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First of all, you should know that I’m not attempting to arouse sympathy, which can sometimes be an unhelpful and insipid thing. These are simply the words of a much younger woman, a younger me, a girl tossed into unfamiliar circumstances, but who was fortunate enough to escape serious damage. It’s a story that I have told in part but never fully until now.

During summer back home, birds from the Northern Hemisphere fly thousands of miles south to escape the cold. They nest in the flame trees and banyans and perch on the beaches of our tiny island. Whenever I took my little brother, Gumabay, to watch them, I would clap my hands as he stared in wonder at what seemed to be white flowers rising from the trees’ branches to form feathered clouds in the sky.

My name is Bagaoisan, which in Tagalog means to sprout wings. My ina, my mother, named me. I sometimes think she possessed the gift of prophecy.

I’ve been in America for six months. I search for these birds on my walks around my new home. Harry tells me that I must not wander through other people’s lawns, but I ignore him. I don’t care if his neighbors think I look foolish shivering in the morning fog in my white bathrobe wrapped tightly around me.

A gray cat with black stripes and white paws follows me. His shiny coat and full body tell me that someone takes good care of him. I play a game, the same one I played with Gumabay. I stop in my tracks suddenly, and turn to face him. The cat halts and stares up at me. I pick up my pace, and he pads swiftly behind, his footprints in the wet grass trailing my own. I’ve named him Mockingbird.

Harry is a big man who likes bland food. I could not believe my eyes the first time he took me to a supermarket. So much to eat, packaged in so many different ways. But no smells attracted my nose, no vendors shouted from their stands, and no shoppers haggled over prices. 

“Where are the fish? The chickens and the pigs?” I asked.

He sighed and led me to a long, cold coffin at the back of Crystal Farms. I laughed when I saw the bloodless meat covered with plastic.

“You need to get used to how things are done here,” he scolded, as he tossed a few slippery packages into the shopping cart. 

Back home, my family raised chickens and grew almost everything we ate. When I first arrived here, I naively imagined the Crystal Farms family must have worked very hard to offer so much variety of food. I soon discovered that it’s a giant company with thousands of workers who are mostly immigrants, like myself.

My father, my tatay, was a gambler. He visited the jueteng stall every week and was always in debt. Whenever I had asked my ina why she put up with it, she would just shrug. “It is one more cross I need to bear.” When I asked her just how many more crosses she needed to bear, she peered at me with an aggrieved expression. “You ask too many questions.”

I attended the island school for longer than my older brother and sister, but still, like them, I was put to work at an early age. I helped my mother to mend the fishing lines and sell produce from our garden at the market. She always hid a bit of the money she made in a safe place where my father couldn’t find it. 

One day, as I was tending our garden, my father called to me from his hammock. He went straight to the point. “I’ve made a very fine arrangement for you. You will marry a rich American named Harry.” He was grinning, as if he was proud of this accomplishment, but his eyes looked shrewd. 

“I did not ask for this arrangement,” I told him. 

His smile disappeared. “You will do as I say. I am your father.” 

When I threatened to throw myself into the sea, he picked up a switch and shouted, “Would you ruin your chance for a better life?” He was the one looking for a better life. I was not the first girl on the island whose father had collected dollars for an arranged marriage. 

“I will run away, “I told my mother. “He will have to return the money the American paid him.” 

She looked at me with alarm. “And where will you go? Your brother and sister will never defy their father and take you in. You will be without a home, with no family to protect you.”

Homeless, and bringing disgrace to my father. It seemed that I had no choice in the matter. But even though this might be true, I had long before decided that I would never let anyone cause me hopelessness, no matter where my life might take me.

Harry and I live in a town called El Sobrante, which means “the leftovers” in Spanish. It also means “the end of the world,” according to Harry’s mother. Unlike my island, which is flat and barely above sea level, it is hilly here. People keep to themselves. They drive their cars into garages and disappear inside their homes. 

My village was filled with noise. Pots clattering on iron stoves, animals screeching and grunting, children laughing and playing games, parents shouting, and neighbors squabbling. 

The only sounds here come from the distant freeway, and from the Spanish-speaking men who mow the grass, trim bushes, and blow leaves from one area to another.

