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SHAFTS OF SUNLIGHT pierced through the thin curtains of my bedroom and with squinted eyes, I greeted the morning like a distant, unwanted acquaintance. I expected the blaring alarm tone from my phone to wake me up, only to realize that I was awake an hour ahead of schedule. Normally, I would’ve closed my eyes again and tried to squeeze in every minute of sleep that I could get. Alas, the notification button from Instagram threw a wrench into that plan.

“Hey. There might be a lot of people later in centro,” Lara’s message began. “Do you want to reschedule or what?”

The message was sent around an hour ago. I scrambled in my foggy brain for words to string into a reply. “Why? What’s the occasion?”

In the context of a first date, “to reschedule”—95% of the time—means “to cancel”, a sort of unspoken but agreed upon euphemism that every man and woman in their 20s must understand if they want to avoid unforeseen devastation in the dating world. This is particularly true for online dating where, before the very first meetup, the only thing that tethers both parties are message logs that can easily be erased with one tap of a button. “Clear message for all” and it’s as though the other person never existed. If they’re particularly insistent on making their presence felt, then there’s always the nuclear “Block” button.

But 5% of the time, “to reschedule” really does mean to reschedule—a distinction I fussed over in my head as I stared blankly at the ceiling, the weight of my phone caving in on my chest as it carried the gravitas of a message waiting for a reply.

What on earth could be happening on a Tuesday? February 8. It was a day we both specifically picked because it aligned perfectly with our preferences: a day where both of us could make ourselves free; a day that was just a week before our respective Grad school classes started; a day where, presumably, not a lot of people would be out and about. After all, there was still a pandemic going on even though it didn’t feel like it anymore most of the time.

The light on my phone flashed. “It’s Leni’s proclamation rally there at Naga,” her reply read. Then a follow-up: “The main rally point is going to be at Plaza Quezon, but the caravan is going to pass through Mags.”

I closed my Instagram app and jumped over to Facebook. A quick search led me to Leni’s itinerary for the day and then I returned to Instagram to send her the link. “Leni’s not going to be here until 4pm,” I replied. Our agreed upon time to meet up was 2pm. “Unless you want to join?”

I put my phone down. Another waiting game ensued. Minutes later, the phone came back to life. “No, it’s okay. So you want to push through today?”

“Yeah. SM Starbucks, right?”

“Okay. See you later!”

I left a heart react and cut the conversation there. Just to make sure that we had something to talk about later.

It was a good thing that we didn’t reschedule. Prolonging a purely online communication was in no one’s best interest. After all, online interactions were only there to augment—not replace—physical ones. The worst trap one could fall into while navigating the world of online dating is to think that “internet chemistry” fully translates to “real-life chemistry”. Most of the time, it doesn’t. So best to confirm as soon as possible lest both parties waste time and energy only to be met with the crushing realization that the other person is better only fully existing behind a screen.

With sleep entirely expunged, I disabled my alarm and headed down for breakfast—a rare treat for me as much as I was a rare sighting at the dining table before 10am. When my mother saw me pouring Honey Flakes at a bowl full of milk, she was startled as though she had seen a ghost. “Are you going to Leni’s rally later?” she asked.

There were pink shirts laid out on the couch. Apparently, everyone but me knew about it. I must’ve missed the memo. With my mouth full of milk and cereal, I shook my head no.

“You want to join? Me and your father are going there later. I think your sister’s coming too.”

Why should I? I’m already voting for her, I thought as I ate my cereal, a hard crunchy sound with every bite. I also didn’t want them to know that I was going out on a date. My dating life was the can of worms I didn’t want open for my parents to feast on. I continued filling my mouth with cereal—a perfect excuse as to why shaking my head was the most I could contribute to this conversation.

“Why not? Didn’t you use to go to rallies back when you were in college?” she asked, a question she left hanging in the air before entering her room.

Alone in the dining table, I wondered if my mother was aware of the irony in her words or if it completely flew past her head. Stop going to those rallies. It’s very dangerous! she once told me after a friend of mine had posted a video on Facebook of me participating in one. Whether it was that video or my face making a brief appearance on national television (as many of my classmates had told me at the time) that tipped her off, I never found out.
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