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PREFACE
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I am happy to present Growing Up Filipino: Stories for Young Adults, a collection of 29 stories by the same number of writers. Susan Montepio and I have collaborated on this book, I as collector an editor, and Susan as book producer. This is not the first book Susan and I have worked on. As co-founders and members of PAWWA (Philippine American Women Writers and Artists) we edited and published two children’s books and a Directory of Filipina Women Writers. In addition Susan, Edmundo Litton, and I had worked on PAWWA’s last book project, Journey of 100 Years: Reflections on the Centennial of Philippine Independence. 

This time, Susan and I have thrown our energies into this book, which is published by PALH (Philippine American Literary House). Since 1995, PALH ― a small business that I own ― has been engaged in making available select Philippine and Philippine American books and ephemera in the United States, primarily via internet.  Growing Up Filipino: Stories for Young Adults is PALH’s first book. 

The idea of this book began with my earlier editing projects: Fiction by Filipinos in America and Contemporary Fiction by Filipinos in America. Editing those books were extensions of my own writing efforts. It had been my search of my “writer’s voice” which made me realize the scarcity of Filipino American Literature, and which in turn led me to editing the two books. Now it is the realization that there is a scarcity of Filipino young adult books that has spurred me to edit and publish this book. I recall my own growing up and the only books available to me then where the Nancy Drew and Emily Loring type of books. While I thoroughly enjoyed those books, I would have wanted books with Filipino protagonists, heroes and heroines who could have taught me how to negotiate life as a Filipina youth.

The readers of this book, as I see it, are not limited to Filipino (or Filipino American) young adults, but to those interested in the lives and negotiations that Filipino (or Filipino American) young adults have to make. Parents, teachers, and those who wish to recall their own coming-of-age will find the book a fascinating read. Most certainly the stories in this collection are as a whole sophisticated enough for an adult readership; it is the subject matter that defines more the book’s category as “young adult.” Those who know Filipino or Filipino American literature will recognize many of the contributors of the book, for indeed the book includes a fair number of established Filipino writers.  

I wish to thank the contributors, Roger Buckley, Rocio Davis, and Susan Montepio for everything they have done for the book.

Cecilia Manguerra Brainard
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INTRODUCTION

On the Edge:  Paradigms of the Filipino and Filipino American Bildungsroman 
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by Rocio G. Davis

The process of establishing Filipino and Filipino American subjectivities from within —foregrounding creative imagination as a vital part of the process of self-identification —has reached a turning point clearly resonant with the phenomenological reality of the Filipino/American. Cecilia Manguerra Brainard’s compilation of short stories for young adults addresses the layered complexity of Filipino and Filipino American writing that engages the definition and the process of growing up Filipino. This ground-breaking anthology invites the reader to immerse him or herself into the multifariousness of the Filipino experience, a palimpsest of races, religions, languages, customs, allegiances, and affiliations. The intense world of childhood and the passage into adulthood protagonizes these stories of family relationships, rites of passage, friendships, war and loss, adolescence, romance, sexual awakening, and immigration, disclosing the characters’ haunting insecurities and reveling in moments of pure joy. In the contexts of traditional extended families, convent schools, rural villages, wartime cities and towns in Manila, and cosmopolitan settings in the United States, the protagonists of the stories undergo processes of maturity that involve self-identification and make choices that determine their positions. The stories repeatedly highlight diverse metaphors of Filipino-ness, as they suggest that growing up Filipino implies negotiating the consequences of history and family eccentricities, navigating cultural contingencies and personal choices, and enacting individual strategies of self-formation and self-representation. 

The collection represents the scope and diversity — and, importantly, suggests renewed possibilities and an auspicious future — for Filipino/American writing today. As Saul-ling C. Wong points out in her recent review of Asian American literary anthologies, the current proliferation of specialized anthologies linked by genre or theme may be considered "a measure of the field’s professionalization" (237); the addition of Growing Up Filipino to the group of existing anthologies of Filipino and Filipino American writing makes a significant statement on the vitality of the field.  The contributors to this volume — Filipinos and Filipino Americans, established writers and emerging voices — confirms the stimulating development and increasing maturity of Filipino and Filipino American writing in English, as each creatively engages the shifting ground between self and culture, questioning notions of purpose and belonging, using humor and pathos to formulate the nuances of the Filipino personality acting upon the world.  Moreover, to publish writing by Filipinos and Filipino Americans in the same volume stresses the continuity of Filipino writing in English, and the emergence of mutually enhancing forms of discerning and articulating the Filipino experience. This strategy also highlights the fluid nature of the Filipino/Filipino American divide and allows individual writers to dialogue with the community of voices assembled by the anthology: the resulting polyphony offers a kaleidoscopic vision of the Filipino psyche.

The stories are driven by their writers’ attempts to organize and make sense of personal and collective experiences that are often contradictory, vexing, and paradoxical. They repeatedly demonstrate how Filipinos cross the boundaries of unity and diversity to claim multiple and complementary relationships to distinct communities, languages, and cultures. As Eric Gamalinda points out in the introduction to another anthology of Filipino writing, Flippin’: Filipinos on America: 

Philippine writing remains one of the most vibrant in the world, an on-going tradition that can no longer be contained by the strictures of language or even of geography: for Philippine literature is a complex, multifaceted, multilingual organism, written in various dialects (and in English) in the archipelago, in Australia, in Europe and America, by people who have never seen America, people who have never seen the Philippines, or people who have seen one or both, but who feel continually called upon to make sense of this unique and sometimes flabbergasting culture. (4) 

These texts confirm Gamalinda’s claim to the continuing resonance of writing by Filipinos, in particular through the appropriation and manipulation of metaphors specific to the Filipino/American experience. Relatives, rites of passage, food, and language are among the most loaded metaphors. By highlighting these metaphors, the writers construct texts that emphasize their own awareness of the multilayered nature of Filipino-ness. In particular, for instance, the negotiation with the languages spoken by Filipinos and Filipino Americans becomes one of the recurring issues in many of these texts.  Because of the critical position of language as a means of self-expression and empowerment, identifying the discursive realm as one of the terrains of oppression or personal insecurity or as a means for agency allows writers to successfully examine their protagonists’ process of socialization. 

