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  To Rafael,




It takes a certain kind of coward

to make someone feel chosen one day

and disappear on a random Wednesday.

You’re vainglorious, craven, ostentatious and duplicitous. 

Now everyone knows what kind of man you are.







-MissnotsoRomantica
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MissnotsoRomantica

MissnotsoRomantica writes stories about the quiet strength it takes to break, to bleed, and still choose to heal. Her characters don’t just fall in love—they fall apart, rise again, and learn how to choose themselves.

She began journaling at the age of four, started writing stories in her notebooks at thirteen, and finally completed her first full-length book at sixteen. This is her first published novel, but her words have always been a home for freedom, heartbreak, and survival.
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To all the hidden scars.

To all the wounded souls.

And to the girl who hates touch.







-MissnotsoRomantica








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




Some wounds never vanish, yet little by little, I learned to love my life.




“For your own sanity, don’t try to understand everything, Renee.” I shut my eyes, not wanting to hear anything she said.




“I want you to live normally, like people your age do.” That made me finally look at her, because I was really upset.




“Act normal? Seriously? Just look at me, Ate!” I yelled, not caring if the nurses could hear. Her eyes started to well up with tears. I did my best to hold her gaze.




“You’re not blind, are you? You can clearly see what’s happening.” I gave a bitter smile, knowing there’s nothing we can do. I’ll live like this whether I like it or not. This is my life, and I have no choice but to live it this way.




“I’m sorry, Renee, okay? I just want you to live happily. I just—”




“No, I don’t need your pity, Ate. I want you to be honest with me.” I cut her off, tired of hearing the same things every day. I know she only cares about me. She doesn’t want me to be sad. But I’m done with it. I’ve already accepted everything. So I don’t want to hear any more lies just to give me false hope. Because I know deep down, I know there’s nothing we can do.




“I can take it, even if it’s harsh, Ate—just as long as it’s the truth,” I said and turned my back on her. I know this isn’t easy for her, seeing me like this. I know it hurts her every time she sees me in this state. But I’ve come to accept my situation.




I sat down when I heard the door close. A sign that she had left. I stood up and walked to the window. I opened it to breathe in some fresh air. I was so sick of the constant smell of air conditioning.




The door opened, but I didn’t bother to look. I was tired of arguing with Ate.




“Miss Ruiz.” A young nurse hurried toward me, probably startled. Maybe she’s still a student in training.




“I’m fine here,” I said, continuing to stare out the window.




“Do you want me to take you around, Miss?” My eyes widened. Is that even allowed? Probably not forbidden, but before I could even think about it, Ate walked in. I didn’t want to ask her especially after what just happened.




“Miss Natalie? Can I take Miss Ruiz to roam around?” the student nurse asked my sister.




I looked at Ate, who seemed surprised, but then she came closer, smiling.




“Really? You want to go out, Renee? That’s good. Yes, please, Miss…” She checked her name tag. “Sydney?”




“Yes, Miss Natalie,” Nurse Sydney replied.




“Great! Please take good care of my sister. Do you need anything else, Renee?” I shook my head and stayed silent. I was still mad at her.




“Okay then, go ahead. I’ll call Daddy.” I sat in the wheelchair, and Nurse Sydney began pushing me outside.




I stayed quiet the whole time we were roaming around. I didn’t really know her well enough to talk. I had no idea what to say.




“You know, Miss Ruiz, you’re really beautiful.” I smiled slightly. I didn’t know why, but it felt like I didn’t want to believe anything people said to me. It was like I didn’t have the right to feel happy.




“I’m telling the truth, Miss,” she said with a smile. “If you weren’t wearing a hospital gown, I wouldn’t think you’re a patient. You don’t look sick at all.” I knew she meant well, but her words only made me feel worse. It made me wonder… could it really be true?




“Really? I don’t look sick?” She smiled and nodded. She even stopped in front of a glass door so we could see our reflection.




