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Introduction

 


Charles Tan

 


 


I identify myself as Filipino-Chinese, and while
that demographic is represented in Philippine literature from
established writers like Caroline Hau, Charlson Ong, Ricky Lee, or
the late Doreen Yu, it’s sorely lacking when it comes to the
speculative fiction genre. Not that there’s a shortage of local
Filipino-Chinese SF writers—as will hopefully be proven by this
anthology—but rather the Filipino-Chinese condition is seldom
discussed in our SF stories. I didn’t even consider writing a
Filipino-Chinese character in my fiction until I was approached by
Derwin Mak and Eric Choi to contribute to their Chinese-themed
anthology, The Dragon and the Stars, three
years ago. For the past few years, I’ve been promoting Philippine
SF, but it only recently occurred to me to become more hands-on
when it comes to Filipino-Chinese literature. No one yet has
assembled an anthology on Filipino-Chinese SF, and Lethe Press
thankfully gave me that opportunity.

If you’re reading this, looking to discover a broad,
sweeping generalization about what Filipino-Chinese SF is like,
then my answer will disappoint you: I don’t know. Instead, I wanted
to see what our writers would come up with, given my two
constraints: 1) come up with a SF story and 2) it has to have a
Filipino-Chinese element to it. While some stories headed in the
direction I expected, others surprised me and caught me off guard.
It was also interesting to discover how a lot of the submitted
stories contained an element of horror.

Perhaps another tricky subject when talking about
Filipino-Chinese SF is who I considered to be Filipino-Chinese.
Heritage is always a tricky subject—my family being a good example
of Chinese purity and prejudice: whenever I’d bring a friend to the
house, the first thing my parents would ask was whether they were
Chinese or Filipino, and would speak about the latter with
contempt. A lot of Filipino-Chinese families I know even forbid
their children from marrying someone that wasn’t of “pure” Chinese
blood (i.e. someone whose parents are both Chinese), even if they
themselves had broken that taboo by marrying a Filipino. What’s
interesting about the Filipino-Chinese experience is that it’s
diverse and encapsulates many different combinations. For my
contributors, I attempted to solicit from a diverse group, some of
which only loosely identify themselves as Filipino-Chinese.
Hopefully the stories in this anthology encapsulate that
diversity.

Last but not least is the title of this book:
Lauriat. What exactly is a Lauriat? It’s a
eight-, nine-, ten-course dinner featuring a variety of dishes,
everything from noodles to abalone to Peking duck to lobster. It’s
an apt description for this not-quite-themed anthology, and is a
popular Filipino-Chinese tradition.

I’m not fond of introductions that attempt to explain
the stories so I’ll end here. I hope you enjoy reading this
book.
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Andrew Drilon has been
telling stories through the medium of comics for almost a decade
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Inquirer, Ladlad 3,
The Virtuous Medlar Circle,
Philippine Genre Stories,
The Apex Book of World SF, volume 2,
and Chalomot Be’aspamia (an Israeli
specfic magazine). He was a finalist for the Philippines Free Press
Literary Awards and a recipient of The Philippine Graphic/Fiction
Award.

 


 


 


Dariel is lucky to have gotten so close. Lourdes
too, in this crowd. Huan is above them, getting a better view.
Jonabet has been waiting all year. Xiangzu is excited. Simeon is
amused. Genevieve is wondering what it’s all about. Basti considers
the familiar waiter then focuses back on the scene.

Mia and Faye are having dinner at Café Bonita. It’s
more of an upscale restaurant than a café. It has a Newsweek article framed on the wall by the doorway.
They serve fusion Filipino cuisine—kare-kare stew with melted swiss cheese, focaccia
bread and bangus pâté, fresh corned beef
dipped in hoisin sauce; standards mashed-up with strangeness. The
food is so good that you have to place a reservation weeks in
advance in order to get a table. The wait list is filled with names
of the rich and famous.

Faye’s assistant handled all the details, securing a
table for two in a private VIP room. All Mia had to do was show up.
They do this twice a year, because Faye likes to know that she
still has some friends in the world. Mia has been her closest
confidante since they were both fifteen. They were best friends in
high school, and tonight they’re pretending they still are.

“Try the two-way adobo,” Mia
says. “So good. It’s crispy and soft at the same time.”

“I don’t know,” says Faye. “I shouldn’t eat so much.
I’m near my weight limit.”

“Oh, right. Maybe not. What about the ming-ming laing? It’s all vegetables, right?”

“Yes it is. Okay. Also the Bikol Express?”

