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‘“We never miss the sunshine, until
the shadows foll,

We ne'er regret the bitter words, till
past beyond recall.””  (Romo)

Sunshine and Shadows

by Mario Aurora B. Agustines

When Bert alighted from the bus,
it was raining, He drew his rain-
coot closer to himself ond headed
towards the gote across the street.
Overheod, the trees thot bordered
the side-walks fluttered wildly in the
wind. He pushed the little gote and
scurried wp the garden path to the
‘porch.  Except for o light from one
of the upper windows, the house was
dork. Bert wondered grimly if Nina
hod decided o let matters go this
for. He fumbled in his pocket for
the door-key. The street lomp shim-
mering through the stanting rain cast
gloomy strecks on the porch woll.
He slid the key into the hole; it
refused to turm. He turned the door-

knob.  To his surprise, it yielded.
The hall was dark. No light come
from the kitchen. So Nino hod

decided fo go home to her mother,
toking the children with her and
forgetting to lock the door. Well,
okoy, Nino, It's my fault anyway
Bert thought wearily.

it wos his fault—mostly his fault
—that they had plunged into o
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And it would
not have started had he been more

most bitter quarrel.

careful end Nina had held her
tongue. But they were both angry.
For almost o week now, they had

been discussing Lulu's going fo
school.  The matter had almost been
settled.

“Mother scid we should woit for
another yeor,” Bert hod remarked
fast night after Nino hod came down
fram the children's bedroom.

“But Bert, Lulu is olready six.
And she’s such a bright child.”

“She soid ‘twould not be good for
her to start for school so young.”

“'Did you tell her | began when |
was five?”

Bert nodded. Do you know what
she soid? ‘Ot course, Adelina was
a clever child ot her age. But |
think Lulu teok after her father who
is @ long way frem his wife when it
comes to cleverness. ”* Bert had re-
peated his mother's words even to
a biting tane.

Nina had flushed. A deadly si-
lence had fallen on the room. When



22

she spoke, her voice cut coldly. “Will
you tell your mother thot | con get
olong very well without her nice little
dictations? Both of us will be much
happier if she keeps thot tongue of
hers where it belongs. .."”

“Nina!"”

After that had rumbled o borrage
of bitter words. They flung ot each
other one cutting remark ofter an-
other. When they went to bed, Bert
knew they would spend o sleepless
night. He wos miseroble. Of course
Nino wos to blame too. Her lan-
guage stung. But it was mostly his
foult. He knew only too well that
his mother never liked Nina.

Nina ond he hod been married
for eight years now. Yet his mother
hod alwoys looked with acidness at
Ning.  Perhops because she wos
afroid Nina might be the kind who
would boss him. Ning's fother wos
formerly govemor of Zombales. Bert
had tried to convince his mother that
she was wrong. But she would not
listen to him,

Bert switched on the famp. Worm
fight flooded the room. He . tiptoed
up the stoirs. A faint glimmer of
light come from the bedroom.

“Nina,.."” he called uncertainly.
She might not be in there after all.
She might hove left the light on
purpose. ‘Ning.”” He repeated soft-
ly. He wanted to add, I'm sorry,
Nina, sorry for being e fool”. .. Out-
side, the rain pattered and the trees
rustled in the wind.

For o moment Bert stood before
the closed door. Slowly he tumed

THE CROSS
the knob. A muffled voice trailed
out. “Bert...?” Nina was in bed.

Her foce even in the shadows looked
pale. Instantly Bert was sorry, sorry
for his own thoughts. He wanted ©

_ kick himself for mentally accusing

her of running home to her mother.

Bert turned on the lomp nearest
the bed. The soft light fell direct-
ly on Nina’s foce. The blue veins
shone But dangerausly on one side
of her white brow. “Bert.” There
was an ominous gasp in her voice.
Then Bert redlized. Her old iliness.

Bert dashed downstairs, Frantical-
ly he dicled first for Dr. GonZalez
who lived on the next street, then
for Nina's mother. He wonted to
call his own mether, But on second
thought, he decided to woit. A
number of questions raced through
his mind: Where ore the children?
Whot has happened to everybody?
Why did nobody coll me up at the
office?

When Ning’s mother orrived, he
felt relieved at least , about the
children.  Nina's mother had gone
to the house earlier in the after-
noon. She hod token Lulu ond four
year-eld Cormencito and little Bertie,
Jr. with her heme.

- —

Bert weorily trudged up the garden
path leading to the back of the
house. He had been at the hospital
He was worried about everything. He
was warried obout Nina. She seemed
to be going down: And he wos
worried about the children. For the
past week, they hod been with Bert’s
mother, “Ning hod wanted it thot
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woy. When he had brought her
to the hospital, she had osked thot
the children be sent to his mother.
Bert wos worried especially of iittle
Bertie who was borely ten menths.
And Lulu oand Cormencita might be
crying ot night. Nino hod been at
the hospitol eight days now. She
had hod two other attacks since that
day she had been first brought there.
The lost one had been more domag-
ing. It hod weokened her consider-
ably.

