from Chapter Eleven
…But Coring could see the pain so clearly etched on his tear-stained face.  She gently laid him back down, and drew him to her.  His tense body relaxed, as Coring kissed him sensuously and started to caress him all over.

Tom’s mind was not ready to make love, but his body had a will of its own and started responding.  Coring was particularly passionate, almost as if she wished the heat of passion would melt away the reality of the painful past she had just revealed.  But Tom’s mind continued to wander even as his body responded to Coring’s touches.  Why did she have to tell him this?  Couldn’t he just have been left in blissful ignorance?  And what about his own secret, his role in the death of her brother Gregorio?  If they were indeed to have no secrets, should he tell her that he was partly responsible for that death?  Would she still love him as much then?  Could she pass that test of love?  Or would causing her that much pain just be his way of seeking revenge and getting even?

They did make love again that evening, but this time it was a different kind of silence that hung heavily over them.  Coring clung to him desperately, realizing that the storm she had stirred in his soul needed to spend its fury and turmoil before she could let go.  An hour passed in silence.  The moon emerged from behind the banks of clouds and the chirping of the night crickets reminded them that Cong Dadong would soon be coming to bring Coring home.  By then Tom’s breathing had become more even; the struggle in his soul had begun to ebb.  Tom took Coring in a long and tight embrace, and rose to look at her.  He could not formulate what he wanted to say, and tears started to form again, but Coring saw in his eyes through his tears all he wanted to say and all she needed to know.  She had put him through a painful storm, but he would stay the course.  And she now knew that, from then on, there was nothing that could veer him from this course.  She thought once again about Soledad’s dreams; finally, the altar seemed an inevitable destination.

There was a certain delicacy and awkwardness to the next few times they met.  They made love less often but more intensely, and the silences between them were weighted with unspoken assurances that they cared for each other more than ever.  Both were at once relieved and yet a little disappointed that Coring’s delayed period finally came.  Tom ultimately decided that it would serve no purpose to tell her about his role in Gregorio’s ambush.  Slowly things returned to their idyllic state. 

Tom learned to be a rice farmer.  He would be allowed to occasionally accompany Cong Sebyo in his daily chores, and learned the rice-planting cycle:  First, there was cultivating the seeds in special seedling beds, then preparing the rice paddies with the help of the indispensable carabao, then transplanting the seedlings to the rice paddies at the start of the rainy season to ensure adequate irrigation.  He particularly enjoyed the teamwork of the transplant process.  Several farmers would group together and line up on one side of the rice paddy armed with seedlings, and, often to the sound of singing and a guitar, they would stick the seedlings into the paddies in rhythm as they moved down the paddy in line formation.  This was often done to the beat of popular planting songs:  "Planting rice is never fun/ Bent from morn to the set of sun/ Cannot stand, cannot sit/ Cannot rest for a little bit.”  He also enjoyed the harvest activities, first the shearing, then the threshing of the rice stalks to separate the grains from them, then the grinding in gourds or between millstones to shell them, often also to the sound of music, and then winnowing to separate the rice from their husks.

One day Tom was watching Cong Sebyo and two other farmers methodically pound the rice in a gourd to separate the grains from their husks.  Tom allowed the hypnotic rhythm of the pounding to mesmerize him into a reverie.  The golden rice shells had just been separated from the rice stalks brought in from the fields and was now undergoing a transformation into white rice grains.  Tom mused that he too was like those grains of rice.  The grains had been taken from the world of rice paddies in which they grew and plucked from the stalks that fed them.  He too had been taken from his native America and had plucked himself from the military culture that bred him.  And he too had been pounded and crushed against his will in the grinder of war, with American and Spanish colonizers as the two grindstones that forced a transformation, not just in him, but also in the Filipinos he was now working with.  And in his case, as his husk and his external identity were stripped from him, he was beginning to see an entirely different Tom Wilcox.  The inexplicable affinity he felt, not just with Coring, but with these long-suffering, freedom-loving, generous people, drove him to think that perhaps, underneath his white skin and his red hair, there was something Filipino about his soul.  Already he noticed that he seemed less conscious of the passage of hours or of days, as time became more fluid and flexible.  He had learned to accept and even rejoice in the adversity that the forces of nature imposed on the farming cycle.  He was much more fatalistic and resigned to whatever came, finally accepting that there were many more things beyond his control than he once liked to believe.  He learned from living with only bare necessities the purity of heart that poverty brings.  And he had developed friendships and loyalty, transcending language and culture, with the farmers he toiled beside.  He felt a kinship with them that he did not feel with his fellow soldiers in the 1st Nebraska; after all, he thought, the farmers were partners in creating, the soldiers, partners in destroying.

Tom dared to push his parallelism further, realizing that, stripped of their husks, the beautiful white rice grains were in the end not meant to be preserved, but to be cooked in a fire, and then eaten and absorbed in another’s identity.  He wondered if he too had undergone so much and changed so much, only to be sacrificed to some fire and devoured for some greater cause.
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