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PREFACE 
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In 2003, I edited the first volume of Growing Up Filipino: Stories for Young Adults. The warm reception of this collection surprised me. In both America and the Philippines, the anthology garnered excellent reviews; educators are using the book in their classrooms; libraries keep copies of this title; and the public has been enthusiastic about the collection.

Even though that first volume had 29 stories, and therefore somewhat substantial, I felt that not all the stories about “growing up Filipino” had been told. In fact, after the horrific events of 9/11, when life as we had always known it drastically changed, I wondered what sort of new experiences Filipino youths had gone through. Have the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq affected them? Have the bombings in Manila malls, the heightened security in airports and buildings, the shootings in American schools–the sense of dread and uncertainty–affected our youths? 

I decided to edit a second volume of Growing Up Filipino with the idea of gathering contemporary stories. I came up with 27 stories written by Filipino writers in the Philippines and the United States. Many of the contributors are established and well-respected writers. The stories are topnotch works of fiction selected primarily for their literary merit. They stories deal with experiences about growing up Filipino in the Philippines, America, and Canada.

The majority of the stories are about the usual concerns of the young —coming of age, family, relationships—with a few dealing with heavier topics of 9/11 and racial prejudice—stories which should inspire discussion.  While the subject matter of this anthology focuses on Filipino or Filipino American youths, the readership is not limited to young adults. The stories included in this collection are high caliber literary stories that can be enjoyed by anyone, regardless of age. Educators will find this book a useful tool in their classrooms as well, considering, in particular, the scarcity of books about Filipino youths. 

Special thanks to the contributors, Tony Robles, and Rocio G. Davis for their enthusiastic cooperation.  ~ Cecilia Manguerra Brainard
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INTRODUCTION

Children’s Culture and the Metaphors of Growing Up (Filipino)

by Rocío G. Davis
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Cecilia Manguerra Brainard’s second volume of Growing Up Filipino expands and deepens the paradigms presented in the first book. In my introduction to that volume, I noted how 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” (ix). This new collection retakes the first volume’s constitutive strategy and many of the themes but, importantly, extends some of the concerns. In particular, as a post-9/11 collection, we are given access to how child or adolescent characters deal with potentially violent new configurations of transculturality, and the ways race, ethnicity, class and religion blend (happily or not) in the representation of private or public identities.

It has often been uncritically argued that to read a literature is to encounter a country. This new volume’s deliberately plural emphasis challenges that assertion’s static connotation as it reflects how multiple forms of recent Filipino/American fiction interrogate the forces that direct shifting discourses of ethnicity in the Philippines and for Filipino Americans. When read collectively, these stories become an embodiment of the Philippine mosaic, to highlight the fluidity of Filipino/American identity. The stories’ commonality lies in their intention to translate the Filipino/American’s transcultural image, particularly in the context of mainstream American discourse, as “others” into a self-defined multilayered specificity. Their difference lies in the myriad of processes that lead to diverse conclusions. Indeed, the pause between being (the child narrator/protagonist’s current position) and becoming (the panorama of possibilities) signals the crucial point of dramatic tension in many of the stories.

If writing in today’s postcolonial, postmodern world involves the intense reworking of questions that refer to issues such as oppositionality, marginality, boundaries, displacement, and authenticity, the child’s point of view contributes significantly to the understanding the process of the creation of the transcultural subject. The use of the child character has become powerful means of defining the responses of a country’s artistic minds to its evolving cultural climate. The appropriateness of the theme of childhood in Filipino/American texts is self-evident. The dynamics of the child character make it a vivid metaphor for the quest for a definition of the ethnic pluralism that incorporates personal contingencies and cultural legacies, while adapting to the practices that govern the creation of literary texts. Peter Coveney’s germinal work, The Image of Childhood, has emphasized the advantages of the child as the protagonist in texts that center on the consequences of cultural pluralism in the modern world: “If the central problem for the artist was in fact one of adjustment, one can see the possibilities of identification between the artist and the consciousness of the child whose difficulty and chief source of pain often lie in adjustment and accommodation to environment. In childhood lay the perfect image of insecurity and isolation, of fear and bewilderment, of vulnerability and potential violation” (31-32). 

