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I knew it was going to be a strange place the moment we entered the village. It’s not every day you see a man nailed up on a cross. A real man, a live one, his head hanging limply to one side, blood from the crown of thorns on his head dripping into his fluttering eyes. Just as I stood up to get a better look, the bus driver put his foot on the brake. In a squeal of metal everyone shot forward. Young mothers dropped their crying bundles, old ladies lost their composure and dismissed the transport system as going to the dogs, and the youngsters on board grinned wider than ever. I headbutted the seat in front.

A cloud of dust smothered the bus before being blown onto someone’s roadside washing. I used the foggy moment to wonder whether what I’d just seen through the windscreen was real.

After all, it had been a back-breaking 17-hour journey over a dirt road that wound its rutted way along one side of the island. Bus journeys of this magnitude tend to make the mind wander. Seven hours they’d told me when I bought the ticket the previous day. The bus collapsed halfway. ‘Seven hours, you said!’ I appealed. 

‘No wheels!’ the driver replied, pointing at the snapped axle. A half-day trip turned into an overnight epic. Seven hours, my arse. 

My body was heading north, up the coast of a large Philippines island in the South China Sea to a place called El Refugio. My mind, blurred with on-off sleep in a dusty heat haze, was still on Hong Kong’s cross-harbour ferry, gazing down hypnotically at the rubbish; the little polystyrene icebergs in the water.

My personal reasons for leaving Hong Kong after six years were painfully inescapable to me, despite all attempts to lock them in the past. But why come here, the Philippines, and why El Refugio in particular, I couldn’t quite recall. I think I just needed chaos. 

Everything works with the well-oiled precision of a BMW in Hong Kong. Everyone’s life is regulated, no one breaks the law except the triads, and even they only chop each other. I was fed up with order in my work and my social life. Everything I’d been looking for in the wild East had been replaced by the very things I’d originally run away from in the tame West. 

I’d replaced the routine of one with the other. Exchanged England’s afternoon tea with dim sum, Sundays at Greenwich flea market with visits to Stanley Market, and midweek football with horse racing on a Wednesday night at Happy Valley. And then there was the work, the nine-to-nine. If I’d known my bosses in Hong Kong were going to be just as anal as the ones in London I wouldn’t have bothered. 

So run away I did, once again, trying to shake the shackles of destiny as they chased me halfway round the world and found me hiding in China. I was giving it all up again; a familiar partner and the regular sex and love it provides, the security of a permanent income from a safe job, and the comforting circle of friends. The loving, stable partner, the security and friends were the problem.

And I guess all this put together added up to the Philippines, that extra mile: ‘The land of not quite right,’ as a friend put it. Or, more precisely, a huge island far enough from the mainland to be different. They had 7,000 of them, so getting lost should be a doddle. OK, so a few people had been kidnapped by Muslim fundamentalists but so what? With any luck they’d kidnap me.

And when the dust cleared in front of the bus and the man on the cross at the head of the Easter procession materialised again I began to see just how different this place was going to be. A real Jesus. Jesus. I knew the Philippines was the only Catholic country in Asia, but this was good. He was wearing basketball shorts.

I yawned and stretched out the early morning cramps from the long journey. ‘Is this El Refugio?’ I asked the driver, praying it was. 

He wasn’t listening. Instead he leaned out of the window, spat on a passing dog and impatiently gave the parade permission to pass in front of the bus. An old man next to me wearing a cowboy hat said it was El Refugio and I sat down again, wondering what was going to happen next. The driver yanked up the hand break and rested his elbows on the wheel, resigned. A group of Filipinos dressed as Roman soldiers, with plastic swords and skew-whiff helmets, appeared from between the houses.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Look at them,’ the man next to me said.

I looked at him.

‘Re-enacting the crucifixion of Christ. Every Easter it’s the same. Christ. No wonder our country never gets anywhere. It was better under Marcos.’

The crowd stopped again, the man strapped to the cross opening one eye to see what the hold-up was. Bus versus Jesus in a stand-off, the Lord looking out the corner of his eye at us. 

The driver leaned forward, pressing on the accelerator. Want some of this? It may be Easter week, mate, but I’ve got a schedule to keep. I’ve got a bus full here, and if I don’t get them in on time there’ll be all hell to pay. Vroom! His hand moved slowly across the face of the steering wheel as he reached for the horn, eyes fixed on The Man.

‘Get this bus moving,’ the cowboy next to me shouted, wiping another layer of dust and sweat from his face. 

The driver pressed his hand down. Beeeeeep!

A cheer went up between the houses. The crucified man was hoisted aloft again and his head lulled back onto his shoulder, smug. The procession moved out from the side street, dancing, chanting and holding multicoloured Virgin Marys and crucifixes. The drunk-looking centurion at the front gave Jesus a whack with his plastic sword for good measure.

Lining the street, old women dressed up in their best lace looked happy that someone was suffering more than them. Young careworn mothers, knowing they still had decades of suffering left, looked tired. They held their little statuettes with barely concealed bitterness, as if they wanted to clunk the old girls over the head for being so superior. 

On one side of the street were the doilied dinosaurs, on the other, tired child-rearers. And in the middle, young girls looking brand-spanking new in their crisp dresses, squared shoulders and erect backs.

Circling the whole crowd, running up and down the lines on this bright morning, were the boys, bursting with energy. They poked the girls and received coy brush-offs, which the older women could see was all heading in a vicious circle of innocent games turning into more teenage pregnancies.

