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CHAPTER
1

At dawn, I
discovered Manila. I learned that Manila air was fog and sweat and
steam, that it smelled of garbage fires and cooking and diesel
fumes and, just possibly, the sea. I reconnoitered the world-class
monoliths the Marcos government erected on landfill at the edge of
the sea, expositions, exhibitions, theaters, convention centers,
concert halls, hotels, all protected by sleepy security guards
cradling rifles the way a kid holds a teddy bear. I nodded to what
looked like a permanent encampment of taxi drivers in the parking
lot of my 90 percent empty hotel. They cooked and spat, played
chess, gossiped. They slept inside their cars. They hardly ever
moved, a cargo cult waiting for planeloads of moneyed tourists to
turn their hemorrhaging economy around. I trotted along Roxas
Boulevard and saw squatters sleeping among palm trees, washing
themselves in public fountains, like starlings splashing in
birdbaths. I caught the eye of a woman who stood holding her baby
up and out, as if to ceremonially welcome the sunrise, till I
noticed the baby was peeing into the morning tide. The woman turned
and held the kid toward me, the catch of the day. I ran on. I was
pursued. “Hey, Joe, give me a peso,” cried the squatter boy who
dogged my footsteps. I increased my pace and so treated the early
morning traffic on Roxas Boulevard to a duel between an adult
American in $50 running shoes and a barefoot beggar urchin, all
sores and scars. I couldn’t lose him. We raced past the U.S.
embassy, through the morning crowd of visa applicants that clogged
the sidewalk, past the marine guards. I turned, heading back to the
hotel, and this maneuver surprised the kid. He stepped aside.
Perhaps he feared a beating. But as soon as I passed him, the race
was on again. “Hey, Joe. Hey, Joe.” I couldn’t lose him: he was a
bad dream, guilty conscience, hangover. And he was loving it. So
did everyone who was trapped in morning gridlock. They beeped their
horns, they whistled, they laughed: office workers, taxi drivers,
stevedores, and a whole busload of uniformed Lolitas headed to
convent school. “Hey, Joe, very hungry. Hey, Joe, give me a peso.”
They picked up the chant. A corridor of sound, a gamut. At last I
reached the hotel. Sanctuary. Rattan furniture, marble floors.
Advertisements for tours and folklore shows. Air conditioning. Baby
Maria and the Soul Titans nightly in the Tropical Shack. I stood
inside, gasping, looking out. He was a cocky, scrappy, guttersnipe
kid, the kind who tagged along with G.I.’s in the old war movies
and wound up showing them the back entrance to enemy headquarters.
He stood out there, hands on his hips, staring right back in at me.
Not begging, just staring. One of the hotel doormen, dressed as a
Spanish conquistador or something, watched him closely. I gestured
for the kid to stay, went up to my room for my wallet. By the time
I got back downstairs, he was gone.

 



CHAPTER
2

“Hey, George,”
Clifford Lerner shouted. “You still in the business?”

They had been drinking for a while when
Griffin found them in a cocktail lounge just off the Manila Hotel’s
main lobby, a party of friends, colleagues, competitors, fellow
sufferers and sinners convening to celebrate the fortieth
anniversary of World War II and feeling no pain. Just sitting
around the Manila Hotel, it was hard not to believe that your life
had worked out very well, landing you in a place of white marble
floors, dark wood, high ceilings, a place of tropical plants and
comfortable chairs, service with a smile, and the buoyant faith
that with money all things were possible.

“Of course I’m still in the business,”
Griffin replied. He shook hands with Lerner, a sharp-tongued hack
who ran half a dozen strings for magazines in Canada, New Zealand,
and his native Australia.

“I heard you were running out of gas,” Lerner
said.

“That’s what I heard too,” Hugh Elliot said.
“Had any fun here yet?”

“I got chased by a beggar when I went jogging
this morning,” Griffin volunteered. “He stayed with me all the way
back to the hotel.”

“You should see what chased me last night,”
Lerner said. “Caught up with me, too.”

“Was she good?” Hugh Elliot asked. He was an
L.A.-based freelancer who wrote mostly for men’s magazines.

“Not she, Elliot.”

“He?”

“They. . . . Two. Count ‘em. Two. Mama-san
told me, ‘Take two, they’re small.’ “

“Oh, my God!” groaned Elliot.

Clifford Lerner liked being known as a
lecher. Even now his attention strayed across the room to where a
prim and handsome Filipina wheeled a cart to a table of Japanese
businessmen, one of whom had evidently requested a cigar. The woman
offered the man a choice of smokes, letting him select the
appropriate thickness, length, and color. Already the sexual
entendre was clear. “Heart be still,” Lerner sighed.

The Filipina lifted the cigar, examined it,
scanned it from end to end, the consistency and heft, with
particular attention to the veins in the wrapper leaf. She spun the
cigar, she stroked it, she snipped it, all her expert procedures
accomplished with a clinical detachment that made the performance
doubly exciting. Finally, she doused the cigar in brandy, toasted
and lit it, and bowed as she presented the corona to a giddy,
beet-red Japanese.

“You think they’re here for the fortieth
anniversary of World War Two?” Elliot asked.

“They won’t be laying wreaths tonight,”
Lerner said. “You know how the Japanese set it up, Hugh? This is
beautiful. You’re in Tokyo. You have a lifetime contract with
Mitsubishi and a wife at home and kids studying for exams and you
want to get away. So you sign up for a certain kind of tour, and
you get this mail, this catalog, this damn near yearbook and it’s
all women, wall to wall. And you just pick the one you want. Let
your fingers do the walking! You fly into Manila, there she is,
waiting for you in your hotel room.”

“So is this what it’s come to, Clifford?”
Griffin asked. “Drooling over Japanese sex tours? Is that your lead
for a piece on World War Two’s fortieth birthday party?”

“Come on, Griffin,” Lerner protested. “You
ought to know by now. There’s the stories you write. And . . .”

A glance at the
Filipina cigar girl, wheeling past on new missions of mercy in the
cocktail lounge. “And there’s the stories you live.”