The links between history and memory, race and culture, imagination and current mood inspire those who write about growing up Filipino. The voice of the child serves two fundamental concerns in the presentation of the transcultural subject: how identity develops and how meaning may be established. Further, we have to consider the literary techniques used by these writers, which help establish the simultaneous differences and interconnections that makes Filipino/American writing such a potent source of insight into ethnic configurations of self. The two elements that shape the stories in this volume—childhood and ethnicity—must therefore be understood both independent and interdependently. For children today, issues of history, heritage, peer communities—cultural and scholastic—and the possibility (or imperative) of self-formation serve as impetus for processes of empowerment and agency. As Carole Carpenter argues, in contemporary writing we must reject the assumption that children are merely receivers of culture, to present them as “creative manipulators of a dynamic network of concepts, actions, feelings and products that mirror and mould their experience as children” (57). Though children’s existence and experience as cultural beings must be negotiated critically by writers and readers, meaning in effective literary texts lies, at least in part, through the traditions and experience of collective children’s culture which each of them experiences individually (Carpenter 56). 

Meaning arises, therefore, from these stories’ involvement with the nature of childhood, more than simply with the experience of ethnicity. Hence, the child narrator or protagonist should not be conceived of or presented merely as the bearer or learner of culture. In this light, we may argue that the idea of a “children’s culture,” defined as “the dynamic matrix of processes and products that to varying degrees young people experience and share simply by their being children” structures the texts (Carpenter 54). Though children’s existence and experience as cultural beings must be taken into account, meaning in effective literary texts develops, to a significant degree, through the traditions and experience of collective children’s culture which each of them experiences individually.

The children in these stories, in many cases, aim to become protagonists of their own lives, resisting outside impulses that require their passivity. As we attend to the narrative voices of the child characters, for example, we note an increased complexity in play: the voices do not only tell stories, but communicate all that notions of childhood and identity themselves connote. As each of the child narrators or protagonists of the stories struggle to make sense of the situation they find themselves in, writers negotiate patterns of self-representation for children in diverse situations. The children in these stories, which focus most generally on extended families, academic achievement, and peer relationships, navigate the personal and cultural codes that establish their place and possibilities. Herein lies the value of the stories, in their representation of the myriad possibilities and truths of childhood experiences.

The other integrative factor in this volume on growing up Filipino, reminds us that the stories, ultimately, literary reflections on ethnicity, contribute to the continuing definition of what it is to be, or become, Filipino/American. The narratives thus present the forces that shape ethnic identity and reveal possibilities for identification. More importantly, however, these texts offer models for writing and learning about ethnicity.  Francesco Lorrigio’s ideas regarding literary configurations of ethnicity may be usefully deployed in this context. He notes that ethnic writing involves two generally interrelated processes: on the one hand, the development of a perspective that “occurs when ethnics assume voice, speak about themselves, when there is vision from within, writing with inside knowledge”; on the other, “ethnicity presupposes an indirect act of reference...that relies on the figure of the author, and, more specifically, his or her social identity, for mediation” (55). Thus, when the text contains material directly related to the markers of ethnicity—race, culture, language, religion, among others—the writer’s identity carries the burden of its authenticity: “The events, the characters in the possible world depicted by the text, resemble those in our actual world because they are narrated by someone who can vouch for that resemblance: ethnic authorship is authoritativeness” (Loriggio 55). By evoking personal ethnic identification —all the writers included in this volume are Filipinos or identify as Filipino Americans—the writers deliberately originate a particular kind of cultural discourse which, consciously or not, increases the text’s literalness: rather than distancing the author, it draws him or her nearer. This factor, as I will argue, functions strategically as part of the process of creating and maintaining collective and cultural memory for a community, promotion ethnic identification and a sense of belonging.

These literary engagements with particular forms of being Filipino helps build and communicate ethnic identity, which then provides means of connecting with a community that may be physically dispersed but which acknowledges the other as members. Stories, a way of knowing and preserving culture, are also therefore means of survival for the group as characters share a cultural history illuminated through recurring metaphors and promoted through the publication of more stories. Metaphors are powerful because they provide ostensibly simple access to multilayered concepts and allow us to think through the ways we function and create meaning. When William Blake invited us to see the world in a grain of sand, he clarified one of the most valuable lessons we learn from literature: the power of words to capture a world, our experience, our need to understand our past, our hopes for the future. The intersecting metaphors in the stories allow readers to unveil some of the constitutive elements in the patterns of growing up Filipino and, concurrently, give the community sustaining stories. 

