 

loved? We needn't tell the priests. He seemed to happily entertain 

the idea at first, but soon after solemnly changed his mind that he 

needed my mom. “The ashes?”, I asked. He wanted it with him 

until my brother and I moved back home.  

I don't see my mom in the mixture of bones and carbon 

that are enclosed in that egg-shaped urn. But the urn makes it easy 

to remember, to accept the absence, to replace the void. "Bring 
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Inay", my dad would say whenever we went to church, "Ma, we're 

home", he'd holler to the urn whenever we reached back without 

taking it. My dad brings it in a red backpack almost every chance 

he gets - mostly to church and family reunions. He'd take it out 

when it was time to take the obligatory family portrait. My aunts, 

uncles, and even my grandfather, tried prodding him earlier to put 

it in the vault. A priest even brought him into his office one day 

after we went to mass with it and asked our family blessing with 

it, to convince him to lay it to rest finally. I didn't hear the 

discussion, the priest insisted to talk with him in private. He left 

the priest's office looking flustered and perhaps mostly tired of 

having to either fake a yes or defend his decision. I teased him 

with a "pinagalitan kayo noh (you got reprimanded didn't you)" and 

my dad laughed it off as usual. He would always pretend to agree 

with them, to shorten the discussion, as good as dismissing them. 

They soon after learned to live with it, to let him live with it. But 

it didn't really bother me and my brother. While at first, we 

recognized it as his method of coping, we had grown accustomed 
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to it – recognizing it as the new order of things. It was peculiar 

and strange perhaps, I would not be surprised if an outsider to 

our family thought of it as crazy. But the urn had somehow 

earned a place in the family, it sat right beside the dining table on 

my mom's former bedside table. My dad adorned the wall 

adjacent it with large prints of my mom's portraits with the help 

of my brother. He approved the choice of photos himself. And 

in the almost 3 weeks now that I have returned home for a 

vacation after my mom's funeral, I have grown accustomed to 

lighting a new candle when the wax ran out, and not forgetting to 

blow it out before sleeping. My aunt gave my dad a battery-

powered faux candle, for the evenings - to eliminate the risk of 

fire, at least. I knew she was part of those who silently shook their 

head whenever my dad brought it along. But it was a sweet gesture 

from her in resigned tolerance to her brother’s decision. In a few 

days, it's going to be our first Christmas with only three people 

surrounding the table. Four wasn't a lot to begin with, but it felt 
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like the whole world now that we're one short. At least for the 

time being, we have this urn to greet “Merry Christmas” to.  

The trip to the beach was over and it was time to go 

home. I took off the snorkel and replaced my mom in her red 

bag.  
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Loss 

25 January 2015 

 

I keep remembering this sentence I once saw in Humans 

of New York. It was from a story about a widow who lost her 

husband of so many years. When her husband was dying, she 

asked him “How am I supposed to live without you?” Her 

husband answered, “Take the love that you have for me, and 

spread it all around.” 

To this day, those words reverberate inside my shell, 

filling my core with both sadness and wisdom. Of course, that is 

absolutely the right thing to do. But for some reason, the idea 

leaves me with a heavy sense of heartache. It was an order to give 

away to whoever else something you have allotted to someone 

special. It was the gentle pushing away of hands that yearned to 

hug someone. It was the last forehead kiss of a lover, who refuses 

you to kiss him back for the last time. It was when I took down 
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my mom’s clothes from their hangers, laid them out on the bed, 

sorted them through wafts of familiar memories that dusted out 

of them, folded them and decided to whom they should go 

instead. It was painful, it was generous, it was the right thing. 

Perhaps this is why people who have lost someone can 

sometimes show the most amazing compassion. Look at them, 

look at those who suffer silently for people who have long gone. 

Perhaps they too want to say, “No, I’m not kind. It isn’t me. It’s 

just that, I don’t know what to do with all the love I’m left with.” 

This is dedicated in loving memory to my mom, and to my dad 

who continues to serve others. Happy 32nd Wedding 

Anniversary.  
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18 April 2015 

Dearest Inay, 

It’s been a while since I’ve written to you. In fact, it’s 

been a while since I’ve written anything of worth. I miss you a lot. 

I was imagining addressing you in poetry, but I’m afraid my 

thoughts are all in prose. Rhymeless prose. The only song in my 

head when I think of you is the last song you ever heard me play 

on the piano for you. 

