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‌Esperanza Street, May 1981


The rain came down. On Esperanza Street the hot-food vendors, already prepared with tarpaulins, called to one another in mock dismay as the rain hissed on their braziers and broke the crowds. A layer of steam rose from the ground and clung to the leaves of the cheesewood hedge that separated Aunt Mary’s boarding house from the commotion of the street.


I stood at the boarding-house gate and watched as the rain emptied Esperanza Street. Generally, our people didn’t run too hard to escape the monsoon rains; only the tourists, for whom such rains were a novelty, sprinted happily for cover. The rest of us knew that at the height of the season, over the course of a day, the chances of staying completely dry were slim, even with an umbrella. Later on, when the rains grew less frequent, people might work a little harder to avoid getting wet.


At the top of Esperanza, where it joined Salinas Boulevard, the fish vendors stopped pouring cups of water over lines of crab and milkfish and groupers and rolled back their canopies, if they had them, to let the rain wet their wares.


Nearby, a ripple of activity passed through the muddle of tricycle and motorcycle rickshaws grouped at the junction. The trike riders, all men, turned up their collars against the light wind that drove the rain along and reached down to unstrap umbrellas that were fastened to the cycle frames. Straightening up, they slotted the umbrellas into place and opened them out, securing the fabric domes with string. The men checked the lines for tautness with their thumbs before sliding back into their saddles or lounging in the sidecars, apparently asleep, but with eyes on the street, waiting for the fares the rain would inevitably bring.


I knew the rhythm of this street by heart. On the nearest corner, within eyeshot of our gate, Johnny Five Course would be wedging an umbrella into the boughs of the frangipani tree and leaning back against the trunk, his feet up on the wheels of his food cart. On the corner opposite, Abnor, short for Amos Balignasay Junior, sixty if he was a day, would be flipping up the wooden wings of his tea cart and sliding his stool underneath before slipping into the doorway of Primo’s store to share a cigarette with the man himself, perhaps making his long-considered move on the chess board atop Primo’s counter. Half a block along, in the direction of the sea, Cora would be hooking the sunshade down over the chairs in front of the Coffee Shak. At the bottom of the hill, Colon Market would be blossoming into a patchwork reef of awnings and umbrellas. And down at the jetty, my father and Jonah and the rest of the boys would sit it out under any shelter to be had or, if there was none, would squat on the sea wall, their shirts pulled over their heads and, laughing at each other, turn their faces up to the sky.


Esperanza, one of the oldest streets in Puerto, its heartbeat made up of thousands of smaller pulses, lulled us all with its apparent constancy. Yet even then, unknown to us, in a bright, air-conditioned office as close to our street as it was distant, a new and remorseless beat was gathering.















‌Spanish Colonial Architecture


I was eight when my father brought me to one of the big houses at the top of Esperanza Street and left me with Mary Morelos. Aunt Mary, as I called her, though we weren’t related, was from a good family, well known in the neighbourhood. At one time her family had owned much of Esperanza and the surrounding streets as well as estates up in the hills. However it was common knowledge that her late husband had been something of a gambler. Thousands of acres of sugar plantations and coconut groves were lost to the other landowners who formed Uncle Bobby’s poker crowd, until all that remained to his wife was the house and its garden and the freehold to a couple of stores further down Esperanza.


Relieved of her inheritance, Aunt Mary ran her home as a boarding house, the only one in Esperanza that charged per night; all the others had hourly rates, too. And she was fussy about whom she let stay: unmarried couples were acceptable; single women, Filipino or foreign, were usually welcome, but single foreign men, especially the older ones, especially the quiet older ones, she didn’t much like. She wasn’t above asking them to leave before they’d even settled in if she got a hunch about them. Her foreign guests were mostly Germans or Swiss with the occasional American. When she was younger she’d spent time in Europe and the States and so seemed at ease in almost any foreign company.


The Morelos house was a three-storey building constructed during Spanish times: coral stone for the ground floor, hardwood for the two above. It stood, at a slight angle, behind the neatest garden in the street. The garden, thick with greenery, was formal in design, planted in a European style but with the waxy, wayward leaves of the tropics. The trees and bushes were cut as standards, with caverns of cool, shadowed earth beneath them. Arching over the verandah, fingers of bougainvillea twitched in the rain.


My father brought me to the house with a small bundle of my things; nothing much – a change of clothes and some schoolbooks. I had on an old pair of slippers that had belonged to my brother which were too large for my feet, treacherous to walk in. I didn’t even have a toothbrush.


We called at the back door, by the kitchen. Aunt Mary asked my father to bring me into the sala, where she scrutinised me. She didn’t ask us to sit down and remained standing herself. My father removed his cap.


‘I haven’t the time to fix broken wings,’ she said. ‘Does he have any trouble with discipline?’


My father glanced at me before answering. ‘No, the boy can work hard when he puts his mind to it.’


