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  At the time of this writing, much is still to be done in terms of recovery in the Haiyan devastated communities. Of almost 1 million families who lost their homes, only 200 were built thus far while many are still staying in tents and box shelters. The Philippine Government’s House of Congress has earmarked nearly Php 100 billion as a rehabilitation and reconstruction stimulus fund for typhoon-affected provinces, but sadly, only Php 3.7 billion was ever utilized up to this point, making recovery a slow and painstaking process. Communities in the low class municipalities are poorer than ever. There is a dearth in livelihoods and many infrastructures need repair.


  In Tacloban and in other towns, many schools have yet to see a roof over its damaged classrooms, there are no streetlights along the roads, and less than half have returned to their businesses. And many survivors are having a hard time in claiming benefit for their families. They could only hope that the Philippine government will adhere to its promise and not stall, and any real progress still remains to be seen on the ground. The way I see it, now is an opportunity for a nation to show how it really values its citizens. And it has to act fast to save what is still left of saving. It could be said that if it were not for the international community especially the United Nations, life in the disaster zones would have been very difficult to bear. Their generous outpouring of resources has helped avert a humanitarian crisis at a time when the survivors thought that all that they have lived and fought for were lost forever. It showed the true fine example of international solidarity and collaboration.


  This book is a personal sojourn which I have taken into account during those restless days when the typhoon struck up to the time when we escaped from the broken city, for she was almost abandoned and forgotten, left in her ruins as she strove to survive daily without food, water and emergency services. It left the lingering question, why did it take so long to save the people? Overall, this book is the story of the typhoon survivors at how they faced an incredible journey of survival amidst the chaos of it all. We look at their humanity, their faith, courage, and their struggle which I hope will inspire you, make you cry, or even make you laugh. I hope that this book could help you as well understand the greatest tragedy that has befallen to a peaceful and loving people, caused by the strongest typhoon ever recorded in history as we eventually begin a new phase in our battle against climate change for the survival of the human race.
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  Albert Mullés
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  PROLOGUE


  


  8:55 am EST Wednesday Joint Typhoon Warning Center


  On the boardroom was an inconspicuous mix of personalities who had assembled for the emergency meeting to begin at any minute now. The participants were mostly members of the naval command who were joined by several resident meteorologists. There were still others who have not yet punched in their attendance as evidenced by a handful of vacant seats in the room.


  Everyone was anticipating the arrival of the executive director, the top naval commander of this weather monitoring station located in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, to commence the briefing at 9:00 am. They were located in the second level of the two tiered building complex that is the headquarters of the most advanced weather monitoring agency in the world.


  The Joint Typhoon Warning Center was institutionally mandated to issue tropical cyclone updates and warnings in almost all of the oceans in the globe. The center was established in the 1950’s to supply the interests of the United States Department of Defense, in particular, to support the U.S. Navy’s and the U.S. Air Force’s mission capabilities.


  In due time, it acquired a quasi-civil function for weather monitoring duties. In fact, this formerly clandestine government outfit analyses and forecasts weather disturbances including cyclone and hurricane movements in the globe whole year round.


  The agency has an appointed staff of twenty U.S. Air Force and Navy personnel plus eleven civilian residents consisting of topnotch weather scientists and forecasters. The entire composite team uses only the most hi-tech weather satellite systems currently employed by the U.S. military to date including long range radar and advanced weather sensors that can capture surface and upper level synoptic data as well as modern equipment that simulates atmospheric and weather models. And it was seldom that they were called to gather unless on significant proceedings as this, where the rare chance to meet everyone instantaneously sparked a warm banter that filled the spacious room.


  Outside the glass walled conference room was a corridor that divides into a two way lane leading into the individual private offices of the section heads located in both the east and west wing annex of the building. An aisle splits from this main corridor and empties into a spiral stairwell by the well-lit hallway where the head office of the agency was located.


  Inside this room hung a pall of smoke from a mix of tobacco and burnt nicotine as the top official of this bureau savored his every puff of the prized Cuban fine cigar he had received from a friend in the Bahamas. With one hand holding the thickly rolled tobacco and the other clasping a thick white folder, his meandering eyes continued to roll up and down the few pages of the technical report submitted to him by his subordinate thirty minutes earlier.


  Maj. Robert Falsey, the JTWC naval executive director, was a burly looking fellow in his late forties. Taut and candid, he sported a razor-cut moustache that brought about an air of authority around him coupled with his keen penchant for military courtesy. He cautiously perused the report and signed it as he deliberately picked up the intercom to summon his secretary who came in and took the file.


  Then, the secretary, a beautiful Texan brunette, graciously exited with the swaying of her hips as she nipped towards the group of waiting gentlemen and ladies. The corridor that leads to the conference room passes through the operations center where agency employees were assigned their own individual cubicles. This is the heart of the agency’s’ weather tracking activities, keeping an eye on weather conditions all over the globe twenty four hours and three hundred sixty five days in a row each year.


  On the big radial white wall of the operations room was plastered the radar monitor housing the Radar Integrated Display with Geospatial Elements (RIDGE), wherein radar data is projected onto an animated map that translates into peripheral readings such as topography, 3D visual graphics and weather warning.


  The different colors that looked like spilled blots of paint in the radar display indicates the measurement of the intensity or weakness of a particular weather data extracted from numerous Doppler radar sites. For example, the colors navy blue or emerald green corresponds to weak atmospheric buildup while crimson or magenta are transmuted as strong weather patterns which are then classified according to weather movement.