I finally asked Ama that question that I’ve always wanted 

an answer to. It was a selfish question that I could not bring 

myself to ask for quite some time until after you passed away. But 

I wanted an answer, and I wanted it in words. I asked him if you 

missed me when I was away. 
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You see, I know there’s an obvious answer to that, but 

there’s a difference in answering my own questions to someone 

else answering them for me. Especially when the question is 

independent of me, but whose answer I am dependent on. He 

told me that you were always crying, and you thought that you’d 

never see me again. To say that I felt a pang of guilt is an 

understatement. Yet it was a stark contrast to the neutral, brave 

front you always showed me whenever you called me in Skype. 

Sometimes I recall you with silent longing – a memory that 

performs a brief waltz in my head. Sometimes it’s in the middle 

of the night when I wake up in tears – succumbing to the 

treachery of my dreams. Sometimes, it is exactly as now – when 

tears still well up from my eyes and all that can comfort me is 

writing. Truly, there is nothing like going home to a mother, to a 

mom, to a Nayoti, to a Naychi, to a Baby Buddha – to half of 

everything that stood for all the past and present and future 

strength I had, have and will ever have. When the going gets 

tough, it’s easier to be tough and get going if you know your 
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parents have your back. I miss knowing I have someone to tell 

my fears to, without being embarrassed about it. Ironically 

though, I rarely did that with you. In truth, we operated with a 

constant buffer to maintain emotional normality. If I count the 

number of times we both broke down in tears at the same time, I 

can only even remember two. The times I broke down, you 

always consoled me with your firm trust and resolve. The times 

you broke down, I always encouraged you to have faith and stand 

right back up. But I always believed that you felt my thoughts and 

knew my feelings. You probably just denied me of the superficial 

comfort derived from wallowing in self-pity; and wisely at that. 

It’s how I learned to follow suit. But now when I find myself 

breaking down, it’s hard for me to look for the same solid ground 

that you always made sure I stood on. I’m stuck in this limbo 

looking for you. Floating among old memories and flashbacks. 

Immobile and overwhelmed with an inconsolable loneliness. It is 

a brief paralysis, but it is a stroke of reality. 
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Draft 

20 November 2015 

 

I was looking over my email drafts in my phone, and on 

the bottom of the list was an unsent one to my mom. 

To: “Clara Asuncion” 
 
I love you Inay 
Yes, life is short 
We’ve broken rules 
I try to forgive quickly, I know you do too 
I’ve never kissed anyone other than you guys, 
but I’ll keep that in mind 
I try to love everyone 
I miss seeing you laugh uncontrollably 
 

On Tue, Nov 12, 2013 at 2:39 PM, Clara Asuncion 
wrote: 

 
Life is short. 
Break the rules. 
Forgive quickly. 
Kiss slowly. 
Love truly. 
Laugh uncontrollably. 
 
By Mark Twain 
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The reason I never sent it escapes me. Perhaps I was 

uncomfortable talking about kissing then. I never did want to talk 

about love and boys with my parents, they didn’t seem to be that 

invested in me finding one anytime soon anyway. Though there 

was this one time that I went into my mom’s room looking sullen, 

thinking about her health mostly. She cupped my face gently as I 

sat beside her and said, “Don’t worry Tin, you’ll find someone 

eventually”. At that time, I was taken by surprise and I did not 

offer anything else apart from vehemently claiming I was 

absolutely not thinking about that at that moment. I even thought 

how off-target her motherly instincts were, weren’t moms 

supposed to nail accurately know how you feel? Or perhaps at 

that moment in time, it just wasn’t on my mind. But that thought 

has certainly crossed in the past.  

