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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
 
 

DEATH SQUAD 
 
 
 
 
The bundle of rags stirred and stretched in the cool of the tropical dawn lit by a 
shaft of sunlight piercing the slats of the bamboo wall. The first light of that most 
fateful day fell on Ricky, a throwaway child of seemingly no value to the world, as 
he lay sprawled on a sack of corn in the grain market of that Philippine city on the 
southern end of troubled Mindanao island. 
 
A cool breeze drifted through the market stalls wafting the pungent smell of 
decaying vegetables over the dozens of unwashed street kids. They lay where 
they had worked, sprawled on the sacks of rice and corn they could not carry any 
further, curled against the chill of the night on a table or in a doorway on a 
flattened carton for a bed. At the far end of the market a cockerel crowed. 
 
Ricky lifted his semi blond head with features that told of some distant and long 
lost parents of mixed race and a troubled past. He turned in his exhausted sleep 
and dreamed of a land far away where everyone looked like him. 
 
A brown rat ran past his head, flies buzzed around the stinking garbage as the 
market slowly came to life. An old man wearing shorts scratched his wrinkled 
skin as he wobbled along the wooden boardwalk in a sleepy stupor. Ricky's best 
friend Boyet curled up in a corner of the storage room nearby turned in his sleep. 
 
The darkness gradually surrendered to the morning glow that edged above the 
horizon and reflected off the steel handlebars of the two big motorbikes that 
stood ready at the door of the small bungalow overlooking the city. The two riders 
stood before the table respectfully, with reverence almost, as if before an altar. 
They slowly put on their black leather sleeveless waistcoats over white T-shirts 
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emblazoned with a black skull and crossbones as if vesting for a ritual. They 
stood in black boots, wore smooth jeans and a red kerchief around their necks.  
 
The taller man, with an arm length tattoo of a hissing snake with open jaws, 
opened a small blue cloth on the table spread it out revealing two crystal meth 
tablets. Their daily dose of Shabu was ready, necessary for the task ahead.  
 
One took a lighter from his waistcoat pocket and lit the two candles on the table. 
They sat at the table each picked up the crystal meth as if performing a sacred 
ritual or a game and placed it in a small glass tube with round bulb at the end. 
They had a glimmer of a smile in anticipation of what was to come. They nodded 
to each other and together placed the bulb in the candle flame and the crystal 
meth dissolved and turned to fumes. They held the tube to their noses and 
inhaled it. They sat down and waited a while for the chemical to bring on a rush, 
an exhilarating powerful feeling of euphoria and they delighted in it.   
 
Then they stood up, felt invincible, powerful and energized, then silently, 
confidently they pulled on thin leather half-gloves that left their fingers uncovered, 
adjusted their hand guns in the holsters and wore them slung low and tied down, 
like gun fighters and strode from the house. They viewed the city below. The 
morning light was touching the rooftops and glinting off the spire of the cathedral. 
The church bell tolling far below was calling the faithful to morning mass. 
 
They looked around. The man with the snakehead tattoo was a bulk of a man, 
big shoulders and carried a tough pockmarked scarred face, a tight military hair 
cut and walked with a swagger that bespoke arrogance and impunity. The other 
man was slim, had sharp features, and he stood like a coiled spring ready for 
action. He was elated, excited, smiling on a high. They were the mean masters of 
all they surveyed.  
 
The miniature two-way radios strapped to their shoulders cackled out a message, 
“Contact, contact. Cobra do you read me?” “Copy Sir.” “Are you ready? Team B 
is on standby, waiting for you to do the job. Go make an example of the pests, 
warnings were announced over the morning radio show, people are expecting 
something significant to happen today and get the blond looking kid, understood?” 
The harsh voice of authority snapped out the order. “Yes Sir, we are on to it.” 
“Report back when done.” The radio clicked off.   
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The bigger man, with the snake tattooed on his right forearm, known as 
Snakehead, murmured a quick unquestioned “Yes Sir!” to his distant commander 
and obediently they walked toward the big bikes. He mounted his mechanical 
steed, followed by the smaller vicious man on his large bike. He was called 
Hitman. 
 
“Teach them a lesson today and they will squirm forever,” he said to Hitman, an 
evil smirk creased his pot-marked face. “Yeah, we find that blond looking kid the 
boss wants and I’m going to do him first,” he said with a lewd laugh. 
 
“Good morning one and all” a radio announcer bellowed over a radio inside the 
hillside bungalow as he greeted the citizens of the city spread below facing the 
bay that opened to the ocean. The lights were going off as the earth turned and 
brought the sleeping tropical nation to the light of day. The sun’s rays reached 
out and touched the sky above the horizon and spread quickly. It was daytime. 
The creatures of the night crept to their burrows and hiding places, their hunting 
and foraging was done. Now it was the time of the human hunters.  
 
As if on cue they nodded at each other and kick-started their mechanical 
monsters. The silence of the dawn was shattered with the raucous cough and 
roar of the engines as they revved in unison as if powering their own minds and 
bodies with grim determination for the work ahead. The engines settled to a 
steady rumble. Their gloved hands released the clutches, the bare forearm 
tensed and the muscle enlarged the snake tattoo, its ugly deadly head with open 
jaws seemed to move, spitting venom at the world.  
 
The big bikes moved off along the gravel path heading down towards the city. 
The bikers were becoming more elated, their heartbeats increased, their pupils 
dilated, everything came sharply into focus, the swirling chemicals in the gut was 
invading the bloodstream and gave them a feeling of invincibility. They could do 
anything. They were fearless, proud, and dangerous. The bikes moved off side-
by-side into the glow of the rising sun, their dark images stood hard against the 
morning chill.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
 
Boyet was the first to stagger to his feet, his complexion and hair was African 
American. His father was likely a short time visiting sailor and his mother was 
used and abused and cast aside and now unknown. Boyet was tall for his 
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fourteen years, his bushy Afro-hair and dark handsome face hinted at a sad and 
troubled history. His story was just one more of the thousands of the lost children 
of the US servicemen. One more left behind.  
 
He was a lost boy at the end of a long sad story of slavery that was about to open 
a new tragic and violent chapter. He was a slave of poverty and neglect, his 
father a likely descendent of slaves, his mother a sex slave in one of the many 
grubby ramshackle hovels that passed for brothels in this sin city by the bay. He 
woke in a daze and had a headache that was bursting his skull, the dire effect of 
the glue sniffing of the night before.    
 
The brain damaging effects of the industrial glue he had sniffed from a plastic 
bag had hardly worn off. His family of street children could not afford marijuana 
like the richer folk. Crystal meth was unknown to them but it was the currency of 
money and power, the preferred taste and trade of the bikers. Sniffing industrial 
glue eased the hunger and loneliness of the many street kids but it had bad side 
effects and Boyet woke and stumbled along to the edge of the market veranda 
with that throbbing headache and glazed eyes. 
 
He had to relieve himself and knocked over empty baskets, startling the 
squawking chickens in bamboo cages waiting the butcher’s knife. He was groggy 
and still half asleep as he stood near the pile of garbage and peed.  
 
The distant growling of engines caused him to frown in his state of semi- 
conscientiousness but as they came closer and getting louder by the second his 
brain stirred with anxiety and worry he began to feel fear and his face showed 
angry disgust. This was a very dangerous wake up call. His survival instincts 
were awakened, he knew that sound – danger and death.  
 
Suddenly his head jerked up, as the sound of the bike engines grew louder and 
they approached the market. He was now alert like a startled animal, his eyes 
stared and his legs grew weak as the paralysis of fear overwhelmed his instinct 
to run. His brain froze at the growling engines as if lions were closing in on him. 
The human predators were deadly hunters and few could escape them. 
 
His instincts were screaming for him to run, survive, get away, escape but the 
curse of the chemicals were blocking natures life-saving action. The previous 
night’s glue sniffing session was supposed to drive away the painful demons of 
loneliness and danger. One by one they had clutched a plastic bag and held it to 
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their nose and mouth for a minute to inhale the chemical fumes, then one by one 
they passed out. The demons they feared were now coming to get them. 
 
Instead of leaping away like a gazelle from the claws of the lions, Boyet stood 
staring blankly in the direction of the dreaded sound of the bikes as they came 
roaring into the open market. This was death on two wheels and yet his brain 
could not release the life saving adrenaline. 
 
His empty stomach knotted with pain, his bowels felt as if they would melt and he 
would defecate to his shame. The two bikers moved towards him, he saw them 
as if in a dream, deadly black monsters dressed in face-obscuring helmets 
coming out of the rising sun, black silhouettes, killers in slow-motion and they 
were coming for him.  
 
The vendors were already out and about sweeping the area around their stalls, 
hauling out the big baskets of vegetables that arrived the night before. They 
stopped and looked up and listened to the roar of the approaching bikes. They 
moved quickly inside the covered market. They knew something bad was about 
to happen.  
 
They pushed pass Boyet in their haste and he staggered wetting himself and 
almost fell off the raised edge of the market veranda. Only then did his brain and 
body jump into action, a delayed shot of adrenaline hit his blood stream and a 
strong dose of cortisol followed that reached his heart in an instant causing it to 
pump faster, powerfully. The blood reached his brain.  
 
In an instant he was awake and in survival mode, his legs burst into movement. 
He focused on the hunters, calculated his chances of escape by running one way 
or the other. He knew instinctively that resistance and fight was not an option, all 
he had was his slingshot in his pocket to drive of the market dogs, useless 
against the firearms of the killers on wheels, so he ran.  
 
In a moment he was leaping over barrels and sacks of rice and was rushing past 
the vendors’ stalls like an Olympic athlete, his arms were clawing the air, legs 
stretched, his feet pounding the wooden boardwalk. He was not escaping for 
himself alone, his bond to his family of throwaways was so strong it trumped any 
selfish notion. Altruism for group survival it was perhaps, call it friendship, he was 
rushing to warn them, save them, they were all he had, a ragged family of urchins 
was his family, his brothers and sisters, and he had to help them escape. 
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He got to where the other children were sleeping, found his voice and started 
shouting: “Wake up, wake up, they're coming, they’re here already! Takbo! 
Takbo! Run! Run for your life!” He then kicked them awake and ran back inside 
the market and threw himself on his best friend the deep sleeping Ricky, shaking 
him awake. “Wake up Ricky! Please wake up,” he was crying, tears steaming 
down his face now as the stress and fear of the bikers overwhelmed his emotions.  
 
“We must run, run, they are here,” he shouted, pounding Ricky awake with his fist. 
Ricky suddenly awoke, eyes wide in alarm and jumped to his feet. “What is it, 
what is happening?“ he shouted alarmed, nervous, and shaking. He grabbed 
Boyet demanding an answer. His troubled dream of standing outside a big house 
watching happy children playing on the lawn vanished in an instant. He heard the 
engines. They roared an angry threatening sound as they cruised up and down 
the veranda looking for their quarry.  
 
Ricky too at fourteen was a child of mixed race. He knew his mother as a distant 
lost parent. A young woman snatched from him by gangsters. In this sad world of 
violence and exploitation she was one more of the thirty-five million worldwide 
that are sold into slavery every year. Ricky never knew his father. He left Ricky 
distinctive streaks of light colored hair and golden skin that marked him as child 
of an exploited woman, that is what everybody said and it hurt him. The slurs and 
bullying of other gangs kept him and Boyet strong and resilient and combative 
when it came to fights. They could bravely hold their own and protect the other 
smaller children in their family. It was up to him and Boyet to protect them from 
the bikers.  
 
As soon as Ricky heard the bikes roaring outside he knew who they were and 
what awaited the children if they were caught. He and Boyet ran out to the 
veranda where other children were waking up from the drugged sleep after Boyet 
had shook them awake. They started kicking and shaking the boys and girls, 
shouting and screaming: “Wake up! Wake up! Run! Run!” 
 
Six other children in ragged cotton shorts and dirty torn T-shirts tumbled from a 
pile of old sacks and scrambled to their bare feet like a flock of startled chickens 
and ran stumbling through the interior of the market pushing aside the vendors 
and knocking over baskets of fruit and vegetables. The twins, Jimmy and Jaime, 
tried to stand up, they staggered to their feet much too slowly. They were still 
drowsy and drugged from the glue sniffing session the previous night.  
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Two thirteen-year-old girls, Grace and Angel, were among the group of fleeing 
children running as fast as the boys. All were now in full flight, their long black 
hair and flimsy cotton dresses streaming behind them as they fled for their lives. 
Their eyes were staring straight ahead in terror. Their brown skinned faces were 
fixed in grim determination to escape. 
 
Ricky and Boyet ran behind them down the center aisle of the market past the 
pineapples and bananas towards freedom. Ricky was looking left and right to see 
if all were in full flight suddenly he missed the twins, Jimmy and Jaime, and 
realized they had been left behind. He grabbed Boyet by his T-shirt and shouted 
at him to stop. Together they came sliding to a halt in the wet meat market. They 
instinctively took cover behind a vendors stall.  
 
“We must get the twins, they didn't come with us, we have to go back,” Ricky said 
panting trying to catch his breath. Boyet stared at him with a scared look. “No we 
can’t. It’s too risky. It’s too late. They will get us.” “Come on, we can’t leave them, 
there's still time.” Ricky jumped up and ran back the way they had come. Boyet 
followed reluctantly, a few paces behind.  
 
The black riders brought their bikes to a skidding halt in a cloud of dust near the 
market veranda and jumped off their bikes elated and energized by the crystal 
meth. They removed their helmets, left them on the bikes feeling powerful and 
invincible and they ran to the market veranda to chase the children.  
 
They were the hunters, and their prey was human. They saw the children fleeing. 
They stood, legs apart, guns leveled in front of them double hand hold, military 
firing pose for accuracy as they had learned in weapons training. They aimed 
their fearsome weapons at the running children but found no easy target and 
lowered their guns. Boyet's early warning had given the family a good chance to 
escape. 
 
They were annoyed and disappointed, their hunger for a kill was eating at their 
innards. The drug was aggravating the lust to kill. The bigger of the two snarled 
and uttered a curse and then his expression turned to an evil smile as he looked 
at the two boys, the twins. They saw that Jaime and Jimmy were not running and 
were staggering about. They were easy prey. As soon as the twins saw the black 
riders they cowered behind a pile of baskets trembling in fear. They were too 
frightened, dazed and too weak to run.  
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With their heavy handguns drawn the killers nodded to each other and pointed in 
the direction of Jaime. “Over here, I see two rats, we have them cornered,” the 
one with the snakehead tattoo called out. “Yeah, I see them, little bastards. Bring 
them inside and do them first,” said the slim one known as Hitman to his cronies. 
He was a pedophile, raping children whenever he could. The crystal meth, known 
as Shabu was elevating his lust for another kind of hit, sexual dominance over 
the weak and helpless.  
 
“No! The Mastermind doesn’t want us to do that. His order is to teach a lesson. 
Elections are coming, we teach a few lessons and they all say yes to the boss 
man. That’s what we are, teachers, punishers, that’s us. That’s the only way they 
will show respect,” Snakehead sneered. “What’s the message? Vote for the 
punisher or else,” answered Hitman. “Ha ha ha! We’re the messengers,” he 
laughed a wicked laugh. “Who gives a shit if we do them first? They will be too 
dead to squeal,” Hitman replied. 
 
“Shut up and pick your target,” Snakehead said. “That‘s the wrong message, we 
are not here to do them. We got to show that they are the low life, drug addicts, 
vermin to be exterminated. Then they all will be scared and everybody else will 
be for us, right? You dumb ass, you got that? When we hit these rats, thieves, 
addicts we can do it to anyone who is against us, just finger them and bang. Got 
that? Huh? How you think the boss is boss for all these years? Huh? You know 
nothing.” 
 