Brainard’s specific focus, narratives of childhood, makes this anthology an important contribution to the field by filling a space that was clamoring for recognition. This collection is the first anthology that focuses exclusively on children and adolescents, and is directed towards a young adult audience. By addressing the issues of childhood and adolescent culture, aside from ethnic affiliation, the anthology can also speak to a wider audience. The diverse stories demonstrate how the child archetype, one of the most recurrent themes in many important ethnic writers, can be a powerful means of defining the responses of a country’s artistic minds to its evolving socio-cultural climate. Literary texts are emblematic of the structures that generate or manipulate meanings at specific historical moments, by presenting a larger critique of culture and ideology, of the manner in which the inscription of the experiences of particular children bear on or illustrate the development of contemporary societies. Texts that privilege the child character bear a special burden in negotiating the representations of the palimpsestic societies within which they are set. By collecting texts that span decades and cross oceans as they deal with the representation of childhood, this anthology highlights innovative or even subversive perceptions, approaches, and representations of the Filipino’s necessarily transcultural identity. The stories collectively attest that the Filipino identity is not unitary — that it is in constant flux and is subject to being written and rewritten in literary terms. They also explore the fragmented nature of the Filipino collective self, as they examine the limits of history and ethnicity. The vision represented, in highly individual ways, consistently challenges accepted versions of the child character or the form of the child’s involvement with the world. The manner in which the child’s self is constituted and the process of meaning, therefore, stress the child’s subjectivity, as determined by social formations, language, and political or personal contingencies. What is consistent across these stories is the manner in which considerations of the figure of the child, or the child as primary audience for the text, nuance our view of representations of society. The passage from subject to individual becomes a central theme for many of these texts, as the children begin to impose themselves upon the world, transforming themselves into active participants in their stories, protagonists of their own lives. 

The engagement with childhood and the contingencies of history, ethnicity, family, and social class are highlighted by the stories’ status as bildungsroman, the classic narrative of formation, which, as Lisa Lowe argues, is "the primary form for narrating the development of the individual from youthful innocence to civilized maturity, the telos of which is the reconciliation of the individual with the social order" (98). The traditional bildungsroman functions as a strategy for identification with the accepted social order and value system, as it chronicles the protagonist’s assimilation of his or her society’s values. The ethnic bildungsroman departs dramatically from the traditional pattern, to engage the individual’s process of awareness of particularity and difference, and the choice of identifying with or rejecting the models society offers. The stories in this collection manifest this singular approach: rather than merely appropriating accepted societal perspectives, the protagonists explore the nature and predicament of the child on the cusp of change. This renewed position postulates an identity that is self-defined, rather than merely a product of traditional influences; it makes reevaluation as important as learning. As such, these stories can also be read as strategic interventions in psychological or literary constructions of ethnicity, gender, and culture. The process of selfhood and the Filipino or Filipino American child’s evolving subjectivity are the covert themes in much of this fiction, and the politics of identity and self-formation find in these writings fertile ground for discovery. The focus is on the process of becoming, rather than on the act of being; a program that cannot be divorced from the act of representation. 

The recurring theme is evidenced in the title of the anthology: the stories are about "growing up." Interestingly, substituting the preposition with others multiplies meanings, and reflects some of the stories’ central concerns, while challenging conventional limitations and exploring diverse themes and approaches. The stories in Brainard’s anthology are not only about "growing up," but also importantly engage the process of "growing into" Filipino-ness, "growing with" Filipinos, and "growing in" or "growing away from" the Philippines. Two oftentimes complementary, but sometimes oppositional, processes are enacted in this anthology: the natural biological/psychological journey from childhood to adolescence to adulthood; and the process of becoming Filipino, awakening to and integrating the specificities of one’s cultural milieu or heritage. If a literary revisitation of the time of childhood means, in a sense, re-creating that childhood, then revisiting the complex manifestations of Filipino culture as apprehended by a child or adolescent becomes a creative journey into identity and self-formation. 

The twenty-nine stories in the anthology are divided into five sections, "Family," "Angst," "Friendship," "Love," and "Home." The first section explores a variety of family relationships and cultural norms and expectations. Grandparents are the focal point of several stories, such as Paula Angeles’s "Lola Sim’s Handkerchief," where a sixteen-year-old Filipina American whose relationship with her grandmother had soured as she became more and more Americanized, chooses to keep only her grandmother’s handkerchief after her death, a memento of their most harmonious moments together. In Libay Linasangan Cantor’s "Tea and Empathy," a young girl recalls her grandmother’s maid, who had taught her to drink tea, and understand the insidious nature of class divisions. Veronica Montes’s "Lolo’s Bride" is a subtly humorous story about keeping up appearances, as the narrator’s mother refuses to accept that her recently-widowed father has actually returned to the Philippines and come back to the US with a new, very young, wife. A young girl’s true awakening comes in Marianne Villanueva’s "Grandmother" when she understands her liminal position between her grandmother’s frustration and her mother’s tragic life. The experience of a deception played on an older relative is the theme of Ruby Enario Carlino’s "Blue Fangipanis," where the narrator learns that her dying Aunt Julia has been tricked by a young man who has taken advantage of her loneliness. Complex family relationships are explored in both Linda Ty-Casper’s war story, "In Place of Trees," and Gemino Abad’s urban narrative, "Houseboy." These sophisticated stories center on young boys negotiating their family relationships, grief, and hidden secrets. Culture shock and inadaptability to the land of heritage characterizes Rico Siasoco’s "Deaf Mute," where an American-born boy about to go to college visits the Philippines for the first time and meets his family there. 

