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QUINARTILAN

“Sari? Sari?” “Sari man?” “Pasari kita?” Where? Where? Where to? Where are we
off to?

I would ask my Lolo the question—and all its variations—whenever he would
bring me somewhere.

Because Lolo could fly. He was eroplano. He went everywhere. Naga, Legazpi,
the town next to ours. I think he even went as far as Tabaco or Daet. Ay, he flew,
I recall. Even when he was already a retired bus fare collector, he loved to not be
home. I could imagine a handful of his children, my mother especially, nagging him
about his smoking and tong-its while he listened to the transistor—it wasn’t exactly
how he might have wanted to envision his every morning.

Tita Baby would whine exasperatedly whenever someone asked where he
was—“Di ko isi, nakaula na naman kin sari,—shrug her shoulders, and return
immediately back to reading her romance pocketbooks. I asked her once and
she said that exactly. I was a child then, around eight, and I didn’t know what she
meant beyond the literal: “I don’t know, maybe seated somewhere else” I thought it
troublesome to look for him just to kiss his hand whenever we visited the old house.
After all, he was seated somewhere else.

But he was an old man. The engines of the plane were rusting. And he could
only go so far around the next neighborhood, maybe just next-door with a stick
of yosi between his lips, shuffling a deck of cards or gnawing on blood-red nganga.
Maybe he deserved that seat—he spent more than half his life standing in crowded
buses and handing out bus tickets. His legs must be aching. He and Lola sent eight
children to school, then to college. For sure his legs were aching.

I found him once, some midafternoon years ago, seated with his amigos in some
auntie’s house down at Quinartilan, a street near Lola’s house. His cigarette nestled
behind his ear, unlit.

“Lo, migmirindal na ngaya” I poked his back, hoping to return home with him
before the pancit Bato got cold. He wore a white shirt browned with age. I tugged
on it. He wouldn’t budge. An eight-year-old finger may have been too small. “Lo,
migmirindal na ngaya,” I repeated, but he would just ruffle my hair, his eyes not
leaving the cards in his hand.
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“Ay, nganod na” He pushed me lightly on the back. I left, brushing the cigarette
scent of the place off my nose.

Nganod na . .. Later, he said. But later meant dinner to him, way past merienda
when Lola’s bowl of pancit was emptied. At least he didn’t miss dinner with us
when we were there, and when he was home, he was just like every grandfather I
had watched on TV. He liked his apos, if anything, but he also liked everyone else.
He liked it when we visited on weekends. Maybe he disliked the entertaining of
visitors part of it or he was not very good with us children, but if he was needed, he
would be there, especially during dinner.

At around five-thirty, I returned to Quinartilan, per my mother’s bidding. It was
a short walk, some five to ten minutes, but the sun was still out, and the December
wind felt nice. A few more days and it would be Christmas break at school. I could
spend the holidays with Lola, or waste it fetching Lolo. There were still stray bushes
beside the street from Bagyong Mina some days past. The rain was not as strong
but we still lost power for a few days. That was how it went—a few drops of rain
and the lights went out. I thought the old aunties were just waiting for the rain to
let up before they could burn the pile, but it was always raining past Mina, so they
just let it rot. But that afternoon was a lovely one—the sun was out the entire day,
the front yard smelled like fabric conditioner from Tita Baby’s drying laundry, and
the piles of leaves and branches begged to be burned.

Quinartilan was a strange street. I never really knew if it had a name on the
town’s map. My mother said we had relatives there—I remembered a Lola Janna,
but I could never remember faces. The houses there were tightly-knit, fenced by
low hedges of santan and pots of euphorbia. I went to the house where Lolo usually
played cards. There were only uncles there I actually knew by face setting the
billiard table. I asked one, “Sari po si eroplano?”

He pointed at the house across the street.

It was no wonder how Lolo got the name eroplano, but it still fascinated me how
everyone knew who that was. Actual airplanes were distant from our imaginings.
There was no use for them in a mountain barangay. When children saw one passing
over them, they waved their arms like crazy. We mostly saw airplanes in pictures
and on TV; even the most well-off in the neighborhood had no use for them either.

But Lolo was eroplano. He must have been really special.
The uncles and aunties in the neighborhood, those who grew up with Mama,

knew him as eroplano. Those of Lolo’s age knew him as eroplano. My high school
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cousin’s friends around the neighborhood knew him as eroplano. Kids my age at
the time knew him as eroplano. And much like the airplanes we flailed our arms at
for attention, we looked up to him—everyone did.