Griffin, Lerner, and
Elliot were some of more than a hundred “travel industry media
professionals” whom the government of President Ferdinand Marcos
had induced to visit Manila, so they could better describe the
destination appeal of this stable, friendly, peace-loving, and
pro-American nation. Timed to coincide with the fortieth
anniversary of the outbreak of the Pacific War, the week-long
public relations orgy included seminars, receptions, and tours.
There were tours of Spanish Manila, its fortresses and cathedrals
and centuries-old universities; tours of American Manila, its elite
housing, monuments, and shopping centers, although it was granted
that America’s finest legacy was the gift—intangible though it
might be—of democracy. There were tours of Marcos-era Manila, not
omitting the leader’s dynamic achievements in imposing “revolution
from above”: land reform, public housing, health and welfare. There
were scenic excursions also: waterfalls, volcanoes, rice terraces,
hot springs, battlefields, aboriginal tribes, golf courses,
beaches. These were stories to write. But what George Griffin had
come to Manila to find was what had evaded him so far: what
Clifford Lerner called the story you lived.

From the start, Griffin
had no illusions about his newspaper columns, the Faraway Places /
Backyard Adventures tandem with which he serviced about eighty
newspapers. No illusions, either, about the airline magazines, the
annual reports, the travel guides that rounded out his income. But
he had always believed that, somewhere along the way, the world
would open for him. Tossing off his columns with cynical dispatch,
he would nonetheless accumulate a store of experience that would
lead to something finer. A book. The book. Through all his travels,
he kept accumulating notes. He’d once heard that a writer was a man
on whom nothing was lost. He worked hard to be such a man. Nothing,
or very little, was lost on him. But—and this was the caveat that
time imposed—if nothing was lost, everything was wasted. Though
undiminished in volume, Griffin’s note taking had become mordant
and despairing, less an investment in future success than a
narrative of continuing frustration. Still, Griffin kept
scribbling, compiling the tale of his paper chase around a world he
had circled so many times he could feel the very mountains eroding
beneath him, old trails indistinguishable from new, endings and
beginnings all tangled together.

“Jet lag?” Clifford
Lerner was peering down at him. Griffin had drifted off. Now he saw
that most of the people in the lounge were headed down a corridor
to a gala dinner given by their Filipino hosts.

“Just thinking.”

“You want to talk about it?” No doubt Lerner
was willing to listen. Maybe he saw something in Griffin that
recalled his own hopeful, younger self. Certainly the reverse was
true. Griffin saw his future in Lerner: alcoholic, amoral,
anecdotal proprietor of a thousand pungent stories he would never
write. An old hand. A character. Lerner scared him.

“No thanks, Clifford.”

“Well, come on then. Dinner’s on. They fly
you halfway around the world, put you up in a five-star hotel, the
least you can do is eat with them.”

In the Champagne Room were candlelight and
violins and chafing dishes and crystal and a seating order from
which there was no hope of escape. The table was for six and
Griffin stood by his chair, waiting for his partners to arrive. The
first were Mr. and Mrs. Ernesto Torres, operators of a resort in
Batangas Province, where Griffin was quickly invited to laze,
bathe, golf, and ride horseback. “We have some wonderful horseback
riding,” Torres offered with a wink, “four-legged and two.” Mrs.
Torres informed Griffin they had five children, three “already in
California.”

“George Griffin.”

Someone had picked up the name tag he had
left sitting on his plate. Griffin looked up and saw an American
woman, a black. That was unusual. So were her freckles. And her
green eyes.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Susan Hayes.” She
introduced herself to the Torreses and sat down across from
Griffin.

“Two more to go,” Griffin said, nodding
toward the remaining empty seats. “No place markers. What does that
mean?”

“It depends,” she said. “Either a very
important couple or very unimportant.”

The issue was settled quickly. A head waiter
approached from across the room, leading a white-haired gentleman,
an aristocratic pipe smoker, who tapped shoulders and shook hands
as he passed, like a host acknowledging a room of satisfied
guests.

He was the sort of man who had to be somebody
because the woman on his arm would certainly never be seen with
anyone who didn’t matter.

“Important?” Griffin asked.

“Very important,” Susan Hayes replied. “Jun
and Birdy Villanueva. Jun Villanueva is a lawyer who is one of the
most respected leaders of the anti-Marcos opposition, the legal
opposition . . .”

“Legal?”

“Yes. The people who ran things before Marcos
took power. Reputable people, businessmen, intellectuals,
professionals, old families—that’s the legal opposition.”

“They don’t carry guns?”

“No. That’s the other opposition.”

“Nice people around!” cried Torres, the
resort owner, chuckling at a joke that Griffin didn’t get.

“Nice people around,” Susan Hayes explained.
“NPA. New People’s Army. Communists.”

“Are there many of them?”

“For years, the estimate was that they
numbered about six thousand and were a source of concern, but no
immediate threat. Lately, they say ten thousand. Still a source of
concern but no immediate threat.”

“Is that Villanueva’s daughter?”

“His wife,” said Susan Hayes, wincing a
little at his directness. “They’re respectable, important people.
They always have been.”

“But what are they doing here? They’re
oppositionists. And this is a Marcos party.”

“They’re all Filipinos,” Hayes answered.
Before Griffin could ask more, she rose from her chair—maybe five
seconds before it was strictly necessary to do so. “Hello, Jun.
Hello, Birdy.”

Jun Villanueva was the image of an elder
statesman, cordial, likable, and slightly vacant. He thought he
recognized Griffin’s name, he said, in fact he was almost sure, and
he thought that a man must be very fortunate, or very talented, to
travel so widely and be paid for it. So much for Jun Villanueva,
Griffin thought: he’s on automatic pilot. But Birdy Villanueva was
something else again.

“Such a carnival!” she said, glancing around
the room. The first lady of the opposition—only a bullet or (this
being the legal opposition) a heartbeat away from power—was all in
white: a knee-length white skirt, a kind of less-is-more singlet
topped by a showy jacket that was gossamer and flouncy. “Will you
tell your readers, Mr. Griffin, that they should come and have fun
in the lap of this dictatorship?”

“Not if you think they should stay home . .
.”

“No, no,” Birdy said. “If they have a taste
for scandal, tell them to come, by all means. Tell them to come to
Imelda’s film festival. The more the merrier. Let them . . . let us
all eat cake together . . .”

“My wife speaks out,” Jun Villanueva
intervened, “but is never outspoken.”