I suppose it could also have been something my mom 

was thinking about, even before I entered her room that day. She 

had been thinking about telling me, in case she wouldn’t be able 
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to say it to me, if she had to leave any sooner. And she in fact 

never did have the chance to bring it up again.  
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28 October 2016 

Dear Inay, 

I dreamt of you today. I’m again frustrated that I only 

remember the last few scenes the moment I wake up. We were in 

a spacious building, and they had an exhibition of glass-paneled 

structures, which my dream suggested to be churches. All the 

glasses were stained with colors. I was looking around. And so 

were you. You called me over to where you were and exclaimed 

you found a good night light for me as you handed a smaller 

replica of the stained-glass church I was previously admiring. I 

examined it slowly and tried to figure out how the stains were 

made. You wandered somewhere else, and I walked over. You 

were putting a small light against a wall and held it at an arm’s-

length, perhaps trying to imagine how it would look like in some 

place in your mind. It was a simple light. Just a dim, yellow, square 

one. You were covering it with a piece of paper, as you usually do 

with night lights. You never liked them too bright. “Inay, ano yan? 
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Night light niyo?” (What’s that for Inay, your night light?), I asked. 

“Night light namin ni Ama” (Your dad and I’s night light), you said 

while still looking at it. You looked healthy and fatter, and in fact 

you had your wig on. I don’t recall dreaming of you like this 

before. In my past dreams you didn’t wear it; also, a slightly 

thinner version more reminiscent of your later years. As always, 

the me in my dream ends up crying when I start talking to you. 

And this is always the point where I wake up. My eyes are dry 

though in reality. 

The rain was about to pour when I woke up this time. I 

reached for my phone on my table, half-awake and with eyes half-

open, and told Ama and Gab about my dream. I told them you 

looked happy. Nostalgia set in and so I’m compelled to write. 

 You never left me, I now realize. 
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Memories 

15 May 2017 

 

There was a time I lived for instant cup noodles. My 

parents initially refrained from buying them and I would only get 

to eat them on airplanes. So, among my favorite childhood 

memories were all the long-haul flights I took with my mom. I 

have this one lucid memory where the cabin lights were already 

dimmed, and I was wrapped up in the airline blanket. I told her I 

was still hungry even if we had just eaten the served dinner, typical 

of me back then. She rang the button for the attendant, and 

moments later the beautiful lady set down in front of me a cup of 

hot noodles. I loved eating the corn kernels in those instant cup 

noodles then. Apart from that treat, I always looked forward to 

the activity kit airlines give to children to keep them preoccupied. 

That aside from peering through the window the entire duration 

of the flight. I was careful of everything inside those kits, making 

sure my brother didn’t accidentally pack into his kit one of the 
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contents from mine during those times that we were already flying 

together. I didn’t hand those to my mom for safekeeping unlike 

the other things that I didn’t care keeping. I stashed them in my 

own bag and worked on them even when we were at our 

destination already. I also remember how during those flights, my 

mom would at one point ask me if I wanted to sleep on her lap. 

And I always did say yes, until the time my height didn’t allow any 

comfortable position to be found. At that point, I leaned on her 

shoulder instead. And eventually, I didn’t dare lean on her fragile 

frame anymore, settling with just clutching her hand. 

I thought about these memories on the flight back home, 

while looking on a mother with her child seated on her lap. I was 

initially seated beside them but as the flight was barely full, I 

decided to move into another seat when they were served food. I 

no longer like ordering food on the plane because of how the 

smell seems to cling on my clothes. And that was the same reason 

I moved into the opposite row when I discovered she had ordered 
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her own. She naively thought I moved to allow her to set down 

her child as she ate dinner and thanked me after. I suppose she 

had hoped I would move after all. When I was granted the pass 

to take whatever I wanted in the grocery, my brother and I did at 

some point always take in cup noodles for our study nights. 

Nowadays, I don’t look forward to corn being mixed in my 

noodles, and in fact it’s been ages since I ate an instant one. I now 

buy seats not by the window but right beside the aisle. I think 

about the ease of evacuating during an emergency and the 

convenience when I need to go to the loo. Though I still 

occasionally steal glances of the window as the view still has the 

ability to mesmerize me. I don’t remember personally throwing 

away those activity kits from the plane, but I guess I did at some 

point. Save for letters and some objects worth keeping, it’s easy 

for me to dispose of unnecessary things now. That clinical 

disposal has even crept into my once stubborn sentimentality. 
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And as for the lap that will never be beside me, my best 

chance would now be an empty seat behind as I freely recline 

mine and rest my head in the groove in between. 

Things have changed. But never the memories worth 

keeping. Happy Mother’s Day to you in heaven, Inay. 
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Penmanship 

16 October 2017 

 

My mother’s penmanship is nothing like mine. 

