The Correspondent

I

Some seven people were sent up here for the coverage.

My station and its sister newspaper was reluctant at first, but with Jeff Libunao pushing, strings were pulled and before we knew it, we were packing.

The mountain is a plane ride, a boat ride and a five-hour walk away.

We’re on hour three, and with several cameras, lighting equipment, editing material, communication tools and supplies, that five hour walk was turning out to be quite a ride.

Not that I mind, I ran the 400 meter dash in high school.

I’m Alex, Victoria Alex Carpio, and we’re doing a special on cults.

Of course, I wasn’t thrilled about coming here.

“In deep thought?”

That somewhat coarse voice was one of two reasons I wanted to tag along in spite of the grueling trip.

His is name is Jill, Ben Gilien Perez, and he writes for the Trumpet, that sister newspaper I was talking about earlier, with the third largest circulation in the Philippines and arguably the most clout.

“Just wondering what we’re doing here,” I told him.

“If it makes you feel any better, it beats the hell out of me too,” he said.

“Nah, that doesn’t help at all.”

Actually, it did, and greatly.

I was talking to possibly one of the best journalists in the company, save Jeff Libunao, who is probably one of the best journalists in the country.

He was several paces back, and perhaps rightly so.

He’s the oldest member of the seven-person team.

He’s 58 and looking it, but he’s fit and dignified.

He works both as a columnist for the Trumpet and as a broadcaster, writer for my station EMCA.

He carries his 20-pound bag just like the rest of us.

“Anything you’re not clear about, Alex?” Jill asked.

“Well, I am a fresh graduate. This is my biggest project to date. Shouldn’t I be taking notes from you about the craft?” I inquired.

“Oh.”

“Don’t give me ‘oh’.”

“What’s wrong with ‘oh’?”

“Now you’re giving me the dumb look.”

“What?” he said indignantly.

I gave him the look.

“Oh,” he said again, this time with less indignation.

“All right. Obviously they’ve warned you about people like me in college.”

“Damn straight,” I said.

“Journalists,” he said with a sigh, “are like public attorneys.”

“Oh,” I began, “we both wear suits?”

“Both do not have clients. Both work because they are part of something bigger. Neither will enjoy the tap at the back of their head once they got a person acquitted, neither will ever get hug from a person they just saved, neither will get a wine from an investor whose last name is Sy. Both believe in a system, but we don’t go to dine at Fisherman’s Village.”

He looked at Libunao’s state of the art watch.

Tag Heuer.

“Unless you’re him,” he said with a wry smile. “So since we don’ get the cash, we’re somewhat like teachers. Like them, we spend our days informing people, we live in sheer passion because we know, like they do, that what we do is invaluable, that that passion is worth feeding. But we don’t get the respect.”

“Let me guess. So we’re like politicians?” I said, smiling.

“Close, but no. Good one though. I’ll be sure to weave that in the next time somebody asks me. We’re like artists, but not the big ones. Like them, we let our instincts guide us. We feel our way through the craft not building our story, but relaying a portrait of life. So congratulations. You’re a nameless, faceless writer who relays happenings in the background, who knows that a day or two after, if you’re writing has changed the planet, nobody will really care. Is there anything more profound in the world?” He concluded.

There was a momentary silence.

“I’m a broadcaster. I read in front of a camera,’ I said.

He laughed.

“Well, in that case, you’re like a businessman,” he said.

This trip could take longer than I anticipated.

The third rest stop was into the fifth hour of the trip.

We expected to get there much later.

We were an hour and a half’s walk away from our target site, near the top of Catbalon, our mountain. Thirty cults/religious sects reside in this mountain.

Of course, that hour and a half is still negotiable since the crew is tired.

My stamina, for instance, cannot compensate for my luggage.

I have the load of a loon.

Shirts, pants, lingerie, mascara but not the think ones that I used to wear, a little chess board in case things got boring, two books that I’d never let Libunao and Perez see me read, stuffed toys, snacks, my handy quote book ready for duty.