“I can see that,” Griffin said. But Birdy’s
attention had wandered. She searched the room, taking names for the
revolution or maybe checking to see who else had gone shopping
overseas lately. Griffin turned to Susan Hayes.

“Where are you from?”

“Florida.”

“Oh.”

“Disney World!” Torres interjected. “I have
to see that place. Have you visited there, Mr. Griffin?”

“Yes. In the line of duty.”

“I hear you can spend many days there and not
see all of it.”

“I guess so,” Griffin agreed. “Then again, I
saw plenty in thirty-six hours.”

Torres was all ears, waiting for more, but
Griffin decided to keep his memories of that drunken weekend in
Orlando to himself: his rudeness throughout the press tour, his
wisecrack during the visit to the audio animatronic display of
walking, talking U.S. presidents (“We’re one up on Lenin’s tomb!”),
his snide theorizing that Howard Hughes, J. Edgar Hoover, and Walt
Disney all favored Mormon employees, which somehow led to the old
joke about the three most overrated things in life being home
cooking, home screwing, and the FBI. Clifford Lerner was right, and
the word was out: Griffin was running out of gas.

“Where do you work?” he asked Susan
Hayes.

“At the U.S. embassy.”

“Doing what?”

“She processes applications for people who
want to go to Disneyland.” Birdy Villanueva had struck again and
everybody was amused. “But we have our Disneyland here,
already!”

“But Birdy . . .” Resort owner Torres did not
approve. “You give our guest the wrong idea.”

“Hardly!” Birdy brushed him aside. “We have
Fantasyland. Frontierland. Pirates. Jungle Adventure. We have it
all. A cartoon king and a cartoon queen and a whole cast of dwarves
and elves and clowns.”

“Mr. Griffin is here to promote travel,” Jun
Villanueva reminded his wife. “Now if he listens to you, dear,
everyone will stay at home. Where would that leave us?”

“It would leave us in a position to settle
our own problems in our own way. At least we would have to stop
blaming outsiders for what was wrong and that would be a relief?”
She turned to Griffin and it felt flattering, to have her focusing
on him. He doubted her attention rested anywhere for very long.
“How subversive I must sound! Mr. Griffin, the twin pillars of our
national faith are the desirability of Americans being here and of
Filipinos being there . . . in America. If everyone stayed home, we
might be a nation. Now we are . . . a place.”

“Darling, I have an idea,” Jun Villanueva
ventured. It was his role to calm Birdy down. “Perhaps Mr. Griffin
can join us Thursday evening.”

“It’s just a discussion group,” Birdy said.
“A séance in memory of free speech. If you wish . . .”

“May I bring a guest?”

“Certainly.”

“Be my guest, Miss Hayes?”

“How can she say no?” Birdy said. Then she
glanced across the room. “Attention, everyone! Now begins the
fashion show.”

There was a surge of applause and music and a
blitz of flashbulbs as the First Lady of the Philippines, Imelda
Marcos, made her entrance. Griffin had to admit that the effect was
stunning: a white dress, floor length, with only black hair and
diamonds for contrast. Queen of the Catholic Prom, appointed for
life. Time had puffed and coarsened her, turning the one-time
beauty queen into something of a matron. Still, the sense of past
beauty, melding with current power, made her unforgettable.

She presided at the head table and, while
some Ministry of Tourism official went into a lengthy and
obsequious introduction—as if the audience needed to be clued in to
her identity —the First Lady surveyed the room. Wherever her gaze
alit, there were smiles and waves, followers marked present. It was
like some tropical Camelot, Griffin thought, with knights,
retainers, ladies in waiting, a close attention to dress, fashion,
seating order, nuances of personal appearance, whispers,
expressions. Camelot. And Camelot lasted until the First Lady arose
to make her speech.

“The Philippines,” Imelda Marcos began, “is
east and west, right and left, rich and poor. We are neither here
nor there.”

Sometimes, at a movie, even before the
credits finish, you know it’s all a mistake; it’s not going to
work. Griffin had that sinking feeling now. Turning, he saw
Clifford Lerner roll his eyes, place a finger at his temple, and
discharge an invisible revolver. It wasn’t a speech so much as an
hour-long impromptu monologue. There was the First Lady’s
philosophy of tourism, her strategy for grass-roots economic
development, her defense of high and mass culture, her plans for
bringing the world to the Philippines, the Philippines to the
world. There was an enthusiastic account of plans for the upcoming
Manila International Film Festival, a world-class conference that
would enrich and ennoble the humblest citizen of this struggling
yet dynamic archipelago. There were those who criticized the cost
of projects like the film festival—the parties and receptions,
travel and hotel rooms, and most of all, the massive
Parthenon-scale Film Center, which heroic construction crews were
struggling round the clock to complete. What justification, they
asked, for such an edifice in such an impoverished land? But there
was always need—in fact, there was special need—for beauty amidst
poverty. Reason not the need! Was there not poverty in Athens when
the first Parthenon was built? Was India a land of plenty when Shah
Jahan dreamed of the Taj Mahal? No, a thousand times! Reason not
the need! Man did not live by bread alone! Or rice!

But what about some coffee? Griffin wondered.
The First Lady was only warming up and Griffin badly needed coffee.
He’d tried staring at waiters. He’d waved his hands in the air, as
if guiding a crippled fighter onto a pitching aircraft carrier
flight deck. In vain. Shit! He recognized some of his Disney World
anger coming out again, recklessness and despair. Two kinds of
contempt, for himself and for his world, leapfrogging toward
disaster. He pushed his chair out, ready to arise and lurch across
the ballroom, empty coffee cup in hand. Maybe he’d hold the cup in
one hand and a pencil in another, imitating a beggar. . . . Then he
felt someone’s hand on his arm. It was Susan Hayes, motioning for
him to lean toward her.

“Don’t,” she whispered.

He waited for more and, while he waited, he
enjoyed the appearance of intimacy, being so close to an attractive
woman in a dark room.

“Don’t?” he asked.

“Don’t,” she repeated and to Griffin it
meant, don’t do what you’ve done before in other places, don’t do
what you would do here, now, without me.

