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The Tremendous Power of Secrets: Cecilia Manguerra Brainard's 'Magdalena'

By G. Alma Anonas-Carpio
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(The following first appeared as a book review in The Philippines Graphic, March 2018.)
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The first call of a novel is to tell a story. Not just any story, mind you, but the story only the author of the novel can tell in his or her unique way. What the reader is led to expect is a bit of an escape into another time and world, perhaps a tentative acquaintance with the characters who populate the text. 

When I first began to read the excerpt of Magdalena, which we published in the Philippines Graphic a few years back, I found myself learning the book’s characters and feeling for them on a level I rarely feel. I found myself enamored of them in a way one only truly feels for actual humans—usually one’s family. Imagine my joy at receiving a copy of the first Philippine release of this novel. As eager as I was, when I settled down to read it, I found my emotions were overloaded by what Manguerra Brainard wrote. 

The story of Magdalena’s life is a rich one, full of emotional intensity told with the brilliant clarity of Manguerra Brainard’s pen. It made me cry and it made me sigh. It reminded me so much of my mother’s family that I had to put it down mid-story. 

As much as I loved the work, I found myself unable to continue. For a work of fiction, Magdalena had quickly become as personal to me as my own blood and vital organs are personal to me. 

Such intensity and clarity as the novel holds, it is like the sun one cannot look directly into without going blind. 

“I’d grown up knowing my mother died at the delivery table, and it wasn’t until I was in school when I realized that the other children’s mothers hadn’t died during childbirth,” Juana, Magdalena’s daughter, speaks in the Prologue with simplicity that belies just how big the secrets of her family are, and how convoluted they became over the course of her mother’s life. 

“A secret has tremendous power,” Juana says. 

I must agree. As my reading uncovered some of those secrets, I found myself feeling a whole range of emotions I was unprepared for—my usual thing is to retreat from emotion, and reading this book made me have to face my own secret: I could actually feel strongly enough and intensely enough to be uncomfortable with the feelings. 

So the book sat like a strong yearning on one of my high shelves and I promised myself I would revisit it when my schedule would permit me to weep over the women of Magdalena and their fate. When I did find myself back in the pages of Magdalena, I found so much reward amid the punishments visited upon its characters. 

I found courage there, silent overwhelming courage. I found love there, overflowing and healing love. I even found forgiveness in those pages, and now I have a how-to guide. I found that fortitude, re-read the parts I’d already read and continued on to the bitter end—and Manguerra Brainard knows her bitter endings very well indeed. But the Epilogue eases the bitterness with the assurance of life, glorious life, affirming all the pain in the text. 

Like my mother’s family, Magdalena’s family was a mix of Spanish and Chinese. Obviously, the strong emotions and the showing of them are not unique to my maternal line as I’d like to think. This book, written so far away from the author’s native shores (and mine) show me that the fiction is woven of very real threads, that it tells of lives that could very well have been lived in my mother’s ancestral home in the Visayas. It hit me right at home, dead on the bullseye. 

Rarely have I read such exquisite command of storytelling as I see in the pages of this novel. Here she uses the backdrop of a Japanese-occupied Philippines to maximum effect, devastating the reader’s emotions without giving any quarter nor taking any prisoners. You die inside and come to life again when the feelings of hope hit you—and they will. 

Read Magdalena to see how the strength and beauty of these women spanned three generations, defeating even death. 

No, not even death can save you from the intense and iridescent beauty of Manguerra Brainard’s mastery of her craft. Don’t miss reading this book, even if you need to pause between chapters. It is worth the emotional whiplash, I promise. 

~
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G. Alma Anonas-Carpio was the former literary editor of The Philippines Graphic. She is a member of the Manila Critics Circle.
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I found out I was pregnant, I decided to write my mother’s story. I never actually knew her although all my life I’d heard about her. She was not someone real, but was the nighttime stories of my grandmother, the wistful anecdotes my Tiya Estrella would sometimes relate. She was the faded photograph of a cautious-looking woman with a wistful smile, good-looking, yes, but with a strain around her eyes and lips. She was the bundle of letters, photographs, and journals that my grandmother kept at the bottom of her armoire. She was bits and fragments of words and paper and cellulose—ethereal, a ghost I could not pin down.