He paused and looked around to see if there were any vendors looking at what 
they were about to do. They usually hit their targets from riding position. At times 
they rode in tandem on one bike. The one on the back pillion was the hit man of 
the day. But this was different; the market rats did not walk around in the open 
much. 
 
“The big boss will go for the top job you know, top job, run the country, got it? He 
is the big boss who has the big money behind him and not afraid to take them all 
out when he gets there. He got to be tough to scare them one day and be nice 
the next day to win them over. He gives out the tough talk, no nonsense, hard on 
criminals line and then pops a few, and then he is respected and feared. Then he 
can be nice, and promise to clean up the city and the country, that’s how it works. 
Now shut up and do what you’re paid to do.” 
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Snakehead snarled and walked towards the twins and raised his gun. The brain 
dazing industrial solvent had done its damage. The drug pusher had given the 
glue to the children bringing them close to the point of addiction. Then he would 
threaten to turn them over to the death squad if they did not steal and pay him. 
Ricky and Boyet and the family refused to steal. He tried to rape Angel but Boyet 
and Ricky fought him off and threw him out the market in a hail of rotten fruit. This 
could be his revenge. It might be a double purpose hit. 
 
The twins were trapped. The big man with the snake tattoo waved his heavy 
handgun at the twins and kicked aside the baskets. Jaime and Jimmy looked up 
with eyes begging for mercy, a second chance to live, asking forgiveness for sins 
that they knew nothing of, begging pardon for crimes they had never committed. 
Their staring wide-eyed faces awaited imminent execution, their eyes were 
hurting in the glare of the morning light the last they would ever see. The big 
biker with the snake tattoo grabbed Jimmy by the leg and pulled him out onto the 
veranda that surrounded the market.  
 
“Come out you filthy lizard,” he shouted and laughed an evil laugh. Hitman 
grabbed Jaime by the hair and threw him onto the veranda too. The twins 
huddled together terrified and were crying, tears steaming. Jaime flung his arm 
around his brother's shoulder they hugged each other.  
 
Ricky and Boyet had come close and hid behind the sacks of rice. They were too 
late to save the twins. They bent low as they crept closer towards the voices. 
“Where is Blondie and Kinky hair, where do they hide out?” Snakehead shouted 
at the twins. They were silent, terrified. “The boss wants the Blondie you are all 
shit,” turning back to the twins he yelled at them. “Tell us quick before you get it 
in the face. Where is the hideout of Blondie and Kinky hair, you scum?” 
 
Ricky and Boyet froze when they heard their nicknames. Brave as he was Boyet 
began to shiver and whimper. Ricky put an arm around his shoulders and they 
remained crouched behind the sacks of rice. 
 
Snakehead snarled and waved his pistol at Jaime and Jimmy. “You're nothing but 
trash, you were warned, ordered by the boss himself to get the hell out of here 
and never come back but you didn't listen, did you? You make our city look like a 
criminal hideout, you deserve what’s coming to you!” He kicked Jaime and the 
boy went sprawling away from Jimmy, his arm stretching out to touch his twin 
brother, they had never been parted.  
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Then not three meters away, he leveled his gleaming chrome-plated Colt .45 
M1911A semi-automatic pistol and fired point blank at the child’s head, a 9 mm 
para-bellum bullet shattered the cranium, the back of the head shattered, a 
child's blood gushed from the smashed skull, Jaime was dead. Jimmy screamed, 
and dived over to touch Jaime. The loud bang made everyone inside the market 
squirm with fear and shock. The second killer stepped up, leveled his gun. Jimmy 
looked up pleading, “don’t, please, no, don’t! Have mercy Sir. Please have 
mercy,” he cried out. “No mercy for you lizards, you’re a curse on the rest of us!” 
The sun glinted on the gold chain with a dragon medallion that hung around his 
neck. He deliberately squeezed the trigger as he had been taught to do. 
 
The loud deafening bang split the morning silence around the market as the killer 
fired point black, execution style, and Jimmy’s head exploded. The twins died 
together as they had lived, together from their mother's womb, inseparable and 
abandoned, just the way of the world. That is the silent world that looks the other 
way, that ignores what is beyond ignoring, a world without conscience. 
 
Their blood spread, absorbed by the wooden boards of the market veranda. A 
great silence hung over the now deserted market. The killers, the job done, 
holstered their guns and began to leave.   
 
Ricky, crying for the twins, tears flowed for himself, for all of the children. He was 
shivering with fear and burning with anger and hatred, he was filled with a 
overpowering desire for revenge and impulsively he leapt up from his hiding 
place behind the sacks of rice and screamed at the killers, "You filthy bastards! 
Dirty killers, I hate you, I hate you!" 
 
In his fury he was oblivious to the danger, and he grabbed a rotten pineapple and 
threw it at them, hitting Snakehead on the chest. Over-ripe pineapple smeared 
his once meticulously laundered T-shirt with the skull and cross bones that 
covered a black heart. 
 
Snakehead was stunned at this sudden unexpected counter-attack by a witness 
and furious at the insult and defiance. He glared with venom at his young accuser 
standing defiantly astride the sacks of rice, fists clenched at his sides glaring 
back in anger.   
 
Snakehead stared back at Ricky with blazing eyes and gave off an animal like 
snarl. Their eyes met, anger, hatred, rage shot between them, revenge seared 
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through the morning air like a lightening bolt grounding. There would be a 
reckoning between man and boy.  
Ricky blinded by fury was just about to leap from the higher position and throw 
himself at Snakehead and grapple with his enemy below who was now reaching 
for his holstered gun. Ricky did not have a chance against them but his flaming 
anger and desire for revenge blinded his good sense to survive.   
 
Hitman had drawn his weapon and was lifting it to a firing position as he took up 
his shooting stance. Ricky was about to leap into a hail of gunfire. In that instant 
he saw the vicious image of the viper tattoo on Snakehead’s arm spitting venom 
at him, as he was about to launch himself.  
 
Then suddenly a powerful force pulled his leg from under him and he fell tumbling 
down behind the sacks of rice. Boyet had pulled him back in the nick of time and 
saved him. Boyet was crouching on one knee and was swinging his loaded 
slingshot in ever-faster circles building the momentum for a strike. 
 
He jumped up whirling the sling shot over his head and looked at the killers in 
their faces, pointed his left finger at them, spat at them, and shouted a heart-
stabbing expletive as he let the projectile fly with practiced marksmanship from 
which every dog in the market fled.  
 
The heavy stone slashed through the air with all the strength and anger that 
poured out of Boyet and into that one shot. It struck Hitman a heavy blow in the 
face. He staggered back, dropped his gun and grabbed his face to staunch the 
flow of blood and let out a piercing scream and a steam of curses. 
 
The black riders were unbalanced by this unusual counter-attack. They had 
seldom encountered defiance or resistance. They were accustomed to terrified 
victims cowering in submission, whimpering and appealing for mercy. Today they 
were getting a counter-attack of courage and defiance.    
 
Snakehead quickly raised his gun and fired a succession of shots in anger. Ear 
splitting bangs filled the market as the bullets whipped over the rice sacks as 
Boyet ducked for cover before they could shoot him. Hitman retrieved his gun as 
he held a kerchief to the cut to staunch the bleeding and followed Snakehead as 
they ran down the veranda towards where Ricky and Boyer were hiding and fired 
again as they ran. 
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Ricky scrambled to his feet, kept his head down protected by the bags of rice 
while Boyet stood up, peered over the bags of rice and ducked down as they 
fired again; the bullets flying over his head and slamming into the wooden 
framework of the market, splinters went flying. 
 
“That's them! The ones the boss wants, that’s the Blondie! Come on, let’s get 
them!” Snakehead shouted as he ran towards the bags of rice but Ricky and 
Boyet had bent double and ran down the market veranda and ducked into the 
interior of the market. A bullet hit a steel cooking wok over their heads with a loud 
clang. The bullet fell harmlessly to the boardwalk. 
 
Ricky and Boyet ran for their lives with their legs flying and their hearts pounding 
in their chests. They carried with them the unforgettable image of their dead 
friends, lying in a pool of blood. 
 
In those few seconds of recognition, when they had looked at each other it was 
the moment when the prey and the hunter see each other. From that moment the 
savage hunt was on. The killers had a taste of blood lust. They wanted more and 
were determined to take revenge for the counter-attack and the deadly slingshot. 
The crystal meth, a powerful stimulant, gave them an exaggerated feeling of 
power and a savage wrath that would not be assuaged. 
 
The black riders reacted quickly. Their murderous anger had been fired up by the 
insults and defiance of their quarry. The well-aimed rotten pineapple and the 
accurate sling shot of Boyet, his courage and bravery and the audacity of the 
boys confronting them with their heinous crime propelled them into action.  
 
They realized that they had lost them and holstered their guns as they ran back 
to their motorbikes, pulling on their helmets as they straddled the machines, 
revved up the engines to an ear splitting roar and set off in pursuit.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 
 

THE MARKET 
 
 
 
 
Attorney Ross Fernandez was not a happy young man. He was a single twenty-
seven years old lawyer. He had long hair, a short beard and brown eyes and a 
sharp intelligent mind. He was a man slow to anger and a man who carefully 
thought things through before acting. On this particular morning he woke to the 
ringing of his phone somewhere in his cramped rented room. He had a headache.  
 
Attorney Fernandez was an unusual attorney-at-law. He had integrity, beliefs, 
and principles and he worked alone. He knew more law than most lawyers and 
judges in the city. He made no deals and he challenged the dubious ways of 
prosecutors and judges when justice was being derailed. Compromise was not 
his way. He was not popular. It was no wonder he seldom won a conviction in a 
child abuse case when the accused had money. He was an honest attorney in a 
very corrupt and dishonest system. As a human rights lawyer he was a target. He 
was also an advocate for the rights of street children and kids in jail for he had 
been one himself. He opposed and challenged the death squads and he was on 
their hit list. 
 
He had just regained consciousness when the phone stopped ringing. He 
thankfully lay back, his head was throbbing and he dozed off but after a few 
minutes it began ringing again, urgently summoning him back to consciousness. 
“Oh dear God,” he prayed, “what is it now?” He sat on the edge of the bed, eyes 
squeezed closed against the pain he reached for the phone. A poster of Lady 
Justice with a blindfold across her eyes and holding balance scales and a sword 
was posted on the wall across the room. Justice delayed is justice denied, it 
declared. 
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“Hello, Ross speaking, how can I help?” he groaned wearily. “They killed two 
more kids,” the excited angry voice of Jill cut into his brain. He sat up with a start 
and was awake in seconds. The angry breathless female voice with a soft 
American accent repeated the message. “They killed Jimmy and Jaime, the 
market boys, shot them dead, you need to get over here right away.”  
 
He recognized the voice of Jill Berger, a journalist intern at the Child Watch 
shelter. She was assigned by a Washington newspaper to cover the troubles of 
Southern Mindanao and the terrorist bandit group Abu Sayyaf. She reported the 
kidnappings, beheadings of hostages and the government’s inability to stop them 
despite US military aid. They were unbeatable in the jungles of Jolo and Basilan. 
She wrote about the faltering peace process and the Davao Death Squads. They 
had struck again. Jill had filed several stories on that unending conflict and the 
atrocities of the bandit terrorist group and she was now investigating human 
rights violations in the city. She had joined as a volunteer at the Child Watch 
center.  
 
She was emotional and brought her feeling to the tragic event. “Two more, it’s 
terrible, it’ll never end,” she said. Her anger and emotional distress was breaking 
through but she went on, "Ross, I am here in the market, it’s Jimmy and Jaime, 
they are dead, dead!” She repeated emotionally, “The rest of the kids escaped, 
the death squad killed them, they are chasing Ricky and Boyet. They saw the 
killers doing it and ran away.” 
 
“Dear Jesus, not again,” Ross replied with deep anxiety. He was feeling sick, his 
headache was pounding and his long hair flopped over his drooping head. “Calm 
down, Jill. Did you call Father Alfonso at the center? Did you call Doc too? There 
might be wounded kids. Where did it happen, did the boys see it happen?” he 
asked, feeling a wave of sadness and the beginning of anger rising in him. 
 
“It happened at the back of the rice and vegetable market. No one else but the 
vendors heard the shots and overheard the shooters cursing, it happened near 
the rice sellers. I am here now. I got a text message from the head of the market 
association half an hour after it happened. Ross, please come over, hurry!” she 
pleaded. “Ok, I am coming, call Doc too, the other kids might be wounded.” 
 
Jill did not answer. The phone went dead. Ross replaced his phone on the table 
beside his bed and quickly got to his feet. He stepped into the shower, the water 
revived him somewhat and he toweled off, got dressed quickly, pulling on blue 
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jeans and a T-shirt with the logo of the child center emblazoned on it showing 
children with upraised arms as if imploring the world for life. The message under 
the logo read “The most important of all.” 
 
He was anxious, worried and hurriedly swallowed an aspirin, made an instant 
coffee, drank it, ate a banana and headed for the door of his small second floor 
room. If there were wounded Doc would be there for that, what he needed was to 
arrive at the scene before it was contaminated. He needed evidence.  
 
There might be clues at the crime scene that he did not want disturbed or 
trampled on by the local police or the curious. Although he did not worry too 
much, the police seldom arrived quickly and had little interest or knowledge to 
investigate a murder by the death squad anyway. The vendors might sweep 
everything away. He grabbed his digital camera, took his bicycle and carried it 
down the narrow stairway.  
 
Ross biked steadily through the morning traffic towards the old market working 
off his anger and frustration and headache. He knew the market well, he had 
worked there as a street kid himself.  
 
Father Alfonso’s social worker found him wandering in the garbage dump as a 
scavenger behind the market picking up anything he could eat or sell for food 
twenty years previously. Time had flown since Ross left the garbage dump and 
went to live and study at the childrens’ shelter. He became a brilliant student and 
won a scholarship that took him all the way to law school. He graduated fifth from 
the top.  
 
The young lawyer felt responsible for every teenager and street child at risk or in 
the jail and was angered with every killing. He thought he had not done enough 
to help Father Alfonso to rescue them from a world of poverty and the death 
squad. He believed it was his calling, he had received so much and he wanted to 
give back to help others like him.  
 
Ross cycled harder, he swirled around the corners, a dedicated biker and eyes 
looking down, his head bowed. He worried about the death threats he had 
received as a result of his exposure and condemnation of the death squads. 
 
Jill Berger was an angry journalist, questioning every official denial, every excuse, 
and every public statement. He was fond of her but worried for her safety. They 
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had a common cause, something important worth living and working for but could 
it be worth dying for? “We have to be careful, we would achieve nothing from the 
grave,” he told himself and her. He was pleased that she had volunteered and 
was there in the market and that he was going to meet her, although fearful of 
what he would find. 
 
At that precise moment he lifted his head and saw the white pickup truck coming 
at him, death racing down on him from the right. His heart leapt, the moment he 
had always feared was here, he panicked, did the tragically wrong thing, instead 
of cycling harder and getting out of the way he squeezed the brake and the 
bicycle began sliding into the path of the pick-up. He was riding straight across its 
path. 
 
He did not have a chance. It was all over for him until the force of nature in the 
form of pile of soft dung of a water buffalo helpfully got in the way. The front 
wheel of his bicycle hit it with force and the bicycle accelerated like an arrow from 
a bow and shot directly out of the path of the pick-up bearing down on him. The 
velocity carried him out of harms way and the pick-up missed him by inches. It 
roared past in a cloud of yellow dust. The bicycle hit a vendor’s stall loaded with 
banana and he was flung over the handlebars onto the pile of soft fruit, it broke 
his fall, he survived.  
 
