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“This historical novel is based on the lives of two real girls caught between the Dictatorship and the communist insurgents. It is a great read and a salute to the triumph of the human spirit is extremely harsh circumsatnaces.”
Lewis Harrison
“This book captivates the reader that you will read this book from beginning to end very quickly as you want to know what is happening to the women in the story. The story shares pain, torture, hope and escape. An amazing story. Highly recommended for everyone to read.”
Dr. Gabriella Korosi
“Survival is not the end of horror; it is its echo.” In her searing memoir, Santayana Rose writes from that echo — from the uneasy silence that follows screams, from the psychic tremor that never fully stills. This is not the story of the “hero’s” journey. Rose takes us through the turmoil of her early childhood, through her separation from her uncomfortable parental home, to the abusive household of her adolescent and preteen years. For her own survival, she contends with enslavement by a very mean woman and faces constant mocking because her Philippine skin was not light enough and her stature was not tall enough. She endured torture, false imprisonment, and the brutal loss of her dearest friend in the Philippines. What she brings to the page is not a neat narrative of endurance but the raw, irregular rhythm of a life forever altered by violence. Violence perpetrated by her captors when she is caught up in a demonstration that she did not want to be at. Her clear, fresh writing style takes us inside the brutality and horror of her experience. Her prose is stripped of sentimentality, as if excess language would betray the truth. Reading her account is to inhabit the claustrophobia of captivity. Freedom, she shows us, can be its own haunted room — filled with ghosts of what the body remembers and the mind cannot quiet. The courage here is not in having survived, but in continuing to live while knowing that safety is a fragile illusion. This is not a light read; it is one you reckon with. Rose refuses to let the reader look away. In telling her story, she forces the world to confront the violence it prefers to forget — and in doing so, she reclaims her power to name what was once unspeakable.

Phyllis Haynes
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This is the true story of my life. I have changed the names of the people mentioned in this narrative to protect the innocent and the guilty; people who might become the victims of retribution as a result of what is described in this book. That’s how things are in the Philippines: the cycle of violence continues to this day. We are,usually, a very forgiving people, but not always. Vendettas occur here and there, particularly when it comes to politics. Even between blood relatives.  Wealthy land-owning relatives seizing power from each other always leads to one being hurt or killed. In one instance, when I was either 4 or 5 so the details are still very blurry, I don’t remember the cause of the fight between my father’s eldest brother and their cousin. The sense of grief and hate was very intense within the family. Nevertheless, I remember vividly on one starry night, I heard my father talking to my mother about taking revenge for the death of his brother. I am not sure if his plan materialized since I never heard about it again. 

We moved on with the ebb and flow of our lives always bringing with us our goodwill and good intentions. When natural calamities such as earthquakes, tidal waves or typhoons occur, all the people come together to help each other like brothers and sisters in peace and harmony. However, we also carried a bag-full of our idiosyncrasies, miseries, resentments, arrogance, hypocrisies, greed and much more. It would take hundreds of pages to list them all here. As a result, violence becomes the norm of life and vendetta recycles itself from one generation to the next. 

The above narrative is not the main reason why I write this book. Personally, I would rather have all my prolific, if not horrific, experiences just go away and not deal with them forever. Perhaps because it seems easier for me to let time heal the wounds quietly than to broadcast it to the world, especially with my paranoia that someone is really out there to get me. Besides, who wants to read another life story? Everybody has a story. The past is the past. Snap out of it and move on. Who cares? Actually, I realized I do care. When my best friend was “salvaged”, meaning tortured to death, in the seventies by the military in the Philippines. My conscience has been torturing me for decades, and still is. Emotional self-torture for not telling the world about it because of profound fear.  Fear that someone out there is still looking for me to “salvage” me, just like what they did to my friend Mary (not real name either). I weighed my safety versus chronicling here on paper the eventful students’ rally in nineteen seventy; where we simply exercised our basic freedom of speech against the corrupt government of the former dictator Marcos. Since then I have mourned the death of my friend, but I need to be liberated from that mourning. I guess, the only way to do it is by writing regardless of whether or not I’ll survive another tomorrow. So here it is people. Enjoy the ride in this book. My friend will be glad to chat with you along the way.
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I

She wiggled on the ledge

That shook the old slab bridge

And those on river Quai

Pictured horror in their eyes.