I stood motionless in the centre of the room. The shutters were open but the cane blinds were lowered and the inside of the house was cool. The room smelled of dust and flowers and camphor. Aunt Mary frowned at me. ‘Do you have another pair of shoes?’ she said. I shook my head.


‘I’ll bring some,’ my father said hurriedly, as if my ill-shod feet might break the deal, but she waved his offer away.


‘Leave him here,’ she said.


I was sullen that day and for much of the first month, but I did work hard and with care. Just to make it clear that I was there to work, Aunt Mary set me to polishing the wood in the house straight away, and there was a lot of it: stairs and balustrades, and the heavy narra-wood furniture. She made me polish everything but the piano; she wouldn’t let me touch that at first. Everything was dusty; her previous houseboy had left over a week ago, heading back to his native village to cultivate the quarter-acre his father had left him and look for a wife.


Aunt Mary bought me new shoes and a toothbrush and tyrannised me into cleaning my teeth twice a day. In the evenings I was expected to do my schoolwork like her own boys. At night I slept next to America, the housekeeper, on a mat in the kitchen. America’s children and grandchildren were a long distance away, in a village to the west. She missed them and I suppose that worked out well for me because she clucked over me like a mother.


On my first day Aunt Mary called me over to her and said, ‘This is your chance, Joseph. Do you understand?’ I said yes because I didn’t want her to think I was ignorant. I expected I could mull it over in my own time and work out what she meant. Much later, it seemed so obvious. Puerto was a working port and a market town. It had its share of tourists, but they didn’t usually stay for long, preferring the long stretches of white beach to the north and south of town. The foreigners passed through now and again to renew their papers, visit banks or hire motorcycles on which to explore the hinterland when they tired of white sand and the sound of surf breaking out over the reefs. Some, usually men, came to stay for short stretches in the inns behind Salinas Boulevard, close to the shanties behind the Basilica de Nuestra Señora. There was something faded about these men, something careful and deliberate. They arrived in town, hired a room for a week or so, sat with warm beers at the Chinese bars, wilting behind sunglasses. From the sidewalk tables outside the bars, they faced outwards, towards Greenhills, glimpsing the nakedness of slum kids in the alleys. After a while they would leave for the beaches, sometimes with a local kid in tow. At first I envied these kids, imagining them fetching beer and folding laundry and being repaid for a few weeks’ work with training shoes, video-game consoles and money.


Our neighbour’s daughter, Elisa, disappeared for a fortnight once, and when she returned she had new clothes, new shoes, a bag full of music cassettes. Her family’s house seemed quiet for a while after that; there was no celebration of her safe return. Then her father bought a new TV set and things seemed to return to normal. Elisa was sulky after her reappearance, though, and clicked her tongue at me like I was just a stupid baby. I was only a year younger than her and took it badly, avoiding her in spite of her new-found wealth and independence.


Later that same year I got a job bussing tables after school and at weekends at one of the Chinese bars, but it didn’t last for more than a day. A neighbour saw me there, and my father came from the jetty in the middle of the day, a Saturday, and dragged me away by my ear. I’d thought that he, a stevedore who knew the meaning of hard work, would have been pleased. The following weekend he took me to Aunt Mary’s.


The month after my arrival some women came to the house to help in the kitchen. My mother was among them. I’d seen her only twice since I’d left home and I was looking forward to it. She’d grown thin but I didn’t think anything of it; I was young and she was my mother. It was the day before All Saints’ Day and a picnic was to be held in the cemetery the next evening. The cemetery housed Aunt Mary’s family crypt, where Uncle Bobby was buried, and she wanted a roast suckling pig and chicken and all manner of sweets.


My mother interrogated me as she split coconuts with a knife longer than my arm. ‘Have you behaved yourself?’ she said sternly.


I nodded.


‘You’re sure you’ve not given Aunt Mary any cause for complaint?’


I shrugged and said I didn’t think so.


‘I don’t want her thinking ill of our family,’ my mother said. Then, more softly, ‘It’s quiet at home without your hollering.’


Elisa had disappeared for a second time, though she was now back home. Her mother, Bina, had taken to her bed for a week afterwards and had not responded to any of my mother’s enquiries. Elisa’s father was drinking again. My mother didn’t tell me any of this directly. The women discussed it among themselves in soft voices, ignoring me mostly, taking their dismay out on the suckling pig and the chickens as they rubbed in spices and stuffed the skins with herbs.


I loitered, listening to their talk, until America, uncertain how to give me orders in the presence of my mother, set me to cleaning the rice. She was on edge at the intrusion in her kitchen, but enjoying hearing gossip from a part of the neighbourhood that fell outside her usual territory.


‘Poor Bina,’ one of the women said. ‘No one wants to marry a horse.’ My mother’s face tightened. She started talking about another neighbour whose skin had turned silvery and scaly by degrees. The man could recollect no change to his routine, no unusual events. His wife believed he had been cursed by a local woman who worked in the fish market but who everyone knew was a sorcerer. The women seized on this new topic immediately. Several times America and my mother crossed themselves in unison at some new revelation.


