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This harrowing mystery, winner of the Philippine National Book Award,
follows two Catholic priests on the hunt through Manila for a brutal serial
killer

Payatas, a 50-acre dump northeast of Manila’s Quezon City, is home to
thousands of people who live off of what they can scavenge there. It is one of the
poorest neighborhoods in a city whose law enforcement is already stretched thin,
devoid of forensic resources and rife with corruption. So when the eviscerated
bodies of preteen boys begin to appear in the dump heaps, there is no one to seek
justice on their behalf.

In the rainy summer of 1997, two Jesuit priests take the matter of protecting their
flock into their own hands. Father Gus Saenz is a respected forensic
anthropologist, one of the few in the Philippines, and has been tapped by the
Director of the National Bureau of Investigations as a backup for police efforts.
Together with his protégé, Father Jerome Lucero, a psychologist, Saenz dedicates
himself to tracking down the monster preying on these impoverished boys.

Smaller and Smaller Circles, widely regarded as the first Filipino crime novel, is
a poetic masterpiece of literary noir, a sensitive depiction of a time and place, and
a fascinating story about the Catholic Church and its place in its devotees’ lives.
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what they can scavenge there. It is one of the poorest neighborhoods in a city whose law enforcement is
already stretched thin, devoid of forensic resources and rife with corruption. So when the eviscerated bodies
of preteen boys begin to appear in the dump heaps, there is no one to seek justice on their behalf.

In the rainy summer of 1997, two Jesuit priests take the matter of protecting their flock into their own hands.
Father Gus Saenz is a respected forensic anthropologist, one of the few in the Philippines, and has been
tapped by the Director of the National Bureau of Investigations as a backup for police efforts. Together with
his protégé, Father Jerome Lucero, a psychologist, Saenz dedicates himself to tracking down the monster
preying on these impoverished boys.

Smaller and Smaller Circles, widely regarded as the first Filipino crime novel, is a poetic masterpiece of
literary noir, a sensitive depiction of a time and place, and a fascinating story about the Catholic Church and
its place in its devotees’ lives.
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Editorial Review

Review
Praise for Smaller and Smaller Circles

Winner of the Philippine National Book Award
Winner of the Carlos Palanca Memorial Award
Winner of the Madrigal-Gonzalez Best First Book Award

“Vivid, shocking, and utterly engrossing. F.H. Batacan’s police procedural with its priest-PI lead opens a
fascinating window on the Philippines.”
 —Barry Lancet, Barry Award–winning author of Japantown and Tokyo Kill

“A good, old-fashioned serial killer novel set in Quezon City . . . What’s fascinating is the glimpse into a
conservative and pious society, full of obstructive officials, both clerical and secular, who are more
interested in preserving the status quo than in revealing uncomfortable truths. They, and the killer, are
outsmarted by a dogged pair who are a welcome addition to the ranks of ecclesiastical sleuths: forensic
anthropologist Father Gus Saenz and psychologist Father Jerome Lucero.”
—The Guardian

“A perfect opportunity for whodunit fans around the world to discover Manila as a setting, but also one for
Filipino readers to see the city in a different half-light . . . Smaller and Smaller Circles is now not only the
first Filipino crime novel, but also the terrific, treacherous touchstone for all such novels to follow.”
—Inquirer

"Reminds us that truth not only exists at the end of a story, but continuously through the present moment,
woven as traces, hints and clues to be grasped at even as they pass."
—The Spectator (UK)

“Saenz is a likeable protagonist, a contemporary Fr Brown, as motivated by compassion as he is by justice . .
. A fascinating snapshot of a country still struggling to come to terms with the poverty, corruption and
brutality of the Ferdinand Marcos era.”
—The Irish Times

“A masterful, if controversial, work of crime fiction.”
—CNN Philippines

“A serial killer mystery, a study of state and church corruption, and an exploration of political indifference to
poverty... There are few better ways to get interested in a region than international mystery fiction.”
—The Week

“[An] outstanding debut . . . Saenz and Lucero take on a politically charged investigation with conscience
and compassion.”
—Carole E. Barrowman, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

"Moody, gripping, original, and utterly irresistible . . . A unique and necessary step in the evolution of
Philippine fiction."



