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​Prologue - Tanggal
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The woman who made her did not give her a name.

She gave her the rules instead, standing in the marsh with the particular economy of someone who has very little time left and knows it. The rules were not many. The split, and how to manage it—the exact place in the body where the separation begins, low on the sternum, and the sensation of it, which she described without apology as a tearing that stops being painful after the third or fourth time, the way any wound does once the body learns to expect it. The wings. The lower half, left standing in the place where the split occurred, which would wait—patient, dumb, hers—until she returned before dawn to close herself again. The hunger, and what it required, which she described with the flat efficiency of someone explaining a trade. The vulnerabilities: salt at the lower half's exposed seam, ash, vinegar, the fat cloves of garlic the Tagalog villages kept strung above their doors as if they had always known, as perhaps they had.

What she did not give her was a name.

"You will choose one," she said. "Or you won't. It matters less than you think."

She was old, the woman who made her. Old in the way that certain things in the marsh were old—the oldest trees, the deepest channels—not fragile but dense, compressed by time into something that light passed through differently. Her name, she had said once, was a word in a language that the colonizers had been systematically removing from living mouths for thirty years, and she had declined to translate it. She was tired in the way that only the very old become tired, not in the body but in the part that chose to keep going. She had been choosing for a long time.

She said: survive.

Then she flew east, in the year of Our Lord 1624, and did not come back.

The one she had made stood in the marsh for a long time after. The tiktik called somewhere to the north, loud enough to mean it was far away. She was twenty-two years old in the body she had inhabited before, nineteen in this one, and she had not chosen a name yet. She stood in the dark and listened to the marsh going about its business without her—the frogs, the insects, the soft movement of the estero's current—and tried to locate, in herself, the thing that was supposed to tell her what to do next.

There was nothing. Or there was something, but it was not instruction. It was the hunger, already, pressing at the inside of her sternum like a new kind of wanting, and underneath it, so much older and stranger and harder to name: curiosity. She had been curious her entire life, both lives, and she had learned early that curiosity was not a virtue in a woman, not in the village where she was born, not in the parishes where the Augustinian friars had spent thirty years explaining to the people what their own spirits meant. She had been curious anyway. She suspected this was why the old woman had found her and not someone else.

She chose the name Hukay because it was the word for excavate. For dig. She had always been someone who wanted to know what was underneath.

She survived.

The Spaniards catalogued everything, which was their particular madness, and she learned early that the safest way to survive systematic cataloguing was to remain unnameable. She was in no document. She appeared in no census. The closest the colonial record came to her was a note in the margin of a 1687 parish report from a priest in the districts near Manila, describing "a creature of the aswang variety, female-presenting, not yet located for the purposes of spiritual remedy." The note was crossed out and written over with a different hand. She never knew whose.

She learned the shape of empires by watching them bureaucratize. The Spaniards built walls. The walls became the border of what was permitted. She lived past the walls, which was the only way to live outside permission.

She learned the tiktik's call the way she learned everything: by paying attention for longer than any human lifespan required. The bird did not care what she was. It cared about the same things she cared about—the margin between dark and light, the quality of the air before rain, the specific silence that meant a predator was very close. They had an arrangement, of the wordless kind. She did not resent its indifference. She found it restful.

She kept things. Objects from people she had known—a fragment of a woman's woven cloth from a village that no longer existed by any name she recognized; a coin from a currency that had been replaced three times since she acquired it; a small carved figure of a diwata, wood-worn smooth by handling, that had belonged to a babaylan who had been, for eleven years in the early Spanish period, the closest thing Hukay had to someone who understood what she was. The babaylan had died of a fever, which was anticlimactic, and Hukay had taken the figure because there was no one else to take it and it seemed wrong to leave it. She did not call what she felt grief. She was not sure grief was a thing she had. She held onto the objects and found this sufficient.