I’d had a long day itch to have Libunao sign it.

I figured the trip would be a Girl Scout outing with a twinge of photo ops.

In a way, it was.

EMCA wasn’t shy about hiring lookers, especially with women.

I wasn’t shy applying with make-up and a power suit.

I figured they valued my magna cum, but to be fair, I did beat several people with magnas probably with that for a clincher.

“You need help with all that?” Elvin said, pointing at the heap of junk that was my things.

“Thanks, I can manage,” I told him.

Elvin was my cameraman, youngest in the group at 25 save for me, and probably the leanest.

I started walking.

The two of us were the last ones there.

The target site was a medium sized house.

From it, we could see a horizontally protruding chunk of land, I can’t remember what they are called, and one our three cult interviewees resided near it.

The other two cults were an hour’s walk away in separate directions, nothing special about the locations.

There were no houses nearby.

Of course, that’s probably the idea, since the house is a getaway fancy of one of Lubunao’s contacts.

Not many people, I’m told, refuse requests from him, and the use of this house is likely from one such request.

There was little special about the mountain.

The trees looked the same.

The terrain was exactly what I would have imagined if someone asked me to imagine a mountain track.

I had time for a fifteen minute nap before I had to get ready for my interview.

“…up,” Elvin’s voice stung.

“Dammit, Alex, get up!”

“I’m up,” I told him as I turned.

“Alex!”

“All right already. I just need a second or two.”

“Which part of EMCA didn’t you get when you they signed you up? If we needed that second, we wouldn’t be up here. I’d be in Palawan getting a tan, and you’d be an actress smiling when you arrive on set, late. But you’re a journalist. Get the hell up.”

“I read lines in front of the camera,” I told him, “Don’t give me that journalist crap.”

“Don’t wait for Libunao to find you like this.”

“I’m up, I’m up.”

And I was.

Most people new in the field, I conjecture, aren’t afraid of death.

They aren’t afraid of heights, or bad relationships, or snakes, or public speaking.

I know I’m not.

There were two things I’m petrified of.

Looking bad on TV, and looking mediocre in front of the likes of Libunao.

My second had to wait.

I was ready for camera just seconds later.

The trip to Movement for Peace (MFP) was actually shorter than what we anticipated. I arrived, and began asking questions Juay, one of EMCA’s so-so writers, prepared.

The interviewee, a 54 year-old non-conspicuous cult leader, was less interesting that a banker turned insurance agent.

“What are the fundamental beliefs of MFP?” I asked.

“Unity, peace. We believe it is achievable only through an enlightened state.”

“What makes it different from other Religious Orders?”

“We believe in peace, and we have long determined that that is the only way to live.”

“How was it formed?”

“A long time ago, my father believed he could bring peace to this land. He believed we could be peaceful in spite of our inclination not to be peaceful. He believed peace should be the way to the world…”

His peace could have ended right there and then if I had a say on it.

I could almost see Elvin jumping off the cliff.

But we had a story to tell and that was all that mattered.

That and my make-up.

The second interviewee was a member of MFP.

Elvin held the camera about three feet away.

“What made you decide to be a member?” I asked.

“People are violent. Everybody is violent. We either have to live with that violence, or come here and live a life in peace. It wasn’t a tough choice.”

“Has your past made you believe people are inherently violent?”

“People are violent.”

“What made you believe this?”

“People are. Why don’t you believe me?”

“I just want to know…”

“You don’t believe me!” he screamed as he stood up.

Elvin wanted to follow the outburst with his camera but I motioned for him to turn it off.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re just going to talk now. No camera. No recorded voice. All right?”

“Okay,” he said, sitting down.

“Who is violent?”

“Everybody.”

“Your parents?”

“Yes.”

“Your friends?”

“Yes.”

“You left them all?”

