











We sat in the quiet trance of the rice terraces, pondering the wallop that reality delivers to nearly every dream.
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A Tocdaan family and the vigor in Tony’s voice was remarkable.
lunch in Banaue, left,
comes with a “liv-

ing postcard” view.
Below, the Tocdaan's
hillside home faces
the terraced paddies
walked by brothers
Bradley and Scott.
This page: Brad and
Tony discuss their
commingled fortunes.

It was not to last. One day a neighbor ap-
proached Tony: “You know that land where
your shop is? That land belonged to my grand-
father.” An emotional brouhaha ensued, with
neighbors in the small village taking sides
against neighbors. Tony quickly extricated
himself by selling the shop back to the person
from whom he’d bought it, but the pot had
been irrevocably stirred. After several conten-
tious months Tony phoned with some truly
disturbing news: an unseen arsonist, some accelerant, and phwoomp!
“Shop all gone,” he reported.

In the fire’s aftermath I came to understand that ancient passions and
jealousies do not disappear with the arrival of a few missionaries and
one backpacking do-gooder. Governments and NGOs often look back
on failed multibillion-dollar development projects and wonder, “What
happened? Where’d we go wrong?” I had hoped
that working alone I might be more effective than
they, that my involvement and my money might
bring prosperity to Tony, and also to Banaue. In-
stead, while I may not have struck the match, I'd
certainly played a key role in igniting this red-hot,
village-dividing fiasco. Since his trip to America,
I'd sent Tony more than $35,000, but I couldn’t
claim that I'd really done any good. All I knew for
sure was that I was completely wrung out, finan-
cially and emotionally.

APRIL 2009

T 1 IGHT YEARS have passed since Tony’s
trip to the States, and five since my last
visit to Banaue. I am 57 years old, cog-
nizant of time’s passage, and aware that
few relationships survive on phone calls and e-mail.
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tains to Banaue. I worry about our meeting, but Tony greets me at the

Iboard a plane to Manila and ride the bus up into the moun-

bus station with a smile and a warm, satisfying hug.

“Kaibigan,” he says. “Oh, it is good to see you.” After 20 years, our link
feels intact. I linger a while at the viewpoint, studying the remains of his
old shop, and then Tony carries my luggage down the steep steps to the
guesthouse. Tony’s adult children have gathered from their homes in
neighboring provinces. Several sleep out in the hut; the best room inside
the guesthouse is reserved for me. The doorstep is littered with a dozen
pairs of sandals, flip-flops, and hiking boots, all being sniffed over by a
dog and half'a dozen chickens.

The poultry is not long for this world. Tony slaughters them one by
one, and during my weeklong stay Rita keeps farm-fresh chicken, rice,
and vegetable dishes flowing from their small kitchen. I spend much of
my time sitting on the front-porch bench, eating, soaking in the view
down the long green valley, catching up with everyone, and filling my
notebook. Lorie, 26, runs a small bakery in Baguio City; Lynn, 24, stud-
ies for her nursing exam and tends her 3-year-old; Franz, 21, is studying
criminology to become a policeman; Gladys, a quiet 13-year-old when
I last saw her in 2004, is now raising an infant, Tony and Rita’s second
grandchild. Rowel, 15, has two more years of high school. Bradley, 8,
and Scott, 5, watch for me to put down my notebook so they can scrib-
ble their names inside; when we sneak off for walks in the terraces, just

the three of us, I notice they both collect litter. “I teach them this,” Tony
tells me later. “Last time you are here, you talk about trash. Now path is
always clean.”

Tony, 48, still climbs the hillside steps with a youngster on his back,
but an achy knee rules out long treks. We settle for day trips in the ex-
tended family’s Nissan minivan and short walks near home. One rainy
morning he and I sit under a shelter in the middle of the rice terraces.
Across the valley we can see his guesthouse, filled with family and chok-
ing on potential. The question of money hangs in the air like toxic mist.

“I thought people in America, they read our book, they come visit,”
Tony says.

“I'was hoping for more, too.”

“What is that word,” he asks, “when plans don’t work out?”

“Disappointment?”

“Yes. Disappointment.”

Tony tells me he sold off two-thirds of his rice fields to pay for che-
motherapy for Rita’s aunt. After she died, the rest of the money went to
school tuitions. “Then, all gone.” Unsaid: The mon-
eylenders are eyeing what’s left of the farm. He has
some new entrepreneurial ideas—a farm supply
business, guesthouse improvements.

“America is falling apart,” I say, and look him in
the eye. “I'm all out of money for you, Tony.”

He says nothing for a while, and then,
“Ithink life is not fair.”

We gaze out at farmers bent double in the dis-
tant paddies. They might be the same silent stick
figures I saw here five years ago—and 20. In that
time I've visited a dozen countries on several con-
tinents. None of these people has left this valley.
“No,” I say, “it certainly isn’t.”

We segue into a lengthy discussion of all the
hurtful things the other has said or done. Each of
us lands a few jabs, and afterwards, sated, we sit
for a long while in the quiet trance of the terraces, both of us pondering,
I'm sure, the harsh wallop that reality delivers to just about every dream.

Finally Tony says, “Well, this is how it goes in a friendship.”

N MY LAST EVENING the entire family climbs to the view-
point and crowds into a karaoke bar. I drink a couple of beers
and sing loudly and dance so hard that my right foot, my cab-
driving foot, will ache for weeks.
Afterwards, in a dark, dense fog, wishing we’d remem-
bered flashlights, we begin picking our way down the 195
steps. Suddenly, deliverance: Fireflies appear all around. Tiny, blinking
yellow bulbs. Lemon meringue fog. Magic.

The next morning I hand Tony a check too large to justify. He glances
at the amount and turns away. His shoulders quake, and he has to wipe
his eyes. “Thank you, Brad.” For a while, he’ll be debt free. I've climbed
past $45,000.

On the drive to the bus station, the family clears the van’s middle
row for Tony and me. We sit holding hands, and when I break the si-
lence with a song—“I'm leaving . ..”—he comes right in with me: “On a
jetplane....”

Don’t know when I'll be back again. A
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