They were discussing this when Aunt Mary came into the kitchen to see how things were progressing. She was carrying a bundle of bed sheets. The women paused in their work, if only for an instant; somehow, a pile of laundry still seemed out of place in Mary Morelos’ arms. Aunt Mary had studied a lot but never had to work before the death of her husband. She’d studied piano at a place she called the conservatoire and had been to university in Manila and Paris. After Uncle Bobby died and the well-wishers had drifted away, the reality of keeping the house emerged. She had Vincent, her old houseboy, but the added work when it became a guest house was too much for him and America alone. Bit by bit Aunt Mary learned, and she wasn’t afraid of the work, though in front of certain people she preferred not to be seen doing it. For this reason, the women spoke about her in a different tone than the one they used for the women of the other big households at the top of Esperanza Street.


The women stopped talking now, though they continued to sing at intervals as they worked. Aunt Mary walked through the kitchen and into the laundry room at the back. ‘He was so handsome,’ one of the women said. The others, including my mother, exchanged glances and smiled down at the meat and the piles of scraped coconut. My mother threw me a warning look. I was too young then to guess the colour of the story. Aunt Mary was already thirty when she married Captain Bobby Morelos, and even then she was plump, with a round, plain face. Uncle Bobby was much younger and beautiful to look at, a favourite among the young ladies of the neighbourhood, but bar his navy commission and the clothes he wore, had little to offer. Of course I never heard any of this from Aunt Mary herself. She always remained tight-lipped about private matters.


When Aunt Mary came back into the kitchen the women fell silent again. I was sitting on the floor, sifting the rice for stones. She watched me for a while. Then, to my mother, she said, ‘I’ve interrupted your discussion.’


‘One of my neighbours is sick,’ my mother said. ‘Nothing unusual.’


The women nodded, smiling at Aunt Mary. Aunt Mary looked relieved. ‘I trust you and your families are all well,’ she said.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ my mother said, the unofficial spokeswoman.


Aunt Mary inspected the suckling pig and the row of stuffed chickens. ‘On schedule?’ she said, to no one in particular.


‘Ahead, if anything,’ my mother replied.


The women stood back to let Aunt Mary examine the food. They were all from families that had some connection with her, though not by blood or marriage. Perhaps she’d lent them money once or used her influence for them in some way. Their help today and on other days like it was a part of whatever bargain had been struck. From that time on, the existence of a connection with her, though never the details of it, was happily and widely acknowledged by these women, whose level otherwise was understood by both sides to be far below Aunt Mary’s own.


Aunt Mary sniffed the air. It was heavy with the smell of garlic and onion. ‘When the sheets are done,’ she said to me, ‘hang them outside.’ Aunt Mary usually preferred the guest house laundry to be hung indoors, invisible to the town. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said, to impress my mother. A nod was usually sufficient acknowledgement for Aunt Mary; there was something about her home that encouraged silence. Even my mother and her friends were not raucous here like they might have been elsewhere.


Aunt Mary smiled at my mother and left; it was well known that she didn’t enjoy neighbourhood gossip and so no one was offended.


The conversation foundered now as little remained to be done. Before she left, my mother said, ‘I hope you’re taking care to wash your privates properly.’ I wish she hadn’t, for it turned out to be the last thing she ever said to me. As the rest of the town worked excitedly through All Saints’ Day to prepare for a night of festivity, my mother started bleeding and less than a week later she was dead.















‌Rice and Chocolate


I hadn’t been established long enough at Aunt Mary’s to find it strange when my father came to collect me unexpectedly in the middle of the week. He waited in the sala while Aunt Mary called me in from the yard. I had barely started my chores and came into the room dragging the broom behind me to find him perched on the very edge of a chair by the doorway, nervously rubbing the back of his head with one hand and holding his cap in the other. I thought he might have been sitting that way, the chair taking hardly any of his weight, because he wanted to leave as quickly as he’d come, or because he couldn’t make up his mind whether to sit or stand. I realised later, when I thought back over the day, that it was because he was afraid of dirtying the chair, as if the marks of a hard job at the jetty shouldn’t be left in a house like this; I remembered also how he’d stood just outside the edge of the rug the day he first brought me here.


He wouldn’t tell me why he’d come, but I knew from his face and from Aunt Mary’s that it was something important. He said nothing as we walked down the hill. We’d turned off Esperanza, passed the Espiritista chapel and were almost at the street where we lived, when he said, ‘Your mother was unwell.’ But he couldn’t bring himself to say anything more, and it wasn’t until we reached our door and Aunt Bina came out to meet us that I learned my mother was dead.


He told me that, in the end, it had been quick, merciful. I couldn’t understand what he meant by that. What was merciful about dying, about having so much taken from you?