  The real-time feed was being tracked by a rotating six-man team on three broken shifts. Employees were continuously moving about while a few lingered to squat on piping hot coffee at the employees’ lounge. There was a flurry of telephone exchanges while the tapping of computer keyboards drummed incessantly. Several LED display screens spread across the circumferential operations floor were unabatedly flashing fresh weather bulletin reports every hour as some men scribbled down notes.


  This was no ordinary office for it has been carrying vital weather monitoring that covers almost all the major ocean systems in the world. And today was ultra special as they have been keeping a tab on a particularly bizarre weather phenomenon for the last seventy-two hours.


  The meeting room that was assigned for the conference was uncomplicated and austere, devoid of the flamboyant exhibit of gaudy ornamental pieces or ritzy accessories that would normally have made it appealing and less dry for the aesthetic observer with a discriminating taste for interior design.


  But instead, it was just copiously accented by two round translucent bowls filled with raspberry flavored coated biscuits placed in the center of a brown hardwood roundtable while a single brass framed picture of the President of the United States hung smartly on the wall.


  There were also five wall clocks juxtaposed to each other, fastened on a long rectangular strip of molded plastic just below the ceiling that showed in each the different time zones of the United States. Twenty-two sleek and ergonomic executive seats have been prepared for the meeting with an extra projector and laptop brought in for the multimedia visuals.


  As the attendees bided their time, two usherettes served freshly brewed coffee that drowned the air-conditioned room in the tempting aroma of roasted Brazilian beans.


  There were now a total of nineteen people with two newly arrived guests from the media who backstabbingly complained about the lack of parking space in the vicinity. They swiftly grabbed a seat as they got ready to cover the mid-morning meeting. The agenda was clear and straightforward.


  They were to register anew the plotted course of the Pacific storm codenamed Haiyan, expected to become a super typhoon of seismic proportions in the next couple of days. Mr. George Sima, a bespectacled lead weather forecaster, was perusing through the technical report furnished to him by the agency’s executive secretary, analyzing it with the weather readings he had collected from the radar stations spread across the agency’s Pacific outlets in order to extract crucial and timely information. In his entire career as a weatherman, this was technically offbeat and downright queer.


  Noting wind directions, speed, and precipitation, he knew that in that big yellow green patch of spiral that resembled like an overstretched tarantula lays a treacherous monster, waiting to be unleashed and wreak havoc of epic magnitude that the world has never seen.


  For the past sixty-two hours, it has not veered its direction as it piloted its way for a westerly passage. They have been monitoring the path of the typhoon on the radar screen which already showed signs of cataclysmic weather behavior. All indicators of a super typhoon had been validated and substantiated.


  And all the weathermen could do now was issue the appropriate warning. The typhoon had intensified since Sunday and was now moving closer to a Category 5 super typhoon with maximum sustained winds exceeding 175 mph and would likely make landfall in eastern Philippines.


  


  **********


  As Maj. Robert Falsey entered the room, all eyes rapidly gunned on him. He regained his composure and finally parted with his opening statement, demanding first for a status update on the latest weather bulletin report. He then proceeded to brief every one of the current situation of the storm and the qualified situations that were to be expected in its path.


  Typhoon Haiyan was last spotted moving at 270 degrees with given coordinates at 6.4° N latitude and 144.5° E longitude at a speed of 14 knots. A significant wave height of approximately 25 meters hitting the coasts was anticipated.


  As he continued jabbering, he flipped through the pages of his organizer and started sharing the information he has had in the past twelve hours. This is bad news, he mused, and the highest code for alert has to be sent out. Phrasing his words carefully, he proceeded to explain how the typhoon will continue on its westerly direction over the Philippine Sea as its inner core would transform into what’s known as an eyewall replacement cycle in which it might temporarily weaken the storm. However, there was one problem.


  The water temperatures along the area where the storm would lag by, a patch of sea known as the Pacific Passage, were incredibly warm, and any significant weakening was very much unlikely. Thus, on theory, it would only serve to aggravate the strength of the storm even further.


  At this time, it was most undeniable a fact that it was the most plausible scenario and the right condition for a super typhoon of such scale and magnitude would eventually develop. Looking at the satellite Doppler radar imagery and the atmospheric reading summary that was presented, many of them shared the comment that this cyclone was possibly stronger than Typhoon Bopha, a super storm in 2012 that hit southern Philippines in an area known as Compostela Valley, causing hundreds of fatalities and massive destruction.


  When the storm made landfall, its fierce winds that accelerated to almost 175 mph created a wall of storm surge in the river system of the province that inundated much of its towns, leaving behind hundreds of dead and scores homeless. A woman who identified herself as from the media raised her hand and took the floor by opening a salvo question.


  “Are the areas where the typhoon is expected to hit been relayed the crucial data needed for them to activate disaster response protocols?” she quizzed smartly.


  “Yes, we have communicated with their respective government weather agencies,” replied the major.


  As the weather station commander wrapped up his report, he forewarned that the storm may gain strength in the next 24 hours and chart records have illustrated that it has already reached its maximum strength that merited a Category 5 hurricane.


  Landfall was predicted to occur between 5 am or 6 am Friday morning local Manila time in Eastern Philippines, crossing across Central Visayas as it makes its exit through Panay island in the West Visayan Sea. At the end of the session, the findings of the agency were conclusive on three clear and present dangers to life and property:


  


  1.) Violent gale: close to the eye of the super storm, sustained winds will exceed 175 mph with gustiness of over 220 mph possible, damaging or destroying everything except sturdy concrete structures. Gusts that could simulate the killer like winds of a turbulent EF4 tornado cannot be ruled out.