“Yes.”

“Am I violent?”

“Not yet.”

“Look at me. In time, if I come to know you, will I then become violent?”

“Probably not,” he said scratching his head, then looking away.

It was the least I can do.

We arrived at the house in desperate search of ideas.

Libunao waited for us.

Word is, he’s a perfectionist who is always right (Is there anything more annoying?), and we expected our video to be cut heavily.

My cell phone rang.

My mom’s name appeared on the screen.

“Hello?” I answered.

“What the hell is a distinguished trip?” Juay asked pertaining to the voice over Elvin and I worked on.

“How are you doing?” my mom inquired.

“I’ve got a soft focus close-up, and a medium shot of peace-boy here, which one looks better?” Elvin added.

“Alex, I’m scrapping distinguished unless you have a specific purpose in mind for the…”

I covered the phone with my hand.

“Sure, delete distinguished,” I told Juay.

“Shot?!” Elvin asked again.

My mom started going frantic, and although my hands covered the phone, I could hear her half-screaming.

“I can’t talk right now, mom,” I said, removing my hands from the transmitter.

“Shot, dammit?”

“Didn’t you cums study syntax? Felled, not fallen, is the verb,” Juay exclaimed.

“Why can’t you talk? What’s happening?” Mom asked.

I covered the phone.

“Soft focus close-up, if you ask me,” I told Elvin.

Mom redefined frantic.

With my hands still covering the phone, everybody made out the words.

“What kind of job is this? This is why I never wanted you to be a reporter in the first place. You don’t have the salary, you never have sleep and then now, you don’t even have a second to talk to your mother.”

With that she hung up.

“Okay,” I told Juay. “Felled then.”

I’d be damned if I let her see me cry.

As I looked at her, I noticed she was looking elsewhere. 

Following her line of sight, I saw Libunao with Perez near the door. 

They saw everything.

“I’m sorry,” Juay said.

“I know,” I told her.

“All right, we’ve work to do,” Libunao said, and that was that.

We started going over the member’s interview. 

I was rattled by Libunao’s expression when the video showed me asking Elvin to turn the camera off.

Libunao’s face was stern, kind, and knowledgeable.

But when his eyes narrowed to convey shock and admiration, my heart lept.

“Alex, kindly follow me outside.”

At night, Catbalon was eerie to say the least.

The winds were chilly but not freezing, and the terrain, normal by all standards during mid day, looked like it was hiding something of tremendous importance.

“That was a brave and noble thing you did back there,” Libunao said.

“Was it unethical, sir?” I asked.

“What did you tell him off camera?”

“Basically I tried to tell him not everyone was violent. He kept on saying everybody is. I didn’t want to leave him thinking no one cares if he…”

“Every person feels his or her way through the craft. It is certainly a grand craft. Everyone makes sacrifices. I’m 58, Alex. Right now, I ought to be celebrating, my eyebrows should be thicker than cotton balls, I should be getting pot-bellied and drunk, and people should be wishing me luck if I chose to wear jumpers to parties. Instead, here I am in this desolate hell, with my eyebrows carefully plucked, my body reluctantly maintained, my outfits stiff as corpses. Why? Because we’re in this for something bigger. You’re in this for public service. That is the nature of the job, Alex, that is the reason you’re here. You acted with courage when you tried to make him realize he’s not seeing something. It’s laudable. But we can’t do that. We don’t help individuals, not directly. We report things as closely as possible to the way they happen, and we hope the process works. Sad to say, the only way to do that is to keep your distance. To not get involved. To keep away from what’s happening so that you can relay a picture, a message, a piece of life. You want to help others, fine. But your helping them that way has no place here, not in our craft.”

I nodded in awe.

II

This is one of those days. 