“Okay,” he said, regretting the withdrawal of
her hand and tamely sitting up to catch every word of Imelda
Marcos’s speech. When historians looked back on these days, the
First Lady reflected, they would not confine themselves to food
production. They would not be wholly preoccupied with sacks of rice
and tons of fish, with pigs or poultry, though in all these
categories there were statistics to demonstrate that the New
Society had scored impressive and underpublicized gains. But no!
There was food for the belly. But there was also food for the eyes,
the heart, and the immortal spirit!

Suddenly, abruptly, she sat down. Everyone
else stood up, a standing ovation that continued while the First
Lady and her entourage made an exit. Griffin stood too, stretching,
yawning.

“Well, Mr. Griffin,” Torres, the resort
owner, asked as soon as they were back in their seats, “Did you
enjoy the First Lady’s speech?”

“Only one complaint,” he answered cheerfully.
“It was too short.”

Birdy Villanueva laughed a laugh that was
public and derisive. “Did you like that account of the Parthenon?
Our Parthenon?”

“Unforgettable.”

“Our Parthenon collapsed a few weeks ago.
Several floors of fresh cement crashed down. The government says
only six workers died. Others counted dozens of bodies.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Even now there are cracks in the foundation.
Structural problems. Some questions as to whether the landfill
below has completely settled. What nonsense! That absurd
woman!”

“Athens wasn’t built in a day,” Jun
Villanueva offered brightly.

“Or for a film festival!” Birdy retorted. “In
time for the visit of George Hamilton and Virna Lisi, Franco Nero,
Barbara Carrera.”

“This is not fair, Birdy,” Torres protested.
“You think we should live our lives under corrugated metal roofs?
Should we project our movies on bed sheets? You would laugh at us
then. And yet, when we aspire to match the best in the world, you
laugh again. That is not fair. We are a hospitable people. We go
out of our way for strangers. The whole world knows this. And when
some of our people give their lives—six or sixty, I don’t know—so
we can give foreigners a party, you laugh at us. That is very
unfair.”

Torres’s wife patted his hand to calm him.
The room darkened and a slide show depicting the natural wonders of
the Philippines, not stinting certain recent improvements
instigated by the leader, his wife, and offspring, began. People
started leaving right away, the Villanuevas among the first to go.
But while other people ducked out under cover of darkness, Birdy
Villanueva walked right through the stream of light from the
projector, her queenly silhouette shadowing a picture of Mrs.
Marcos tiptoeing through fields of miracle rice. Perfect timing or
coincidence?

“Hey, George,” Clifford Lerner came by to
whisper. “Night out on the town. Meet you outside . . .”

“Can I offer you a drink?” Griffin asked
Susan Hayes.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I’ll see you
Thursday night, though.”

“I’m sorry if I cornered you. If you can’t
come, which is my quaint way of saying if you don’t want to come,
you can always phone in sick.”

“No, no, it’s fine.”

“Any advice for me . . . about tonight?”

“None you’d keep. Off
you go, Mr. Backyard Faraway.”







CHAPTER
3

Five travel writers,
some with a history of junkets dating back to Ciudad Trujillo, set
out together that December night. They were rich foreigners
partying in a city that was poor, so Manila came at them, offering
itself in any way it could, tempting, smiling, testing to see how,
and how much, the distance between rich and poor could be eroded in
a single foolish evening. When Griffin thought about it later, it
reminded him of one of those war movies that begins with a half
dozen character actors patrolling treacherous country, forcing
strongpoints, fording rivers, fighting skirmish after skirmish, and
dying along the way.

They began by reconnoitering del Pilar
Street, a carnal, carnival avenue lined by bars, massage parlors,
boardinghouses, souvenir shops, V.D. clinics. Surprise was not on
their side: their approach was hailed by doormen, shoeshine boys,
money changers. They started at the Firehouse, loudest and largest
of the go-go emporia. The Firehouse was a theme bar. There were
pictures of fire trucks and hose companies on the flame-colored
walls; there were sirens, alarms, axes, helmets on display. Onstage
there were firehouse poles, and fire truck lights were overhead.
And everywhere, onstage, along the bar, at tables, on the dance
floor, were the women who did what was needed to extinguish fires,
wherever they combusted. It was hard to tell, with smoke and
flashing lights and constant shifting, but George Griffin guessed
there were fifty women around the Firehouse. At any time, half a
dozen of them were onstage, dancing, curling themselves around
firehouse poles, sliding up and down, writhing on the floor,
high-kicking toward the audience. Yet it was oddly sexless, like a
dressing room for teenage girls who had just opened a care package
from Frederick’s of Hollywood and decided to throw a naughty,
spur-of-the-moment pajama party, posing, modeling, staring at
themselves in mirrors, constantly pulling at one end of a garment,
tugging at another, inspecting each other and themselves, then
yielding to a new group and circulating among the customers, to see
if anybody took them seriously. For the most part the dancers were
small and girlish; Griffin understood Clifford Lerner’s “Take two,
they’re small.” They were very young; not quite so young that a
customer would feel perverse, but still young. “Old enough to
bleed, old enough to butcher,” Lerner said.

On Mabini Street, the travel writers were
ushered through a ground-floor bar, upstairs, into the “VIP
Mezzanine,” a dark, moldy loft where they were urged to recline on
low-lying sofas, and the girls who descended upon them, disposing
of blouses as champagne arrived, made clear that fellatio was the
specialty of the house. That was where they lost Hugh Elliot. He
lay prostrate on a couch, pants down around his ankles, hairy belly
gasping, arms flung wide in agony or ecstasy, it was hard to say,
but what George Griffin remembered was the three girls who knelt
around him, one on each side, one between his legs, a triple
fellatio, each taking turns, the movement of their heads, rising,
falling, like a trio of oil derricks pumping liquid treasure from
deep out of the earth. “And then,” George Griffin said, “there were
four.”

Dapper, literary Willis Ownby was the next to
go, damned as soon as they stopped in a little club near the
cemetery, a gay bar where some of the boys—for they were always
boys and girls, never men and women, and though this should have
made things morally worse, the effect was somehow otherwise, for it
gave to everything the quality of play, of youthful frolic, whether
it was the naughty posing of girls at the Firehouse or the innocent
nudity of boys here, the boys who had taken plastic fibers, mostly
blue fibers out of some cheap plastic wash line, fibers they had
inserted crosswise through their foreskins, the result being a kind
of permanent French tickler, and this was a piece of handicraft
that Willis Ownby could not forego. Now they were three.