Church bells clanged somewhere. I stuck my head out the window and looked up. A flock of pure white birds flew across the blue sky. The tinny recorded voice of a repentant woman chanting Hail Marys echoed off the crooked limestone cliffs that circled this small fishing village they call El Refugio: The Refuge.

I looked back the way we’d come in, squinting into the rising sun; a natural canyon in the landscape just wide enough for the dirt road to squeeze through. On both sides fissured limestone rising to 50 metres was picked out crisply against a clear sky.

Lining the road each side of us were tatty shacks with storefronts where entrance doors would normally be. Eateries with trays of butchered animals, fried fish and rice. Shops with dangling blue and red plastic Chinese products, each one selling exactly the same as its neighbour. A bakery displaying radioactive-looking cakes, and a table with some shrivelled vegetables on it. All unattended as the crowd grew and grew until the bus was floating in people.

The driver slumped back onto the steering wheel as the 3-metre crucifix passed in front of the windscreen and made a right turn. Another cheer went up. The frenzied procession turned into our road from the side street, a collective bounce starting somewhere in the mass. It was a bit like jogging on the spot, everyone shuffling forwards, framed pictures of the Messiah held out. Up and down they went, the man on the cross bobbing precariously at the head. Then it happened.

The straps holding Jesus to the beam unravelled, his feet slipped, and he did an arms-in-the-air fall and forward roll on the dirt a Premiership footballer have been proud of. Right in front of the Hard Rocks Videoke Bar.

This time the roar came from inside. Drunken, shiny-faced men rushed out of the pub and went down on their knees to administer a tonic to their fallen idol. Was he all right? Would he live? A bottle of rum went to his lips. There was a moment’s uncertainty as he milked the once-a-year attention for all it was worth, remaining stiff as a board, eyes defiantly closed.

I was on the edge of my seat. I was out of my seat, and so was everyone else. Even the jaded old cowboy next to me was leaning forward, hat off, mouth open. A fly went in.

‘Perhaps he is injured,’ a concerned woman said.

‘He only drinks San Miguel,’ the old man dismissed.

The bottle of rum went back to his lips and everyone held their breath. There was a flutter of eyelids, a pained frown and smacking of dusty lips before his eyes opened fully. ‘Oh my God, where am I?’ his expression said. He grasped the man’s wrist in a death-like hold, sucked on the bottleneck and guzzled.

All the men cheered and began piling back into the bar. All the women sighed with despair, resigned to yet another show of their men unable to get a grip on life. Unable to steer even Jesus from temptation.

And when the Roman centurion saw the only foreigner on the bus and came on board to get me I tried to say no. I had to find a room. I needed a shower to wash off the hours of dust that had stuck to me. I felt like a stinky pair of underpants. I needed food, water, rest.

‘You like drinking beer?’ the legionnaire said.

Everyone on the bus stared at me.

Look, I thought, as he dragged me – not exactly kicking and screaming, it has to be said – from the bus, Jesus ain’t the only one who’s suffered. If you’d spent six years stuck in Hong Kong you’d want to get pissed as well.
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The village of El Refugio reveals itself pretty quickly. There aren’t more than half a dozen dirt streets and the whole place nestles inside a snug, square kilometre. The surrounding cliffs on the landward side and the open sea on the other make it impossible to walk for more than 10 minutes without either repeating a street, slamming into a cliff face or walking into the sea. I felt as though I was at the end of the line, literally. It all seemed to make sense. The place matched my mood perfectly. Any further and I’d have been drowning, in every sense.

When I’d arrived at Manila airport two days earlier the woman at customs had asked where I intended to visit. When I told her where I was going she looked up from her stamping duty. ‘Why not Boracay? The place you’re going is…’

‘The end of the line?’ I completed. ‘Perfect.’

But that wasn’t far enough away for me; I needed the end of the end of the line. And as I stood there that morning on El Refugio’s little beach, surrounded by shagging dogs, defecating pigs and drunk fishermen, I knew I’d found it.

Dropping my bag and squinting through the wood smoke drifting from the village, I gazed out over the flat calm of the bay. Running my eyes over the pregnant belly of a large dome-shaped island just offshore, I could see the end of the world.

I closed my eyes and floated above the earth, picturing thousands of islands and focusing in on this one. I could see the road from the state capital and its end here, as it ran between the cliffs and dropped into the sea. I could visualise myself as an ‘X’ on a map. I drifted, the beer I’d just drunk with Pontius Pilate and Co. warming my stomach nicely.

‘Goot mornink to you.’

I opened my eyes and stared at a fisherman pulling nets from a beached outrigger just in front of me.

‘I say goot mornink to you!’

I spun around. A very short, pot-bellied, middle-aged white man with a handle bar moustache and wearing only a G-string was marching along the beach. I thought I was hallucinating. He waltzed past, his stubby little legs scissoring to and fro, his buttocks wobbling and rotating around the tiniest strand of red material.

‘I am Ziegwalt,’ I just about heard him say before a mad pack of dogs came racing out between the palm trees and chased him down the beach.

The fisherman watched the bum speed away before coming over. He plonked a bucket on the sand next to my foot. ‘Lobster?’

I blinked, looking from him to the galloping pack chasing the pink arse.

‘Him live here,’ the fisherman said, as if that clarified things. ‘Dog not like him.’