They joke among themselves, but whenever I wave and greet them, they appear anxious and pretend to be busy. I think Harry has warned them not to talk with me. He seems to have no friends, and knows people only from his work. There is also his mother, of course, who refuses to admit that I exist.

Everyone in the village had gathered to wish me goodbye. Ina hugged me tightly. My father wore a new barong shirt and shiny new shoes. His wager, with me as a bride, had paid off. Gumabay wrapped his thin arms around my legs and cried, “I don’t want you to go!”

I peered down at him and tousled his unruly hair, trying to hide my own tears. “I will see you again. You’ll be a big boy, then.”

He clutched me tighter. “I don’t want to be a big boy when I see you next time.”

I kissed him on the forehead and slipped away, knowing I might never see him again. 

I waved to everyone from the fishing boat that carried me from our island to a bigger island, where I boarded a ferry. Three American men were smoking on the deck. I wanted to ask them about California, where the man my father called Harry lived, but the words would not come. 

An old man resting on a bench noticed my interest. He said they were returning to Manila from a hunting trip. “They come every year to shoot migratory birds on some lesser island. They do it only for sport.” he whispered, as if admiring men who enjoyed the luxury of shooting only for fun.

I prayed they would never visit my island.

It took more than two days to reach Manila. When the ferry docked, the passengers crowded the ramp and scattered in all directions, like birds fleeing a predator. I was greeted by an impatient-looking man wearing a confident expression.

“The American, Harry, hired me to escort you to the airport,” he said, shoving papers in my face and pushing me into a taxi.

As we crossed a bridge, I could see buildings even taller than banyans. They rose above fields filled with shacks, yards cluttered with laundry. The taxi moved slowly through crowded streets clogged with thousands of honking cars and brightly painted buses. People rushed in all directions. It was shocking to realize how immense and bustling humanity was, feeding off the earth like flies on a fruit pie.

A young boy stared out from the open window of a passing van, reminding me of Gumabay. I saw a man strike a woman across the face at a street corner, and prayed that I would not be treated badly in America. 

I flinched when my escort placed a paper on my lap. “You need to study it. This is what Customs will ask you when you arrive in the United States.”

It was a list of questions and answers written in Tagalog. I gazed at the first answers. “I’m currently a citizen of the Philippines... I have nothing to declare...”

“Why are you coming to the United States?” my guide asked sternly.

“I am here to meet a man named Harry.”

“No!” he corrected. “You must say, ‘I’m meeting my fiancé to get married.’ It’s very important that you remember this. Customs will look for inconsistencies. They will try to trick you.”

The lines at the airport seemed to stretch for miles. My escort pointed to a sign. 

“San Francisco. That one is your flight.” Once we approached the front, he shook my hand, wished me a safe trip, and disappeared into the crowd.

We had barely spoken, but I felt that my last connection with home had vanished. 

The man in line ahead of me was being searched by security. If I refused to be searched, I wondered, would they send me back home? No, then I would have to face my father’s anger. He might carry out my empty threat, and drag me by my hair and throw me into the sea.

I often imagined myself as a bird in flight. The reality of flying in an airplane was a different matter, and I was very nervous when I boarded. A Filipino woman stood, smiling as she let me pass to my seat at the window. When the plane jerked to motion and bounced down the runway, I cried out. The woman took my hand. 

Her voice was calm and steady. “What is your name?” 

“I’m Bagaoisan.”

“I’m Tala Torres. Is this your first time in the United States?”

I nodded, and said that I was marrying an American. 

Her smile disappeared. “Do you have family in the States?”

I shook my head. 

“So, you’re all alone then?” Her expression turned serious. Her eyes seemed to bore into me, and I turned away to gaze out at the billowing clouds. I was more than just alone. I felt empty of myself. My past was disappearing as we soared higher than any palm swift bird.

“...arriving in San Francisco in thirty minutes.”

I opened my eyes, vaguely remembering the dream I’d had. Gumabay drifting out to sea, palm swift birds circling his body. 

The lights of a city appeared below as if by magic. Fog was creeping past a bridge and scattering into the land. A small prickle of excitement pushed through me as I stared down at it all. But, then, a terrible fear gripped me, and I began sobbing.