“See? You look great,” she said and somehow, it did make me feel a little better.




I listened quietly as she talked about her college life, how hectic their schedules were, even her family issues when someone walked past us and caught my attention.




I followed him with my eyes, even if I could only see his back.




“Miss? Who are you looking at?” She glanced in the same direction. “Oh! He’s cute, right? That’s my senior.” I didn’t respond. I just let her keep talking.




“He’s in med school now at La Salle.” She seemed thrilled just talking about him.




“You know, Miss, I remember back then… so many girls had a crush on him. Who wouldn’t? He’s super clean, and he smells so good. Jusko!” I was surprised at what she said. I didn’t expect her to be like this but maybe she just got too excited.




“He took BS Biology before, and after graduating, he immediately went to med school since he wanted to be a doctor. I think his whole family are doctors.” How would she even know all that? His life sounds way too public.




I just let Nurse Sydney keep talking. It was better than being bored and just watching people walk by.




“Oh no! We’ve been out for an hour. I need to take you back to your room. It’s time for your medicine.” She started pushing my wheelchair. “Don’t worry, Miss. I’ll ask your sister to let me take you out again tomorrow.” I smiled.




“Hi, Miss Nathalie. She’s back,” she said when we arrived. I saw Ate look relieved.




“I was starting to wonder where you two went. You were gone for too long.” That made me roll my eyes.




“I’m sorry, Miss Nathalie. I ended up telling a long story. I hope you’ll allow her to roam again tomorrow,” Nurse Sydney said apologetically.




“No, it’s okay, Nurse Sydney. Yes, she can go out again tomorrow just make sure to bring her back on time.” Nurse Sydney gave me a thumbs-up and smiled. I gave her a genuine smile in return.




I lay down on my bed as she gave me my medicine. I stared up at the ceiling after swallowing it.




She was about to leave when I held her hand.




“Thank you,” I whispered weakly. She held my hand gently and smiled before walking out.




“What do you want to eat for dinner?” Ate asked. I shook my head because I knew it was useless. Even if I told her, I knew it was not allowed, so what’s the point of asking?




“I’ll let you eat anything you want tonight,” she said, which made me look at her.




“Really?” My voice cracked.




“Of course.” I could hear her voice tremble. I knew she was holding back her tears. I could see it in her eyes.




“I want roasted chicken with crushed potatoes and pasta,” I said excitedly.




She nodded while listening. “What else?”




“Blueberry smoothies and chocolate cake.” I saw the tears fall from her eyes. I didn’t mind and didn’t get upset because I was happy that I could eat food I wanted for once.




I don’t like seeing her cry in front of me. I always get mad at her because it hurts me too. And it makes my heart skip a beat, like I’m running out of oxygen.




“I’m sorry,” she said and wiped the tears from her face. “I’ll go out and buy it for you, okay?”




I nodded and didn’t look at her anymore. I don’t want people looking at me with pity. I don’t want to be pitied. I don’t want to be cried over. It just makes me feel worse and useless.




Ate came back with the food I wanted. I got so excited I immediately got out of bed and went to the table to sit down. I can actually stand and walk. They’re just so worried about me that they don’t let me walk for too long.




They treat me like I’m some fragile baby that needs constant care. And I hate that, so Ate and I always end up arguing.




I was happily eating when someone knocked on the door. Ate panicked and quickly put the food in the fridge.




“Good evening, Miss Ruiz. I’m here to check the patient,” the doctor said as he entered. He immediately walked toward me, so I stood up and went to the bed for him to check on me.




“So what did you have for dinner?” he asked, which made my eyes widen. I was about to answer but shut my mouth because I didn’t know what to say.




“Pasta, huh? I can smell it.” The doctor turned to Ate.




“I hope this is the last time, Miss Ruiz,” he said to her.




“Sorry, Doc. I just wanted her to eat something she wanted, just for tonight,” My sister explained.




