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        CHAPTER 1
      
      

      
        The Sampaloc Tree
      
    

    
      It was the 21st of August, 1986—a special day for Alice—not just because it was a holiday, but because she was going to sleep over at Lola-grandma’s house in Caloocan all by herself. Mama and Papa had gone to a prayer rally celebrating the death anniversary of their hero, Ninoy Aquino. Tita Rina—Mama’s sister—had fetched Alice in the old Toyota hatchback.

    During the long drive from Las Piñas to Caloocan, Tita Rina explained that she was missing school the next day only because of Lola-grandma’s special birthday on Saturday. Alice’s great-grandmother was turning a hundred years old in two days. Missing school was the least of her joys. Alice had never slept in another house but her own. And she was just ten years old. With the car window open, a gentle wind blew in to kiss her face. It smelled of freedom.
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    At Lola-grandma’s house, Alice couldn’t wait to visit her favorite place—the garden. She looked at the orchids, the sampaguita, and the chrysanthemums around her. These were new flowers. They only lasted a season, and then wilted away. They could never live to be a hundred. But the tree in the middle of the garden, the sampaloc, was more than a hundred years old!

    Alice ran her hand on the rough bark of the tree, as if she could understand it better, what it meant to live as long as a century. She looked up at the drooping fruit, at the tiny, green leaves growing in clusters on delicate stems. She could jump up, reach for the lowest branch, and swing upon it like a monkey. Then she noticed a dark, roundish opening underside, right where the branch connected with the trunk.

    “What’s this?” she wondered, peering into the hole that was almost as big as her hand. There was an old and dried-up bird’s nest inside, with a piece of paper on top, sticking out like a plant growing toward the light. “Why, it’s an envelope, and there’s writing on it.”
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      For The Little Girl Who Lives Here, it read.

    Alice looked around, feeling a little funny. There was no other little girl in the house. She studied the handwriting; it was rather old-fashioned, as if it had been written by those who wrote with feather pens. The letter read:

    
      Dear __________,

    
      I don’t know your name yet, so I have left it blank. You might find this a little rude of me, but it may be less acceptable to you if I approached you all of a sudden. I have been living a month in the house next door, but it was only this morning I realized that you live there, someone close to my age rather than the age of my parents or my older brother. If I may ask, would you mind answering a few questions?
    

    
      What is your name?
    

    
      How old are you?
    

    
      Do you like to read books? What kind of books?
    

    
      Perhaps, if you have not torn up this letter yet, you might appreciate my answers to the same questions. I am hoping that if I answer them, you will feel inclined to do the same.
    

    
      My name is Crispin, and I am twelve years old, thirteen in September. I love to read books, books of adventure and suspense, and recently my father brought home what he calls “a dangerous book.” I am going to start reading it today, while waiting to see what you will do.
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      Well, if you do not wish to speak to me directly, you might want to leave me a note in this tree, too. I think that this might also be an interesting adventure, don’t you think?
    

    
      Sincerely yours,
      

      Crispin
    

    A little breeze blew and rustled the paper in her hand. She noticed the paper felt rough between her fingers, and it was a little yellow. Alice felt a tingling in her stomach.

    What house next door? Lola-grandma’s house opened into a sprawling garden that ended at a high wall, and this stood in the corner of the street. Did the letter-writer mean he lived across the street? Which street—Calle Real, where Lola-grandma’s gate was, or Calle Nuevo, the one that ran along the garden wall?

    That evening Alice said, “Lola-grandma, who are your neighbors?”

    Lola-grandma smiled. She looked a little tired. “Well, there’s the couple across from us, Mr. and Mrs. Lorenzo. The house across Calle Nuevo has been empty for years.” She shook her head. “I used to play there sometimes …”

    “We always thought it was a haunted house,” said Tita Rina. “Tatay always made up stories about a ghost family who lived there, and kept scaring your Mama Roda and me.”

    Alice shuddered. She tried not to think of movies with haunted houses in them. “Lola-grandma,” she said, “Do Mr. and Mrs. Lorenzo have children?”

    Lola-grandma nodded, then shook her head. “Oh … I thought … I am not sure, actually.”