Thematic similarities and recurrent metaphors link the narratives as they reveal unique perspectives and ideas. The traditional markers of both childhood and Filipino culture are explored imaginatively in these stories. Specifically, for example, the representation of family structures and negotiations with their particular forms, such as close parental supervision and the inevitable multitudinous family reunions, inform several stories. The family, whose symbolic connection to the idea of the nation is heightened in texts by diasporic writers, gives characters like Filipino Canadian Liana in Dolores de Manuel’s “Someone Else” a sense of belonging, though she may roll her eyes at the thought of numerous Titas and Titos that have to be greeted. The most dramatic aversion to family reunions is portrayed in Dean Alfar’s understated “How My Mother Flew.” Funerals, in particular, become the central focus of family meetings or even children’s imagination, as in Amalia Bueno’s “Perla and Her Lovely Barbie,” where the elements of the funeral ritual become a selfish manipulation of a younger sister’s guilelessness.

Several stories focus on the relationship between parents and children: Tony Robles’ “Son of a Janitor” contrasts lessons learned from a father with academic knowledge; Veronica Montes’s “My Father’s Tattoos” and Cecilia Manguerra Brainard’s “Vigan” show children trying to understand the complicated tangle of adult love and commitment. Divorce marks many of the children’s lives: Rita, in Paulino Lim’s “Nurse Rita” struggles raise her daughter after a divorce and the realization that her father’s impositions have limited her professional opportunities; Tomas and Gabe, in Brian Roley’s “Old Man” find themselves caught in the trap of their father’s fickle and selfish love. In one of the most poignant stories, Rebecca Mabanglo-Mayor’s “Yellow is for Luck,” young Juana holds on to her father’s lessons about flowers and the hope he will return from war.

In the context of Filipino/American family relationships, three metaphors carry the weight of both personal and cultural belonging. One of the most vivid metaphors is, of course, food. This image, perhaps more than any other, symbolizes a child’s awareness of family situation and cultural context. Filipino/American children’s favorite food include nilaga (“Double Dutch”) and purple ube frosting (“Old Man”), while the manongs in “The Clothesline” are comforted by Filipino food cooked for them. Also, cooking rice serves as a reliable background to the action in many narratives. Many stories in the volume refer directly to mealtimes and particular dishes, as sources of intense pleasure and familiarity, or repulsion and cultural embarrassment. Descriptions of home or family reunions are made more vivid by references to the ways female relatives cook too much and serve the same meals at reunions, a fact that simultaneously irritates and gives the children a powerful sense of knowing their place. 

A second pervasive metaphor is religion, particularly the Catholic faith and the ways the teachings and practices of the Church may be viewed as either liberating or limiting. The rites of religious practice provide many of the characters with a community and ideals of belief and behavior while others only see a set of impositions. Juana, in “Yellow is for Luck” finds comfort in planting primroses around the Blessed Mother’s statue. The border between institutionalized religion and native Filipino practices is crossed in other stories. Marianne Villanueva’s “Black Dog” and Brainard’s “Vigan” have protagonists who carry the memory and burden of possible magic by native manghuhula, which may or may not have led to violent deaths. In Jonathan Siason’s “Old Witch of San Jose,” imagined magical attributes shape the young character’s perception of an old lady and his grandfather. 

The third crucial metaphor for Filipino/American children is their name. The stories make repeated references to idiosyncratic Filipino naming practices; and reflections on their names becomes one of the ways the children acknowledge connection with a cultural tradition and family. Specifically, for example, Liana, in “Someone Else” thinks about her “evil twin,” a cousin who looks just like her and has the same name—but different nickname—as her, whose rebellion (Chechi has run away to join a Vietnamese gang) disturbs her hard-won complacency about her own life and achievements. In a diverse society, names become signifiers of more than merely individual or familial identity, and gesture towards membership in a particular racial, ethnic and/or cultural group. The protagonist of “Double Dutch,” for example, “hates the fact that her parents gave her two first names, the fact that her middle name is her mother’s maiden name. It sounds so strange. Maria Elizabeth Rañola Ramos. Two first names and two last names. But that’s what Filipinos do,” her mother explained. 

