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Preface


Preface

My father, James Thorn, was an architect who had designed five
skyscrapers that have forever changed the city's skyline. My mother
on the other hand, was Elizabeth Morcroft, an accomplished theater
actress who was praised for her great talent and incomparable
beauty, though she gave up her career when she became pregnant with
me. I have always known that I have the coolest parents in the
whole wide world. I looked up to them with great reverence and I
promised myself to make them proud when I grow up.

The clearest memories I had with my parents were the night
drives on our way home. Even though we can afford to hire a
chauffeur, my father had made sure to be the one to drive us
anywhere. He would drop me off to school every morning and come
back in the afternoon to drive me to my piano lessons. Then at 6pm,
he would return with mom and pick me up and we'll head home.

I always liked watching my father as he drove our black Camry.
He never drove fast since mom would get angry at him if he did. He
would then ask me questions about my day at school and about my
progress with my piano lessons. Mom would also join in and she'll
tell us what we're having for dinner. Then halfway on our way home,
I always fell asleep. I don't know why but I always did. Then when
I woke up, I would find myself comfortably in my bed and mom would
call me for dinner.

My life was perfect. I had nothing more to ask. At the young age
of six, I had no problems regarding my future. I was sure that my
parents would never leave me, that no matter what happens, they
will always come and bring me home. All that changed in one
night.

I had no recollection about the car crash. I also don't know how
I miraculously survived and my parents did not. The police said
that my father lost control and it was too late for him to avoid
the speeding cargo truck coming our way.

Every time I looked back at that unfaithful night, all I could
remember was watching my father's hand on the wheel while mom asked
me if I was ready with my first piano recital.

I remembered answering her sleepily and hearing the ensuing
laughter from both of my parents. I vaguely remembered father
telling me that I should go to sleep since I was obviously
tired.

I don't remember anything about my father trying to avoid the
speeding cargo truck nor the collision that killed my parents. All
I could remember was waking up in a hospital bed and wondering why
I wasn't in my room.

I started feeling scared at once when a man in dark glasses came
into my side to tell me that everything was going to be alright. He
was covered with cuts and bruises but he didn’t seem to mind at
all.

I asked him where my parents were and he told me that they died
in the car crash. Looking back at that moment, I was surprised that
I did not shed a single tear after hearing the news. Actually, what
really surprised me more was the fact that the man in dark glasses
disappeared. And when I say disappeared, I'm not just saying that
he ran off or something. He literally disappeared right in front of
me.










Chapter 1
Chapter 1


Anywhere I turn around; all I could see were the different faces
of happiness. The atmosphere felt equally great as well. It was
graduation day and the auditorium was jam-packed. You could see
both parents and students wearing huge smiles in their faces. Some
had tears in their eyes but they were happy all the same.

I moved inside my black graduation robes as I looked back at the
time I've spent as a student. I remember all the late night
drafting and model making I had to endure with my buddies. We used
to complain that we had too much to do with so little time. We
hated projects and detested deadlines so much. Though now, looking
back at those memories, I realized that I shall truly miss
them.

Looking at my fellow graduates wearing the same graduation robes
and seeing a sense of accomplishment in their eyes, I couldn't help
but think about my parents. Father had never known that I wanted to
be an architect like him. He and mom thought that I was going to be
a pianist

I looked down at my Aunt Verona who was standing beside me. Her
pale gray eyes were moist with tears as she looked around the
room.

"I wish your parents were here to see you. They would be proud
of you," she said.

Verona Morcroft Alden was my mother's cousin. She was the only
relative I had left when my parents died fifteen years ago. She
immediately adopted me as soon as she learned of the car accident.
She was a small woman with a great heart and I wondered why she
hadn't remarried after her husband died of colon cancer.

"Aren't you proud of me as well?" I wrapped an arm around her
shoulders and she smiled back at me.

"I'm proud of you, Bryce. I have always been. You're like a son
to me," she stared at me for a moment as more tears welled up her
eyes and were threatening to fall down. "You look exactly like your
mother, though you've got your father's jaw and his ears."

"Thanks," I mumbled as I tried to hold up my own tears.

She had lived in a small two-storey house which was all her
husband had left for her, aside from happy memories and a bank
account of course. Thinking about it, we were similar in a way that
the people we loved had left us. She had become a second mother to
me and I shall be forever grateful for it. I want to make her proud
of me.

I looked around the room and sighed. There were too many people
and it was hard to see where Emma was. I grabbed my phone from my
pocket and was about to call her when she suddenly appeared behind
me.