The next place, back on the del Pilar strip,
had a large red apple emblazoned in neon over the door, a ripe and
shiny MacIntosh. This was the Lost Eden, a fancier and more formal
place, where a floor show featured classical skits in which statues
came to life and danced before dreaming artists who committed
suicide on waking, and shipwrecked maidens hallucinated about
elephantine lovers, and the final skit featured audience
participation. The skit was simple. An old-fashioned circular
bathtub was placed onstage and then the most beautiful woman any of
them had seen in Manila, clad in panties and T-shirt, stepped
onstage, into the tub. The master of ceremonies invited a few
members of the audience to come up onstage, to pour water on the
kneeling and obeisant beauty, and then to soap and wash her. The
first few customers willingly obliged, paying particular attention
to the beauty’s breasts and buttocks.

That was when Griffin saw trouble coming. You
couldn’t blame Lerner. Most of the women Griffin had seen were
cheerfully delinquent teenagers, grabbers and gigglers, but the
woman in the bathtub was different: olive-skinned, straight
Castilian nose, dark winning eyes. She was taller than average,
formed and tapered and, what was best of all, she made no contact
with the people who watched her, the Japanese tour group, the gamy
Americans, the affluent Filipinos who for once shed their macho
nonchalance and assumed an attitude of protectiveness toward the
woman in the tub. To all this, she seemed impervious. This was not
a performance, Griffin thought, it was an epiphany, which someone
was now preparing to defile. Clifford Lerner rolled up his sleeves,
as though he were going into surgery, but the emcee ignored him.
Lerner was more and more inflamed by the beauty in the tub. Who
wouldn’t be? She was cleanliness and debauchery, sex and hygiene,
and when it seemed the show was ending, lights coming up, the girl
arising, Lerner lurched to his feet, upended a table of San
Miguels, dove forward, tripping over the edge of the stage,
smashing his forehead against the side of the tub, where he was
tackled by the master of ceremonies, who helped him up, held him
tightly, never failed to call him sir, and forced him out the door.
Griffin settled a ridiculously inflated bill and found Lerner and a
rookie named Gibbins waiting outside.

“You’re bleeding, Clifford,” Griffin said,
pointing to a nasty gash on Lerner’s forehead. “You may need
stitches.”

“Just a flesh wound,” Lerner countered,
wiping at the wound and coming away with a blood-smeared hand.
“Where to next?”

“You’d better have that looked at,
really.”

“Oh, Christ, Griffin, you’re no fun at all
anymore. What’s the matter with you?”

“It’s not me, Lerner. You’re the one who’s
bleeding.”

“So superior,” Lerner said. “Only you’re not
superior, George. Just younger. Think about it.”

Diving through a convoy of jeepneys, Lerner
staggered down the other side of the street, weaving through
beggars and peddlers, skipping over satay grills, finally stopping
outside a place called the G-Spot, where a half dozen girls ushered
the wounded writer inside. He waved good-bye: no hard feelings.

Thomas Gibbins, the other survivor, had
behaved impeccably, a model of the thoughtful traveler. He asked
questions about the Marcos regime, about the U.S. Military Bases
Agreement, the distribution of wealth and poverty in Manila. At the
start, when a girl at the Firehouse dumped herself in his lap and
started trifling with his zipper, he wondered aloud about the most
recent charges leveled against Marcos by Amnesty International.

“What are you going to say about Manila?” he
asked now. They had stopped for Irish coffees at the Club
Tennessee, a monstrous nightclub with colonnades, pillars, nymphs,
fountains, and a sign that advertised an “Ivy League College Girl
Fashion Show.”

“I don’t know,” Griffin said. “Manila as
bargain capital?”

“You’d recommend the place? After a night
like this? The whole town’s a brothel. I don’t believe it. And I
don’t believe in it. I’ve never paid for it.”

“Good for you.”

“I’ll be glad to go. I’m on a swing through
New Zealand. Two weeks on the South Island. I’m hiking the Milford
Track. Where are you headed?”

“I don’t know. I thought I might stay
around.”

“Why would you want to do that?” Gibbins
asked. “This whole place is rotten. Jesus, I’ve never seen anything
like it, the way they come at you here. It’s Catholic, it’s macho,
it’s dictatorial, it’s small, it’s hot, it’s poor, it’s . . .
evil.”

“So much for the good news.”

“Always a joke, huh, Griffin? Well, the bad
news is that it’s American.”

“Used to be.”

“Come off it, George. So what if they print
their own postage stamps? We run this place like the Russians run
Poland. We prop up the boss man. Arm the army. Siphon off the
opposition. And hold onto our beloved military bases for dear
life.”

“You may be right.”

“Why hang around then?”

“For all the reasons you mentioned.”

“I don’t get you.” Curiosity mingled with
loathing in the way Gibbins looked at him, and it startled Griffin
to realize that was probably the way he himself looked at Clifford
Lerner: watch out, that’s what I’ll become.

“Get me out of here,” Gibbins said. He got
out of his chair unsteadily. In spite—no, because of his intention
to remain faithful to his bride—he’d been drinking while the others
were playing. Now he was drunk. Griffin threw some money on the
table, took him by the elbow, and guided him across the dance floor
toward the door. He was feeling protective about young Gibbins. It
was nice to meet a journalist who cared about his work. Suddenly
Gibbins jerked away from him.

“What in the world is that?” he asked. He was
looking through a window that ran full length down one side of the
room, a one-way window that enabled Gibbins to gaze in at dozens of
women available for his selection. They were a merry company,
unself-conscious, trying on makeup, reading movie magazines,
dancing to cassettes.

“You coming, Tom?” asked Griffin.

“Boy, oh, boy.” He leaned forward, his
forehead against the glass, despondent, defeated. Sad. But when
Griffin reached out to take his elbow again, he refused to budge.
He was like a leashed dog, transfixed by some ecstatic scent.

“I’ve only been married a year,” he said,
already confessing. “See that one by the TV? That’s the one. The
hair!”