As in all stories about childhood, retrospective points of view, as in Geronimo Tagactac’s “Hammer Lounge” or Kannika Peña’s “Be Safe” highlight the painful perspective offered by hindsight, while Katrina Atienza’s “Neighbors” reminds us that sometimes we can’t go home again. Other stories focus on traditional rites of passage for boys and girls, such as Aileen Suzura’s “Period Mark.” Jaime An Lim’s “Outward Journey” illustrates the importance of friendship for one’s sense of independent self. Some of the stories offer character portraits from the perspective of childhood. In Oscar Peñaranda’s “The Price” and Max Gutierrez’s “Uncle Gil,” young boys pay homage to eccentric uncles who functioned in ways contrary to family expectation, insisting on living their way; and Dean Alfar’s “The Music Teacher” is a portrait of potential brilliance destroyed by artistic impotence and regret.

Several stories engage the consequences of immigration on class and interethnic relationships. Edgar Poma’s “The Clothesline” focuses on a boy’s appreciation of a Filipino old-timer. Rashaan Alexis Meneses’ insightful “Here in the States” delicately portrays a daughter’s frustration at her awareness of how her family’s social position has diminished with immigration. The protagonist, Alma, considers how her mother, a history professor in the Philippines, now works as a nanny for a family that lives in a house similar to the one they left behind, just as her friend June’s father, an artist, now bags groceries. The dark side of the American dream appears here in stories that show the effects of racism, such as “Hammer Lounge,” which describes the frustration of the second generation who cannot transcend the trap of social class. Perspectives and positions regarding interethnic relations also shape the experience of Filipino/Americans. Maria Elizabeth’s excitement, in “Double Dutch,” over a new friend and her fascinating ways, is destroyed by her parents’ overt racism, showing her how skin color becomes a metaphor for belonging or rejection. Interestingly Charleston Ong’s “A Season of 10,000 Noses” uses the mode of humorous fantasy to describe interethnic (mis)understanding and the insidiousness of stereotypical views of the other. 

The world after 9/11 in both the US and the Philippines is explored in M.G. Bertulfo’s “Shiny Black Boots,” where a veteran’s son in Chicago struggles to decide whether to enlist in the US Army and María Victoria Beltran’s “The Veil,” the story of a Muslim adolescent girl in the Philippines in the weeks immediately after the bombing. For these characters, like many of the others in the collection, making choices that often challenge parental and/or cultural norms serve to mark, as I mentioned earlier, that pause between being and becoming that serves as a vital structure in writing about children in general and Filipino/American children in particular.

As the stories in this collection illustrate, to read the interconnection between children’s culture and ethnic affiliation leads us to consider how writers participate actively in producing texts that help identify a community, providing models for cohesion. Ethnic narratives often interpellate an implied audience for culture and history. And, in the encounter between text and reader, Marianne Gullestad observes, “readers create the text while interpreting it, and, to some extent, they find their own truths in the texts” (31). This idea requires us to unravel what the existence of a community of readers might mean in the context of Filipino/American literary and cultural discourse. You create a reader when you present texts that offers perspectives on shared experiences. The community that receives these texts grows conscious of how these works support the creation and sustenance of the community by providing the narratives of cultural or collective memory needed to validate their history, their positions, and even their political agendas. In this context, questions that historian Carolyn Steedman asks about the making and writing of the modern self resound: “Who uses these stories? How are they used, and to what ends?” (28).

Collective memory is our passport to membership in a group and these narratives may transcend the individual to speak of and for a wider community. The stories in Growing Up Filipino II should therefore be read as active interventions on existing historical or cultural records as they provide supplementary material for the cultural understanding of the Filipino/American self. Importantly, the anthology’s presentation of a multiplicity of these texts facilitates what Gillian Whitlock calls “connected reading,” a strategy vital to the process of creating cultural memory (203). By eschewing the entire truth within a single text and “making links between and across various narratives, tropes, sites, figures, movements,” readers participate in a process of “supplementation rather than completion, for complexity rather than closure, for the making of truth rather than its revelation” (Whitlock 203-204). This plural and palimpsestic approach privileges association as a creative reading strategy that configures a wider scope for the enactment of transcultural subjects. It also evidences a reciprocal process: as a text or a group of texts empowers a community, the community also validates the authors and produces more texts. 

