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For beginnings and endings, and endings and beginnings

 

In memory of  my mother and father,
Conchita C. Enrado (1926–2012)

and
Henry E. Enrado (1907–1995)

 

Here is my tale for you





 

 

 

 
Sleep peacefully, for your labors are done, your pains

Are turned into tales and songs
 

— Carlos Bulosan, from “Now That You Are Still”





CHAPTER 1

Visitors
Agbayani Retirement Village

Delano, California, August 1997
 

The fever was relentless—like the hundred-degree heat that baked 
the brick-and-tile buildings of  Agbayani Village. Fausto Empleo 

lay on his bed, the window wide open, the curtains still, the table fan 
unplugged. He didn’t move, though his body pulsed with the chirping 
of  crickets. The groundskeeper’s dog barked, and Fausto imagined 
jackrabbits disappearing between the rows of  vines. Dusk was spreading 
across the fields like the purple stain of  a crushed Emperor grape. With 
the poles of  Mylar ribbons stripped of  their hard, silvery glint, the 
crows—their caws growing in strength—descended, stealing ripe berries 
as the shadows of  the oleander bushes stretched across the grounds.

The heat lingered. Even as the world outside went black.
Fausto clapped his hands. On the third try, the nightstand lamp threw 

out a circle of  light. His nurse, Arturo Esperanza, had given him the 
lamp weeks ago. There’s a genie inside, Arturo had teased him every 
time Fausto clapped. But this time, he drew his arm across his face. He 
sucked in his breath and smelled burning wax and the faint trace of  
sulfur as if  from a lit match. But he had no candles. When he lowered his 
arm, his room was studded with hundreds of  tall, white tapers standing 
in pools of  wax at the edge of  his bed and on the windowsill, his desk, 
the top of  the television set. The milky lava dripped from the plastic 
petals of  the bouquet on his dresser, and rivulets ran across the linoleum. 
The flames merged into a constellation of  blazing stars. He turned away, 
his face prickling from the heat.

He shut his eyes. “Well, God, are you calling me?” The wind-up clock 
on his desk ticked like a giant, tinny heart. “Because if  you are,” he said, 
struggling to unbutton his shirt, now cold and damp against his skin, 
“I’m not ready to go!”

Fausto opened his eyes. The candles were gone. He shook his head. 
Why did he say that? He was the last manong here—the last Filipino elder 
at the Village. The rest of  his compatriots—all retired farm workers—
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had passed away. He should be begging God to take him now, but that 
would mean he’d given up, and he couldn’t admit to such a thing—not 
yet.

He clapped his hands and willed himself  to sleep, but sleep came 
in fits. When he woke up, it was still dark outside. The lamp gave off a 
weak glow, sputtering like a trapped fly. The wind-up clock was stopped 
at 12:20. Before Fausto could raise his hands, the light went out. A 
second later the lamp came back on, only to be snuffed out in an instant. 
It threw out light again, but it soon dimmed and then the room went 
dark for good. Fausto drew the sheets to his chest, listening for a knock 
on the door. Didn’t his mother tell him, as a child, never to answer a 
knock at night? It is an evil spirit come to get you, she had warned. If  
you say, “I am coming,” the evil spirit will take you, and you will die. 
Though she had counseled him to be as silent as Death, he cried out 
now, thumping the left side of  his chest, “I’m still alive, son-of-a-gun! 
You go get somebody else!”

Awake for the rest of  the night, he watched the sun creep into his 
room, exposing his sweat-stained sheets. When the door creaked open, 
his shaking hands formed fists. But it was only Arturo, his square-bodied 
nurse, filling out the doorframe. Fausto pieced together Arturo’s eyes, 
nose, and mouth as the nurse approached his bed. It was as if  the rest of  
Arturo’s face had sunk into a blanket of  Central Valley fog.

Arturo pressed his hand against Fausto’s forehead, blocking out the 
light. “Ay buey! Somebody put you in a freezer!”