“It’s okay, but I hope this doesn’t happen every day. It can affect her condition if you keep feeding her food that’s not good for her.” Ate nodded and listened quietly.




I didn’t say a word and just let him finish checking me. When the doctor left, Ate came over and took out the smoothies, handing them to me. I immediately took it and drank.




I was busy reading a book while Ate was focused on something on her laptop. I turned to the table beside me and took my phone. I tried checking my IG account, only to see my friends living their best life. I swiped through the photos. They were in Siargao, surfing. I smiled when I saw a picture of Val. But my smile faded when I saw a girl hugging him.




I shouldn’t be mad. I was the one who pushed him away. This is what I wanted, so it’s only right that he’s happy with someone else. He deserves it. I don’t want to trap him with me only to hurt him in the end. But I couldn’t help but cry. I didn’t know if it was because of what I saw or the reality of things. The truth is, I’m jealous of my friends. I want to go to the beach too. There’s so much I want to do. But maybe I just have to accept that I never really can.




“Renee? Why are you crying? Are you in pain?” Ate quickly rushed to my side.




I couldn’t speak, so I just shook my head and lay down, turning away from her. I don’t want her to see me like this, but I can’t help it.




“Do you need anything? You know Ate will do everything for you.” She said that, which made me look at her.




“Really?” My voice was still trembling.




“Yes, of course, you’re my little sister. I just want you to be happy.” She said this while holding and kissing my hands.




“Can I go out?” She immediately stood up and walked away, so I didn’t bother looking at her and just closed my eyes.




“You know Daddy won’t allow that to happen.” I didn’t say anything.




“Renee, please look at Ate.” She pleaded beside me. But I still didn’t face her.




“You can’t—”




“Who are you to tell me that? You don’t own this body, so you don’t know how I feel.”

I couldn’t help but raise my voice at her.




“But Renee, I’m just worried about you.” I looked at her angrily.




“If you really cared about how I feel, you’d let me do what I want.” 




I know she’s right and she’s just following the doctor’s advice. But I’m the one feeling all this.

So what if I can’t handle it? If something happens, at least I’ll be happy. I’ll be doing what I love, so I won’t have regrets.




“Renee, how about something else?” I shook my head and stayed silent. She walked out, so I just closed my eyes and tried to sleep.




I was half asleep when the door opened. I saw Ate entering the room with a paper bag.




“Where do you want to go?” she asked, which made me sit up.




“I just want to go to 7/11 and eat ice cream,” I told her. “Alone,” I added.




“Come here,” she said and went to the bathroom. I followed her and watched as she hung some clothes.




“Just use this hoodie.” She helped me get dressed. I was wearing pajamas and a hoodie, with a sleeveless top underneath.




“Just act normal while going out. Don’t let any of the nurses or doctors who know you see you, okay?” She reminded me before letting me go.




“Come back before 11,” she said, because there are always rounds before midnight.




“Take care, okay? Always check this phone. Text me if you need me to fetch you, okay?”

I just nodded, and she hugged me afterward.




I was walking quietly down the hospital hallway. I breathed a sigh of relief as I made it out without passing by any nurses or doctors.




I walked over to 7/11. It was just beside the hospital and not too far. I went inside right away, grabbed a Cornetto, and lined up to pay. It was my turn, so I gave my card. I didn’t bring any cash. That’s why I was surprised when they said they weren’t accepting cards at the moment. I looked around when someone dropped a thousand peso bill on the counter.




“I’ll pay for her too.” He said, which made me look at him. I didn’t know what to say. I just stood there staring at him.




He handed me the Cornetto, so I just took it and turned around. I didn’t know what to say. I was embarrassed, so I left right away. I sat in the empty seats outside. I guess I’ll just wait for him here and say thank you. It would be super rude of me to just walk away without thanking him. Should I just pretend I can’t speak?




“Thank you,” I said in a small voice as he passed in front of me. I thought he wouldn’t stop after I turned my back on him earlier.