But that was eons past,

Their minds were trained to shut

Their lords and countrymen

Forbade to sing their hymn.

II

Her tales of long journey

Charged with profundity

She stressed endearing tales

Of loved-ones’ nightmares.

The turmoil from within

The pain of longing then

Nostalgia pushed command

Cracked kinship hard to mend.

III

While she had sung the blues

Reminisced flames and beaus

They’re quite the opposite

Of Garland’s same old shoes.

In what one might have thought,

A task that might provoke

The question of one’s taste

May now be obsolete.

IV

Subdued and resolute

She stepped on broken glass.

Fulfilling her desire,

To mend some broken hearts.

Alas, her wish went naught,

The time remained aloof.

The party she once loved,

Refused to send their dove.

V

She pushed her frail state

To beckon one’s assist.

The warmth she emanates

Like Monad, feeling great.

The Ivy who once laid

The power of dotage,

The elder persevered

To keep a life well-lived.

––––––––
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My name is Irma Jose. That is not my real name. I changed it for the same reason I have changed all the names used in this book, fear of retribution against myself and others. I was born to poor parents in a little thatched house near the seashore of a small fishing village in the Philippines. I will call it “Minasgni”, meaning “by the sea”. I was the third of eight children in the family.

Both my parents were farmers, but they were also called fisherman/woman, because catching fish and other aquatic animals was also a source of our livelihood. What can I say about my mother? She was what you would call, “a good housewife”. I would say, she was a docile battered wife, whose skeletal body was oftentimes used as a punching bag, even when pregnant, by her alcoholic husband. 

There is however, a very pleasant memory that I can recall of my parents being affectionate; if not madly in love. They both love music and they love to sing duets. My mother sang in soprano, while my father played the guitar and sang in alto. I have to admit, the after-dinner sing-alongs in our household was always my favorite pastime, especially when we had guests. They both love singing and jamming with their friends. Since both mom and dad had great musical talents, I often wondered why they never pursued a musical career. They could have been the Asian counterpart to Sonny and Cher. On second thought, knowing my father’s alcoholic outburst and erratic behavior, it would be impossible for them to show up on time for either rehearsals or actual performances. 

I think my father was the most melancholic person I’ve ever seen in the world, perhaps to the point where he was resentful of the fact that he was born at all. The only thing I saw that made him happy was singing and playing his guitar while drinking booze.  Even then, most of the songs he sang and played were romantically melancholic. Even though at times, he was nasty to me, I had vivid recollections of endearing moments with him. During those days, male suitors who could not sing would request my father play the guitar and sing in front of their prospect’s house while pretending they were the ones serenading their chosen lady. My father would take me with him and put me on his shoulders while he did his job. Once he got drunk however, I would hear him complain about his rich siblings, but he would never confront them in a civilized straightforward manner. He would have to drink heavily to threaten them with his constant companion, the long and sharp machete. All that, just to tell them about his displeasure of whatever his siblings had done to him in his belief. More often than not, out of frustration about something, he’d end up beating my mother and slashing our already tattered mosquito netting with his machete. As a result of his unruly behavior, we would jump out of our window to save our lives. He was actually a decent, wonderful and respectful human being when he was not drunk. I have wondered countless times why he behaved the way he did. It was pointless to talk to him about it because he would never give a satisfactory answer. So I figured, maybe it was because of our poverty and that he was jealous of his rich relatives. But then again, he was always generous to his brothers and sisters by sharing his catch from the ocean evenly among them and our family. Therefore, if jealousy was in him, I certainly did not sense it. Poverty? Maybe. 