I stopped at the house after crossing the street, just in front of a metal gate
propped up by a concrete fence. Lolo was seated at a comfortable patio chair, deep
in conversation, finishing a cigarette. He saw me awkwardly fingering the moss on
the fence and instinctively got up from his seat. He knew it was time to go; it was
almost dinner.

We walked home and I asked him: “Ngata man ‘Lo Quinartilan a baoy sadi?”

Back then, I only knew the place as Parina, not Barangay Perpetual Help, Iriga
City. It was where Lolo and Lola lived. “Ma, mig-idya raw kami sadto Parina?”’ me
and my sisters would ask because we loved spending our weekends there, even
if it meant freezing evenings—we’d just hug Lola tightly. Parina was a reward
whenever we had high marks in our exams: “Mataas su exam ko, pwede raw akong
mag-idya?” Parina was home, even though we lived in San Agustin at that time, the
next barangay over. Parina was a tree, Tita Beng told me. Parina could have been
anything and I would believe it. Where it began exactly, I didn't know; where it
ended, I didn’t know either. It might not even be a place, it might just be a concept,
but it was someplace endearing—it’s where the airplane rests. The main road
running along the length of Perpetual Help was called Elias Corporal Street. I saw
it on a map in the Barangay Hall. It didn’t make sense—surely the road was Parina,
too.

Lolo’s eyebrows furrowed. I asked him why the street was called Quinartilan.
“Di mo pa isi?” he asked.

I shook my head in reply. I knew nothing much about Quinartilan. Ay, I
knew nothing much about Parina anyway—a street some minutes away surely
would be strange to someone who never went out. I only knew the names
of the neighborhood and streets, their monikers and sobriquets—Naulgan,
Santol, Guinabutan, or there at the streets we walked in, Quinartilan. Around
me, nothing much felt different from Parina—the same defective street lights, the
occasional mango trees, the customary neighborly chatter before cooking dinner.
Quinartilan was in Parina, after all, just a street among some three or four streets
cutting across the main road of the barangay.

“Pinag-kwarteran kaya an sa mga Hapon kadto, ‘noy. Quinartilan. .. kwinarteran”
It was a Japanese quarter before, he said.
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Before, I never knew what it meant for a community to be policed by foreigners
running around with rifles in hand. I never knew how Lola Janna’s mother, out of
fear, had to offer armed Japanese men sacks of rice for her and her children’s safety.
I never knew how my great-grandmother, Inay as we all call her, who used to live
on that then-nameless street, had to keep Lola under her skirt in case some pale
Hapon in heat took interest in her daughter. I never knew then why Inay’s skirts
always reached the floor—I never knew it was for keeping Lola’s sanity altogether.

I never knew how the Japanese quarters, a moderately-sized hut that was
more spacious than any of the quaint kubo houses of the neighborhood, confined
suspected peasant rebels. The hut was all nipa and bamboo, perfectly fragile in
the hands of a capable revolutionary, but they kept themselves there because the
Japanese men had the guns. There was a great-uncle from my father’s side who
served the guerillas. I trusted my father when he told me stories about him: one,
because the stark contrast of that man now tied in his bed with old age and that
hero in papa’s stories was too fascinating not to believe; two, because that war
musket that hung over their house in Buhi was glaring proof; and three, because I
love stories.

And just like that great-uncle, Quinartilan was a curious place with its stark
contrast from what it was before to now. That bright street with mango trees lining
the sidewalk and santan nectar perfuming the air was once a barren street with
the sickening scent of madre cacao. Those children that now ran around barefoot
without care for dried carabao droppings used to cower under their mothers’ sayas.
The laughing was once silence. That nipa hut that kept the peasant rebels stood
there strong, my glaring proof of the story. Every time I passed by that nipa house,
whenever I lent Lola a hand when she harvested bananas, it seemed no more than
any of the houses I saw—picturesque, gentle, and just standing there, overlooking
the streets dotted with dried carabao droppings.

“Di ko yan ‘Lo isi,” I replied to his question. I didn’t know why it was called that.

I wish I did. How wonderful it would be to know. Lolo only knew through
stories as well. He was from Albay, grew up there until he met Lola. One could say
he flew to Parina and settled the eroplano there. This was at the turn of the 1960s
when life was barely given to the barangays in the mountain areas—no electricity,
no water supply. Lola and Inay were still in Quinartilan, pumping the neighbor’s
poso for water supply. The evenings were a blend of darkness and the orange glow
from gasera lamps, their smoke staining the bamboo walls with soot. There were
no traces of electricity until the late Sixties. My mother, aunts, and uncles used to
push themselves up against the neighbor’s windows on tiptoe from outside just to
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watch Manay Itis and her children enjoying their TV, only to have the windows
shut in their faces. Lolo was working as a konduktor then, flying to places, learning
of Parina, of Quinartilan.