The section entitled "Angst" suggests that loss, violence, and insecurity are constituents of the process of maturity. "Voice in the Hills," by Alfred Yuson, set in a rural village, recounts Bingo’s several rites of passage: his circumcision, a growing awareness of the nature of violence, and lessons in loyalty. The violent nature of the racial divide that characterized the United States in the 1960s is the thematic center of both Vince Gotera’s "Manny’s Climb" and Oscar Peñaranda’s "Day of the Butterfly," where groups of boys and young men, aware of the role of their race in their interactions with others, have to make decisions about where they stand. The effects of violence also surface in "American Son Epilogue," which begins where Brian Ascalon Roley’s American Son ends. Here, the biracial adolescent Gabe negotiates the consequences of beating up a schoolboy, the lies he’s told his mother, his brother’s imprisonment, family and religious belief, and the hope for another chance to return to school. Albert Florentino’s young protagonist, Annette, in "Indian-Giver," cannot forgive God for taking her baby sister away. A mother’s acceptance and support of her son’s sexual orientation and his need to explore the limits of this choice is the theme of Joel Tan’s "San Prancisco." 

The stories in the section entitled "Friendship" highlight the idiosyncrasies of childhood or adolescent relationships, as well as the anguish and insecurity children feel. The need to be part of a group, to conform rather than to be different, becomes a driving force. Wanggo Gallanga’s "The Purpose of Malls" is a slice-of-an-afternoon scene that reflects the pivotal position of the mall in the performance of Filipino adolescent’s dating rituals, as well as the evanescent nature of those attachments. Gilda Cordero-Fernando’s "The Eye of the Needle" and Cristina Pantoja Hidalgo’s "The Magic Glasses" focus on young girls at school, and their efforts to belong to the group. In the first story, the narrator allows herself to be blackmailed by another girl who threatens to tell the head nun about an episode of the former’s "immodesty"; in the second, a girl experiments with strategies to become popular. Edgar Poma’s story about differences in sexual orientation is set in a migrant camp, and foregrounds the lives of the children of these workers. Mar V. Puatu’s "It’s a Gruen" centers on a boy’s hero-worship of an older cousin, and the young adolescent’s typical desire to be older. 

The section entitled "Love" takes some of the issues of the previous one a step further by focusing on moments of defining relationships for the adolescent protagonists, and revising the question of attachment and identification. In M. Evelina Galang’s "Her Wild American Self," the narrator recounts the story of her "wild" American-born aunt, who was sent back to the Philippines in disgrace, stressing a bond between them. In Cecilia Brainard’s "Last Moon-Game of Summer," the narrator crosses the border between childhood games and adult relationships, knowing that things will never be the same. Marily Ysip-Orosa’s "The Curfew" is the interior monologue of a young mother who remembers dating as a young girl as she waits up for her daughter to come home from a prom. Though she promises herself that she will not commit the mistakes her own mother made, she finds herself falling into the trap. Consciousness of his lack of sophistication and his failure at speaking proper English does not prevent the protagonist of Anthony L. Tan’s "Sweet Grapes, Sour Grapes," a village boy at University in the city, from dreaming about a popular girl.  Ruth T. Sarreal’s experimental story interrogates a protagonist on the nuances of relationships, and the reasons behind her choices. 

The last section, "Home," focuses on specific metaphors and experiences peculiar to Filipinos in the Philippines, that make them reflect on attachment or being accustomed to a place. Rogelio Cruz’s "Flooded," captures a typical experience after a typhoon, as Fritz and Jan try to make their way home after a flash flood in Manila. Connie Jan Maraan’s "The Boundary" has the protagonist, a Filipina American living in the Philippines contemplating the chasm between a Quiapo market and the sterile environment of an American hamburger chain, and reacting violently at the Filipino’s obsession with American goods and mimicry of American accents. Alex Dean Bru "The Spirits of Kanlanti" is a valedictory for one of the most important persons in a small town, the priest, told from the perspective of a young boy who later also joins the priesthood. In M.S. Sia’s "Below the Belt," a biracial boy’s friends come to his aid against another classmate who makes fun of him. Poor children singing carols in the streets, hoping for hand-outs from tourists evoke memories of his own childhood for a Filipino immigrant to Sydney returning to Manila with his wife in Erwin Cabuncos "I’ll be Home for Christmas". 

In diverse ways, the stories in this collection dialogue with the Ricardo M. de Ungria’s sentiments in his poem "Room for Time Passing": "Whichever side of the ocean I’m on/ completeness will seek me and the world exceed/ the surprises I spring on it with these same words." Negotiating the paradigms of cultural formation and singularity, these stories collectively identify and illuminate the metaphors writers today use to arrive at conclusions about the nature and possibilities of childhood within the multiple contexts of Filipino and Filipino American culture. Questions about self-representation are answered through narratives that articulate stories of survivors in a shifting world. The manner in which these writers have appropriated the child character and the characteristics of the bildungsroman as a metaphor for the fragmentation and multiplicity of transcultural lives is itself an articulation of new awareness of subjectivity and the complex process towards self-identification. As such, the multiple impressionistic perspectives and formulation of the metaphors of culture emphasize possibilities of renewed insight into contemporary Filipino and Filipino American societies and children, engaged in the process of transformation and growth. 

*
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“THE PRESENT STARTED A WHILE AGO, 

LONG BEFORE MEN CRIED.”

Bienvenido N. Santos

***
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PAULA ANGELES

Born 1973, Quezon City, Philippines; migrated to the U.S. in 1986

Paula Angeles has a degree in Secondary Education – English from Temple University in Philadelphia, PA. A self-proclaimed nomad and gourmand, she travels incessantly via land, sea, and air, all throughout the East Coast, West Coast, and Europe for the sheer pleasure of getting lost and eating regional delicacies. Her writings have appeared in Disorient 9 (2001).
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LIVELY PHILIPPINE MARKETS

Even though there are modern supermarkets in the Philippines, the old-style markets continue to exist. These are huge sprawling areas that can accommodate numerous vendors’ stalls. The old-fashioned market is not walled-in but has posts supporting roofing, usually of corrugated sheets. Some stalls are within this area, but more stalls spill out all around this central marketplace. This “open market” has different sections selling different things: fruits and vegetables, flowers, meat, fresh fish, dried fish; woven mats, clothing, slippers, grain, salt, seasoning, and let’s not forget squawking chickens and live pigs. Jeepneys, pedicabs, and tartanillas hang around to take shoppers home. It’s definitely a lively place where one must haggle ― and watch one’s purse because sometimes there are pickpockets in the area. In fact, for safekeeping, old-fashioned Filipinas will tie their money in a handkerchief and pin this small bundle inside their blouses next to their bosoms.
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LOLA SIM’S HANDKERCHIEF
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Paula Angeles

When my Lola Sim, my mother’s mother, died after my sixteenth birthday, no one wanted to open her armoire. After all, her death ended over fifty years of marriage with my grandfather. Our matriarch and patriarch had endured volumes of life-shaping events in that half-century. They had lived through World War II, raising six children, my grandfather’s frequent absences as a government auditor to places all over the Philippines, and finally, an uprooting for all but one of their children and their children’s children to a land called America. Memories were crammed into the armoire, making it unbearable to look at during the days of mourning. No one wanted to touch it fearing it might open my grandfather’s floodgates of tears.