    “Why, Lola, don’t you remember?” Tita Rina cried. “There’s Little Jason who used to run to the store for you whenever you wanted pan de sal!”

    Lola-grandma put a hand to her head, as if trying to remember.

    “Little Jason?” said Alice.

    “Well,” said Tita Rina. “I suppose not so little anymore.” She was looking at Lola-grandma with a frown. “Lola, I think it is time for you to go to bed. And maybe you should too, Alice. Don’t worry, you’ll meet the Lorenzos. They are invited to your Lola-grandma’s birthday.”

    Alice smiled and helped Tita Rina wheel Lola-grandma to her room. Then she rushed to the living room window and looked at the house across Calle Real. The lights were on in the garage, as well as in some of the rooms upstairs. But wish as she might, no one appeared.
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    No Jason. No Crispin. Were they one and the same boy? Alice felt she could not wait for Lola-grandma’s birthday to find out. Tomorrow would be better. Tomorrow, she would find out.
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        CHAPTER 2
      
      

      
        The Neighbor
      
    

    
      22 August 1986
    

    
      Dear Crispin,
    

    
      My name is Alice. I am ten years old, and I will be eleven in October. Yes, I like to read books. Right now I am reading The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett. I do not think it is an adventure book, but I find it exciting anyway. I am reading it again for a book report, and I like to pretend that my Lola-grandma’s garden outside is also a secret garden.
    

    
      I was very surprised when I saw your note in the tree. You would have had to climb the wall, and that is very dangerous because the top is full of broken glass. I do not really live here. I came here yesterday for Lola-grandma’s birthday celebration tomorrow.
    

    
      From,
      

      Alice
    

    
      Alice had been trying to write a letter all morning. It was not as easy as she thought, since she was also trying to watch the street, and the house across it. So far, a newspaper boy had left a newspaper at the bottom of the gate, and a helper had come out to get it. When the gate opened again, all Alice could see was the same helper holding it open, while a blue Toyota Corolla backed out of the garage and drove off.

    As the gate clanged shut, Alice noted the yellow ribbon tied around the electric post in the corner. There were also yellow ribbons tied to posts in Las Piñas to commemorate Ninoy Aquino’s death anniversary. But yellow ribbons also reminded her of the events last February: there were no classes for a long time because, soon after all the adults voted for a new president, there was a revolution. Instead of going to school, Alice followed her mother, father, Tita Rina, and relatives, to EDSA, where they wore yellow shirts and waved yellow flags, and became witnesses to history.
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    Alice could still remember seeing the soldiers along the road, with flowers around their necks, chatting with everyone else. There was even a tank, and a general who stood on top of it to talk to the crowd. She had watched the tank, but thankfully, it neither moved nor fired at them. She remembered her Social Studies teacher calling it “a bloodless revolution.” No one had been harmed, even when the soldiers had been ordered to shoot at the people.
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    “What are you doing at the window, Alice?” asked Tita Rina. “Could you help me here?” Tita Rina pointed with her lips to Lola-grandma’s tiny cup of assorted medicine tablets on the dining table. She wanted Alice to put them on the tray she was holding, already full of biscuits, a teapot, two tea cups, two medicine bottles, and water. “Do you want to join us for a snack?”

    Alice shook her head, hiding the letter behind her back. Time to take it to her secret tree in her secret garden! She ran under a cloudy sky.

    In The Secret Garden, Mary played with two friends named Colin and Dickon, and Dickon’s animal friends—a crow, two squirrels, a pony, and a fox. In Lola-grandma’s garden, which she made-believe to be her secret garden, she could pretend to have two friends named Crispin and Jason, and animal friends—a couple of mayas, a monkey, and maybe a frog and a lizard.
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    “Here you go, Crispin,” said Alice. “I wrote you back.”

    “Why are you talking to that tree?” said a voice behind her.

    “Oh!” Alice jumped and turned around.

    A boy with a chipped front tooth grinned at her. “Tita Rina said I would find you here. I bet she was waiting by the window, all morning, just for me to appear.”

    Alice flushed. “Are you Crispin?”