There were several girls watching an old
“Let’s Make a Deal.” The girl with the hair was hard to miss,
though, a cascade of straight black hair, a raven waterfall that
plunged down to her buttocks. Dressed in an innocent white shift,
she was like a teenager up past her bedtime, ready to dive under
sheets as soon as she heard her parents’ car come up the driveway.
She was striking, almost as memorable as the girl in the tub, and
Griffin reckoned there was hope for everyone in the discovery
—Manila discovery—that sin did not necessarily defile, or virtue
beautify. Gibbins signaled to a female attendant to bring out the
long-haired girl. “Got to be,” he said.

The door opened and in
a moment the girl emerged, walking directly to where Gibbins stood
waiting for her. She leaned against him and slipped her hand around
his arm: they made an intimate and ideal couple already. Gibbins
was bewitched; he ran a hand over her hair, beginning at the top of
her head, down the back of her neck, over her shoulders and back,
over her buttocks, down as far as his hand could reach, and the
hair streamed on. The girl smiled, looked at Gibbins, and said,
“Hello, Joe,” and Griffin knew that World War II had not been
fought in vain.







CHAPTER
4

Griffin wrapped a
towel around his middle and pushed aside the sliding door to the
terrace. The chair he sat in was still wet with dew, the concrete
floor damp and cool beneath his feet. It felt good to preside over
the city, half naked, from ten floors up, sober and alone.

Manila Bay was dotted
by dozens of ships. Far beyond was the Bataan peninsula, a hefty
shoulder of mountains pushing into the sea. Corregidor would be out
there somewhere too, he guessed. Right below was the Cultural
Plaza, the Marcos showcase. To one side was the Coconut Palace, a
guesthouse for foreign dignitaries, built out of all-native
materials; the Pope had declined to stay there. To the other side
was Mrs. Marcos’s Parthenon, the Film Center. Behind it was an
artificial lagoon, complete with transplanted palms and trucked-in
sand, a place for starlets and producers to cavort during the
coming film festival. Easy for a certain kind of writer, Paul
Theroux or one of those snotty Naipauls, to be strenuously droll
about all this: another comical little hot-weather country,
gobbling aid and gulling the masses while the postcolonial elite
went California dreamin’. Manila was a feast for ironists. But that
wasn’t Griffin’s trade.

FARAWAY PLACES

by George Griffin

It is a dream, a very old dream at that, so old a
dream we hesitate to confess it. In short, a cliché: the vision of
an island, a palm-fringed island set in a vast blue sea. We’ve seen
it in shipwreck cartoons, in soft-drink ads, in television shows
and . . .

And in my last column
from Fiji, Griffin thought, yanking the paper out of his
typewriter, crumpling it in a ball that, nonetheless, expanded in
midflight and landed well short of the wicker wastepaper basket
across the room. A miss at the beginning, a miss at the end. Very
well then. Try again, old whore, for the perfect position. Tickle
those keys . . .

FARAWAY PLACES

by George Griffin

It is time—high time—the budget-wary traveler with a
taste for something different takes a look at the Philippines, a
friendly, stable, eager-to-please country that combines the exotic
appeal of the Far East with the beachcombing Bali Hai charm of the
blue Pacific. What’s more, English is spoken, dollars are welcome,
and Americans are greeted as friends . . .

. . . in this rickety,
senile dictatorship, which deserves a Garcia Marquez to chronicle
its vain excesses, its terminal spasms, its rococo conspiracies,
but what it gets is George Griffin, who is having a harder and
harder time separating the words he hides from the ones he sells,
but if you are going to break down it might as well be here, far
from home, in a city of dreams—bad, good, and wet. But come now,
once more upon the mattress, the old proficiency. The eyes of the
Sun Belt are upon you . . .

FARAWAY PLACES

by George Griffin

We think of ourselves as a nation of winners and yet
we cherish the memory of our defeats. That is why we revere our
Valley Forge and make the Alamo a shrine. That is why we remember
the Maine, remember Pearl Harbor. And that is why, forty years
later, a handful of Americans, middle-aged and older, are making a
pilgrimage halfway around the world to that certain island I can
barely glimpse outside my hotel window, out beyond the shimmering
blue horizon of Manila Bay . . .

Now you’ve got it,
Griffin thought, now you’ve hit the G-spot, better than anyone
who’s faster, and faster than anyone who’s better. Look, ma, no
hands!

It’s a tiny island, rocky, nondescript, with no
hotels, no shops, no beaches to speak of, No Bali Hai, no Waikiki.
It was never fashionable, it is not in season. Honor and memory,
not pleasure, bring us here. In the company of men who gave much
more, we give a little of our time to the island called Corregidor
. . .

Got it! With the lead paragraph in place, the
rest was easy. His audience, his loyal readers would be
well-served. He often pictured them. He pictured them reading his
columns during Sunday football games, or around a breakfast table
piled high with store-bought donuts. Sometimes, traveling, he
glimpsed them holding his guidebooks, checking his clippings. On
the flight to Hawaii for instance: three and a half hundred of his
faithful, blinding him with their flashbulbs and white shoes,
crossing the Pacific watching Saturday Night Fever, spilling
rainbow-colored drinks that looked as if they were mixed off a
barber’s shelf, staggering over crushed macadamia nuts toward
lavatories where the return-to-seat sign never dimmed. Pausing a
day while waiting for the flight to Manila, Griffin had infiltrated
groups of readers in Waikiki: sunburns and souvenir pineapples,
monkey pods and muu-muus. They were his people, he their envoy.
They were faithful savers in small accounts, fervent dreamers of
cautious dreams, admirers of tropical flowers and goldfish ponds,
tasters of tropical fruit and juice. On the beach, they waded in
shallow, warm waters, tickled to death, and they limped arm in arm
along the sea, while pagan surfers cavorted where the high waves
broke. Many were old, many had waited too long. There were lots of
widows, doing what he would have wanted me to do. At
hotel-sponsored luaus they sat at long tables, accepting a sliver
of mahi-mahi, a dab of poi, a paper cup of roast pork, all of it
topped off with a hula lesson for the young at heart. And Griffin
never knew whether to laugh or cry. He’d never decided. But he knew
that his crumby columns dealt in dreams. Not his dreams, though.
Then the phone rang.

“So how’s the budding author?” someone
shouted. “I saw your name in the paper, in the list of travel
writers in town for . . . for whatever they flew you in for.”