—Citation for the Madrigal-Gonzalez Best First Book Award

“Everything in Smaller and Smaller Circles feels claustrophobic, opaque, and dark. Saenz and Lucero, in
response, attempt to shine light on corruption and crime. Batacan, similarly, has turned our attention to the
shady underbelly of Metro Manila, where the sun only helps increase the stench of trash.”
—Los Angeles Review of Books

“Chilling.”
—Dayton Daily News

“Woven in the fast-paced crime story is an exploration of the role of the Catholic Church and the power it
wields . . . Dark, gritty, and absorbing as any American noir and shouldn’t be missed.”
—The Strand Magazine

“A gripping crime thriller . . . Batacan harnesses the crime novel’s obsession with death to shed necessary
light on the vulnerability, and dignity, of these Filipinos’ lives.”
—Public Books

“Fast-paced and gripping . . . A sobering indictment of the system and an advocacy for a more effective, just,
and incorruptible investigative system.”
—GMA News
 
“Besides providing an ample supply of social commentary, Batacan is also able to deftly weave both
narrative action and logical progression in one neat, easily readable novel that also illuminates distinct
characteristics required in every work of art: the much-vaunted human condition and the sense of humanity.”
—Business World

“A killer debut, both for Batacan and for Filipino suspense literature . . . A complex and thought provoking
novel on every level, one that has left me itching for the sequel!”
—Bruce Tierney, BookPage

“Gut wrenchingly real . . . Batacan has used her powerful first novel as a vehicle not just to entertain, but
also to enlighten a wider audience to the poverty and injustice the people from the notorious Payatas district
outside Manila suffer.”
—New York Journal of Books

“Not your average hunt-for-the-serial-killer story, but rather a look at how politics, corruption, the church,
and the desire for power all get in the way of getting to the truth . . . Batacan has very deftly used the
medium of crime fiction to give us her take on what's kept her angry enough to write this book.”
—Crime Segments

“Engrossing, fast-paced.”
—The Independent

“Richly detailed and deeply unsettling . . . Batacan evokes the mountain of garbage at the heart of the story
so clearly that readers can almost smell the stench, but it’s clear from this gruesome tale that refuse isn’t the
only thing that’s rotten in Manila.”
—Publishers Weekly, Starred Review



“Holmes in holy orders . . . [Batacan] gives an incredible emotional force to an ending that is as artful as it is
lurid. Perfect for Baker Streeters looking for an engaging multicultural incarnation of their hero.”
—Booklist

“A well-paced and plotted mystery and an intriguing look at the various social strata of the capital city of the
Philippines. The social issues raised by its location in a burgeoning, Catholic 21st-century metropolis are
explored in subtle detail.”
—Library Journal

"A dirty, gritty police procedural with a good-guy detective, who also happens to be a Jesuit priest and a
forensic anthropologist . . . Satisfyingly paced, and crime-thriller gruesome."
—Time Out Beijing

"Horrifying pleasure . . . The Payatas dumpsite is now given an even more menacing air as the setting for a
series of gruesome murders . . . It is the mind of the killer that is the driving force of the story. We are taken
into the mind of a psychopath and we realize, with a little shock of pleasure, that we understand just how it
thinks."
—Review Circle

"A gripping read . . . A well-orchestrated, compact race against time."
—Philippine Daily Inquirer

"Dark and tightly crafted."
—LitHub

“[Smaller and Smaller Circles] aims higher and wider than a typical whodunit. It takes on the Church,
poverty, the country’s infrastructure problems, cronyism, and misogyny.”
—The Common

“[Smaller and Smaller Circles] reaches for big things and gets them. There is no cheap sex, no senseless
shootouts, no fountains of blood or car chases . . . Instead the book is a witness to appalling poverty and to
the manipulation of the weak by the strong.”
—Reviewing the Evidence

“In Batacan’s hands, these normal elements of crime fiction don’t feel like retreads. Everything fits, the plot
and characters are all drawn so well the whole feels very, very real indeed.”
—Pop Culture Nerd

“Batacan develops an engaging and fascinating story from this standard meme by embedding the plot within
the post-Marcos Philippine culture and government . . . Highly recommended.”
—Over My Dead Body

“It's good to know that Batacan plans to give us more of these two investigating Jesuits. Their triumphs may
not gain full justice in a land where so much is politically impossible—but they have each other's back, and
they know what they're called to do, and who is calling them to action.”
—Kingdom Books

About the Author
F.H. Batacan is a Filipino journalist, musician, and crime fiction writer currently based in Singapore. After