He lay shaking all over, his hands were trembling, his back and right leg were 
hurting, and his head was throbbing. He never felt worse in his life, but it was 
much preferable to being dead. The pick-up had disappeared. The old man who 
owned the stall came to help him get off the pile of banana and he painfully stood 
up leaning on the vendor’s stall as people surrounded him. He apologized for 
squashing the bananas and pulled out a few hundred pesos bills and pressed 
them into the hand of the vendor.  
 
“Sir, are you okay?” the stall owner asked kindly. “Please drink some water,” he 
said handing him a plastic bottle. Ross sipped it gratefully and painfully limped 
away. He looked about him, gathered his wits, left the bicycle with a buckled front 
wheel in the care of the vendor and hailed a tricycle. He limped painfully and 
lowered himself into the sidecar holding his hurt rib cage. It hurt all the more as 
the tricycle bounced away towards the rice market. Every bruise on his body was 
aching with every pothole.  
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Jill Berger was already at the scene of the double murder of the street kids when 
Ross arrived bruised, sore and limping. He eased his way out of the tricycle, 
pressed more pesos in to the hand of the driver and limped to the market 
veranda. “You look terrible, what happened?” she asked. “I’m okay, I can 
manage, had a fall, let me see them, where are they? Did you call Doctor Bacay?” 
he asked. Ross limped slowly down the veranda where there was a crowd 
gathered around the bodies of Jaime and Jimmy.  
 
He was well known and respected in the market. A large crowd had gathered 
around the bodies of the twins. The crowd parted to make way for him as he 
arrived. He had defended many of the market vendors when they were being 
driven off their area by a more powerful business.  
 
“Stand back, stand back, its Attorney Fernandez,” someone called out. The 
crowd stood back so he could walk to where the twins lay. He stood there 
shaking, his fists clenched, saying nothing as he looked at the bodies. Tears 
filled his eyes. He limped over to a plastic chair near the vendors stall and heavily 
sat down. He buried his head in his hands.  
 
His own aches were forgotten. His lips were tight, his face showed restrained 
anger, his head throbbed. He was holding in the pain of all the injustice and 
killing he had seen.  
 
When Ross raised his head, he had dried his face and asked the bystanders, 
“Did anybody see who did this?” he asked, not expecting an answer. To point a 
finger or give a statement was a death sentence in that city. Silence was safest. 
But after a few minutes a vendor went up to Ross and whispered, “I heard two 
boys shouting at the killers, they had big bikes and had their helmets off. I think 
the boys saw the shooters and the shooters were looking for them because they 
called out their nicknames as if they were the real targets. Then the boys ran 
away, they went towards the river,” he said.  
 
“Thank you, thank you for that, I appreciate it,” he told the vendor. Ross was 
hopeful when he heard this. That would be Ricky and Boyet. He knew all the 
children in the market and on the streets. They were the leaders and had 
promised to lead the family of street children together to Father Alfonso’s shelter 
when they had persuaded all the kids to join them. They were really good kids, 
they harmed no one and worked for a living. They were not part of a street gang 
and did not deliver drugs. The only thing they did was sniff glue. So why would 
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the killers target Ricky’s group with such a heavy powered hit team? He 
wondered. They were just abandoned children. They were despised by some, 
pitied by others but loved by none other than the other throwaways and the team 
of helpers at Father Alfonso’s childrens’ shelter, Child Watch, who defended and 
protected them as much as was possible. 
 
The authorities ignored the law designed to protect and care for the children but 
instead of helping the children they considered them pests to be exterminated. 
The rich business people and even some professionals who lived only for 
themselves agreed with the death squad solution to kill all suspected drug kids. 
The death squad did the dirty work and cleaned the city of what they called 
human vermin. Then to add to the pain, a secretary of Justice, when confronted 
by the media with the thousands of dead suspects as a possible crime against 
humanity, made a shocking and insulting public statement when he said, “They 
are not humanity.”  
 
Even the kids were branded as criminals and drug suspects and they were 
marked for death. As was Ross Fernandez as he sat in misery and pain. He was 
still shaking somewhat from the near death experiences, the shock only came on 
him when he reached the market and saw the dead boys. He saw himself there 
too. 
 
The sun was beating down and the bystanders began to move away to find 
shade. The sunlight glinted of a metal object and it caught Ross’s attention. He 
limped painfully and went over and picked it up, a shell casing with a ball pen. It 
might have a fingerprint. He put it carefully into his shirt pocket. He looked around 
and found a second one.  
 
“Sir I heard several shots, I heard them, bang, bang, bang just like that. I was 
inside the market, I didn’t see anything, I hid,” said a grain seller. “That's right,” 
said a chicken vendor standing nearby, “they never miss, do they? One shot 
close up is all it takes, they’re real killers, the children were harmless. Why did 
they do this?” he asked.  
 
Ross took some photos with his digital camera of the bodies of Jaime and Jimmy 
and the area around. Jill came over from taking pictures and was beside him and 
put her hand on his arm. “I took pictures all around too,” she said. “Take it easy 
Ross, sit down you look terrible, tell me what happened, your shirt is torn, there is 
blood on your forehead,” she said taking out a small towel from her backpack and 
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giving it to him. He soaked it in water from the bottle the vendor had given him 
and dabbed at the wound on his forehead. “I had a fall, tell you about it later,” he 
replied. Then limping, he slowly walked down the market veranda looking about 
and stepped out into the street looking for clues. 
 
“They parked there,” a voice said from behind him. He turned around and noticed 
a tall man standing in the shadows. The sun blinded Ross and he could not see 
the man’s face. His accent sounded unusual. Ross could not place it but it 
sounded foreign. “Who did it? What kind of bikes were they riding? Did you see 
them?” Ross asked. “They had big bikes, a Harley and a Kawasaki, old models,” 
he said. “Did you see anything else, the shooting, what they looked like, how they 
dressed, anything at all?” “I arrived as they drove away, they wore jeans and 
leather waistcoats, had their helmets on. The shots caught my attention, I came 
over too late to do anything to stop them but they went chasing some of the boys.”  
 
Ross squinted up at him, what did he say, “I arrived too late,” was he somebody 
who would have the guts and firepower to intervene with killers like that? Who is 
this guy? He looked at the ground where the mystery man had pointed and 
noticed a dark parch in the soil where the bikes had been parked. There was oil 
soaked clay beside the remains of tire tracks and footprints too. 
 
Ross was too sore all over to bend down and photograph the tracks. He called to 
Jill to come over and pointed to the tire tracks and footprints. When he looked up 
the mystery man had vanished. “Jill get some close up shots of these, they may 
be helpful. They had unusual bikes and I haven’t seen old heavy bikes like that 
around. The mayor rides one like that; a man told me he saw the bikes. Please 
get some soil samples with the oil, I can’t bend down,” he said holding his injured 
ribcage. He passed her some plastic bags he had asked from a vendor.  
 
Jill took several close up photos of the remaining tire impressions and scooped 
up the oil soaked dirt into the plastic bags. They went back to the scene of the 
murders. The vendors and merchants were gawking sullen, bewildered and silent. 
A local government official arrived and three police men and asked some 
questions but got no answers. 
 
The Doc had arrived by taxi and hurried over to Ross and Jill. Then he saw the 
bodies and went to them, gasped at the horrible head wounds. A crowd of 
vendors and sightseers was gawking and chattering among themselves.  
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Doc Ian Bacay was a medium built young man from a well-off family. He had 
enjoyed a privileged upbringing graduating from medical college with top grades 
and had a brilliant career at his parent’s hospital. After meeting up with Father 
Alfonso and Ross Fernandez and Sister Angelica at the Child Watch center he 
decided to join the work and give medical services to the children. He began to 
think about another world beyond the clean tiles of his family’s hospital. He 
organized a group of volunteer doctors and nurses and went to the slums and 
garbage dumps every two weeks to treat the children and bring them to the 
hospital if they need more treatment and tests. 
 
He spread a cloth on a small table of the vendors stall and set out cotton, swabs, 
bandages, tape, sterilized water and anti-septic to clean cuts and wounds. He 
found Ross limping around after his investigation, shaky and agitated. He and Jill 
persuaded Ross to sit down and be treated. 
 
Ross soon had plasters on his face, a bandage around his hand, an ice back on 
his head and painkillers in his stomach. Doc checked his blood pressure which 
was above normal as would be expected, listened to his heart, nodded and 
advised Ross to rest. The vendors brought him a hot chocolate drink, which 
revived him. 
 
“Ross tell me what happened on the way here, you had a fall Jill said,” he asked 
knowing that given the chance to talk and describe his ordeal it would release the 
anger and emotion and that would lower his blood pressure and calm him down. 
“A pick-up came at me as I approached the market, I had a fall from the bicycle,” 
he said. “Dear God,” Doc exclaimed, “it was deliberate, it was an ambush, an 
attempted assassination!” 
 
Ross thought about that too, was he the real target, were the twins’ shot just to 
set him up? The killers would easily know his route from the apartment to the 
market. They knew he would be a first responder and that he was a dedicated 
cyclist. It was a horrible thought, although he dismissed it from his mind since he 
knew they could get him anytime any place. They were just taking a chance he 
would be out that morning, he thought. Yet the depressing thought persisted. 
Was his work so challenging to some corrupt politicians or police to warrant such 
a terrible crime killing children just to ambush Ross? 
 
But Doc realized the implication of what he said and immediately added, “If they 
wanted to get you, there are a dozen places, the court house steps, the child 
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centers, the hospital, at the university when you teach classes. They are all 
predictable there is something more behind this. So don’t blame yourself and 
your human rights advocacy for the death of the boys. Besides they missed and 
you are well and alive and together we will get to the bottom of this. Later come 
by the hospital and we will x-ray that hand and your ribs, they might be fractured.” 
 
Ross threw back his head closed his eyes and waited for the headache to ease. 
Doc went back to look at the twins. There was nothing he could do for them. 
 
Father Alfonso arrived in a tricycle, wearing blue jeans, sandals and a white shirt 
with a small wooden cross pendant around his neck. His long graying hair flowed 
over his shoulders. He had a worried frown but a sense of controlled calm. He 
had seen a lot in his life doing charitable work for the people of the streets and 
victims of torture and human rights violations. He immediately went to Ross. 
 
“Ross, I got a text from Jill, you had an accident on the way. How are you, any 
broken bones?” “I’m sore, bruised but no broken bones I think and Doc gave me 
a check up and I will go for a x-ray later,” Ross answered. “Where are the twins?” 
he asked. 
 
A city mortuary van was inching its way through the crowded street into the 
market area. It was composed of a sanitary crew coming to sweep up the 
fragments of human life. There would be no autopsy, there never was. None was 
needed since the cause of death was the same in every case, gunshot wounds. 
 
Father Alfonso stood over the bodies and prayed that he would have the strength 
to look for justice for them and many more abused children. But before that 
mission he first had to bury the twins. 
 
When the killings first began many years previously he found the bodies thrown 
on the garbage dump. Ross and Father Alfonso and his staff claimed the bodies 
for a decent burial. Child Watch, the charity Father Alfonso had established to 
protect vulnerable children, had a fund for decent coffins and a burial plot in the 
cemetery. The priority was to lift up their rights in the consciousness of the 
community.  
 
He gave talks and lectures at the university, in the churches, schools and on 
radio and television. He wrote in the newspapers about the dignity of the human 
person and that all were made in the image of eternal goodness, those children 
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were the first in society not the last. All this was to save them from being 
condemned as pests and prevent them being killed and abused.  
 
The bloodied limp bodies of the twins were lifted and dumped like sacks of rice 
into the back of the mortuary van and it left the scene. There was no police 
investigation. Ross told the mortuary van driver to take the dead children to the 
private funeral home used by the charity after they passed by the city morgue 
and officially recorded the deaths. They nodded with respect, they had seen too 
many, they knew what to do; death was their daily companion, they lived 
because others died. 
 
The Barangay Captain in charge of the Bankerohan Market was Jose Rivera. As 
the district official in charge of the market he ordered the vendors to clean up the 
scene. They sloshed buckets of water all over the bloodied veranda. Ross was 
slumped in a plastic chair sipping the water and holding his head. The pill Doc 
had given him was easing the pain. Business picked up again, vehicles were 
pulling into the market area, tricycles puttered by and life went on without Jaime 
and Jimmy. Their shadows would never again fall on the veranda, nor would they 
sit again with their friends Ricky and Boyet, Grace and Angel and watch the 
setting sun. 
 
On the directions of father Alfonso the private funeral home mortician would do 
his best to prepare the bodies of Jamie and Jimmy for a decent burial. It would be 
laid in closed caskets; their wounds were so serious. The blood had been 
washed away and Ross painfully lifted himself from the chair and looked carefully 
at the wooden floor of the old market veranda. He saw the scarred wood of the 
post where the two bullets were embedded. Borrowing a knife from the vendor he 
dug into the wood and had both bullets. But where were the others he wondered. 
It was Jill who found them. She was taking photographs of the scene and saw the 
fresh scars on the other wooden pillars and the bullet that had hit the steel wok 
hanging over the veranda.  
 
“Here are some, take a look,” she called to Ross. He limped over saw the 
splintered wood and dug out more bullets. He examined them in the palm of his 
hand. They looked strange, barbell marks are like scars on the bullet as it exits 
the barrel of the gun. They are distinctive and can be matched to the gun that 
fired them. These looked like they came from custom designed homemade 
ammunition not available in the normal ammunition market. Ross had taken a 
training course in Manila in crime scene detection and evidence gathering for 
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investigating lawyers and prosecutors.  
 
Where had they come from, he wondered. Then Jill reached over to have a look 
and took his hand in hers. That touch was enough for their eyes to meet and they 
shared a friendly smile. Despite the stress and the danger they had a friendship 
that helped keep them going and doing what was very important to them both.  
 
Father Alfonso’s charity workers prepared to hold a vigil and a funeral for the 
twins. All children were held precious and their lives honored. The dignity they 
missed in life, at least they got in death. This was the heartache. There were 
hundreds if not a thousand and more abandoned and neglected street children all 
over the city and in many other cities also, all too many to help. 
 
It was difficult to persuade them to leave the streets or the market and stay in the 
shelter and get an education, protection and a life of dignity. If the children 
decided to do so their decision was respected. It was an open center with 
freedom of choice to stay or not. “Free choice is the basis of being human,” 
Father Alfonso, said to his staff. “That is the most basic freedom of all, take it 
away and our humanity goes with it. If the children are given attention, friendship, 
respect and dignity they will stay voluntary and start a journey to a better life.” 
The charity was a small island of peace in an ocean of misery, violence and want. 
It was a beacon in the darkness of apathy. 
 
That beacon was a light for the citizens and the local and national government to 
see the injustice and human suffering and a challenge to them to do their duty to 
protect children and to eliminate the poverty that dove them to the streets. The 
center staff held dialogues and gave seminars on children’s rights to the 
population in the hope that knowledge and truth would change the hardened 
attitudes against the street children. The education seemed to have little effect. 
No one spoke against the death squads that seemed to have official approval. 
Fear was stronger than truth it seemed. 
 
The law was good and clearly stated no child under fifteen could be held 
criminally liable for acts contrary to law and must have a place in a home that 
would care and protect and educate him or her. Instead they were locked in jail 
cells like criminals. Father Alfonso and Ross and the Child Watch social workers 
were working daily to get them out of the prison cells before they were raped and 
abused by the older prisoners. It was a similar situation in most towns and cities. 
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They were left to sleep on dirty concrete floors; a hole in the floor of a toilet or a 
stuffed toilet smelled atrocious and assailed their nostrils with excrement. The 
children had no exercise, sunlight or fresh air. There was no education or 
stimulation of any kind. Some jails have old battered television sets that worked 
at times. Some cities had decent accommodation but they were rare. The food 
was always too little and not nutritious. Every hour inside these hellholes, as 
Father Alfonso called them, the human rights of the children were violated. Rape 
and sexual abuse was common. The authorities did not care. There was talk of 
lowering the age of criminal liability so nine-year-olds could be charged as adult 
criminals.  
 