The woman—Tala—grasped my hand again and squeezed it lightly. 

Once our plane landed, people rushed from their seats, eager to escape their confinement and to join their families and friends. But I was in no particular hurry to meet a stranger.

Tala Torres walked with me until we had to separate. “It was very good to meet you, Bagaoisan. Please call me if you ever want to talk.” She reached into her purse and handed me a card. Women’s Defense Network. Her name was printed under it. 

She embraced me, and I held on to her, longer than I had my mother. 

I didn’t understand what the man at Customs was saying. Another agent appeared and took me to an empty room. A young Filipino woman came in and asked me several questions in Tagalog. I had memorized all the answers perfectly, and so I was released.

A crowd waited at the end of a long hallway. A balding man stood off to the side holding a sign with my name on it. The lights reflected against his glasses, and so I could not see his eyes. 

I put on a smile. “Are you Harry?” 

He stared at me with a look of surprise, as if he hadn’t been expecting me. 

My throat felt like the sandpaper my father used to smooth his boat. “I am Bagaoisan.” I pronounced my name slowly for him. “Ba-go-wee-san.” 

His hands were shaking, crushing a bouquet of white flowers against the sign. He mumbled, “How was your flight?”

I told him that I had met a nice woman on the plane, but didn’t confess how frightened I had been at first.

Harry silently led me to baggage claim. He frowned at my battered suitcase, but took my arm gently as we walked to his car. 

I stared out at the city, with its hills dotted with lights. We crossed a long bridge to the other side of a bay. Yet another crossing leading me farther from home.

The moon cast a shadowy light on the hills surrounding Harry’s house. I wanted to walk and smell the air of this place, but he drove directly into a garage and then led me through a door into a bright kitchen that looked as if it had never have been used. I thought of our squat, makeshift stove back home, the dented pots, and the recycled jars where we stored our rice and mung beans to protect against insects and rodents. 

“This will be your realm,” he declared, as if that too was all pre-arranged. I glanced around the sparkling room with its appliances, all lined up like a queen’s court waiting for attention from their ruler, someone from a distant land who had reluctantly inherited the crown.

Harry took me through the house. The big rooms, with tall windows looking out into the night, somehow seemed empty of life. He directed me into his den. A television screen covered an entire wall. He pointed to the opposite wall and proudly pointed to framed honors he had received from a university, and the awards he had collected from the company he worked for. 

I followed him upstairs into a bedroom. He asked me to sit on a bed he called a California king. I had trouble imagining this oversized, plain-looking man as the king of California.

He kissed me and fondled my breasts like an awkward man milking a goat. I told him I was sorry, but that I needed to sleep. I was still flying high above the Pacific Ocean, and had barely slept since leaving home. The next morning, Harry pulled back the covers and gazed at me like one of his awards before he left to take a shower.

He joined me later in the kitchen, dressed as he had been the night before, in a plain white shirt and black pants. He pulled a box from the cupboard, filled two bowls, and handed me a spoon. The rainbow-colored cereal tasted like sugary sponges. Lucky Charms. It was strange to be served by a man, though I realized that I would soon be expected to serve him.

The telephone rang, and he asked me to answer it.

“Is Harry there?” It was the voice of an older woman. “It’s his mother.”

“Hello. This is Bagaoisan. I’m looking forward to meeting you.”

“Please get him to the phone.”

Harry shook his head and whispered, “Tell her that I’ve left for work.” He was asking me to lie, just as my father had whenever the bill collectors came around. 

His mother hung up without leaving a message. 

Harry handed me a note. It was written in Tagalog: I will come today and give you instructions on your duties. Maricel

I wondered how many people Harry paid to bring and to keep me here.

When he left for work, Harry told me not to leave the house. Instead, I stared out the windows at a cloudless sky. The brown hills dotted with trees seem to stretch on forever. I was like a bird that had migrated to an unfamiliar world.  

I woke up to noise from the kitchen. A woman with tight curls and a stern expression stood at the counter. “You must be Bagaoisan. I’m Maricel. I brought some food for Harry and a few things from the Manila Market for you.”