ten years of working in the Philippine intelligence community, she turned to broadcast journalism. Smaller
and Smaller Circles, her first novel, won the Philippine National Book Award.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.
Emil is running after his slum kids, panting in the noonday sun, loosening the high collar of his shirt as he
goes.
     The children urge him on, their voices shrill with agitation.
    “Not much further, Father Emil!”
    “Over here, this way!”
    “Just a little more!”
    His fear grows with each step. It tastes like rust, feels gritty like dirt in his mouth.
    The stench from the sea of garbage around them is overpowering. It rained last night, and now that the sun
is out, the dump site is steaming. Awful vapors rising lazily with the heat: wet paper and rot and excrement
mixing in a soup of odors around them, above them.
    You’d think by now you would be used to this, he tells himself, but you’re not. One never gets used to this.
    At last they come to a small space about five feet in diameter, where the garbage has been cleared away to
expose the older, compost-like layer beneath.
    “There.” One of the children points.
    Even before he looks in the direction indicated by the thin forefinger, he detects it, a new note of
putrescence among all the putrescences mingling in the unwholesome air.
    A small, thin, pale hand protrudes from beneath the garbage.
    “Mother of God,” he mutters under his breath. He turns to the children. “Quick, get me a long stick.”
    Three children immediately come forward, offering him the digging sticks they use to poke through the
garbage. He takes one and walks grimly toward their discovery.
    He is about to begin when a flash of concern for the children stabs through the grey, slow-moving haze of
fear. He stops, turns around and tells them to leave.
    “No, Father Emil,” they say, first one voice, then many voices. “We will stay with you,” and in their faces
there is a kind of quiet determination and sympathy so grown-up it startles him.
    Secretly he is glad of the company. He does not repeat the order and returns, face set, to the business at
hand.
    All right. Here we go then.
    He begins to root through great clumps of garbage, and slowly the thing begins to emerge. He won’t look
at it yet—although he already knows what it is—not until he has more or less cleared away the refuse above
and around it.
    When he is done, the body of a child emerges. It is a boy about eight to ten years old, though it is difficult
for Emil to tell the age accurately. Even at fourteen or fifteen, most of these kids are small, very small, owing
to malnutrition and disease.
    It is lying face down in the muck and completely naked.
    The smell of it—now the dominant note in the vile broth of rot smells; it hangs heavy and horrible in the
air.
    Flies like fat, shiny blue-black beads, buzzing around the body insistently.
    Emil cannot see any marks or wounds on the back or on the back of the head. Afraid to touch the corpse,
he slides one end of the stick underneath the body, just beneath the chest, and uses it as a lever to turn the
body over. The deadweight almost breaks the stick in two.
    The sudden silence among the children is odd. In fact, the whole world seems to Emil to have fallen silent.
The neighborhood sounds and the sounds of the traffic from the highway have faded to a strange, low rumble
in his ears.
    The front of the child’s body seems to be moving, and it takes the priest a few seconds to comprehend that
there are maggots in it, thousands of them. Gaping wounds—no, holes—in the chest and stomach.



    Emil realizes the heart has been removed, the child eviscerated. The genitals are missing.
    He looks at the face. Please, God, let the face remind me this used to be a human being. Another few
seconds and he realizes the face is gone, as though it has been scraped off, leaving a mess of jellied eyeball
and bone protruding here and there through muscle.
    Hard to make sense of what is missing, what is left.
    Purple-brown scabs on the child’s knees, probably from an afternoon’s rough play.
    The spell abruptly broken now, the children running, screaming, from the clearing, leaping goatlike over
the garbage in terror.
    Emil turns, staggering away from the body, and throws up until his stomach feels completely empty. It
does not seem enough; he still feels sick, and he forces his throat to constrict several times, to no avail.
    Through the tears that stream from his eyes, he sees that three of the older children have remained. They
come toward him now, wordlessly take him by the hand and lead him out quietly, gently, through the
garbage.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Bryan Rodriguez:

Have you spare time for a day? What do you do when you have much more or little spare time? That's why,
you can choose the suitable activity regarding spend your time. Any person spent their very own spare time
to take a go walking, shopping, or went to often the Mall. How about open or perhaps read a book titled
Smaller and Smaller Circles? Maybe it is to be best activity for you. You understand beside you can spend
your time with your favorite's book, you can more intelligent than before. Do you agree with its opinion or
you have additional opinion?

Maureen Guzman:

Information is provisions for people to get better life, information presently can get by anyone with
everywhere. The information can be a expertise or any news even restricted. What people must be consider
whenever those information which is inside the former life are challenging be find than now's taking
seriously which one works to believe or which one the resource are convinced. If you find the unstable
resource then you obtain it as your main information we will see huge disadvantage for you. All those
possibilities will not happen throughout you if you take Smaller and Smaller Circles as the daily resource
information.

Keith Dunn:

Playing with family in a park, coming to see the water world or hanging out with friends is thing that usually
you may have done when you have spare time, then why you don't try thing that really opposite from that.
One particular activity that make you not sensation tired but still relaxing, trilling like on roller coaster you
are ride on and with addition of information. Even you love Smaller and Smaller Circles, you could enjoy
both. It is excellent combination right, you still desire to miss it? What kind of hang-out type is it? Oh can
happen its mind hangout men. What? Still don't have it, oh come on its identified as reading friends.



Sarah McClain:

Some people said that they feel uninterested when they reading a reserve. They are directly felt that when
they get a half areas of the book. You can choose the actual book Smaller and Smaller Circles to make your
current reading is interesting. Your personal skill of reading talent is developing when you just like reading.
Try to choose straightforward book to make you enjoy you just read it and mingle the opinion about book
and studying especially. It is to be initial opinion for you to like to open a book and read it. Beside that the
book Smaller and Smaller Circles can to be your brand-new friend when you're feel alone and confuse with
the information must you're doing of this time.
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