Despite poverty, I was pretty much a happy child with tendencies to be, according to my parents, “annoyingly talkative.” That often got me in trouble. For instance, I would ask my parents why we did not have anything to eat that day, or on another day. I would also ask why my dad did not finish school like his siblings. I would ask my mother why she married him at all. Instead of getting answers, I would only get reprimanded and spanked for talking too much and for being disrespectful. 

At the tender age of four, I remember talking to my mother about something which now seems insignificant, but her response stuck in my head.  She said, “For a four year old, you talk too much. Go and read your book. I want you to pass your grade so they don’t kick you out of school.” I was in my last few weeks before finishing Grade One. I would always hear her, like a broken record, telling me to work hard and finish school if I wanted to be rich like my relatives. I guess that was her way of telling me it was my responsibility to do a good job as a student because she did her best to have me admitted to school, even though I was too young. On the day of my interview to be admitted to school the principal asked me to reach my left ear with my right hand. I grabbed it immediately with pride thinking, “Ah, that’s easy. Even an idiot can do that.”

You know when you’re being asked to do something that does not make any sense, and you’re pretty sure that you followed the instructions correctly?  You do your best, even though you suspect you’re being manipulated because you’re a child? Well, that’s what happened. I was crushed when she told me that the way I did it was wrong.  Determined to get into school, I said to her, “Ma’am, didn’t you tell me to reach my left ear with my right hand?” She said, “Yes, but not the way you did it. I wanted you to reach your left ear with your right hand by extending it over your head onto your left ear.”

I thought the woman was insane and I wanted to say something, but my mother shushed me. My mother held the principal’s arm as if to drag her away from me and walked slowly out of the room to avoid a nonsensical drama from this kid who was now hysterically crying.  She then whispered to the principal. Needless to say, it was agreed upon by both adults that I’d be in school on a tentative basis, as long as I met the required passing grade, otherwise I would be sent home. To this day, I wonder  what my mother said; but I liked the school so I did not make a big deal about it.

During those days, I was always my mother’s assistant in the house because my elder brother and sister left home to work for a living as a maid and a gardener of a distant relative. Television was considered the most expensive luxury then, in fact, there were only a few households that owned one. Our neighbor was one of those households. Naturally children like me enjoyed watching shows on our neighbor’s television, but there were times when I was not allowed to go out and I would find ways to persuade my parents. One day I was crying so hard, begging my mother to let me go with the other kids to watch television at our neighbor’s home, that she got exhausted from trying to stop me from going.  So she let me go, under the condition that I would come home in an hour to assist her with all the household chores, meaning I would take care of my infant sister.

Our neighbor’s house was made of cement and stone with light yellow paint and white lining on its siding. The red adobe roof tiles made it look so nice that it stood out like a palace in our street full of thatched houses. The owners always took pride in conversation with village folks about their only son, who was a seaman working in the ship owned by a Greek tycoon. I imagined them as rich people, who sent their son to college, and that when he graduated, he made a lot of money from his career. I daydreamed incessantly of having rich parents like them, and that my parents would send me to college too. I was certain that if my parents were rich, money to buy a television set would not be an issue. The reality was, it was impossible for us to have that kind of luxury, with parents who could hardly make ends meet and with children getting sick almost all the time for some unknown reason. I sensed that my very own survival was not even quite certain.

So there I was in that beautiful home, with my butt on the waxed red floor, together with other kids from the village watching “Bonanza”. My eyes were glued on the moving images on the shiny screen. I was in heaven. When it was finished, I raced home to help my mother in the house. That was my weekly entertainment as a child. On my way home I would always come across with the farmers’ children selling fresh tomatoes, plantains, or other vegetables as they walked on the street screaming, “fresh tomatoes!” “fresh plantains!” I would see them again in the market on my way to school. In my hometown, it was a common belief that if a child was living on the farm and not attending school, the family status was considered very low in the stratum of our society. Even though I had some reservations about that belief, a part of me was brainwashed into believing that farmers were indeed illiterates, and what it meant to me was hopelessness in getting ahead in life. This blind belief was only exacerbated when my classmates sneered at them as if they were homeless bums, but they were not. They were just like any other human beings, trying to make a living. Sympathy and confusion engulfed me. On one hand, the question of why they were not in school troubled me. On the other hand, I imagined that maybe they were in a better place than my family since they had plenty of food supplies, which the whole village was dependent upon. Later on my confusion was enlightened not by anyone, but by a tidal wave.