The Americans arrived in 1898 with their own brand of systematic certainty and she watched the flags change over the walled city from her usual distance, unimpressed. She had seen flags change before. What changed with the flags was the texture of the justification—the Spaniards had colonized in the name of God, which she found at least internally consistent; the Americans colonized in the name of uplift, which she found philosophically interesting in the way that a particularly bold lie is interesting. The language on the official signage changed. The shape of the colonial buildings changed. The color of the soldiers' uniforms changed. The marsh did not change. She did not change. The hunger did not change.

The 1920s were loud, in the way that decades aware of their own contradictions are loud. The Filipino newspapers argued about independence. The American administration argued about the timetable for independence, which was a different argument and both sides knew it. The ilustrado families in the big houses of Ermita and Santa Cruz argued about what it meant to be Filipino in a country that the Americans kept calling almost-ready, the way you call a child almost-ready for a thing you haven't decided to give them yet. The esteros had been partially redirected by American infrastructure projects. The marshes at the city's edge had been reduced but not eliminated. She had adjusted her territory accordingly.

She was standing at the marsh's edge on a night in 1920 when the lights of Manila spread their reflection on the water and the tiktik was quiet and something—not sound exactly, but the particular quality of distress that she had learned, across three centuries, to read the way weather readers read the sky—reached her from the direction of the city.

She knew what it was. She had found desperate women in the marsh before. She knew the specific frequency of it: not injury, not illness, but the particular strain of a human body carrying too much of the wrong kind of weight for too long. She had brought women in from the estero. She had given them what they needed—warmth, water, the herbs she kept for this purpose, the specific neutrality of a presence that expected nothing and required no performance—and she had watched them leave when they were ready. She had not asked for gratitude. She had not been attached to the outcomes. She was part of the marsh's provision in the same way the birds were part of it, the same way the herbs were part of it, which was to say: functionally, without sentiment.

Not yet, she thought, in the part of herself that was still, occasionally, curious about what came next.

Then the tiktik went quiet in the way that meant close, and she turned toward the sound of it, and she went.
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​Chapter One - The Weight of Pearls
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Thirty-seven days since her father had told her, and in thirty-seven days no one had asked her how she felt.

She had kept the count the way she kept everything: quietly, in the part of her mind that had learned early to run a parallel record beneath the official one. The official record was the performance—the composed face in the mirror, the gratitude expressed at the right intervals, the careful management of her posture in rooms full of people who were watching her for signs of inappropriate feeling. The parallel record was where the counting happened. Where everything real happened.

Thirty-seven days.

The daya's name was Aning, and she had been dressing Remedios's hair since Remedios was nine years old, which meant that Aning knew to work in silence on mornings like this one. Not all silences were the same. The silence of the sala when Remedios's father was reviewing accounts was different from the silence at mass, which was different from the silence in a room where someone was controlling themselves very carefully, and Aning had been reading these silences for fifteen years. She sectioned the hair with the habitual efficiency of someone who has done a thing so many times it no longer requires thought, and her hands did not shake, and she did not speak, and these were the gifts available to her and she gave them without ceremony.

Remedios watched herself in the mirror.

The pearls were her mother's. They had been cleaned and restrung for the occasion—her father had made arrangements, as he made all arrangements, without discussion—and they sat at her collarbone with the particular weight of something that had belonged to someone who was no longer alive to want it back. Her mother had worn them on formal occasions only, taking them out of the wooden box in the upper left drawer of her dressing table with a deliberateness that Remedios had understood even as a small child to mean: this matters. The box still sat in the upper left drawer. It was empty now. Remedios had not been consulted about whether it should remain empty or whether she would have preferred to carry something of less weight.

The gardenias pinned at her throat were fresh, which meant someone had been up before dawn to cut them. The detail produced in her the specific kind of gratitude that is indistinguishable from guilt: someone had worked for her comfort, and she was not comfortable, and this gap between effort and result was not the worker's fault.

