“Mirror”


She opened her eyes with a dreadful feeling. Inwardly, she sighed. She closed her eyes again, wishing that sleep would claim her once more. But it was impossible to sink back into slumber with the hovering thought of her marriage to be held in two months time. Just last week, Don Juan Pablo Miguel De Salvador went to their house to ask for her hand. It was unassailable that such a thing would happen, since his father Don Ricardo Sanchez had a certain liking with her fiancée. Don Salvador was the son of a very prominent encomendiero east of their hacienda, and their family was known far and wide in Cavite. Who would dispute such an arrangement? Even her mother said that it was for the best, and that Don Salvador would be able to provide her with a very comfortable life.


Don Salvador was to have lunch with her family later that day. She loathed the idea of sitting beside the stranger. However, no one knew her sentiments, or the lack of it, for her fiancée. She had always acted polite towards him. In return, he had been well mannered, though distant towards her. But she didn’t feel anything towards this man. He didn’t make her emotions stir.


But she had to oblige. It was her duty, and she’d been known as a lady of virtue. She had been one of the most outstanding students in the beaterio where she had just gotten home from last June, and Virtue was the rudimentary quality that had been nurtured among all the students enrolled in the school.


Incidentally, it was just outside the Beaterio de la Compaňia de Jesūs, her boarding school, where she had met Tonyo, who was the nephew of one of the workers in the baranggay.


Tonyo, with his dark skin and kind eyes, had been carrying a sack of mangoes to the convent as ration to the nuns when he had bumped into a hurrying Sita, who was then on the way to her Spanish Culture Class. It had been a silent encounter. Sita had never experienced talking much to men aside from her father, since there had been few who she’d seen inside the halls of the beaterio. Those men would either be staring at the students with malicious smiles on their faces, or be looking down or at other directions when the nuns were around. Sita had always been shy around people, especially men. So when she bumped into him, she had hastily looked as apologetic as she could, and with a faint blush, ran towards her next class. Tonyo had lingered and looked towards her receding figure, and swore he had found the woman he was bound for.


He had been persistent. He always found excuses to go to the beaterio, and the next few months was the most frequent time a man had been allowed inside the convent. He would find a way to get into Sita’s path. Sita, who was at first inconvenienced by this, couldn’t resist the imploring manner of such a handsome young man. One morning, as she and a few dorm mates were about to do their chores, Tonyo found another means to get near her, and this time, she smiled meekly in return. Her friends giggled at how Tonyo almost fell all over himself at her gesture. Tonyo found this the greatest reward, and sneaked back into the beaterio the next night, bringing with him three ripe, sweet mangoes. In the dusty, dark balcony outside her room, They fell into talking. Sita found out about Tonyo’s background, that he was working, and had quit school because he had to work for the landlord to pay for some compounded debts his family owed. His father had died of fever when he was very little, and so had two of his sisters. His older brother was sent to do Polo y servicio personal two years ago, and had not returned since. His mother was a very fragile woman, so Tonyo had to work twice as much to make up for it. Sita felt compassion towards the young man’s plight. This compassion turned to fondness for his optimism and his jolly nature despite of his family’s wretched luck in the past. Later on, he professed his love for her. She was at loss. She hardly saw herself with this man in shabby clothing. But her apprehensiveness was coupled with a somersault somewhere deep in her chest. Somewhere along the way, as she got to know about this man’s life, she had fallen in love with him.


Thus, after having admitting her seat of passion, which matched his, they would sneak out in the middle of the night with the help of her dorm mates and stay in the fields of his landlord’s hacienda. They would dream of their future together, about their children, and the piece of land they would own and teal for their small family.


Deep in her heart lay fear that these dreams were in vain. Her father would never allow such a thing to happen. But she put this off. It was hard not to, whenever she looked into Tonyo’s eyes. Everything else seemed insignificant when they were in each other’s arms. “Ang lahat ng bagay ay kayang hamakin ng pag-ibig” (love conquers everything), Tonyo would murmur often, as if reassuring both Sita and himself.


The day came when she finished her studies at the beaterio. It had been two years. Tearfully, Tonyo and Sita met secretly the night before she left to say their farewells to each other. But they had a plan. Tonyo was to come and take her away on the fifth day of the next month. They were running off together. They were to meet up at the back of Sita’s father’s hardin, where Sita’s maid would be waiting, no doubt nervously but staunchly. They had then separated, each mindful of the other’s promise.


But that fifth day was three days ago. 


When Sita got back from the beaterio, she found that her father had aged almost ten years since the last time she saw him. The medico said that he had been having heart problems. Her mother was sick with worry, and although it had been a joyous moment when she arrived, there was an underlying sedate note in the air.


Her father had missed her. She had always been his favorite among her other sisters. Even his brother, Luisito, expressed mild jealousy over the bond she and her father shared. It was probably because she was the youngest, and it had been a miracle for her parents when she had arrived into the world a healthy infant, despite the qualms of the midwives who had administered her delivery.


“You are all grown up, hija,” her father commented that night in his study. He had called her into his office, wishing to have a private talk. “You have made me and your Mama very proud of you.”


She kissed her father’s hand cheek affectionately. She sat on his lap, and he laughed, remembering the countless times she had done this when she was little. “Papa, it makes me happy that I’ve done what would make you and mama happy. You know you only have to say it once, and I would oblige.”


Her father sighed happily. “God has blessed us with an obedient child.” Her father stared at her with a faint smile on his face. “Now if you could grant me one more thing then I shall die happily.”


“Papa,” she admonished. “Don’t say such things! You know you have long to live yet!”


“Ah, child,” His father said, looking off in the distance. “I feel the ache in my chest, and each day I know its getting nearer. Life has been good to me. Your mother has been the perfect wife, and you and your brother and sisters have been the children every parent has dreamt of having. Now, I’d like to make sure that everything will be all right when I leave.”


She felt tears welling up in her eyes, but she couldn’t say anything to stop her father from saying those words.


“My dear Sita,” He continued. “I would like you to be happy. I want to make sure that you will have a good life. All your sisters are now married to good men who could very well provide for their families the way I have for your mother our children. It is my duty, I feel, to find someone suitable for you. You are of age, and I think that it’s time.”


Her head was resting on her father’s chest. Her protests died on her lips even before she uttered a single word. She knew she couldn’t disappoint her father. He only wished what was best for her. She also knew that much as her father had been kind, he would never even begin to understand what she and Tonyo had had.


She had gone to bed afterwards. Tears stained her pillow, tears that had been both for her father, and her love for Tonyo. She knew now that she would never be with Tonyo and be completely happy. She could never live with the thought that she is held responsible for her father’s demise. She could never defy her father’s wishes. It is her responsibility as a daughter. She loved Tonyo with all her heart, but she could never let anything get between her and her family, most especially her father.


We were to meet three days ago, she thought now, while lying in bed. She looked out the window. Did he wait? He must’ve waited all night… 

Her eyes were dried of tears, she could cry no more. She felt drained, submissive, and strangely calm. Slowly, she stood up and got dressed. Brushing her hair, she turned to face the mirror. She looked at her face. Her smooth, white skin felt warm as she touched it with her free hand. There was a slight crack on the mirror just above her left brow. She stared at the crack. It was small, almost unobtrusive. Otherwise, the mirror was perfect.
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