“Doesn’t that have milk?”

“So does the laing.”

“Faye! We have to eat something.”

Their little room is overflowing with people. The
door opens and a waiter comes over. He recognizes Faye immediately.
He’s seen her on TV. The other girl is not so familiar, but has a
certain quality about her. She speaks in a loud, high pitch. Her
movements are exaggerated and dramatic. Theatrical. The waiter is
convinced that these are important people, and takes extra care to
comport himself with dignity. He might get a big tip out of
this.

“Your orders, ma’am?”

“One garlic ma-chang, one
Bikol Express, one ming-ming laing and two
Vietnamese iced coffees,” Mia says. “Is it really from
Vietnam?”

“Yes, ma’am. Ca Phe Hoa Tan. It’s flown in every
Thursday.”

“You know,” says Faye, “I had a shoot in Vietnam last
year. It was depressing. But the coffee was good.”

Mia smiles. The waiter walks off with their orders.
He brushes past his great-grandfather, Basti, who died in the
Japanese invasion of Bataan. They ignore each other. Basti stands
next to Mia, who sits across from Faye. You could say he was
attracted by the crowd. He views this rare biannual event with much
curiosity.

Faye is visiting from Los Angeles, where she works
for most of the year. She is an international silver-screen
celebrity. Her résumé is full of commercials, endorsements,
primetime television awards and summer blockbuster roles. Mia is a
celebrity too, but Faye doesn’t know it, because she does not
perceive the dead. Faye has her share of perceptions, but she
cannot account for all of them. She has seen and done so much in
her lifetime. All her relationships are complicated and uncertain,
filled with subtexts she can barely grasp.

If Faye were more articulate, she might have been
able to explain how she has made an impressive living off of
perception; how her life has been dedicated to making others see
what they want to see. “It’s an industry of prettified lies, where
the surface is all that matters,” she might have said. But she
didn’t, because Faye is not very articulate. All her best lines are
written for her. Anyway, she’d have been wrong, because Hollywood
is filled with dead people, and the dead can see the truth. Death
makes sense that way.

Mia is a sensible woman. She has a huge fan base
among the dead. It dwarfs Faye’s by a significant margin. There are
so many more dead people than living, after all. Every night,
before going to sleep, Mia makes sure to say her daily coda: “You
make me every day,” and, after a measured pause: “This one’s for
you.” It’s a snappy shout-out that builds familiarity, comforting
the audience and, above all, acknowledging them. Mia might be the
only living person who does this on a regular basis. It’s a
time-tested formula that’s worked for her since she was
fifteen.

Mia, like you, cannot see the dead, but she has
decided that they are watching. Lourdes remembers when this
lifelong decision began. Mia was six years old when her grandmother
first told her about the dead. In the Philippines, almost
everyone’s grandmother can see the dead, and Mia’s was no
exception. Some say it’s a racial ability, or perhaps linked to
archipelagic geography. The Seven Thousand Islands have long been a
popular afterlife hotspot. Bakana passed away in Groote Eylandt;
Wency in Ouachita; Norton in Northampton; Leehom in Lào Cai. Like
many others, they moved here to settle down. There is a healthier
respect for the dead here, and it’s not as depressing as
Vietnam.

“I read this article in the Times,” says Faye, making conversation. “It’s about
how everyone is obsessed with fame these days. They say attention
is the global currency of the twenty-first century.”

Mia smiles. “I think it’s been the currency a lot
longer than that.”

“Speaking of which, I heard you came into a lot of
money last month. Another lotto win?”

“Actually, it was an investment paying off. That was
a big moment for me, taking that out. I placed it when I was
twenty-one.”

“Wow. You’re the luckiest person I know, Mia.
Someone’s watching over you.”

“Please. It’s nothing. You probably make ten times as
much in a year.”

“Maybe. But I need to work so hard for it. All you
have to do is sign papers and you’re good.”

“That’s not true. I work hard, too. I have a busy
schedule.”

“Charity races? Extreme sports? Singing contests?
That’s not work, Mia. That’s fun.”

Zondria disagrees, as do a few others. There are
59,483 people in Café Bonita tonight. One hundred forty-seven of
them are alive, checking their mobiles, mistiming jokes, eating and
breathing through awkward pauses, all thinking about things they’d
rather not think. The hairs rise on their arms and they assume it’s
the air conditioning. The rest are invisible. Many stand in empty
spaces. Their feet do not touch the ground. Some are pressed
halfway through walls while others suspend themselves from the
ceiling. A few of them—children—are hanging from the chandeliers.
Everyone is intent on Mia and Faye’s table.