Her smooth cursive glides in between two shades of her 

pen, interrupted only by perfunctory stops. Each loop and line 

written in full and consistent control. “Light, dark…light, dark“, 

as she showed me one day how it’s done the “Paulinian” way. 

“They didn’t teach me that in school. Can you please just write 

my name on my notebook labels, Inay?“, I pleaded impatiently. 

She would usually accede to my request, at least until before I 

went into secondary school. When high school came, even doing 

the plastic cover wrapping was suddenly expected of me. Looking 

at how I wrote my name usually made me squint in disgust. The 

letters rarely stood on the same line, and the angles & sizes were 

undeniably mismatched. In addition to that, I had to make-do 

using print. My cursive was even more appalling. It barely 
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improved over time. In contrast, though my plastic cover wrap 

started rather shabbily, I grew better with it over time. So much 

so that I even looked forward to doing it for my brother – 

something he readily allowed me to claim responsibility for. After 

a few years of bearing with my handwritten labels, I finally asked 

my mom to get me a name stamp. It increased my desire to see 

my school books. 

This was what I thought of as I dropped the letter I wrote 

for Tita Marivic in the mailbox. She was one of my mother’s close 

friends, at least that’s how I would describe her. My mom didn’t 

really have friends she would regularly hang out with, so to speak. 

She loved her socials and parties, but they weren’t constant 

cliques. But I remembered Tita Marivic’s regular visits to our 

house in Sampaloc up until the time before she migrated to 

Australia. Memories of their conversations are vague, but I recall 

sitting on her lap. I was perhaps 6 or 7 years old then when she 

left – and I never did see her again.  When my mom passed away, 
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we received a letter from her. I could only assume she still kept in 

touch with my mom until the latter years as we had changed our 

address already by then. Moved by her kind gesture, I wrote to 

her as well to thank her for her condolences. I wrote so many 

letters that month, with the help of my brother and with the 

prodding of my father. It helped us manage the pain better – to 

dwell on good memories and focus on gratitude. And as with how 

the consciousness to friendly affection can sometimes vaporize 

over both the routine and hysteria of everyday living, it was only 

after almost 4 years again that she got in touch with me by way of 

greeting me on my birthday a couple of weeks ago. I was ashamed 

for not having kept in touch, not because we were friends, but 

because she was my mother’s. A thread of connection that I did 

not necessarily want to let go just because my mom’s knot was 

unraveled. As I walked away from the postbox, I was gripped by 

a sudden regret. I hadn’t written a disclaimer for my messy 

handwriting and neither did I consciously try to make it more 

legible than usual, how inconsiderate of me. 
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But more than that, it somehow pained me a little that 

Tita Marivic would not be able to remark how I had the 

penmanship of my mother. 
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Faith 

9 August 2011 

 

 It was a gloomy morning as my mother and I waited 

outside the operating room today. She kept quiet at her seat as I 

preoccupied myself solving math problems. I had to keep in mind 

that other than the hospital rounds I have to accompany her with, 

I also had a board exam to take in 3 months. I felt ambivalent 

about the hospital visits, they were both a welcome and 

unwelcomed distraction. 

 I did not notice that an elderly woman was at the chair 

opposite us until she asked my mom what she was there for. I 

listened passively to their verbal intercourse, as I recalled my 

calculus. The lady, whose name I will later learn as Lola Rosa, told 

my mom that she was waiting for her son who was undergoing a 

cyst excision. In turn, my mom told her a few details of her own 

case and Lola Rosa responded by saying some remarks that 
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appeared somewhat insensitive to me at that time. Here, once 

again, was another person telling my mom what to do when I felt 

she had barely any idea what exactly what we were going through. 

When it was time for my mom to enter the operating room, I 

closed my book and briefly pressed my mom’s hand for good 

luck. I lacked the words to say, and I was uncomfortable with the 

stranger that sat within earshot of everything I could have said. 

Lola Rosa then approached me and I realized that it would only 

be proper courtesy to put the book down for a while and talk to 

her. She seemed like someone who had a constant need for 

conversation.  

 I listened to her as she narrated the sad highlights of her 

life, at first merely politely and subsequently intently. She told me 

how she lost two siblings and one child to cancer, and the trials 

she had to go through with her father’s lung cancer and her 

husband’s bypass. As the story unfolded, it became apparent that 

I had judged her too quickly. Here in fact was a person who had 
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gone through even more than what we were going through. 