“So you can speak? I thought you were deaf.” He said, which made my eyes go wide. I really should’ve pretended I couldn’t speak.




“I’m sorry, I was just shocked earlier, so I walked out,” I explained.




“It’s okay, just don’t do that to others. It’s kinda rude,” he said and laughed. What’s funny? I don’t get it.




“Okay?” I said, unsure, which made him stop laughing. He shook his head and walked away. Or so I thought. I was surprised when he came back after putting his stuff in his car.




“I thought you were leaving,” I said as I watched him sit in front of me.




“Without saying goodbye? That’s rude too.” I was surprised by what he said. Do we really need that?




“So why are you here?” he asked, which made me bite into my ice cream. I just shook my head, not wanting to talk about why I was here.




“You don’t like talking, huh?” he said, which made me look at him. He looked good. He seemed familiar to me somehow. But I couldn’t remember where I’d seen him. Have we met before?




I just showed him the ice cream. He nodded. Good thing he understood.




“So where do you study?” he asked again. I just smiled when I noticed how nosy he was. He really couldn’t stay quiet without talking.




“I’m from La Salle, how about you?” he said when he realized I wasn’t answering. I wanted to say I didn’t go to school, but I didn’t want him to know my real situation.




I used to study at La Salle too, but not anymore since I got sick.




“Same,” was all I could say. His eyes widened.




“Really? That’s great. You don’t look familiar, though.”




“Why? Do you know all the students?” He laughed, and I was confused about what part was funny. Well, maybe he just likes laughing.




“No.” He nodded while still smiling. I pouted and stared at him.




“What’s your plan tonight?” I thought about it even though I didn’t really have one. Go back to the hospital and sleep?




“Nah, just ice cream.”




“Oh, I see. That’s no fun.”




“Why? What’s fun?” He raised an eyebrow at my question. What was he thinking?




“Night rides? La Jefa? Marketplace? 2AM McDonald’s at Forbes? Beaches? Don Salvador? Random tattoos? The moon? The usual.” I was stunned by everything he said because I didn’t see him as that type of person. I swear, everything he mentioned sounded fun. And I’ve never experienced any of it.




My parents were strict when I was a teen, so I had to decline all the invites from my friends. And now that I’m sick, I have no life. I regret not breaking the rules before.




“I never tried any of it,” I admitted. He was surprised but smiled.




“Really? What are you? A sheltered kid?” I just laughed at what he said. Because it’s true.




“Wanna try something?” I was about to say yes when I heard my phone ringing.




I closed my eyes when I remembered I was only allowed out until 11.




“Don’t tell me you have a curfew?” he asked, laughing. I just pouted because I couldn’t do anything about it.




I shook my head even though it was true. I wanted to do something like anything just for tonight. I don’t want to live with regrets for not trying the things I want.




“So what do you want to do?” I asked, which made his eyebrows raise.




“Well, let’s go for a ride and we’ll see where it goes.” I nodded. Maybe he’s the type of person who does things spontaneously.




We were driving with no destination. I didn’t ask where we were heading. I just didn’t care. It was fun talking to him. Or rather, him talking to me, since I was just listening. He never ran out of things to say.




I didn’t know how long we’d been on the road. It felt calm, safe, and quiet.




He just kept driving nonstop. Until, little by little, the traffic lights and buildings started to disappear.




“There was this time I went to Baguio and got a tattoo on a random Tuesday. I was drunk, though,” he said, laughing at what he did.




“Can I see the tattoo?” I saw him freeze for a moment, then burst out laughing.




“No way,” he said, shaking his head.




“Please let me see.”




“Just promise me you won’t laugh?” I nodded, even though I wasn’t so sure.




“Here.” He held out his hand, which I immediately grabbed and examined.




It was a—wait, what? Damn! It was a freaking minimalist penis tattoo. I stared at it for a while to make sure I wasn’t just seeing things.