"Looking for me?" she asked.

"Hey!"

I felt my heart race as I stared at her. She had some light make
up applied on her face and she had let her long strawberry blonde
hair fall down on her shoulders as opposed to the ponytail she wore
every day. The effect was stunning and I was proud that she
belonged to me, and I to her.

"Aunt Verona! It's nice to see you again!" she exclaimed as she
gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

"It's nice to see you as well," aunt Verona said. She then
proceeded to look at me and gave me a knowing look. I bet she knew
exactly what I was thinking in my head. I couldn't help but
chuckle.

"What's so funny?" Emma asked, her bright blue eyes looking at
me curiously.

"Nothing, I actually thought that you were not on the graduating
list," I teased as I leaned down to give her a quick kiss.

"Yeah, right," she said, smacking me on the shoulder.

"Where's Mr. Rhodes?" she suddenly asked which surprised me a
bit considering how they disliked each other. Emma had told me that
she felt Mr. Rhodes hated her and she didn't know why. I didn't
believe it at first until I noticed the way he looked and talked to
her. 

Despite the polite greetings and generic small talks, there was
something in his tone that betrayed what he felt about her. I tried
asking Mr. Rhodes more than once about it, though he kept on
denying that he hated Emma.

Straightening myself, I told Emma that he might be late since he
was working on a new case.

Emma nodded, "Oh, guess we'll see him later then,” she said, her
tone light and casual, though she looked relieved at the
possibility of not seeing him at all.

The three of us stood in awkward silence as our eyes shifted
from one another. Finally getting the "hint," Aunt Verona excused
herself by telling us that she'll go reserve a seat for Mr.
Rhodes.

I immediately slipped an around Emma's waist as we watched Aunt
Verona disappear through the crowd. I was glad for the privacy
though I kind of felt bad watching her leave.

"I missed you already," Emma said as she leaned up to kiss me on
the cheek.

"So am I," I said in a soft whisper, pulling her closer and
inhaling her sweet perfume.

"Can't wait for our dinner date later," she said, lacing her
arms around my neck.

"Do you want to ditch the whole ceremony and just have fun
between ourselves?" I suggested.

Emma shook her head, "I Can't. My parents expect to see me on
the stage to get my diploma. Dad will literally explode if I don't
give him the chance to see it."

I envied her for a moment as I imagined my own parents cheering
for me as I climb the stage to accept my diploma. It must have
shown in my face as Emma pulled me for a hug and immediately
apologized.

"I'm sorry, Bryce. It's just me and my big mouth again. I'm
really sorry."

I managed to chuckle as I gently pulled her away and placed my
hands over her shoulder. "It's alright, Emma. It's not like I'm
going to get hysterical or something. And besides, wherever they
may be, I bet they're so proud of me now."

Emma bit her lip as she nodded, though she didn't look
convinced.

"Speaking of parents, I haven't told them about our dinner
later," she said guiltily.

"Oh, are you embarrassed of me?" I joked.

Emma's eyes widened in surprise, "Of course not!" She exclaimed,
smacking me again on the shoulder.

"I was just joking," I said as I gave her another kiss.

"Guess I'll go tell them now before I forgot," she said
breathlessly as our lips parted.

I chuckled, "Okay,” I said, releasing her from my arms.

Not long after Emma turned to leave, my buddies Seth and Vance
came to congratulate ourselves. We then proceeded on talking about
our college days and dreams about the future.

Seth Branch, my best pal from eight grade was as gangly as
always. He was the tallest among the three of us and he always wore
thick framed glasses that made him look like a nerd. He had started
using contact lenses last month and I was glad that he wore them
now.

"Hey, are those green contacts?" I asked as I stared closely at
in his eyes.

"Actually, the other one is blue," Vance pointed out beside me
with a grin.

"That's wicked, man! You look like a cat!" I exclaimed, clapping
Seth on his shoulder. He only rolled his multicolored eyes in
response while Vance guffawed on my other side.

Heads began to turn towards us as Vance laughter got louder. He
always does that and it made Seth and I embarrassed for him. It
gave us a hard time to hang out in the library especially when we
went there to fool around rather than researching.

Seth and I met Vance Peña when we entered our first year in
college. He was half Latino and half American which made him look
like a blonde Latino. He stood just below my ear which made him the
shortest among us. His lack of height had made way for his loud
laughter though, and Seth and I always found ourselves telling him
to stop laughing out loud. Not today though. It was a special day
and he had all the reason to enjoy a loud, hearty laughter, and we
decided to join him.