Sometime after my grandmother was buried high atop a hill in Culver City, California, my mother, Lola Sim’s eldest daughter, took it upon herself to clean out the armoire. For days, our relatives sat in our grandfather’s apartment and divided the time between brooding quietly and reminiscing openly. But my mother had enough of the inaction.

"I know it’s difficult," my mother Rebecca said to all who listened in the living room, "But we have to open her armoire someday. Her memories are in there. It’s only right that we share them."

On the chosen morning, my mother, Aunt Rose, and I attended the opening ceremony. My grandfather, who could not join us, hung around the periphery. With much hesitation, we cracked the door open. The scent of loose make-up powder tinged with orange zest wafted and wrapped us. It was her scent. It felt as if she lived again. It was the same scent that clung to the green polyester dress she used to wear during sultry Novenas in the Philippines, Novenas which now hung prominently in front of the armoire. Yellowing pieces of paper with her scribbles, recipes, receipts, little notes she had given to her children and vice versa, slid to the floor. Boxes of unused So-en brand underwear were stacked five high. We craned our necks to view the landslide before us. My grandfather gasp and I turned just in time to see him walk out of the bedroom with a balled fist upon his lips. A loud sob escaped from him.

"Hay naku," my mother sighed and tried to laugh through the tears welling in her eyes. "Ma was a pack-rat, talaga."

It took a long time and much chattering, some happy, some sad, and some periods of heavy silence, for my mom and aunt to clean out their mother’s closet. They recounted the stories behind the little objects they uncovered. The storytelling didn’t end until dusk colored the sky outside. My mother chose some things including pictures and porcelain figurines. My Aunt Rose selected some articles of clothing and religious mementos. They then cautiously walked out of the bedroom, hiding their treasures in brown paper bags, for fear of upsetting my grandfather.

When my mother and I were finally alone, she asked me if I wanted to keep anything as a keepsake of my life with my grandmother.

I said no.

During my teenage years, my grandmother and I argued constantly, on subjects ranging from serious to trivial. We argued about my using the phone and my going-out privileges. We fought if I didn’t want to help her cook. We fought when I watched television. Many of my recent memories of her were unpleasant.  

“No," I repeated.  I didn’t want anything of hers.

"Are you sure?" my mom asked, "I’m sure she’d want you to have something."

Me? Have something of hers? I laughed.

My teenage years with my grandmother echoed with the volleys of words in our continuous argument game. One day, we had an especially heated argument about my wanting to go to the movies instead of helping her chop vegetables for dinner. She told me that even if I was one of her more accessible grandchildren, I wasn’t one of the ones she liked. I was annoying — matigas ang ulo — hardheaded, disrespectful of elders, and Lola Sim threatened that my mother would hear about my horrible upbringing when she returned from work. 

"No Filipino values anymore," she added. "You just came to America and made a few friends and now you think you can do whatever you want to do! The days of obedient granddaughters are gone," she said and walked away ensuring that she had the final word and the argument was now over. Still seething, I held my tongue and complained to my grandfather later.

"You know how she is," he explained. "She’ll remind you that you’re the eldest in your family and that you have certain things you have to do as Ate. Just do what she says and you’ll be okay. Arguing will make her angrier at you and then you’ll get nothing." There was something about the way he explained things that appeased my teenage soul unlike my grandmother’s Vigan-Ilocana ways, forceful and single-minded. My grandfather’s tone of voice and choice of words were diplomatic and not at all condescending, and they also carried sympathy, which was all I wanted.

"But it’s not fair! I don’t want to be Ate anymore if it means I have to give up my freedom to become her indentured servant. I didn’t ask to be the oldest girl in the family," I whined.  

"Ah, you can’t do anything about that. Besides, you do have to pull your own weight around here.You can’t have fun all the time," he explained. "Besides, Ate or not, you and your younger sister can do what you want as long as you know you what you’re doing won’t harm you. Just be good."

"Apparently, she doesn’t trust me enough to be good while watching a movie with my friends. I’m not stupid," I sighed. It was then that my grandfather reached into his pocket, gave me money for a matinee and popcorn, and placed his index finger on his lips. He wanted me to keep the illicit money exchange secret. At least someone in the family trusted me, I thought gratefully. 

Afterwards, I went to my grandmother near the stove and helped her chop vegetables for nilagang baka: potatoes, carrots, and cabbage, while she cut the beef into cubes. She and I stood quietly beside each other, feeling the tendrils of our electric anger crisscross the air and then dissipate later with the sound of knives on the chopping boards. We normally ended our arguments this way—allowing the anger to dissipate and never talking about it again. It wasn’t exactly closure.

My mind was swirling with all these thoughts when something caught my eye on my mom’s pile of mementos. It was a neatly folded, thread-worn, plaid handkerchief under some of my grandmother’s rosaries. It was pink and green, a horrendous color combination, with embroidered scalloped edges in an off-green thread. The color had faded over the years; some spots had turned white. I was much, much younger the last time I had seen that handkerchief. Six years old? Five? I rummaged through my memories. I knew it was back in the Philippines when I had last seen that handkerchief.  I remembered seeing my grandmother’s wiry, salt-and-pepper hair under that handkerchief on the hot afternoons she walked home after Wednesday Novenas. I recalled that handkerchief poking out of her dress pockets when she pulled out change to pay the jeepney driver for our fare to and from the palengke (market).