Mia takes a breath. She wants to say how difficult
her life has been from moment to moment, but doesn’t want to come
off as whiny. She wants to talk about the delicate balance she
needs to maintain, but doesn’t want to seem boastful. Bragging does
no good if you’re in a story; it only eradicates sympathy and sets
you up for a fall. She decides on the humble route. It’s not like
she needs Faye’s approval. Faye is a supporting character; a guest
star at best. She isn’t Mia’s audience.

“I do stuff,” Mia says then shakes her head. “No,
you’re right. Your work is probably harder than mine. But it’s
worth it, right? Everyone’s so proud of you. You’re going places.
And your last co-star was gorgeous.”

Faye smiles. He was a gorgeous gweilo; that last one. He said she was beautiful. Faye
likes compliments. She was a lanky, long-chinned girl when she was
young, and didn’t get much attention until she was older. Her
mother says she grew into her face. Her mother says a lot of
things. Talk to that producer. Get a better stylist. You can’t go
over your weight limit. Faye’s mother has a way with words. She
says that Faye isn’t especially good-looking, but the oddness of
her features makes her memorable. Faye got her chin from her
father. That lun tao. Never did anything
to make her happy.

Happiness: that about sums it up, doesn’t it? We all
want to be happy. Faye wants to be happy. The waiter wants to be
happy. Niccolo, Qiang, Mechu, you. It’s the core, abstract goal
that we all strive toward. Even the dead want it. The question is
how to get it. Dominic recalls Mia asking the question twenty years
ago:

“Ama, how can I be
happy?”

That was at her grandmother’s house, a dilapidated
two-storey villa weathered down by four generations of family. It
was Ghost Month, and they had been lighting long sticks of
xiāng at the family shén
tán when Mia brought up the broad idea of happiness. Her
grandmother had scoffed, steadied herself on the altar, looked up
at the statue of their ancestor and replied:

“Ah, baobei. That is a
difficult question to answer. As we grow into the world, we must
each decide what will make us happy. It is different for each
person. For some, it is money. For others, it is love. For you, it
might be recognition, success or achievement. Most people must
settle for the happiness they are given.”

“What if I get all those things at once, ama? Then I’ll be happy for sure!”

“Perhaps,” her grandmother had said. She was nearing
death at that point, Mia’s ama. Her body
was wracked with arthritis, rheumatism, Parkinson’s, osteoporosis
and more. The maids said she was crazy with pain, and perhaps too
far gone to even think properly. Perhaps she was thinking straight
for the first time in her life. There is a singular clarity that
comes with being so close to death’s door. Mia’s grandmother knew
she wouldn’t be able to communicate once the threshold was crossed,
and she was carrying more than a few jewels of knowledge with her.
She must have thought it was a good time to share.

“There is a way, my little baobei. Happiness is fickle and fleeting, but if you
enjoy many blessings and look forward to many more, you can be
happy all your life. But to attain that—well, you must first
understand the nature of the dead.”

Mia had listened and understood. Six years old is the
perfect age to be told such things. Most of us tend to grow out of
our sense of the dead as we approach our teens, but Mia was still
young enough to keep hold of it. Her grandmother spoke of how
people still exist after their bodies perish; of their circuitous
habits and voyeuristic tendencies and much, much more. The dead
crowd the streets of the world, bored and aimless, looking for
things of interest. Since they cannot partake of food or indulge
their sexual appetites, they take pleasure from watching the
living.

“Some prove to be more popular than others,” her
grandmother had said. “And you, baobei,
have all the potential to be a star. You have so much ahead of you;
so many ways to do it right. They say that where the dead go,
blessings follow. The dead have no use for such things, so they
pass it on to those who amuse them most. Beauty, luck, good health,
prosperity—all these things are yours for the taking if you can but
entertain such an audience.”

“How can I do that, ama?”

“Your life must become a performance.”

There had been thirty-nine people observing them at
the time, thirty of whom are now crowding around Mia and Faye,
watching their every move. The nine others have gone on to become
self-appointed marketers, spreading word of Mia’s performance among
their fellow dead. It’s important to build an audience that can
sustain itself, even through lay or mundane periods. Excitement
begets excitement. Boring can be build-up. Tedium becomes
anticipation.

Mia has learned that an interesting life tends to
perpetuate itself. A secret kiss, an unpaid debt, a stolen glance,
a goal announced—she doesn’t have to do much in order to set the
wheels in motion. It’s the maintenance that gets taxing. Side-plots
evolve into full-fledged story arcs; themes demand satisfaction;
minor characters blossom into dark reflections.