Even if there was space for the hundreds of abandoned street children at the 
Child Watch center, not all street children were ready to leave the life of the 
streets and the market. The children led by Ricky were a tight knit group and they 
wanted to be together. That is what they told Father Alfonso’s social workers that 
visited them and brought them to the shelter for meals and medical attention 
every week. They can be together in the shelter they were told but an unknown 
bond held them together in familiar surroundings of relative freedom. But the 
killing of Jaime and Jimmy had scattered the family of urchins. They were in 
hiding. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
 
Jimmy and Jaime lay where they had been shot. Jill was taking pictures, 
gruesome as it was and much to her dislike, but she was determined to get 
evidence so the world would know. So much had been covered up, denied, 
someone had to report it and that was her job, it kept her going. As she walked 
around the market looking for evidence of the gruesome murders the report was 
writing itself in her head. The words phrases to describe what she saw were a 
confused jumble of emotions, anger, shock and feelings of hopelessness. 
Nothing could be saved from the terrible scene.  
 
Two days later she calmed down and wrote in her blog. “Crime so terrible it 
defies words to express it in the so-called crime free city. The slaughter of two 
young market boys, victims of unknown motorbike riding members of the death 
squad adds their innocent young lives to a growing list of victims. Their bodies 
left in a pool of blood as the life was shot away, their heads disintegrating. Not a 
crime of the savage law of the jungle but of the human kind, the most evil of all, 
the brutal murder of children. It is becoming acceptable. Many approve of it and 
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say it is a group of well meaning vigilantes that rid the city of known drug pushers 
and criminals. Others say it is a band of rogue police that is eliminating the 
criminals from the community. But young boys are not criminals. The drug lords 
and corrupt politicians and officials are living a luxurious life of crime. None are 
arrested or charged while more street youth and children are killed. Many of 
those killed are youth who have no families to complain, to protest and demand 
justice. And those who have surviving relatives are living in fear of the death 
squad. Here you can be killed day or night, awake, or asleep, the death squad 
never sleeps. Human Rights Watch says in its report named ‘You can die 
anytime’. The killings are apparently state sanctioned and are on the increase. 
Murder, even of street children, is becoming acceptable,” she wrote on her 
respected and widely read blog. 
 
And it went on, “Citizens are fed the official propaganda that the killings are the 
work of gangsters and even communist rebels are killing each other. It is 
unbelievable, unquestioned and unchallenged. It is this silence of consent that 
gives the heinous crime its impunity. Reportedly more than one thousand 
summary executions and assassinations have taken place in the past few years. 
None have been solved. The officials and the people, who should stand for the 
value of life and speak out, say nothing. Their silence is an accusing finger 
pointed at themselves, at their apathy and indifference.” 
 
“Some openly encourage the death squad as a crime control measure and boast 
that the city is secure, one of the safest on the world safe city index. Solving 
crime by committing or permitting other crimes of mass murder is unacceptable 
and cannot be justified. It is a city that is brainwashed into believing the 
unjustified is the new normal way of doing things and to be admired and imitated. 
Others are gripped by the fear of retaliation for open critical speech and protest. It 
could mean death.” 
 
“The city authority denies any responsibility. The suspected links of government 
officials to the death squad have not been proven and the killings are officially on 
a list of unsolved crime. The city is a graveyard of conscience; the other silence 
is that of the dead, they cry out for justice. Some must be killed so the elite 
behind high walls in their mansions and haciendas will feel safe; the real criminal 
and drug cartels will continue. The impoverished people of the city are frightened 
and silent.” 
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She wrote with anger and passion and the words flew across the screen of her 
laptop. “The candidate is revered by his followers as the strong man leader, most 
likely the future president of this nation of one hundred and three million people. 
In a recent video interview with Rappler news he said he has killed and will do so 
again but adds ‘only in self-defense, or if they resist arrest’. His campaign 
slogans say he is out to save the nation, end drug trafficking, crime and 
corruption. The majority they say will vote for him and the whole of Mindanao; in 
a field of five candidates he has a chance. His tough anti-crime slogans and 
pronouncements gather support and he says he will clean the nation if it takes to 
kill thousands. For the suspected criminals death awaits, the grim reapers with 
guns and knives are waiting with a shroud on every corner.” She signed it, “Jill 
Berger.” 
 
Jill’s blog got wide coverage and a week after she got an anonymous e-mail, 
“Your shroud is waiting for you, you slut, you'll get what's coming to you and you 
never know when!" 
 
Jill Berger was shocked and could not write a word for a week after that. She sat 
up all night frightened unable to sleep, not at all brave and courageous as she 
imagined herself to be. That was as disturbing as the threat itself. She thought 
she knew herself as an educated, self-confident out-spoken American citizen 
protected by the most powerful nation the planet had ever known. She had the 
confidence of the privileged. Jill felt she was a specially protected person, with 
entitlements and safe from threats and danger. Now she knew otherwise, she 
was as vulnerable as a journalist in Syria or Iraq or as the street kids and those 
whose rights she championed. 
 
After a few days her spirit was rekindled. She sent an email to her father, a man 
of understanding, a media man himself, an editor at a prestigious magazine and 
she loved him greatly having absorbed his passion for travelling, writing and 
publishing. 
 
“Dad these people behind the killings are savage,” she wrote, "they are not far 
from the brutality of ISIS and the other affiliated bandit group in Jolo that behead 
their victims, they just beheaded a Malaysian tourist last week. The killers here in 
the city can do this to defenseless innocent children and walk away and the 
authorities ignore it. It’s a culture of fear. It looks like they are behind it and 
reinforcing the fear factor. It's the most horrific thing ever. I can’t get over it. Love 
to mother, I love you forever.” Signed, “Jill.” 
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Jill had been briefed on the dangers and given a survival seminar by the 
Committee to Protect Journalists before leaving for the Philippines. She 
remembered the description of the gruesome killings and the warnings that got 
her thinking about self-censorship. "Why get killed for this, then I can’t help 
anybody,” she said to herself. 
 
The Human Rights Commissioner, Leila De Lima, later to be Secretary of Justice, 
came from Manila to investigate the death squads and to report that more bodies 
had been buried in a police firing range. That would be the perfect killing field. 
But the area was blocked off. She was refused permission and a judge denied 
her request for a search warrant. Her investigation was blocked at every turn, 
there seemed to be a conspiracy to cover up the evidence of the Davao Death 
Squad. But a very interesting brief seminar was held during her visit. 
 
Doctor Stephen Bacay, Doc Ian’s father, had been the city coroner until he retired 
two years previously. He had dug out lots of bullets from victims of the death 
squad and examined the manner of their deaths. He was the guest speaker to 
brief the commissioner.  
 
“In most cases the killings are very professional, done by trained assassins. 
Some say, including the police, they say the assassinations are due to gang 
fights, no! It is not so. If that were true then there would be street fighting and 
drive-by shootings and group shootouts. But we don’t have any,” Doctor Bacay 
told a meeting of the board of trustees of the Child Watch charity attended by 
Leila De Lima and her group. She, as the human rights commissioner, was 
investigating the death squad. 
 
“Crime in the city is under control and it’s said to be one of the safest cities in the 
region according to the authorities. However, murder, rape and child abuse are 
the third highest rates of crimes nation wide,” he said. That information brought 
no comfort to the listeners. “Crime has increased in the city not lessened 
because of the shootings, so what is going on?” He went on holding the attention 
of his audience. “Does the long-standing death squad actually spur the spread of 
drug abuse? Is it the fear of the death squad that is extreme, fear and anxiety 
that is increasing demand and driving more to abuse the drugs to ease their 
worries and anxieties?” he asked the intently listening audience.  
 
“Drug abuse is when people use chemicals to change their negative feeling of 
sadness, depression, desperation, fear and pain at grave threats and because of 
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their miserable lives due to poverty and hopelessness. The youth are reaching 
out for painkillers. They have deep emotional buried feelings of hurt, alienation, 
broken homes and abandonment. For some, drugs are self-medication. It’s the 
last stop before suicide. They use  ‘Shabu’, as it is called on the street, its crystal 
meth. It is an abbreviation for methamphetamine. It is an extremely addictive 
stimulant drug, it increases the amount of the neurotransmitter dopamine, leading 
to high levels of that chemical in the human brain and that give a ‘high’. Addicts 
can get euphoria, go for long periods without sleep, have lots of energy and can 
have violent episodes too. What they need is therapy, help, medical intervention 
and psychological help not to be shot dead. Drug abuse is primarily a medical 
problem not only one of law enforcement,” he told the audience.  
 
He went on, “Is there an economic aspect to this? Is the liquidation-hit team the 
tool of a powerful politician or of the leader of a drug cartel? The violent killing of 
addicts and pushers and dealers is most certainly the promoter of stress, anxiety 
and worry and creates a shortage. So and rather than deter crime it only causes 
a higher demand. According to recent statistics from the Dangerous Drug Board 
there are 1.7 million Filipinos addicted to illegal drugs, half are on ‘Shabu’ and the 
other half are on marijuana. That is almost 1.6 percent of the population and 
most of the users are the poor. They and neighborhood pushers are the ones 
getting killed. Their rivals are replacing them. The big time drug lords, suppliers 
and dealers are left unharmed. The question is why?” 
 
“The other question is who controls the distribution of drugs? It could be a 
struggle between competing drug distribution cartels. Do we see a similar pattern 
as is happening Mexico? Is some master drug lord building a monopoly here 
wiping out his or her rivals? The Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency is the lead 
counter-narcotics enforcement agency in the country, and they say the superior 
Mexican ‘Shabu’, is replacing the lower quality Chinese made  ‘Shabu’, that’s the 
street name of methamphetamine.” 
 
He paused drank water, checked his notes and then he continued. “That is what 
may be happening here. The local products are of an inferior quality; the Chinese 
imports also of lower quality and the Mexican or South American drug is the most 
potent. With addiction the strength and the experience have to be always the 
same if not better, but never lower. The network of corruption between politicians, 
police and their gangs of distributers are apparently at war. They are fighting over 
territory it seems,” the doctor continued. 
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“The solution of advocating the killing of suspects is not working. It makes a big 
show of law enforcement and false sense of security but the addiction is still 
growing. The cartels are not being touched. Addicts still have a demand; there 
will always be a supplier to meet it. It’s the same with any product. We know that 
the illegal drug supply is always available and now increasing in price, somebody 
is benefiting. It’s a business worth hundreds of millions of dollars.” He paused 
and looked at the audience. They were attentive and absorbing every word he 
spoke. “Are there any questions?” There were none and so he continued. 
 
“After 1400 suspects or more already dead, it should have subsided not 
increased. If rogue law enforcers are behind it then the criminals, dealers, 
pushers, suppliers should all be dead. Yet it is not, drug abuse is as widespread 
as ever. The hospital is full of overdosed youth. Perhaps by now in this area just 
one supplier is now the dominating cartel, the killing is still going on, but that may 
be to strengthen a single supplier, keep out competition and that cartel is 
protected and operating with impunity. It is not a nice situation and if after the 
elections this solution of killing suspects goes nation wide the Philippines is in for 
a dark period,” he said. 
 
The commissioner asked the Doctor what were the possible solutions. “I have 
been talking to members of the drug enforcement agency and they tell me that 
they are not allowed to use wire-tapping. They can’t do surveillance of 
communications, phones or Internet to trace the drug traffickers. Such 
information is illegally obtained and it is not admissible in court. I suggest 
amendments to the anti-drug law of 2002 are needed and also new laws to 
authorize the seizure of the property and assets by the state of convicted drug 
dealers and traffickers. It should be written into the law,” he said. Then he added, 
“We need tighter control of money laundering in the casino, foreign cash 
transfers monitoring as this is very necessary. Besides we need stricter 
monitoring and control for the precursor chemicals used in making the drugs.” He 
paused and his audience took in these important suggestions to stop the drug 
trade. Then he went on. 
 
“These chemicals are available in the market. With a few bribes the illegal drug 
manufactories can get them or they have a front business with permits to buy the 
precursors. Also the capability of the coast guard has to be greatly increased and 
cooperation with international investigative agencies has to be stepped up. The 
precursors and the raw drugs are brought close to the Philippine coast and 
picked up by the local cartel boss using fishing boats, but sadly, it will not be 
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possible to pass such laws as the cartels have the congress in their pockets, they 
fund the election campaigns of their favorite candidate,” he said. 
 
He ended to loud sustained applause as he had articulated what many knew, 
were feeling and thinking about with apprehension but they were unable to 
express it in public. He left the commissioner and the audience with much to think 
about and many more questions and few answers. A few weeks after that speech 
the twins were murdered. Was that a message to the human rights commissioner 
and advocates? Ross and Jill were determined to find out why and who was 
responsible.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 
 
 

THE HUNT 
 
 
 
 
Ricky and Boyet had turned and ran for their young vulnerable lives. They 
rushed down Mariforti Street, crossed Datu Bago, passed Micro Traders Center 
on their right and reached the fish market. They went pass it towards the Davao 
River and found a small warehouse surrounded by junk washing machines and 
refrigerators and a rusting container van was in the distance at the far end of the 
compound. They stopped exhausted, panting and gasping for air. They had 
outrun the killers and survived.  
 
The two shooters roared off on their motorbikes searching for them in the 
direction of the river. After a few blocks they stopped beside a municipal elevated 
water tank that fed the market and Hitman went up the ladder with a pair of 
binoculars from his saddlebag. He scanned the whole area and then spotted the 
boys. “I see them,” he shouted to Snakehead below, “they are heading for the 
river and there is no way out for them!” Excited at the prospect of a kill he hurried 
down the ladder and the hunt was on.  
 
The two boys couldn't go much further and were heaving and panting, catching 
their breath, standing up, bending over, hands on their knees, gulping air and 
dripping sweat. Their T-shirts were soaked through, the exertion had pumped 
their blood at a mighty rate and their hearts were pounding in their chests. It 
helped clear the solvent from their brains but did nothing for their extreme 
emotions. 
 
When he had caught his breath, Ricky panting, exhausted and trembling, “Do you 
think the others got away? Did every one run? Did Grace and Angel escape? 
How about Edward, did you see them? Did you wake them up?” he asked in a 
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breathless outburst. A torrent of unanswerable questions poured out of Ricky, he 
was shaking. Boyet was crying too from fear, relief, worry, guilt, an avalanche of 
feelings consumed them both.  
 
The images of the bloodied bodies of their friends Jimmy and Jaime were seared 
into their brains. Other street kids had been killed months previously in other 
parts of the city but this was the first killing in their group. In Tagum, another town 
a few hours away, they had heard of street killings and assassinations from the 
deliverymen bringing fruit and vegetables. Death squads were common, there 
was nowhere to run and hide. It was as if a secret army was patrolling the 
province killing whoever they choose. 
 
As soon as Ricky and Boyet caught their breath they sat down and leaned back 
against the hot warehouse wall. Steam from their T-shirts began to evaporate 
and the heat relaxed their aching shoulders rather than burn them. A narrow road 
ran by the warehouse. They were desperate with thirst; at the end of the 
warehouse they spotted a water valve and tap. They hurried over and opened it 
and the heavenly liquid of life gushed out. They scooped the water into their 
cupped hands and slurped it down to the vast relief of their parched dry throats. 
The liquid of life was all they needed it was a gift that only the dry throat and 
cracked earth gives adequate thanks. They took turns holding their heads under 
the open tap and washed the sweat from their faces and necks and cooled down 
their sweating bodies. They leaned back against the wall of the warehouse and 
closed their eyes as if the block out the images of the dead friends. Yet the 
horrific images persisted and defied all efforts to erase them. 
 