  2.) Torrential rain: Rise of floodwaters spurred by an increase of four to eight inches or more of rainwater would likely be experienced in the path of the super typhoon, with greater amounts to be witnessed in the elevated terrain. Flash floods and mudslides would occur.


  3.) Storm surge: Typhoon Haiyan’s strong winds and waves would push ashore a wall of seawater, exceeding 10 feet to 15 feet just north of the center with a maximum wave ceiling of 25 feet. This would produce a devastating effect on low lying areas especially along the coastline facing east.


  


  During the same day, across the Pacific in the Philippines, the Philippine Atmospheric and Geographical Services Administration had also issued a weather bulletin supporting all of the points validated by JTWC, casting a storm surge simulated model that estimated a wall of water up to 17 feet to hit the coastal communities of the provinces of Leyte and the low-lying areas of Eastern Samar. The people in the conference room knew that this was the strongest typhoon ever to be recorded in history. All eyes were trained on a tiny red dot in the map where the eye of the typhoon was expected on a head-on collision course in eastern Philippines – Tacloban City.


  


  **********


  11:55 am Thursday 12 hours before impact - Tacloban City


  


  It was sunny, with clear blue skies and patches of fluffy clouds gliding in free form in the hollowed space. There has been no event of rain in the morning and not even a hint of betrayal from the nimbus clouds that was aloft in the undisturbed mountains in both south and north of the city. It was just like any day in the busy burgeoning capital of the province of Leyte, the same daily grind that had kept this place moving, with shops and businesses that saw to it that the metropolis remain pre-occupied for the rest of the day.


  A week before, the media had blasted warnings of an impending super typhoon that brought about a pot of uneasiness towards the peaceful residents of this coastal city. Indeed, the news was teeming with a barrage of information of a catastrophic storm that would likely hit Tacloban City which lay directly on its path. Even social media was abuzz with a timid frenzy and paranoia of the ominous weather.


  Earlier in the morning, I told my mother that I needed to buy at least a staple of groceries like canned goods, toiletries, and other essential items. I even had my personal list posted on a social networking site, spurring my friends to do the same albeit no one has really taken me seriously. I also told her that I needed to get to grandma’s place and give them provisions.


  She shrugged off my suggestion, telling me we needed only two days worth of supplies. It was an old habit that we had sloped into as we were used to the perennial problem of visiting typhoons. And the last recollection we have had of a strong typhoon was almost two decades ago.


  But regardless, I intended to find out. The city was in high spirits and was basking in the confidence of its citizens, where they were seen mostly in major groceries and food stores, lining up with cartloads of grocery items, medicines, rice and even a set of generator for some. In one shopping mall, people scrubbed clean the hardware store of flashlights, penlights and batteries.


  I took the 10-minute ride to Robinsons mall to purchase supplies and get some food for my grandmother and my aging Uncle Tony who lives downtown in the old family ancestral house. I had been running errands for them for quite awhile now despite the estranged relationship my mother has with my grandmother.


  Perhaps, this was my own little way of forging the alliance in the family. I never liked the infighting that had bedeviled the oldest matriarch of our clan with her brood of three sons and four daughters, including my mother.


  And this was one of the reasons why I slipped out of town several years back, as the family, typical of the style that defined the filial mistrust common in age old Filipino-Spanish clans, became embroiled deeper into property squabbles and philandering. It troubled me as my thoughts cascaded for a moment from the indulgence of my convalescent retreat during those tumultuous years to the dark contrast of the reality that we were about to face.


  Then, the condescending voices of the boisterous crowd fixated on my ears, as I was enveloped in the swarm of people that had waited in line at the entrance of the sprawling shopping complex. I mused at the thought that it amounted to what looked like a Christmas shopping spree that had taken an early outing for this year.


  I hastened to the local pharmacy and bought a bottle of aspirin, some antibiotics and histamine tablets. I then proceeded to the grocery section to complete my checklist of goods. I took some different variants of noodles, canned sardines, biscuits, oats, white bread and two bars of milk chocolate. Just a bagful was all it took for me to wrap up my task. I assumed that stores would be closed after the typhoon within a day or two for reconstruction and cleaning. Yes, two days, only two days.


  I was overly optimistic about the immediate rehabilitation. And it was an oversight that we were not prepared to take. After paying my bill, I then vaguely walked away with my groceries tucked in an oversized brown paper bag that seemed to burst, seemingly resigned at the yoke by which it has been imbued.


  As I was just about to leave from the mall, I encountered my cousin Peluchi strolling down the lane. She was also the local chapter president of the non-government organization I belonged to and it has been awhile that I have not showed up at their meetings, funneling tales of my permanent resignation from the group.


  I almost acted as if not to notice her but she caught up with me, for the burden of my bulging grocery bag has slowed down my pace. We were caught up in a few words, where it ranged from exciting activities the chapter has had for the past month to the lowly question of my stoic absence.


  “It was not the best year you know what I’m saying. I have been feeling the pinch lately, trying to get my act together and get a good job. Well, if it was not for that accident in Manila……you know what I mean right?”


  I was never good at explaining things but this time it was for an uncaused motive, a reason that brought me back to Tacloban after nearly a decade of a promising career in the metropolitan capital. She then relayed an important message.


  “I am knocking for your help. I cannot do this alone. I know that there has been a pretty rough time but the team needs you. The city mayor’s wife asked me for you guys to be there at the city hall tonight, we have something to do and I need all hands. All I am asking is why not give it another shot?”