“Who is this?”

“I say, I got that famous writer his first
job, back on the Newark News. It’s Eddie Richter.”

“Eddie?”

“How long’s it been? . . . Your mother’s
funeral, I guess. How long ago was that?”

“Fifteen years.”

“That long? Damn, sometimes I look at myself
and I say, what the hell are you still doing here, anyway?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’ll come by and tell you. Hour from now,
down in the lobby. And Georgie, I may have something for you.
Something special.”

“What’s that, Eddie?”

“Same thing I got for you a million years
ago, back in the Garden State. A job!”

Griffin sat at his
typewriter, staring at the phone. Eddie Richter, calling him as
though childhood were yesterday, Manila an easy drive down the
Garden State Parkway, in the general direction of Atlantic City.
Richter was a flack. Not a PR man, not a public relations counsel,
not even a press agent. He called himself a flack. An acquaintance
of Griffin’s father, he had been an endless source of tickets for
baseball games, circuses, ice capades. “How’s the budding author?”
he would ask whenever they met. Griffin hadn’t thought of Eddie
Richter for years. But mulling it over now, he felt guilty about
having left the man behind. For there had been a time when Eddie
was crucial, the time when George was chafing to set out in a
writing career, and Eddie had made a phone call to a newspaper in
Newark and arranged for a summer job as a reporter, and that was
the beginning of everything. Eddie reminded him of the times of
early promise, summer jobs, first bylines, when being a sharp
student led to being a reporter, which led to being a writer. Just
like that.

“George. Over
here!”

Eddie Richter looked as if he’d just flown in
from Miami: cherry slacks, white shoes and belt, pink T-shirt, and
topping it all, a mesh-and-plastic golf hat that advertised
something called PALM TREE PRODUCTIONS. Walking to him across the
lobby, George saw familiar things: hairy arms, shrewd eyes, smell
of cigars. That sense of being in on things, the inside track, the
ground floor, the straight poop.

“Boy, did you get old!” Eddie Richter
exclaimed. “How old did you get?”

“I’m thirty-six now.”

“Me, I’m closing in on seventy. Or seventy’s
closing in on me.” And then as Griffin stuck out his hand, Eddie
pulled him into a hug. “You carry me back, Georgie. You really do.
So how’s the budding author?”

“You know, if you read the papers. Where have
you been these past years?”

“I did what everybody else who makes
sixty-two and six does, Georgie. I closed up shop and I moved to
Florida. To South Miami Beach, if you can believe that. Where the
garment makers and candy store owners and kosher butchers go to
die. The longest six months of my life. Sitting around watching the
fountain outside a hotel isn’t for me, kid, and eating supper at
four o’clock so you can get the early bird special, complete dinner
half price, choice of rice pudding or Jell-o for dessert . . . No,
lucky I found out about this movie deal.”

“Movie deal?”

“Come on, kid,” Eddie
said, urging him toward where a car and driver waited. “We’ll take
a spin. We’ll talk. We got a lot of catching up to do. Catching up
and moving on.” As he walked across the driveway, he reached up and
tweaked George’s ear. That was another trademark. He was one of the
generation that nudged shoulders, patted heads, chucked chins, was
always throwing imaginary haymakers and uppercuts. Remnants of a
time when all things were possible.

“Manila is my kind
of town,” Eddie announced as soon as they were under way. “I been
to these other places you write about. Not for me. Hong Kong is
banks and insurance companies, way over my head. Microchips. And
Singapore is just a high-rise shopping mall dressed up as a
country. No place for me. But here . . .”

He gestured out the car window. They were in
the Ermita district, along del Pilar, scene of last night’s
debauch, and it was quieter by daylight but just as crowded: money
changers, labor recruiters for the Arab world, armed guards,
tourists. The bar girls sat out on the sidewalk in hair curlers and
bathrobes. Manila by day: dripping air conditioners and movie
magazines and rock and roll. If America conquered the world it
would look like this.

“Being here,” Eddie said, “I feel like I’m a
character in an old movie.”

“What kind?”

“Sometimes I think it’s a western, with
shoot-outs and robberies and outlaws. Other times, you read about
what goes on in the provinces, it’s like one of those
moat-and-castle jobbies, with princes and robber barons and
dungeons. Or a western, with posses and guns for hire, hanging
judges, that stuff. But mostly it’s like one of those old private
eye things that had hookers and detectives and goons and bodyguards
and bar girls and shoeshine boys and weird rich people and crooked
cops and a plot that nobody could follow.”

“And you like it?”

“Like it? Hey, George, I’m as happy as . . .
I don’t know . . . a horse in clover? A pig in shit? An outhouse
rat? Anyway, I’m glad to be back.”

“When were you here before?”

“Forty years ago,” Eddie answered. “A bunch
of us—”

“Come off it! You? You waded ashore with
Douglas MacArthur?”

“Not me. I was onshore waiting for him.”

“Christ!” It was amazing. Eddie Richter just
didn’t figure to have a war record. He was more the sort of man you
sent out to entertain the troops. Even now, he looked as though he
ought to be filling out a card table with Mickey Rooney, George
Burns, and Red Buttons at some golden-age resort. “So you were a
guerrilla?”

“I still am, kiddo. Which brings me to this
job I got in mind for you. You’re not doing anything tomorrow are
you?”

“No.”

“Okay. Now tell me
this. Ever hear of MacArthur’s Ghost?”







CHAPTER
5

The veterans wore
pastel jump suits, or shorts and polo shirts. Their wives wore
polyester slacks and drip-dry blouses. They fussed with cameras,
compared sunscreens, checked itineraries. They were Griffin’s
people all right, K-Mart shoppers. They traveled heavy and they
traveled scared and they traveled mostly to confirm that there was
no place like home. Still, they intimidated him, this December
morning. They had traveled someplace Griffin had never been: a war.
Any other place, he could feel superior to them. No ticket they
bought, he couldn’t get for free. But this was different. The war:
that stopped him.

A hovercraft cut across the bay, trailing
spray and waves, turned into the harbor, where it cut speed, losing
the pillow of air it raced on. It sagged into warm and oily water
and bumped against the pilings. Crew members jumped onto the dock,
warning passengers to watch their step as they came aboard. Was
there any irony in being so gently ushered toward a
battlefield?