Her body was lying on the bed. She looked asleep, pale, barely like the person she’d been and, for a while, I hoped it wasn’t her, hoped that somebody in their grief had made a mistake and that my mother would return to demand an explanation for the presence of so many strangers in our apartment.


Aunt Bina helped my father to wash and dress my mother’s body while Elisa took me outside to play cards in the hallway. We played Pusoy even though there were only two of us, and Elisa talked and talked, about nothing perhaps, for later I couldn’t recall a single thing she’d said. The only time she was silent was when she was dealing the cards, and then I heard soft sounds from the apartment, which might have been a man crying.


My mother lay in the apartment in a simple coffin for a day and a night while people came to see her. It was November and the rains had stopped and the days and nights were slightly cooler. It was still warm though, and Aunt Bina opened all the doors and windows and pressed my mother’s face and chest gently with ice, bought from the store downstairs, that she’d wrapped in a towel. I heard someone say, ‘At least she won’t puff up like a balloon like the Magpulong boy,’ and I imagined a boy blown up into a taut sphere, skin stretched to bursting and I giggled, but only for a moment before my father shushed me angrily.


The apartment slowly filled with people. I recognised only a few of them, but they all knew who I was and looked at me with pity. The women sat by my mother’s body and the air rang as they chanted. My father smeared oil on my forehead with his thumb and then on his own and on Elisa’s and so on round the room. He swayed a little; he’d been drinking. Aunt Bina lit incense and candles.


Jonah and the jetty boys came. The boys stayed in the kitchen, playing cards and sipping from the same bottle as they passed it round, curling their fingers round the rim to keep their lips from touching it. Jonah came through into the main room and, though I saw him glance towards the kitchen several times, he stayed by the coffin, by my father, for the entire afternoon.


Elisa, helping out, disappeared and reappeared constantly. Deep into the afternoon she arrived again by my side, her eyes broad, astonished. She touched my fingers lightly and leaned into me, whispering in my ear. She’d overheard her mother say that Jonah had paid for the funeral. I felt ashamed as she told me but annoyed too, with her and with Aunt Bina. I looked at my father but I didn’t know how to ask him. I went with Elisa to find her mother. Aunt Bina was outside in the hallway. She spoke authoritatively, like a teacher, as if a vigil was for her an everyday event, although I couldn’t remember another in our building. ‘To start with, he refused to accept any repayment from your pop,’ she said. ‘But you know your father. Dante wouldn’t take the money except in loan, so Jonah’s agreed to take instalments. He won’t charge any interest on it though. Almost came to blows over it,’ she added with satisfaction, though she broke her eyes away from mine as she said it. Interest, instalments. I wished Elisa hadn’t told me at all.


Elisa held my hand through most of the evening and I let her. She squeezed my fingers every now and then. Her hand felt dry and rough. She seemed older, smarter, and I wondered more than once how it was that she too seemed to know what to do when it was my mother who’d died, when I felt like a visitor in my own family’s apartment.


My brother and sister returned for the vigil, arriving together late in the evening. Luisa brought with her two small children I’d never seen, laying them down to sleep, amid all the noise and the passage of people, on a mat under the dining chairs that had been pushed back against the wall for want of room. Her husband didn’t come with her. My father asked after him but seemed barely to hear her answer. Luisa had married young but reasonably well, at least that was what everyone said at the time. Her husband was considerably older and had a steady job with prospects. She’d done well enough, my mother had once said, for a girl who never finished high school. Behind her, my brother Miguel took his cap off as he came through the door and stood next to my father, his face serious, his back straight like a soldier’s. He watched me for a minute, as if wondering who I was. Soon after they arrived I was sent to get some sleep in Bina and Elisa’s apartment. The next morning as we stood by the grave Miguel rested his hand on my shoulder all the way through the eulogy.


After the funeral my father told me to wash and, as I stood at the tap in the yard, he came over to me and scrubbed my hair roughly with soap, holding my head down as he sluiced pail after pail of water over me to rinse the suds away. When he stopped and I looked up at him in astonishment, I saw his eyes were wet. He turned away without a word. Elisa came out with a towel and wrapped it round me, rubbing the ends of my hair with it, gently.


Luisa stayed for a couple of days, making sure our father ate and keeping the place swept and clean. Miguel left straight after the funeral. Before he went, he pushed some coins into my hand and said, ‘If Pop asks, it’s for Our Lady, but if you want to get some candy, that’s ok too.’


It wasn’t much but I slipped the coins into my father’s bedside drawer, leaving them on top of his Bible, before I set off back to Aunt Mary’s; all but one, which I clung to, the metal growing damp in my palm in the heat. In the street outside our building I waited for America, who’d come to collect me and pay her respects, though she’d barely known my mother at all. My father stood with his back to me, in the stairwell, talking to Pastor Levi while America talked to Aunt Bina and waited to catch my father’s eye to tell him she was taking me back to the boarding house.


