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Preface 
 

Prior to entering the MFA program at USF, if someone were to ask me if I were a 

“literary” person, I would have said “No.”  I couldn’t impress anyone at cocktail parties 

with names of authors or titles of books.  But perhaps it had nothing to do with having 

poor memory skills.  Perhaps it was simply because those books I’d read were 

forgettable.   Now if I were to list the most memorable literature I’ve read during the last 

two and half years, I could fill a page.  And it would be difficult to forget any work, 

because each one of those short stories, novels and non-fiction works had some aspect 

which was memorable and influential, in the way I now write.  The nine stories included 

in this manuscript were inspired by some of the most memorable literature I’ve ever had 

the pleasure of reading.   

When I entered the MFA program, I promised to challenge myself, take risks and 

write what may not be easy or comfortable.  “The Apartment” was my first attempt at 

writing outside of my comfort zone.  It dealt with themes of self-delusion and sexual 

violence.  It was also my first creation of a flawed character.   

Rather than approaching this story from a victim’s point of view, I wanted to tell 

it from the predator’s perspective.  When the story was first drafted, I had just read 

“Negocios” by Junot Diaz and “Little White Sister” by Melanie Rae Thon.   The 

characters in these stories are not heroic, moral or even likeable, nor would a reader 

necessarily agree with their life choices, but it is because of their wrong choices and 

failings that they are rendered human and sympathetic.   

Prior to this point, I’d loved, adored and protected my characters like a mother 

hen.  They didn’t make mistakes.  Their pasts didn’t haunt them, shape them or mislead 
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them.   And they were perfect little protagonists, while my antagonists were simply 

devices to provide the primary conflict or tension in the story.  It was after reading in 

Jane Burroway’s Writing Fiction that “narrative is also driven by a pattern of connection 

and disconnection between characters that is the main source of its emotional effect,” 

when I began see to tension in a much different light.   

Months later I read Ann Cummins, “Where I Work,” whose central character is 

the classic unreliable narrator.  I became more fascinated with the divergence of 

perception between a character and the rest of the world he or she exists in.  “The 

Apartment,” “An Important Day,” “Reunion,” and to a degree, some of the other stories 

in this collection, play with this divergence and character unreliability. 

“Reunion” was another attempt at creating a flawed and unreliable central 

character.  It was originally conceived as a tribute to one of my favorite stories of the 

same title by John Cheever.  I was fascinated not with the protagonist in Cheever’s story, 

but with the antagonist, the limited, verbally abusive, alcoholic father.   

  “Reunion” was the result of another challenge I set for myself: to write a story 

using aspects of the Filipino culture.  Growing up in the U.S., I often felt like an outsider 

looking in, when it came to my ethnic heritage.  I never attempted to write about familial 

customs and ethnic traditions out of fear my story would not pass the test of authenticity.  

Even riskier was examining racial bigotry within an ethnic culture.  One of the aspects of 

being a second generation Filipino is the dual-perspective of having one foot in the old 

world of my parents and the other in the new world of America.  In “Reunion,” the 

characters Beth and Anna are members of this generation.  While I would’ve been quite 

comfortable telling this story from their perspective, I knew this story had to come from 



iii 

iii 
 

the limited perspective of a first generation immigrant and would require me to push 

against my own preconceived notions of what I could or could not write about.   

During the time “Reunion” was first written. I had just read “The Caretaker” by 

Anthony Doerr, which is a powerful and dramatic telling of the immigrant experience, 

and Sherman Alexie’s One Stick Song.  In both works, readers experience the world 

through different cultural lenses.  With One Stick Song, Alexie breaks ethnic and cultural 

stereotypes.  One of the major influences of this story comes from Yiyun Li’s short story 

“After a Life” and her use of different lines of tension, from Bebe’s screams to the 

constant ringing of the phone.  In “Reunion,” the phone calls from the daughter Anna and 

the idling car on the street were similar strategies.   