The ceremony started half an hour later and ended just before
noon. We threw our caps in the air as we bid farewell to each
other, though we all knew that we were going to meet again for our
Architecture Licensure Examination. Emma was beside me all the time
and our friends were already teasing us to invite them at our
wedding, which was something Emma and I had never talked about. It
made us feel awkward.

After bidding teary goodbyes and giving out hugs to our friends
and professors. Emma also bid me goodbye for she and her family
were headed to a posh restaurant to celebrate the special occasion.
Her mom, Mrs. Colter had invited me and my aunt to join them to
which I politely declined. As much as I want to be near Emma, I had
promised my aunt that we'll have our own little celebration with
Mr. Rhodes, who was still missing in action, though Emma and I
agreed to have a dinner date later that night. Seth and Vance had
made plans with their families as well, though we decided to meet
the next day to spend some time together before preparing for our
licensure exam.

"Sorry, I'm late," Mr. Rhodes said as he came about ten minutes
after Emma and her family left. He wore his ever present tan trench
coat over his white shirt and slacks.

Inspector George Rhodes was like a family to us. He was a medium
built man with aristocratic features, which he claimed he got from
his mother's Dutch relatives. He was about a few inches taller than
me and his once thick black hair was slowly turning silver.

I first met him fifteen years ago at the hospital. He was the
inspector in charge of the car crash case that killed my parents.
He was also the one who explained to me what had happened without
making it sound horrifying to a seven year old. I felt comfortable
with his presence for he promised that we can be good friends.
Though thinking about it, the very thing that made us close was the
fact that he was the only one aside from me who had seen the man in
dark glasses disappear in thin air right in front of me.

I remember asking him if he knew who the mysterious guy was. He
had said that he didn't, though I remember him looking
uncomfortable whenever we talked about it.

 From the moment I lived with my aunt up to the present,
Mr. Rhodes had become more than a friend to me. I looked at him as
a father as well. Also, he didn't want me to call him, Inspector
and so I called him Mr. Rhodes instead.

"What did I miss?" He asked as he tipped his fedora towards my
aunt who had returned the gesture by smiling politely at him.

"Nothing," I said, with a grin. I was just too happy to see him
even though he wasn't able to see me climb the stage to receive my
diploma.

"Then I shouldn't have come then," He said gruffly.

"Oh, no Mr. Rhodes. We're more than happy to see you here," aunt
said elbowing me on the chest.

A small smile cracked on Mr. Rhodes’s lips as he took a small
box out of his trench coat pocket.

"Here's my graduation gift for you," he said, handing me the
small box.

"You shouldn't have," I said, though I gladly accepted.

"Would you mind trying it on now?" He asked.

"Uh, sure."

I quickly opened the small black box wondering why he wanted me
to "try it on" at once. Inside was a black Ray-ban aviator
sunglasses. It was the very same glasses Mr. Rhodes wore everyday
whenever he's out of the office. Except that the one in my hands
were new and unused.

"Um, thanks," I said, forcing myself from laughing out loud as I
glanced at his own aviator glasses clipped on the collar of his
shirt.

"Try it on," he urged, and I did.

"How do I look?" I asked.

Mr. Rhodes said nothing at first though I thought I saw his eyes
widened a bit.

"You'd be better in the police force," he said as he quickly
averted my gaze.

"Nah, it's not my calling," I removed the eyewear and slipped it
on the collar of my shirt, imitating him.

"I'm starving. Shall we go have lunch?"

***

Aunt Verona loved Chinese food. It was not surprising that she
imitated her favorite oriental dishes at home. The funny thing was,
she's a bad cook, and she doesn't know it. It's partly my fault
though considering I always try to praise her cooking. I just
simply don't want to hurt her feelings.

When she told me yesterday that she was going to prepare a
Chinese “feast” after graduation, I immediately suggested going to
Mr. Lee's instead since I don't want her to worry about cooking.
Luckily for me, she obliged at once.

Mr. Lee's diner was full of people as we came in. Most of them
were families who came straight from graduation. I silently wished
to see Emma with her family, but I knew that her dad hated Chinese
food. They're probably eating in an expensive Italian restaurant
somewhere faraway from here. I couldn’t help but imagine having my
celebratory lunch with my parents, and it only made me miss them
more.

The food was excellent, or maybe I was just glad to eat
something Aunt Verona did not prepare. Mr. Rhodes and my aunt did
most of the talking as I ate and texted Emma on my mobile
phone.