On the ground floor of our building, to one side of the street entrance, there was a small general store. It was owned by our landlord, who owned most of the building and one or two others in the centre of town. The store was open and I thought of what my brother had said. I bought a handful of Juicy Fruit candies and some chocolate and three hard sugar cookies, one each for my father and America and one for me.


When we were ready to leave, after Pastor Levi had gone, I pulled the cookies and some of the candies out of my pocket and offered them to my father. I thought he might take one, or maybe shake his head and leave them for me but, his face alive with rage, he swiped at my hand and scattered my offerings across the sidewalk. I was stunned. America said nothing to me but put a hand on my father’s arm and said, ‘Think what you want the boy to remember about today.’ My father pulled his arm away and glared at her, but he watched us as we walked away through the alley towards Esperanza. When we got home, America made coconut cakes and champorado, rice cooked with chocolate, and let me eat only sweet things for the rest of the day.















‌Stevedores


Aunt Mary gave me every Sunday off, but after my mother died, I lost the greater part of these to God, fidgeting silently beside my father in the chapel while he prayed. Sometimes I prayed too, mostly that my father might decide to skip church the following week, but my appeals were never answered. Afterwards we’d return to his apartment for lunch, where he’d try to make conversation to stretch out the afternoon, turning a cup round and round in his hands while I watched him from across the table, the dirty plates stacked between us. Eventually we’d end up back at the jetty, though Jonah always saw to it that my father had Sundays off too. As soon as we got there, my father seemed to relax. It never struck me as strange; somehow the jetty was the proper backdrop for him. Even now, when I think of him, the first image that arises is always of a man balanced on the cross-pole of a newly moored outrigger, his hard brown feet curved round the bamboo, one hand on his hip, the other on the boat’s canopy.


The jetty was always a relief after the sobriety of the boarding house and the chapel, and every Sunday I found myself straining my eyes towards it as we walked down the hill.


As always, Jonah pretended to be surprised to see us. ‘You’re getting big,’ he said to me. ‘How old are you now?’ Though he knew very well.


‘Fifteen.’


‘Can’t tell you apart.’ He made a show of looking from me to my father and back again, and I was pleased, even though I knew it wasn’t true; I took after my mother. My father rolled his eyes.


We settled ourselves on the sea wall. As usual for the hour, business at the jetty was slow. In the shallows, under a hard blue sky, two of the jetty boys splashed ashore with bunches of flustered chickens like sprays of flowers. Behind us, near the road, two more heaved pigs one by one into the trailer of a waiting motor rickshaw, the animals screaming as they were lifted by ears and tails and swung over the side like sacks. In the shade cut by Jonah’s office, three of the boys were shooting hoops at a basket nailed to a palm tree, watching out for any signal from Jonah in between shots. The rest sat along the sea wall, perched like gulls, retreating under the visors of caps, eyeing the line of boats that rocked in the swell.


Jonah patted his belly absent-mindedly. On a clear day, I could distinguish him from the rest of his boys from as far back as the crest of the hill by the bulge of his belly, out of proportion with the rest of his wiry frame. He referred to it as his pregnancy and said, with slightly exaggerated joviality, that it just went to show he didn’t need a woman. Jonah’s wife had left him a couple of months before.


With little else to do, the boys on the sea wall started up a noisy game of poker, tossing single cigarettes into the centre as stakes. We watched them for a while. Then Jonah said, ‘Well, she came back.’


‘Who?’ said my father, his eyes on the game.


‘Margie. Long enough to get the armoire. Some antique her grandmother left her.’


‘Is it so bad to just do what she wants?’ my father said. Then, softening, unwilling perhaps to sound critical, he added lightly, ‘She leave you with any furniture?’


‘You heard about the note?’ From the way my father smiled, I guessed he already had, but he sat quietly, attentively, as Jonah told it again. Jonah started off as if it were just another of his anecdotes. ‘A man gets home after a hard day at work to find his wife gone. She’s left him a note at least, but she’s made him a ham sandwich and impaled the note in the middle of it with a toothpick. Like the sail of a boat, you know. A joke maybe about me belonging at the jetty? Only this time, unlike all her other departures, the note was real short.’ And he said in a high voice, mimicking his ex-wife, ‘It’s just not enough anymore. What does that mean, anyway? This time she didn’t even bother to cut the sandwich in half. Now, I like my sandwiches whole anyway. Whole and square, not cut into little triangles with the crust trimmed off like the First Lady’s expected round for tea.’ He crooked his finger daintily. ‘You think she did it so I could finally have something my own way? A last kindness for the condemned man?’