Ricky prayed, ”Thank you God for saving us. Thanks so much, take care of 
Jimmy and Jaime, bring them home, keep safe our family, protect Grace and 
Angel and the others.” In his simple faith that’s all he could say and feel. Boyet 
sunk his head into his now wet hands. They were safe at last and tried to blot out 
the memory of what had just happened. The tropical sun beat down.  
 
Suddenly in their island of calm and apparent safety the roar of motorbikes 
startled them, deadly and frightening. Their hearts leapt with fright, their blood 
pressure increased dramatically as the adrenalin flooded their blood stream and 
they jumped to their feet in an instant.  
 
The hunters had found them. They ran in panic like gazelles escaping the claws 
of the lion as the killers came roaring around the other end of the warehouse and 
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bore down on them, the sun glinting on the chrome mirrors, stainless steel. The 
fearsome guns on their hips within easy reach and the dark helmets gave the 
riders the appearance of a menacing dangerous Darth Vader. They struck fear 
and loathing in hearts of Ricky and Boyet.  
 
“Go, Go!” Ricky shouted, his eyes wide with fear, Boyet was up and running for 
his life. They soon reached the edge of the river and turned left in the direction of 
Quirino Bridge and were racing along an embankment. Far below was the river 
flowing serenely to the blue ocean beyond. The killers were closing quickly; the 
bikes easily followed the narrow pathways. The boys suddenly came to an abrupt 
stop, they felt panic and they reached a dead end of the closed compound where 
the container van was rusting surrounded by more junk.  
 
This was a disused off-loading area for imported used and broken appliances 
destined for remanufacture but now abandoned. There was a warehouse building 
blocking their escape. To their left was a high wall enclosing the whole area, to 
the right was the embankment and the Davao River below. 
 
They were trapped with nowhere to go but up the side of the building in front of 
them. To their right there was a long drop to the river below. They spotted a tree 
at the edge of the building, ran over, scampered up and jumped on to the flat 
hard concrete roof of the warehouse. There was no way to break through that 
and no skylight window to jump through. There was an even taller building on the 
other side so there was no way up or down that side. They could only go back 
into the firing line of the killers.  
 
They were exposed on the flat roof; there was nothing to hide behind. They had 
made an awful mistake. Ricky ran to the edge and looked down to the river. It 
gave him a scary feeling and he stepped back. It was a long way down to certain 
death if they fell over. They were trapped. They immediately lay flat on the roof to 
make them a more difficult target.  
 
The shooters laughing and smirking boasted later to their drinking and drug gang 
that they had the hardest shot in the world but killed them both dead with one 
shot each. 
 
And so it was to be, the prey realizes there is no escape, resignation to the 
inevitable is the only way to ease the pain of dying. Ricky and Boyet had no such 
philosophical thoughts whatsoever, they seldom occur to young people. What 
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was uppermost in their mind was that powerful drive to survive and live and how 
to escape the moment of death to which their young lives had come to.  
 
Something most humans cannot foresee or be prepared for is the end of living. 
The fantasy of living indefinitely came to an abrupt stop for Ricky and Boyet. The 
death of young people with life unlived is a true tragedy and that of millions of 
unfortunate young people. Nothing could be worse than to be killed by the hatred 
of another and never know why. So it was for the many victims of suicide 
bombing and massacres by terrorists and assassins. Murder driven by blind 
ideological hatred is hard to understand. That is how it was for Ricky and Boyet, 
both were half Filipino half someone else. These men hated them for some 
reason and they did not know why. 
 
Boyet lay on his back during the last moments and wailed a loud cry of anguish 
and defeat, the tears flowed, his lips trembled. He saw the drifting clouds cover 
the sun and cast a dark shadow over them like a burial shroud. 
 
It was about three in the afternoon of that fatal day in the lives of two throwaway 
pests, as the world of the rich and prosperous saw them. It never occurred to 
them to ask if they were so worthless. Why then were these assassins so intent 
on killing them? The most they had stolen was a chicken, fruit or eggs in the 
market to stay alive. 
 
Rocky lay on his stomach on the hot cement roof squinting down at the bikers to 
see what they would do, climb up the tree as they had done or shoot them from 
the ground below. Lying flat on the small roof they were still vulnerable and 
exposed. He felt desperate and hopeless. 
 
The killers drew their guns as they came skidding to a halt below, flipped up their 
visors, leapt from their bikes and sprinted towards the wall of the building. They 
stopped abruptly and looked up to where the two urchins were lying flat and they 
smirked with glee. As killers and hunters do when they have cornered and 
trapped their helpless prey. They enjoyed the pain and wailing of Boyet. 
 
“Now we got them, the bastards, they gave us a hell of trouble and now these 
fucking pests will pay the price. The Boss-man will increase our cut of the 
collection,” Snakehead said. The tattoo for which he was known was about to spit 
its deadly poison. “Yeah, we got them trapped. Okay, you want to let me go up 
there and fuck the Blondie, you waste the other kid from here, easy shot,” Hitman 
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said.  
 
In their bloodlust and high on crystal meth generously supplied by the big boss, 
the killers had their prey cornered and were confident that there was no chance 
of escape. They could do what they liked with them. 
 
“No better not, keep to the job and finish them off,” Snakehead replied and looked 
around the site for a better more elevated firing position. 
 
They wanted a dominating position to shoot down on their helpless victims. So 
that was the way the boys were to die like Jaime and Jimmy. To get that elevated 
firing position they holstered their guns and clambered up the pile of old 
refrigerators to the top of the rusting container van with its doors hanging open on 
broken hinges and long grass and weeds growing around it in this derelict 
garbage dump that was to be their killing ground. 
 
Boyet wailed again releasing the pitiful anguished cry of the abandoned child 
calling out for his unknown mother and the childhood love he had never known. 
Then he fell silent, almost blinded by tears. Boyet turned over on his stomach 
and wriggled closer to his friend Ricky for comfort in the last moments. Together 
in life they were to be together in death. They both lay flat. Ricky kept his eyes on 
the killers, the prey watching the predator. 
 
The killers knew they had them trapped and went slowly to the kill. They dropped 
to a half-kneeling position on top of the container van. They had their elevated 
firing position above the boys who were now looking up at them fearful and 
begging them not to do it. “Sir, Sir! Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! We will never tell, 
never tell, we saw nothing,” Ricky called out, “don’t shoot us, we are coming 
down.” 
 
The killers did not want them to come down and immediately stretched out their 
arms full length, held their guns in both hands to steady their weapons and 
absorb the recoil and aimed with care, held their breath as they squeezed the 
trigger with finality. At that split second the van suddenly shifted, the guns fired 
with two deafening bangs and the bullets kicked up the dust inches from the 
heads of the boys and buried themselves in the concrete roof. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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Hundreds of miles away in Romblon Island Father Sebastian Lopez had just 
awakened from his siesta and was walking in his rectory garden beside the 
ancient Spanish church where he was parish priest for the past twenty years. He 
heard the church bell clang and yet it was not the time for the Angeles, the call to 
prayer. That was a rare event; indeed it took four boys pulling on the rope to 
make that heavy bell ring.  
 
He looked up in amazement and wonder at the bell tower and heard another 
clang and he felt the tremor beneath his feet. A feeling of fear and panic gripped 
him as the earth shook in a 6.5 earthquake. He stumbled and was knocked off 
balance and fell to the ground and looked up as a high portion of the six hundred-
year-old church wall began to crumble and great stones came raining down on 
him. He screamed and died.  
 
That same tremor ran through the archipelago as the tectonic plates, a kilometer 
below the Pacific Ocean, shifted with gigantic force until it reached the container 
van. Suddenly it shook, the killers paused, lowered their guns as they crouched 
and looked around as if looking for the gigantic hand that had caused the sudden 
movement. 
 
Then it stopped and they looked towards their quarry to shoot them dead. At the 
precise moment of the tremor another unforeseen event occurred. The mighty 
winds that blow across the Pacific Ocean picked up the fluffy clouds that 
obscured the tropical sun and carried them westwards and uncovered the blazing 
searing rays that burst into a clear blue patch of sky and shone in all its blinding 
glory directly into the shooters’ eyes, so strongly that their dark sunglasses could 
not block it. 
 
At that same moment Ricky saw his chance. He reached over and grabbed 
Boyet's wrist, jumped up, pulled the astonished Boyet to his feet and shouted, 
“Boyet, get up, we run and jump, NOW!” In a flash they were up and running the 
length of the flat roof gaining momentum with every stride holding hands. 
Together they ran, eyes wide, mouth open gasping for air, hearts pounding, legs 
pumping with all their strength propelling them forward in a wild desperate dash 
for the edge of the flat roof. 
 
The killers saw the movement and in a second had raised, leveled, aimed and 
squeezed off their deadly shots as the boys ran. Bang, Bang, Bang, the guns 
jumped in their hands as they fired, the noise was deafening, the bullets whizzed 
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past Boyet and Ricky’s heads as they approached the edge and made a mighty 
leap into the abyss. 
 
For a few seconds they soared like eagles launching from a mountain ledge into 
the open sky. Their skinny bodies went flying through space powered by the 
velocity of their desperate leap, the pull of gravity, the spin of the planet, the fear 
of death drew them down to the dark polluted watery grave below. 
 
Their leap to death with outstretched arms, still holding hands as friends in life so 
in death and it would not be death that was not in vein. They had taken a stand; 
they had defied the merchants of murder and bravely challenged the killers to 
their face. They were driven by the instinct to survive, to live to fight or take flight. 
Yet this was flight into the unknown, a brave way to die by their own free decision   
better than being shot like dogs and their life to be taken by another. The death 
squad killing was merciless, a shot to the head, devoid of dignity and respect.  
 
They closed their eyes tightly and with their long hair streaming upward turned 
their faces to the sky as if unable to face what lay below them. Still holding hands 
they hit the water with their heels and two mighty splashes leapt skywards as 
they sank into the deep. The captain of a big Banka boat saw them leaping from 
such a height and called out to the crew. They all looked to the sky and saw the 
wild leap of death. He knew they could not survive such a fall. To his mind it was 
two lovers in a suicide jump, for them it was the end. He spun the wheel in the 
cockpit of the boat and turned towards where they would hit the water to retrieve 
the bodies, as was the solemn duty of every boat’s captain. What a way to die, 
he thought.  
 
In shock and breathless Ricky and Boyet sank like stones towards the riverbed. 
When they had reached the point of no return they began kicking for all they were 
worth and slowed their decent, and then kicked again and began to return to the 
surface and seconds before drowning they burst into the light of day gasping for 
air. They were alive. 
 
The killers immediately climbed down from the top of the van over the pile of 
rusting refrigerators and ran to the edge of the embankment and looked down 
towards the river. There far below they saw their elusive quarry. They cursed 
their bad luck with a stream of unspeakable obscenities. 
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They were beaten by a combination of natural forces and the instant decision of 
Ricky and Boyet to run and jump in a hail of gunfire. They cursed their bad luck 
again and kicked the dirt and spat on the ground. Hitman jumped on an old 
upturned refrigerator and uttered another stream of obscenities when he went 
through its crumbled rusted wall and could not get out. 
 
Snakehead clenched his fists. In the distance two heads could be seen bobbing 
in the water far out of range. A big Banka boat coming downriver, trailing a white 
wake, churned up by its propellers was changing direction and heading towards 
Boyet and Ricky. 
 
“They will drown, sons of bitches, they don’t have a chance unless they get on 
that Banka boat,” he said pointing towards the river and measuring their chance 
of being rescued. “If they do make it to the boat we got to find that Banka and kill 
them when it gets to the dock, come on, lets go!” Snakehead said. 
 
Hitman with the help of Snakehead had climbed out of the rusted refrigerator and 
he went to the edge and looked down through the binoculars. “They survived and 
are holding on to the Banka boat“ he said. “Yeah, we got to find them. Why Boss-
man wants that Blondie half-breed bastard kid dead I will never understand,” 
Hitman replied, as they walked to their motorbikes. 
 
“They have seen our faces that could be bad for us, and for the Boss-man but we 
can still get them before they squeal to anyone. We got to make a story that we 
killed them and they fell into the river, got that?” Snakehead replied. That was 
their big lie to their gang members and cronies and the Boss-man. 
 
“Yeah, that’s best, we got to get them if they get off that Banka boat lets go to the 
wharf now and ask about when it will dock, okay? It may do night fishing and be 
in tomorrow or the next day,” he replied. “The little rats will tell that bastard lawyer 
Ross Fernandez they saw us in the market and give our description. If he calls in 
the Federal Police investigators from Manila it could be trouble. He must be got 
rid of too. The boss marked him down. The pick-up is out looking for him and if 
they don’t kill him, we will,” he said. 
 
The big biker clicked the handheld radio, “Hello, come in Boss-man, come in.” 
The handheld radio clicked to life and a voice said, “Go ahead.” “Boss, we got 
two little rats in the market, they are dead like you ordered. We taught the lesson 
you wanted.” A harsh voice rasped over the handheld radio, “Right, you sure they 



RICKY	AND	JULIE	

	39 

dead? No witnesses? You got that Blondie kid I want dead?” “Yes Sir, we are 
clear on all counts, we hit the Blondie, we got him by the river and he fell in and 
was carried away, gone.” 
 
The deep crude voice released a stream of obscenities over the handheld radio, 
“You idiots! Sons of a bitch! I have to see him dead. I have to have evidence, I 
want that body, don’t come here without it or I cut your balls off myself! Son of a 
bitch, you got that?” he shouted adding another stream of foul language. “And 
next time don’t use the radio, use that mobile phone I gave you for reporting 
something like this, you got that? Son of a bitch,” he cursed. The radio clicked off.  
 
“Yes Sir. Yes Sir, will do, copy Sir, copy,” Snakehead was scared and turned to 
his companion. “I never heard Boss-man get so hot headed over a worthless 
street rat. What is it about that kid he hates so much? Maybe he fucked him or 
whatever and got to shut him up permanently now. That brat will squeal like a rat 
in a trap.” 
 
The killers returned to their motorbikes and rode away towards the wharf to 
check if the Banka boat was going to dock and they would finish the job. They 
parked the bikes and waited for an hour. The Banka-boat never arrived.  
 
Ricky and Boyet swam with the current and saw the big ocean-going outrigger 
Banka-boat, a Basnig, as it was called, coming down the river behind them. It 
changed course a little and slowed its engines and passed close by. The boys 
swam towards the boat and grabbed hold of the bamboo stabilizers that 
stretched out on both sides of the big boat like the outstretched wings of a 
seagull. They were pulled along as the boat made its way downriver.  
 
They hung on as the big boat dipped into the swell and carried them down the 
river under the Quirino Bridge and then under the Bolton Bridge. The Basnig left 
a white foamy wake behind it as it made its way towards the distant ocean and 
the rich fishing grounds carrying Ricky and Boyet to an unknown destination and 
a dangerous future. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
 
 
 

DOM ORTEGA AND DEVELIO 
 
 
 
 
Twelve years previously almost to the day before the murder of Jimmy and 
Jaime a smartly dressed woman named Laura Develio arrived in the village of 
San Isidero with an air of arrogance and a notable attitude of racial superiority. 
Her convoy of vehicles drew up and she had an offer to make to the villagers and 
peasants of the hacienda. It was an offer that had to do with the predatory 
desires of her spoiled brat nephew, Dominique Ortega, son of Dom Ortega. 
 