From the sala below, through the tiled floor and the heavy wood of the ceiling, her father's voice rose and fell with the particular rhythm of a man performing ease. He was good at it. She had grown up studying it, the way you study a language you want to fluency in: the precise register of his laugh when he was performing confidence, the quarter-second pause before a response when he was calculating what the response should be. He was with Wallace Pruitt's associates now, the men from the Bureau, Americans with their particular brand of pleasant certainty, and he was speaking English with the careful fluency of an ilustrado who had decided that the new colonizers required a different vocabulary than the old ones, but the same fundamental performance.

Her father loved her. She had never doubted this in any simple way. The complication was in the architecture of the love—what it had been built to do, what it was load-bearing for, how much of it she could remove without the whole structure failing. He had told her, when he sat her down in his study thirty-seven days ago, that this was a good match. That Wallace Pruitt was a man of standing. That the connection to the Bureau would be significant for the family's position in the new administration. He had said these things in the voice he used for things that were settled, the voice that did not leave a gap for questions, and she had sat across from him in the chair with the cane back and the particular creak in the left leg, and she had kept her hands folded in her lap, and she had looked at his face, and she had not found, in his expression, any evidence that he had noticed the gap in what he was saying. The gap being: he had not asked.

She had not asked either. She was aware that this made her complicit, in the specific way that learned silence always makes you complicit in your own reduction. She had been aware of this for years and had not known what to do with the awareness, which was its own kind of wound.

Aning set the last pin and stepped back and Remedios looked at the woman in the mirror.

She had her mother's coloring—the warm, deep morena that her father's people called a liability and her mother's family called kagandahang lahi, beauty of lineage, which was their way of insisting on something the colonial administration was busy insisting against. Her father had never said it directly. He had said, twice, that she should carry a parasol in the gardens, and she had understood this to be the same thing said more politely, and she had carried the parasol and felt the weight of it and thought: this too. This too is the inventory.

She had her mother's hands. She looked at them now, folded in her lap—the careful stillness of a woman trained since childhood to keep them visible and purposeful and quiet. The embroidery had done it, the needlework lessons that were supposed to make her accomplished and had instead given her hands that were stronger than they looked, that knew how to hold things and hold still with equal precision.

"Ate," Aning said, not loudly, because Aning almost never said anything loudly. "The veil."

"Yes." Remedios looked away from her hands. "Yes, of course."

The veil was Spanish lace, her mother's also, and it smelled of the cedar chest it had been stored in for eight years and beneath that, if she tried, which she did not, something older—her mother's particular soap, imported from Spain, an extravagance she had permitted herself with the composed certainty of a woman who believed that small pleasures were not luxuries but positions. Her mother had believed this. Her mother had also believed that a woman married where her family needed her to marry, and that the two beliefs did not contradict each other, and Remedios had spent eight years trying to locate the logic of this and failing.

Her mother had died in the spring of 1912, which was a Tuesday, which was anticlimactic in the way that all deaths that have been watched for a long time are anticlimactic. The room had smelled of the camphor the servants used and the gardenia water someone had put on the nightstand and beneath both of those things the particular sweet-and-copper smell that Remedios had learned, in eight months, to associate with the progress of the disease. She had been fourteen. She had held her mother's hand and said nothing, because the house did not say things like this aloud—because the windows were kept open to show the neighbors nothing was wrong, because the servants had been instructed in the management of appearances, because her father had looked at her from across the bed with a specific expression she had never been able to fully decode: grief, she thought, but managed. Always managed.

She had not said: you are dying. She had not said: I see you. She had not said: I am here. She had held the hand and kept her face composed and performed the only thing her upbringing had prepared her for in that moment, which was nothing. Which was precisely the thing it had prepared her for.

She had never forgiven herself for this. She had never told anyone she hadn't.

"Beautiful," Aning said, which was true and insufficient, and they both knew it.

From below, the men laughed at something. The sound came up through the floor with the particular texture of men who are comfortable—at ease in a room they have decided is theirs, which this room was not but which they had been invited to perform ownership of anyway. She recognized Wallace Pruitt's laugh by now, after thirty-seven days of his visits: a genuine laugh, not performed, which made it harder to work with than a false one would have been. He was not pretending to be comfortable. He was comfortable. He had no reason not to be.