"You just can't get enough of her, can't you?" Mr. Rhodes asked,
taking another shrimp dumpling from the bamboo steamer.

"Sorry, I just can't help it," I mumbled.

Aunt Verona smiled as she placed her hand against mine. "You
should have seen them when they're together. It is as if they were
the only two people in the whole world."

Both my aunt and Mr. Rhodes laughed at this and I felt myself
flush in embarrassment.

"Just let them have some fun," Mr. Rhodes said. I thought I
caught a hint of sadness in his tone, though I wasn't really sure.
He never left my gaze though.

"They're young. They should be given a chance to enjoy their
lives."

"They grew up so fast," aunt Verona added, slowly shaking her
head. "It's such a shame James and Elizabeth are not around to see
their son."

Not liking the sad atmosphere that had somehow taken over our
table. I took a bite on a perfectly wrapped Peking duck and moaned.
"Oh, this is so freaking good!"

"Guess we'll try to make our own then," aunt Verona said.

Mr. Rhodes and I exchanged knowing glances as she said this, and
I had to stifle a groan.










Chapter 2
Chapter 2


After our hearty lunch at Mr. Lee's diner, Aunt Verona had to
leave us to attend her book club. She was a certified bookworm and
it had somehow affected me, though I was more fascinated with
ancient histories than reading full length novels.

After walking her up to the front porch of the book club meeting
place, I decided to go to the police station with Mr. Rhodes to
spend some time with him. It has been a long time ever since we sat
down over a cup of coffee and talk about some things.

I remember the first time I met him. It was just a few moments
after the mysterious guy in dark glasses disappeared in front of
me. Mr. Rhodes was a whole lot younger back then, and his eyes were
darker and sharper. I remembered feeling scared of him despite the
shock I felt for what had happened earlier. I actually half
expected him to disappear as well. Luckily, he didn’t.

Mr. Rhodes had been seated on a couch a few feet from the bed. A
few moments after the mysterious guy disappeared, he slowly stood
up and approached me as if nothing unusual had happened. His
expression was unreadable.

"The guy told you what happened right?"

My eyes widened in surprise. "You saw him too?" I asked,
somewhat relieved that I wasn't the only one who saw him.

"Yes."

"Do you know who he was?" Mr. Rhodes asked.

I shook my head.

"You've never seen him before?"

"No."

The room fell silent as he continued to stare at me. I took this
silence as a chance to know more about what happened to my
parents.

"Why am I here, sir?" I asked. "How come I'm not with my
parents?"

"I really don't know how to explain that to you, son." He
replied languidly.

"Is it true that they're… " I hesitated, though he seemed to
have understood.

"Yes, they're gone now, I’m sorry."

I only nodded in response. My parents hadn't really explained to
me how death works. I hadn't bothered to ask anyway. But still,
even with limited knowledge, I knew back then it wasn't an exciting
thing.

"Your name is Bryce Thorn, right?"

"Yes."

He stretched out his hand and offered it to me. "I'm Inspector
George Rhodes, though I don't want you to call me, Inspector or
Inspector Rhodes. I get that a lot and I don't want my friends
calling me with it."

I stared at his big rough hands for a moment. "Friends? Am I
supposed to be one of your friends now, sir?"

His dark eyes regarded me curiously for a second. "You sound
smart for your age, son. And yes, I want us to be friends. Is that
okay with you?"

I remembered that my mother used to tell me to not to talk to
strangers, because not all of them were kind people. Mr. Rhodes
didn't look like a stranger, though he looked mysterious. Dangerous
even. But I remembered grasping his hand as I accepted his offer of
friendship.

Now, fifteen years later, as I looked into the same man in front
of me. I couldn't help but feel thankful for meeting a guy like
him. He was like a father to me.

"What are you planning to do now?" Mr. Rhodes asked as he took a
sip of his coffee.

"I think I'm going to study for the licensure exam," I said as I
glanced at the wall behind him that was covered with plaques and
recognitions as well as newspaper clippings. The whole room smelled
of stale coffee and doughnuts.

"Don't you want to have a little break for awhile? You know,
travel around the world or something. Your parents had left a huge
sum and as far as I'm concerned, you're now of legal age to do
anything you want."

I shrugged. "It's just not my thing."

Mr. Rhodes waved his hand, his expression doubtful. "Nonsense!
Kids like you love adventure. You love backpacking around the world
and get wasted in cheap night bars. You crave for excitement and
danger."