    “No! Who’s Crispin?”

    “Jason?”

    He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Wait, how do you know my name?”

    It was Alice’s turn to smile. “Tita Rina told me.”

    She paused. Jason’s eyebrows shot up. He knew she wanted to say more. She shrugged. Maybe playing with a real Jason would be more interesting anyway. Alice showed him the letter from Crispin. “The first thing I want to find out is if there is a Crispin who lives in the house across Calle Nuevo.”

    “The house across Calle Nuevo,” whispered Jason. “No one lives there. Don’t you know it’s haunted?”

    “That’s what Tita Rina said. It was haunted when Tita Rina and my mama were children. Their father, Lola-grandma’s son, told them ghost stories about it. But my Lola-grandma says that she used to play there as a little girl. That means it was not haunted all the time. Maybe you know something about it.”

    Jason shook his head. “No, no, not me. One look at that house is enough!”

    “One look? You can’t see it from the street, you know.”

    “I know, but once I went in through the gate and took a good look at it. Just from the outside.”

    “And?”

    The boy paused. It was her turn to raise her eyebrows. Jason slapped his forehead. “Why am I telling you this? I have never told anybody. I think no one will believe me.”

    “I will!” promised Alice.

    “Well, the house looked old, like no one had lived in it for a million years. There were two floors, and above the front door was a huge window. It was open, and there were people there, looking out, at me.”

    “Oh …” said Alice, not really knowing what to say. She did not even know if she really believed him, even if she had promised. She waited to see if Jason would laugh and tell her it was all a joke.

    Jason looked at the piece of paper in his hand, as if studying it. It was Crispin’s letter, Alice realized a moment later. She had forgotten she had shown it to him and that he was still holding it.

    “So maybe,” said Jason slowly, “maybe this Crispin is a ghost.”

    “A ghost?” said Alice.

    “Yes. Don’t you see? This paper is old, and no one really writes like this anymore, right?”

    “A ghost,” repeated Alice. She wasn’t sure she wanted to write to a ghost.

    She looked around, at her secret garden, at Jason, at the wall, behind which was Calle Nuevo, across which was the haunted house.

    “Oh dear.” She rushed to the hole in the tree to get her letter back. And it was no longer there.
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        CHAPTER 3
      
      

      
        The Haunted House
      
    

    
      Lola-grandma and Tita Rina were still busy with their snack inside Lola-grandma’s room, busy planning the next day’s celebration.

    “I am going with Jason across the street,” said Alice. She decided she wouldn’t tell them what street.

    “Okay,” said Tita Rina. “Have fun.”

    So Alice found herself hand in hand with Jason, crossing Calle Nuevo. From the rusty gate, all they could see was the red roof of the house. The rest of it was lost, covered by the trees in the front yard, where a gravelly driveway curved to the right. Jason swung the gate open and took a step inside.

    Alice tarried. “Jason, why did you want to look at the house before?”

    Jason shrugged. “I was curious. I just wanted to see what a haunted house looked like. Don’t you?”

    Alice shrugged back. “I’m not sure.”

    “Well, let’s just look at the house, and run back. How about it? We have to find clues, right?”
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    Alice grinned. This was so much better than imaginary animals in her secret garden, even if one of them was a monkey. She took a step through the gate, and followed Jason down the driveway. Now that she was walking under the trees, in cloudy daylight, she wasn’t so frightened. Almost at once, it was quieter. The distant sounds of tricycles, cars, and trucks on Calle Real didn’t quite disturb the peace. And it was peaceful, rather than creepy.

    As they rounded the corner, they came upon the house. It was made of stone and wood, and above the main entrance, there was a wide, open window, just as Jason had said. Alice looked hard at it, expecting to see people, while her feet got ready to run back to the gate. But there was no one there. To the side of the house, there was a high wooden shed. Jason was looking at it with a puzzled look on his face.
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    “Did you see something?”

    “No,” said Jason, “not really. I just haven’t seen that before.” He pointed to the wooden shed. “But then I ran out of here so fast, maybe I didn’t have time to see it.”