I’d grown up knowing my mother died at the delivery table, and it wasn’t until I was in school when I realized that the other children’s mothers hadn’t died during childbirth. Once I had asked my grandmother about that; I had asked her if I’d killed my mother. “No,” she had said. “No, it was not your fault.”

“Then whose fault was it?” I asked.

“Her father’s family is to blame.”

I was young then and spent a lot of time wondering how my grandfather and his family killed her. I used to badger my grandmother for information about the Sanchez family, but all I got was that they were a wealthy bunch. Before she died, my grandmother did tell me the truth about my mother’s real father. Finally, I understood the reason behind her lack of forthrightness, why for decades she had kept this a secret.

A secret has tremendous power. My grandmother had used her secret as a weapon, but the strange thing is the secret in turn possessed her, held her captive. For years, she guarded her secret carefully, never thinking, never expecting that her own daughter would have the same sort of secret.

My mother’s secret had to do with who my father was. For years my grandmother refused to talk about him. She looked at men as irrelevant in the matter of childbearing—I sprung from my mother’s womb, and my mother had sprung from hers. But I knew early on that I wasn’t just my mother’s daughter, that someone else’s blood coursed through my veins. I could see it in my pale skin and the hazel sparks of my eyes; and I could see it in the faces of people who stared at me in a knowing way. Sometimes when I glanced at the mirror in semi-darkness, I could see his shadow ﬂitting across my face and sometimes I tried to catch him, but my hands met only the frightened face of my mother’s daughter. 

My Tiya Estrella gave me pictures of my father. From her I learned my father had been an American captain stationed in Mactan during the Vietnam War; and I found out that his plane was shot down while on a mission in Vietnam.

When I felt life within me, I knew it was time to turn their secrets into stories. And so I started writing. I began writing about my mother, then about my grandmother, and to my surprise about other family members. They would come to me in dreams and thoughts—when I least expected it—begging to have their stories written, to have their secrets revealed. Even they must have realized it was time to release those festering secrets once and for all.

I have done my best; I have used whatever guile in storytelling I know to record their stories. It is done. I am ready. When this child in my belly will come to me and say, “Tell me...” then he can have it all, everything I know about these people whose blood he carries within himself.

Juana

***
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Magdalena by the sea 

(1966-67)
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From the start Magdalena had refused to see Victor for what he really was. On their honeymoon, in Baguio, he had left her in the morning to order breakfast, or so he said, and Magdalena had waited for a long time in their bedroom, until at last she went down to ﬁnd Victor having a cup of coffee with a good-looking American woman. Magdalena had stood by the entrance of the coffee shop, with her hand to her mouth, uncertain about what to do. Victor gave some story about the poor tourist not knowing what places to see in Baguio, and Magdalena believed him. 

Later, when there were other incidents with women, far more ﬂagrant, Magdalena continued to believe Victor. There was a time when Victor would recklessly date his women in clubs and restaurants. They were always young and pretty, but regardless, Magdalena would entertain Victor’s line about how the women were simply having family problems and needed his advice. 

For ﬁve years, Magdalena put up with Victor. She acquired some weapons along the way. She knew she couldn’t afford to look like a loser, so she dressed impeccably in expensive designer clothes. Her hair was always perfectly coiffed; her ﬁngernails and toenails were always painted her favorite pallid pink color. Her face wore the powdery perfection of Helena Rubenstein. If her lips looked a bit tight around the edges and her eyes bore the expression of a dog that had been kicked around, at least her overall appearance exuded wealth, aloofness, and arrogance. It was the same look other society matrons had. She had mastered her denial so well that anyone talking to her would leave wondering if indeed they had misjudged Victor, the unfortunate and caring son of a tobacco merchant. 

In late 1966 however, Magdalena’s mother, Luisa, invited Magdalena to lunch and spelled out some new details about Victor: he had a mistress; in fact, they lived together in Mandawe, a block away from the church, right beside the Botica Boie; the other woman had been a nightclub performer; and worst of all Victor and this woman had an infant son. 

