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INTRODUCTION BY MARIANNE VILLANUEVA
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Filipino writers are being published, just not enough of them. For every Ninotchka Rosca, Jessica Hagedorn, Sabina Murray, Cecilia Brainard, R. Z. Linmark, Lysley Tenorio, M. Evelina Galang, Gina Apostol, and Mia Alvar, there are dozens of others who wait for their moment. The door may have cracked open, but we need to force it to open wider. Make no mistake, it is still a struggle. And maybe it will continue to be, for a while. That is why, when a writer like Veronica Montes appears, we have to shout it from the rooftops. We have to share our admiration, our support, our pleasure at reading her words and being immersed in her world.

I published Veronica Montes’s story “Apollo & Junior Grow Up” in the Filipino women’s anthology Going Home to a Landscape (Calyx Press, 2003) and then I read it again just two weeks ago, and it was even better this time, at a remove of over 10 years. Her sentences are spare and most of the action takes place beneath, in what trendier writers call sub-text. I was honored when she asked me to write this Introduction for her first collection, Benedicta Takes Wing. Whether she is describing tiny people in a bar in Manila, or the funeral of a grandmother, or a fable about a “left-behind girl” who hovers “in the nowhere place between the silence of her father’s rooms and the clanging pots and hissing pans of the kitchen,” she holds the reader’s attention—no, the reader’s heart. 

Veronica Montes is easily one of my favorite prose writers. I was going to write “She is one of my favorite Filipino prose writers,” but that sentence seemed too limiting. That she writes gracefully about her culture, that’s a given. But she is more than that, more than just a writer who represents one particular community or racial group. 

Filipinos are a very socialized people, and Veronica’s stories fully capture that aspect of our personalities. Her stories are family-centered, which means they are relationship-centered: In “The Photograph,” “Marivic sensed that Jonathan thought of her family as a human vacuum.” The inclusive (sometimes suffocating) web of the Filipino family is never depicted as either bad or good, it just is. It’s a complicated world, one where asserting individual freedom or individual happiness can feel like betrayal. 

There is hope, though. Things are never as bleak as they appear. There may be gossip, and pettiness, and even downright cruelty—who hurts us better than the people who know us best?—yet here everyone is, loving each other in spite of.  

Most of her protagonists are plucky women. It’s not easy to “do” this subject well. Their pluck doesn’t often win them anything, not gratitude or validation or even happiness. As the narrator of “The Ones That Were Lost” puts it, “She lives alone and makes up stories to replace the ones that were lost.” There can be loneliness within families, as writers know all too well. But Veronica’s women also possess a tremendous capacity to endure.

The women are, usually, the originators of story. They are the mothers who sing their children “awake in the morning.” They observe everything and whisper “to each other furiously, their eyes alight with the possibility of scandal.” They either tear at each other or they support each other, often with equal fierceness. When the mother is absent in a story, the absence creates a deep feeling of emptiness and sadness.

Men are a different sort altogether. They tend to speak “in riddles, or not at all.” As the narrator in “Lamentation” puts it, “even the richest man in the world can’t make milk.” The home is the center of the world. Home is the world, and in these stories, the men circle the edges of it, like outsiders.

Story-telling is not always an easy task, but it is vital. Because stories rescue us. They exorcise us. They sustain us. When everything else fails, when even memory fails, stories are there. Even the most fractured stories have something to tell us. All we have to do is read and open our minds and hearts. 

Marianne Villanueva

San Francisco, California

September 3, 2016

*
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Marianne Villanueva is the author of the short story collections Ginseng and Other Tales from Manila, Mayor of the Roses, and The Lost Language. She also wrote the novella Jenalyn and co-edited Going Home to a Landscape.
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OF MIDGETS & BEAUTIFUL COUSINS
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“Where are we going, Beto?” my sister asks. She squeezes my arm with her small, pretty hand.

She is seventeen and beautiful. Our cousin Beto, with his dark eyes and smooth light brown skin is beautiful, too. I watch him bring a cigarette to his lips. His lips are always moist like peeled white grapes.