Lola Sim insisted on taking me to the market. I couldn’t carry very many things for her. I hated the palengke mud as it crusted on my rubber slippers. Once there, I quickly grew impatient while she haggled with the vegetable vendors. Her haggling always lasted longer than my curiosity over the neatly piled, meaty chayote or jiggling tofu that lay before me. My squirming and whining forced her to settle for prices higher than what she wanted.

But there was a fascinating parade of many wonderful things in the market: prickly fruit; smooth-skinned fruit; wrinkle-skinned vegetables; sucking black mud with the distinct smell of rotting vegetation mingling with the sweet smell from cauldrons of shelled peanuts frying in oil and garlic; active, entrepreneurial boys around my age peddling plastic bags, flashing me toothy smiles. There were many times I caught her staring at me while I stood entranced at the visions before me. I thought the palengke was a magical place.

On one market day, we passed by neatly piled rows of cantaloupes and mangoes of different sizes and colors. My steps slowed as I looked at the tower of cantaloupes, wondering how the fruit vendors piled round fruit one on top of the other without the whole thing collapsing. My grandmother stopped, sensing my interest, and began to inspect one pile. She picked up a cantaloupe and sniffed the depression where the stem was once attached. I grabbed a cantaloupe and mimicked her, needing both hands to lift it.

"You see, you sniff the little hole here to find out if it’s ripe. If it smells nice and sweet, it’s ready to eat." She gave the cantaloupe hole a little squeeze with her thumb.  

I smelled the greenish hole on the cantaloupe in my hands. I thought it smelled sweet enough, hinting of the golden flesh underneath. "Is this good?" I asked my grandmother as she returned the one she held back into the pile.

Her eyes brightened as she gave a quick sniff. "This is a good one. We’ll turn this into a drink later. You know, if you keep on picking good fruits and vegetables, I think you might be helping me cook soon enough." My grandmother gave me the cantaloupe, fully paid now, to carry.

At the market, or anywhere for that matter, there was no escape from the tropical Philippine heat. Sweat made my T-shirt stick uncomfortably to my skinny brown back while I carried small bags of produce. My grandmother would always take her pink handkerchief and sandwich it between my shirt and skin, so that only a little edge of the pink plaid showed on the back of my shirt. Yes, that was the one, the utilitarian handkerchief! When we got home, our house-servants scuttled about, putting away the food we had bought. Then I was shooed away from the kitchen, while my grandmother lectured that the blue flames from the propane gas stove were dangerous for curious little girls. I was very pleased with myself for the remainder of that day. 

Soon after, she and my grandfather left for the United States, leaving their children and grandchildren behind. When she and I saw each other again, years later, I was already a headstrong teenager with cooking skills not worth a lick. And my grandmother and I did not see eye-to-eye.  

With my mother beside me, I stared hard at the plaid handkerchief, the same handkerchief that lived many days stuck to my skin, drenched with my sweat, neatly tucked by my grandmother’s knobby fingers at a distant open-air market many years ago and many thousands of miles away. Since then, the pink handkerchief had probably spent most of its time under the pile of rosaries in my grandmother’s armoire. The last time I had seen that handkerchief, Lola Sim had looked upon me with approval and I was young and unschooled at throwing angry words at her. We had loads of fun at the market. She sparked my first curiosity about food, a curiosity that I still cultivate.

“Your Lola would really want you to have something,” my mother repeated.

I took a breath. "Fine! I’ll take that pink thing," I said, spilling pictures on the floor as I roughly grabbed the handkerchief. I walked away from my mom, placed the faded pink handkerchief in my pocket and smiled.

***
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HOUSEHOLD HELP

“Tea and Empathy” started as a creative nonfiction piece about tea-drinking but evolved into a fictional story about a maid and her employers' child. It is set in Metro Manila, which is seen as a "place of hope" by the people in the provinces. They flock to Manila, the supposed land of dreams, jobs, and money, but not everyone succeeds. In the absence of lucrative jobs, many poor families end up placing their daughters and sons (aged 13 and up) as servants in middle and upper class Manila homes. These young servants generally become part of the families their employers. To show respect, the children of the household call them ate (older sister) or kuya (older brother).
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TEA AND EMPATHY
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Libay Linsangan Cantor

I grew up in a house surrounded by plants. My Lola was the one who had the green thumb in the family. My dad wasn't around much; too busy at the office to play with me. Same thing with my mom. Me, I had a very curious hand, using my grandmother's garden as my pretend-market where I "bought" my veggies for the day. That was how I played when I was eight — no sister, no brother, always alone. I would pick leaves of different sizes and colors and harvest any weird-looking fruit from any of the weird-leafed bushes. I would then "cook" my harvest in my small palayok and other miniature terracotta cooking toy.

One of my favorite bushes was the small, spindly one that grew near the gate. The bush had small, round fruit the size of peppercorns; the leaves were pointed. I had fun playing with the leaves and more fun playing with the green fruit. I observed that the green fruit turned yellow as it ripened. When it was truly ripe, it became orange, the shade of sunset. 

One day, our maid Teresa joined me when I was playing. She pointed out the different leaves, blades of grass, and fruits and taught me their names. She grew up in a farm in Ilocos Sur, which was why she knew all their names. She told me that my favorite weird bush was a tea plant. Tsaa 'yan, eh — That’s tea. I thought she was speaking in Chinese, but she explained that tea is a drink that comes from plants. She said the leaves are the important part, not the fruit. She then picked some leaves and put them in a glass of water. Ganito yan, tsaa, 'pag nagkakulay, iinumin na — When tea gets this color, drink it. But Ate Teresa explained that was not the usual way it was done in the city. Tea, as we knew it, came in bags, and the bags were the ones you put in the water. That was my introduction to the world of tea.

I found this all fascinating, and every chance I had, I tagged along Ate Teresa. I especially liked it when one of my aunts would ask her to make a cup of tea. My aunts always insisted that Ate Teresa prepare the tea because she was the best tea-maker.