“Bert slid the key into the hole.
The door yielded eesily. He turned
on the light in the kitchen. Slowly
he fillsd the water-pot halfway ond
set it over the ronge. He had not
foken one squote meal these post
doys. He hod been too worried to
realize that.

He settled down on the Kkitchen
toble ond woited. The silence of
the empty house almost frightened
him.  He looked obout him. The
kitchen wos very orderly although
dusty. Of course it must be dusty.
No one hod run o wet rag across
the cupboord or the kitchen table
or the window sills this post week.
But everything was in its right plocg.

Pitiful that he had never noted
these things before. And the other
little things thot Ning did. The
tidy, the orderly, the marvelous way
in which she hod managed this
house, their home. Bert shook his
head regretfuily.

When Nino was well, each morn-
ing his clothes were hanging by
the bed, neatly pressed, ready to b2
put on. Each ofternoon, he'd come
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home to find Nina standing by the
front deor and the two little girls
sitting on the porch-steps, waiting
for him. In the evening, he'd sit
down to a carefully prepared supper
where the soup wcs just warm
enough to soothe a tired man, where
the slices of meat were just as ten-
der as he would hove wonted them
to be. At night, he'd rest his tired
body on o bed thot seemed to be
made up of nothing but warm sheets
ond soft pillows.

Yet he never let Nina know thot
he cared for the little, thoughtful

things that she They were
here. That was all. He never gove
them o second thought. And now,

when Nina was away, he remember-
ed. He missed her. He missed the
children. Now, when it was aimost
too lote. . .

Bert rose when the water-pot be-
gon to hiss. Gingerly, he lifted the
cover. It went down again with o
clatter as he let go. It scorched the
tender skin of his inexperienced hand.

The phone rang. Its persistent
clomor resounded eerily through the
auiet house. Bert dashed to the little
room near the stair. When he heard
the clear, feminine voice ot the other
end of the line, his heart sank.

“Mr. Alberto Perez?

“Yes. .. 2"

“This is the hospital. Wil you
come immediately>*

Bert knew. Another attack. In
o quarter of an hour, he was at
the hospital. When he sow Nina's

thin, pale face, he was frozen. He
was scarcely aware of the white-
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gorbed  figures moving  noiselessly
obout.

An hour loter, Nina was resting.

She was very weok. “‘Bert,” she
whispered almost inoudibly.  “the
children..."”

“They are with Mother. Don't

tolk mow, Nina. You must rest.”

She seemed to obey. She wos
very tired. But ofter a while, she
turned ogoin towards Bert. “Let the
children stay with her.”

Agoin she fell silent. For o long
time, she gozed at the enucifix
hanging on the blue wall opposite
the bed. “One more, ond | might
hove to go..."”

“Don’t say thot.””

I want the children to lové her.
That's why | wont them to stay
with ber.””

Bert could not speak. He wos
bewildered. It wos the first time
Nina ever tolked thot woy.

“I'm sorry, Bert, that she does
not like me. I'm sorry for what
| soid thot night. . She could not
g0 on. Two tears trickled down her
white cheeks.

Bert took Ning’s hond. He wont
ed to cry too. He wonted to bury
his foce into the white sheets ond
ery.  He knew Nina wos referring
to that quarrel of many nights be-
fore. Somehow, wordlessly, silently,
they hod forgiven each other for
that unfortunate offair.  He knew
that thot quarrel accounted o greot
deal for Nina’s iliness.

She loved Bert and it hurt her
terribly to think that his own mother
should ultimately be the couse of
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their quorrel.  She wanted fo love
Bert's mother but the older womon
was moking it very difficult for her
1o do so. And that was very pain-
ful for her.

During the following weeks, Bert
found it glmost impossible to stay in
the house. He was filled with o
terrible loneliness thot tried to press
him down. Standing on the hall,
he'd remember the sound of tiny
footsteps, the gurgle of baby laugh-
ter, Nina’s woice calling from the
kitchen.

But no, they were not there. M-
stead, the hollowness ond the grim
silence of the empty house stunned
him like o sharp blow. And yet,
before he had never given these |
tle things o setond thought. Now,
when the children were gone ond
Nina was sick almost degth, he'd
remember. , .
man has

9 granted,
when he bucomes carelessly, almest
i Then,” when it
.. The tiny foot-
steps, the baby loughter, the soft
voice. .. they might never be here
again if... if...