I couldn't help but smile at his words. He was right, given the
chance, most of the people my age would do everything he had said.
Not me though, and I had no idea why. "As I've said, it's just not
my thing." I sipped my coffee and winced, it was too strong for my
taste. "And besides, I just want to be with Emma."

Mr. Rhodes raised an eyebrow. "Why don't you bring her with you
then?" 

He suggested, "You can go sightseeing in Greece and get drunk
somewhere in Brazil then wake up naked on top of each other on the
coast of Hawaii."

My ears perked up at this as I looked into his face to see if he
was serious.

 "Wow, that coming from Inspector George Rhodes? I don't
even know how to respond to that!"

He only snorted in reply as leaned to his table with his arms
folded in front of him. "Yeah, that's weird." He breathed. "Perhaps
you might want to consider being single again."

My head snapped at him, surprised. I cannot deny the animosity
between Emma and Mr. Rhodes but it was the first time he
acknowledged it out loud. “What’s wrong with Emma? Why don’t you
like her?”

“Nothing, though what I'm really trying to say is that you
should enjoy your life doing the things you want without anyone
restraining you.”

"Emma is not restraining me, and there's always a time for
that." I took another sip of my coffee and decided to give up. It
was way too strong.

"You're right about that, though life is short." I noticed the
sudden change in his voice. He was dead serious. "You never know
what could happen."

"Is there a serial killer on the loose that I should be careful
of?" I asked, trying to lighten things. Mr. Rhodes frowned
instead.

"I'm not playing around with you, Bryce. I'm being serious
here."

I felt myself stiffen as he addressed me by my first name. He
only did this when he was either angry or worried with me.

I felt myself sitting up straight as I pressed my lips. I felt
like a young boy again.

"I just don't want you to regret sometime later. And I bet your
parents would also want that for you," he said, averting my
gaze.

"I'm sure they would." I mumbled, not really wanting to talk
about my parents.

I stood up and slid the new Ray ban glasses on my ear. "I think
I should go now."

Mr. Rhodes looked surprised about this, but he immediately
regained his composure and nodded as he watched me stepped out of
his office.

Several policemen congratulated me as I walked out of the
station. The place was my second home and the policemen were my
brothers. I have spent a lot of time hanging around the station
that I've started getting to know everybody and know a bit about
their lives. 

They on the other hand, knew me as the boy who miraculously
survived a car crash. Sometimes, I kind of compared myself with the
wizard boy from J. K Rowling's books. Though he was far way cooler
considering he had magic powers and stuff.

Speaking of magic though, I couldn't help but think about the
mysterious guy wearing dark glasses. As I caught a reflection of
myself from a car parked outside the station, I realized that the
guy was probably wearing aviator glasses as well. I'm not really
sure about this though, because the memory was quite hazy and the
only thing that stands out from that memory was his disappearing
act.

Maybe there was really such a thing as magic.










Chapter 3
Chapter 3


I went straight home as soon as I left Mr. Rhodes’s office. I
looked at the time and realized that I've got about five hours to
spare before going to Emma's house and pick her up for dinner.

Aunt Verona was still in her book club meeting so I decided to
clean up my room just to kill time. I'm not usually a disorganized
person but I must agree that my room looked like a complete mess.
Both clean and dirty clothes were strewn all over the floor and my
drafting table was full of papers.

Maybe cleaning wasn't really a good idea considering that the
law of entropy exists. But then, a small voice in my head was
telling me to just do it to get it over with. Grabbing the laundry
basket outside the bathroom, I began filling it up with my dirty
clothes.

An hour later, I was lying comfortably on my bed as I surveyed
my organized room. I felt proud of my accomplishment. I don't know
how long I've lied on my bed but I was surprised to wake up and
realized that I've fallen asleep.

Bolting upright from my bed, I immediately took a shower and
chose one of my best shirts and a clean jeans from my closet. Even
after dating Emma for more than a hundred times, I always made sure
to look my best. I wondered if she does the same too. But then, I
realized that she always looked beautiful even if she was wearing
an old sweatshirt and baggy jogging pants, the actual outfit she
was wearing the first time I met her.

It was about five years ago, maybe around the same time I met
Vance. I was jogging around the campus as part of my daily
exercise. It was around five in the morning and the sky was just
about to come out.

I remembered feeling angry towards Seth for not returning my
French curves which I needed for my drafting. Actually, I had too
much in my mind that time and I can't exactly recall what's in my
mind when I bumped into Emma.