In the kitchen, I would watch carefully as she steeped tea leaves in hot water. She’d pour the steaming golden liquid into a cup. Later, she’d drop a sugar cube in the cup, place the cup on a saucer, place a teaspoon and a lemon slice on the saucer, and the tea was ready for serving. There were no spills, ever, no mess whatsoever. I sometimes wondered if the other maids could made good tea like Ate Teresa. I decided that they probably couldn’t, because Ate Teresa was special.

At that time, I thought tea—like coffee—was for adults only. This misconception started when I saw my grandmother scold Ate Teresa for buying the wrong item from the grocery. Lola was shouting at her, insisting that she read the label on the package. My hefty Lola’s voice boomed. Ate Teresa's small frame trembled with fear. “L-li-m-mon te-i-yaa ...” — Ate Teresa struggled to read the label but couldn’t. She had never learned how to read. My Lola shouted louder. I felt sorry for Ate Teresa, and I wanted to help her. I wanted to shout, “lemon tea, lemon tea!” Instead, my Lola shouted, “Lemon tea!  Tsaa ‘yan!  Sabi ko, juice — That’s tea, I told you to buy juice!” 

My Lola was furious because I needed juice for my baon the next day. She sent Ate Teresa back to the store to get the juice. My strict Lola always displayed her bad temper to the servants, and nobody ever questioned her about it. I wanted to say something to her; I wanted to protest her unjust scolding of Ate Teresa, but I could not speak. All I could do was look at Ate Teresa, and ask her to play with me in the garden.  I asked her to identify plants again; and we went from plant to plant, very sadly. 

For some reason, that episode left me with the impression that children should never, never drink tea. It was only when I was sixteen when I changed my mind.

In high school, I had a best friend, Christine, who was addicted to Wendy’s lemon iced tea. Going to Wendy's was exciting because that meant we didn't have class and we were free to roam around on our own. One day, I accompanied Christine to the Wendy's branch in Cubao near Fiesta Carnival. She ordered two glasses of iced tea, part of the famous Wendy's double iced tea promo where you get one glass for free every time you order one. She gave me the second glass. Instantly I remember my Lola scolding Ate Teresa. I looked at the tea and squirmed at the idea of drinking an adult drink.

"Mmm, sarap. Lisa, try it. It's good. Very refreshing."

"Eecchh ... tea? With ice? Isn't this supposed to be served hot only?"

"Loka! This is iced tea. Wendy's is famous for this. Come on, try it."

"Eechh, Christine, are you sure?"

"Sige na! Trust me. This is good, Lisa! Drink it!"

I liked Christine and so I did. The tea was rather sweet. What surprised me was that it wasn't as bad as I thought it would be. I actually enjoyed the lemon twist taste. It wasn't hard at all to gulp down this "new" beverage. It was great with french fries.And from then on, I was hooked. I never passed up the opportunity of drinking iced tea. But always, whenever I looked at that cup of tea, I would remember Ate Teresa. 

She continued working at my Lola’s house, even after my parents and I moved out of my grandmother’s house and into our own. We visited Lola only during the Christmas holidays. I saw less and less of Ate Teresa, and I didn’t even notice when exactly she left my grandmother’s house. Years passed, and I learned she got pregnant by a man who wouldn’t marry her. She was back in her hometown of Vigan and having a difficult time. 

I was terribly sad when I learned this. I wished I could help, but I didn’t know where exactly she lived. I had failed her when I was a child, and now I found myself in the same helpless position. All I could give this woman who took care of me when I was a lonely child, was empathy.

***
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FILIPINO AMERICAN FAMILY

At my Lolo and Lola’s small home in Daly City, California, certain things could be counted on: an abundance of food (naturally), a visitor or two from the Philippines, the fact that you would be forced against your will to sing in front of everyone, and — best of all — an ongoing undercurrent of drama provided by the strong, sometimes overwhelming personalities of certain women in my family. These adult dramas were none of my business, of course, but much to my nosy delight, I discovered that with a little subtle sleuthing I could unearth secret histories and family lore. This story is not autobiographical, but it did grow out of my eventual realization that though many things went unspoken in my Filipino American family, very little was private. 
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LOLO’S BRIDE

[image: ]




Veronica Montes

After my grandmother died, Lolo Ting spent three months blinking. He blinked slowly and frequently, as if thinking hard. He blinked twice before answering simple questions like “how are you,” and four or five times before tackling the more difficult ones like “where are you going?” Without the visual weight of Lola standing beside him, Lolo looked as if he might blow away on the slightest breeze.

As far as I could tell, blinking was all he did. He just blinked and looked small and one day, while I shared a  rench dip sandwich with him at The Roast House in the mall, I saw a pregnant woman’s eyes fill with tears at the sight of him. 

My mother does not like interruptions, but I took a chance and told her about the teary pregnant woman. Though she was staring intently into the mirror while plucking her eyebrows, she seemed to listen. “Crying? Why was she crying?” she asked. She said this not to me, but to my reflection.

“She was crying,” I answered, “because it makes people sad to look at him.” Then after awhile, “It makes me sad, too.”  

She didn’t say anything else, but I could see her mind clicking away as she continued to pluck, pluck, pluck. 

I didn’t mention that besides making me sad, the whole situation embarrassed me. Not only was I fifteen years old and still not allowed to wear make-up, but keeping Lolo company forced me to endure even more taunting from the girls who wore cherries-in-the-snow lipstick and all the right clothes. “That your boyfriend?” they’d hiss as Lolo and I walked past. “Isn’t he a little old for you?” This was always followed by an eruption of giggles that echoed in my ears for hours and followed me right to bed each night. 

Soon, my mother had Lolo Ting’s faded plaid wing chair and portable electric heater moved into our living room, and he was duly situated in the guestroom where he muttered obscenities to himself and looked stepped-upon. I knew he would never stand up to her because with my mother, as with any terrifying opponent, it is easier to submit than to fight. In the mornings, my father would read the weather report and Dear Abby out loud, and Lolo would nod and blink while eating dry toast. His hair, which popped up all over, made him look like a crazy person, so I stood behind his chair and patted it down. I don’t think he ever noticed.

*
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My mother pretends it never happened, but it did. 