I crouched and looked into the bucket at the lobsters. They were massive. Only a week before I’d paid thirty quid for one half this size in a dim sum restaurant in Hong Kong. It was tasteless. ‘How much?’

He weighed it. ‘Two hundred pesos.’

Three quid. ‘I’ll take it.’

‘You want I cook him?’ He pointed to the boat where a woman was off-loading a little stove.

‘Help! Zhese dogs! Zhey are not goot!’ Ziegwalt ran back the other way still chased by the salivating pack.

‘Yes please,’ I said.

The fisherman picked up my bag and we sat on his boat’s outrigger while his wife boiled the lobster.

They seemed so content with their lot, and I really envied them what they didn’t have. Here I was, pockets full of cash, money in the bank and totally bloody miserable. And there they were; one crappy wooden boat, a tatty fishing net, a few sticks of dynamite, and they were smiling. I felt like doing myself in there and then.

The lobster boiled up nicely. The fisherman’s wife jammed a knife into it and served it to me on a plate. ‘Salt?’ I nodded and asked if she had pepper. She had. And calamansis (tiny native oranges the size of marbles), and rice, and more ciggies.

I felt all right with the world after that. The vomity feeling I’d been experiencing had gone down, along with the suicidal tendencies. There’s a lot to be said for a full stomach. I think it might be connected to the heart.

‘You need room?’ the fisherman asked, chucking the scraps to the pack of dogs, who’d got bored chasing Ziegwalt. A fight broke out, tails between legs, lips curled over top teeth. I briefly thought about the discos in Hong Kong, and how similar the packs of gladiatorial women behaved when they sensed a bulging wallet nearby.

‘Yeah.’

‘Him have rooms,’ he said, and I followed his arm and pointing finger down the curving beach.

There was someone standing further along, past the burning coconut husks. An old man dressed in… I blinked… battle fatigues? Second World War US by the looks of the helmet. He was standing on the shore facing out to sea. I stood my ground for a moment, squinting into the sun-streaked coconut smoke.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the old man’s right arm came up and he saluted.

‘You need a room?’ a female voice called.

I turned.

An old Filipina woman with candyfloss for hair came to her garden fence and cracked a rug like a whip, drawing her head to one side to avoid the dust.

I looked back at the mirage then at the old lady again.

‘You need a place to stay?’ she barked. ‘I have rooms here.’

The sign above her read ‘Gladys’s Cottages. Hot and Cold showers & More’. I looked back down at her, wondering what the ‘more’ was. She reminded me of the Tai Tais in Hong Kong, a species of wealthy, grasping elderly ladies I’d learned to hate over the years. It’s not good to judge people on first encounter but sometimes gut instinct is right on the money. The sun was striking her pink rinse and I could see her scalp. She wore a thick mask of make-up and I could just imagine it sliding down during the heat of the day to transform this gargoyle into a real monster by evening. I was already sweating like crazy, so God knows how she felt in that dressing gown. This must be Gladys.

The prospect of a shower and bed right there and then was tempting, but if that old soldier had a place to stay I could be in for a real treat. Like I said, I was after weirdos and chaos. Although Gladys wasn’t exactly the epitome of sanity standing there on the beach in her mules, that old boy beat her hands down.

‘Well… um… I think…’

‘Two hundred and fifty pesos a night,’ she said, draping the rug over her picket fence. ‘Including Milo. Take it or leave it.’

‘Can I have a look,’ I said, trying to find a reason to leave it and wondering who the hell Milo was.

‘That one there.’ She pointed to a wooden shed behind her.

‘Does it have a shower?’

‘Well if you want to look I suppose I’ll have to go to my store and get the keys.’

What a dragon. She should call it Gladys’s Lair.

‘But I don’t want visitors. No hanky-panky, no drinking – there are too many drunks in this village already, he’s one of them – and no pets.’

Her voice trailed off as she looked back down the beach. The old man was gone. All that stood in his place now were two dogs going at it like the clappers while kids threw stones at them. One of the children stood and mimicked them, thrusting his groin back and forth in the air. Another kid copied him and soon all of them were standing in a line. It looked like they were doing the conga.

‘Never see their parents in church on a Sunday,’ Gladys huffed.

‘What, the dogs?’

She didn’t laugh. Instead she turned and growled at a girl who was polishing the veranda of one of the cottages with half a coconut husk. The cleaner had begun to sing very lightly while swinging her hips to and fro, using her foot to move the buffer. She went down on her hands and knees and smiled through the balustrade at me.

Gladys’s face turned to stone. Her English was impressive. ‘You’d better start polishing, my girl, otherwise you’ll be laughing on the other side of your face.’

‘I think I’ll take a look around,’ I said.

‘You won’t find anything else. This is holy week. Everywhere is full.’

I looked over her shoulder at the deserted beach huts.

‘The only reason I have any space is because I like to keep some rooms for foreigners. I’m like that. It’s my downfall. I know you’ve travelled far and need a bed for the night. There’s always room at this inn,’ she said, and tried to look bountiful.

‘I haven’t seen any tourists. There was no one on the bus coming here.’

‘Locals. From Manila, the provinces… They like to visit our wonderful place. Everybody wants to come here. Huh.’ She patted the back of her adamantine perm, as though it was her everyone was coming to see.

‘I think I’ll go and get some breakfast,’ I lied.