She was the sister of Dom Ortega, the powerful governor and owner of the 
hacienda L’Aquila and owner of a great fortune in business enterprises. She 
married the former hacienda security chief Daniel Develio who had died in a 
firefight with rebel farmers demanding their land rights. The village was not five 
kilometers from the sprawling sugar cane and banana plantations of the hacienda. 
She had a specific mission, orders from The Dom to carry out.  
 
The previous day The Dom, as he was called, was sitting in his spacious hard 
wooden floor reception room in what was a sumptuous Spanish style villa. Part of 
the great forests that once reigned over the land and were once home to the 
hunters and gatherers of the indigenous people was now his floor. They were cut 
and sold abroad and the people almost starved and driven into poverty. They 
struggled to be upland farmers planting on the mountainsides. The Dom had 
made a lot of money from illegal logging. It wasn’t technically illegal; he had given 
logging permits to his own companies, one of the perks of office.  
 
He was a balding over-weight jowl-faced patriarch in his late sixties with thin 
white hair and he claimed to be of direct Spanish decent, a claim of which he was 
immensely proud. His portrait hanging in the reception area of the big house on 
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the hacienda showed him as a youth, dressed in the tight pants and gold 
embroidered waistcoat of a Spanish matador complete with red cape and killing 
sword. He was standing in a bullring with a dead bull just behind him, and in the 
far background was another bull with head bent, pawing the ground, ready to 
charge. The matador looked grim and determined ready to kill yet again.  
 
On this particular day before his sister was sent to the village of San Isidero, he 
was dressed in a long sleeved white shirt with a high open collar and his pants 
were held up with red braces. He wore leather shoes and his fingers were 
adorned with two rings and around his neck a gold chain with a cross. He held a 
glass of wine and was musing on the large picture of himself lost in fantasy. 
 
His Caucasian features, light colored skin completion might have been evidence 
of past invaders of Spain from the Vikings to the Romans or migrations from 
France and perhaps an English Gordano ancestor. For this Filipino aristocrat of 
supposed Spanish decent white skin was racially superior. The painting sent a 
message that here was a powerful man who could kill a mighty bull, a 
courageous man ready to take on the world, sword in hand. The picture was a 
fantasy; Dom Ortega was a brutal coward, and more than a bull killer. 
 
Look what I did to the bull, it seemed to say, think what I could do to you. His life 
was a spectacular lie. He had never been in a bullring in his life. The Dom, or 
master, as he was also called, was a man of great pride and arrogance, a 
powerful landlord and governor of the province and head of the Ortega family 
dynasty. He was a rich landowner, a mining investor and exporter of Nickel and 
magnetite and collaborator with the multinational corporations.  
 
They were, according to him, developing the country yet most of the people 
gained nothing from the exploitation of their natural resources and the destruction 
of their environment and the take over of the ancestral lands of the indigenous 
people. He was one of the ruling elite of the country with connections to the 
occupant of the presidential palace in Malacañang itself. 
 
His only son Dominique Ortega was also present, sprawled on a sofa and he 
looked just like his youthful father in the painting, light skinned, superior and 
arrogant. He was secretly mocked with the nickname El Toro, the bull, by the 
retainers and the peasants. He was an arrogant bully. He could have been the 
bull in the background of the painting, waiting to challenge and takeover. He was 
legitimate heir to the Ortega fortune and only male offspring could inherit.  
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In another interpretation by his more astute critics he was the slain bull, his life 
was over, dead, due to drugs and a life of vice and promiscuity. His youthful 
ambitions and ideas had been slain by the dominating father and his violent 
behavior. Dom Ortega was a wife beater. Father and son tolerated each other; 
they needed each other for their own desires and ambitions. 
 
Dominique was a spoiled brat twenty-six years old and the only direct heir to the 
estate and fortune of his father. His mother has passed away some years 
previously brokenhearted by the beatings and the depraved life, domestic 
violence and cruel streak of The Dom and the wasted life of her son. 
 
“I heard that you are smitten with a young girl from the plantation, a peasant girl, 
it is forbidden to cohabit with the peasants,” The Dom said to his son. “No, I don’t 
want her for a live-in partner but to have her around is all I ask, to be available, a 
maid perhaps,” he answered vaguely.  
 
“You can have any of the other selected girls from the aristocratic Manila families, 
they are our kind, they owe me, and you ought to be satisfied with one of them. 
We don’t want to cause unrest with the peasant families taking one of their girls 
here into the Villa L’Aquila as a play girl, even as a servant girl. It could be a 
liability. You know, we had runaways before and it was dangerous because of 
that priest and his lawyer. The villagers are restless with the drought. It is time 
that you select a wife from the Manila families. I can arrange it, they are 
respectable, of noble ancestry and will bear you a son and heir,” The Dom replied 
voicing his old fashioned ideas.  
 
“I am not yet ready for that, to settle down, that will come in time,” his son 
answered, sullen and moody drinking a beer. “You know that you will succeed 
me and you must have a male heir. It is the family legacy and my desire and the 
law and custom that only a male will inherit the property, the estate and the lands. 
It is time for you to marry, I insist upon it,” the older man said looking at his 
fantasy portrait and sipping his imported wine.   
 
El Toro smirked. There was nothing the old man could make him do anymore. He 
had done everything he was ordered to do until his late adolescence, he had a 
tough disciplined childhood and then he tried to break away from the power and 
influence of his father after his mother had died. He went to Manila to study and 
stayed away from the hacienda after graduation. It had angered his father as his 
only son and heir had gone astray. 
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It was a time when he was hitting drugs with his gang, sons of the elite scions 
that he was involved with in violence and murder. That was the result of a brutal 
hazing ritual during an initiation rite of a new member into his vicious fraternity. 
The son of a very powerful politician died during the torture of the hazing ritual 
and El Toro, the son of The Dom, was accused. He had to leave Manila after an 
expensive deal was made to have the charges against him archived. They could 
be revived. 
 
The Dom had to remind him of the pending court case from time to time to keep 
him in line. Yet The Dom let him have his way in running the hacienda with Laura 
Develio, his Aunt, although he, The Dom, kept a strict control over the finances. 
 
“You know I can’t go to Manila yet,” the son replied, “I have to hang around here 
and its boring and stifling and I got to have something to occupy me. I liked that 
girl since I saw her during the fiesta last year, I’d like to have her.” 
 
The Dom was silent and thoughtful. He was aware of that reality and he planned 
a great ball at the hacienda for his son to meet and be engaged to a young 
woman of the Manila clans. The Dom was anxious for his son to marry one of the 
descendants of another Spanish family in Manila to continue the bloodline, 
preferably with links to the Spanish aristocracy and have male children but it did 
not happen. But in the mean time he needed to keep his son close to the 
hacienda and indulge his pleasures. They were similar to his inclinations. He also 
knew it was not the time for marriage and in the meantime his son had to be 
controlled, guarded and his urges and desires satisfied safely and the inheritance 
protected.  
 
“I will see what can be arranged about the young girl. What is her name, you 
know it?” he asked. “Yes, Julie Resale,” El Toro replied with a lewd smile, 
“Develio knows the family.” 
 
Laura Develio, Auntie of El Toro, was to do the arranging with the Rasala family. 
Dominique and his sexual life had to be managed too. She was busy keeping El 
Toro out of harms way and providing a safe location where he could have his 
sexual urges satisfied and never to get a venereal disease or HIV-Aids or have 
an heir outside marriage. He had many enemies and needed bodyguards. 
 
She knew the relatives of the family whose son he killed in the hazing incident, 
wanted to kill him. A life for a life they believed and they likely prayed for revenge. 
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There were some things that money and influence could not buy and the death of 
a favorite son was one of them. The Ortega family dynasty had enemies. The 
corrupt elite always believed that God would bless whatever they did. They could 
remove an enemy from this earth and the act would be blessed.  
 
Such religious insanity prevailed in the twisted belief of those of the less than one 
percent that ruled the nation. It was now more than a hundred million people and 
most of them poor. The wealthy elite dynastic families believed they had 
privileges and entitlements and a right to rule. Those upstart political families 
coming from the local communities and city mayors were considered by the 
establishment as ignorant, inferior, and violent. They could justify anything, even 
the death squads to win power and hold on to it. Deals had to be made with them 
to get them on the side of the elite. 
 
After the talk between The Dom and his son, Laura Develio was called to the 
office of The Dom. She had recently arrived back from the United States where 
she studied business administration and economics. She did not know the recent 
history of the hacienda. 
 
They had a long conversation and she left a worried woman but one with a 
mission and a plan. She rode in the air-conditioned four-wheel drive Land Rover 
with her farm manager Bert Alverez to the village of San Isidero. Alverez was a 
heavy build man, the bearing of a soldier, and he had been one. He applied as 
security chief of the hacienda. He was hired and brought his gang of mercenaries, 
former military with him. Some had been thrown out of the military for atrocities. 
He rode with Develio to the village on the orders of The Dom.  
 
This was where the farm workers and tenant farmers lived with their families. 
Develio had Alverez and two armed bodyguards with her. That was a precaution 
since there were bands of communist New People’s Army, and other guerrilla 
groups coming into the area from time to time. They were those farmers who had 
suffered injustices and were victims of land grabbing by Dom Ortega.  
 
The convoy of three vehicles drove in a dust storm along the perimeter of the 
dried out sugar cane fields that were bare and dead. The drought had killed the 
crop. Emaciated farm workers covered their faces with their tattered work stained 
T-shirts as the dust covered them like a sand storm as Develio drove passed. 
The peasants stood in sullen poverty, their clothes were dirty dust covered rags, 
and their faces were the storybook of impoverished hungry farmers. 
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The hacienda security chief Alverez, was the enforcer and bully of the 
surrounding district. He did whatever Develio and El Toro ordered. He was also 
head of the security detail that guarded the Villa and the family day and night. He 
was the person to fear most and his group of mercenaries; a private army would 
enforce the orders. Laura Develio brought him with her to the village to impress 
upon the poor rural folk that they had better cooperate and give in to her 
demands. What she wanted, she got, just like The Dom, whatever he wanted he 
took.  
 
The dirt road was potholed and the vehicle was going slow. The escort vehicles 
with two armed bodyguards in each came behind swallowing the dust kicked up 
by the Land Rover. Develio and Alverez were in the back seat of the center of the 
lead vehicle discussing how to persuade the villagers to give up their children to 
work in the city. The previous day her first plan was to order them in obedience to 
come to her but The Dom did not approve that. She believed it was beneath her 
status to go to the peasants. The Dom ordered her to go to them and to get the 
girl that his son was attracted to and wanted. It would keep him out of trouble, he 
believed. 
 
“It is a sensitive mission, you know, Mam. They may be worthless peasants but 
they are the workers and they may refuse to send their daughters to work in the 
jobs you promise them and cause a lot of trouble. We don’t want the communists 
raiding and burning the farms again. Although the drought has ruined the crops, 
there is little left to burn,” Alverez said. 
 
“Leave it to me to make the offer,” Develio replied. “They can be hard-headed 
and may not agree to send the children with me. They are ignorant and lazy, low 
life, and those teenagers are better off in the jobs I will offer them in the city than 
going to school. They will learn nothing there that’s useful.” 
 
“Yes Mam, it’s a parish school set up by that troublesome priest Father Alfonso. 
The priest that sheltered and interviewed the servant girls put us in danger. We 
couldn’t close it down, that school is teaching all about history and land reform 
and children’s rights, nothing about our rights,” Alverez retorted. 
 
“So called education of peasants is bad news it only makes them know things 
they shouldn’t. Education is what we say it is. Yes, you are correct. It can give 
peasants dangerous ideas you know,” Develio answered. Then she went on 
boasting. “I am a graduate of the Harvard Business School, you know. I know 
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these things, am I not right Alverez?” 
 
“Yes Mam, you are always right, and do the right thing,” Alverez answered 
reinforcing her pride. “Yes, I am and I do,” she replied smug in her self-
righteousness. “It is a good thing that you got rid of the radical priest. What was 
his name, do you remember?” she asked. 
 
“Yes Mam, I told you, Father Alfonso was his name, and he moved to the city and 
now runs a child care shelter. He had a group of radicals with him in the parish; 
he called it a parish council and social justice group. I was ordered to investigate 
them and put them under surveillance and report to Dom Ortega. We did it and 
he passed the information to the police and military. Now we have the military 
helping to monitor their movements, The Dom pays the police.” 
 
“Is that so, and how did you get rid of him,” she wanted to know. “I didn’t have 
much to do with it, that was the work of Dom Ortega. He sent a letter to the 
archbishop complaining about the priest’s sermons and the catechism he and his 
teachers were using in the church and in the school. The archbishop asked to 
know the content of the dangerous sermons and lessons, and how they were 
dangerous and to whom and all that. Dom Ortega sent me to listen in to the 
sermons. That was years ago when you were studying abroad, Mam, in the 
United States.” 
 
“Yes, I was away for some years, I went to Harvard as I said, studied economics, 
I didn’t know what was going on here, tell me more about it.” “Yes Mam, that was 
my assignment, intelligence gathering.” “Really? You were sent to spy? Ha ha 
ha! Good for you, you were not converted by the sermons I see.” Develio laughed 
a loud ugly laugh.  
 
“True Mam, it was by strict instruction of The Dom. He told us that the clergy and 
nuns working with the peasants were dangerous to the interests of his business 
and landowners group. They were organizing the independent sugar farmers into 
a cooperative; they even had their own small sugar mill paid for by some foreign 
fair trade group”.  
 
“Did that succeed? Those peasants were able to run their own sugar mill?” “Yes, 
Mam, they learned how to do it and another was being built. The mills are small, 
using local materials and basic machinery; most of it is manual work. The idea of 
them processing their own sugar, and selling the finished sugar for export at a 
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higher price was catching on. The Dom and the hacienda growers association 
had a lower fixed price for the raw sugar cane. The Dom was not pleased with 
the competition of the fair trade buyers and the farmers’ cooperative supplying 
them. Our big mill was not getting enough raw sugar cane from the tenant 
farmers and independent growers; to make it profitable we had to stop it.” 
 
“So Dom Ortega’s association of hacienda owners was losing heavily?“ “That’s 
correct Mam. No one had ever imagined that it was possible. The small sugar 
cane farmers had never organized before, never made sugar, they planted and 
harvested, they were mostly tenant farmers and in the past they always sold the 
raw cane to our mill. We had the market and we made millions of pesos profit. 
But they were taught to mill and produce their own raw sugar Mascobado and 
were taking over a large part of the market and exporting the Mascobado sugar 
too,” he said.  
 
“I thought that the sugar plantation owners had control of the export market for 
sugar, how could they loose?” Develio was astonished that there could be 
competition. Her economic studies at Harvard had not prepared her to deal with 
local economic development. Capital was king and where and how did the small 
farmers get the support was her question to Alverez. 
 
“Well the small farmers found an alternative market in Europe. The fair trade 
importers would only buy from their fair trade farmers’ cooperatives and they paid 
much higher prices than the world price. So more and more farmers joined and 
we had to rely only on what we produced ourselves.” 
 
“So this priest was behind it. Organizing a sugar cooperative, that was bad news 
for us and the big planters group. How was the priest got rid off? How did you 
stop that subversive activity that’s not representing the kind of church we know? 
These are subversives,” she complained. 
 
“No, he was not the organizer. He was a supporter and partly the inspiration. 
Another leader, the brother of an archbishop, organized the farmers with a group 
of left wing radicals, peasant lovers you might say.” 
 
“What did The Dom do about him?” Develio asked somewhat astonished that she 
had not heard about this when she was abroad. Alverez did not answer that right 
away. He went on to describe his spying mission.  
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“When Dom Ortega sent me to attend church and record it, I heard this Father 
Alfonso, long hair, serious face and a quite voice, talking about the hacienda, 
saying the pesticides were dangerous, the chemical fertilizer was killing the 
organisms and Monsanto genetic modification technology would do more harm 
than good. He was encouraging more small farmers to join the cooperative. He 
was getting the students and their parents to sign a petition to the President to 
stop the use of pesticides and testing of the special corn seeds supplied by 
Monsanto.” 
 