    They stood, looking at the shed, then Alice looked at the window again. Still no one. She realized they couldn’t just stand there and do nothing. Sighing, she skipped up the steps to the front door and tried it. The door swung open.

    Jason gave a little laugh, then joined Alice to take a peek. The room seemed empty, and the floor was covered with such thick dust that they could barely see the stone floor underneath. They drew breath together, and, shoulder to shoulder, stepped in. Alice expected the door to slam shut right behind them, but it did no such thing. Jason had already mustered enough courage to cross the floor and peer through the door at the back.
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    “That must have been the kitchen,” he said, then pointed to his right. “And here, stairs.” He cleared his throat. “Do we go up?”

    Alice glanced at the ceiling as if she could find the answer there. The ceiling appeared solid enough, with no holes or broken beams. For a house that was old and abandoned, it sure looked sturdy. She cleared her throat, too. “Maybe we should. Maybe we won’t be coming back here.”

    She did not add what she was thinking. If Jason was right, there could be people upstairs, looking out the window, or worse, looking at them. The people could be ghosts. The ghosts could scare them so badly they wouldn’t want to come back.

    They creaked up the stairs. It was made of thick wood, and looked strong enough to bear their weight. They made some noise, yes, but none of the steps seemed in danger of breaking apart.

    The stairs immediately opened to a high-ceilinged room. On both ends, there were heavy-looking doors to further rooms. Right across from them was the open window, and right under it was a puddle and rotting wood. Outside, the trees swayed in a sudden breeze, and the clouds moved to let the sun shine through, directly through the window and onto the puddle.

    Alice and Jason blinked. Suddenly there were people around them, children running in some sort of game, young men and women dancing, older ones standing around the room talking or watching others.

    Alice and Jason clutched at each other, but no one seemed to notice them. Everyone continued as before, as if Alice and Jason were invisible. The general buzz of the party sounded muffled, the music an indiscernible tune, the voices reaching them as if from a great distance.
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    “Everything almost ready?”

    “Pretend we’re just dancing.”

    “Psst … Fr. Roca is looking this way.”

    A priest stood in the corner, speaking to men in white, long-sleeved, starchy shirts. The young women gathered in twos and threes, admiring each other in their long, loose sleeves, colorful ankle-length skirts, and long shawls. They were clearly not of this time.

    Alice and Jason forgot to run. They turned to the children, dressed like their elders, trying to see if one of them could be Crispin. But the outside wind blew again, and the clouds hid the sun once more. The people disappeared.

    They chased each other back to Lola-grandma’s garden. It had begun to rain. Giddy and breathless, Alice peered at the bird’s nest in the sampaloc tree and discovered another letter. Jason leaned over her shoulder and together they read:

    
      Dear Alicia,
    

    
      My father found out I was trying to read his “dangerous book.”
    

    Alice looked up from the letter. “What a strange boy. He called me Alicia!”

    “Because I don’t think he means you.” Jason pointed to the top of the letter. The date read: 30 July 1896.
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        CHAPTER 4
      
      

      
        The Mixed-Up Year
      
    

    
      Alice’s mind was whirling. She had tried to look for the other letter from Crispin, to check the date there, but she couldn’t find it. She thought she had kept it in her shorts pocket the whole time. But it had disappeared. Jason had let her search her pockets and his, swearing he couldn’t remember when she had taken it back.

    Crispin’s latest letter read:

    
      Dear Alicia,
    

    
      My father found out I was trying to read his “dangerous book.” He was not angry, only wanted to find out how far I had read and what I thought of it. He also explained to me why he called it “dangerous.” It is written by a man named José Rizal, someone who had studied and written the book in Europe, and made copies there.
    

    
      In the Philippines, we are not allowed to read it. Anyone caught with a copy will be thought a rebel and traitor to Spain. I asked permission if I could finish reading it, at least in secret, and my father agreed. But he also told me to be careful. There is going to be a revolution soon. This is secret, too. The brotherhood is getting ready. You must promise to be careful like me.
    

    
      Sincerely yours,
      

      Crispin
    

    “So you have met Jason?” asked Tita Rina, while they sat around the dinner table eating a very early supper.