‘Suit yourself.’ She took her rug off the fence and turned to go. ‘But you won’t like Bonga’s Guest House, I can tell you now. Maximo Bonga…’ She was lost for words, shaking her head and walking towards a small water tank where a terrified plumber was laying out his tools for a repair.

‘Maximum Bongo?’

‘Bonga,’ said the fisherman’s wife as she cleaned up my bowl in the sea. ‘It means flamboyant.’

I was smiling inside. Gladys had given two words too many. And as she bore down on the poor plumber I rolled my shoulders and let the grin work its way up onto my face.

Maximo Bonga. Even his name was mad.
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The guest house was a little way back from the beach, but that was OK. I didn’t mind giving up the view in favour of what might turn out to be a very unusual stay. A sea breeze, the gentle plop of waves in a bay full of the most spectacular islands I’ve ever seen, limestone rocks pushing up out of the sea and towering majestically over the inhabitants of El Refugio… pah, overrated.

As I walked through the village I asked a few people where the guest house was and always received the same response: ‘Bonga? Maximo Bonga? You mean you want to stay at Bonga’s Guest House?’ When I said yes they all seemed puzzled and said the same thing: ‘Why don’t you stay at the beach? Gladys’s or Mama Den’s? They have nice rooms. Bonga’s?’

And it was weird how everyone knew of him but didn’t know where his place was, as if they’d completely forgotten he existed. They seemed to know the name but frowned and cast about for the recollection. It had obviously been a very long time since anyone had asked.

Eventually two kids on a home-made go-kart were given an order by a store owner to take me. The whole thing was building my anticipation nicely. So much so that I’d completely forgotten my fatigue by the time we reached the end of the dusty track and I was standing at the front garden gate.

The kids asked for money so I told them to get lost. The truth is I was about to give them a few pesos for some penny sweets, but because they’d asked I changed my mind. They walked off and threw stones at me.

I barely noticed; my eyes were now welded to the sight laid out before me. The bag slid off my shoulder and fell to the floor. I just stood and grinned.

The sign above the gate read Bonga’s Guest House in wonky letters made from spent brass bullet cartridges covered in green patina. There was a small sunny garden beyond and a neat flower-lined path which ran up to what can only be described as a living museum. An encampment. It was like one of those exhibits where a period in history has been painstakingly recreated. The Battle of the Alamo, say, or the World War One trenches of France.

The small two-storey wooden house looked normal enough, but the veranda was enclosed with a battlement, a wall of sandbags, beyond which sat a small open-air restaurant. Sticking out through the defences was the barrel of a very large machine gun; the kind that comes from a tank or rear defence of a bomber. A cannon.

I picked up my bag, pushed open the gate and stepped inside.

‘Halt!’

I froze, scanning left and right. Nothing, no movement except the silent flap of butterflies playing in the red frenzy of hibiscus. I took another exploratory step forward and waited for a voice. Then another and another until I was midway down the path, still holding my breath. The bushes to my right moved. Someone was in there. Someone camouflaged. What should I do? Should I play along, pretend I hadn’t noticed?

‘Ouch!’ There was the snap of a twig and a rustling sound.

I hid the smile creeping across my face and looked at the rest of the garden, anywhere but those shaking bushes. I could even see the top of the helmet, the sun striking the chipped matt finish of olive green as its wearer stumbled and snagged on the branches.

‘Ow!’ And then ‘Uch!’ and ‘Oof!’

I decided to give him a hand. ‘Is anyone home?’ The breaking of branches and owching got louder. I bit my lip harder. ‘Hello? I need a room.’ Out the corner of my eye I could see the old man as he sneaked out of cover, crouched over and hurried along the hedge. He crept around the rear of the house, tripping only once.

I stood dutifully on the path and waited in the sunshine for something to happen. A moment later he appeared on the veranda in full World War Two combat gear, helmet under arm, trying to look surprised but composed under a sheen of sweat.

He was a wizened old Filipino man with wispy grey hair, damp and flat with the sweat of the steel helmet, and a thin, pencil-like Spanish moustache. He looked 80 years old but stood like a younger man. Perhaps it was the starched army uniform that was holding him up.

‘You American?’ he asked, and puffed out his narrow chest, looking sceptically down his nose at me.

‘English,’ I said.

He looked disapprovingly down at a rooster I just noticed was standing to attention beside him, at heel exactly like a dog. Had this man trained a chicken?

‘English,’ he repeated, and something in his memory seemed to register. The head turned just a degree and the rheumy old bloodshot eyes narrowed a little. ‘What regiment?’

‘Regiment? I’m not in…’

‘You air force?’

‘No, I…’

‘Name, rank, serial number.’

‘Um… Harris. John,’ I said with appropriate military protocol. What the hell was this?

‘Give me five, soldier!’ He stood bolt upright and pointed to the ground. I hesitated. ‘I said give me ten push-ups!’

‘Ten? You just said five!’

‘Sol-jah…’

Without realising what I was doing I dropped my bag. The cockerel raised its head and crowed. I felt mocked: ‘Cock-a-doodle-do-it soldier!’ No wonder people frowned when I’d asked the way to this place. He’s mental. I knew I should have stayed at the bloody beach.

I went down on hands, just for the fun of it I told myself, and began humping the ground, drips of perspiration from my head cratering the dust. The last three I did one-armed. That’ll show the silly old sod.

‘Can I have a room now,’ I said, brushing the dirt off my hands and trying not to show the exertion.