My father shrugged; Jonah didn’t expect answers. He carried on, he was just warming up. ‘So I get a beer and take the sandwich through to the TV. No point wasting food. My parents are watching Kuwarta O Kahon – they love that show, never miss it. Every week they talk about what they’d do with the money if they won. Or about Pepe Pimentel’s hair. So we sit there, no one saying anything; I guess they figured she’d be back, like before. Then Pop says, “He’s my age, but he’s got a better head of hair.” And my mom says, “He’s younger than you, and anyway it’s a wig, Dexter.” “Pepe?” my pop says. “A wig? No way!” And they’re arguing about Pepe Pimentel’s hair when I notice some photos are missing from the cabinet. Can you believe it, she left behind our wedding photo but she took the one of Enrique, her dead Pomeranian. And now whenever I think of Margie, I can’t help but picture Pepe Pimentel. I’ve even imagined the two of them together, you know, together,’ and he said the last word carefully, with a glance in my direction. I saw my father’s jaw tighten as if he were stifling a laugh. Jonah’s ex-wife, Margie, was easily the most glamorous person I’d seen in Esperanza – not the sort of woman I could imagine with Jonah. I’d seen her a few times at the jetty and she seemed wrong there, like she’d arrived by accident – taken a left when she should have gone right. Her presence had felt strange, like an intrusion, and even though I didn’t know her, I’d wanted her to leave. She’d seemed startled when my father brought her a chair, eyeing the seat for dirt before she sat down.


‘She says the jetty’s days are numbered. That we can’t stem the tide of progress,’ Jonah’s voice rose to a peak, ‘That only an idiot clings to the past rather than embraces the future.’ He swept his arms out in a grand gesture. ‘I mean, do I look like an idiot?’ My father clicked his tongue, drew his legs up, dropped them down again. Margie’s father ran a freight company and her uncle owned a fleet of jeepneys. It wasn’t the first time, my father told me later, that Jonah had declined to work for either of them, preferring to make his own way. After Margie left, her family insisted they hadn’t seen her.


‘That’s what happens when you bite your own finger,’ my father said.


Jonah threw his hands up. ‘Ah, who needs an armoire?’


The jetty boys erupted loudly as another poker player folded. The nearest, Subong, often to be found in my father’s orbit, was a boy too simple and too open to bluff well at cards. He pulled back from the group now, groaning. My father glanced up at him, a half smile on his face. Subong walked a few paces along the wall, his arms folded above his head, berating himself. He stopped, looked up at the sky for several seconds, then he turned round and walked back to the group. The boys dealt him another hand. Subong sat down again, one leg dangling over the seaward edge of the wall, the other leg bent, cards propped against his knee. He eyed the growing pile of cigarettes hopefully. My father shook his head and then, catching Jonah’s eye, started to laugh, quietly at first and then more deeply, until his whole body was shaking. His mirth infected Jonah who wiped his eyes and slapped a hand again and again on the concrete coping of the wall.


I stared at them, at my father, at the unexpected spectacle of his pleasure. I would have liked to laugh too, to share the joke, but instead I watched and, without really understanding why, I felt rebuffed.















‌A House on Wheels


The last boats always departed earlier on a Sunday and they waited now, surging gently, loaded up and ready, for anyone who might fill the remaining seats. While the light lasted, the boatmen would hang on for as long as they had the patience, regardless of the official timetable on the noticeboard outside Jonah’s office. I knew my father wouldn’t leave until the last one had been pushed out into the waves, and so I sat, quietly, savouring the grainy lilac light that washed the jetty, the soft flare of boat lamps.


Along the sea wall the jetty boys stirred suddenly in the middle of a hand and I turned to see Subong, on his feet now, cards and cigarettes momentarily forgotten, pointing along the coast road. In the near distance a man pushed a cart along the edge of the traffic stream, a handkerchief tied across his face like a bandit to shield him from the road dust that swirled up around him. The occupants of the cart, a woman and some kids, waved in our direction and, seeing them, Jonah started whistling and waving back. Everyone craned to see. ‘Trouble on wheels,’ Jonah said, but loudly, as if for the new arrivals’ benefit, though they were still far out of earshot.


‘I don’t want to hear later that you’ve been playing,’ my father said to me.


Lottie and Lando’s House-on-Wheels was a mobile casino and – though my father, Jonah and most of the boys enjoyed an evening spent at its tables – in deference to a promise he said he’d made to my mother, my father vetoed all such pleasures for me. The House travelled up and down the coast, returning every few months to Esperanza, moving on as soon as people started getting careful with their money again. Its usual stay was about a week. Lando had designed and built the House, which was really a cart, himself. It incorporated fold-away gaming tables that blossomed out like a lotus so that punters could bet on all four sides, though when packed up for the road it was no bigger than the watermelon vendor’s cart, compact enough that Lando could push it by himself with Lottie and all the children aboard. When the tables were out, Lottie and her eldest daughter Lorna sat back to back in the centre of the cart with the number trays and the rolling balls and a feather duster to keep the trays clean. Lando kept an eye on the younger kids, whom he’d post at street corners to tout for gamblers and look out for cops, ready to close up and push the cart away at the first sign of trouble. Packing up was a smooth operation and they had it down to less than a minute. I’d seen Lottie and Lorna haul the tables back in as Lando pushed the cart at full speed, the kids running barefoot into the alleys to rendezvous around the corner. The House was, of course, unlicensed, and if they were caught unofficial overheads could run high, especially to keep Lottie or Lando – and now Lorna, who was fourteen and almost a woman – from being arrested.