During the course of the conversation, she gave me some advice 

as a mother, as a person who once got angry at God for being 

unfair to her, and her realization that everything in life happens 

for a lot of reasons - not just a single, simple reason. It was at this 

last point that I felt the unfamiliar urge to cry. The warm puddle 

welled up in my eyes and spilled even when I had done my best 

not to invite it. And as much as I disliked being seen in public in 

such an affected state, I was helpless in trying to hold back my 

tears from coming out. For a long time now, I had been bothered 

by my own immovable emotions. I felt like in my desire to appear 

strong, I had instead become callous of the endless developments 

with my mom’s case. My friend, April, had accosted me one day 

how I could tell her what my mom was currently going through 

with such a straight face. Her question left me taken aback for 

that was, for a long time now, how I've been. Often times, I 

wonder why I don’t feel like crying anymore when confronted 

with situations where a normal person probably would. And out 
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of nowhere a stranger who I had just started talking to managed 

to finally strike the elusive nerve. At that moment, I felt an 

otherworldly and divine presence, it was God talking to me in the 

form of this lady. Who else would have told me what I didn't 

know I had been wanting to hear until then, devoid of any dazzle 

and embellishment, that "no matter what happens, everything will 

be alright".  

 We probably talked for around half an hour until my dad 

came and coincidentally Lola Rosa had to go down and settle her 

hospital bill. Seeing my face wet, my dad asked me surprised why 

I was crying, and I felt the impulse again to be evasive and 

succinctly told him “kinuwento po ni Lola yung buhay niya” (the old 

lady told me her story). I wiped the tears dry and opened up my 

Math book again to end the possible interrogation. I knew my 

parents did not want to take any more time than necessary from 

my review. I realized perhaps I just didn’t want other people to 

see me weak, especially them.  
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 Times ahead may be rough, but I somehow feel better. 

From that brief encounter at the hospital, I felt the assurance that 

indeed God is always with us. Silent but omnipresent, revealing 

Himself only at the right moment. 
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Epilogue 

 You may find it strange that I ended this body of work 

by desynchronizing with an entry from the past. It was an entry 

from more than 2 years before my mother's demise and it speaks 

in a voice which knew nothing of what laid ahead. It was from a 

voice of exasperation and resignation to the fate irrevocably 

bestowed. It speaks from a place of weariness, devoid of certain 

emotions to make room for function.  

 Many a times we experience trials and tribulations that 

bring forth a flood of feeling, of human soppiness, of anger and 

of determination. It is at this point that we find the spirit for 

battle, for war - to claim whatever we think has been withheld. 

What a blessing when it is won and a lesson to be found when it 

is lost.  

 But to endure a long crusade is an altogether different 

story. It requires less of the fiery passion but more of the resolute 

steadfastness. It lacks in color and grandeur, just a repetition of 
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the same sickly, sad notes. There is a dearth of words to describe 

this period, but the steely silence can deafen. Sometimes, the best 

weapon for survival that we can think of is simply the removal of 

emotions. A seeming protection of our vulnerabilities so we can 

continue to pursue the vision - which is to overcome the 

antagonist in whatever form it may be.  

 It is the same when a family is confronted by a long-

running sickness. The details that have to be attended to are 

countless, you become used to things and you simply do whatever 

you think is best. There is no more room for drama, most things 

have already been said.  

 But despite the hardened demeanor and the steely gaze, 

there will always remain the soft and tender spot underneath. It is 

something that people outside the story should remember, and 

even more for those inside. That although we may lose our way 

in the darkness, we should not think that we had lost ourselves. 

That although we may feel inadequate after losing someone, we 

must remember instead that the part of our life they helped build 
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will linger and stay. Death is a part of life that will always be a little 

more difficult to deal with, but it's what makes whatever we do in 

our brief life on Earth so precious. Death brings forth the 

possibility of leaving a legacy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 125 

 

About the Author 

 

Christine completed her B.S. Chemical Engineering from the 

University of the Philippines-Diliman, and her Ph.D. in 

Biomedical Engineering from the National University of 

Singapore. Aside from past writing and editorial assignments in 

her extra-curricular memberships, writing on her personal blog is 

mostly where she cultivates her passion for writing. She’s 

currently based in Singapore at the time of this publication. 