Magdalena’s blood turned into molasses. Her ﬁrst instinct was to cover-up, and she declared it was all just tawdry gossip, and why should her mother listen to such nonsense. Luisa pointed out that it had been six months since Victor moved out of his and Magdalena’s bedroom and into their cabaña; and that during that time he and Magdalena had been going their own way, he with his rattan furniture factory, she with her monkey farm. 

Chills ran up and down her spine. Through a kind of fog, she heard her mother insisting that she ask Victor back to spare her the humiliation of being a separated woman. “Offer the woman money, insist that he come home, you are his wife after all. The worst thing that could happen is for you to end up a separated woman. People will ridicule you,” Luisa said. “I cannot understand how Victor could do this to us. He was nothing, nothing. But I knew, from the ﬁrst time I laid eyes on him, I knew he would give you tears. Do you remember, I speciﬁcally told you, ‘Magdalena, mark my words, this man will be your cross to bear.’” 

Before her mother could continue, Magdalena got up and left her mother’s house. She was furious. It was unthinkable that Luisa would spread such destructive gossip. Her mother was a cruel and ﬂighty woman; that was it. Magdalena’s mind ﬁxed on her childhood when Luisa hardly spent time with her. It was Magdalena’s father who had pampered her. Fermin had read fairy tales to her at bedtime; and Fermin had bought her the frilly clothes from Escolta. Luisa had always been too busy with her volunteer work and her orchids. From the time Magdalena could remember, Luisa was a distant, cold, and terrible mother.

Back in her own home in Mactan Island, Magdalena locked herself in her room. Lying spread-eagle on her bed, she stared at the faint water stain on her ceiling. She discovered that if she did not blink her eyes the stain took on strange designs, ﬁrst a blob, then a three-legged cat, then a crooked cactus tree. When the stain took on the form of a curled-up fetus, she wept. A few months after she had married Victor, she had miscarried, and she never got pregnant again. This memory rushed back to her, and the thought of Victor having a child with this other woman gave her pain she had never experienced before. 

She wept all through the night until dawn when she glanced out her window and saw the faint golden glow of the sky. She dried her eyes and blew her nose. A glimmer of hope ﬂickered in her heart: perhaps her mother had made a mistake, perhaps it had all been untrue. She decided to check the cabaña, which was a separate wing of her sprawling bungalow. She searched the bookcase for Victor’s beloved motorcycle trophies, and heaved a deep sigh when she saw that they were gone. 

Before the sun was up, she was out walking briskly along the seashore, breathing in the clean sea air. She looked at the tranquil bay fronting her house and perhaps it was the beauty of the sea that made her mind concoct another excuse for Victor. She imagined that Victor was the victim of this woman, that she was a hardcore whore who had blackmailed Victor or who had some kind of unearthly hold on him. She pictured her as a cheap, heavily made-up hussy, with long hair down to her buttocks, just like the painted women who hung around the American Base in Mactan. And she remembered Victor during his contrite times when he begged for her forgiveness, all softness and tenderness. He would even cry, the poor man. After all, he had come from a broken home; he had had very little opportunities. She wept once again, this time for Victor’s sorrowful past that invaded her being, saturating every cell of her body with deep melancholia. 

*
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On Sunday, she drove to Mandawe. She had it all planned. She would go to his other house and demand to see him. Her very presence would knock some sense into his head and he would beg for forgiveness. He would return home with her, and life would be ﬁne once again—or at least as ﬁne as it had been for the past ﬁve years. It seemed like a sensible plan. 

She set out and was so intent on her mission that she missed seeing a large hole in the sidewalk. Magdalena twisted her left leg and fell down. Her purse sprung open; her things scattered all over the place. She was struggling to get up, wincing at the pain, when she heard a soft voice asking if she needed help. A young woman with a baby in her arms gave Magdalena a hand. The stranger gathered her things and handed them to her. “The sidewalk is bad,” the woman said, “Come in, come into my home, you need to put ice on your ankle or else it’ll swell. When I was twelve, I fell off a jeepney and hurt myself. An older woman helped me. I’ve never forgotten her.” She ﬂashed a smile at Magdalena. 