When I was in the sixth grade, my family and most inhabitants by the shore were left homeless due to massive destruction caused by the tidal wave. Before I go into details of that tragic day, let me explain the geographic position of my hometown and where I was at the time. The Village of Minasngi lies in the middle of a long winding stretch of the Coastal Plain of the Eastern Seaboard on an island. It is surrounded by two major bodies of water. Along three sides of the island is the mighty Pacific Ocean. The locals call it both a “God-given gift” and a “curse”. It is a God-given gift to the inhabitants because of its abundance of aquatic life. It is known also as a “curse” because it is the center, the targeted area, of all types of natural calamities such as earthquakes, hurricanes, tidal waves and typhoons. On the fourth side is the Gulf of Leyte. That body of water can also cause major damage and danger to the people. This Gulf is the same body of water that Gen. Douglas MacArthur and his boys crossed when landing upon the beach, where his famous speech, “I Shall Return” was given. Stemming from the common occurrence of natural catastrophes, the island became one of the most depressed areas in the country. Consequently, calamities like, like this tsunami, always wreaked havoc on our livelihood and our lives.

A few hours before the tsunami, I was in school enjoying our break and playing with my best friend Mary. Mary was an only child of Mr. Antonio, nicknamed Tony, and Mrs. Magda Zobel. The family came from the South, I did not exactly know where because it did not matter to me. Anyway, their striking appearance made them look like they came from another planet, since our community was full of rugged farmers and fishermen. Mary’s face was chiseled and angular. Her high cheek-bones went well with her straight narrow nose, a combination she got from her parents. Her skin was soft and fair, which she got from her mother. Her big brown eyes were certainly a carbon-copy of her father’s. Her long auburn wavy hair came from her mother, but her laugh was definitely her father’s. She was very assertive and playful, gregarious and smart. She was very generous but firm. She became my defender from bullies at school.

Tony was tall, brown and handsome. He had the features of his Southern Spanish and his Indian descent. Standing more than six feet tall, he was considered an unusual Filipino figure because the normal height among men in my hometown was about five feet and seven inches, maybe even less. He had big brown tantalizing eyes and light brown skin. His straight big nose can be attributed to people in India, Israel or any western country. His slender but firm body was not only a sign of elegance, but of someone from the upper echelon of society. Despite such physical attributes, he was down to earth, very friendly, approachable and a nice good-looking man. But his stature can be construed as snobby if one did not know him well. Mary’s father was in the coconut copra business - buying and selling. At first, many locals did not like him and did not want to do business with him because they did not know him. Eventually, because he gave a better deal to his customers than the local merchants, he dominated the whole copra industry in town. He also maintained friendships with politicians and other businessmen. As his business boomed, he built a stone house slightly smaller than my uncle Theo’s house. Theo was the Provincial Judge. I will tell you about him later. 

I met Mary when she first appeared in my class. She had this pink ribbon tied to her ponytailed long wavy hair. The children called her, “mestisa” meaning, “half-breed”. When she was introduced by our teacher, everyone seemed aloof, reluctant to talk to her probably because she looked like one of those children living in a castle. She was very good-looking, charming and everything about her was elegant. From top to bottom she wore expensive outfits. Unlike most of us children, who wore dirty flip flops or nothing at all on our feet, Mary’s shoes were made of fine leather from Italy. I smiled at her and said, “welcome to our school.” To her dismay, I was the only one who welcomed her. So she sat beside me in the front. Since that moment we became inseparable. The test of time and friendship came when the tidal wave destroyed our village.