    Alice nodded.

    “Who is Jason?” asked Lola-grandma.

    “Oh Lola,” sighed Tita Rina, “only one of your favorites, who used to buy you pan de sal each day till you said your jaws were too tired for it.”

    “My jaws aren’t tired. These days the bread that people make are harder than wood. But I could still dip bread in my soup.”

    Alice looked at Lola-grandma’s bowl of soup, the spoon above it, and the veined and wrinkled hands that held both. Lola-grandma was very old. She did the math: If Lola-grandma was turning a hundred, then she was already alive in 1896 …

    “Lola-grandma,” said Alice, “did you ever know a boy named—”

    “Oh Lola, what now?” said Tita Rina.

    Lola-grandma was crying, bowing to hide her tears. “What a sweet boy he was. But he had to go away.”

    “But he is just across the street, nearby,” said Tita Rina.

    “Yes,” nodded Lola-grandma, “nearby. But that was a long time ago.”

    A million questions ran through Alice and were about to rush out of her mouth, but Tita Rina, who could see Alice’s curiosity, pursed her lips. “Eat up, Alice. Your mother will tell us we are not feeding you here. I have to take Lola to bed. She is excited about her birthday party, and she must rest now.”
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    While she sat alone at the dinner table, Alice slowly understood … she could not just ask Lola-grandma questions. She had to order the questions in her mind, ask only a few, and the right ones. Otherwise, Lola-grandma would become confused. Alice herself was confused. The year was 1986. But a boy was writing her from the year 1896. How could it happen?

    In bed that night, Alice wrote:

    
      Dear Crispin,
    

    
      My name is Alice, not Alicia. You also made a mistake with the time. It is 1986, not 1896. Unless this is my year, and that is yours. It is all very confusing, but maybe it makes sense because Jason thinks you are a ghost. Jason is my neighbor. We went to the haunted house today. I wonder if that is where you lived a long time ago and if your ghost is still there now.
    

    
      I have so many questions … like, do you think it is still 1896? Were you a ghost then? Or are you a little boy in 1896 writing a letter? And do you know that your letters come here, to this time, or do you think you are also writing someone in 1896? I just find it a little strange. It is 1986, and my father calls our times “dangerous times.” We had a revolution, too. Some people think the danger is past. But my father thinks we have to stay vigilant. There are still rallies and coups.
    

    
      I wish I could speak with you face to face. If you think we can, could we meet by the sampaloc tree? My Lola-grandma has a birthday party tomorrow, and there will be many people, but they will be inside the house. What do you think? Please reply soon.
    

    
      From,
      

      Alice
    

    Alice got up, folding the letter, thinking, should she really put this in the tree? Did she really want to meet a ghost, supposing Crispin was one? But there was something about Crispin’s letters, his handwriting or his tone, which made Alice want to trust him. She felt a little worried calling him a ghost. Supposing he wasn’t, would he get mad? She realized she was more concerned about hurting Crispin’s feelings rather than about meeting a ghost. It was best to meet him in person, and, if she felt she had to, apologize.
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    It was easy enough tiptoeing out of her room and out of the house, even if it was drizzling. It was also easy to see in the garden, with an outside light in the veranda and a waxing moon. Still, Alice felt that she was stumbling all the way, stumbling in her mind, because there were so many things she didn’t know. She found the hole in the tree with her fingers and slipped her letter there. Then she stumbled all the way back to bed and slept, or tried to sleep.

    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

    Alice woke up late the next day. Tita Rina bustled into her room, bursting with news. “Alice, Jason is here to see you. And my cousins have arrived so early. They are all downstairs clamoring to see Lola. What do I do? Your mother still isn’t here!” She ran out of the room, wringing her hands.

    Jason shut the door behind her.

    “What are you doing in bed? You’ve got a letter!” said Jason. He thrust a piece of paper in her hands. It had only one line:

    
      Alicia, we must meet tonight, at 8:00.
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        CHAPTER 5
      
      

      
        The Meeting
      
    

    
      It was the 23rd of August, 1986. This was Lola-grandma’s birthday, her hundredth birthday, her very special day. While Jason helped by running errands to buy coco pan de sal, soft drinks, and ice at the sari-sari store, Alice greeted the guests and escorted them to Lola-grandma in the living room.