‘You want to barrack here?’ He put on his helmet and looked back down at the bird, still at heel beside his left boot. ‘What do you think, MacArthur?’ he said. The rooster had a bloody name! It pecked the air once, ruffled its feathers, turned its head to one side and looked me square in the eye. Unnerved, I looked back at the old man. ‘Four dollars a night, cold shower, reveille at zero-six hundred,’ he said.

I took a step closer, up onto the porch next to him, feeling like I’d passed some kind of test.

He looked me up and down once, nodded his approval at my physique and shorn scalp, and held out a hand. ‘Sergeant Major Maximo Bonga. Cavalry.’

‘John Harris, tourist,’ I replied, shaking his hand and trying not to laugh as he gritted his teeth and attempted to crush my fingers. ‘What roo… barrack should I take?’

His glazed eyes had halos around the irises, like rings on a tree stump, each one a memory. They watered a bit, like all old people, but these ones were alive and suspicious, if a little boozed. I got a whiff of yesterday’s alcohol.

‘Putting you in bunk four, Harrison, next door to me, so we can communicate. This country ain’t what it used to be. I used to be in the US Army, you know,’ he said, his voice suddenly taking on an American lilt. ‘That was back in the… um… forties. Me and Vick… Vick, um…’ he drifted, trying to remember a name. ‘Anyhow, Vick and me. We used to drive tanks. They called us the aces, Vick and me. I remember once, we were posted together in… um…’

‘I’m just gonna have a shower.’ I showed him the dirty palms of my hands.

‘You freshen up… um…’

‘Harris.’

‘Harris. And then we’ll talk. I got things you need to know.’ He tapped a nostril. ‘See that cowling up there?’ He pointed up to part of a plane that was hanging from the rafters.

‘Christ!’ I ducked, smartly stepping to one side, wondering how on earth it was held there. It looked like the only thing stopping it crashing down and killing someone was a threadbare length of ancient rope.

 ‘Zero. Shot that down over the err…’

‘Pacific?’ I suggested, cowering to one side.

‘No no no, the um…’

‘Atlantic?’

‘No, the… the…’ he tapped his foot, impatient with his memory.

‘South China Sea?’

He looked at me as if I was mad. ‘Course not, man. Over the um…’

‘Over the mountains.’

‘No. Over the… over the… summer of forty-four! That’s it. Knew I’d remember. Huh.’

I picked up my bag.

‘Where are you going?’

I pointed to the corridor that looked like it led to the rooms. ‘Shower.’

‘I haven’t given you the rundown. Positions. Now then, Jarvis…’

‘Harris.’

‘Tell you what, you freshen up and we’ll talk later. Ten-four? I’ve got some things to do.’ He clapped me on the shoulder and poked out his chin, stretching his turkey neck in the worn collar of the jacket.

‘Key.’

‘To what?’

‘Do you have a key to the room?’

‘Huh. New in town, uh? Let me tell you, no one gets into my place without my permission. I’m guarded on all sides against all comers. Not only are we fortified around the perimeter but I’ve got the beach assault covered too. You know what I mean?’ He looked left and right before leaning very close. I could smell the pomade on his hair. ‘Explosive charges,’ he whispered.

‘I’d better not smoke then.’ The joke fell completely flat and he glared at me as though I’d just suggested sex with his granddaughter. ‘I’m gonna freshen up. Ha ha.’

He shook my hand again.

I breathed a sigh of relief and blinked through the tired, burnt skin and grime that was holding me together. My second wind had all but blown away. I’d been on the go without sleep for three days now and I could hear the bed calling me. But first that shower.

‘You freshen up. I’ll be out here if you need me,’ he said. ‘You got soap? Course you have. Go on then, man. The well’s just out the back by the pigsty.’
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I woke up in a pool of sweat, my face stuck to the nylon pillowcase. It was late afternoon but there was no electricity to work the table fan. I’d been told that the power came on after four and went off at midnight. Sure enough, just as I was counting my money the fan swung into action and blew pesos all over the room.

When I went out to the little restaurant cum barricade, Maximo was slumped in an old armchair, blotto, an empty bottle of Tanduay rum grasped lovingly across his chest like a baby. He looked dead so I bent closer.

‘Don’t worry, he ain’t dead.’

I stood up straight, startled.

‘He’s always gone by lunchtime. This ain’t a first. You American?’ said the American voice.

‘English,’ I said, locating the man sitting at a table in the corner. He was enormous, obese, 180 kilos of bare white flab stuck in a chair. He looked like a fridge in a cap-sleeve shirt. He was wearing shorts, his legs wide open to accommodate barrel thighs that were thicker than my waist.

Laid on his massive belly was a tiny handkerchief to catch the crumbs from the crackers he was eating. A big square family tin of them sat on the table in front along with a dozen cans of tuna. As he spoke, without looking down at the food he opened one and spooned the oily contents onto a cracker.

‘Name’s Frank Johnson the Third,’ he said. ‘I’m from the US of A.’ In went another cracker piled with fish flakes. ‘This here’s the missus. Say hello then.’

I hadn’t noticed the girl. At his feet, on her hands and knees cleaning his toes, was a petite Filipina. Without stopping the pedicure she smiled, revealing her teenage beauty. It was infuriating; I hadn’t had a shag in weeks.