Magdalena limped toward the house next to Botica Boie. It came to her that this was Victor’s mistress. She was nothing at all like the painted woman in her imagination; this woman was plain and dressed simply. Magdalena looked at the baby with its round, pleasant face. “His name is Inocencio,” the woman said, tickling the baby’s chin. “He’s only a month old. He looks like my father. Look at that, just like a little old man. He’s dead now. He died two years ago of cholera. We lived in Tondo, and epidemic there can be bad.” 

Any thought of seeing Victor ﬂew from Magdalena’s mind. She became ﬂustered. Then she considered entering the house just to see what it looked like, to see what Victor’s other house was like, to get an inkling of what his other life was all about. But she knew that such details would only feed her imagination, would only drive her mad. In front of the gate, Magdalena stopped. “I’m sorry,” Magdalena said, “I have to go.” And as quickly as she could, she hobbled back to her car. 

*
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It was Victor who came to see her. He stopped by one day when the president and vice-president of the Catholic Women of the Virgin Mary Most Pure were visiting. The women, friends of Luisa, were soliciting Magdalena’s help for their May fund-raiser. Their eyes lit up when they heard the roar of Victor’s motorcycle, and they eyed each other nervously when Victor barged into the front door and struggled to remove his helmet. 

“Victor,” Magdalena said faintly. She folded her hands over her heart. The two women faded away and only Victor stood before her. She forgot all about the other woman and the baby and saw a man who symbolized a vague and pleasant past, a time when she was young and could dream of inﬁnite possibilities. Speciﬁcally, she remembered the time she had cut class to meet Victor in front of the university carillon tower. They had climbed up the narrow, winding stairs of the tower to the very top. She had stared at the surrounding vast ﬁelds, at the azure sky, at the emerald leaves and red ﬂowers of the nearby ﬂame trees. Victor had held her away from the ledge for fear she would fall, his warm hands resting on her waist. They had kissed, and the world had seemed so vibrant, so clear, and Magdalena had felt so sure of herself, so sure of what love was, of Victor’s love. Now, she stared at Victor and experienced hope. He had come back to her. Things could still be worked out between them. “Victor,” she repeated, as if she would swoon, feeling as if the world around her had turned into water, shimmering around her, passing her by. 

Victor threw his helmet on a chair and said, “Magdalena, I want to talk to you.” 

He headed for the bedroom; Magdalena followed. Before she had the chance to close the door, Victor shouted, “Magdalena, I heard you went to Mandawe. This kind of scandal doesn’t work, Magdalena. I don’t want you ever, ever going to that house again!” 

“But-but Victor ...” Magdalena stammered, in a hollow, tinny voice, her mind still up that carillon tower. 

“Just keep her out of this, Magdalena! She’s a young girl. When she realized it was you, she was so upset she had to see the doctor. Leave her alone.” 

His words bounced around the bedroom and echoed down the hallway to the living room where two women sat breathlessly listening. 

Pacing back and forth, his energy brimming over, Victor went on, “I won’t have it. It’s unthinkable. She and the baby are the only good things in my life. Leave them alone.” 

By now Magdalena had left the carillon tower and found herself in some other moment in the past, reading Victor’s love letter to a girl named Mila. Bolstered by the anger of that memory, Magdalena found herself speaking, “Leave them alone? You won’t have it? And who am I? Am I not your wife? Don’t I have rights? You never even had the decency to tell me. I had to ﬁnd out from my mother!” Magdalena slapped Victor.

With his left hand, he held her; with his right, he struck her. Magdalena pulled away, and completely forgetting the two women in the living room, she opened the bedroom door and ran to the hallway. “Don’t you dare touch me! You and your women. You have given me more pain than any person ever has. Get out!” 

Victor froze, stunned at her rage. For a long while, they stared at each other. 

“Magdalena,” he ﬁnally said, “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me. Things have been so complicated. I’m sorry. Listen, I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You have done nothing but hurt me. From the start, you have hurt me. And now this woman with this child. You cannot imagine my anguish, not only because I know you’re with someone else but because I feel like a failure ... a complete failure.” 