She reached into a bag to take out delicacies that I thought I might never taste again. I grabbed the calabasa squash and stroked the dark green skin covering its golden flesh. I inhaled the inviting scent of coconut wafting from the fresh bibingka. 

“Thank you. I will make ginataang calabasa and cook shrimp in chilies with coconut milk for Harry.”

Maricel shot me a sharp look. “These are for you only. Harry has an American stomach and doesn’t like spicy food.” She emptied a second bag filled with cans of soup and packages of frozen dinners. “These will have to do until you learn to cook like Harry’s mother.”

“You have much to learn.” She settled a pair of glasses on her nose and led me through the house, pointing out all the features and conveniences. “This is how to do the laundry. First, you press this button for the time. Then press here for the cycle. And this button is for...

She must have noticed my confusion. “You’ll get used to it, and then you’ll wonder how you ever lived without it.”

The vacuum was simpler. In the den, she cautioned me about damaging Harry’s framed awards, and then demonstrated the remote. “We have a Filipino channel, but don’t waste too much time watching it. You’ll improve your English faster if you watch the other channels.”

She took me back into the laundry room. I had loaded the washer incorrectly. Impatience etched her forehead as I held a pair of Harry’s undershorts dripping on the floor. 

I had so many questions to ask her. Where her family was from, how long she had been in the United States, what her life was like here.

“We may have time to talk about those things someday. But you are no longer living on your lazy little island. You’re in America now, where there are always things to do.”

Harry returned from work late. I had made a stew that Maricel said was his favorite, adding a few peppers, but he told me that he had already eaten. I gorged myself on bibingka while he watched TV in the den.

Later, he called from the bedroom. His body was pale, like a ghost’s. His eyes grew bright when he asked me to undress. I pretended that I was a heron on a beach, the waves washing over me. It was over quickly, like a phantom’s appearance. As soon as he started to snore, I stood under the shower and wept for the first time since leaving home.

The next morning, watching Harry leave, I turned to go back inside and discovered that I had locked the front door behind me. I ran into the street and waved, but his car had already disappeared at the bottom of the hill. I checked the door again. It didn’t budge, and there was no one around to help me.

A cat appeared at my feet, purring and rubbing his sides against my legs, arching his back to meet my hand. I stroked the fur on his back, gray with black stripes, and touched the patch of white that dotted his nose and matched his paws.

The situation was hopeless and so I decided to take a walk. I passed houses painted the same light brown color as the hills. 

The cat trailed behind me, so I decided to call him Mockingbird. I discovered a small park at one end of our street. Mockingbird settled next to me under a tree. To relieve my anxiety, I told him about the island where I was born, about my village and my little brother, Gumabay. I described the long journey I had just taken. All the while, he nuzzled his nose against my hands, commanding me to pet him. It was his price for listening. 

The sun had disappeared behind the hills and fog was tumbling over them like ocean waves. I traipsed back to Harry’s front door, with the cat following. It had suddenly turned dark. Only the security lights from the neighbor’s houses marked my way. Mockingbird rubbed against my leg and then darted away to disappear under a fence, leaving me alone on the porch.

Harry returned much later, shouting from the car, “What the hell is this?” 

I explained that I had accidentally locked the door. 

“You’ve been outside all day?” He grabbed me by the arm, pulled me inside, and led me upstairs before ordering me to take a hot shower. I glanced at my reflection in the mirror. The person I saw, with her wild hair and red-rimmed eyes, resembled a multo, a spirit who appears after death. 

Harry was waiting for me, naked on the bed. The California king, a white mountain. I once again imagined myself as a heron, this time skimming the sky, freed from the earth.

Later, I escaped downstairs. Searching through the kitchen drawers, I discovered a brochure picturing Filipino women in provocative poses. “Lusty Asian Ladies.” Was that what Harry expected me to be? Is this what my father had promised him? 

Maricel returned the next day with more bags of food and old magazines from back home. “Read these only when Harry is away,” she warned. “He expects you to focus only on him when he’s here.” 

I thanked her for the magazines, but told her I preferred walking to the market myself.