She pressed her thumb to the inside of her opposite wrist, just above the pulse point, the slight pressure of her own thumb against her own skin. She had done this since she was a child. She did not know where she had learned it. It grounded her in the same way that the counting grounded her: here is a number. Here is a point of contact. Here is something that is true.

Thirty-seven days.

The pearl necklace caught the morning light from the window—Manila Bay, going gold in the early hours, the particular color of the bay when the season was right and the air was clear and the light came at the right angle to make everything beautiful without making it kind. She had loved this window her entire life. She had watched the bay from it since she was small enough to have to stand on her toes to see over the sill. She looked at it now and thought, with the absolute clarity of a thought that has been forming for thirty-seven days and has finally finished forming: she would not survive this.

She did not move from the mirror.

She was not sure yet whether she meant the marriage or herself.

Aning gathered the combs and pins with quiet efficiency, and the sound of the men laughing rose again from the sala, and the gardenia at her throat smelled of something she could not afford to name yet, and Remedios Ilustre folded her hands in her lap and looked at the woman in the glass and held herself very still, and counted.
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The church smelled of incense and chrysanthemums and, faintly, beneath both, the particular smell of stone that has been absorbing other people's prayers for two centuries.

Remedios walked the nave with her father's hand on her arm and felt the weight of his grip, which was not rough but was present, which was its own kind of statement. He gripped her the way he held things he was proud of—with the unconscious pressure of ownership, not cruelty, which was a distinction she had spent years trying to decide whether it mattered. She had not finished deciding. She walked.

The church was full. This had surprised no one, least of all Remedios, who had understood since the wedding was announced that the occasion was not primarily about her. The pews held the ilustrado families of Santa Cruz and Ermita—the Hidalgos, the Villanuevas, the Quiasons—in their formal clothes, the men in barong Tagalog of piña and jusi, the women in Maria Clara dress with the butterfly sleeves that were always slightly impractical and always present anyway, because the slight impracticality was part of the point. Presence was the point. To be seen here, at this wedding, was to be on record as a member of the class that was navigating the new administration successfully. Crisanto Ilustre was giving his daughter to an American official of the Bureau of Insular Affairs, and the gesture was being witnessed, and the witnessing was the transaction as much as the ceremony was.

She walked and did not look at any of them.

At the altar, Wallace Pruitt stood with the composed pleasantness that she had come to understand, across thirty-seven days and then the thirty-eighth and thirty-ninth of the formal engagement period, was his permanent expression. He was not nervous. This was not contempt for the occasion; he was genuinely at ease because he was a man who was at ease in formal situations, who moved through the structures of institution the way a fish moves through water: not effortlessly, exactly, but in the way of a creature for whom this was the native medium. He was thirty-eight, which was sixteen years older than she was, and he had a solid, fair-faced quality that the American administration seemed to produce in its mid-level officials, as if the Bureau had a house style. His hair was the color of the particular blond that goes sandy in tropical heat. He watched her come up the aisle with an expression she had catalogued and filed: warmth, genuine; appreciation, genuine; the specific satisfaction of a man who has acquired something he finds valuable.

He was not performing. This was the thing she kept returning to, across the ceremony and the photographs and the reception in the borrowed house. He was not pretending. He believed this was a good arrangement. He believed she was fortunate and so was he. He believed, with the sincerity of a man who had never had occasion to question it, that the world arranged itself along axes of sense, and that this wedding made sense, and that therefore she should be content with it.

The gap between what he believed and what she was experiencing had no name in any language she had been educated in, and she had been educated in three.

The priest spoke in Spanish, which was the language of weddings still, the American administration notwithstanding. Her Spanish was impeccable—she had been taught by a series of tutors beginning at age six, with the thoroughness of a family that understood that language was another kind of property, and that property should be maintained. She heard the words in the correct order and understood them in the correct sense and produced the correct responses at the correct intervals, and the part of her that ran the parallel record noted, with the dry precision of a counting woman: this is the most expensive performance I have ever given. Let the account show it.