The Marcos shoreline of hotels and theaters
disappeared. So did the polluted air, the eternal haze, the pall of
sun-warmed smoke and fumes that covered Manila. Suddenly, the world
came out in Technicolor, a true blue sky, water to match,
everything clean and clear and endless. Far ahead they saw the
green slopes of Mount Mariveles, the Bataan peninsula. Every minute
it became more massive and more brightly green. Pretty soon there
would be—would have to be—Corregidor.

“You want my egg?”

“Do I . . .” Griffin was facing one of the
veterans, wearing a name card that identified him as WALTER
FEDEROVICH of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Walter was a narrow, wiry
Slav, with thinning black hair combed straight back. His nose was
prominent, his skin cratered with blackheads he would take to his
grave. His arms were hairy and muscular and you could see the
sleeveless undershirt he wore beneath an aloha shirt. Next to him
his wife was massive and patient; her muu-muu fit her heavyweight
body like the tarps exterminators heave around houses before they
throw in the termite poison.

“You want my egg?” he asked again.

“Thanks,” Griffin said. Around him, the
veterans and their wives were belaboring the box lunches that came
with their tour. Poking straws into paper cartons of orange drink,
they looked like a class trip headed across New York harbor to the
Statue of Liberty. Griffin tried to peel the egg, pulling away a
tiny fragment of shell. Walter Federovich took the egg back, rapped
it against his knee, removed the remaining shell in one piece, and
returned the egg to Griffin. “There you go.”

“I guess you were here before,” Griffin
said.

“Yeah,” Federovich answered and left it at
that. Amazing, Griffin thought. A man like Walter Federovich liked
boasting he could make it from Harrisburg to Miami in twenty hours.
Maybe he wondered if California was all it was cracked up to be.
But here he was, halfway around the world, not once but twice,
scanning across the water, spotting a swelling just above the
horizon, something that might turn out to be clouds, or heat waves,
or nothing at all, except Federovich knew better. He winced and
turned away.

“Seen much of Manila?” Griffin asked. “This
time around?”

“Nope,” Federovich answered. “The hotel. Some
shops and things for her.”

He gestured toward his wife—Vera, by her name
tag—and Griffin could see that she was worried about her husband.
The color was draining from his face. He was nervously rubbing his
sweaty hands on his knees.

“It’s stuffy in here,” Griffin
sympathized.

“Yeah,” Federovich said, talking fast, as if
he were searching for an alibi. “I forgot that. I thought I
remembered . . . it all. Everything. But when I stepped off the
plane . . . that whoosh of hot air . . . that sun. Comes up hot,
goes down hot, we used to say. Nothing nice about the edges of the
day. No dawn, no twilight.”

He checked out the window and no doubt about
it, there was Corregidor, a brown, rocky coast, cliffs and slopes,
green knobby hills. Federovich stared, looked harder, looked away,
as if he had recognized someone he didn’t want to meet and was
hoping that they could pass each other by.

“You’ll be fine, Walter,” his wife assured
him. “It’s just an island now. Another place, is all.”

“Sure!” He glared at her, resenting her
having gone public with his distress. Then the anger passed and he
patted her on the knee, as if apologizing for all the things that
he could never tell her.

The hydrofoil reduced speed as it came in to
shore, dropping down into the water, so that what had been almost
an airplane was now something less than a boat. Inside, passengers
were stirring, anxious to leave. Some of them were already pointing
out landmarks. Cameras were clicking.

“This place,” Walter Federovich said. He
hadn’t budged. The first veterans were already onshore, clambering
onto tourist buses.

“Walter, we’ll miss the tour,” his wife
warned.

“What a tragedy that would be,” Federovich
snapped. His tongue was sharp. He just couldn’t move. That was
all.

“This place gives me the willies,” he said.
“Always will.”

“You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of,”
Griffin said.

“How the hell would you know?” Federovich
snapped back at him.

“Walter!”

“You get out, Mother. I’ll be along.”

Vera Federovich climbed up the steps, onto
the wooden dock. Griffin could see her pacing back and forth. He
glimpsed the hem of her muu-muu, swishing back and forth outside
the porthole.

“I’m sorry, Mr. . . .”

“Griffin. . . . That’s all right. I
understand.”

“The hell you do,” Federovich responded.
There it was again, something stirring. What was it? A wound? An
infection? A memory?

“I guess I’m ready to show my face,”
Federovich said, arising quickly, as though determined to get
through with whatever punishment Corregidor had saved for him.
“That’s what all this is—”

“What’s that?”

“Showing your face in a place you used to be.
Saying to the place, well, you’re still here, and so am I, so hello
again and good-bye . . .”

It was an extraordinary
moment, Griffin felt, like a glimpse through water, choppy,
sun-splashed water that suddenly calmed and opened to reveal what
was sunk and lost below. And before he could fully observe it, let
alone describe it, the moment was gone. Federovich was climbing
aboard a tour bus.







CHAPTER
6

There were big
doings on Corregidor this December morning. There were more boats
coming across Manila Bay, an invasion flotilla, and there were
helicopters, one of which had brought Eddie Richter to the island
ahead of Griffin. Now he sat waiting behind the wheel of a war
surplus jeep that was spattered red, white, and blue.

“So how was the boat ride? Okay?”

“Better than that.”

“Sorry I couldn’t get you on the helicopter.
You don’t work for us yet and there was something about insurance.
Hop in.”

“Is this thing safe?” Griffin asked, glancing
at the rotted out flooring, which let him look down at the
road.

“Safe? It’s indestructible. Tell you
something, George, once you’ve driven a jeep, everything else is
near beer.”

They raced down alleys that were cut through
second-growth forest, brushy saplings that took over when the
original jungle had been bombed and burned. There were shadowy side
trails leading to concrete bunkers, rusting warehouses, gun
emplacements. There were bombed-out barracks, shattered concrete
dangling from twisted metal rods, like broken fingers pointing
accusations at the sky. There was Malinta Tunnel, once MacArthur’s
headquarters, but Eddie had no time for history. He slammed to a
halt on the other side of the tunnel and rushed George through a
yard swarming with the people and equipment, the odd combination of
chaos and punctilio that marks a film crew. At the rear of the
yard, some people were sitting at a picnic table
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