“Did you bring candles last night?” Fausto called out as Arturo 
disappeared into the bathroom. He licked his cracked lips, the tip of  his 
tongue tasting salt and copper.

Arturo returned with a bowl of  water and sat on a chair by the bed. 
He pressed a steaming, wet towel against Fausto’s forehead. “I didn’t 
come here last night.”

“There were hundreds of  candles burning in my room.” Fausto 
pointed to the floor, the empty windowsill. “And then an evil spirit tried 
to snatch me.”

“No te creo!” Arturo’s brow formed a thick line. He peeled off the towel 
and anchored the thermometer under Fausto’s tongue. “Your fever gave 
you nightmares.”

When the thermometer beeped, Fausto gave it to Arturo without 
looking at it. “My fever is gone,” he proclaimed. “I’ll live forever, eh? 
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Then you’ll be sorry for promises you made when you were a little boy.”
“When was I ever a little boy?” Arturo’s hand, bulky as a boxing glove, 

sank into the mattress. The seams of  his white uniform strained with 
every movement.

“You were a little baby.” Fausto held up his hands, inches apart. “You 
were born so early your father was afraid you would disappear. Then he 
thought he fed you too much. I told him it’s better to have more meat 
than just bones. He was trying to be a good father. When we visit his 
grave, I always tell him he was a good father. Being a big boy made you 
strong!” Fausto laughed, though it hurt the sides of  his head.

Arturo smiled. “He was a good father. He taught me to keep promises. 
Even if  you live to 110—another twenty-five years!—I’ll still watch over 
you.”

“Ai, you can’t tell what will happen.” Fausto lowered his voice as 
Arturo wrung out the towel and placed it across his temple. “I made 
many promises.”

“Well I’ve got a new promise—to get you out of  this room!” Arturo 
bounced the mattress springs as he stood up. “Staying in bed so long 
makes you loco, makes you think an evil spirit is after you. I’ll come back 
when it cools down. We’ll go outside tonight, okay?”

Fausto shrugged. Arturo knew that when Fausto couldn’t sleep, he 
took walks. Otis, the groundskeeper’s German shepherd, never left his 
side, though Fausto tried to shoo it away.

He wanted to be with the crickets in the cool air. He always ended 
up at the edge of  the Village, facing the open field, the health clinic, the 
old union building just beyond. What stretched before him was a great 
darkness that could swallow him whole if  he stepped too far. When the 
stars came out, he felt small. And yet, he felt close to the earth. 

“You go see your patients in town now,” Fausto answered. He was 
getting lightheaded again, but Arturo wouldn’t leave until he ate his 
meal. Fausto stuffed crackers in his mouth, melted them with gulps of  
hot soup from a Thermos to satisfy Arturo, who lingered by the door 
until Fausto waved him away.

He wanted the spirit to return so he could prove that he wasn’t afraid, 
give himself  a reason to fight. But the spirit didn’t come. 

Five days passed, and in that time, Fausto’s fever broke for good. 
But he was still having trouble sleeping. One night, he battled unsettled 
sleep. Was the pressure in his head from the heat, or did his fever return? 



4  |  Pa tty En rad o

He wavered in the moment separating deep sleep and awakening. It was 
as if  he wanted to sleep finally, to remain in that state, but something 
was pulling him back to wakefulness. With a gasp, he shook free and fell 
into the night.

_________
 

Fausto stood at the end of  the covered walkway. Faint, pink light edged 
the Sierra foothills to the east. A feral cat sat licking its fur by the 
barbecue pit. How bold the cat was, with Otis digging a hole by the 
brick building! Fausto was a little unsteady, but he was walking without 
pain. He pinched his hand—the sting ran to his fingertips.

He lifted his arms, inspecting the long-sleeved black shirt and black 
trousers he didn’t remember putting on. “Bumbye, it will get hot before 
noon, and I’ll burn up,” Fausto said to himself.

“Fausto! Fausto Empleo!”
The voice shook him. He didn’t hear the crunch of  gravel as a man 

walked onto the grounds and paused next to a slender cypress tree that 
towered above him. The man fanned himself  with a straw hat as his 
gaze swept the lawn and the buildings.