Mary’s mother, Magda, was a very soft-spoken young woman of about thirty at the time the family came to my hometown. Like her husband, she was slender and tall; maybe just a few inches shorter than Tony. Her soft silky skin was a perfect match to her well-kept light brown hair, a type many thought came from  her Spanish lineage. Her straight narrow nose was in perfect harmony with her angular face and deeply sunken light brown eyes. Magda was a quiet, reserved and generous human being. Many thought she was a snob because she never joined the club of the wives of the “movers and shakers” of the town. Nevertheless, she donated a lot of money to different charities, so everyone was always friendly to her. During “fiesta”, a religious festival honoring the town saint (Saint Gabriel)she would open her house to the public and serve tons of food to them. It was her way of celebrating the feast and showing her appreciation to the people who helped their business grow.   

As I mentioned earlier, I was with Mary during recess in school about an hour before the tsunami. We discussed our graduation and which of the two high schools in our town we wanted to go to in the next school year. One was a religious institution run by nuns.  The other was a public high school. Sick and tired of dealing with nasty nuns, we decided to go to the public school. Our discussion was halted when I realized that I had to go home, cutting classes that day to take care of my infant sister. My mother told me early that morning to help her so she and dad could go fishing. I asked Mary to cover for me and to tell a lie if need be. I did not see her again; at least, not until months passed by.

In the house, my mother and father gave me the last instructions to take care of my six-month old sister, Elva, who was sleeping in the hammock. As soon as they bid goodbye, I immediately took my books and read while sitting on the bamboo floor beside the hammock. Few minutes later I heard a commotion outside and got up. I looked out the window and saw the naked ocean floor with rocks and seaweed. It looked like a panoramic landscape on a canvas, with fishermen running urgently from the shore. Then I heard people shouting “Tidal Wave! Tidal Wave!” My first reaction was to pick-up my little sister and run to safety. But I realized that if I left the house with Elva without waiting for my parents, they might get worried and start looking for both of us instead of running straight to safety.  Time was essential. I picked up little Elva (still sleeping) bringing her to my shoulder and went back to the window to look once more at the mighty Pacific and to wait for my parents.

At first, I did not see a looming danger because of the vastness of the naked ocean floor. I figured we always had low tide and high tide. When it was low tide, it was just natural to see the ocean floor dried up, the best time to catch small fish and to pick clams. When it was high tide, the water lapped up, back and forth on the white sandy beach, but not to the point where it would reach our tiny hut, or so I thought. However, that day because of people shouting about a tidal wave, I looked further into the sea and saw only the tip of the greenish wave that I still thought was too small to even reach the unpaved street, let alone our hut that was more than a few steps away from it. The tiny bubbles of the waves looked like they were dancing on top of it like fireflies with their light flickering in the middle of the ocean.  Of course, they were just sparkles of the crushing waves magnified by the rays of the sun. With the force of the wind some of them floated like white foam vanishing again and again.

Soon enough my parents came rushing into the house breathless. My mom took my little sister to her breast, while my dad took me to his back and clutched my tiny feet to his sides as I held tightly on his neck. Both adults ran in tandem carrying their young ones away from the hut and into the higher ground. Halfway through the journey, my father made a quick left turn to his mother’s big house which was on top of the hill. I heard my mother ask, “Where are we going?” My father replied, “to my mother's house.” In an instant my parents proceeded with precision with no time to lose on our way to his mother’s house.

My grandmother was a short fat woman, who looked like the old female version of the Cabbage Patch Doll that became popular in the nineties, except she was wrinkly. Her gray hair was always tied  back in a rolled bun. Her demeanor was very stiff and disciplined.  I never heard her make a joke, or laugh at all. She was always distant toward us. So I really never got to know her, except that my parents and I thought she was stingy. If we asked her for money, she would always deny having any. If we asked for food, she would always tell us to ask auntie Selma, a high school teacher and the youngest of her nine children; or auntie Sita,the oldest who owned the biggest variety store in our town. If we told my grandmother that none of those children she mentioned would give us anything, she would recite a roll-call of all the names of her remaining children asking us if we asked them all. Naturally, I was surprised that my father took us to her house when we were running away from the tidal wave. I was afraid the old matriarch would send us away, but she did not.