“Just this club I know,” he says. His accent is gentle on my ear, not the kind that makes the people at home whisper and laugh. He has always lived here and keeps disappointing my sister by not being interested in her stories about our life in San Francisco or our trips to New York and Los Angeles. He likes Spain, he says, and travels there to watch soccer games and buy decent shoes. Beto is twenty years old, and he is angry with his mother, I know, for making him show us around.

Yesterday afternoon two of his friends came to the house and sat outside in the garden drinking cold San Miguel beer and waiting to catch a glimpse of my sister, who claimed she had a headache and refused to come downstairs. She sent me instead. They were skinny and well-dressed and smelled clean, like freshly bathed and powdered children. They were brothers, maybe.

After a polite introduction, I sat for fifteen minutes before anyone spoke to me again. “You’re American?” they asked.

“Filipino,” I had answered, confused by the question. They leaned back in their chairs and burst out laughing. Beto joined in, shaking his head. They elbowed each other in the ribs, releasing quick, unrecognizable words whenever they could stop laughing long enough to say something. I ran inside the house and up the stairs to my sister’s room, one of the many guest rooms, where she sat in front of the mirror, arranging and re-arranging her perfection. She gave me a quick hug and told me to never mind, but I did. They didn’t even try not to laugh.

My sister again. “Come on, Beto, what’s it called?”

“Small World.”

“Like the ride at Disneyland?”

~
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I’ve never been to a nightclub. Earlier tonight my sister put blush on my cheeks and lined my eyes saying, “This is so much fun!” every few minutes. But before we left, Beto turned me to him and wiped the back of his hand across each side of my face. He took his handkerchief, sweet and musky, and blotted my lips. Then he pushed me out the door without saying a word, the tips of his fingers tangled in the ends of my hair.

My sister talks without stopping, jumping from subject to subject without any response from Beto. He is rude, but in a courteous way. He finally shows some interest when she shares her favorite story about me. She does it really well this time, going into great detail about the exact expression on my face when I jumped from my seat and ran out of the movie theatre crying. “All he did was try to touch her, you know, down there,” she says. She thinks that’s why, but it isn’t. It wasn’t so much the touching part; it was that he stuck his tongue in my ear and whispered, “Do Filipino girls really taste like fish? Do they?”

Beto just smiles and throws his cigarette out the window, looking at me for a second and then fixing his eyes on the road. My sister laughs and gives me a quick hug. Sitting between them, I am very quiet.

~
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I once read a travel brochure that described Manila as the “pearl of Southeast Asia,” and cited its excellent shopping opportunities and “graceful, dark-eyed women with tapering limbs” as reasons. But it forgot to mention a lot of things. Like the whole army of little boys in bare feet who run between the cars on busy streets selling chewing gum and cigarettes by the stick. Or the old women trying to trade bunches of small white flowers for the change in your pocket. They tap their dirty fingers on the car windows and smile, flashing rotten teeth. My sister laughs when I get scared or when I roll down the window to hand them money.

There was a time, just a few years ago, when I was too scared to come here. My cousins huddled together and told stories about wicked nuns and family ghosts, but it was the ones about the marketplace that made me sick and sent me running to my father.

At the open market chickens had their heads chopped off and their bodies ran in circles, spraying blood like a fountain from their necks. Dark, skinny thieves sliced off your fingers to steal your pretty rings, and half-naked beggars clutched at your clothes until you handed them coins. My sister never listened to those stories. She only heard the ones about no drinking age, dancing all night, maids and drivers, clothes made-to-order.

That’s why we’re here.

It is starting to rain. 

~
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Beto pulls into an alley already filled with cars and opens our door. My sister hesitates, worried about the effect the rain will have on her hair. “Did you bring an umbrella, Beto?” she says. He doesn’t answer, so I push her gently.