I just found myself looking down at the beautiful strawberry
blonde girl lying on the ground wearing a navy blue sweatshirt over
a baggy jogging pants that hid her beautiful figure.

It took me a moment before I found my voice. She was really good
looking.

"Are you alright?" I asked, as I bent down to help her sit
up.

"I'm okay, just stunned maybe," she said, as her almond shaped
eyes stared up at the sky.

I felt panic building up in my chest. "Did you hit your
head?"

Her eyes narrowed as she slowly placed a hand behind her head.
"Actually I-"

"Let me carry you to the hospital!" I said, not letting her
finish what she was saying. That's when she started laughing.

"Gotcha! You should have seen your face!" She was clutching her
stomach as she spoke in between laughs.

It took me a moment to realize that she was just messing up with
me. But still, I felt worried about her. What if she really did hit
her head?

"Are you sure you're alright?"

This made her laugh more. "Oh, geez, are you that slow or you're
really worried about me?"

"I'm worried about you," I admitted, never taking my eyes off
her face.

Her expression softened and she stopped laughing. "That's so
sweet. You're not a pervert are you?"

"Of course not!" I said, indignant on why she would think of me
as that.

"Yah, you don't really look like one either."

"Do you like perverts then?" I heard myself ask.

"Of course not!" and we both laughed at this.

I stood up and offered my hand to help her up, which she
willingly accepted.

"Are you sure you're alright? You don't want to go to the
hospital or visit the clinic at least?" I asked again, making sure
that she wasn't hurt.

"I am okay. Though I think my watch is broken." She held up her
left wrist as she examined the broken glass face.

"I'm so sorry!"

She waved a hand in front of me. "Nah, it's just a present from
a pen pal from China."

"You have a pen pal?"

"Why? Is that illegal?" She asked.

"No… I was just surprised that someone still uses snail mail,” I
said sheepishly.

"Oh, that's not surprising."

Awkward silence.

I looked at her face as I wondered what she was thinking. I also
wondered what I should do. Should I just say goodbye and leave our
separate ways, or should I ask her name. Well, we've begun talking
to each other so I might as well push my luck.

"What's your name by the way?" I finally asked.

"I thought you'd never ask," she smiled, and I felt myself
smiling as well. "My name is Emma Grath, and I don't like being
called, Em."

"I'm Bryce Thorn,” I said, and we shook hands.

She stared at my face for a long time and it made me wonder if
there was a poop over my face or something.

“I’m sorry about that,” she said, embarrassed. “I just thought
that you looked familiar, like I’ve seen you before when I was
younger.”

“Oh, is that so?” I asked, slightly amused. “Are you hitting on
me now?”

She smacked my shoulder and rolled her eyes. “You wish.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. "So, shall we continue our jog?" I
asked.

She smiled, "Lead the way, Bryce."

 From that day on, we decided to jog together every
morning.

***

I was about to call Emma to tell her that I'm on my way to pick
her up, when a sound of car engine stopping in our front porch
caught my attention.

I raced outside and was surprised to see a red minicoop parked
just across our front porch. Emma was standing beside the car with
a huge grin on her face.

"Wow, is this for me?!" I asked, joking.

Emma rolled her eyes. "You don't even drive."

I ran to meet her and wrapped my arm around her waist. She was
wearing a pink sundress which looked perfect on her.

"This is kinda embarrassing you know," I said, gesturing at her
new car. "I'm the guy; I'm the one who's supposed to be driving you
around." Though thinking about it, I've only driven a car thrice,
and that was with Mr. Rhodes’s old Honda. And to be honest, driving
made me uncomfortable.

"Does that emasculate you?" Emma asked, clearly enjoying the
situation.

I decided to play along. "Yeah, and think I'm seeing some dark
patch appearing on your upper lip, Mr. Grath."

She pulled away from me and frowned. "That's not funny."

"Hey, you're the one who've started this."

"You never make fun about mustaches when it comes to girls,” she
said sulkily.

I couldn't help but laugh at this and she glared at me.

Knowing that teasing her will only make things worse, I did what
a gentleman ought to do. I apologized.

"I'm sorry, Emma. I'm just fooling around," I said softly,
meaning every word I said.

A small smile crept upon her face and I found myself leaning
down to kiss her lips. She returned my kiss with equal gusto and I
know that I was forgiven.

***

The dinner was nice as always. We talked about our plans for the
future and reminisced our old college days. It all seemed far away
now, and it felt as if we had aged a lot.