“Couldn’t you ‘take him out’ or something?” Develio snapped angrily hinting at a 
violent solution. She was affronted by this story. The very thought of a member of 
the clergy standing against them was an insult and a provocation. Who was this 
priest to question them, she demanded to know, and then she said, “The proper 
place for the priest is in the rectory, that’s his place. Saying prayers, delivering 
the sacraments and blessing the statue of the royal. Santo Niño as the clergy has 
always done in the past for us when they knew their place. It is outrageous, a 
priest challenging us like that!” she said, remembering that Dom Ortega was the 
patron and sponsor of the Santo Niño.  
 
Every year the statue of the Child Jesus was paraded in colorful procession 
through the local town. It was dressed in royal red and gold robes holding a 
scepter, a golden globe and wearing a gold crown, symbols of power which Dom 
Ortega considered were his too. The Santo Niño was wrongly used to bestow 
worldly glory on the sponsoring family and by implication approve and bless their 
wealth and status. 
 
It was a misdirected devotion, captured by the rich, many who were Catholic in 
name but not Christian. In some towns according to more progressive church 
people, the procession was almost a cult, twisted into giving symbolic approval of 
oppressive power to them. It was a contradiction of the very gospel and words of 
Jesus of Nazareth who had declared the children to be the most important of all 
and who himself challenged the rich and the powerful. He was unjustly killed for 
it; an innocent man receiving a death penalty. His message had been long buried 
and forgotten by the established church but not by the real Christians. That was 
why in some places diverted religious devotions have their uses in getting people 
to believe in miracles, to be complacent, docile and accepting the rule of the rich. 
This The Dom had found very useful for his political ambitions.  
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“The priest Alfonso told his parishioners that the statue was belonging to the 
whole community and ought not to be sponsored or used by one family only. He 
gave a sermon one day which I heard and noted,” Alverez told Develio. It was 
true that father Alfonso had given a sermon about the statue. Many remembered 
it and it was so powerful the community took back ownership of the devotion and 
changed the red robes of royalty to those of a peasant child wearing flip-flops 
instead of golden shoes. 
 
“The statue is not magical,” Father Alfonso told the church congregation on the 
feast of the Child Jesus and he read out the words at the beginning of Matthew’s 
gospel account in chapter 18. “Do you not know that Jesus of Nazareth was 
asked by the wealthy people who among them were the most important in God’s 
Kingdom? The answer that Jesus gave was to call a little child and place that 
child in front of the gathered assembly of elders, lawyers and rich leaders and 
said that this child was the most important of all in the Kingdom of God and 
whoever accepted the child accepted himself and his Father in heaven who sent 
him,” he told a startled congregation.  
 
Then he went on, “That was two thousand years ago and the child was the most 
important person in the world according to Jesus himself. But the world and 
religious leaders forgot or ignored that important and powerful truth. Children are 
number one for Jesus and should be also for all of us. Humans of all religions are 
called to respect the rights and dignity of children above all others as it is written 
also in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,” he said. 
 
“That’s what he said?” Develio asked Alverez. Telling them not to respect our 
rights to sponsor the Santo Niño?” “No he said much more, it was very critical of 
our operations Mam, and I don’t remember it all of course but it was something 
about Jesus Christ that he was for the poor and he challenged the rich to repent 
and share the wealth which was a stolen from the poor and make a world of 
equality.” 
 
“How do you know that what he said?” she asked. “I recorded it on my smart 
phone,” Alverez answered. “Do you want to hear it?” “If you have it there, play it.” 
Alverez took out the cell phone and turned on the speaker and played back the 
sermon.  
 
The voice of Father Alfonso was heard saying, “Jesus of Nazareth was the son of 
a carpenter. He was a poor man who espoused the rights of the poor and the 
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oppressed. He healed and he sought social justice and challenged the authorities 
and fought for the dignity and equality of every human person, especially the 
poor, the sick and hungry and unemployed. He promoted generous wages and 
challenged the rich politicians and priests in the temple to repent and share their 
wealth in making a just society. They did not like him. He was a threat to their 
reputations, power and control over the people and the wealth of the temple. He 
kicked over the tables of the moneylenders that were doing corrupt business 
inside the temple, the House of God. He upset the local economy. So they 
framed him up with false charges and got the Romans to give him the death 
penalty. You must think and pray about these events when you look upon the 
crucifix,” he said in that well remembered sermon. 
 
Develio, was shocked, “Such subversive sermons, causing rebellion, what was 
the reaction of The Dom, taking him out?” “ Well Mam,” Alverez answered 
Develio. “Taking him out of the parish was the plan,” Alverez said ignoring the 
suggestion that he would resort to violence against the outspoken priest. 
Although it had been discussed as several priests and pastors had been 
assassinated and it would cause political and social problems and lead back to 
them. It would not be politically expedient at that time The Dom said.” 
 
Alverez went on, “Dom Ortega got his staff to write up a complaint and got a 
delegation of business people to go to the Archbishop and demanded that the 
troublesome priest be removed because he was against the hacienda and he 
was stirring up trouble teaching what sounded like communist propaganda.” 
 
“Did the Archbishop do it, get him out, I mean?” Develio asked. “No Mam, the 
Archbishop refused to move Father Alfonso and it turned out that the real 
organizer of the cooperative and the farmers was not the priest but that a certain 
Romy, the one I mentioned earlier, the brother of the Archbishop no less. He was 
a social reformer and he was working with the priest,” Alverez said. 
 
He went on to the growing anger of Develio, “The archbishop said they were 
doing the right thing and putting into practice the social justice teaching of the 
Church in his parish as he was bound to do, it was the way out of poverty, and 
the Hacienda Owners Association ought to do more to help the hungry families of 
the poor farmers on their plantations, that’s what he said, The Dom was furious.”  
 
“Rightly so,” Develio answered. “Then what happened, what did The Dom do 
about the brother of the Archbishop to stop him? I was abroad and missed all of 
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this,” she said. Alverez was silent and did not answer. Develio looked at him with 
a quizzical look, “Well, answer me! What happened?” “Nothing to do with us, 
there was a shooting. He died, was shot, near the market, by a death squad. 
They said he was a dangerous communist.” 
 
Develio looked in front for her at the village that was ahead. She nodded in grim 
approval. That was the only way to stop them she thought. There was nothing 
more to ask. It had nothing to do with them. It was over and the hacienda 
business was safer because of it. 
 
“Then some more farmers were killed and the farmer’s mill was burnt down,” 
Alverez calmly added as if he was talking about a rain shower. “It was a great 
loss for them, better for us.” Develio nodded in approval again. “It’s the only way,” 
she said. 
 
“Soon after that,” Alverez went on, “the priest, Father Alfonso, was under 
surveillance and hit men were waiting for him. His work became impossible, so 
he left the trained parish social workers to continue the work and he moved to the 
city and started a shelter for the street children. We kept him under surveillance 
to be sure he did not return to the parish to cause us more trouble.” 
 
“Well, good that was the end of the farmers revolt and they had no mill and 
presumably could not supply the sugar to their so-called fair trade customers, lost 
their market then,” she said with satisfaction when she heard what had happened 
to Romy and Father Alfonso. 
 
“Well, international delegations came from the fair trade groups, you know, and 
they protested the killings and promised to rebuild the mills and continue to buy 
the sugar. They were dammed liberals and an interfering group, causing more 
trouble and embarrassed the hacienda owners and Dom Ortega. Did you know 
what they did then?” Alverez asked. “No I never heard, your people did not keep 
me informed.” “Some of the farmers turned to mango farming. They were 
organized into an association with a fair trade organization here in the Philippines 
and were paid higher prices for all their mangos and they did well and survived. 
Their mangos were processed to dried mangos and mango puree and sold to the 
world fair trade market Mam.” 
 
“Really? So that’s how they recovered. What is the name of that fair trade mango 
organization?” “I can’t remember it. Something like ProFairTrade, or Preda Fair 
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Trade. They are based in Olongapo City near Subic Bay where we have the 
hotel,” he said. “I will look it up when I will go to Subic on the next visit. We need 
to find a way to close this Preda Fair Trade down. It’s challenging our business 
and us. I will go to Subic Bay next month. We will soon be having some important 
business people needing a welcome and entertainment at the hotel,” she said. 
 
Now that they were getting close to the village Develio began to regret it and 
cursed the order of The Dom for her to go personally. The vehicles were going 
very slowly over the uneven bumpy dirt road. The wheels stirred up the dust and 
the second and third vehicle was covered in the fine yellow dust of drought. 
There was drought, hunger and devastation in the village and the surrounding 
countryside. The people were desperate. 
 
“Alverez, do you know why The Dom did not order the villagers to bring their 
children to the hacienda and order them to give their teenage daughters to work 
in the city?” “That would cause a social disturbance, Mam Develio. Nowadays 
they know that they have rights and we can’t take their children to work wherever 
we like. They know we must sign a legal agreement, they have to be persuaded.” 
 
“Years ago we ordered them to do what we liked and they did it. So what 
changed while I was abroad? You went soft of the peasants?” “Education,” 
Alverez answered. “What do you mean?“ “Education, social rights education, 
human rights education. In times past the people did what they were told but the 
likes of that priest and his helpers have been to the village and gave seminars to 
the villagers about their rights and human trafficking laws. In the parish school 
they teach the youngsters about their human rights. That’s why we forced him 
out,” he said. 
 
“What the hell did he tell the people besides that sermon we just heard?” “He 
advised them to get legal help at the city Child Watch center. Its different now,” 
Alverez continued, “the villagers can get legal help from the dammed human 
rights lawyers, like Ross Fernandez. He works with that priest and we could be 
charged in court if we took the kids to work anywhere without their parents written 
permission. Human trafficking is a serious Philippine law and an international 
crime,” Alverez said. 
 
“So what? We got the police and judges on our side, there is nothing that a little 
money can’t fix, is there?” “Mostly not, but they have activist lawyers. They can 
file a case of coercion or human trafficking in Manila and get the Commission on 
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Human Rights to investigate and that’s where we have less influence. That can 
be bad for our business. The anti-traffickers, human rights groups might protest 
on the streets of Cebu and Manila and target our mining and international partner 
corporations,” he said. 
 
“But we have the anti-riot police to take care of them in minutes, grab the ring 
leaders, jail tem, beat them up, teach them a lesson, take them out of circulation. 
The mayors are friends of Dom Ortega. He has them in his pocket. They have 
firepower, security teams; no one can touch them, what’s stopping us? And we 
have the hit squads, right?” Develio asked angrily wondering how their absolute 
authority and power could be thwarted or challenged. 
 
“Here we can do it, Mam, and we pressure them to do what we want. It’s 
necessary sometimes, but nowadays the story goes out on social media, makes 
it impossible to control the Internet story, and social media. It’s all on smart 
phones now, cheap ones from China. The priest and social workers gave them to 
the people, taught them how to make videos and send it over the Internet to 
media outlets. They give them money to buy a load so they can use the phones 
to report violations and abuse.” 
 
“What do you mean the peasants have cell phones and know how to use them?” 
Develio asked incredulously. “It’s a nightmare, Mam, excuse me, and any action 
we take could go international in hours. Besides it can arouse protest in other 
countries, that’s why we ought not bring international attention to us. It’s bad for 
all business, you understand Mam, all business,” he said. 
 
Develio sat upright and looking at Alverez, their eyes met, and she nodded in 
understanding. That was the unspoken business that was taboo to mention or 
talk about. Develio nodded and fell silent after this truth about the international 
solidarity movements sank in and how it could bring attention to their connections 
with other shady business interests. 
 
She had to face the inevitable and go to the villages and talk to the people there 
and persuade them to sign agreements if she wanted to get girls for The Dom’s 
son. She could control the girls and through them control him. He had no interest 
in marriage to the consternation of Dom Ortega. That was a subject of heated 
arguments between father and son. Marriage, El Toro, said, at his age of 26 was 
too controlling, he would be locked down with family and children and without 
freedom to do what he liked. 
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The Dom had forbidden him and his bodyguards to visit just any brothel for 
security reasons, they were too dangerous, and the Ortega family dynasty had 
enemies. Besides El Toro was likely to get sex workers pregnant and 
endangering his bloodline with bastard children and that had to be avoided at all 
costs. Besides the sex tourists with sexually transmitted diseases, especially 
HIV-Aids, frequently infected workers. So El Toro had to have his own special 
girls. 
 
Disease among sex workers was widespread of which there were thousands. All 
were young and older girls and women held by debt bondage in the sex bars. 
They couldn’t leave or they would be arrested and jailed. Many had children and 
had to support them without husbands. Sex tourists used them and left them 
especially if they were pregnant. 
 
Develio’s job was to provide him with virgins, with so-called safe, clean and 
protected sex. This was her task given by The Dom. She needed virgins and the 
best place to get them is in the rural villages. The villages are a recruiter’s 
paradise and frequented by the traffickers recruiting for the sex bars. Develio had 
brought the contract agreement papers ready for the parents to sign. 
 
She looked at the threadbare workers on the side of the road. “All of these are 
working on the plantation?” she asked. “Not at the moment Mam, because of the 
drought caused by dammed climate change and global warming. There is 
nothing we can do. Once the rains come we will need workers to plant and cut 
the cane, plant the rice and corn and harvest the bananas and work in the mill. 
The drought and the change in the climate have brought on a lot of big problems,” 
he said. 
 
“I don’t believe that about climate change, its rubbish. I heard about it in the 
United States and half the sciences say its not true and it is a plot to end the 
Middle East oil power and give the United States the power through oil extraction 
of the oil in the tar sands from Canada,” Develio replied.  
 
“Well it’s getting very hot these days Mam. Besides it is affecting the workers, 
there are many health problems, sick workers and children, they are 
malnourished according to Doctor Bacay.” 
 
“Well that just suits me fine because they will be all the more agreeable to take 
the jobs I will offer their teenage daughters. The girls are no good in the fields 
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anyway there is no work and I have a better job for them to do.” 
“Well Mam, the little girls used to work in the fields. When they got to be eight 
years old they could help their parents with the planting, that was until that 
meddling priest and his social workers and that lawyer brought a legal action 
against the hacienda for child labor.” “When was that? I wasn’t here then.” 
“That’s when you were in the United States.” “Tell me about it later,” she said. 
 
The vehicles came to another halt in a cloud of dust near the dried out sugar 
cane fields that stretched away to the horizon, so vast were the land holdings of 
this powerful family. The dried fields, yellow from the sun, were testimony to the 
ravages of the drought and global warming that had held back the monsoon rains. 
 
Develio thought it was disgusting that she had to come here to the dusty fields 
and the hovels of these peasants but The Dom had ordered it and he was not to 
be crossed, disobeyed or questioned. The driver and bodyguard jumped out of 
the vehicle and ran around to open the door for Develio and held an umbrella for 
her to shade her from the sun. 
 
She was careful not to allow a single ray of sun on her soft delicate skin well 
bleached tended with skin whitener cream. She considered herself racially 
superior to the dark skinned village people and everyone else not like her. It was 
a good thing, she said, that Donald Trump got elected and banned all these 
inferior potential migrants, especially Muslims. She had said on numerous 
occasions that she preferred Trump because he would keep out inferior people 
and make America white again. She had a green card, a certificate of residency 
and she was proud of it. She was in her mind more American than Filipino. 
 