“Benedicto,” Fausto whispered. “Benny.”
“Fausto!” the man cried out, facing in his direction.
Fausto thought of  running to his room, but his legs wouldn’t move, 

and within a few dizzying moments, the man stood before him. Fausto 
waved his arms and stamped his feet.

The man stumbled back, the corners of  his smile turning down. 
“Fausto, it’s me. After twenty-four years, this is how you greet me?”

“Ania iti impagarupmo nga aramidek?” Fausto demanded.
“I don’t know what to expect from you.” Benny shrugged. “I should 

have come sooner, but you know how stubborn I am. You’re stubborn 
too.”

Fausto had always been half  a head taller than his cousin. Now 
Benny, shrunken with a curved back, reached only to his chin. Benny 
was always slender, but his clothes hung on him as if  he were a wire 
hanger and nothing more. The skin on his hands and face were pale and 
soft as if  he hadn’t spent a harsh summer working in the fields in years. 
Fausto wanted to hug Benny, but twenty-four years were still between 
them.

“You son-of-a-gun!” Fausto tried to keep the edge in his voice.
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The knife creases in Benny’s forehead vanished, though the spidery 
fine wrinkles remained. He smiled again. “Kumusta? How are you? I 
know you have been sick, but you look good, still strong.”

“Eh? How did you know?”
Benny walked up to the long, U-shaped building and touched the 

weathered bricks set crooked in the mortar. When he brushed up against 
the rose bushes along the wraparound walkway, the flowers barely 
shivered. He stepped across the saltillo tiles without making a sound and 
stood beneath the porch, held up by silvered wooden poles. The sun had 
crept across the walkway, but all the curtains were still drawn shut.

Benny leaned into a splintered pole. “You are the last manong at 
Agbayani.”

“You know Ayong and Prudencio are gone?”
Benny laughed nervously. “You were always with them.” He passed a 

hand over his face, an old habit of  his. “But I only see you, eh?”
A tremor worked its way out from the center of  Fausto’s body. “I was 

always with you too!” He kicked the base of  the pole. He shouldn’t be 
disrespectful after so much time passing. Benny might turn around and 
leave; he could see his cousin’s eyes wavering. “Saan nga bali. Never mind,” 
he said. “You must be hungry, traveling so far. We’ll pick vegetables, eh? 
You still like your tomatoes dipped in bagoong?”

Fausto drew Benny to the vegetable garden. They walked around the 
sow-thistle sprouting in bunches from cracks in the ground. Wild grasses 
rose up like yellow flames spreading across the field, threatening to break 
the line of  cacti towering over them. They passed leafless, blackened 
trees. When Otis barked behind them, Benny gave a start.

“That’s Otis,” Fausto said. “He’ll not hurt you—he’ll see you are with 
me.”

The German shepherd trotted out from behind the building when 
Fausto whistled. But once it caught sight of  them, the hair on its back 
stood on end. Otis sniffed the air. He stared them down and growled.

“C’mon, Otis!” Fausto called out, but the dog slunk away. “Ha! When 
I go walking at night, I can’t get rid of  that dog. Always tripping me up. 
Son-of-a-gun!”

Benny turned and walked past the empty rabbit pens, cracked pellets 
of  feces still littering the floorboards. He squeezed through the half-open 
gate of  the vegetable garden’s chicken-wire fence to inspect the tomato 
plants. Overripe tomatoes lay flattened as if  melted on the rocky soil.
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“Even our vegetables are old!” Fausto laughed and put his foot 
through a cobweb that stretched across brittle leaves.

“Fausto,” Benny said, looking him in the eye. “What have you been 
doing with yourself  all these years?”

Fausto worked his mouth open, but nothing came out.
“Nobody told me anything after we left,” Benny said. “Nida finally 

told me you stopped going to the parties and dances. You even stayed 
away from Domingo’s funeral! They said you did not want anyone 
seeing you, so everybody gave up.”