The House-on-Wheels was also their home: they slept under it and washed beside it and kept their food and cooking pots in it. On top of the bedding and the cooking pots and the half sack of rice and the folded gaming tables, Lottie kept a tray of cigarettes, which she sold individually, and a shoe-shine kit.


Of the children, Lorna was the eldest, thin and small for her age as they all were, followed by Luis, Lenora, Luke and finally Buan, because their parents had tired of the joke by then. Lorna had left school after elementary, though the younger children continued to attend sporadically.


The House-on-Wheels drew closer and I saw that since its last visit Lando had added foot-rails along both flanks of the cart and carved a design like coiling snakes along its top edge. The youngest children stood on the rails, clinging to the sides as the cart rolled along, too big now to all fit inside it.


‘He could probably make anything,’ I said, eyeing the snakes.


‘He really has some talent, eh?’ Jonah nodded.


‘Talent’s nothing without money,’ my father said, and there was a murmur of agreement.


‘Kids keep you poor,’ Subong broke in. ‘That’s what my mother says.’ Subong was only a few years older than me. He lived with his mother and some nights he didn’t go home, sleeping down by the jetty on the floor of Jonah’s office or, at the height of summer, in the shadow of the sea wall. He always wore a cap with a neck guard but never wore a shirt.


‘Sex keeps you happy,’ said someone else. ‘Blame the Pope.’ There was a ripple of laughter.


The House-on-Wheels pulled up and Lando helped his wife and elder daughter out of the cart as the younger kids slid down to sit on the foot-rail and inspect their surroundings, already bored. The jetty boys fell silent for a moment, for Lorna, at fourteen, though she barely looked that, was pregnant.


‘Congratulations,’ said my father, but it came out sounding like a question. Lorna flushed. The boys all tried not to look at her belly.


‘Made your fortune this time?’ Jonah said to Lando.


‘What do you mean?’ Lando said hotly.


‘I didn’t mean … ’ Jonah glanced at Lorna.


‘He’s just being nice. He doesn’t mean anything,’ Lottie said. ‘It’s Jonah.’


Lando licked his lips and looked round the jetty boys. There were some new faces since the House had last been in town.


‘Aw, they’re all right,’ Jonah said. Lando nodded. Lottie patted her husband’s back and then rapped her knuckles on the wood of the cart and smiled round at the boys. ‘We bought our mansion, but we prefer life on the road,’ she said.


‘Really?’ Subong said.


Lottie threw him an incredulous look. I looked at the House kids. Their clothes were grey from the street and patched. Lorna’s dress was thin, the print faded. She’d left it partly unfastened at the back to accommodate her pregnancy. Lottie, ignoring Subong now, turned to Jonah, who said, ‘We didn’t expect you back so soon.’


‘We don’t stay so long in each place now. Better to move on before we get conspicuous,’ Lottie said.


‘There’s always someone who notices when somebody’s making a little money,’ Lando said. ‘Last night we were down near the ferry terminal. You know, close by the twenty-four-hour café.’


‘Eddie Casama’s place,’ Jonah said.


‘Sure, him. There was talk. About this place being demolished. Some big development. You heard anything?’


Jonah puffed his lower lip out, gave a harsh sigh. I imagined his Margie: You can’t stem the tide of progress. And almost immediately I imagined Pepe Pimentel and then, for no reason, a Pomeranian with Pepe Pimentel’s hair.


‘Drinking talk maybe,’ Jonah said hopefully.


‘Maybe. We didn’t stick around to find out. Lottie didn’t like the look of a couple of the customers. Drunk, you know. Looked like they’d be happy to find trouble.’


‘Who’d we go to if anything happened?’ Lottie said. ‘The police?’


‘They probably were the police,’ Subong said. My father hissed under his breath.


‘Got enough to worry about right now.’ Lottie stared at her daughter, who pouted and looked away over the water. ‘Who’d know to miss us?’


‘It’s a big ocean,’ Subong said. Everyone shot a look at the horizon. ‘Full of secrets,’ he added and giggled self-consciously.


My father looked at Lorna’s belly and frowned at Subong. ‘It’s not good to talk like that around unborn children,’ he said. There was a silence while people considered, perhaps, what kind of mischief might come as a result of careless talk in the earshot of foetuses.


‘So, any new ideas for that house you plan to build?’ Jonah said at last to Lando.


‘Some,’ Lando said. ‘Still saving up for the land right now.’