“Magdalena, I’m sorry. Believe me when I say I’m sorry. It’s not you. It’s the whole thing. It hasn’t worked out between us. From the start your parents disliked me, and they made sure I knew it. Do you remember when we talked about moving to Manila? We should have, Magdalena. We should have moved far away. I never felt I belonged here in this home your parents gave you. That was made very clear to me, you know, that this house and property belong to only you. Everything around here belonged to you—your family, your high-society friends, even the house and properties are yours. It’s not that I wanted those things, but I owned nothing. People called me ‘Magdalena’s husband.’ How do you think that made me feel? At least, I’m happy now. I have a home, a woman who loves me, a son.” 

Sucking her breath in, Magdalena moved away from Victor. He followed. 

They found themselves in the living room where the two women sat pale and silent.

Victor turned to them. “You two had better not talk to anyone about this!” 

The women gasped and retreated to the door. 

“Please don’t leave. I have more rice cakes. Sit down, please,” Magdalena pleaded. 

Meantime, Victor had grabbed his helmet and left. 

Patting Magdalena’s arm, the women lingered, assuring Magdalena they would keep matters to themselves; and then they retreated. 

Magdalena watched them waving from their car, and she knew that the second they got back to their homes, they would be on the phones to tell everybody what had happened. “Madre de Dios, you’ll never believe ...” they would start before they launched into their story about the awful ﬁght she and Victor had. 

*
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Magdalena owned a monkey farm on a piece of property near the American Air Force Base. Victor had started the monkey farm shortly after he learned that American laboratories bought monkeys for experimentation, and that they paid in dollars. He had hired trappers who penetrated dense forests to capture the unfortunate animals. When Victor started a rattan factory, he lost interest in the monkey farm, and gradually Magdalena took over its management. Too much money had been invested in the business, she had said, and she couldn’t let it go to waste. 

After Victor’s catastrophic visit, to hide from people’s probing eyes and sharp tongues, she spent most of her time at the monkey farm. During this time an incident occurred that affected Magdalena tremendously.

A rush order for a baby monkey arrived from a local client, the Ubec Scientiﬁc Laboratory. Magdalena handed the order to the caretaker, Raymundo, who said there was only one baby, a six-week-old male, unweaned who clung to his mother’s chest. 

Raymundo thought it would be an easy matter, and he reached into the cage to try and grab the mother, but she grew wild and bit his hand. Two men had to prod her with sticks and trick her out of the cage. With one protective hand over her baby, the mother furiously snapped and growled. Unable to handle her, one of the men ﬁnally lassoed her around the neck. Her breath cut short, the mother released the baby, and a man quickly yanked the startled baby away. Still clutching a tuft of her mother’s gray hair, the baby shrieked and howled while the gagging mother quivered and foamed at the mouth. For a long time the mother fought valiantly to get her baby back, but the rope restrained her well, and soon the mother was back in her cage, and the baby packed off to the lab. 

It was the ﬁrst time Magdalena witnessed such a spectacle. She told Raymundo to give the mother extra food, but the animal ﬂung the papaya at him. For three solid hours, the animal screamed and hurled herself against the cage walls, until ﬁnally Magdalena could not stand the racket and left. 

Back home, she lay exhausted on her bed. The image of the mother clawing for its baby loomed in her mind. Something else surfaced in her consciousness—the memory of her unborn child. No matter how hard she tried to shake it off, there it was, the miscarriage, the blood, the sadness, the wondering about the child. She tried hard to push it away from her thoughts; but the harder she tried, the more exhausted she became until she ﬁnally fell asleep. 

Magdalena dreamt of the ﬁrst time she and Victor met at the Club Filipino. It was New Year’s eve. Magdalena—eighteen and very excited but also feeling hopelessly plain beside the scintillating girls of Ubec with their rouged cheeks and rufﬂed dresses. Victor—pomaded, thick arching eyebrows, handsome, brash. He asked her to dance the tango. In her dream, Magdalena could hear the pulsing music all over again. She could feel the warm, humid breeze that rustled through the open balcony doors. She smelled the oily sweet scent of Victor’s pomade. She didn’t know how to tango, but Victor told her not to worry, and he led her well. As he stared at Magdalena with intense dark eyes, he murmured: “I looked at all the girls here and saw you. I told myself, that’s the girl for me. There’s no comparison between you and the rest. You’re incredibly beautiful.” 