I ordered the rib eye steak with mashed potatoes while Emma got
the salmon steak in lemon sauce. We exchanged plates halfway
through our meal and we had frozen yogurts for dessert.

"This is nice," Emma whispered as she took another spoonful of
her strawberry yogurt.

"Yes, it is," I agreed.

Emma slowly reached for my hand as she stared deeply into my
eyes. I felt myself sigh as our hands met. It was just a simple
gesture yet it meant a lot for me. I'm not usually the emotional
guy but having the love of my life in front of me as we stared at
one another holding each other's hand in silence, I felt like
crying. Though the tears I would have shed would be because of the
happiness I felt. Looking in her eyes, I could see that she felt
the same. And that made everything perfect.

"I love you, Emma," I said, though words were not enough to
describe the great affection I felt for her.

"I love you too," she returned, squeezing my hand as she
spoke.

"I want to marry you someday," I heard myself say, which
surprised me. Emma doesn't seem to mind though. In fact, her smile
grew wider.

"Why can't we marry sooner?"

"Because we can't rush things," I said. "We'll have to pass our
licensure exam, find work and get stable before we start thinking
about marriage."

Emma raised an eyebrow, "But you were just thinking about
marrying me someday."

"But you were thinking about getting married sooner. There's a
difference," I held up her hand and kissed it gently. "Besides,
we're still young. We've got our life ahead of us, and I want to
enjoy this moment."

Emma held up her other hand and cupped my cheek with her palm.
Her skin felt soft and warm against mine.

"I'm lucky to have bumped into you that morning," she said,
sounding grateful.

"I'm sorry for your wrist watch," I grinned.

Emma sighed, "You're worth it, Bryce. You're worth it."










Chapter 4
Chapter 4


It was already drizzling when we came out of the restaurant. It
was about 9pm and I hadn't realized how long our dinner was.

I suggested to Emma that I drive her since it was raining and
she may find the road slippery, though a little part of me had
badly wanted to try out her new car. I may hate driving but I’m
still a guy after all.  She won't allow me.

As soon as we entered her car, the rain got heavier.

"Is there a rainstorm coming?" Emma asked as she inserted her
key and started the car’s engine.

"Not that I know of," I mumbled. I had not watched the news nor
read newspapers lately.

She leaned forward the windshield and looked up at the dark
clouds. 

Frowning, at what she saw, she leaned back in her seat and shook
her head. "I hate rain. It makes me lazy," she sighed as she turned
the wiper blades on.

"Have you changed your mind about driving?" I asked
hopefully.

"Not a chance, Brycey boy," she stepped on the gas and we were
out of the parking lot.

Five minutes into the road, I watched her every move as she
focused on the road ahead. I wondered what she was thinking. "You
know, you can just drop me somewhere and you can head home." I
suggested.

She peeled her eyes from the road for a second to look at me and
snorted, "Why the hell am I going to do that? It's pouring outside
and you'll be soaked."

"I'll be fine." I told her.

"Why?" she asked, staring at the empty road in front of us. "Do
you doubt my driving skills? Lay modesty aside but I'm the one with
a driver’s license.”

"I do not doubt your skills!" I said, sounding defensive. "It’s
just that my ego won't stop bugging me at the thought of a girl
driving the guy home. It's just not right you know."

"Then how come you don't have your driver's license? I bet you
know how to drive, right?" She asked.

"Yeah, I do." I mumbled.

"Then why?"

I didn't know how to respond to her question. The truth was
driving had always made me think about my father. Every time I was
behind the wheel, I kept on imagining myself as my father as I
tried to reconstruct what had happened seconds before the accident.
I was asleep that time so I had to rely on the investigation
results the police had given regarding the accident. I couldn't
tell this to Emma though. I was alright talking about my parents,
but that if we were talking about the happy memories they had.
Talking about their death was a different matter and it was a
subject I didn't want to open. At first, I didn't understand why I
felt that way, but as I grew older, I realized that the reason for
that was the anger I felt towards myself.

How did I managed to survive the accident without even a single
scratch? Why didn't I die like my parents? Why does it have to be
them? Was their death the exchange of my survival? If that was the
case, it wasn't fair.

I turned my gaze on my window, hoping that Emma would let the
topic die down. She didn't though, and she knew me too well to
understand what the silence meant.

"It's not going to happen to you. As far as I can remember, you
told me that your dad drove carefully," I felt her hand on my knees
as she said this, and I quickly turned to her.