“They can say what they want,” says Faye. “I don’t
care.”

“But doesn’t it get to you?” Mia says. “The tweets,
the hate blogs, the message boards—you get so much bad press.”

“People don’t hate me. They can’t. They don’t even
know me. If they hated me, they wouldn’t watch. That’s just
confusing me with my character. And the tabloids.”

“I wouldn’t know what to do if people hated me.”

“No one hates you, Mia. You’re very likeable.”

In the past two decades, Mia has become quite adept
at her performance. There is a method and manner to how she lives.
She brushes her hair every day and maintains excellent hygiene. She
manages a large cast of supporting characters—family, friends,
lovers, acquaintances, enemies. She pursues challenges at every
opportunity. Whether she succeeds or not doesn’t matter, so long as
there is a sense of difficulty. Like you, the dead enjoy watching
conflict. Schadenfreude thrills them, as
do music and spectacle and loss. With the right mix, you can get a
whole lot of them to watch you all the time.

Faye has her own method of performing. Internalize
the character. Embrace the situation. Surrender to the emotion. She
has a way of squinting and crinkling her nose; a visual tic that
she inserts into every performance, like a signature. She’s more
comfortable as other characters. It’s when she’s herself that she’s
bothered. Faye suspects that her soul is growing smaller and
smaller. She had a nightmare, once, of a camera-shaped proboscis
drawing away her qi; her life force; her
very essence. Faye’s therapist chalked it up to depression and gave
her a bottle of Citalopram. She’s felt blurry and detached ever
since. Almost everyone talks to her with an air of pretension. Mia
isn’t one of them. Mia understands her. They’ll always be best
friends.

“The waiter’s been staring at me since we got here.
It’s creepy.”

“Shouldn’t you be used to that by now?”

“No. Not really. That’s why I never went Broadway. I
can’t stand to see too many eyeballs. I’m fine with a crew and
cameras. You don’t have to see everyone watching.”

“I guess that would make it easier.”

The waiter has come to the conclusion that he needs a
picture of himself with Faye. He plans to take it with his phone
and post it online. His friends in Bataan will be green with envy.
They’ll think he’s made something of himself. Maybe someone will
interview him in the newspaper or put him on TV. Wouldn’t that be
amazing? It’s against Café Bonita policy to harass customers, but
he figures he can swing it later, while she waits for the valet.
He’ll punch out, take off his uniform, put on his favorite
Makabayan shirt and ask her for a picture. It has to look casual,
though. It has to look like they’re friends. The loud girl can join
in too, if she wants.

Mia is quite content with where she is right now. At
ten years old, she had a total of fifty followers. The number grew
as she got older, in ones and twos each year. She lucked out in
high school, when she dated a third-generation legacy celebrity and
managed to hijack his 1,562 viewers. They had been trailing him out
of loyalty to his grandfather, and were growing bored anyway. Mia
attended a concert in Araneta Coliseum and nabbed another couple
thousand by getting arrested in front of a camera. She took a dance
class in Malate, enchanted a hot gay barkada and picked up over three thousand deceased
homosexuals. There weren’t that many dead in Singapore, but she
grabbed a boatload of them on her way back from Hong Kong. The dead
can see each other, after all, and with the numbers Mia was
pulling, her crowd was enough to attract more. Her ama had mentioned that at higher levels, popularity
achieves a kind of snowball effect. Mia is now pushing 60k.

“Mia, you remember Dariel? That mestizo guy you dated in high school? I got an invite
to his funeral last year, but couldn’t make it. Did you go?”

“Oh my god, Faye. I didn’t know. What happened?”

“Overdose, I think. I’m not clear on the details.
They found him in a parking lot.”

“Poor Dariel.” Mia sighs. “He was such a nice
guy.”

Dariel beams from the far wall. His fellow viewers
acknowledge his relevance before turning back to Mia. Dariel only
ever slept with Mia in order to get close to Faye, but now he
realizes what he once had. Mia has clearly put a lot of thought
into this. She’s never said it out loud, but she suspects that the
amount of dead viewers is directly proportional to how much living
a person does over a year. Not every day has to be exciting. Many
attention-crazed people go wild in their youth and burn out early.
The urgency of the living demands constant entertainment, but the
dead have longer attention spans. Mia has pegged it at around five
weeks, a sizeable period of engagement before interest begins to
wane. Running plotlines like her disillusionment with her father
and her search for true love serve to keep longtime viewers hooked.
Romantic issues are always a crowd-pleaser.