‘I’m fifty-five years old,’ he munched, as if deliberately taunting me further. ‘Got me this here lady and some land upa yonder. Man, I love this country.’ And as if to celebrate his good fortune further, he opened another can of tuna upside down onto another cracker, a bloom of oil spreading out on the table.

‘I’m John,’ I replied, wondering if Frank Johnson III was in fact all three generations in one. ‘You two married?’

‘Yes, sir. God bless the internet. Ain’t nothin’ better than a young wife to keep you on yo’ toes. You single? Coz she got plenty of sisters, hek hek hek.’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘Well you came to the right country, boy.’

‘I wasn’t really looking.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Say, you ain’t queer, are ya?’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘Uh-huh.’ He nodded and leaned forward with great effort to peer into the big cracker tin, frowning then poking around inside with a chubby hand. ‘Mary, didn’t I tell you earlier that I’s almost outta thum crackers? Crackers, I sez ’bout lunchtime. Go git me some o’ those suckers when yo’ at the mawket.’ His voice went all high-pitched and piping like a girl as he complained. ‘Now I ain’t got none to offer this here young man.’

‘That’s OK,’ I said, wondering why on earth he was eating canned fish when we were sitting in a fishing village full of the fresh stuff. ‘I’m just going out to eat.’

‘Well at least have a drink, woncha?’

I looked down at poor old soldier Maximo Bonga, his false teeth sliding out every time his mouth opened to snore. The stuffing on the arm of his chair had burst and was poking out like a sudden fungus, completing the scene of being absolutely knackered.

As well as getting something to eat I wanted to find a place to drink, always the first thing to establish when entering a new town, especially as I felt I’d be staying here for some time. Boozers are always the best source of information when you’re travelling. They always seem to attract people who’ve done everything and filtered out all the crap. Over a drink they spill all the choicest tidbits about things to do, people you must meet and those to avoid. Travellers are incapable of keeping secrets.

In fact, when people tell me they’re going travelling and ask for advice, I always tell them to go and get drunk in the local. If there’s a pub with a foreign landlord, so much the better.

I looked back up at big Frank and he suddenly looked like the loneliest person on earth. Someone lonelier than me.

 

The place really came alive at sunset with the hustle and bustle of village life. The stores and eateries along the dusty potholed streets were lit up with fairy lights for the Easter holiday and a small Easter fair crawled with kids. They even had a freak show. ‘Monkey Boy!’ read a sign above the entrance to a tent. There was a hand-painted image of a child covered in hair, his arms twice as long as normal.

Music blared out everywhere, from karaoke machines or acoustic guitars. I’d never seen so many people playing guitar and singing before. And when I passed the Hard Rocks Videoke again and saw the people singing together, it dawned on me for the first time the true meaning of karaoke. I’d been in Asia for years, surrounded by it, and had always hated it. Why did they sit there in a room night after night singing those songs, wailing at the tops of their voices? Couldn’t they hear how bad they sounded?

That was missing the point. It doesn’t matter how bad you sing, no one cares. The whole point of it is to get together with people, get drunk and be happy. Go back to England 70 years ago and every household had a karaoke. We called it a piano.

I was stopped briefly outside Hard Rocks by Francis, the transexual owner, and the red-faced locals from my earlier drink. They pointed to the young Jesus, who was now comatose in the corner, holding the microphone like an ice cream.

I managed to get away by saying I wanted to eat, and then, when they told me they had food – ‘Francis will cook! He’s a woman!’ – that I was meeting someone. I had to say something, otherwise I might never see the other end of town.

I continued through the village towards the cliffs at the western end, dark against the twinkling purple sky. All the men called out, ‘Hey, Joe!’, as in G.I. Joe; a hangover from the US occupation, and a common greeting for foreigners in the Philippines regardless of nationality. How quaint and friendly, I thought.

The rest shouted ‘Kalbo!’, which means baldy. Wankers.

With the words still ringing in my ears, I turned towards the beach, then did a left into another narrow house-lined street that ran parallel to the shore. And tripped over two women brawling in the dirt. Dust went flying as they scrapped.

No one else seemed to pay any attention. A woman behind an outside shop counter served a customer. A man sitting on an upturned boat lit his cigarette and smiled. ‘Stand back a bit, if I was you,’ was all he said. He lifted a cheek and broke wind, the sound reverberating through the inverted wooden hull in a throaty growl.

I gestured to the mass of tangled hair and clouds of dust billowing at my feet. ‘Shouldn’t we, you know… stop them?’

‘You can if you want, but the hospital’s closed for Easter.’

‘Bitch!’ One woman brought her knee into the other’s midriff, and when she doubled up used the opportunity to roll on top of her. I still couldn’t quite make out their features among the mass of hair, but one looked like a foreigner, much broader across the back and with white skin. One of her breasts was hanging out of her torn T-shirt.

She sat astride the other woman, raised an arm and noticed me. The poised fist unclenched and swept the hair from her eyes. ‘Hello. Were you looking for me? I will be back at the shop in a minute. I am Janet,’ she said, and, by way of explanation, added, ‘I run the Swiss Cafe. You will wait, please.’

I was speechless.

She turned back to the girl on the ground and thumped her right in the eye. An animal cry echoed off the cliffs. Janet stood up to admire her work, barking out a warning. ‘No one tries to sleep with my husband!’ She turned to me. ‘You have just arrived? Where are you staying?’

I was a bit thrown by it all. The other woman was now on her hands and knees crawling away, one hand cupping her bruised eye.

‘Bonga’s Guest House,’ I said.