"Please drive with both hands," I said, aware of the pleading
tone in my voice.

"Relax, Bryce. I know how to drive," she assured me, though she
immediately took her hand off my knee and onto the wheel.

"Thanks," I muttered under my breath.

Emma shook her head, "I am really convinced that you doubting my
driving skills."

I rolled my eyes, "It's not like that, Emma. I am pretty sure
that I'll be home safe despite the turtle like pace we're having,”
I said, trying to make her smile.

Emma gave me a sidelong glance. "Oh yeah?"

"Yeah," I nodded, smiling. She took it the other way though and
it was too late for me to realize my mistake.

"Oh no, Emma. I was just joking!" I exclaimed as she began to
drive faster.

"You think I drive slow?" Emma challenged.

I held onto the edge of my seat as I watched the trees blur past
on the window. "No-no-no-no! Stop this very instant, Emma!" I felt
a chill run down my spine and my heart began to beat wildly in my
chest.

The trail of raindrops on her window shifted from falling down
to sideward as the car picked up more speed.

"I am not joking, Emma! Stop this now!" I yelled, which only
made her chuckle.

It was evident that she was enjoying every moment of this.
"Relax, the road is empty, and I want to get you home in
time,” she said, emphasizing the last words.

I thought about taking the wheel from her hands, just like what
they do in the movies, but then, that usually resulted in more
trouble which I was trying to avoid.

"You're already at 120kmph!" I pointed out, feeling nervous.

"What's the matter? Are you scared?" She taunted.

"I'm not," I lied, "this is dangerous, Emma."

Emma snorted, "Relax, Bryce. This road is always empty."

A few seconds later, a bright light suddenly appeared behind us
and I peeked in the rearview mirror to see a huge truck with
blinking headlights.

"Pull over, there's a big truck behind us, let it pass," I said,
shaking Emma's shoulder.

"Stop shaking me!" Emma snapped. She took a quick glance at her
side mirror and shook her head. "This road is big enough for two
trailer trucks, Bryce."

"How come he's speeding as well? I don't think they're allowed
to do that."

"Maybe he wants to race with us," Emma said dryly, though I
noticed her lips curling upward at the thought of a challenge. I
had forgotten how competitive she was.

I turned my head toward the rear windshield to look at the
truck. Its bright headlights were constantly blinking as it gained
more speed as well.

Images of my father's wrecked black Camry flashed in my mind,
and I suddenly imagined Emma's car colliding with the truck behind
us. I started to feel very uncomfortable and my breathing became
shallow.

"Pull over! Pull over!" I commanded Emma who took a quick glance
at the rearview mirror.

"Bryce-"

"Just do it, Emma! Please!" I pleaded.

"Okay, okay!" She yelled back.

I shook my head as I turned back on the road ahead of us. I
tried to stabilize my breathing as I told myself that everything
was going to be alright. Seconds later, I realized that Emma wasn't
pulling over, and we were still running at 120kmph.

"Why aren't you pulling over?"

Emma shot me a panicked glance. "I can't! The break isn't
working!"

It took my brain a moment to process this."What?!"

"Don't joke about this, Emma!"

"I'm not joking!" She snapped. I noted the tremor in her
voice.

"Try it again," I told her, as I stole another glance at the
truck.

"Just hit a tree or something!"

Emma did not answer. She was shaking from head to toe as she
continued stepping on the brake, to no avail.

"This is not happening!" She yelled. Her eyes flickered towards
me then to her rearview mirror. I’ve never seen her that terrified
before and I felt blood draining from my face.

I continued to look at the truck behind us as I thought about
the crash I've escaped fifteen years ago. Was this fate's way of
getting back at me?

As if to answer my question, Emma screamed as the car swerved
sharply to the left followed by the sound of screeching tires and a
loud crash as we hit a large tree trunk. I remembered turning to
Emma to see if she was alright when the bright headlights coming
from the truck got closer. Things began to slow down after
that.

I would never forget how Emma turned to look at me with an
expression of fear and horror in her face. How her skin looked
yellowish from the approaching light and the steady stream of tears
flowing down her face. I remember trying to reach out and pull her
close to me when suddenly, everything happened at once.

There was a deafening sound of metal crushing against metal as
shards of broken glass showered everywhere. I vaguely remembered
the car turning on its roof as my head hit against something hard.
White pain shot through my head and the last thing I saw before I
lost consciousness was a piece of metal sticking out just above
Emma's abdomen. Her once beautiful pink sundress drenched in
blood.
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