    Alice actually enjoyed being in the middle of all the commotion, sitting next to Lola-grandma as the one and only great-granddaughter. There was a lot to talk about the February Revolution—how Filipino soldiers had hearts, how prayers worked, how proud one could be about the Filipino nation. Alice understood very little of what was said, but still she was infected with everyone’s pride, euphoria, and self-congratulations.

    Only Alice’s father, who arrived with her mother in the afternoon, tried to temper the mood. “Our country’s problems haven’t left with the dictator,” he said. “We have to work together if we want things to improve around here.”

    The time went by so quickly that when Alice glanced out the windows, she was shocked by how dark it was. After Lola-grandma was wheeled to the dinner table and everyone sang and wished her a Happy Birthday, Jason and Alice crept to the kitchen and finally had a moment to themselves. They agreed that after dinner, they would sneak out to the garden.

    During dinner, Jason had to eat with his family, and Alice had to eat with hers, on separate tables. Alice’s mama and papa were excited to hear about their daughter’s first time away from home. Alice talked about sleeping alone in a guest room, about the garden, and pointed out Jason, who waved and smiled, showing the gap in his teeth.
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    When Alice saw that Jason was making excuses to leave his table, she did the same. “I’m getting more barbeque,” said Alice, and went straight to the kitchen rather than the buffet table. She went so fast that Jason was still making his own excuses to his parents when she reached the kitchen. She found she could not wait a second longer, and continued out the kitchen door, into the garden. She only stopped when she neared the tree, and sidestepped behind a bush.

    Why was she hiding? She was frightened, not because Crispin might turn out to be a ghost, but because she might scare Crispin away with her eagerness to meet him. She was frightened, too, of disappointment; what if he didn’t show up at all? There was the sound of running and rustling coming from Lola’s house. “Crispin? Crispin!” someone called. “You were right, this is a wonderful book. I am glad I read it, but I better return it to you.”

    “Alicia …?”

    Alice stiffened. There were two people meeting by the tree, and she wasn’t one of them.

    “It’s funny, too,” continued the voice, high-pitched and happy, “that there’s a Crispin in this novel. I am sure he didn’t steal any money.”

    “Alicia, listen. I have to go …”

    “Oh Crispin, I am sorry I’m late, but I could not leave the guests at once, even if they turned out to be so few. Why didn’t you come to the party? Do you know that I am ten today?”

    “I meant … oh! Happy Birthday, Alicia. Here, I do have something for you.”

    Alice craned her neck to look. By the light of the moon, she could make out two shapes, a girl in a long dress and a boy in a hat, under the drooping sampaloc. The boy was putting something inside the hollow of the tree. “You can open it when I leave,” he said.

    “Do you really have to go?” asked the girl named Alicia.

    “I do. Fr. Roca’s sacristan says I stole his book. We can’t tell them how Tatay got his own copy, or the Guardia Civil will arrest him.”

    Alicia bowed her head. “I guess I better keep the book.”

    There was a pause. Then the boy wrapped his arms tight around the girl. “Please take care of yourself, Alicia. You are my only friend in the whole world. You must promise to take care.”

    The girl only sobbed, and, bowing her head, held a large book to her chest, so that her face was in shadow. The boy broke off and ran away, into the darkness of the garden toward Calle Nuevo. He did not hear the little girl call out, “Crispin, come back!” Then, after crying some more, a tiny whisper: “Crispin, goodbye!”

    Alice never felt so lonely in her life. She took one step toward the figure of the girl, but, as expected of ghosts, the little girl simply disappeared. Alice ran to the sampaloc tree, certain she had seen Crispin place a letter there …
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      Dear Alicia,
    

    
      Happy birthday. This is the poorest gift to give to you, but I will have to say goodbye for now. I cannot even tell you where I am going, even if I know you can keep secrets. You are my one true friend, and I will come back.
    