She did not look at Fely during the ceremony. She had made this decision beforehand and she kept it, because looking at Fely would require her to see someone who knew her, and being seen by someone who knew her would make the management harder than it already was, and the management had to hold until the ceremony was finished. She felt Fely's presence anyway, in the left section of the pews near the back where the household staff had been placed, and the feeling of it was the feeling of the one window in the room that looks out on something real.

After the photographs—an American photographer, brought specifically, with equipment that required everyone to hold still for longer than felt natural, which was a useful metaphor that she did not allow herself to pursue—they moved to the reception at the Quiason house, which was larger than her father's and had the kind of formal sala that was better suited to the guest list. The afternoon was warm and the ceiling fans moved the air without cooling it and the trays of food were magnificent in the way that illustrado entertaining is always magnificent, which is to say: entirely out of scale with the occasion and perfectly calibrated to the audience.

Wallace Pruitt toasted her.

He stood at the head of the long table with a champagne glass—French champagne, she noted, American preference for French things being one of the colonial period's more consistent ironies—and he looked at her with the warmth that she had confirmed was genuine and therefore the least manageable thing about him, and he said:

"I want to say, in front of everyone here, how fortunate I consider myself. Remedios is extraordinary. Her family has produced, in her, a woman of exceptional education and grace, and I am honored by this alliance." He paused, smiled at Crisanto. "Remarkable for her class, I'd say."

The colleague at his right—a younger American, Remedios had not retained his name, from some office adjacent to the Bureau—said: "Hear, hear."

Her father beamed.

She raised her glass and drank, and the champagne was cold and slightly too sweet, and she thought: remarkable for her class. She thought: the inventory does not stop. She thought, with the precision that had been with her all day: I am still counting.

At some point in the long afternoon her father found her near the window that looked onto the Quiason garden, where the bougainvillea was overblown and the late light was coming through it orange and pink, and he stood beside her and said nothing for a moment, which was unusual for him. Then he said, in Tagalog, quietly: "You are doing very well."

She looked at him. He was looking at the garden.

"Salamat, Tatay," she said. Thank you, Father. The correct response, in the correct register, which was the only thing the moment had room for, and they both knew it, and neither of them said so.

He put his hand briefly on her shoulder—a touch that was rare from him, and therefore heavy with everything he did not say, and she was aware of the love in it, the love that had no more adequate expression than this, the weight of a hand on a shoulder at a wedding where no one had asked the bride how she felt. She was aware, simultaneously, that she was furious, and that the fury was not simple, and that it had nowhere to go.

He left to attend to the Americans.

She stood at the window until the light changed.

The house in Ermita where Wallace Pruitt had arranged their residence was smaller than her father's, which surprised her—she had expected the American to be expansive in his tastes, the way American colonial culture was expansive in its claims, and this house was not expansive. It was orderly. It was well-appointed with imported furniture and had a sitting room with a view of the bay and a bedroom with a ceiling fan and a window that looked onto a small enclosed garden. Everything in it had been selected by someone. She had not been that someone.

The bedroom door closed behind them.

Wallace Pruitt was not rough with her. She had been afraid, in the particular way of a woman raised in the absence of information and therefore filling in the gaps with whatever material was available, and the material that had been available in her upbringing was either devout silence or the occasional overheard comment that she had filed without processing, and she had understood from both of these sources that the wedding night was something to be managed.

She managed it.

The window was open. The bay was out there, invisible in the dark, and the sound of it was there—the specific sound of Manila Bay at night, the particular quality of the water and the salt air and the distant lights of the shipping traffic that she had listened to from her bedroom window on Calle Dulumbayan her entire life. The same sound, different window.

Wallace Pruitt fell asleep with the ease of a man who had not been calculating all day.

She lay in the dark and looked at the ceiling.

