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Infinite Lives, Infinite Deaths
Douglas Candano 

Penguin Random House SEA, 2024. 213 pages.

In their introduction to What Light It Can Hold (2025), an anthology of 
Philippine short stories published so far in the twenty-first century, 

Gerald Burns and Jose Dalisay Jr. note a greater openness among Filipino 
writers to non-realist modes. The eight stories that make up Douglas 
Candano’s Infinite Lives, Infinite Deaths, his debut collection, are arguably 
among the most fascinating examples today of that broad spectrum of 
non-realist modes.
	 Candano’s stories, like Othello’s “Anthropophagi, and men whose 
heads / Do grow beneath their shoulders,” are stuffed with wonders 
and sometimes horror, as even a rough summary of them will show.  
In “Dreaming Valhalla,” Ericsson Chua runs a Norse-themed night club 
on Katapatan Road where guests feast on mead and boar while they are 
entertained by hostesses—the “lovely, mysterious, and eternally virginal, 
blue-eyed Valkyries” (21). The club mysteriously burns down when 
Ericsson’s strange children arrive one evening, and Ericsson himself 
vanishes. “The Life and Death of Hermes Uy” tells the tale of another 
entrepreneur, the owner of Athena Drugstore that is also a world bazaar 
on the ground floor and a theater of interactive automatons on the second. 
In “A Reply to a Query,” a researcher recounts the case of a young girl 
named Innocencia; she elopes with the son of a plantation owner, only 
to return to her family two weeks later as an old woman clutching what 
seems to be “a decaying piece of flesh in the shape of a cord with a small 
knob at the end” (40). “A Visit to the Exhibition of the International 
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Committee on Children’s Rights,” which may remind readers of Gregorio 
Brillantes’s “The Apollo Centennial,” is a first-person account of what its 
title suggests but one with a twist that haunts the narrator’s nightmares 
years later. “An Epistle and Testimony from 13 June 1604” is a friar’s 
chronicle about Lazaro de Chino, who, in the weeks leading up to the 
Sangley Rebellion, regularly receives the stigmata. “Where Old Whores 
Go to Die” describes the project of a non-profit organization that purports 
to “rehabilitate aged prostitutes into productive human resources” (151). 
The workings of the Dama de Noche Rehabilitation and Realignment 
Community, one discovers, redefine the phrase “productive human 
resources.” In “The Way of Those Who Stayed Behind,” an expatriate 
returns to Manila at the death of his great grandmother, only to discover 
the family’s involvement in a mystical cult. “The Lament of Philip Reyes” 
has a failed doctor stay overnight at a hotel-casino where the television 
plays versions of his life. There are intimations that he does not leave 
the hotel alive.
	 Summaries can only begin to hint at the marvelous that suffuse 
the eight stories, two of which are prize-winning. If stories in non-realist 
modes are to be judged solely by the degree of wonder that they elicit, 
then Candano’s more than meet standards. He weaves and interweaves 
motifs and imagery from world mythologies, the Norse being most 
obvious, to various effects—from the humorous to the astonishing. On 
the one end is the naming of Hermes Uy’s drugstore: 
	 He imagined a big, opulent sign with the words “Hermes’ 