Indeed, anthologies like Growing Up Filipino show us how transcultural identity may be narratively enacted to create a dynamic community that uses these texts to empower their history and cultural location in society. These stories about childhood, read collectively, play a pivotal role in the construction of this kind of cultural memory because of the way they validate each other and expand the meanings of similar experiences. The collective memory of Filipino/Americans is thus textually mediated by creative writing and enhanced by the connective reading process. These texts, therefore, which function on diverse levels—on that of childhood culture, as negotiations of transculturality, community identification and formation—superlatively illustrate how literary engagements with the complex process of growing up may signify culturally. What these writers negotiate, ultimately, in their narratives, are models for authentic personal and transcultural identity.
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PERLA AND HER LOVELY BARBIE

Amalia Bueno
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I told my younger sister Perla that she should not love Barbie so much. I never loved Barbie when I was her age. I didn’t even like Barbie. She doesn’t look real to me. Her big blue eyes so empty and cold scared me. I didn’t like Barbie’s skinny legs, too. They reminded me of how short and ugly my brown legs are. In fact, nobody in my family looks like Barbie. None of my cousins, none of my neighbors, nobody in my homeroom class looks like her. Nobody in my whole school—except for Elizabeth Watson—looks full-on haole like Barbie.

Now that Perla is 8 and I’m 12, we were old enough to do special things to Barbie, I told Perla. When she asked what kind of things, I said like giving Barbie a hot bath in very hot water. But Perla wouldn’t do it. Even when I said that I wouldn’t really boil the water, just make it very hot on the gas stove upstairs. I even told Perla I would bring the pot under the house where we played so that nobody would see us. A hot bath wouldn’t hurt Barbie because her skin is very hard, I said. But Perla wouldn’t believe me. She didn’t want to be part of the experiment to see if Barbie’s skin would slowly get soft or if it would melt right away.

The Barbie doll that Perla plays with used to belong to our older sister Marina, who goes to high school now. She’s 16 and doesn’t want anything to do with us anymore. She tries to ignore us, but we like to keep up with whatever is going on in her life. Marina had only one Barbie. Marina passed that Barbie on to me when I was six. I passed her straight on to Perla, who was only two years old at the time. Perla loved that Barbie more and more each year, even though she was given other Barbies by our relatives. This year I noticed that Perla was starting to act more and more like Marina. Like wanting to wear dresses instead of pants and eating less and smiling more. Perla also didn’t want to go outside and play in the sun as much, because she didn’t want to get her skin darker. Just like Marina, who always put on sunscreen and wore a hat even if it wasn’t sunny outside.

I would usually be spending more time with my best friend Joshua, but he is in summer school for the first time. Me and Joshua used to go everywhere after school and during the summer. We played war games under the house, explored the neighborhood streets and drainpipes, caught the Ala Moana bus to the beach by ourselves, and set up camp in his backyard for sleepovers and scared each other by telling spooky stories. But Joshua is taking pre-algebra and band classes this summer. Elizabeth Watson, the only pure haole girl in our school, is in Joshua’s band class. And even though he won’t admit it, I think Joshua is in love with Elizabeth. I told him last week I was tired of hearing about Lizby this and Lizby that and Lizby said this and Lizby did that. I noticed Joshua’s ears turned red when I was saying those things, so that’s when I knew he liked her.

And what kind of name is Lizby, I asked? He didn’t answer. Her name sounds like a type of lizard, I laughed. I made my voice sound like the National Geographic guy on TV and announced, “The Lizby type of gecko lives in Kalihi Valley and plays the flute in the summer.” I was only teasing, but Joshua didn’t laugh. He didn’t say anything to defend her and he didn’t say anything back to me, which made me feel funny. So I told him that Elizabeth Watson looks just like a stiff Barbie doll.

Now, Joshua hardly comes over any more. When he does, he is really polite and doesn’t want to do anything that will get his clothes dirty or make him sweaty. I miss Joshua and the things we used to do. When I’m bored and there’s nothing to do, I hang out with Perla.

One day me and Perla were downstairs under the house, our favorite play spot. Perla was brushing Barbie’s hair. Barbie had her Silken Flame outfit, the 1998 reauthorized edition. That’s what the box it came in said. Her clothes, even if they were almost seven years old now, looked okay except that the white satin skirt was discolored in some places. The red off-the-shoulder silk top fit over Barbie’s big cheechees like a tube top, only it was shaped like McDonald’s arches in front. The gold purse and gold belt had some of the shiny stuff come off in some places, but it still looked nice. The black shoes were still good.