The ceiling fan moved above her with the slow deliberate rhythm of something that has been set in motion and will continue until it is stopped, and the sound of it was the sound of the room at its most honest, and she looked at it for a long time and then she turned her head and looked at the window instead. The window latch was simple. She had noticed this when they arrived. She had noticed, the way she noticed everything, because information was the only resource available to her and she did not know yet what she would need.

She lay still for a very long time.

Then she made her calculations.

The calculations took three pages in the parallel record—not literally, but in the way that thorough calculations take up space, the way they require you to go through the problem from every angle before you arrive at the answer. She went through the angles. She had done this all day, in the part of herself running beneath the performance, and now she had the night to do it in the open—in the dark, in the privacy of her own head, in the only room she had ever occupied that was not surveilled.

She arrived at the answer. It was not a complicated answer. It had been forming for thirty-seven days, and then the thirty-eighth, and then every day since, and arriving at it now felt less like a decision than like the acknowledgment of something that had already happened.

She reached up and pressed her thumb to the inside of her opposite wrist and felt her pulse moving there—steady, present, hers—and she looked at the window.

The latch was simple.

She got up.
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The drop was farther than it had looked.

She had not accounted for the distance between the window sill and the ground properly—had calculated it in the abstract, from above, without factoring in the way height changes quality once you are committed to it. She landed wrong, one foot slightly ahead of the other, and caught herself against the garden wall with both hands and stood there for a moment breathing in the way that the body demands after a shock: too fast, too loud, her palms against the stone and the stone against her palms and the night air hitting her face all at once.

She was outside.

She had been outside before—she was not a prisoner in any literal sense, she had been in gardens and on streets and in carriages and in the church and in the borrowed house for the reception, all of which were outside—but she had never been outside alone, after dark, in her own body with her own legs without a chaperone or her father's house at her back or a destination that someone else had arranged. The sensation was so foreign that for a moment she simply stood against the wall and held it: the particular smell of the Ermita night, the street beyond the garden gate, the sound of the bay three blocks south.

She was wearing her wedding dress.

This was a problem she had not fully solved in advance, which was unlike her, and she noted this failure in the parallel record with the dispassion of a woman who is already too committed to the problem she is solving to spend much time on it. The dress was white pina, with the embroidered butterfly sleeves of the Maria Clara style, and it would be extremely visible if she passed anyone on the street, and she was going to pass people on the street. She had no other clothes. She had planned for this and concluded, with the logic of a woman who had been calculating all day with insufficient information, that the dress was a given and the street was a given and she would have to move quickly.

She moved.

The garden gate had a latch she had examined on their arrival—she had noticed, she always noticed, it was the habit of someone who had spent twenty-two years in rooms where the exits were important to know. Simple bolt. She opened it and went through and closed it quietly behind her and stood on the pavement of the Ermita street and looked in both directions.

Left was the bay. Right was the city.

She went right, because right was north, and north was away from everything she had just come from, and away was the only direction she had.

The streets of Ermita at this hour were not empty—this was Manila, a city that did not fully sleep, and there were still men moving between establishments, a carretela moving south toward the bay, the occasional lamppost doing the work the city asked of it. She walked with the posture she had been trained to walk with: upright, measured, the composure of a woman who belongs where she is. The composure was, for perhaps the last time in her life, genuinely useful to her. Three men she passed looked and looked away; one carretela driver turned his head but did not stop. She was visible, but visible in a register that did not read as emergency. A Filipino woman in formal dress in Ermita at night was unusual but not alarming, and she walked the line of this carefully, and it held.

For four blocks.

Then she turned into a narrower street and the cobblestones changed to packed earth and the lampposts grew sparse and she understood that she had moved past the edge of the district she knew. The city she had grown up in—the Manila of her father's carriage routes and the church on Sunday and the illustrated magazines on the reading room table—did not extend to this street. This street was different. It smelled different: food from someone's kitchen, a fish vendor long since departed but the smell persisting, smoke from a fire she couldn't see, the particular animal and salt smell of a city working rather than performing.

She did not slow her pace.

She had grown up reading maps. This was an ilustrada accomplishment, literacy in the geometry of places—her tutor had considered it educational, and
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