With “The Apartment,” “An Important Day,” and “Reunion,” I also owe a nod to 

Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood.  His humanization of an unsympathetic (and villainous) 

character was very influential in the revision process of these stories.  

If these three stories are explorations of the flawed and villainous character, then 

“Runaway” and “Collector” are examinations of their victims or survivors of trauma or 

tragedy.  During the writing process of Runaway,” I was influenced by Nadine 

Gordimer’s Burger’s Daughter, and the author’s “idea of redemption being entered into 

through suffering” and this suffering, motivated by some exterior pressure, as being “the 

only choice”.   

By this time in the MFA program, I’d been working with echoing imagery and 

action.  In Aspect of a Novel, Forster asserted a story, no matter how “chaotic ill-

constructed…has and will have no external shape; and yet hangs together because it is 

stitched internally, because it contains rhythms.”   The use of weather and seasons as 
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echoing or rhyming elements in “Runaway” story were due, in a large part, to my reading 

of The Meadow by John Galvin.  Also, there were unexpected influences from non-

fiction books I’d read by Rachel Carson and Susan Orleans.  Both authors made me 

aware of the natural environment in my story, which became essential in providing the 

story’s objective correlatives.  Setting has been a challenge for me, but these authors 

showed me how lyrical and revealing the natural environment can be in a story.   

“Family Recipes” was another examination of an aspect of Filipino culture.  In 

developing countries, such as the Philippines, survival is an everyday issue.  People must 

cope with the limited resources they have; they learn to manipulate systems and others to 

ensure their and their loved ones’ survival.  And when survival and self-protection are 

primary motivations, the moral line doesn’t seem so indelibly drawn in the sand.  This 

idea inspired me to write about what compels Filipino women to become mail order 

brides.  My initial reaction was to recoil at the thought of marrying someone not out of 

love but out of necessity and purpose.  I wondered if such a person had “softer” moral 

boundaries, how far would she go to attain what she most desired.  

In writing this story, it was my intention to also break the “Geisha girl” or “China 

doll” stereotype perpetuated not just by western culture, but often by Asian women when 

it suits them.  With “Family Recipes,” I wanted the main character to be on the outside of 

an ethnic culture looking in.  Like Mona in my story “Runaway,” the main character, 

Angela, is a survivor of trauma, which colors how she sees others.  But since she is an 

outsider to Emelda’s culture, she readily accepts the Asian stereotype, which Emelda 

exploits.  Unlike Angela, Emelda is willing to risk it all to have it all.  It would be easy to 
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write off Emelda as calculating and ruthless, but there is something about her drive and 

focus which seems almost admirable, almost American.   

“Family Recipes” was conceived of after reading The Vanishing Act of Esme 

Lennox by Maggie O’Farrell.  What I admired most about this book was that it was a 

“literary” mystery novel.  I was fascinated by O’Farrell’s use of multiple points of view 

as pieces of a puzzle, which not only come together in the end, but then take the reader 

back through the story.  “Family Recipes” uses this same strategy of altering points of 

view.  The close first person point of view scenes were inspired by Elena Ferrante’s The 

Days of Abandonment.  Another influence was “Ysrael” by Junot Diaz and the concept of 

America being a promise of better a life, where one can achieve her dream.  

 While I’ve reviewed the major literary works which have inspired, shaped and 

guided me during the writing process of these nine stories, most, if not all, of the works I 

have read in the last two years have made me a better writer. They have empowered me 

to stretch myself, to take chances with both subject matter and character, and to write as 

fearlessly and honestly as I can.  During the next cocktail party I attend, if someone asks 

me if I’ve read any good books lately, I still would not be able to provide authors and 

titles right away.  Instead I would to have answer, “They were all good.”  More 

importantly for the next new story or revision, I will look to these works and these 

authors for strategies to make my characters more complex and human, and my stories 

richer and more memorable. 

  