  “I’ll see what I can do. I will try my best. What is it about?”


  “Well, we are going to help repack food and other items for the evacuation centers. I suppose we are also going to help distribute them. Can I count you in as a volunteer?”


  “You know where to find me.”


  “Thank you very much. I appreciate it. Catch up with you later.”


  I was not aware that an evacuation center was put in place. I was just beginning to size up the scale of what was about to come. But, for now, that was the least of my concerns. At the back of my mind, I was already thinking of spending some time with my family.


  


  8:15 pm – 9 hours before impact


  My mobile phone vibrated as it writhed on top of the small wooden desk beside me. As I pored over through its contents, I instantly noticed the new text message from Peluchi.


  “Please report to JCI Tacloban Headquarters.”


  We were being recalled back to our organization headquarters to help prepare food rations for evacuees at the shelter zones all over the city. I switched off my laptop just as I was about to read several news updates about the incoming typhoon. The evening was near perfect except the moist in the air that exacted a toll on my budding flu, causing a trivial brittle of draftiness that smacked at my skin. I looked out the window and detected the drizzle that fell sparingly.


  By now, an extraordinary silence hung in our village, a seaside community known as Sagkahan District that straddles the length of the coastal highway along Cancabato Bay. Occasionally, the rolling pitch of vehicles would pass by, plodding the wet roads with their overused treads that sharply produced a whizzing sound, penetrating through the strange stillness of the city that would have been filled with citizens doing about their trade, a steep turnaround from the demanding activities earlier in the day.


  This was one of the busiest sectors in the city where it usually has its pie of car and pedestrian traffic. And tonight was not its ordinary fare, where it has been swallowed into a perceptive roost, like a lurking swallow colony perched atop the trappings of a hidden empty gutter, keeping all of its residents at bay.


  Some of our neighbors have either evacuated or had moved to other neighboring towns. While many others, like my family, simply found succor in the comfort of our homes. This village was a blissful convenient residence where warm summer days would invite trooping families for a picnic by the boulevard as lovers lounge around to witness the rosy and flamy orange sunset in the looming distant boondocks.


  After a few minutes, I then set off outside and donned my jacket. Just in case, I took with me a flashlight and an extra pair of shirt. I waited for about ten minutes for a ride that would take me to our NGO clubhouse. The public utility vehicle plied the coastal road along Real Street, the main artery of the city that is usually immersed in commercial traffic at any given day. Several jeepneys (Philippine public utility vehicles inspired from American surplus jeeps during the Second World War) were still ferrying passengers to their destinations, unmindful of the eerie like silence that had started to envelop the surrounding suburban environs.


  At the JCI Tacloban Headquarters, a few members showed up and geared themselves for the long and exciting task ahead. There was Kathy, a homegrown chef who was normally charged with cooking for the group. Then, there was Marianne and Manuel, the most senior associate members who’d sometimes relentlessly herald the wisdom tucked into their white hairs as they begin to lecture the youth.


  And then, there was Bader, the only government worker in the group who had toiled the greater part of his life for the governments’ social and welfare office. There was also Onie Balintong, the JCI Regional Vice-President for Eastern Visayas. He steered the organization to new highlights, crafting socio-civic community and pro-poor projects that has indulged the entire group into an excellent partnership with the city government.


  And because of such feat, we had all held him in high regard. Onie and Kathy were a couple, and they have helped tie the group together in what had started as an uneasy mix several years back. There were also new faces, young volunteers who filled in the vacancy left by the regulars who were not able to attend the night’s activity including Peluchi who had unexpectedly fallen ill.


  Before we set out, we first had a supple dinner of beef shank soup and steamed rice, as the rest of our idle time entangled us in a fancy conversation, trying to catch up on one another. Bader confirmed that their agency has been busy repacking food items for the evacuees. Then, I asked Onie for a clear guideline with the job at hand. He relayed to us that we were to proceed to City Hall at the request of the city mayor, as the local government had begun tapping into local organizations for the extra needed manpower.


  The Jaycees or JCI (Junior Chamber International) is a non-government organization involved in social work, charity initiatives and socio-civic entrepreneurial engagements. On several occasions, the local chapter had worked in tandem with the host city government on humanitarian and pro-poor community projects. Tonight, we have been enjoined to do the same.


  We arrived at the city hall twenty minutes later, encountering members of the fire and rescue team that had flocked at the lobby entrance, about thirty strong and donned in shimmering orange overalls, as they waited for their command dispatches to be given. There were several heavy equipments that graced the lounge nearby that included nine generator sets, all brand new and prepped up for deployment.


  We also spotted a team of policemen, soldiers and government workers loitering in the adjacent government building. Big boxes that contained packs of unrefrigerated medicines were being segregated by volunteers, strolling up and down the spiral staircase that led to the second level of the building where we were headed.


  As we reached the center aisle, we stopped for a moment by the big altar of the Santo Niño, unperturbed by the activities running about the city’s political center, as we whispered a short intercession to our patron, asking to protect the people from the timid wrath of the typhoon. This city had been through several strong typhoons in the past, and I was sure as hell we could soldier this one out so I thought.


  Tacloban City is the heart of the Eastern Visayas region, a bedrock of commerce, trade and industry. Declared as a highly urbanized city in the last decade, it has been successfully captained to new heights under the administrative tenure of its new leaders.


  Under the novice change of political leadership, economic invigorism was immediately felt that pushed entrepreneurs to put up businesses all over the city as crime rate went down, and social welfare saw the improvement in the lot of many of its more than 221,000 inhabitants. We went to see the city administrator, who was at the command center in the east wing of the second floor, manning the medics and volunteers working overtime for the restocking of food stocks and medical supplies.