All of this, I learned the same way Lolo did—through stories. Through them, I
found meaning in Quinartilan—a testament to their endurance, how that street
was named with such explicitness. No history books had the guts to do it.

Quinartilan . . . the place quartered . . . where they quartered. Ay, too mundane
a name but daunted with history.

Lolo couldn’t finish the entire story by the time we arrived home and had our
dinner. Growing up, my aunties and uncles filled me in on what they knew. Lola
herself shared a few of what she chose to remember. Lolo’s retirement left him
visiting the old street from time to time, sitting before tables of smoking elderlies
and mountains of singko pesos as pusta for their round of tong-its. He died before
I could ask more about the place.

MASOSU

“Sari tabi?” the tricycle driver asked—where to? The Friday afternoon was
packed as usual—children and teenagers in P. E. uniforms scrambling for the gate,
smelling like the most bizarre mix of dried sweat and clothing brand cologne. I
stood outside the university gate as I waited for a trike, far enough away from the
rowdy crowd of students cramming the sidewalk.

“Masosu po,” I replied, strapping my bag in front of me.

“Masusupo?” he asked.

“Opo’”

“Migraraan?”

My brows knitted together in confusion. Migraraan? Is someone going to die?
“Huh?”

The driver shook the grin off his face. “Mayna.” He gestured for me to sit.
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I was halfway through the ride and still wondering what the driver was talking
about. It was a joke, yes, and I was ashamed of how slow I was that I just never
minded it all. I was in senior high school then. My family and I were new residents
of the area, renting a small unit of a run-down quadruplex apartment near the
intersection of the street and the national highway. Lolo already passed a week
before we moved. The house in Parina was packed during Lolo’s wake. Elderlies from
Pugay, Quinartilan, San Jose—everywhere—mourned. Lolo’s fellow altapresyon-
struck diabetics convened around the old man’s casket like he was a merkado-fresh
icebox of turay. Everyone loves fresh sardines.

Further down Masosu Street was the eponymous spring resort. That joke taught
me not to use ‘po’ right after Masosu. Masusupo, a verb in future tense that meant
“will suffocate,” just wasn't a comforting prospect of a destination (hence, Manoy’s
“migraraan,” a verb in future tense that meant “will die”).

But it got me thinking of the name. Masosu. Everyone around the Rinconada
area knew what was up with Masosu—a small neighborhood in San Isidro, Iriga
City, with a bounty of springs and spring resorts. Apparently, everyone else in the
neighborhood knew of the joke, too. Masosu would have sounded lewd to a nine-
year-old, but it was never that. To have plenty of breasts, one must have had plenty
of children suckle on them, just as how I was nourished by my mother’s, and my
mother by hers.

And there were plenty of springs for suckling, I can tell you. Many that became
spring resorts and some that they left open for people to use. Masosu Spring Resort
was a staple summer destination among the locals. We spent a day or two of every
summer there. Before Lolo sat permanently in his wheelchair, he swam with us.
After super typhoon Nina in Christmas of 2018, we spent Saturdays washing our
laundry at a small spring faucet at a house near the apartment. The same spring
supplied the water of a small tilapia pond nearby and all the handwashing para-
laba—laundrywomen—of the neighborhood. Another spring irrigated a rice field.
Another was our local water district’s source where they put up a pumping station
to supply three or four barangays with clean, tap water.

To have called the entire street Masosu? Ay, what a mother! No one could have
mothered a neighborhood with her breasts as Masosu did. No one could have
willingly offered her nurturing water to and beyond a neighborhood as did. That
driver’s joke was not really the wordplay—it was how death could ever be associated
with a neighborhood springing with life!
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The tricycle turned the corner to Masosu. From my breast pocket, I fished out a
few coins. My fingers brushed on the black ribbon pinned right above the university
logo. For sure, Lolo would know of the joke.

“Para, Manoy!” I yelled against the matraka-chug of the trike’s engine.

NAULGAN
“Sari adi paiyan?”