I woke up at six reaffirming something I’ve long known to be true. Yes, Jeff Libunao embodies everything noble about journalism. Yes, he’s brilliant, sometimes more so than others. But perhaps the chief testimony to his excellence lies in something uncannily trivial. This morning, as I woke up, Alex shared the remark about Jeff never sleeping, just coming home to Mars. That is the stuff of legends. To keep a stultifyingly banal joke going without so much as a hand gesture. As Jeff walked the house this morning, his status as one of the leading journalists in the nation was ever so evident.

But if I had faith in his status, I had some issues with his decision-making.

“Jill!” Alex called out, “What are you doing up at four in the morning?”

“Mental preparation. I want to be ready just in case.” I told her.

“Just in case what?”

“In case Metamorphosis lives up to its name.”

“It means, keep your eyes open. Over at Manila, three congressmen were accused of soliciting money in exchange for passing laws, the vice-president’s publicist just quit, controversy is so obvious it is scary, and we’re up here, in the middle of nowhere, covering New Religious Orders. What does that tell you?”

“We’re really boring,” Alex answered.

“Jeff smells something brewing. And he’s hardly ever wrong.”

“You have to give me more than that.”

“New Religious Orders, “ I began-

“Cults,” Alex corrected.

“Hey. I don’t just say it for the record, I believe ‘NROs’ describe them much better than ‘cults.’ And hey. Do you wake up in the morning having sexual thoughts about your dad? None of my business. Leave me be with New Religious Orders. I think it captures them more.”

“Touchy,” she said, smiling.

“Anyway, NROs have been a popular thing in this mountain since the 1960s. It’s a relatively young NRO community. In 1971, a radical NRO…”

“The term is extremist,” Alex mocked.

“Are you trying to be cute?”

“You were talking about 1971.”

I sighed,

“In 1971, a radical NRO in San Francisco called ‘Transcendence Path’ started getting media attention. The anti-cult movement accused them of killing two of their members in 1975. By 1985, the media had confirmed what everybody has long believed- The NRO practiced things that were inherently dangerous, even lethal. Common society froze. The word cult became ever so dirty, kind of like the word ‘CEO’ has become dirty these past few months. The anti-cult movement, once a weak, subdued, and unimportant interest group, went from fringe to somewhat mainstream. Everybody scorned on NROs.”

“Sounds like they did the world a favor,” Alex said.

I tried not to notice the remark.

“In 1992, the NRO broke up. By then, religious freedom had suffered from a decade long blow all over the world. And the right-centrist of the world, characterized by anti-cult factions, enjoyed a dance-all-you-want party lasting several years. It’s not just religious freedom that suffered. Liberals were shackled. Pluralists were looked upon as ticking time bombs. Relativism was seen as corrupt. In France, the government wanted to stop foreigners from immigrating. In Djoubati, sober room for debate on communism and democracy was put on hold. Here, the left, already subdued by years of repression, has been paralyzed further.”

“You’re not seriously attributing this to Transcendence Path.”

“No, I’m not. I’m saying they played a role in all that. Some say a giant role. In 1996, in a house in Sydney, 14 people were found lying on the floor of a house owned by Jonathan Henry, an affluent member of an NRO called ‘Tryst.’ All of them ended up in coma. Findings stated that they all drank something deadly two days earlier. Jonathan’s body was found the same day. He shot himself. Ten of the members in coma have died to date. The other four are still sleeping.”

“None of them have  been interviewed?”

“None of them have woken up. Tryst was one of the five groups Transcendence Path split up into. Two others that were documented moved to Uzbekistan and Venezuela.”

“What are you getting at?”

“An NRO called Meta moved in this mountain in 1993. They are said to be one of the off shoots of Transcendence Path. They haven’t done much in their first eight years here. Last year, they started losing members. Their regimen was said to be getting tighter. Their indoctrination was said to have been intensified. We’re hare to find out why.”

“Yesterday, you told me you had no idea why we’re up here.”

“I had no reason to tell you anything.”

“What changed since?”