  We took a glimpse of the citywide operation on a chart that had been plastered on the wall, bearing the names of different organizations and units that also included the specifics of their assignments. Our group, being an NGO, was assigned to a certain evacuation area for a feeding program scheduled for nighttime. Then, after a short briefing, we went ahead, chaperoned by at least three staffs from the city mayor’s office.


  The light shower that had fallen over our heads was of a temperamental type, where it sometimes whooshed or poured big drops of rain only to be stuttered by a slight break in the clouds, partially showing the distant citrine moon that had withdrawn into the hammock of the bright red orange horizon.


  But it was all it needed to coat the thoroughfares with melted grit and dust, turning them slippery and muddy at every turn of the car’s wheel. And so, it was in this state of affairs that we carefully navigated the road, and prepared the meal in the tenacity of an hour, reaching our destination just before midnight.


  The designated safe zone was a bungalow elementary school that has been converted into an evacuation center with its complement of rooms, including four other smaller buildings that housed the library and the administrative offices. Each room, no more than eighty square meters, was inhabited by the elderly, men, women and children along with their belongings snuggled in small little boxes or black plastic bags.


  The conditions were far from ideal but it was a good deal, where everyone had the relative feeling of security and safety. Then, the heavens have probably contrived because for a moment the rain had stopped as we could make out a hazy cluster of stars that twinkled in the vast dark expanse. We briskly took advantage of the furlough and began unloading three big stew pots filled with macaroni and chicken soup.


  It was a special concoction crafted from chicken broth, diced carrots, hot white milk and some portions of lean chicken meat. We then set up three short and stubby wooden tables to place the kitchen peripherals as we began serving the long queue of about two hundred hungry evacuees that joined the chorus of the clanking of a thousand spoons and metal plates.


  The evacuation started as early as three days ago as the local government ferried people from vulnerable communities to the different gyms and schools. With the rescue effort in place, the logistics also entailed moving a continuous daily supply of food rations to these shelters. We were confident that we were ready, just as the evacuees we had met were. A little over an hour after midnight, we all then left and went home.


  CHAPTER 1


  H-Day: Destroyed In Seconds


  “Never despair, the UN is behind you. The world is behind you.”


  - UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon


  


  


  2 am. I was still leafing through my Facebook and email. My inbox today was abnormally flooded with spam and junk mail, mostly unsolicited promotional products and services. In jest, I ticked the unimportant messages for the recycle bin and started reading the rest. I perused two equally important emails.


  One was from my Japanese student Reiko-san and another one was an invitation for a job interview online. The latter tipped me and got me excited as I thought of the prospect of a novel opportunity. I first read the one from Reiko who has been studying English with me for over a year now.


  The message was short, candid and with a sense of urgency. With the usual exchange of compliments, she mentioned that she was quitting by December. The news was like a precious pot of jar that just broke into a thousand tiny pieces. Okay, just about time when I needed money the most. Where would I get the money now for the family this Christmas and the gift for my daughter? I pondered heavily at the thought, trapped in the same contrite and nagging problem that had pestered me through the years.


  There was my sister in New Zealand who has helped me through thick and thin, and my brother in the United States who’d lend a hand in my financial woes. But no, not this time. I made a resolve not to ask from them anymore. I wish Dad were here. If he were alive, perhaps things could have been different. I was still wishfully thinking of the pomp and flair of the family Christmas gathering of the yesteryears. I then heaved with a deep sigh. Well, there goes my Christmas budget.


  I opened the other e-mail. What job could be waiting for me? It got me quizzing over the list of job positions I replied to over the internet, an old habit that had me blasting a single cover letter to dozens of job sites online. It was an invitation for an initial interview for a homebased teaching career.


  I paused momentarily, carefully studying the contents of the email. Then, I moved the cursor of the mouse to the delete tab and clicked it. These homebased online teaching companies in fact pays you a fraction of what they collect from their students. I know better.


  I stared momentarily at a blank white wall, feeling the gustiness of the cold and icy wind that seemed to plant a kiss on my face. I got up to check on the window sills which was still partially open as it continued to let in that unwanted cool air which was just beginning to pick up tempo. Through the apertures on its sides, I took a peek at the parking lot just beside the empty storeroom, flooding it with the beam of my flashlight only to stop as I put a flash on Chico, steadily barking at his post amidst the rustling and prancing of the frigid tree branches. I should let him in I thought. I went out and untied his leash as he followed me inside, cold and hungry like a lost mutt.


  Then, I went back to surfing the internet as I scrounged the newsfeed for any recent updates, toggling the contours of my mouse up and down, occasionally stopping to read an interesting or humorous find. Majority of the adages were about the impending storm that varied from what-to-do lists and emergency notes in the event of a typhoon.


  But then, as I have said, not all, for there will always be the few blobs and the attention seekers who sought the time to mock the cataclysmic event, emboldened by the temerity to taunt and call it names, even challenging the ferocity by which it had been advertised, thinking as if it were just a ball game match. Such fools and crackpots! While others were simply just oblivious to the fact that the strongest typhoon ever to make landfall would hit them, falling into the folly of the infallibility of their hearths and homes.


  I was scanning for reports of the super typhoon making landfall in Samar, a neighboring island of Leyte where the tropical cyclone was first expected to hit. Partly to blame was the geography of the region, for any typhoon that moves from east to a westerly direction that originated from the Pacific was bound to pass through Samar first and its outlying towns that are massed in its southeastern isthmus before it reaches the vicinity of Tacloban.