Everything smells like rain. My cousin and his navy blue linen blazer, this alley, even the heat, the kind that crawls along your skin and makes you itch. The drops are warm against my face, my bare arms, my tongue. Beto leads us quickly through the parked cars and up the street, stopping abruptly at a large door. Above it, the words “Small World” flash in a pink and green neon circle that’s supposed to look like a globe. When I put my hand against the door, I feel the music vibrate right through. Beto waits for me to move away, and then he pulls it open. 

My sister’s brown-green eyes narrow as she looks around. Then she runs a hand through her hair and pretends, very hard, to look bored. Red, blue, yellow lights crisscross the ceiling, and the music thumps inside me like it’s looking for a way out. Which is probably why my mouth is open. “Stop it,” my sister says, pinching my arm. Cigarette smoke burns the corners of my eyes and gets trapped in my hair. It is crowded and sticky. I thought there would be more room.

“Three!” my cousin yells, but he sounds so far away. He grabs my hand and pulls me forward roughly. When he is certain that I’m following right behind him, he drops my hand, and I feel the way I did the first time I climbed a tree and was too scared to work my way back down. I reach under his blazer and grab one of his belt loops.

After a while, my eyes adjust. I see tiny people. Midgets. All over the place. There—near the door where we came in and cracking ice behind the bar. They must be standing on something behind there. Bringing drinks to the tables, sitting on stools and smoking in the dark corners, their faces sometimes hidden, sometimes brightly lit by the passing lights. Giant heads. They have giant heads. At the table next to ours, though, there are people who look like us. On the dance floor and up on the stage singing, too: Come sail away, come sail away, come and sail away with me. To my sister, this is a joke. She’s laughing out loud at the tiny people with the gigantic heads. Beto is laughing on the inside.

I think I’m the only one who sees the midgets. Now that the surprise has worn off, my sister doesn’t pay any more attention to them. She keeps looking over at one of the mestizos at the table across from us—the only one not staring at her—and bouncing her head softly to the music.

Beto hasn’t said a word except to order drinks from our midget waiter, who wears black high top tennis shoes and speaks broken English in a voice so low it seems not to come from him. His buckteeth are yellow, and they hang neatly over his thick, black-cherry colored lower lip. Quick, blinking eyes and a carefully ironed Coca-Cola tee shirt give him an alert, eager look. I have been staring at him, and he stops listening to Beto for a moment and looks right at me. I should turn away, but I don’t until my sister finally kicks me under the table. She raises one eyebrow and looks at me like I’m crazy. Before the midget goes, he whispers something in Beto’s ear, and my cousin smiles and nods.

The girl on stage has long hair that swishes around her waist when she spins. Her dress is white and tight, cut low in front, covered with sequins. She sings corny Barry Manilow ballads and old Motown hits while the lights bounce off of her and right into my eyes. Some American army guys—four white, two black—sit at the table right in front of her yelling things like, “Sing for me, baby,” and telling her she’s beautiful, over and over again. She smiles and shakes a finger at them like they’re naughty little boys.

My sister’s conquest appears in front of us and asks Beto’s permission to dance with her. She loves the ceremony, I can tell. She keeps her eyes lowered the whole time like a geisha girl in a lousy movie, and while I wonder where she learned to do that, I watch my cousin. He takes a long look at the guy: at his thick hair, his expensive watch, the pleats in his plants, and finally his shoes. Then he says, “Okay, sure.” My sister winks at me and puts her purse on my lap. Then she disappears into the crowd and resurfaces on the dance floor.

Our waiter is returning, holding a tray with three glasses on it high above his large head. “Scoose me, scoose me.” I can’t hear him, but I know this is what he’s saying as he professionally maneuvers his way to our table. Something pink for my sister, tequila with lime for Beto, and Coke with a cherry in it for me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see my cousin steal the cherry and pop it in his mouth, but it’s okay. He tosses the stem to the floor.

A tap on my shoulder. It’s Beto. I turn to him and lean in. 

“Someone would like to meet you,” he shouts above the music.