‘Little whore!’ she shouted down the street before turning back to me. ‘Let me show you our place. We have boat tours to lagoons and beaches. Only four hundred pesos including lunch!’

‘Sounds good,’ I said. She had a beerbottle label stuck in her hair which she was trying to peel out.

‘And we have a nice girl on tomorrow’s boat trip.’ She nudged me in the ribs. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Yeah.’

‘She is very beautiful. Italian.’

Italian. Fantastic. ‘Not really looking,’ I lied.

‘Not like these whores!’ She flared her nostrils and looked back to see that her message was loud and clear to the whole town. The people sitting outside their houses looked the other way. ‘Fourteen years I have been here. I am married to a local man. And still they do not respect me. As soon as my back is turned.’

I followed her down the street. There was a dive shop called Bay Divers, which looked as though it had seen better days, and Janet confirmed was on its last legs. Also a bar called Refuge Bistro that looked more like a garden shed. According to Janet things were looking pretty grim, tourist-wise, in El Refugio at the moment, due almost entirely to the Muslim separatists from the south.

The Abu Sayyaf had been terrorising the Philippines for years but only recently had they really made their presence felt. The previous government had made the fatal mistake of caving in to the rebels’ demand of a ransom payment for the return of some hostages, and now the floodgates had opened. Anyone and everyone was calling themselves a Muslim, tear-arsing around the country kidnapping along the way. And as if that wasn’t bad enough for tourism in El Refugio, they had decided to kidnap some American missionaries nearby.

‘They are just drunks. No job, nothing better to do than run around with guns,’ Janet said. ‘Maybe once it was about their religion but now it is only about cash. They gain, the hard working people lose. They think it is clever to drive us out. But when we are gone and everything is messed up they will see. When they are back to being poor farmers and fishermen again they will understand.’

We turned into her shop, the Swiss Cafe and Boutique. ‘Now then.’ She went to a whiteboard that was fixed to the wall and picked up a marker. ‘The lagoon trip. What is your name?’

‘John.’

‘Joh-nah. You are lucky, three ladies with you on tomorrow’s trip.’ She elbowed me conspiratorially in the ribs again.

I looked at the other names on the list and tried to picture their owners: Brenda. She was going to be big. I had an aunt with that name and she was built like a rugby player. Jiz. She may as well have called herself Spunk. She was going to be scatty. And the third name sent a shiver down my spine: Annie. I’ve seen Misery. She was going to be fat and mad.

‘Which one’s the Italian?’ I braced myself.

‘Mmm… that would be Annie. Yes, Annie.’

Lightning, a crack of thunder and Kathy Bates standing in the doorway to James Caan’s bedroom, sledgehammer held across her chest: ‘It’s for your own good.’

‘Do you need a snorkel? They are for rent. Only fifty pesos.’

I shook off the nightmare vision. ‘Yeah, and fins.’

She went to mark my rentals on the board but her manic dog came bolting out from behind a rack of beachwear and started rolling around at our feet. Janet got on all fours and started to play with it. ‘Are you on heat? Who have you been with, eh? You little whore.’

‘I’m just going for a drink at that bistro place,’ I said. ‘What time should I be here tomorrow morning?’ The beer label was still stuck in her hair and one of her boobs was hanging out again.

‘You naughty little whore. Yes! Yes! You are!’

Who, me?

‘Go on, go out with your dogs, you doggy. Go!’

Was she talking to me or the dog?

She stood, parting ragged hair from her face. ‘Upstairs in the cafe at eight-thirty. Boat leaves at nine o’clock.’ She stamped her foot playfully at the dog lingering in the doorway then sniffed her fingers before extending her hand to me. ‘Welcome to El Refugio.’
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I surprised myself by being back at Janet’s cafe at eight-thirty on the dot the next morning. I felt a bit rough, hung over from a night of drinking at the bistro, but I was there. My breath was pure alcohol, I had a splitting headache, and if it hadn’t been for the cockerels I wouldn’t have made it in time.

The dawn chorus had started at five o’clock. In fact, despite popular belief, it had never really stopped all night, but the main racket kicked off an hour before sunrise. And once one mangy bird started the others had followed until the whole village was in uproar. I woke up wondering if one of the bastards had flown into my room, it was that loud.

Then, as the room lightened an hour or so later and the mayhem began to subside, just as I began to drift back to sleep, Maximo had started, right in the hallway outside my door. I wanted to strangle the old git. I’d been having a dream that I was in a hotdog eating competition and everyone else was a naked female. ‘Go away!’ I shouted.

‘No!’ he’d replied, and clanged what sounded like a saucepan lid even louder. ‘It’s six o’clock. Get up.’

‘I’m sleeping.’

‘I don’t care.’

Putting the pillow over my ears did nothing so I got up and opened the door. He was gone. I looked left and right. ‘I’m not going to stay here if you do that again!’ I bellowed down the corridor.

A distant voice shouted back, ‘You have a tour of duty that starts at zero eight hundred hours, soldier. Now drop your cock and grab your socks!’

I went back into the room baffled and got dressed wearing a frown, wondering how on earth he could have known about the island-hopping tour I was booked on.