  Tacloban City nestles along a jagged U-shaped coastline that forms into a shallow gulf known as Cancabato Bay. Along the stretch of this city lies the main coastal highway which leads to the city center and its harbor, forming arterial roads that spread into pockets of residential areas and various commercial establishments.


  The city is laced with several small mountainous peaks at its adjoining southern, northern and western edges overlooking the coastal plains, forming a broken string of cascading ridges and rolling green hills, which in summertime, are pre-disposed to accept its guests of mountaineers and trekkers to its majestic hidden gullies and regal waterfalls. Below these hill ranges are baseline communities that make up the city border, hamlets that skirted the fast progress of the city boroughs.


  Outside our home, the eerie howling sound of the wind reverberated callously, blowing trees in chapel unison that seemed to compete with the stammering of the slight drizzle. Chico’s incessant barking in the living room was drowned in the high pitched whistle of the windy night, an endless rhythm of rough notes that played long lines of lows and highs, only to stoop and bow to the occasional clapping of thunder.


  I could have sworn it formed its own unharmonious melody. I was still glued to my laptop, examining a YouTube clip of Typhoon Haiyan taken somewhere in the Pacific. The coconut trees rocked with the splashing of mighty waves hitting the seawall. But that was all, just two minutes of footage which barely caught anything of significance. I finally gave in to the prodding of my dopey eyes, heading straight to bed and tunnel into my sleep.


  Shortly after 5 am, I woke up to the sound of corrugated metal sheets that seemed to wiggle from their support, producing an unhealthy clatter caused by the rubbing of iron against each other. I checked on my phone. I have just received a text message from Glen, a friend of mine in the governments’ science and technology division, confiding that Palo, a town of about 16 kilometers south of Tacloban, was already being hammered by loafing stormy winds that rocked the rafters and galvanized roofing of his house, as it tethered under the onslaught of the typhoons’ powerful packed winds.


  The early morning air was clammy as a bite of coldness crawled through my skin, sending a wintry chill up my bone which gave you an unpleasant feeling. I lowered the jalousie windows in my room to have a better view of the sea front outside. The trees were swaying and the gathering black clouds looked porcine as the waves frolicked sheepishly on the seawall, splashing buckets of seawater onto the boulevard.


  The wind started to pick up but there was the ubiquitous absence of rain. Instead, there was a light shower which found the convenience of pouring rockets of thin strands of liquid that fell sparingly on the surroundings. Then, a few moments later, my mom and sister had loosened from their beds.


  There was not a stain of worry or of frantic contraption that radiated from their faces, only the stubborn resignation that they had never felt anywhere safer than to live by the four corners of this dwelling. But it was just a simple home, nay absent of the pomp of martial design, and has never been truly tested.


  It was a standard middle class residence inside a gated residential compound, bordered on four sides by 10 meter high brick walls with a single steel gate that exits towards the main village pathway. We transferred into the compound when I was still in junior high, the period when my mom and dad had separated over fickle matters of the purse.


  Where a woman loves to throw money at petty little things while a man abstains from acquiring it would ultimately cause an unhappy mix of two contradictory philosophies, and a path that was bound not to meet anywhere between the middle. And so, to resolve the impasse, they decided to pursue their own independent ways.


  We were renting the place from the Busante family, a nice bunch of warm and amiable folks. They had since migrated to the United States five years ago, leaving behind their daughter, Rhaila, to manage their property rental businesses. But before their foray into America, they were able to renovate the entire place, fabricating tiled roofing to the houses, fortifying the concrete perimeter and reinforcing the structural steel beams.


  It was a beautiful compound with five individual flats inside, positioned in two rows adjacent to each other with a common parking area and a backyard allotted for vegetable farming. Our designation was at Door No. 1, a two tiered edifice with a terrace that prominently faces the flowing lavender boondocks to the west and the immense Pacific Ocean to the east.


  My mom invited me to take pictures from the porch as she amusingly watched the trees dancing merrily from the unsolicited music of the wind. I took out my iPad. And like a reporter protégé, I started my pursuit of acquiring a good rhapsody of still shots from the stormy weather. The brewing mistral played with the crooked tree branches, swaying and rocking them like the lazy march of a poorly choreographed waltz.


  I entertained the thought that this would not get any farther than this. I then went to the first level of the house to check on our food stock. I opened our cupboard, greeting me with its neat stack of two loaves of white bread, instant noodles, pork and beans, assorted crackers and a few canned sardines. I reckoned that it would last us for two days. Until then, we surmised that merchandise shops would already have opened.


  We also had homecooked meals sealed in plastic Tupperware containers which we stored in the refrigerator. It was adobo and caldereta. The former is a specialty Filipino gourmet made from a combination of soy, garlic, pepper and vinegar while the latter is tender beef braised in spicy tomato sauce, herbs and garden spices.


  And there was an advantage to the choice of the menu as pork stew or adobo were those types of food that could last for a month even without refrigeration, for the salty blend of the soy juices and the generous addition of salt help prolong the shelf life of the red meat.


  I kept a separate set of food items which consisted of a couple of protein bars, sealed mixed nuts, fiber biscuits and some dried fruits. There were also two cans of Spam that we were saving for some time. I tried convincing my mom to buy more food the day before to no avail. She did not believe me when I warned her that food supplies could possibly run out. I was inclined to preempt our food stock but something just held me back, as the impetus of a warning had not really sunk in very seriously.