Perla had put Barbie in her make believe bed. When she noticed I was playing with matches, she came over to help me. I had found some pieces of our Lola’s dried tabako leaves that she left on top of her old Singer sewing machine, preparing to roll them into her fat cigars. Perla watched me twist a small piece of tabako, light it, and twirl the leaf to make spiral smoke. We did this for a little while until it got boring. I told Perla we should stop already because Lola would probably smell the tabako pretty soon and come down and scold us. So we looked for some other things to burn.

We dug a small hole in the ground and decided to herd the stinkbugs into it using the lighted end of the matchsticks. But the stinkbugs would only dig deeper in the hole and go under the dirt. This gave me an idea. I convinced Perla that we should pretend we were at a funeral. We made the hole bigger and looked for things to put inside. I told Perla to go look around the yard for any dead animals. I went upstairs to get some chicken bones from the kitchen trash can.

When I came back to the hole, Perla was already there and she told me she didn’t find any dead animals so she got rotten mangoes and white plumerias with brown edges. I told her to go look for some white rocks to line the sides of the hole while I would make a Catholic cross with some Popsicle sticks. We arranged the bones like a whole chicken and buried it. We carefully covered the bones with a thin layer of dirt and put some small gray rocks around the edges because Perla couldn’t find any white ones. We put our palms together, kneeled down on our cardboard mat and said an Our Father.

Perla said we should do a novena even though we didn’t know how to say the Filipino words. I agreed. We pretended we had just finished the ninth night of prayer and was doing the ending part called Santa Maria, Santa Maria, Santa Maria. I told Perla that I would be the priestess leader and she could be the audience and repeat after me. “Santa Maria, napno ka ti gracia ni Apo Dios,” I said very fast and very serious. Perla copied me. Next I said, “Saint Mary, napno ka ti paria and apple juice.” Perla laughed when she realized that the Virgin Mary was full of bitter melon and apple juice. But Perla wouldn’t repeat after me. I said the Filipino version three times, then the mixed English version three times. I ended with, “Mother Mary, you are full of bitter melon” and pushed the cross in at the far end where the chicken’s head was buried. Perla gasped, surprised at the force I had to use because the dirt was hard.

We dug another hole and put in four rotten mangoes and five dead plumerias. We used the leftover dirt we had from digging the chicken’s grave and made a burial mound of dirt like an imu. The dead mangoes and dead plumerias were double dead now. Three big mango leaves straight up in the middle of the mound completed the graveyard scene.  I pushed the stems of three fresh plumerias in front of the long green leaves. It looked like a happy mound.

Then I had an idea.

I told Perla wouldn’t it be fun to dress Barbie up in nice clothes and then bury her for a few days? Perla didn’t want to at first. I told her, Perla Conchita Domingo Asuncion, you said so yourself that you do real things to Barbie, like feed her, and sing to her and comb her hair. Well, I explained, another real thing that happens is people go away and people die. We could practice burying Barbie as just another real thing that people do. We could pretend Barbie died, say a Mass for her and then bury her. Perla still looked hesitant.

So I said we could dig Barbie up nine nights later. I could tell Perla was thinking about it. So, I said, as a bonus, on the tenth day we could pretend that one whole year had gone by and we could have a one-year death anniversary party for Barbie. At that, Perla smiled and said okay. But only if we dressed Barbie really nice and gave her all the things that you are supposed to put inside a coffin. To that, I responded, "No prob-lem-ma." 

We were going to make sure that Barbie got everything she needed to live in heaven. I made a list of all the necessary stuff that has to go inside a coffin: money, soap, toothbrush, toothpaste, shoes, change of clothes, non-gold jewelry, needle and thread, wallet, comb, slippers, socks, sleeping clothes.

I hunted around in our mother's clothes drawers and finally found a small, shiny, black satin handkerchief. It was too small to cover all of Barbie but it would cover her from the waist down. The black would look nice against her red top, I thought. I found a dollar bill in my dad’s ashtray of loose change. I found a new toothbrush in the medicine cabinet. I put a little toothpaste on it so that I wouldn’t have to take the whole tube of toothpaste. Perla brought down Barbie’s pajama set and pink plastic shoes. She also took a pair of shorts and a T-shirt set from her California Girl Suntan Barbie. We borrowed a pair of fake silver and diamond earrings that Marina didn’t use anymore. We knew she wouldn’t miss it because she left it on the crowded bathroom counter. We found a needle and some thread in Lola’s sewing machine drawer. The only thing we needed was socks.