Incredibly beautiful! It was the ﬁrst time any man said those words to Magdalena, and she lowered her eyes, and embarrassment and happiness both ﬂooded her soul. But after ﬂirting with her, Victor turned his attention to Miss Ubec with the strapless hourglass gown. Magdalena sat there, watching them from the corner of her eye, feeling hurt, confused; and yet, something had happened to her. This debonair bachelor had called her beautiful, had given her attention, and for the ﬁrst time, Magdalena felt like a grown woman—an incredibly beautiful woman. 

She awoke with a parched throat and the realization that Victor was gone, and that indeed a portion of her life had turned into nothing more than intangible memories. 

Later she called the ofﬁce and asked Raymundo to get back the baby monkey. Raymundo said it was too late, that the monkey was dead by now. She returned to the monkey farm to visit the mother monkey that lay still in a corner of her cage. At ﬁrst Magdalena thought the monkey was dead, and Raymundo had to prod her with a stick and the monkey had to growl before Magdalena believed the monkey was still alive. “I’m sorry,” Magdalena said, “I’m sorry for what I’ve done to you.” 

Turning to Raymundo, she instructed, “Put her in a small cage, I’m taking her home.” 

Raymundo placed the monkey in a chicken-wire cage, warning her to be careful because the monkey might bite and rabies among monkeys was not uncommon. Magdalena was not afraid; she only felt strong resolution to make the monkey well. 

She kept the cage in her room and skipped supper entirely—she was so busy fussing with the animal. She placed newspapers under the cage, which she kept beside her bed. She offered the monkey a variety of fruit but the animal refused to eat. Later, instead of reading the magazines piled up on her side-table, she continued her vigil. She slept lightly; the few times she dozed off, she’d wake up with a start, thinking the monkey was dead. She’d snap on the light and peer into the cage, and sigh with relief that the monkey was still alive. 

Early the next morning, she summoned the carpenter and told him to build a small house with a bamboo pole running horizontally alongside, so the monkey would have shelter in the verandah. Once the monkey was situated in its new home, she spent most of her time studying the monkey, thinking about her, its baby, and feeling desperately sad. The monkey had lost her baby; and she was wasting away from sorrow. 

Stroking the monkey, Magdalena whispered, “You will die if you don’t eat. You will die.” 

Magdalena went to the kitchen and selected a perfect ripe mango. She peeled it and cut up the ﬂesh unto a small plate. Returning to the verandah, she hand-fed the monkey that spat out most of the food. Magdalena gave her a bowl of water, and because the monkey would not move, she lifted the bowl to her mouth, wetting her lips, spilling water down her chest. The monkey reached for her hand, and at ﬁrst, Magdalena became frightened, thinking the monkey would bite her, but the monkey lay her hand on its belly and began picking imaginary lice from the back of Magdalena’s hand. 

This gesture made her smile, and with her other hand, Magdalena stroked the monkey’s head. “You’ll live then?” she said. “You’ll survive.” 

For a long while Magdalena stared at the sea that gleamed like an immense ﬂat sheet of iron under the brilliant sun. “I must,” she murmured, “take care of myself.” 

*
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The idea of renting out the cabaña had not occurred to her until her cousin Estrella mentioned that an American captain was looking for a place to rent. “Just for six months,” Estrella said. 

Magdalena thought about it and said, “Six months, no more.” 

Estrella and Nathan Spencer arrived one day when birds were building nests and Magdalena’s German Shepherd was longing to join the other dogs outside the tall fence; and in the nearby sea, ﬁsh jumped up and caught the sun’s rays. A picture-perfect day that gave the American captain the expression of one thoroughly enchanted. 

“Asia is amazing,” he said, while they sat in the living room. “In my short time here, I’ve seen how beautiful it is. I’ve seen rice paddies and forests, so green, like emerald, and stretching on forever. I’ve visited some temples and churches, both in Nam and here, and I can’t get over the long and rich history of these places. Back home, we talk of 100-year-old buildings as old; over here people talk of thousands of years.” 

He was from Connecticut, twenty-ﬁve years old, tall and gawky. “From the air, everything looks lush and green, so I don’t understand why Asian countries are poor. It’s clear there are a lot of natural resources. The land is fertile; there are metal mines. There’s coal. The place seems to have everything, so I don’t get it,” he said. 
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