“Everything. Yesterday, I saw how much people captivated you. Me, Jeff- we found out that we shared  our being distant, our being removed if you will. The job, getting uninvolved, was rather natural. You seem to want to help people. That creates problems.”

“You’re making sure I don’t get involved with our interviewee.”

“The reason you’re here- Jeff wanted someone who can get close enough to see its entirety. The reason I told you what I did- Jeff wanted to make sure you knew what’s at stake. It’s bigger than all of us. So get the facts from the interview by being as passionate about people as you’ve always been, but keep your head. You need the distance. I know it’s a daunting task. But you’re a correspondent. It’s something you must do.”

“It’s time,” Jeff said as he arrived.

The overhang was close enough to see but distant enough to be quite a hassle to get to. It was the best thing about Catbalon. The edge was visibly protruding, even from the house. From here, it looks like a ship’s front end sticking out to the right of a near vertical slope, while the rest of the mountain side we were on slanted left. A plank done right. I took out my binoculars.

The view must be amazing from there. If you look down from the very edge, you’d be able to see straight 200 feet down. The romantic in me asks what the view would be like if you leap off of it, what the feeling must be with the wind brushing your face, with your eyes partly open, loving every second of the jump, and partly shutting due to wind pressure and sheer fear, with the surface several stories down calling you home and---

“…Jill we don’t have all day,” Elvin said. 

“Already on it,” I told him.

I put my binoculars down grabbed my backpack and started walking. It was a formidable sight. Jeff was in front of the rest of us, with gravitas that would put a king to shame. Some of the best journalists in the country rallied behind him, awaiting the promise of a story that could be told for decades. The wind didn’t complement the scene. The leaves didn’t part as we walked past them. They didn’t need to. Five journalists walked toward the overhang, and that was all that mattered, and they were complete in every---

“Jill?” Alex asked.

“Has no one any respect for trance? What?”

“How did you know about their activities here? I mean, the other stuff, I can understand you having. But information about Meta’s regimen?”

“What did EMCA people tell you about the house?”

“That it was owned by a retired friend of Libunao.”

“The guy fed Jeff information. He visited the house with irregular intervals. He’s a good friend.”

“So, what, this is labor of love for an friend?”

“It’s labor of love for an icon. Suit up. We’re near.”

“Is it a good idea for a rookie to do this?”

“Jeff will drown the story if he does the interview, if that’s what you’re asking. It hurts to be as big as he is, sometimes. You’ll do fine. Relax.”

“Right.”

Benny Celavio was in no way foreign looking. His nose didn’t stand out. His complexion wasn’t fair, and his eyes weren’t gray.

But there was something undeniably alien about him. As Alex sat down and Elvin pointed the camera, Benny couldn’t have looked more foreign if his hair were blonde.

There was a panicked calmness about him. His head cocked slightly to the left, enough for one to wonder if he’s asking something, but not enough to be sure. He seemed to be looking past Alex, his gaze directed somewhere above her left shoulder. He carried a perpetual squint, part focusing on a distant image somewhere, part sizing us up.

Alex was either professionally calm, or professionally looking it. Her features would rival those of up and coming movie stars. Her face small, her eyes wide and expressive, her lips locked in an innocent but knowing smile, she’d be able to convince anyone anything.

“Are you the founder of this Religious Order?”  Alex began.

“No. A Meta chapter can be found in anyone of four countries. I head the chapter here.  The founder is Donna Armstrong Smith and she resides in Greenland,” Benny answered.

“How did you end up heading this chapter?”

“Donna formed the chapter here years back from scratch.  She showed us the daily rituals, regimen, and lifestyle.  A few followed, and she chose one from our ranks to lead the chapter.  I’m not a big person.  Jut a lucky one maybe.”

“Rumors have been circulating that this NRO has a different lifestyle than most others. Is this true?”

“Yes. We’re here because mainstream culture frowns on our beliefs, and we couldn’t practice it elsewhere.”