“Everything is too far away. Harry might sometimes take you in his car. But he won’t have much time for that. He’s married to his work.”

“Does that mean he cannot marry me?” For one brief moment, I was a bird in flight again. 

“No,” she laughed. “That’s just an expression.”

She watched me as I put away the food. “One more thing. Your name. It’s too difficult for people here to pronounce. Let’s shorten it to Bago.”

Bago. It sounded so ugly. Two syllables, alone, without the other two to complete them. It was like being cut in half.

Harry’s mother came to visit that night. He introduced me proudly, like one of his awards. She ignored me all during dinner, frowning and barely touching the chicken I had prepared Harry’s way. I knew what she was thinking. My son has made a big mistake bringing this nothing island girl here to marry.

I would not let her manipulate me. Like myself, she would just have to make the best of it, at least for the time being.

After his mother left, Harry kissed me sweetly. But I knew that it was a lie, a prelude to laying on top of me. He was not a cruel man, but he was wrong to think that I was assigned to him like some project at work. 

“You’ll be eighteen in two months,” said Maricel. She opened the computer to show pictures of wedding dresses. “I think you’ll love this pale yellow one. It’s the same color as jasmine, our national flower.” 

I told her that I preferred the blue one. Yellow or blue, it didn’t matter. I hated them all, a satin cage.

Later, we sat in the den, eating lumpias and watching the Filipino channel. A woman appeared on the morning show. It was Tala Torres. I remembered her kindness, and the knowing look she gave me as we parted, as if we were destined to meet again. 

I leaped from the sofa. “I know her! She sat next to me on the plane.”

Maricel clicked off the television. “We don’t need to watch this.”

I grabbed the remote and turned it back on. Tala Torres was describing how women around the world were being sold as servants and sex slaves. 

I threw the remote down. “Is that what I am? A slave?” 

She looked offended, or at least pretended to be. “Harry is not a criminal. He’s a good man. You are lucky to be here.”

“Is it lucky to be taken away from your family without having any choice?”

“You should be happy. You’ll be married soon.”

“Married to a giant boy who eats sugary Lucky Charms, but tries to control me as my father did!” 

“Listen to me, Bagaoisan. I came here the same way you did. The only difference is that I was brought here by a Filipino man. I’ve made the best of things. I have children, just as you will someday.”

“Neither of us had a choice.” 

I didn’t tell her that I had kept Tala Torres’ card in the dresser drawer, hidden under my clothes. 

This morning, I learned that a terrible typhoon has battered my country. The sea has washed away many small islands. Villages have been scattered like driftwood, and thousands have drowned. 

I called Maricel, who told me that her family in Manila was safe, and promised to find out news about my island. I left the house. Mockingbird was waiting for me on the front porch. I confessed to him how frightened I was for my family, but he grew distracted by sparrows nesting in a nearby tree. Everything seemed prey to attack.

Tonight, I had a terrible nightmare. Gumabay stood alone on our beach. He called to me as a giant claw emerged from the water, closing around him and carrying him out to sea. I woke up tasting my tears, and I must have cried out. Harry stared at me as if I were a bulbul bird perched in a tree. The expression on his face reminded me of those hunters on the ferry. I challenged him silently with my eyes before he turned away with his back to me, and quickly fell asleep.

It came to me then, a memory so clear that I nearly doubled over. Gumabay on the shore, waiting for me to clap my hands and scatter white flowers from the banyans’ branches. I pictured all the birds, homeless from the storm, circling their lost chicks floating in the sea. 

I imagined myself sprouting wings then and flying back home. But there was no returning. I had stepped into a new life, a life I was resolved to form on my own terms.
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I couldn’t face everyone’s questions, their judgments. Even Shirley at the bank gave me an incriminating look this morning when she handed me my canceled savings book along with the $457.45 from my account.

I’m on a Trailways bus now, staring through foggy windows at mounds of snow piled on the side of the road. We’ve stopped in practically every town since I boarded. Aurora is so far north that my sister, Kat, jokes that it might as well be in Canada. The dictionary definition of aurora is dawn, but for me it means dull. Forests surround it. Dawn arrives late, and darkness comes early, especially at this time of year. I’ve basically lived in the wilderness with grouchy bears all my life, but I’m out of the woods now, traveling on the Interstate through open farmland. Silver silos and farmhouses. Frozen ponds and beaver dams. Battered cornstalks stretching to the horizon.