A farmer once asked a group of aunties where the road led to. The aunties were
on their way home from picking kangkong leaves near the Waras river. The farmer
rode an old cow, with a sheathed bolo slung right by his hips for intimidation, and
he had the callousness of the most self-possessed, proudest person one could think
of. Ay, the farmer might have watched too many cowboy movies at the moviehouse
at the town’s sentro that he thought maybe he could also be as suave as those
cowboys on the screen.

He plucked fruits and vegetables without permission, took a piece or two of
drying mangoes for himself whenever he passed by baskets of them, sliced banana
hearts off the neighbors’ banana trees for his lunch, and he cheated when he played
tong-its with the elderlies. The farmer deluded himself, thinking he was a cowboy
just because he wore leather boots and muddy, faded jeans, both thrifted at an
ukay-ukay store at sentro. To everyone else, he was a crook.

The aunties who lived in the same neighborhood as the farmer, who also
learned of the farmer’s plans on traveling outside the town from their other amigas,
answered “Durodiretso man ana aagyan, agiyon mo na sana”

The road goes straight ahead all the way. The farmer spurred his cow with
his right boot’s heel and walked on ahead with faith in the women’s words. His
cowboy boots brushed the hedges along the narrow dirt path and he whistled like
those cowboys in those cowboy movies. Then there was drizzle, a light shower,
plop plop plopping on the ground, and then suddenly, the pouring rain. The sky
seemed angry—thunder roared, lightning struck, and the rain spurted from above
like Mount Asog erupting. But the farmer went on ahead because he was a fierce
cowboy. Maybe cowering under a banana leaf under the rain was not cowboy-like,
and if he was anything but, it was being un-cowboyly. The farmer reached the end
of the dirt path and there was nothing there but a cliff carpeted with a bed of wild
shrubs.
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Then the ground went soft from the mountainwater run-offs—the cow slipped,
down it went to the cliffside, and with it, the cowboy.

“Amo yan dahilan kin ngata Naulgan baoy kadtong lugar nguwan,” Tita Baby said,
concluding the story. It was why they called the place near the cliff Naulgan. It was
Holy Week and I was home from Manila for the school break.

I like the people in Naulgan. They are fun to be with. They found small victories
against fascistic cowboys. The name of the place, Naulgan; the place where he fell,
nahulugan, Naulgan, in our tongue, is a lasting triumph. I like the people there: ask
them what they don’t like and they’ll say “arrogant cowboys.

“Nag-aambog sana man ika, Tita,” I teased. She really might just be pulling my
leg, but I knew of the story, too. “Sari mo di naisiyan?” I asked where she learned
the story from. “Ki Manay Tinay?” I teased even more—Manay Tinay was the
neighborhood loudmouth who spun fantastic tales of falsehoods.

“Ay, ki Lolo mo syempre”

Lolo told me the same story years ago. I remembered he was seated with his
cane resting on his chair’s arm while I was eating pan de sal and fresh from my boy
scout summer camp. Tita Baby had carved a hole in the seat of the thick plastic
chair in case Lolo had an accident. He had had numerous—it was too much for
Lolo to drag his stiff and swollen right leg and left arm to the bathroom. But that
morning was a quiet one, save for the crowing panabong in the backyard. Lolo
had a rare smile on his face, unkempt from refusing a shaving, and there were
no signs of any impending accidents whatsoever. When the people walking in the
street thicken—usually elderlies going about their early morning routine (that is, a
stick of yosi and a round or two of tong-its as Lolo once religiously practiced)—he
would hide inside the living room until the day finished. Hide away from his amigos’
concerned looks, the sight of his grandchildren running around in the front yard,
and more elderlies whom he wasn’t particularly close with but were just as well as
he was before he had his stroke. He would sit around all day with his eyes stuck to
the TV.

But that morning, yet again, was particularly wonderful. He waved at some of
the elderlies walking past the house. One of them yelled for his attention—“Oy,
eroplano!”—and Lolo raised his good arm in greeting, yelling in return. The friend,
it turned out, was from Naulgan. “Nakaabot baya an sadi” Lolo wondered how the
old man could still take a walk for quite a length. “Lang rayo ka baloy nira sadto
Naulgan” That old man’s house was far from Parina, Lolo mused, but considering
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how it could take me a few minutes to jog from our house to Naulgan, perhaps two
years of his buttocks sore from sitting also muddled his sense of distance.

When that old man was out of sight, I washed a mouthful of bread down with a
gulp of milk and then asked Lolo, “Lo, ngata man Naulgan ana baoy sadto?”

Lolo smiled even wider, shifted on his seat, and asked, “Diri mo pa isi, ‘noy?”