    
      You must burn my letters. If they fall into the wrong hands, they will read about the Noli Me Tángere. Someday, I hope Fr. Roca’s sacristan will admit he was just trying to make trouble for me. I have no idea where Fr. Roca’s own copy went, and why no one wonders why Fr. Roca himself has a copy. They say it was confiscated from someone else.
    

    
      I am sorry I could not go to your party. Something happened earlier today. The revolution has begun! Please always take care of yourself, and be careful. The most dangerous time is upon us. Still, I have hope that our country will soon see better days. It is your friendship that strengthens this conviction. No matter what else happens, I will always be grateful for your friendship.
    

    
      Love,
      

      Crispin
    

    Alice found herself weeping. Jason stood beside her, reading over her shoulder. “Alice, who was that little girl?”

    Alice sighed. She knew the answer, because of the way the little girl had cried for Crispin. “Alicia was Lola-grandma.”
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        CHAPTER 6
      
      

      
        The Children of Two Revolutions
      
    

    
      The ghost of the ten-year-old girl, Alicia, had disappeared. Of course it would disappear, as Alicia had grown up, and married, and had children, and become Lola-grandma. But Crispin … Alice felt her heart lift with hope, and then sink with dread …

    What had happened to him?

    And so Alice ran after the ghost of Crispin, into the darkness of the garden, calling out, “Crispin! Please wait, don’t go just yet!”

    Jason ran after Alice, saying, “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

    Soon enough, they both knew where they were going. But the garden wall had disappeared, and so had Calle Nuevo. The grass simply extended, as if the garden of one house and the grove of another had become one shared space between two households.

    They stood before the haunted house, and Jason saw that there were ghost-horses in what he had thought was a storage shed. Alice tore past them, and into the house, not noticing how sunlight lit up the interior. They were upstairs before she stopped, because there were people in there again, not dancing this time, but sitting around in chairs and on the floor, and as many of them standing and looking out the window.

    Something was different about their clothing, too. Gone were the gay dresses. They were dressed in subdued colors, gray shawls and shirts, as if not wanting to draw attention to themselves. Some men had sabers and long, curved knives, hanging from their waists, and some shouldered rifles.

    Like before, Alice and Jason could hear them, but as if from a great distance. “The fighting has begun,” someone said.

    “Here’s to Balintawak, Santa Mesa, Kalookan, Kawit, Noveleta, San Francisco de Malabon …”

    “We must join our brothers in the fight.”

    “Long live the Philippines!”

    “Independence!”
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    Yelling reached them from outside. Alice and Jason rushed to the window, elbow to elbow with ghosts who simply shifted to the left or right to make space for them. It was broad daylight, with people gathered under the trees, waving red banners that read KKK. Some people were tearing pieces of paper in their hands and throwing them to the wind. The people around Alice and Jason did the same, watching bits of paper fly toward the cloud-filled sky … to the deep blue of evening … and toward the stars.

    Alice and Jason blinked. It was night-time again, and they were alone, in an empty house. Something wet seeped into their shoes, and suddenly the floor gave way. They crashed right through it and fell in a cloud of dust and dirt.

    They looked up at the gaping hole in the ceiling and realized they had been standing in the puddle of water and the rotting wood.

    “Owww …” said Jason, sitting up and rubbing his head.

    
      
        [image: image]
      

    

    “Are you hurt?”

    Both Jason and Alice stiffened in shock. A boy in a hat stood bending over them, patting their limbs and arms to check for broken bones. When he straightened, they saw his earnest face, his kind eyes, his gentle smile, before he faded away.

    They picked themselves up from the dusty floor in silence. They had a few scratches on their arms and legs and muddy, dirt-streaked clothes, but that was all. They walked back to Lola-grandma’s house and to her dining table, where a three-tiered cake waited, baked by Tita Rina.

    One hundred candles were lit, then shared out to all the guests and family of Lola-grandma. They would blow the candles for her, after her speech.

    That evening, Lola-grandma glowed with health and well-being. She said, “On this day, many years ago, there was another revolution. I had just turned ten years old, and did not see the start of it, but by the end we had all joined in the cause. I lost my only brother to it. He died in one of the many skirmishes with the Spanish here in Caloocan.