It had been a strange night indeed, and I’d met some very odd foreigners who now called El Refugio home. They even had a little band, The Refuge Trio. When said quickly it sounded like The Refuse Trio. It consisted of Ziegwalt, the German dwarf I’d seen, on accordion (he was only just over a metre tall and it looked like he was being attacked by a square serpent); a ragged-looking, though very well-spoken Englishman on bongos called Jim, and Janet’s nice Filipino husband Taddi on guitar and vocals. He was the only sane one of the three.

But the most interesting of all was Bernard, the wacky French owner of the bistro, who had insisted I should get up to do the boat trip. He’d called it ‘the best introduction to the whole area, and El Ref in particular’.

I thought back to Bernard’s story, of his incredible life, and how you never meet people like him back home. He was in his sixties and had been living outside of France for 40 years. At first reluctant to talk, as the night wore on and the rum flowed, so did his words, pouring out of his head cathartically.

He’d trained as an anthropologist and had originally worked in South America, mostly under the Pinochet regime in Chile. Bored with academia as a 20-year-old and flush with a sense of adventure, he’d been persuaded by the people in power to use his skills to financial advantage; both theirs and his.

Basically they wanted him to hunt for treasures. The deal was simple; they’d provide resources in the form of guides and local know-how, and Bernard, under the guise of various French universities, would find and then trade the artefacts at a massive profit in Europe. Indiana Jones without the morals.

Eventually, inevitably, the regime changed and Bernard decided to hop to the other side of the Pacific, to the Philippines, where an almost identical dictatorial government was in power. Marcos was offering anyone with a sense of adventure, and who didn’t mind too much where the cash came from, the opportunity to make it big.

Originally living with and studying the local tribes on the island, Bernard soon fell into old habits and began treasure hunting. ‘After all, what is archeology if not the search for buried treasure, my English friend?’ Only this time it went a stage further. Headhunting. Or at least selling the heads that others hunted.

At that time there were still cases of headhunting among the tribes of the remotest parts of the Philippines. Bernard’s job, with the sanction of the Marcos government – in fact Ferdinand himself, according to Bernard – was to collect ‘artefacts’ and find a market for them abroad. Bernard found highly decorated, dried human heads, and ready buyers in Europe and the US.

It may be difficult for your average person like me to comprehend, but there are billionaires in this world who want for nothing. They have every conceivable toy, possession, sexual pleasure, antique and work of art money can and cannot buy. They’re bored with everything and are always looking to get something new, something their competing multimillionaire acquaintances don’t have.

In a world where trophy buildings, trophy girlfriends, Rolls Royce cars and Lear Jets are the norm, where heads are firmly in the clouds and their grasp of reality is seriously skewed, one purchases a real human head to mount above the drawing room fireplace, old chap.

‘Think about it,’ he’d said when everyone had left his bar and we were alone, his face lit dramatically by the kerosene lamp, ‘any rich man can buy a Ming Dynasty vase. Just go to Sotheby’s.’ He leaned in. ‘But how many people know where to buy a decorated human head? Eh? Eh?’ Once again, inevitably, people power brought in a change in government and Bernard was left holding the head, so to speak.

He’d been married seven times over the years, had numerous kids scattered about the planet and, unlike most expats I’ve met who’ve been abroad for years, wasn’t boorish or bitter. Elsie was his latest love, an acquisition from a Manila bar, and she had flirted shamelessly with me all night long.

All interesting stuff, I thought as I stood outside the Swiss Cafe and watched Janet’s husband Taddi load up the outrigger on the beach. But what really concerned me most at the moment was the quality of the three women on the tour with me. And why Janet’s dog had attached itself to my bloody leg.

‘Gerroff,’ I shook my leg. It didn’t budge. Looking around nervously I tried again, this time harder. Still it was glued to me, looking up, its tongue lolling. I traipsed up the flight of stairs to the restaurant with the dog attached.

I reached the top landing and turned into the restaurant. Just in time to hear Janet, sitting at a table with her first customer, a stunning woman with cascading blonde hair, say, ‘Whereabouts in Italy?’

 

It wasn’t until we were out at sea half an hour later, the deafening clatter of the boat’s engine echoing off the surrounding cliffs, that I was finally able to speak to her.

Annie, that is, the beautiful Italian who looked nothing like a psycho and everything like the sanest thing I’d encountered since arriving in this village. She was completely out of place, like an alien from some far-off world, the Planet Perfection, dropped here by mistake. A visitor from a different galaxy where everyone had gorgeous hair, immaculate, unblemished skin and the latest Versace swimwear. She didn’t even look like a backpacker.

Of course, the other two women sitting in the outrigger bolstered the illusion. They looked like bizarre, eccentrically carved bookends each side of her. One of them, Brenda, was a very well-built, brick shithouse of a Belgian, an amateur wrestler, she said, and had one leg in plaster. As soon as she’d limped into the little outrigger boat we nearly capsized.

The boat boy stood behind her ankle deep in water while she hopped along and swung her leg up into the boat. Using the arm of an outrigger she’d tried to hoist herself in but the whole lot came away. ‘Oh no!’ All I saw was her white leg and torso disappear over the side followed by the broken outrigger. She lay in a foot of water, grinning and blinking. ‘It is so warm!’

The other punter in the boat, Jiz, was a scrawny Australian woman with verbal diarrhoea. ‘Hi, there! I’m Jiz!’ and she held out her face, waiting for me to fill the one second of quiet. When I didn’t, she jumped in with a monologue that was still going now, half an hour later. It was exactly like watching someone on speed, all hyperactive, the air around her full of hands and words; all complete bollocks.

When
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