San Francisco. That’s my plan. To stand on top of one of its hills and scatter small town restrictions to the wind. I’ve wanted to leave home since I can remember, but I never imagined it would happen like this. I know people in town are talking about me, shocked that such a good son could turn out to be such a big disappointment. They’ll focus on the sex part, not that I was a coward and lied to save my own skin.

I imagine Mom is crying a Jordan River right now, and Dad is royally pissed. They’ll go to church on Sunday, and the entire congregation will pray for my “safe return.” Like I’ve been kidnapped or abducted by aliens. Pastor Larry will read the parable of the prodigal son, but everyone will be thinking of Leviticus.

Kids at school called me a fag. I thought it was because I was a brown-nose honors student. I memorized Webster’s Unabridged backward and forward and won the county spelling bee two years in a row. I was even going to compete next year in the 1987 State Championship. Not exactly the qualities that make someone Mr. Popular at my high school. Once in a while, a girl would tell me that she’d kill to have my thick brown hair and long eyelashes. But I was almost as skinny as I was in junior high and had a case of acne that my doctor called “moderate,” but looked like the Pyrenees Mountain range to me.

I tried out for the track team because I ran fast. That was how I dated girls, too. Running. Always double-dating because it was safer. Fewer opportunities to make-out, more opportunities to make excuses.

Matt Hendricks never hid the fact that he liked guys, which took a lot of courage in a town like ours. He tried to start a Gay-Straight Alliance group at school last year, but our principal Mrs. Greggs claimed it was “inappropriate for a Christian community.” Except for Matt’s friends in theater, no one would have joined anyway.

Gym class had always been purgatory for me, but it must have been hell for Matt. Coach Willits warned the boys to “guard your asses with a pansy in the showers.”

The jocks harassed him. “Matt’s a fag! Matt sucks dick. Matt’s a pussy!”

He must have worked out all last summer. When Matt returned to school this Fall, he was—shock and awe—all muscles. Even his braces were gone. He was an A+, a hunk like the centerfold models in the Playgirl magazine I once shoplifted at Jacobson’s Thrift. He parodied the jocks, strutting around the halls in tight T-shirts with an ironic swagger.  Girls started flirting and prayed for his conversion. a good-looking guy whose daddy owned the biggest supermarket in town. 

I pretended I was only taking an objective, scientific interest in his metamorphosis (Webster’s Unabridged), but I developed some pretty wild fantasies. Matt and me making out in the men’s shower room after school. Matt and me jerking off in the choir loft at church. Matt and me doing it in the produce section of his daddy’s store. I even started to shadow him. Stopping near his locker between classes. Standing next to him in chemistry lab. Sitting at the table where he ate lunch with his clique of theater girlfriends.

Mystery meatloaf was on the school lunch menu yesterday. I decided I’d grab a Hot Pockets at home, and headed toward the shortcut along the river.

I spotted Matt’s car near the bridge in the corner of the parking lot. Bronski Beat’s “Smalltown Boy” was playing on the radio. I pretended to ignore him. He rolled down the window and shouted, “Hey, Robert. It’s cold outside. How about a ride?”

My groin said yes, but I shook my head just the same.

His smile was as wide open as his passenger door. “I have the new Whitney Houston CD.”

Who was he trying to fool? First of all, Whitney was fag city. Second, I knew his used Escort didn’t have a CD player, which had just come out for cars. But before I realized that I’d even made a choice, I was there sitting next to him. 

Matt chattered on, something about the homecoming dance decorations, but I didn’t hear a word. I couldn’t take my eyes off his full lips, his breath cloudy from the cold as he talked. 

I swear I don’t remember making that first move. I kissed him, and tasted his tongue. He kissed me back, and pulled me against him. It was like falling into a deep well with no bottom. As his hands began working their way inside my fly, I automatically pulled away. But then I didn’t want to. He tugged down my pants and grabbed my junk. I closed my eyes and dropped my head back against the headrest. It
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