    “People waved red banners instead of yellow ribbons. Perhaps it doesn’t matter what the colors are. We must remember, instead, that the Filipinos are always worth fighting for. That’s what my own son and daughter-in-law believed in, and died for, in the seventies. That’s what my granddaughters and grandson-in-law believe now, and teach to my great-granddaughter. We must always celebrate the Filipino spirit.”
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    Alice and Jason, joining in with everyone, cheered and blew out the tiny flames of their candles. Then Alice took her place beside her great-grandmother, as the guests took their leave. Jason said goodbye last, and Lola-grandma recognized him.

    “Thank you for running errands for me, you sweet boy.”

    Jason grinned, the gap in his teeth showing.

    As the house settled quietly for the night, Tita Rina and her parents huddled in the kitchen deep in conversation, and Alice found herself alone with Alicia.

    “Lola-grandma, how does it feel to be a hundred?”

    Her grandmother smiled. “It is … unbelievable.”

    Alice gave Lola-grandma a hug. In Lola-grandma’s arms, Alice asked, “Is Crispin my great-grandfather?”

    Tears sprang to Lola-grandma’s eyes. Her arms tightened around Alice. “Yes …”

    “So he came back, didn’t he, after he went away because the Guardia Civil were after him?”

    “He joined the brotherhood, joined in the cause of the Katipuneros. He was gone for a very long time. But he did come back.”

    “He lived in the house across Calle Nuevo?”

    “There was no Calle Nuevo then. They were our tenants.”

    “So you own that house?”

    “No … it was confiscated by the Spanish, and later on sold to some other people …” said Lola-grandma. And then she looked closely at Alice. “Why are you asking, hija? How do you know so much? Have you been talking to your Tita Rina?”

    “Oh, Lola-grandma, I … uh … saw some of Crispin’s … I mean, Lolo-grandpa’s letters …”

    “His letters!” Lola-grandma’s hand went to the pocket of her long skirt. From there she pulled out a bundle of papers, tied with a lace ribbon. They were in varying degrees of yellow, worn and old, and Alice recognized the handwriting at once.

    “You didn’t burn them!” said Alice.

    Lola-grandma shook her head. “Not all … I couldn’t … Funny, I have been thinking more and more of him lately. But … how do you know of his letters?”

    A wondrous thought took shape in Alice’s mind. “Lola-grandma, is it possible? Could I be bumping into your memories? Would you believe me?”

    “Hija, these are magical times,” Lola-grandma said simply. She took a letter from the top of the pile and placed it in Alice’s hand. Alice looked at it more closely. “But … but it’s in Spanish?”

    “He wrote to me in Spanish.”

    Alice shook her head in amazement. Then she held up the one in her hand. “Lola-grandma, what does this say?”

    
      Dear Alicia,
    

    
      I am coming home to you at last. Shall we meet under the sampaloc, where we first met?
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        Guide Questions for Classroom and Book Club Discussions
      
    

    
      	What is so special about August 21, 1986?

      	What is special about Lola-grandma’s garden?

      	How old is Alice and what is she like?

      	Who is Jason? Is he a good friend? Why or why not?

      	What makes the haunted house on Calle Nuevo interesting to Alice and Jason?

      	What magical things happen to both Alice and Jason?

      	Why is celebrating Lola-grandma’s birthday important? Should it be important? Why or why not?

      	What do you think Lola-grandma means when she says, “These are magical times”? Would you call the times you live in “magical times,” too? Why or why not?

    


    
      RESEARCH SUGGESTIONS
    

    
      	Read up on the Philippine Revolution of 1896. What did the Filipino revolutionaries fight for or protest against? Why did they tear up their cedulas? What were the revolutionaries like? Were they just men, or were there also women?

      	Read up on the EDSA Revolution of 1986 or interview someone who was there. What led up to this event? What was it like? Who were the people who went to EDSA? What did the Filipinos fight for or protest against?

      	Interview a grandparent. Ask your Lolo or Lola (or a relative) what life was like when he or she was a child. What is one of his or her fondest memories? Write it down like a story featuring your Lolo or Lola.
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