Drugstore—The Fastest Service in Manila” stencilled in bold 
colours. However, when he checked his dad’s notebook for the 
meaning of the name, he discovered that aside from being the 
messenger of the gods, Hermes was also the god of thieves. . 
. .  Eventually, he decided on the goddess Athena, conjuring 
up the now-famous slogan of “Athena Drugstore—The Wise 
Choice.” (75–76) 
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In the Philippine context, “Hermes’ Drugstore” is also a dig at Mercury 
Drugstore. On the other is Lazaro de Chino’s final vision, which departs 
from his usual one of scenes from the Passion narrative: instead of 
experiencing Christ crucified, he helplessly watches his own son being 
tortured by animal-headed demons from Chinese myths. They decapitate 
his son, and the head cries out a version of the fourth of Jesus’s last 
words (using “Abba” instead of “Eloi”). The vision unsettles and invites 
interpretation, which doubtless will be varied and even contradictory. 
Could it be, for instance, the Passion, which Lazaro has hitherto 
experienced as the Son (through receiving the stigmata and feeling the 
pains of flogging and crucifixion), retold from the perspective of the 
Father (Abba)? And if so, to what purpose? As apologetics for the Father’s 
seeming indifference? In the context of the Sangley Rebellion, could it 
be an indictment of Lazaro’s conversion and cooptation to Spanish rule? 
	 Equally remarkable and in many cases thematically apropos is 
Candano’s mimicking of non-fictional discourses to tell stories. (The blurb 
rightly describes the stories as “genre defying.”) In three of the stories, 
he uses the conventions of anthropological report writing, including one 
with references to Aarne-Thompson, a fact which suggests his background 
in the social sciences. “Where Old Whores Go to Die” is in the form of a 
grant proposal, the clinical tone of which only adds to the horror of the 
events that it describes, as well as unmasks the jargon and euphemisms 
in a variety of academic writing: “The Mortality House was created in 
order to facilitate the progression of beneficiaries towards mortality. . . .  
The beneficiaries are then secured in their respective cubicles, where 
they are kept until mortality is reached” (155). Readers will also catch 
the symbolism of the names of the funding agencies: Gehenna Fund, 
Naraka Institute, Di Yu International Cooperation Agency, Sheol Fund 
for Human Resource Development.
	 The last example, moreover, shows that Candano is up to more 
than tantalizing readers. He holds up a looking glass, entering which one 
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sees a Bizarro version of Manila from the seventeenth century to the first 
decade of the current century. The world of the stories is imaginary but 
also recognizable, with Candano achieving the “reality effect” by cross-
referencing his fictional creations across the stories. Historical facts 
and figures mingle with fancies; in “Dreaming Valhalla,” for example, 
the narrator says that present at the opening of the Valhalla Club on 
January 5, 1986, were “General Fidel Ramos, Minister Juan Ponce Enrile, 
General Fabian Ver, and Bongbong Marcos. It would be the last time 
these personalities partied together before Ramos and Enrile broke ties 
with the government” (20). The social critique comes in terms fabular 
and oblique: as a version of Ragnarok descends on the Valhalla Club, the 
einherjar-guests who should fight giants and monsters are no heroes, 
only craven politicians and businessmen of Manila society. The blue-
eyed Valkyries they have been embracing turn out to be corpses, and 
Valhalla, the reader recognizes, is an unrealized dream, yet to be founded 
on Katapatan Road or elsewhere in the country.
	 Candano’s focus is the Manila Filipino-Chinese experience.  
He thus continues Charles A. Tan’s project in Lauriat: A Filipino-Chinese 
Speculative Fiction Anthology (2012), which includes Candano’s “The Way 
of Those Who Stayed Behind.” Informing many of the stories are chapters 
in the history of Chinese in the Philippines—the rebellions during 
the Spanish period, collaboration and resistance during the Japanese 
occupation, exclusionary laws in the post-War years, the kidnappings-
for-ransom of the 1990s, among others. Present too are stereotypes, 
presented as stereotypes: Ericsson Chua allegedly “butchered stray cats” 
to make special siopao. 
	 Zooming out of the sociohistorical context, one can enjoy the 
stories as provocations philosophical, ethical, and so on, as non-realist 
modes are inclined to be. One subject is indeterminacy. Because many 
of Candano’s narrators position themselves as second-hand reporters or 
as uninformed ones, the stories are full of expressions of uncertainty: 
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“Although several contradictory details have been noticed in the account 
of survivors . . .” (24); “Although no exact records exist . . .” (90); “It was said 
that . . . It was also said that . . .” (94–95); “Since my own comprehension 
of his speech was inadequate . . .” (117). From that nescient position he 
injects more of the marvelous (e.g., rumors or speculations). Even the 
most “scientific” of the narrators, the professor of applied folkloristics in  
“A Reply to a Query,” is unable to fit his “findings” about Innocencia 
within established and therefore expected patterns; he can merely conclude 
that the “daughter’s case would hopefully serve as a reference for future 
occurrences of young women returning as crones after disappearing to 
follow what they perceived to have been their destiny” (68).
	 The final story in the collection, “The Lament of Philip Reyes,” 
is possibly the most fascinating and affective. It is ostensibly a story of 
an eye doctor at the end of his rope, but an equally important character, 
as it turns out, is the “you” or fictional narratee. As the reader pieces 
what has happened to Philip together, Philip himself is made to review 
his lamentable (and perhaps also Prufrock-like) life. The story takes a 
Borgesian turn when it presents Philip’s actual, aborted, and potential life 
paths, forking, twisting, and looping into one another, choice and chance 
at work. (That the setting is a casino-hotel is not an idle plot detail). The 
story is possibly what provides the book its title: Philip sees his “infinite 
lives, infinite deaths,” as well as those of “you,” flashed on the screen of 
the hotel room. But Philip turns the television off at one frame, that of 
a family lunch with “you.” Whether or not it is a true memory, the story 
suggests, is irrelevant; it is the image that Philip chooses to set apart 
and remember, his failings notwithstanding. (In this ocean-like vision 
of time—the “void of possibilities” (209)—was Candano inspired by the 
ending of Siddhartha?) 
	 There are a number of grammar lapses and stylistic infelicities 
which an editor could have caught. But for the sheer sweep of imagination 
and force of storytelling, Infinite Lives, Infinite Deaths should woo readers 
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enough to make them swear, as once did Desdemona, “’twas strange, 
’twas passing strange, / ’Twas pitiful, ’twas wondrous pitiful.”
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