I noticed him watching me intently, that’s when I burst out laughing.




“Good thing you didn’t get it on your forehead,” I said eventually, which made him laugh as he remembered something.




“Actually, I went back to the shop the next day, and the artist told me I was insisting on getting it on my forehead.”




I almost couldn’t breathe from laughing so hard. I can’t even imagine it.




“Good thing he didn’t listen to me because I was drunk, and he just tattooed it on my arm instead.”




I was mesmerized by the view outside. I could see the city lights from where we were. They looked so far away, like stars twinkling in the distance. That’s when I realized we were already in Don Salvador we even passed by a sign.




It started raining when we stopped by a convenience store to buy something.




“Wait!” He stopped me from getting out. He went out first and grabbed something from the back.




I just watched as he walked over to my side and opened the door for me. He had an umbrella with him. I smiled and stepped out. He made sure I didn’t get wet from the rain, even though one side of his shoulder was already soaked.




“Thank you.” I smiled at him, and we went inside the store.




“What do you want?”




“Just Cornetto.” I was looking out at the rain. “Chocolate, please.” He immediately went to the freezer and grabbed what I asked for.




I saw him get his, too, but it was strawberry-flavored. I pouted a little because I honestly couldn’t picture him liking strawberries.




He came over and handed me the Cornetto. I smiled and took it. We just stood there, watching the raindrops fall.




We didn’t talk, but it felt comfortable.




I saw him staring deeply at the rain. For a moment, I saw something in his eyes—something I couldn’t explain. I didn’t ask. I just quietly watched him while eating. He looked so cute eating that strawberry Cornetto.




After we finished, we went back to the car. But he didn’t get in right away instead he went to the back again and got something.




It was a towel. He didn’t say anything. He just gently put it over my head and started drying my rain-soaked hair. I let him.




A single tear rolled down my cheek. I had never felt this kind of comfort before. Maybe because no matter what my parents and sister did, I always saw them as strict, and I couldn’t feel it from them.




But now? I don’t know if this is it but one thing’s for sure. I feel better.




We were quiet on the drive back to Bacolod. But it wasn’t the kind of silence that feels heavy or sad.




Sometimes, I guess there are things that don’t need to be said. Just enough for our hearts to understand what’s going on.




Then my phone rang. Crap—I almost forgot.




“Hello, Ate?”




“Where are you? I’m worried, Renee. The doctor came by earlier. Good thing he believed me when I said you were in the bathroom.”




“I’m sorry, yes, I’m coming back now.” That was all I could say before ending the call.




“They’re looking for you?”




“Yeah,” I said sadly.




“Where should I drop you off?”




“Just at 7/11. My sister will fetch me there.” He just nodded and didn’t say anything.




Soon enough, we arrived at 7/11. I smiled as he parked.




“You should go now. I’ll just wait for my sister to pick me up,” I said.




“No, I’ll wait until she gets here.”




“No, it’s fine. It’s better if you go ahead. I’ll be okay here.”




“Are you sure?” I immediately nodded.




He didn’t argue anymore. He leaned over to unbuckle my seatbelt. I got out right away.




“Thank you,” I said before closing the door.




I waved as he started driving away. I kept watching his car until it disappeared down the road.




I couldn’t help but smile as I made my way back to the hospital








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




I knew from a young age that I was hard to deal with and unfixable.


“Nurse Sydney?” I called out to get her attention.


We’re currently in the hospital’s healing garden. A quiet place that almost felt like freedom. She was talking to me about her best friend. I was just listening to her when something crossed my mind.


I never felt free growing up. And because of that guy from last night, I somehow felt relieved. I felt like a bird that had been freed from its cage. I couldn’t sleep thinking about that moment, and even now, he still lingers in my mind. It was a bittersweet experience to meet a stranger who made you feel comfortable.


“Why, Renee? Are you hurting? Do you want to go back to your room?” she asked with concern.