I shook my head, having no idea why it was called Naulgan or why I hadn’t asked
about it before. The rest of the morning was spent with Lolo talking and me being
thankful for those speech therapies Lolo had a year ago.

GUINABUTAN
“Sari paiyan a bagyo?”

“Where is the typhoon off to?” The question was instantaneous whenever Kuya
Kim reported an approaching one. I could imagine my titos and titas asking Ka
Ernie the same question whenever he reported an approaching one as well. The
latter half of the year was always a struggle for sanity—with the constant threat of
these names, no one was safe. I could only despise those names: Reming, Milenyo,
Nina, Dindo. I remembered how Tita Beng recalled how Lola trembled. How Lolo
and Papa would nail trapal up the window and weigh the roof down with bags of
sand only to have them tossed around by the wind. Much of what I remember, I
couldn’t place when or which typhoon. It all felt the same—the winds whistling, the
rain seeping through the roof and forcibly entering the windows, the fireworks show
that was lightning and thunder, the after-typhoon walks, the stress of pagbagunas
(intense cleaning and cleansing), and the hopelessness as the next typhoon would
come razing by.

It was only in recent years that the old house in Parina became constantly flooded
with mud during torrential rains. Further up in our backyard, Mount Iriga’s foot
rested, and, perhaps irritated that it was scalped treeless, kicked the mud from her
boot in retaliation. Bagyong Tisoy, 2019 was quite an event for the household. The
flood from the mountains rushed down like an angry wave, soaking the sofa set in
the living room with thigh-deep mud and stink. I was in Manila then, enjoying the
light breeze and the much-needed rain after that bone-dry November, unaware of
the deluge that engulfed our Lola’s house. I went home for Christmas that year. The
walls had dry, visible lines where the mud reached like a strong-standing memory
despite rigorous brushing.
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I wish I could turn my hearing off whenever a new story came my way. I couldn’t
bear to hear another version of my cousins’ “Nakatindog na sana si Lola sadto sofa
abang nagbabaha” Lola just stood on the sofa while the flood rushed in:“Nag-
ginakusan na sana kami” We just hugged each other. “Uda na su mga gamit ta na
nakasaray-saray” We lost those valuables we kept for safety. Ay, it was terrible, and
it was terrible to not be there and feel like a guilty survivor because I was tucked in
a comfortable bed in my tito’s apartment in Novaliches and did not even bother to

worry about them.
Tisoy ruined Lola’s home, one of the true homes that felt like mine, too.

I usually find myself thinking about my childhood, and much of what I can
remember from it were these typhoons of differing intensities. These days,
whenever we can, my sister and I talk to each other about how we spent typhoons
when we were kids—collecting wax in balls from the lit candle every night because
electricity was month-long out, playing “who can kill the most mosquitoes in a
minute,” or wondering whose arm is the sorest after an entire night of fanning
ourselves.

In each place we lived, I associated memory with a name. In San Agustin, when I
was in first grade and my parents rented a small apartment there, Bagyong Milenyo
had us right in the eye. In San Isidro, where I spent most of my elementary years
in our Lola’s (father’s side) house, we had Reming. In Parina, we had Ruby, and in
Masosu where I spent my senior high school and half my college years due to the
pandemic, we had Nina, Rolly, and Ulysses.

Perhaps typhoons exist because they are meant to be somewhere. Yolanda,
had it traversed over the sea only, would just be another name in the PAG-ASA’s
rotating roster.

Parina endured those names longer than I was alive, longer than my mother
was alive, longer than Lolo, Lola, and Inay were alive. They were names I only
knew through Lolo’s stories: Sening, 1970, a week before Tita Baby’s sixth birthday:
Anding, 1981; Loleng, 1998; and the most notorious that destroyed the dam in Parina
and left hundreds of families underwater, Rosing, 1995. All these I learned because
the elderlies—my titas, and titos—all enthusiastically told me whenever I asked
them about typhoons. Lolo responded most fervently to my questions—he hated
how there weren't any bus schedules after typhoons since the roads would always
be blocked by giant trees. Maybe he just hated staying still—he was eroplano, after
all. They could all never forget. Ay, how could they, if they were all just as much
victims as their neighbors?
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They could only immortalize the memories. A street in Parina had been named
Guinabutan. “Gabot” meaning “pulled off;” roots the word—Guinabutan, that place
where something is pulled off or plucked. I asked Lola why it was called that, and
she sat me down for a silly little story. There was a typhoon some time ago, so strong
it pulled a giant tree, at the corner of where a nameless street and the main highway
met, off of its roots. The said tree was a venerated one as it was not only old, but
it was too huge and too useful, and no one dared to suggest it being taken down,
even when the tree’s roots were invading the asphalt of the main highway and that
nameless street. The tree gave shade to the passing farmers. Some residents took
the liberty of making benches and swings for children that anyone could use as
they pleased. The tree also bore sweet fruits. Whatever fruit it was, I didn’t know,
because Lola made it sound as if it was a fairytale and that tree was enchanted,
housing a queen fairy of some sort.