I saw other people scrambled for safety trying to beat the speed of the mighty Pacific, but some were no match to it. We were the lucky ones. The old and the sick and the slow and the weak were the unfortunate ones. I cried in fear when I heard the thunderous sound of the first wave crashing over the shore and into the houses nearby. We just got into the fence gate of my grandmother’s house when we turned our heads and saw some debris flying like tiny objects. We quickly knocked at the door and my aunt Selma opened it and let us in. We knew then that we were safe at last. Our hut was not safe from the destruction.

I thought about Mary and her family. I was not sure if they survived. Even though their big stone house was far away from the shore and on a higher ground not too far from the school. I was still concerned that maybe they were hit by the massive wave. I was afraid that they were in a precarious situation and nobody was there to help them. I was fearful that if I lose my friend, I will not have another one like her. I asked my mother if I could visit Mary. I heard her ask me agitatedly, “At this time?” Interpretation: “You must be kidding.” I sat quietly on the long bench by the window, watching the total annihilation of the earth as the mammoth waves kept crushing whatever they hit. By then, of course, the day passed by so fast as the night took over the landscape. It was a dreary site for me. I felt a foreboding sense of gloom, as if our family was just about to encounter a tumultuous life journey. I tried to brush off my fears and replace them with good thoughts, but my brain seemed frozen in the abyss of anxiety. We joined our grandmother, aunt Selma and her husband, uncle Tito, at the dining table for dinner. The atmosphere at the table was very quiet. It was as if we were about to receive our last supper. All of a sudden, my grandmother started praying before taking the food. I thought it was unusual because I never saw her pray before the meal. My mother and aunt bowed their heads and followed her in chant.  As always, it was a repetitive chant memorized by these devotees from one of the hundreds of creeds the Catholic Church produced. None of what was said in their prayers came from their hearts. So, as a disillusioned young child, I bowed my head and prayed by myself loudly not realizing that everyone around me heard my plea: 

“Dear God, I hope you survived the tidal wave and please forgive me if I am wrong. I need to know if I am going to die too tomorrow because our house is gone and we don’t have anything to eat after tomorrow. I wish I could go back to school so that I could be rich too like my uncles and aunties. I pray for us to have lots of food to eat everyday...Amen.” 

I heard uncle Tito cracked up. I quickly raised my head in annoyance that they did not respect my prayer. I turned to my father who was sitting beside me and staring at me as if I committed a mortal sin. I was so fearful of him, thinking that he was going to spank me. I began to sob, but he burst in laughter instead, followed by aunt Selma and my mother. My grandmother, who was trying so hard to conceal her laughter hoping she could hold it up, suddenly roared laughing. I laughed too, even though I did not understand why they laughed.

I woke up late the next morning feeling exhausted and drained. I looked around and saw no one except my baby sister still in her sleep beside me. I thought my parents abandoned us. Instead of looking for them, I sat by the window and stared straight to the sea. From the distance I saw total destruction, except for a few heavily damaged remnants of the once familiar landscape.  The coconut trees by the shore were gone. The thatched houses were swept away.  Some houses were flattened. Some roofs from concrete houses were gone, with others only pillars or walls remained standing. Few minutes later, I heard my parents and my auntie talking to my grandmother about what they saw down below. It turned out they went for a walk early in the morning to check the damage in the town, and to visit auntie Selma to see if she and her family were fine. Their house along the highway was intact, but the salty water flooded the store, damaging some equipment beyond repair as well as goods that were irreplaceable. They also wanted to visit the Provincial Judge, uncle Theo.  The broken debris on the road made it impossible for them to proceed.

Uncle Theo was this enigmatic powerful person in our province. He was a lawyer, who decided to take the position of a judge after the death of a colleague. He was the elder brother of my father. Even though I was not very fond of him when I was very young, let’s just say that later in my life, he made a clandestine effort to save me from people on both sides of the political elements of our society.  One was the military, the other was the communist insurgents.  He saved my life from the hands of his enemies. Uncle Theo was our Provincial Judge under the
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