I shook my head and smiled at her. “I was just thinking.” I pinched my hand to stop myself from crying. My eyes caught the scars that reminded me of how hard I was to love.


“How was your childhood experience?”


I could see the light in her eyes when she looked at me. And from there, I could tell she had beautiful childhood memories.


“I was happy.” She gazed upward and smiled before looking back at me. “My sister and I used to love playing outside our house, and I remember we had a lot of neighbor kids to play with.”


I didn’t say anything and just listened to her.


“You know, one time we went to the mall with my mom and sister. They thought I was lost, but I was just inside a store looking at Barbie dolls.” She laughed at the memory.


“I was shocked when I saw my mom crying as she hugged me. I had no idea they almost left me behind.”


I looked at my arms and gently traced the scars left behind. A reminder of my childhood.


“I thought Mom was going to scold me, but she didn’t. Instead, she bought me a Barbie and a dollhouse, so I was super happy on our way home. She told me next time not to go anywhere without them, and she’d buy me lots and lots of toys.” I saw her raise her arms to the sky and wave. A tear fell from her eye.


“I miss you, Mommy. Thank you for loving me unconditionally and letting me experience everything I wanted.”


I didn’t know why, but at that moment, tears also started falling from my eyes. I got up from my wheelchair and walked over to Nurse Sydney and hugged her tightly. I hoped my hug could give her comfort.


“Your mommy is proud of you. I’m sure of that, Nurse Sydney.”


“Thank you so much, Renee. You’re so sweet. Your parents are lucky to have you.”


I didn’t say anything and just forced a smile. Because I know they’re not. I will never be the daughter they always wanted. Or maybe I am, but they never tried. They never gave me a chance to show them that I deserved their time and love.


“Daddy please.” I woke up to the sound of my sister’s voice.


I looked over and saw her talking on the phone, facing away from me.


“Daddy, you’re so selfish. It would be better if Renee just recovers at home.”


“Have you lost your mind, Dad? You don’t want her there because of your guests? Are you hiding her from people?”


“No, Dad. She’s not a disgrace to this family. I love her.”


That was the last thing I heard before the darkness swallowed me whole, leaving me with a heavy heart.


I woke up alone in the room. I still felt heavy from what I heard earlier. Daddy really hates me. Now he’s ashamed of his daughter. Maybe next time, he’ll just disown me.


I got up and went to the closet to check if my sister left any clothes there.


I quickly changed. I didn’t care if my sister would scold me. I was wearing gray baggy lounge pants, a black sleeveless top, and a khaki V-neck loose knitted cardigan.


I looked like a regular teen sneaking out at night to go to a convenience store—except this wasn’t a house but a hospital. Not my parents, but medical professionals.


I was excited walking into 7-Eleven. I smiled as I picked up a Cornetto. I went to the counter to pay, only to find out they weren’t accepting cards again.


“No cash again?” I heard a familiar voice behind me.


My eyes finally found him. I gave him puppy eyes and pouted my lips. He smiled and placed a thousand-peso bill on the counter. I saw what he bought—a Pocari Sweat and a chocolate bar.


I followed him. He walked to his car and placed his things in the back seat. I tried to see what else was there, but what caught my eye was a lab coat hanging inside the car.


“You always come here?”


I was stunned by what I saw. Is he a doctor? But he said he’s still studying at La Salle. Does that mean he’s still in med school?


“Hey?” I snapped out of it and looked at his hand gently holding my elbow.


“I’m going to close the door. You might get hit.”


“Oh, sorry.”


“How are you feeling?” Does he know? Does he recognize me? How?


“Hey? Are you alright? Are you sick?” His eyes widened, and I instinctively stepped back.


He looked confused. I shook my head. I was about to turn away when he pulled me back toward him. And for a moment, it felt like the world stopped spinning.


He was so close, watching my face so intently I couldn’t even swallow. What is he thinking? Don’t tell me… is this the part where
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