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“We find beauty not in the thing itself but in the patterns 

of shadows, the light and the darkness, that one thing 

against another creates.”

Jun'ichirō Tanizaki, In Praise of Shadows (1933) 
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1: Boatman on the Shelf 

 

The  rain  arrived  at  four  in  the  morning, 

announcing itself with the particular music that only Philippine storms know how to conduct—a percussion of fat drops on corrugated tin, building from scattered notes into a full orchestral assault. Isagani woke to it as he  always  did,  not  with  a  start  but  with  the  gentle recognition  of  an  expected  visitor.  He  lay  still  for  a moment in the darkness, listening to the roof sing, then reached for the mosquito net's edge and slipped out of bed. 

The shop below his room was still dark, filled 

with the layered shadows of pottery and shelves and the thousand small objects that accumulate in a place where  things  are  made  and  mended.  He  moved through it without needing light, his feet knowing the path between the kiln and the counter, around the stool where  customers  sat  to  explain  what  needed  fixing, past  the  low  table  where  he  wedged  clay.  The 

 

1 familiarity  was  in  his  bones—thirty-seven  years  of living  above  this  shop,  first  as  his  grandfather's shadow, then as its keeper. 

He  switched  on  the  single  fluorescent  bulb 

above the work counter, and the room flickered into being.  The  rain  intensified,  as  if  encouraged  by  the light. Isagani filled the kettle from the clay water jar by the door—the one that kept water cool even in April's heat—and  set  it  on  the  small  electric  burner.  While waiting for it to boil, he walked to the wooden cabinet where he kept the coffee. 

Barako.  His  grandfather  had  taught  him  to 

grind  it  coarse,  to  let  the  beans  speak  their  full language rather than reducing them to fine dust. The smell filled the shop as he worked the hand grinder, mixing with the scent of wet earth that pushed through the  gaps  in  the  walls.  Outside,  the  street  would  be turning  to  mud,  the  tricycles  already  splashing through  puddles,  their  drivers  hunched  against  the weather. 

The  coffee  maker  was  a  simple  cloth  strainer 

suspended over a carafe, the method unchanged since 

 

2 his  grandfather's  time.  Isagani  poured  the  water slowly,  watching  it  darken  as  it  passed  through  the grounds.  The  aroma  intensified—bitter,  earthy,  with that  particular  sharpness  that  barako  possessed,  the coffee  that  tasted  like  it  had  been  grown  in  defiance rather than cooperation with the soil. 

He  poured  himself  a  cup  and  added  brown 

sugar from the jar shaped like a rooster. No milk. His grandfather had been firm about that. "Milk," the old man used to say, "is for making a different drink. This is barako. It needs nothing." 

Cup in hand, Isagani looked up at the highest 

shelf. 

The jar sat where it had always sat, since before 

Isagani was born, since before his mother had left for Manila with promises to return that had stretched into decades.  It  was  clay,  reddish-brown,  its  surface marked with the deliberate patterns of the hands that had shaped it. But what drew the eye, what had drawn every eye
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