But Bert checked his thoughts.
Instead he prayed os he had never
prayed before, “Let her live. Let
Ning live. Give her back to us.. i

Nino stayed ot the hospital for
four weeks. Bert spent all his free
hours with her. He had wanted to
get a leave from the office but Ning
did not wont him to. The children
went regularly to the hospital. Be-
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couse he could no longer beor stoy-
ing in the house, he finally decided
to lock it up. It had becorne a dork
and dusty ond silent place. He stay-
ed most of the time ot the hospital.

The doy Nina left the hospital,
the house became alive ogoin. At
first, olthough Bert wonted very
much to take the children back home,
he was reluctont to do it. Nino
might have a relopse with three
lively little people around. But Nina
would not listen to him. She wos
redlly well, she told Bert.

The first oftemoon Nino wos
home, they gothered in the living
room.  Bert reolized—not without
o stronge feeling he could not very
well name—that indeed they mode
on ideal picture. Bert ond Nino
on their choirs. Lulu perched on
the piano stool, trying 1o dish out
stumbling, uncertain notes from the
piono. Her tiny fingers could borely
cover six keys at a fime. Cormen-
cita, trying vainly and with oll her
baby ingenuity to follow Lulu from
one end of ‘the piano. Little Bertie,
Jr. wos lying on a mat loid out
temporarily on the linoleum. He was
vigorously shoking a rattler in his
chubby little honds, all the while
exhibiting his two precious teeth.
They mode a nice family picture,

“Mother, Grondma loves you.”"
Lulu suddenly tumed from the piono
ond fixed her dork, round eyes ot
Nino.

Ning tried to conceol the puzzle-
ment slowly appeoring in her face.
For her, that was o stortling piece
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of revelation, the most startling she
had ever received. Lulu was so un-
predictable sometimes. Bert smiled
at Nina,

The doorbell rang.
headed towards the door. ““Wait
here, Nina. I’li go and see.” Faint
sounds of voices trailed from the
porch.  After o while, Bert came
bock into the room. He was corry-
ing something wrapped in paper and
cellophone. “For you.” He honded
the mysterious gift to Nina with a
boyish wink in his eye.

Flowers! Nina was more puzzled
—although she tried to hide it—as
she took off the white paper and
beheld on gssortment of colors.

“But Bert, who...?"

“Go on, you'll find out.”

As Nina tilted the bouquet, o
smoll envelope wedged between the
flower stems fell out. It was o get-
well-very-soon cord.

“QOh Bert, from your mother.”
Bert nodded.  “But | thought you
told me she'lt leave for the prov-
ince this ofterncon.”  Bert nodded
agoin Ning fumbled for the piece of
paper inserted in the card. A letrer
from his mother. . .! Her eyes moved
swiftly.

My deor Ning,

Will you forgive an old woman
who is your mother and yet has
never been like one to you? When
the children were with me, |
tearned many things | had never
known before. | found out that the
Nina Bert married is not ofter oll
the snobbish and arregant person
| thought her to be. She is will-

Bert rose end
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ing to entrust her children to her
mother-in-low who had never been
friendly towords her. And the
children, 190. Such little angels.
| told myself they camnot possibly
be the children of e selfish and
domineering womon. | don’t know
why | should know this only now.

It's eight years now, isn’t it? Per-

haps it's because from the very

stort | refused to know you then.

| reclize now | wos doing you o

terrible wrong, Nina.  Will you

forgive me>

The letter was signed ‘Mother’, It
was brief ond direct.

Nina's eyes filled. It was the very
first time that Bert's mother colled
her ‘Nina’. As though trying to show
her that she must not expect love or
friendliness from her, his mother had
olways persisted in calling her ‘Ade-
ling",
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Now she understood what Lulu was
trying to tell her o few utes be-
fore. Her simple and seemingly in-
significont act of letting the children
Bert's mother had melted
ness in the ofder women’s
heart. She finally let down the bar-
rier of unfriendliness she had set up
between herself and Nina.

After all, Nina's illness was not
all nightmare. She would never want
to be ill again. She would avoid
being ill. But her twenty-seven dovs
at the hospital were not, after all,
all agony. Her illness somehow help-
ed to open o pair of eyes which-had
been closed during these post eight
or nine years.

In fact it helped open two pairs
of eyes. But of course, Nina could
not know that yet, becouse the
other pair belonged to Bert.
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“You smoke how many cigors o day?”

""About ten.”

"What do they cost you?"
“"Twenty cents o piece.”"

My, that's two dollors o day.
“Thirty years.”

How long hove you been smoking?”

“"Two dollars a day for thirty years is o lot of money.””

“Yes, indeed, it is.

“Do you see thot office building?”

“Yes,

“If you had never smoked in your life you might own that fine big

building.”
“Do. you smoke?’
“No, never did."”
“Do you own that building?"
o

"We‘ll, I do.. .Smoke?”"