Fausto struck a lone stick with his heel, splintering it in two. “Is that 
what everybody has been saying? Macario is saying the same thing?”

“Nobody kept you from returning to Terra Bella.”
“Ai! You are all still punishing me!” Fausto cried out.
“Kanayon nga insaksakit ka. I was always on your side.”
“Until you abandoned me.” Fausto scattered the slivers of  wood 

between them with a sweep of  his shoe.
“You want to stay bitter? You want me to go away?” Benny flattened 

the crown of  his straw hat on his head. But he didn’t leave.
“Saan! No!” Fausto motioned Benny to follow him. “You come with 

me.” 
He led Benny to the empty field, stopping beside a Datsun station 

wagon that sat in a patch of  nutsedge. Wide cracks in the car seats 
exposed brittle foam and cut a pathway from one end to the other. Wires 
stuck out of  a hole where a radio had once been. Fausto placed his hands 
on the car hood, away from the crusted layers of  pigeon droppings. “I 
take my walks and I stop here. I pretend I’m driving, going somewhere,” 
he said. “Sometimes to our house in Terra Bella. Sometimes back home 
in the Philippines.”

In his daydreams at Agbayani Village, he always made a grand 
entrance in his yacht-sized car at the plaza of  their hometown of  San 
Esteban, rolling down the tinted windows so his townmates could feel 
the blast of  cold air from the air conditioner. He let them run their 
fingers across the buttery leather seats. “You have to be smart to drive 
one of  these,” he said to the barefoot boys, whose eyes were as bright as 
the lighted dials on the dashboard. As he drove off to give the car to his 
parents, he heard his townmates cry out, “Ai, Fausto has a beautiful wife 
and baby. How generous he is with his wealth. He did the right thing, 
going to America!”
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“You are rich. We are all rich,” Benny said. “Nagasat tayo.”
“We?” Fausto said. “I’m not lucky. You are. You have Luz and Rogelio 

and BJ.”
“You did the right thing for you. There was no other way.”
“I believed in what we were fighting for.” Fausto struck the car hood 

with his knuckles. “Things are different, Benny, here and in the fields. 
But I’m alone—I’ve been alone now for many months. And every day 
I’m reminded of  what I gave up and lost.”

“You did not lose everything.” Benny pulled up his sleeve and glanced 
at his watch. “We’ll be together again soon.”

“Are we not together now? Are you leaving me again? You came all 
the way from Chicago and you’re leaving already?” Fausto tried to focus 
on his cousin, who seemed to fade like the Sierra foothills in the glare of  
the morning light. They hadn’t been together for more than a half-hour. 
It couldn’t have been past eight in the morning, but Benny’s watch read 
2:20. Benny pulled the cuff of  his shirt over his watch. Fausto wanted to 
grasp his shoulders to prove that his cousin was really there. Instead, he 
pinched the loose skin of  his own arm. His nerves tingled.

“Rogelio is coming to see you,” Benny blurted out.
“Rogelio?” Fausto shivered. “When is he coming? Why now? What 

will he tell me?”
“Adda kayatna nga ibaga kenka.” Benny’s voice was tense, as he said 

again, “He’ll be here soon to tell you. God willing, you already know.”
“He’s going to tell me the truth!”
Benny’s head dipped, exposing the thinning crown of  gray hair. 

“You still believe that, after all these years.” His voice was full of  uneasy 
wonder.

“Is this why I’m still alive, Benny? To hear the truth?”
“You’ll believe what Rogelio tells you.”
As Benny wiped his brow, his cuff pulled away from his bony wrist. 

Fausto saw that the hands on his watch had not moved at all.
“Benedicto, are you really here?” Fausto whispered. Benny looked at 

him as if  he didn’t understand. “Agpayso nga addaka ditoy?” he repeated.
“I go now.” Benny adjusted his hat and strode toward the entrance.
“Where are you going? You just arrived. Benny, come back!”
Benny was several feet away from him already. “Wait for Rogelio. 