  After doubly checking the inventory, I then went to grab my mobile phone to text two friends, Chris and Jade. They were new friends but I had immediately taken a liking of them. I came back to Tacloban City five months ago after almost a decade of working on odd jobs in Manila, the country’s metropolitan capital. Most of my friends though had either left for greener pastures abroad or had already migrated to bigger cities. Jade never replied.


  Her pad was located on a hilly crest, an exclusive village reputed for its rich and expatriate residents where the vast evergreen golf fields and elite member’s only club had kept the city’s socialites abreast with premium fine entertainment. Thirty minutes later, the winds started to build strength as I was about to call another friend. Then, without warning, the electricity shut down, halting animated life to all existing mechanized machines in the house.


  Around 7 am, the winds had become increasingly turbulent as it pierced through the little openings in the windows, pouring in rainwater while a sudden downpour blanketed our environs. The outburst made powerful swishing noises that came in by tranches, with each thud resembling a gigantic bongo drum as it jolted and thumped mercilessly onto the roof support and GI sheets, crashing against each other like hundreds of tin cans rolled into one giant mixer machine.


  I then started closing the windows as the trees rustled and swayed aimlessly, scalping the leaves until only the unpainted nakedness of the branches were left. Then, I went to my room to move a cartload of my books into an empty plastic box, collecting my hardbound and paperback in one pile as I dumped them into a vacant section in my cabinet.


  These were my priceless treasures so I thought. I tried sending last minute text messages to friends, wondering whether they had any other updates as I received a frightening text message from a close acquaintance who lived nearby.


  “The roof was blown away! The walls are bending! Please help me!”


  I replied, advising him to go to safer ground. He never answered back. I tried to call him when all of a sudden several long beeps cut me off the line. The phone’s signal bar was now down to zero. My sister and mom went to the living room and noticed that water had started to seep in.


  We were taken by surprise as this had never happened before. By design, the house has a double door, one which served as the primary access to the secondary main door that was made of hardwood and secured by three swing locks.


  But beneath this door were blank spaces no more than a few inches in length, a horizontal aperture wherein a considerable amount of escaping gases, dust or water could pass through. My mom motioned my sister to put cloth at the slit of to prevent the water from coming in any further. This doesn’t look right.


  We have never experienced flooding before, and not for the past fifteen years. Ten minutes passed when the water still trickled in unabatedly. We have to plug the clog with better adhesive so I thought. I then went to the kitchen and took a pair of dirty kitchen towels, smothering the leak with the fabric to encumber further penetration inside.


  Contented with my handiwork, I sat down in the couch, grabbed a book and started perusing through the pages of the novel Shogun by James Clavell. I had read this magnificent piece five times already and was going for my sixth. Chico kept me company as he comfortably snuggled in his cozy nook under my personal office desk.


  Time checked 7:40 am. The stormy winds howled graciously, biding its time while it tinkered at our domicile as a blacksmith would wield a heavy hammer to forge the hot edges of iron and steel. Suddenly, the whole structure started to shake uncontrollably, a slight vibration that coursed through the granite walls of the Mullés family home, like the transient rolling of a lumbering locomotive nearby.


  The restlessness of the atmosphere was granted its ungodly desire for speed as we heard its harrowing whistle that paired with the misguided pounding of its airy fists on the corrugated iron sheets and poor hapless trees. It then took a different turn, like the dénouement of one last final act of a doomed thespian as it became more vicious and melodramatic.


  The rain by now was pouring chubby drops of water that replicated the tapping of a thousand wedge hammers onto the flattened heads of iron nails all at the same time. And in a minute, we were mired in a blinding white fog that swirled and boomeranged all over the house in concert with the cawed cries of people as if they were only directed at our home, filling the first floor with an unharmonious chorale that rung in my ear. I had figured that they were women’s and children’s voices.


  “Help! Help! Please help us we don’t want to die!”


  “Save us please!”


  BANG! BANG! BANG! Three large thuds at our wooden door that was followed by the ejected shrill of women and children as they desperately cried for help. Then, another loud thud that kept ramming at the door without let-up. Something must be wrong. I breezily headed straight for the door.


  I then placed my hands on the bronze knob, slowly turning the metallic rounded handle, and unsure of what was even happening on the other side of the door. It was a mix of curiosity and apprehension, an impulse that tingled in my brain that danger was imminent, that in a few seconds everything was destined to change.


  I put on an artificial mask of bravado, ditching away such thoughts as I turned the lever. As the door opened, it was Tess, her face pressed against the enmeshed wire gauze towards me, a face that was entrenched in fear and the maddening desperation to flee the grim destruction around us.


  She was with our fellow neighbors, strikingly pleading for their lives, pushing the aluminum door with all their might to force it open. Then, I was horrified with what I saw next, for lo and behold, there was the water up to their torsos, rushing like a wild river that kept pressing them towards the screen.


  “Open the door. Let us in! We don’t want to die,” they chorusly bewailed.


  Instinctively, I let loose the bolt lock and pushed the door only to freeze in fear. I shoved at it again but it would not budge. Oh my God! I tried again for several times, expending the reserves of whatever human strength I had left, but it would just not move as the pressure was too great and powerful to counter. Intense fear gripped me.


  I looked at Tess as she started to mutter some sort of dialect. I tried to grasp what she was telling me as she attempted to form the words in her mouth. There was a hint of fearful denial against death in her eyes as her face contorted in various modes of emotional outbursts. She then shouted.


  “Let us in! Let us in! I don’t want to die!” she foamingly screamed.


  “I can’t push the door open please step back! We are going to do this together!” I answered her.