‘Been saving for that for a long time,’ Subong said earnestly and whistled through his teeth. My father made a grab for Subong’s cap and, as he ducked away, caught it by the neck guard, whipping him with it softly before tossing it back to him.


‘Cheaper out in the country,’ Lando said doubtfully, but somehow I couldn’t imagine him and Lottie in a field, pulling up sweet potatoes or picking beans. I could only see them in the House-on-Wheels. ‘Maybe next year,’ he added. He slapped the side of the House and said, ‘I was thinking of renaming her “The Las Vegas”. What do you boys think?’


‘American,’ added Lottie. ‘Better for business.’ My father snorted. Apart from Sam Cooke and maybe Elvis Presley, he was unconvinced about most things American.


‘How about “The Full House”?’ Subong said, looking at Lorna. My father reached an arm out towards him but this time Subong ducked right away and my father’s hand grasped at empty air. ‘It’s a gambling term,’ Subong protested.


Lorna threw him a look and moved to the cart to wedge herself in among her younger siblings on the foot-rail but, unable to get comfortable, rose to her feet again and stalked down to the water’s edge. Her defection seemed to break things up and now Jonah set one of the jetty boys running around to look for mats and sacking so the kids could make up a bed for themselves later on his office floor. Lottie dispatched her sons to the water pump in the market with pails and a kettle and dire warnings of what she’d do to them if they dawdled. Lenora went down to where her sister kicked at the surf as it rolled in and the two girls squatted down and washed the road dust from their arms and faces.


My father, Jonah and Lando seated themselves on the sea wall. Lottie pulled a pack of Champions out of the depths of the House and tossed them to her husband. Lando fanned out a handful, offering one to each of the jetty boys in turn. Except for my father, none refused. Lottie watched, nodding as if counting the boys, the cigarettes, weighing perhaps the cost in cigarettes against the goodwill and safety they might buy; extra pairs of eyes were always useful. Lando offered me one too, his eyes curious, as if uncertain whether he’d seen me before. My father clicked his tongue and shook his head before I’d even had the chance to refuse.


Lando drew his knees up and propped his elbows upon them, stretching his arms out, hands flopping, his cigarette pointed at the water. Everyone smoked silently, and when they were done, the boys eyed the cart hopefully. But Lottie had already put the packet away and was shaking out the bedding. The boys looked at Jonah, my father and Lando on the wall and, understanding, started to disperse, to shove the last boat into the swell, to light the lamps in Jonah’s office or just to sit, further along the wall, for a final game of poker before leaving for home to eat and return later. I stayed next to my father on the wall, but he never turned to include me.


The sun sat low on the horizon. Now, with the jetty quiet, the sea’s voice reasserted itself throatily. I could hear again the slap of water against the wooden posts of the jetty. The last boat grew small over the water. ‘Yard’s opening up later,’ Jonah said. Lando looked past him to the freight yard gates; one of the yards doubled as a makeshift cockpit once a fortnight, the afternoons when my father seemed more impatient than usual to return me to the boarding house. I looked in the direction of the yard. Men were already gathering, carrying their birds like babies, tenderly. I looked at my father, hopefully.


‘You have any school work left to do?’ he said.


‘No,’ I lied.


‘Let the boy come,’ Jonah said.


‘He’s big enough to stand a little blood,’ Lando said.


My father shook his head. ‘Carmela never liked it.’


I wanted to hang out at the jetty that evening. Lando and Lottie had a way of bringing colour with them; I knew the jetty would be a lively place tonight. I wanted to watch the cock fight, stay up late, drink even one shot of rum or tubo with them, place a few bets at the House tables. Especially now that my father had said my mother’s name, and a few drinks might loosen his tongue further.


‘Just one fight, Pop,’ I said. ‘I’ve never seen one.’


‘Time to get you back,’ he said tightly.


Jonah clapped a hand on my shoulder and said, ‘You’re getting to be a fine young man. Managing that big house by yourself for Mary Morelos.’ I knew he was just saying it so I wouldn’t look like a kid being dismissed.


As I turned to go, I noticed a woman standing further along the sea wall looking out to sea, at the boats dwindling in the half-light, at a group of boys relaxing in a rowboat, fishing lines tied to their toes. Every now and then the boys jiggled their lines and lit cigarettes from each other’s, red points of light bobbing up and down over the darkening water. The woman stared out, her hands behind her back holding a chicken by its feet as easily as someone might hold a newspaper. I was startled but only for a second. She was the same height as my mother and as slender. My mother used to gaze into the distance, or at nothing, for what seemed like hours at a time. I remembered how, after her funeral, we’d returned by a different route from the cemetery to dissuade her ghost from following us back to the house.


Perhaps aware of being watched, the woman roused herself from her thoughts and walked away. I watched her go and when I turned back to my father he was watching her too. My eyes sought his, and when I found them he flushed angrily. He looked away and even when I said goodbye he didn’t look up.
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