Don’t be afraid. We’ll be together again soon.” His voice bounced back 
like an echo.
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“Why should I be afraid?” Fausto shouted. He hurried after Benny, 
amazed that his cousin’s quick stride was putting great distance between 
them. “Wait for me!”

He reached the entrance of  the Village, short of  breath. A gust of  
wind swept across the land. The trunks of  the palm trees in the open 
field leaned toward the ground. Palm fronds shivered. Dust stung his 
eyes. He searched the road, but saw only fine particles floating and 
settling all around him. Then the earth gave way beneath his feet.

_________
 

Fausto woke up on the wooden bench at the end of  the walkway, his 
socks and shoes scattered at his feet, his clothes covered in dust. His 
forehead was cool, the back of  his neck damp. If  he’d had a fever last 
night, it was broken now. He had battled the evil spirit and won again. 
Maybe for good.

A car pulled into the driveway. The door opened and slammed shut. 
The crunch of  gravel grew louder. Perhaps it was Rogelio.

“Hombrecito!” Arturo marched toward him, his fists swinging at his 
sides like dumbbells. “Ay buey! How long have you been out here?”

“Eh?” Fausto squinted in the sunlight.
“Who brought you here so early in the morning?” Arturo sat next to 

him, bending the wooden bench board. He touched Fausto’s forehead. 
“You feel cool to me.”

“My fever came back last night, but I have recovered for good now.” 
He felt lightheaded in his happiness. “I saw Benny. That is what gave 
me strength to come outside. Everything is okay now. He’ll return, and 
Rogelio is coming to see me.”

“Your cousin from Chicago? His son?” Arturo’s eyes watered.
“Benny came here, I tell you! I have to wait for him to return.” Fausto 

leaned forward, facing the entrance to the Village. A silver tabby licked 
its paws near a cypress tree. He grinned, pointing. “See that cat? It 
means visitors are coming.”

Arturo searched Fausto’s eyes. Fausto stared back, unblinking.
“You help me to my room. Then you bring me two more chairs and 

a table.” He swayed for a moment when Arturo pulled him up. The tiles 
were hard on the balls of  his feet, making him wince with every step. His 
room, at the end of  one side of  the U-shaped building, seemed as far 
away as the clinic across the field.
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“Hombrecito, no way you coulda’ come out here by yourself,” Arturo 
said. “Look at you—you can hardly walk. Who moved you?”

“Saan nga bali!” Fausto rapped his own head. He tried to think but 
couldn’t remember. “Ai, it does not matter,” he repeated.

The door to his room was flung wide open. The air inside was cool, 
as if  the door had been open for some time, maybe all night. Fausto 
was still panting after Arturo helped him to the chair. He pointed in the 
direction of  the dining hall. “You go get three plates with lots of  rice and 
fried fish.”

“Three?” Arturo was out of  breath too. He leaned over Fausto.
“Benny told me I did not lose everything.” Fausto rocked in his chair. 

“He said Rogelio would tell me. It’s better to hear it from him. That’s 
why I’m still here. My heart knew. I did not understand until Benny 
came.”

Arturo took Fausto’s wrist and felt for his pulse. “Hombrecito, you’ll 
be okay.”

A black moth scraped across his window. It bumped into the walls, 
spinning in circles, before flying out the door. Fausto’s heart raced. The 
burning candles, the stopped clock, lights going on and off. Even though 
he had defied Death twice, the moth made it clear. It was a sign of  
death. Before Rogelio’s arrival and Benny’s return. After all these years, 
he would be cheated again, but this time with the finality of  death.

“We’ll go to the hospital.” Arturo’s voice echoed in his head.
“No,” Fausto whispered. “Call St. Mary’s. Bring Father Bersabel to 

me.”
He grasped Arturo’s hands and rested his face between his soft palms. 

Arturo’s fingers cooled his skin. The moment before his head fell back 
and the world went black, the room spiraled below him, Arturo’s hands 
like enormous wings lifting him up.

 