For the benefit of new followers, she tries to build
up to an event at least once a month. Mountain climbing, rave
parties, intense breakups, family spats—the specifics don’t really
matter so long as the event is contrived and exciting. Her next one
is sex with a half-paralyzed fashion photographer. She’s been
building up to it for weeks. This dinner with Faye is just a
holding action; a prelude.

“Have you thought about settling down?” asks
Faye.

“Haven’t found the right one yet. That’s me:
bachelorette for life.” Mia lets out a controlled sigh, for
effect.

“I was thinking about becoming a producer. I haven’t
told my agent yet. I’ve been so busy and it might knock me out for
a year. I’m not sure we can handle it.”

“You can do it. I believe in you, Faye. You always
have good ideas.”

“Speak for yourself. Seriously, maybe we should team
up. It’s not like you need credentials.”

“Seriously? I’d love to, but I couldn’t. I’ve got too
much going on here.”

Mia is finished after two spoonfuls of laing. Her glass of Vietnamese coffee is half-empty.
Faye has polished off her plate, the Bikol Express and the bowl of
garlic ma-chang. The waiter returns.

“How about dessert, ma’am? We have biko à la mode and lychee panna cotta.”

“Mia?”

“No thank you. I think we’re good.”

Faye smiles at the waiter; squints and crinkles her
nose. Mia makes an offer but Faye refuses. “It’s on me,” she says.
Mia likes to get involved in other people’s business on occasion; a
sure bet for extra drama. But Faye is off-limits; to be kept at
arm’s length; forever relegated to guest star status. She fears
that Faye steals some of her audience every time they meet. It’s a
cute, groundless fear that makes her all the more riveting. Mia can
feel too real—too mundane—around Faye. It’s like talking to your
grandmother.

The waiter rushes off to the kitchen, hands in the
bill, punches out, switches to casual clothes and runs out the back
door. He doubles-back through a side-street, running toward the
front entrance to meet Faye. A car veers around the corner, too
fast for him to avoid. There is shrapnel in the air and shrieks of
alarm, but he is already displaced, watching from beyond the
threshold. He sees the women walk out of Café Bonita, poised and
elegant. They stop at the commotion, but decide to leave anyway.
They kiss each other and promise to meet again. The waiter sees
Faye get into her car. No one is following her, but droves of dead
people are trailing after Mia. He sees his great-grandfather,
Basti, walking among them. They speak briefly and decide to attend
a show together.

Back at her hotel, Faye slips out of high heels and
makes her way to the bedroom. She sits on the bed and turns on the
television. She flips through channels and happens upon a
late-night showing of The Golden Lake. It
was her first movie. She watches herself striding through
glittering palaces, fan in hand, hungry for attention. The handsome
jiedushi presents her to the imperial
court. She is a commodity; a coin spent for political gain. The
courtiers fawn and applaud her obedience as she is given over to
the emperor.

Faye looks so radiant onscreen, she thinks, back when
she still had a soul. She remembers her mother and the camera and
her dream of being a producer, all somehow so distant. She goes to
the bathroom, drinks down a tab of Citalopram and takes a good long
look at her reflection. No one is watching. The dead are absent
from her hotel suite. Something about her repels them. She is too
obvious; too clichéd. Let the living enjoy her. Faye has been alone
since Mia left.

Two miles and three kilometers away, the dead have
congregated around a beautifully-restored two-storey villa. Some
hang from the roof, suspended. Some loiter in the streets, unable
to get in. The inside is packed with spectators, standing
shoulder-to-shoulder, crawling up the walls, their presence getting
thicker and thicker toward the bedroom, where the most dedicated
viewers wait, having maintained their priority seats over the span
of years. All eyes and ears and senses are trained on a single
living person, humming a tune in the shower. Mia dries her hair and
steps out of the bathroom. She is completely naked. Her bedroom
only seems empty. Every inch of space around her, the world and all
it contains, is her stage. She gives a knowing wink at nothingness
before turning out the lights. It’s time to treat her audience to
something special. One day, she hopes, someone will do the same for
her.

A steady beat in her chest. A tap on the wall. Mia
strides to the center of the room and takes her position at the
foot of the bed. Lungs expand and contract as she performs a dance
in the dark; a sweet, improvised contemporary piece accompanied
only by the thrum of the air conditioner and the rush of cars
passing outside. Her body flails, arms outstretched, legs arched
then falling to the rhythm of her heartbeat, which rises to the
occasion. It crescendos, they cheer, she gasps and as the dance
winds down to an end, her feet are almost hesitant to touch the
ground. Shadows roister around her. Mia’s grandmother is among
them, proud as can be. Mia can feel it, deep down inside. She’s not
so real anymore. She’s moving in and out of people, touching them
as she goes. It’s exhilarating.