The midget waiter stands next to Beto with both hands behind his back. He is now wearing a red silk scarf around his neck. It is tied into a neat knot. I look from the midget to my cousin and then to the midget again. “This is Noel.” He places a hand on Noel’s shoulder and pushes him forward a little. “And Noel, this is my cousin. From the States.”

Noel whips his right hand out from behind his back with a graceful flourish. I feel my face getting hot. I hold the Coke to my cheek and then I take a sip. I look around for my sister. Above Noel’s head I can see my cousin’s eyes, squinting encouragement. Finally, I grab Noel’s small, fat hand in my own and shake it. I nod. I try to think of something to say, but I can’t. Beto sends Noel away and looks at me. I drink my Coke and tear my cocktail napkin into little pieces.

He lights another cigarette.

My sister is back, cheeks flushed and lipstick faded. “Oh my God, that guy is so cute,” she says, fanning herself with his handkerchief. “He told me to keep this,” she says, holding it out to me. When I don’t take it, she shrugs and presses it to her nose. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. “Can you believe it?” she says. When no one answers her she says extra loud, “Hello? Did I miss something?”

“We’re leaving now,” Beto says. He puts some money on the table. Way too much, I think.

“We practically just got here.” My sister’s whine makes him flinch. I’m embarrassed for her. He is putting out his cigarette, but stops mid-motion and simply stares at her. He offers his hand to help me out of my chair and after a second, I take it. He doesn’t let go, even after I stand up. I look up at him, and he’s about to say something, but doesn’t.

Outside it’s still raining and the insides of my ears throb. My sister is silent, pouting. Beto is a few steps ahead, his hands stuck deep in his pockets, staring at the ground as he walks. Then, from somewhere behind us, I hear a low-pitched scream that gets higher and higher as it continues. We spin around, all three of us, and Beto’s hand grips my shoulder. My sister grabs my arm. Someone is running towards us, umbrella in hand. It’s a child, maybe. No, a midget. One of those midgets. As it gets closer, I see the red scarf, now tied around his head. Noel the midget. I try to run, but Beto holds me steady.

“Mees! Mees!” Noel shrieks. His eyes bulge. He looks like a fish.

My sister is in hysterics. She’s bent over laughing and says, “Oh my God,” over and over again. She even stamps her feet.

Noel is in front of me now, jumping frantically, umbrella held high in an effort to keep me dry.

“Mees, don’t get wet,” he says, forming each word carefully. He is smiling as he jumps, all his yellow teeth showing. I try to accommodate him by bending down a little. He is walking with us to the car, jumping to keep the umbrella over my head, and running to keep up with my walking. Beto is behind us somewhere.

It feels like we’ll never get there. I think this midget will follow me forever, like some kind of living souvenir. But finally we’re at the car, and Beto unlocks the back door and tells my laughing sister to get in. He opens the front door for me, waits until I get settled, locks the door, and shuts it quietly. My sister is talking to me about something, but I don’t hear her because I’m watching my cousin place some coins in Noel’s hand. Coins for protecting me from the rain.
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BEAUTY QUEENS
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I once saw a movie where beautiful, long-haired girls knelt on a golden beach grieving the loss of loved ones. They ripped out their hair and wailed while blood ran down the sides of their faces and onto the flowers they wore around their necks. My Auntie Cely is wailing like that now, wailing like her life has been coming to an end for weeks, and this is her last chance to make an impression on the world. My mother glares at her and mutters an incredible string of cuss words under her peppermint breath. I keep a light hold on her wrist in case she tries to jump up and gore her sister through the stomach with the horns I imagine she keeps hidden under her thick, black hair. This image makes me laugh, which I shouldn’t do, considering this is her mother’s—my lola’s—wake and everyone is kind of sad, really.

Lola died in her sleep after emitting a loud and prolonged sigh. Someone let it slip that she was naked, a fact that thrills my cousin Girlie and me to no end. Out of thirty-eight cousins, Girlie is my favorite, my true and kindred spirit. We were born two days apart in the same hospital and often pretend we were switched in the nursery, which would actually make me her and her me. I think about that a lot.
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