I told Perla that since this was Hawaii, we didn’t need any socks because Barbie was going to Hawaii heaven where it was warm all year. But Perla insisted and would not bury Barbie without sending her off with a pair of socks. I told Perla the container was too full already and it if we added one more item then it would look like Barbie was suffocating. Perla wouldn’t budge and said that it was her doll and she could bury her any way she wanted to.

When I returned under the house where Perla was waiting, I brought a larger, round Tupperware container and a pair of tiny booties. It had belonged to our 10-month old brother, Marcelino, who had outgrown them. I had hoped this would satisfy Perla’s need and it did, especially when I said that one bootie would keep both of Barbie’s feet warm at the same time.

While Perla dressed Barbie in her Silken Flame outfit and arranged all the coffin items inside the Tupperware coffin, I dug a round hole with the shovel my grandpa kept in the corner tool shed next to the avocado tree. When it was deep enough, I lined the hole with one of my dad’s old stained T-shirts which I found lying around in the garage.  He used it as a rag, so I figured nobody would miss it. I was already calculating how much or how little trouble I would get into for each of the missing items.

We buried Barbie by doing all the serious things we saw adults do at a funeral. I said a few words about how much happiness she brought to Marina, and Perla, and many girls around the world. Perla said how much she loved Barbie and how she wished to be like Barbie when she grew up. Then Perla pretended to cry and chant and howl like the old Filipino women at the funerals. I started laughing but stopped when Perla gave me the stinkiest eye I ever got from any six year old. I joined her in the howling and chanting about Ken, about Barbie’s parents, about the Mattel Company, and how we would all be together soon.

For the next nine days we were supposed to wear black and pray. We decided that as long as we had something black on us, like a piece of black thread hanging over the waistband of our shorts, it was okay. We also decided that it was okay to laugh out loud, to go out to play with our friends, to sweep the floor, and to watch television comedy reruns like Gilligan’s Island. We made our own rules because it was our funeral. And we got to decide how much the relatives of the dead person should be sad or relieved or happy.

On the ninth day, Marina asked us if we had taken her new toothbrush. Our mother had already asked us about her satin handkerchief and I had to pretend I only saw a white scarf in the living room. Our Lola had also asked us about a needle she was sure she left in her sewing machine drawer. We were planning to put everything back on the the tenth day after we dug Barbie up and had our one-year death anniversary party.

The next day, exactly 10 days after the burial, Marina asked if we had seen her earrings. It just so happened that me and Perla answered her at the exact same time, using the exact same words, “No, we didn’t see it.” That was probably why Marina didn’t believe us. She threatened to tell our dad something about us digging a big hole under the house, her missing toothbrush and earrings, and a Barbie doll she hadn’t seen Perla play with in over a week.

After we dug up Barbie, we didn’t feel like having a one-year death anniversary party. Perla was disappointed that Barbie did not seem that pretty anymore. And her beautiful clothes were a little dirty. After not playing with Barbie for more than a week, she didn’t seem to miss her as much as she thought she would. Now she mostly puts Barbie up on the shelf by her bed.

Perla takes Barbie down once in a while to let Barbie sit quietly next to her. I knew she would end up not loving Barbie so much.

***
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DOUBLE DUTCH

Leslieann Hobayan
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Eight years old. Woodlake Drive. Alicia’s driveway rolls uphill, stretches in a yawn alongside the dark brown-shingled house. A few of her friends from the public school have come over to play. They’ve got an extra long jump rope. Someone grabs both ends. Another hugs the opposite loop behind her, around the waist. They begin turning—one side turns into the center, then the other—an alternating fashion that reminds Maria Elizabeth of her mother’s hand mixer when she makes that chiffon cake she loves so much. And that butter icing. Yum. One, two, buckle my shoe...Alicia and her friends begin singing. Maria Elizabeth watches with excitement. The only kind of jump rope she’s seen has been in the church parking lot during recess. Here, they’re jumping with two ropes instead of one. She takes note of the girls’ footwork, memorizes it; she’s always been quick. Her nun teachers are impressed with her consistent A’s, but they say it’s because she’s Asian—she’s supposed to be studious and dedicated. Her eyes are locked on the twirl. She catches the rhythm of the song, the slap of ropes on asphalt. It’s contagious.
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