“You made me. All of you. You make me every day.” She
spins and gestures. “This one’s for you.”

There is an echo of applause. Mia grins and takes a
bow. She falls into her bed, sinking into the sheets, spent but
fulfilled. The dead watch on, transfixed. In the stillness, as her
breath begins to calm, she imagines the years ahead; overflowing
with blessings. She is so happy she could die. And eventually, like
everyone else, she does.
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There is a nose staring up at me across the dining
room table; lying on top of a piece of napkin, right beside
mother’s fine China plate. Mother told me later that it was a
decomposing nose, and Achi said it smelled of raw sewage and mediocrity. I looked up ‘decompose’ in the dictionary,
and it meant to “separate or break down into constituent parts.” I
also looked up ‘mediocrity’, which meant “of only ordinary or
moderate quality.” I like looking things up in the dictionary, and
my teachers say I have excellent vocabulary (“words used by a
particular group of people for communication”) for my age. I agree
with mother, but I don’t think I agree with Achi, because it was the least ordinary nose that I
had ever seen.

There was a nose on the table mostly, I think,
because of father. Father’s name is Tony Lauzon, and he is the
chairman and CEO of a company called United Holdings, Inc. He is
also the president of the homeowner’s association of the Gated
Hills subdivision, which is what the neighborhood we live in is
called. Father disapproves of a lot of things. He disapproves of
lazy people. He disapproves of the number four. He disapproves of
big Filipino families, because they always throw big fiestas in the provinces and ask him to help pay
afterwards, and because they are leeches. Leeches are “any worm of
the class Hirudinea, often used for bloodletting.” I saw leeches on
the Discovery Channel on cable once, and they don’t look like
Filipino families to me. Maybe father meant “people who cling to
another in order to achieve personal gain,” which is another
definition for leeches. It was father who insisted that
Achi bring Gary over for dinner, and it
was making Achi uncomfortable.

“The nose is staring at me,” Achi whispered. Achi is
actually Marcella Amanda Lauzon, my oldest sister. She is thirty
years old, but she is not yet married. Achi and I look a little like father, with our large
eyes and bumpy noses and big ears. Di-chi
and Sa-chi both resemble my mother, who
has a pointed chin and soft slanted eyes and a pretty complexion
(“a natural color, texture and appearance of a person’s skin, often
his or her face”). Di-chi’s name is
Abigail, and she is twenty eight and married to a minotaur from
mainland China who owns a big textile (“cloth or material produced
by weaving, knitting, or sewing”) business. Sa-chi’s name is Leilani, and she is twenty three and
had just recently married a Taiwanese half-dragon who owns a
bottling company. I am not married, but that’s because father said
I can only have a ho-we when I’m in
college, and that’s still a million years away. Ho-we means “boyfriend” or “lover” in Hokkien Chinese,
which is one of three languages that father speaks.

Sometimes I imagine that when I am old enough I would
get a ho-we who is part gargoyle, so he
can fly me over the traffic in Manila instead of having to go
through it. Or a merman, so we can live under the sea and have a
pet whale. Achi laughs when I tell her
this. “It would be hard for you to have children if you marry a
merman,” she said. I don’t know what she meant, but she said she
would tell me when I was older. Achi is a
UP scholar and studied economics in college. Whenever father is
angry he sometimes asks what is the point of being smart if it
didn’t help Achi find a husband
anyway.

It probably seems strange to everyone else that
Di-chi and Sa-chi
married first before Achi had. I know
father thinks so.

I was sitting beside Achi
now, pretending to cut up the fried pork chop on my plate and
trying hard not to stare at the nose myself, and I heard what she
had said. I thought that was strange, because noses don’t have
eyes. “Don’t be silly dear,” mother murmured back, “and don’t be
rude to our guest.”

Our guest was a boy named Gary Cheng, and he met
Achi through a kai-shao arranged by father and Gary’s father.
“Kai-shao” wasn’t listed in the
dictionary, but mother explained that it was like a blind date. I
thought that meant Gary was blind, but mother said it meant that
the people going on the date had never met each other before,
because it was arranged by mutual friends or family instead. I
thought it all sounded very complicated.

I bet if Achi knew her
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