When I was eight years old, my dad left us without saying when he’d be back. After a week, my mother often forgot to pick me up at school and rarely left her room, so Lolo and Lola came to take care of me. They cautioned me in urgent whispers not to bother her, but one night I slipped into my mother’s room and sat beside the bed, watching.

She was sleeping, but breathing in fits and tossing her head from side to side. Then suddenly she opened her eyes and locked them directly on mine.

“Mommy?” I said. “Why did Daddy go away?”

She shut her eyes. “Because you’re boring,” she said.

I began to cry, but she had nothing more to add.

Two weeks later, my dad came home tan and fat, and we all went about our business.

*
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Lolo Ting allowed my mother to dress him, monitor his diet, and brush crumbs from his face for nearly a year before he broached the subject of a trip to the Philippines.  “It’s been fifty years since mango jam and pan de sal,” he said. Then, like a poet, he added, “Since santol trees and kundiman.” 

“How long would you be gone?” my mother asked. She masked her annoyance by switching television stations furiously from the local news to the food channel, and then to music videos and Spanish-speaking programming.

“Eight weeks lang, sweetheart,” Lolo said.

My mother let the matter float about unresolved until a big family dinner a few days later where, via stern looks and banging pots, she ordered her five brothers to voice their reservations about Lolo’s trip. And for the first time that I could remember, they failed to comply with her wishes. Mommy scooped rice onto Lolo’s plate. “Why do you have to go by yourself? Who do you know there? This is ridiculous. Who’s left?”

We turned to him as one, our eyebrows raised.  Lolo, prepared for the assault, cleared his throat and rattled off a list of cousins and cronies we had never, ever heard mentioned before. When he finished, it was quiet except for the dull sound of feet kicking beneath the table. My cousin Rica accidentally hit me hard in the shin and then apologized to someone else by mistake. Her boyfriend, who was sitting beside her, has skin the color of coffee with just the right amount of cream. If she were not my cousin, she would laugh at me at the mall.

After the footwork subsided, the not-so-silent silence broke. Brave Uncle Gregorio, my mother’s youngest brother, said, “Great, Dad. I think that’s great.” And to my mother’s horror, the others concurred. 

*
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That was two months ago and now my mother, my dad, and I are riding in our maroon minivan to greet Lolo Ting at the airport. Upon arrival, I see we’re not the only people with this idea. Apparently everyone else’s Lolo was on an eight-week-trip to Negros Island. The fact that there are only three of us, while other people have brought along up to fifteen family members, makes me feel more like a loser than usual. “Stand up straight,” my mother says. “What’s wrong with you?” Out of the corner of my eye I see two airport security guards, one blond and the other red-haired, elbowing each other in that get-a-load-of-this way. There are little kids picking their noses; boys my age with hickey-covered necks; mothers clutching fake designer bags and looking down their noses at one another’s children; fathers napping with their arms crossed over their chests; and, of course, the girls who roll their eyes at me because I am wearing a shirt with a collar instead of a scoop neck. 

When the plane finally arrives, there is a rush towards the doors that lead out of Customs. It is a pointless move because before we even see any of the passengers, they need to claim their baggage and then chat for a bit with the Customs officials. This is the moment I realize that though my Lolo was gone for only two months, there are people who have waited years to greet this plane. Some of them are bouncing on the balls of their feet, checking their lipstick and touching their hair, clutching handkerchiefs, wailing softly.

I am the first one to see Lolo Ting, and because the sight of him renders me speechless, I just point.

“Oh my God,” my mother says. She says it so loud that other people look at us.  Lolo’s hair is curly.

He has a thin moustache.

He’s wearing tortoise-shell sunglasses.

And jeans. 

And a San Miguel Beer T-shirt.

And (fake) Air Jordan sneakers. 

“What is this,” my mother demands, putting a hand on Lolo’s head. “What in the world did you do?” 

“Oh, sweetheart, so many things,” Lolo says, misunderstanding the question. He kisses her on the cheek. “But let’s talk later.”

“Lolo,” I say, “she means what did you do to your hair and stuff?”

Lolo laughs and turns to look at a young woman who is standing behind him. Her dark skin is marked with pock scars, so I can’t imagine what reason she has to smile, but she’s smiling. She wears a long cotton skirt, dark pantyhose, and red plastic slippers crowned with large cloth daisies. She smells like baby lotion.

*
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The young woman is called Cora. My mother clasps her hands together like a thrilled child and beams. “A maid? A maid! Are her papers in order?”

My dad and I look at each other and wonder why what is obvious to the two of us should be so blissfully unclear to my mother. Perhaps she is too busy envisioning herself enjoying Ladies Home Journal while Cora vacuums the bedrooms, steams fish, folds laundry, and disinfects the toilet. The silence that follows affords an opportunity to correct my mother’s mistake, but no one does. 

Cora is not offended. She walks behind us dragging Lolo’s heavy carry-on bag along the floor, and my mother sneaks looks at other moms to make sure they realize that she has a maid, a live maid, in her employ.

On the drive home, I buckle myself in beside Cora and whisper, “How old are you?”

“Twenty years old, miss.”

*
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When we get home from the airport, my mother tells me to set up a makeshift bedroom for Cora. In the garage. 

I drag my old twin bed into the space, being sure to place it as far away from the garbage cans as possible. I fashion a bedside table out of some boxes, and I cover them with a flowered tablecloth. Out of desperation, I grab some daisies from the yard and put them in a glass. I do my best.

“My God, she’ll freeze in here,” my dad says when I’m done. He looks around and shakes his head.

“Don’t be a fool,” my mother snaps. “It’s probably better than what she had at home.” She points at the sheets and looks at Cora, who steps over the oil spot in the middle of the floor and begins to make up the bed.

Lolo just shrugs and walks back into the house. 

For two weeks, Cora dutifully sleeps in the garage and does everything my mother tells her to do. After that, she only pretends to sleep in the garage. And because Cora continues to follow orders, my mother pretends right along. 

*
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Cora can cook.

In the morning, she makes a plump omelet stuffed with sautéed potatoes, which Lolo says his mother used to make when he was a boy. For dinner, Cora makes palabok and bistek and sinigang and the kitchen smells like garlic and ginger, always. At every meal, she sets a little bowl of raw tomatoes and onions beside Lolo’s plate. When she splashes it with fish sauce he smiles and says “Salamat, Cora.” Thank you. 