“To what would that belief pertain…”

“Death.  It’s not like we invite it, but we have a fascination for it.  All over the world, people who have stared at it and come back recall the same things. Tunnel.  Light.  Judeo-Christian, Muslim, Jew. Japanese, British, Cambodian.  Atheist, Lenist, Machiavellian. The same things. Tunnel.  Light.  Isn’t that proof that there’s something out there waiting for us?  What if we can tap its source? Is that not a case worth fighting for?”

“How have you acted on that belief thus far?”

Alex asked it in such a matter-of-factly manner that the follow-up, a rather forced question in my book, almost passed off as innocent. 

“Excuse me? How have we acted on it? “I don’t know what you anticipated, Miss Victoria, when you came here with a camera rolling. You’re certainly free to use it.  But if I so much as feel that you judge me again, if I so much as don’t like the intonation of your voice when you ask me what I had this morning, this interview is over.”

Alex was quiet.  Benny was indignant.  The dream interview seemed to be headed to a disaster of sorts.  Alex looked at Jeff who was sitting beside me.  Jeff nodded 

“Sir, is Meta an off-shoot of the NRO called ‘Transcendence Path’?”

It was Benny’s turn to keep silent.  

“Is Meta linked to ‘Transcendence Path’?”

“Benny tried to hide his anger, probably at himself for not anticipating we’d have known as much.  

“It is believed to be.  I only head this chapter I wouldn’t know,” he said.

“But to the best of your knowledge, Sir, is it an off-shoot?  The date it was formed, the things it believes in, are you not convinced it was formed to continue what Transcendence Path began?”

He took a while. 

“Yes,” he said.  “I am.”

The interview went smoothly from there

The descent from the overhang was triumphant, if not altogether perfect, in nature.  Jeff has the story he’s long wanted.  I had a load of research to do and a beautiful article to write.  Alex was to become quite a force in EMCA.

“Not bad for a rookie huh?” Alex asked.

“Well, it ran a little long,” I said. 

“Does the word ‘politzer’ mean anything to you?”

“None that I know, until Jeff gets it.”

This time, the leaves did part. The dust still got to us but only as a formality. We were untouchable.

It was the sight of a lifetime.  The overhang dared us to look and we did.  Benny stared into the nothingness in front of him.  He was wearing an overcoat, which, given the direction of the wind, seemed to pull him away from the overhang’s edge.  From his hand, his hanky flew off. And if he followed it, he wouldn’t have looked like he wasn’t about to jump.

Alex started running back to the overhang. 

Jeff grabbed her arm.

“What are you doing?” he asked

“Abandoning what I told you about distance.”

‘We make it worse when we interfere.  That’s the nature of our job.  It doesn’t feel right when it works, it only feels wrong when it doesn’t. You don’t want it to feel wrong here, trust me.  You don’t want to participate.”

“Let go, and I’ll show you how much I don’t want to.” Alex exclaimed.

Alex’s eyes burned with human emotion.  Jeff’s burned with the lack of it.  He let her go.

“You go there, you’re fired.  We don’t participate, we don’t help individuals.  When we do, we do the public a disservice.  It’s that simple.”

“That you want to go there, speaks of your humanity.  Do what you will,” Alex said.

She ran toward Benny.

Benny was still there when Alex arrived.  It was distant, but you can tell their eyes met.  Briefly. It seemed like words were exchanged.  It looked like they were arguing.  It was fairly easy to see who won.

Benny’s overcoat looked like wings in mid-air.  His hair flew back and his shirt, loose and wavy, made him look like he was floating.  The moment would be told over and over in stories, from mom to kid, from generation to generation.  He froze, hung in the nothingness, and then slowly, dreamily, he dropped face first into the ground. Alex’s shriek was the last thing he must have heard. 

Alex should have seen Jeff’s eyes, it wasn’t just distance in them, it wasn’t just awe. It was satisfaction.