So the typhoon came and went, and the tree laid thereafter, dead as any tree
plucked out from the ground, with its rich canopy of leaves sprawled across the
main road—not so enchanted after all. They called the nameless street Guinabutan
after that.

But the name was not only a memorial for the tree. Sure, that tree was to be
sorely missed, but it was actually a commemoration of the people’s forbearance.
To have lost an icon, yet to have reclaimed the suffering that came therein, was no
more than a feat of community. Typhoons would always come, and the material
conditions of their homes from years of neglect from authorities meant exacerbated,
destructive effects from typhoons, but the people of the community themselves,
prevailed as they always had. That was the eternal blessing of the giant tree.

This, of course, was what my Lola told me. I could not know how true it was, but
if it was enough to help build community, then those tales might be true. Perhaps
the one Lola told me about Santol, a neighborhood further away from Parina,
was true also. How they called it that because there was a huge santol tree that a
typhoon knocked down after a typhoon.

Ay, how typhoons made neighborhoods as much as they destroyed them!

Fresh from Manila, I came to visit Lola’s house and the very first thing I
recognized was the absence of the arko that should have welcomed anyone to Lola’s
humble barangay. The boundary now stood bare and the bamboo trees that used
to decoratively frame the arko waved dumbly in the air. The ground rose higher, a
fourth of the slope leading to our terrace was buried in mud, the carpet grass gone.
I could only imagine the mud that overwhelmed the house too much to layer the
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ground anew. There was still a pile of muddy household objects in the yard—the
old mixtapes by artists I never cared for before but I listened to afterwards with
reverence and on repeat, old handbags, unsalvageable bedsheets, the old Betamax,
TV, DVD players, and stacks of books dried with mud and age. Some from the pile
were Lolo’s—his old wheelchair was folded and bent in crazy angles and the old
cane was bathed in mud and rust. Even the shed where firewood was stowed—-
that withstood a few typhoons and that Lolo helped worked on before he had a
stroke—-had to admit defeat.

I almost cried.

Lola’s house was drenched in post-typhoon depression; it was then I realized
how much I loved it. I never knew how much I cared for her pots of euphorbias
and succulents until they were buried irretrievably deep. I never knew how that
old mango tree I cursed every day for littering the front yard with dried leaves
whenever I cleaned the yard was such a comforting view until the flood washed it
away. I never knew how much I found the neighbor’s dog adorable until it barked its
last under our mango tree. I never knew I should care for the quarrying sites near
Inay’s old house in Quinartilan until the storm slabbed the hills bare. I never knew
until I heard Lola’s and my cousins’ stories that years of accustoming to typhoons
were not enough to suppress the weeping, especially when their properties were
defaced. And I never knew, until these stories, that I deeply care for them, just as
how they cared for my Lola when she wept while collecting the muddied bedsheets
in her arms after the storm passed, or when Tita Beng and my cousins grieved for
their family pet.

I could only wonder how Lolo would tell this story, but he was as gone as the
eroded topsoil of Lola’s yard, as Tisoy that dissolved over West Philippine Sea, as
the mango tree older than Mama, as the bamboo fence in the backyard that stood
no chance against the deluge of mud from Asog, as the photo albums drowned to
bits, as the knockoff Louis Vuitton bags dried stiff with clay, as the patio furniture
covered in loamy dust.

I sat on Lolo’s favorite plastic patio chair that miraculously survived, complete
with the hole for his accidents, and breathed in the earthy air. The sun rose high that
midmorning as if three weeks ago was lifetimes past. I watched Lola tend to what
she claimed was her small beginning but looked depressingly more like a salvaging
of what was left of her previous garden—short bushes battered by winds enclosed
within a haphazardly assembled latticed bamboo fence. She had just planted a row
of bougainvillea bushes before we returned to Iriga for Christmas and swore the
new soil was rich with Mt. Asog’s blessings. It was the least the mountain could
offer after the disaster.
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I left for Manila two weeks after. A flower bud was poking out of the nodes of ' A @ i
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