  I was raving mad just as pandemonium gradually set in, fully aware that once panic and fear overtakes a man’s rational consciousness to think, he loses his presence of mind as it blurs his decision making abilities, making every move a calculated risk that could endanger his life and the lives of others that depended on him. And it was haplessly incapacitating me, as I slowly surrendered to the unnatural forces that were sapping the energy from my body.


  I was haltingly losing focus and I could feel my heart thumping fast as sweat and perspiration ran down my forehead. You can do this Albert. You have to. I put my weight on the screen door and struck at it as hard as I could. Tess was becoming impatient while I got irritably agitated. It was pointless as she had become impervious to my instructions. She would just not listen to me.


  I was now racing against time. Each second lost hangs the survival of their lives. I have to be strong or if I fail them now, these people would die. They were hollering and yelling at the top of their lungs without any clue of what to do next except wait, yes, wait for me to open that door which was the only thing separating me and them towards the landing of the stairwell that led to the second floor of the edifice.


  The water was gushing in fast and hard, raging like an unseasoned river that took a life of its own, rapidly moving in different directions as it searched for empty spaces to fill with its contents. Albert you have to think fast. I saw my mom behind me holding onto the staircase railing, untying Chico’s leash that was fastened to the balusters. I beckoned her to help me.


  “Please help me open the door. It would just not budge.”


  My mom took the few steps down the stairs and ran towards me. She helped me rip the aluminum screen open as she reached out to Jun-Jun, the only male in the group on the other side of the partition that was blocking us from them. My mind was lost in the gulag of empty thoughts. I was now caught in the deluge of hysteria and panic. You have to keep your calm Albert.


  “You have to kick the door to unhinge it,” my mom yelled.


  Jun-Jun tried to kick it from the outside, trusting that a strong blow would unhinge it from its socket, allowing it to cave in or break loose. He hit it once, then twice, and for the third time it finally gave in, bending the laminated alloy that fashioned a partial opening.


  Immediately, Tess and the rest wedged themselves through it as they staggered through the tough pull of the current. It was flowing in fast, sopping us with saltwater and black muck. I stayed at the door to assist the others make it through inside while my mom went up the stairs, signaling to us to follow her. I then guided them all to follow me to the second floor, forming one single line and holding each other by the arm.


  The current was determinately unimpeded and unreasonable, as the water rose up to our chest and the furniture initiated upon themselves to move around in the assembling mass of whirling water. A fatal bump from those elephantine wooden objects was enough to knock you down.


  My eyes were blinded by the wave of water that hit my face, partially impairing my vision as I felt the searing pain constrict my pupils. It tasted of salt and grainy sand which I swiped from the edges of my mouth and nostrils.


  We then forced our way through it as it inched to balloon the living room, wading towards the stairs just as a wandering floating parcel of wood hit me painfully in the leg that left red swollen patches. In a bizarre twist, two of my cats fretfully swam towards me as I dutifully picked them up. I have four cats, but now I was just seeing two. Where could they be? They too were desperate to get on higher ground.


  As I stood in the landing, I turned my head around and like a bat out of hell, took a hasty glance at the living room as it listlessly submerged in the seawater. I then drew on an impulsive decision. In the next few minutes, I cascaded down to my personal office desk a few feet away in the corner. I was determined to save some important stuff including several of my lifeworks which were contained in digital files.


  The water was now creeping up my neck as I tried to ward off bobbing furnitures with my palms. I opened the drawer of my desk and hurriedly took out my hard drives and pertinent documents. In that office desk were my hundreds of collectible DVD’s, my award plaques, my childhood picture album, business documents and other important records. Forget it.


  I turned around and made my way back to the stairs, clutching the items over my head. I looked down just in time to see a new wave which swallowed the entire first floor seconds after I had gotten to the landing of the staircase. In less than fifteen seconds, it smashed appliances, furniture and ornaments, sucking them into a giant whirlpool that kept spinning and lambasting the concrete walls of our home.


  The water surge then encroached the timber planks leading up to the second floor, eating up the flight of stairs all the way to the corridor as it reached a few inches up our feet, jumbling a mix of opaque and inky sand that made the floor looked like it was tinted in black.


  We huddled together in my mom’s room as I induced everyone to get ready to move. The women were frightened and were caught in grip of fear and paranoia. Tess started a litany of saintly supplications as she was joined by a willing participant, her 65-year old mother who seemed to have already run out of words to say. She was with her two teenage daughters, Carol and Canaan, and her son, Lino. Jun-Jun, who came with them, was her nephew.


  Rhaila, our landlady, was able to join us in the fray together with her niece Chin and twelve year old son, Stan Ley. Also with her was her housekeeper, Thelma, carrying on each arm three brown spotted Chihuahuas that endlessly blared and whimpered. Another neighbor, Nancy, added to the group. She was the last one to be able to join us. It was fortunate that my mom spotted her in the annex across the main compound building, as she struggled to keep from drowning.


  The brackish seawater almost trapped her with the water high up to her neck when the metal joints of her doorknob got stuck and failed to open. My mom prodded Jun-Jun to paddle across and get her out. It was a successful run, as both of them confronted the rushing torrent and swam to reach the stairs landing.


  We were all accounted for, tenants and residents of the compound. Our next challenge was how to survive together, how to think together and how to get our act together. I looked at everyone’s faces. I saw only fear that was indolently gnawing at our rational ability to produce clear judgment as it tempered on our competence to think straight. This was a common symptom in a panic attack. You lose your comprehension of reason as it physiologically slows down your inherent grasp of reality.
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