Cora will often squeeze my shoulder or gently tug my ponytail before retreating to the kitchen, where my mother insists she eats. Like Lolo, I smile. But I don’t say my thank you out loud.

She only cooks jasmine rice, the scent of which promises, but never delivers, something far more exotic than the simple white grain that actually appears in the pot. 

“Cora, why don’t you just make plain rice?” I say.

“This was my mother’s favorite,” she answers. “She used to say it smells like angel’s tears.” 

“Did you love your mother?”

“Dearly,” she says.

I lift the lid off the rice cooker and let the steam hit my face.

*
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At the next big family dinner, my uncles’ girlfriends and all my aunties pile into the kitchen as usual to help slice and chop and gossip. My cousins like to stand outside and sneak cigarettes. Though it’s my house, there never seems to be a place for me, so I sit patiently at the dining room table, waiting for the kitchen door to swing open so I can hear a bit of laughter or someone singing. My mother, who used to be at the center of it all, won’t go in. Instead, she gives herself a manicure in the living room while the men watch football. 

“You don’t have to stay cooped up in the kitchen, Irene,” Mommy says loudly to Uncle Gregorio’s fiancée, who has emerged to set the table. Mommy blows on her wet thumbnail and surveys it at arm’s length. “We have Cora now.”

I find most silences uncomfortable, but this one is different. This one is right. Uncle Hector, who is a troublemaker, presses the mute button on the remote control so as to emphasize the absolute quiet. The men all look at one another.

“What?” my mother says. “What’s going on?”

“For God’s sake, Tess,” Uncle Gregorio says. He looks at Lolo.

“For God’s sake what?”

Uncle Hector is trying not to laugh. My dad hangs his head. Uncle Gregorio braces himself. Uncle Pidio puts his hand over his mouth. Another uncle leaves. Another one pretends nothing is going on and continues to stare at the television.

I’d like to grab a fork from Irene and throw it at my mother because the wide-eyed, innocent look on her face is too much to bear. But instead I’m biting down on my lower lip. I count to three, swallow hard and then, still sitting, I say, “Cora is Lolo’s wife. His wife. Okay?” I say it slowly, as if delivering bad medical news. 

Everyone looks at me, but nobody says anything. My father shakes his head to make me stop, but it’s too late.

“I beg your pardon!” my mother screams. “What did you say, young lady? What did you just say?” She gets up from the couch yelling in rapid-fire Tagalog and waving her nail file in the air.

Doesn’t she know I can’t understand a word she’s saying? I get up from the table and I calmly tell her. “Sorry, Mommy,” I say. “I don’t understand you.”
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RITES OF PASSAGE

A Filipina girl’s first menstrual flow ushers her becoming a “dalaga.” There are some rituals associated with this event. In certain Philippine places, the girl is bathed in a stream, and afterwards, her head is covered with certain leaves to symbolize modesty.

The rite of passage for boys is circumcision. The boy to be circumcised bathes in a river early in the morning. In many places in the Philippines, the person doing the circumcising does not have to be a doctor. A barber or any person who handles a knife well can do this. He uses a sharp razor or knife and a young guava branch forked at the end (in the form of a T), skinned and cleaned. The wound is treated with chewed guava leaves that the boy has masticated. Afterwards, the boy has another bath in the river. 
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GRANDMOTHER
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Marianne Villanueva

They say my mother is crazy. They say she married my father when he was just eighteen and she was already an older woman of thirty-two. They say my father was no good, that he stole. He was in jail once, for stealing from a rich widow in San Pablo. My grandmother says, what did my mother have to get married for? She had a good job as a cook with a rich family in Manila. But she came home one year for vacation, met my father, and then had me.

My grandmother says my father was a devil. Where he came from, no one knows. He walked into town, barefoot, in the middle of the dry season. One of his eyes was all black, as though there were a hole there instead of an eye. He passed my mother as she was drawing water from the pump. She stared at him. From then on, my grandmother says, my mother couldn’t get enough of him.

My grandmother says she tried to warn my mother, but my mother was stubborn. My grandmother and my mother fought about my father all the time, until finally my mother took my father with her to Manila, to work for the rich family. But they caught him stealing one day and threw him out. My mother followed because she was pregnant with my younger brother.

My grandmother is very old. Her face is dark and wrinkled, and if she were not my grandmother I would even say that she is ugly. The veins on the backs of her hands are like tree roots. Her eyes have a milky-white film over the black parts. She moves slowly, because of her lame foot, but she is still strong. Every day she sweeps the yard with her broom of wooden bristles, and takes our clothes down to the river where she washes them, slapping them against the smooth stones. We are afraid of her hard hands. Even when we are far away we hear her voice, sharp and angry, arguing with the neighbors. When she calls us for our supper, we know we have to come running, or she will twist our ears and perhaps give us a slap or two.

Before we came, she lived by herself in her one-room nipa hut way off the edge of San Ysidro. She doesn’t even go into town much ― only on market days ― and even then she has a scowl on her face. I sometimes wonder why she is always so angry, but then I tell myself she can’t help it; it is because she is thinking of my mother. Every day I hear her muttering my mother’s name to herself. At times she spits it out like a curse.

My younger brother Ipe, who my grandmother says looks so much like my father, is always hungry. She doesn’t give him as much food as she gives me. Ipe says he will run away as soon as he gets a little bigger. He says he saw our father once, standing behind the mango tree at the back of our hut. This man had one black eye and feet that were wide and flat, like lily pads. He called to Ipe and Ipe would have gone, only just then a big black dog came along and Ipe, remembering what my grandmother says about such animals, got scared and ran instead to the hut where my grandmother was cooking rice. When he told grandmother about the man, she grew angrier than she always is and grabbed her big wooden spoon ― the one that she uses to ladle out soup ― and said she would hit my father over the head with it if he came any nearer. Then she wouldn’t let Ipe go out anymore, but kept him by her side all day, with her rosary around her neck as though to ward off some evil.
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