Much as she despised the villagers in their primitive bamboo and grass roofed 
houses with outdoor toilets and hand-pumps, she had useful ideas how to use 
them for her own purpose and plans. The Barangay Captain of San Isidro came 
over to greet her as she stepped out of the vehicle.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 
 
 

THE WAKE OF THE TWINS 
 
 
 
 
“I can hardly believe in God any more”, Ross said to as if talking to the shadows. 
“A good God that loves and protects us would not have allowed this to happen to 
the twins and all the others,” he said talking quietly in the darkness lit by the glow 
of candles in the small chapel where he and Father Alfonso were quietly holding 
a vigil for the dead twins. It was early evening and no staff or volunteer from the 
children’s shelter had yet arrived.  
 
On each of the coffins lay a bouquet of white snowdrop like flowers from the 
Sampaquita bush and woven into a wreath by the street kids at the shelter. That 
is where they found protection, comfort and safety but Jimmy and Jaime and the 
others had not yet made that choice. They had been encouraged to think and 
choose to leave the dangers of the street and the market and find a better life 
with education and community life in the home for children. But they were not 
ready to leave as a group, a family of sorts, brothers and sisters. Some wanted to 
live in the children’s home others were not ready for such a dramatic change in 
their lives.  
 
Other children could not leave the freedom of the streets and the market, the only 
life they knew and where they felt they could survive together. Being together 
was all that counted. The friendship that binds is the love that satisfies and they 
needed that experience, it was all they had. It is the human bonding of friendship 
for all humanity that is the most important thing in the world. 
 
It is friendship that brings mutual understanding; it creates closeness without 
words or acts or explanation. It is just being one in spirit with another or others in 
a group. For the children who had never experienced the love in a human family 
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with parents and brothers and sisters, this is all they had. So it was for the small 
band of children. They were friends and it was family love that bound them 
together. The loss of Jamie and Jimmy was devastating, shattering and breaking 
up the unity and harmony of the group. 
 
There was standing invitation to them to live in a safer home, to feel being 
wanted, accepted, respected and cared for by the dedicated staff. Ross was a 
friend to all the market kids; he had been there himself as an abandoned child. 
He was friends with the twins and taught them to play chess, helped them to read 
and write. Now in the chapel he was deep in thought; his heart was hurt by the 
death of the boys, his mind and body ached from the attack that nearly killed him 
that morning. He worried they would try again.  
 
The flowers gave off a distinctive sharp aroma that filled the chapel. The lighted 
candles flickered, an air conditioner hummed in the distant background, a large 
wreath of flowers with a white ribbon set on a bamboo tripod stood sentry beside 
the twins. The message in bold letters on the ribbon read, “Jaime and Jimmy, 
innocent you lived, innocent you died, we will tell the world." Ross and Jill 
composed that line and Father Alfonso said it was just right. 
 
Father Al, as he was fondly called, sat in silent meditation. The words of Ross, 
former street child and then his student, scholar and lawyer graduate challenged 
the faith of every believer. Ross was aching, his leg hurt, he was bruised and 
shivers ran through his body, but the headache had eased with the help of a 
short sleep and aspirin after he left the market. He was still feeling the pain and 
emotional impact of the near death experience and the sight of the dead children 
steeped in their blood on the market veranda.  
 
Sitting before the caskets he felt anger and was on the edge of despair. There 
was nothing or anyone who could stop the relentless killings of children and 
young adults and so called drug suspects by the death squad. It was going on for 
years, it had been reported and investigated by Human Rights Watch, the media, 
Human Rights Commission and many more researchers yet the killing went on 
with impunity.  
 
Ross was a brilliant lawyer but where there was no respect for law he felt his life 
in the courts was just a sham. Many cases all over the country were being fixed 
with bribe money behind the closed doors, child abuse and rape, murders, 
human trafficking and even drug cases despite the government led campaign 
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against drugs.  
 
The candles cast a long dark shadow of the crucifix along the wall and over the 
coffins. He remembered many of the innocent people, human rights advocates, 
pastors and priests, lay missionaries, doctors, journalists and relief workers all 
tortured and murdered since the days of martial law of the Marcos dictatorship 
that had opened the doors to the death squads and assassination teams that had 
killed and disappeared thousands. They killed anyone who stood up and 
protested or advocated human rights and social justice. They were the people 
doing good deeds for the poor and standing up for human rights and their beliefs. 
These were the good people, too few of them left in the world, he thought. 
 
Ross sweated a little at the memory of his brush with death that morning. He 
buried his face in his hands and prayed to a God he could not believe in. If God is 
all what they say God is, then this would never happen, he thought. If you are 
truly there, why this, he asked looking up at the coffins of the twins and the 
crucifix lit by flickering candle light. 
 
The cruelty of that barbaric killing hit him as he looked at the twisted body in 
agony nailed to a wooden cross and he asked himself why do we revere an 
instrument of torture, cruelty, and excruciating death? It is insane; there is 
nothing to celebrate but an acknowledgement of failure, defeat and the death 
penalty for false charges, all for political expediency. 
 
The establishment, the 0.0001 percent of the population, the ruling elite were 
involved in some way. They had some agenda that called for the thousands of 
assassinations by the death squads. Eliminate drug users, most of the poor, and 
clean the Philippines? Jimmy and Jamie were the poorest of the poor. What life 
after death could there be? What resurrection will there be for them? Ross asked 
himself. Dejected he buried his head in his hands. 
 
Father Alfonso sat motionless. He wore his customary blue jeans, white shirt and 
bare feet in leather sandals. His hair grew long and reached his shoulders and 
showed streaks of gray. His eyes were closed, his strong face showed calm, he 
too was meditating, listening, pondering. 
 
Father Alfonso, a man of reflection and action, he had failures and victories in the 
previous assignment in the parish near the hacienda and he knew what Ross 
was going through. The feeling of guilt and failure would be hard on him. Then he 
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spoke, “I don’t know how to answer that question Ross, perhaps no one does. I 
know that same frustration when the God of love and justice we believe in should 
have saved the boys and the many other victims but didn’t. Perhaps we have a 
unrealistic image and expectation of what and who God is,” he said. “Perhaps the 
traditional image is not valid today in these circumstances. How can we imagine 
a pure spirit? If the scripture says ‘God is Love’, then the God has to be seen in 
the actions of people who love others in every way, doing it for goodness sake 
and not for a reward or benefit,” he said quietly. 
 
“That’s where we find ‘God’, in the goodness and unselfish love of people for 
each other and for the poor and the oppressed. God is a force within us, some 
say. It’s not realistic to expect an almighty being to be in charge of and controlling 
all the daily events in every single life on this planet. He gives us the gifts, 
intelligence and ability to fend for ourselves. It’s others through bad deeds that 
diminish our abilities, even from childhood and as we grow up, to overcome 
adversity,” he continued. 
 
He paused and let the words and thoughts stand quietly like candles in the dark 
hoping they would light the gloom and enlightening the mind and heart of Ross. 
“God can’t be understood by humans anyway. Everyone has to experience the 
presence of God within their spirit, when it comes to life after death questions for 
which there are no easy answers. Thinking humans want answers, they want the 
truth but are frequently fed lies, quackery, fake news and propaganda,” he said. 
“One thing is sure, good people that love others will live forever. How that will be, 
we don’t know, but love and goodness is eternal.” 
 
Father Alfonso paused and let his rambling thoughts hang in the air of the chapel. 
Ross replied, “How can we know what is real and unreal and know the truth 
about anything? One person’s truth is another man’s lies,” he replied. 
 
“I can put it another way, if we ask, do we believe in God, if Jesus is divine and 
other questions. For many people that, which they place as the first and most 
important thing in their lives, is what they worship. For them money, power, lust, 
and self-satisfaction, pleasure is their number one, that is there God, that is what 
they worship. Or is our number one eternal goodness, eternal spirit and a higher 
power, Jesus of Nazareth? Everyone has to work it out and live according to 
what they choose to believe,” he said and paused, then impulsively, carried by 
his belief went on. “Many believe in what they are taught by their churches and 
pastors and priests and that is good too so long as it is not extreme radical 
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hatred or war or violence. But they should be encouraged to work out faith for 
themselves and make a commitment to it. Then live out that belief in values by 
actions for justice.” 
 
He stopped and paused. He let the words sit there, “I am sermonizing again, 
sorry, I tend to give speeches when I ought to be quiet,” he said. “No, it’s okay. I 
am listening and learning, it’s helpful to think about these things at times like 
these. We don’t often sit and reflect on our lives and beliefs and actions. We are 
so busy with daily life we forget to live. We are not fully human acting mostly on 
impulse and instinct and not on reason and thinking of right and wrong and 
choosing the right,” Ross said. “Now knowledge, reason, free choice, conscience 
and truth have to decide. That is what makes us human, different from all other 
species on the planet,” he said. 
 
“Yes, I know, you are right, the truth itself is evasive,” Father Al went on, “but if 
we can know it and see with reason and study the evidence, then knowing the 
truth, we will set us free from ignorance and the darkness of an unreflective life. 
But how can we know the truth?” 
 
“You know Ross, when there is no love in people’s hearts or actions and there is 
apathy and indifference then eternal goodness is absent and we have only the 
absence of love. That’s where evil can dominate people’s lives and dominate 
society,” he said, trying to respond with something that might make sense in a 
senseless situation. Why does evil seem to triumph and goodness is in so short 
supply, he often wondered and could not explain but he tried to fill the void he 
knew Ross must feel. He had felt it himself many times.  
 
Ross spoke, “In the market, this morning, there was just the black presence of 
evil, there was no one, no God, no power with compassion to reach out and stop 
the bullets and save the children and the many others shot dead. I feel angry, it is 
the world we live in and we can’t change it now, not yet, not easily, if ever.” 
 
“One day we will, one day Ross we will, and things will change. We have to hope 
and hold out and work for it, and believe that the power of goodness and love is 
stronger than the dark force of evil even if it doesn’t seem so now.” 
 
There was no answer from Ross and Father Alfonso did not expect a reply. The 
candles flickered in the silence; the shadows continued their dance across the 
crucifix. Father Alfonso went on, “Sometimes I can’t believe there is a God either 
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and I can’t prove there is none either. It’s hard to love a personal God we can’t 
understand or see, but we can love others, we can see and know and we can 
stand by our principles and values and bring about goodness in the world. That’s 
more desirable than doing nothing, embracing indifference, sitting on the fence, 
we are doing as much as we can, we are making some difference, your life and 
work is of great value, don’t forget the impact you have made and are still 
making,” he said. 
 
“Well, it nearly ended for me today,” Ross replied. “The warnings, threats and 
attempted hit is evidence of success Ross, not a pleasant one but in our work it 
can be seen as something positive,” Father Alfonso said. “You are a strong 
challenge to the system, the establishment, the elite, to whoever is behind the 
killings and the crimes against children and so is the Child Watch team and the 
home for children,” he said trying to lift his spirit and have a ray of hope. 
 
He went on, “The work and respect we show the children is a message to the 
world. It says violence against children is a crime that must stop. It says they are 
of great value and we respect them and others must respect them also. If many 
more did good then the goodness will be enough to overcome the evil, that’s one 
way I see it. Remember evil comes from people who choose to do evil things not 
any decision or neglect of an unseen, unknown almighty power. If God is Love, 
as the gospel says, and love is in people, then God is in good people who are 
doing good acts. Simplistic as that is, that’s the way I see it,” Father Alfonso said. 
 
He spoke softly but with conviction, understanding only too well what Ross was 
feeling and trying to address and convince him in this dark time when despair 
creeps in to our thoughts and feelings and blurs reason and reality. When we 
loose someone we care about, it is only natural to be sad and depressed but we 
can be lifted out if it is with hope, was the message of Father Alfonso. He added 
more. 
 
“Despair invades us like a virus. We have to shake it off and strengthen our belief 
and conviction that there is more than nothingness for humans,” Father Al said 
and spoke of his own struggle and search for God as he searched for truth and 
justice. He was searching the depths of his own long challenged faith, a faith 
eroded by the avalanche of senseless killings and corruption that was becoming 
intolerable and unbearable. What if this killing became national policy and it went 
national? It was unbearable to think about it. 
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He was talking to himself as much as to Ross and felt he was giving a rambling 
sermon to someone that was no longer his scholar or helper, but a friend. He was 
the father figure that supported Ross throughout life without family or parents. 
There was deep trust between them as they shared the same ideals and vision of 
a just and caring society and worked to bring it about in small ways. He decided it 
would help Ross just to talk and lighten the grim silence of sadness until the 
others came, even if it did not make much sense. 
 
He remained silent after that and hoped it would lighten up the gloomy 
atmosphere. He paused, lost in thought, searching for something more 
meaningful to say at this very difficult time. Sitting there with the dead twins to try 
and explain the unexplainable, trying to express something that would make 
sense of an apparently senseless and meaningless existence and to give life 
some purpose.  
 
The twins had the love of their group of street children and the help of Ross, 
Father Al, Sister Angelica and the social workers. But was it enough to give them 
a happy life without parents, family, education and security? Then to be shot 
dead, killed like vermin? There was just the memory of them that would live on, a 
headstone in the cemetery. Was that a presence among the living? Was there 
more to human life? Would their spirits, their souls, live on in the after life if there 
was one? 
 
Father Alfonso was lost in thought about these eternal and unsolvable questions 
that arose with every death. Would the spirit of love and goodness of the twins 
join with the eternal goodness in the universe perhaps? Nothing disappears, it is 
just transformed, he thought. How many times had he sat in this very chapel 
thinking about these things, searching for answers that never seemed to come? 
Now the same questions troubled Ross. 
 
“What is it that attracts some to choose to do good and others to do evil, some 
are moved to work for peace and harmony and others to turn to violence?” He 
asked himself looking at the coffins of the twins. He wondered if it is childhood 
abuse and neglect that sends people on a rampage of violence to seek revenge 
and gives rise to dictators and tyrants? Is that what drives them to vent their rage 
against society or ethnic groups and people different from them? 
 
Perhaps the lack of love does that, he thought. So friendship, caring, sustaining 
others in need as a goal in itself, is what love is, a powerful spiritual force in the 
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universe, in the cosmos binding everyone and everything together. It could be a 
pervading, penetrating presence in all matter, in every molecule, in every atom 
that makes life possible. God is love, he thought, and if that love of others, of the 
planet, of the universe, of the poor and the oppressed lives in the world and 
survives death, then God is. It is a binding force and presence for us all. It was a 
weak explanation, he knew, and it seemed a useless theory, but at least it was 
something positive to believe in and it is better to search for meaning rather than 
just living without reflection, without questioning and asking the meaning of life 
itself, he told himself. 
 
But his reason was not satisfied with the theory, without direct evidence, it was 
restless until it had a satisfactory answer or explanation of why they lived at all. 
Why did anything exist for that matter was a question that buzzed around his 
restless mind, disturbing his feelings when his reason was unable to explain the 
purpose of living. 
 
The rambling sermon and musings of Father Alfonso flowed over Ross and he 
paid scant attention. He knew Father Al was struggling to help him get through 
his sadness and feelings of hopelessness. He did not really want an answer, 
because there really was none for him. We just are as we are, was all Ross 
mumbled to himself. Little of what Father Alfonso said penetrated through the 
thick blanket of his sadness. He felt chilled and a bit feverish, a delayed reaction 
of the attempt on his life, he thought. Only now it was getting to him. He wished 
Jill would arrive soon. The hard metal casing and the killers’ bullets pressed 
against his heart as he leaned over to pray to a God he did not believe in, for that 
night anyway.  
 
He took them out, in the dim light examined it. It might be a clue, every killer's 
bullet and casing came from somewhere, from someone and if we could find from 
where it might lead us to the shooters and they might lead us to the boss, to the 
mastermind, to whoever was behind it. He clung to the hope that something 
might surface. Change might come, but only if we work for it and make it happen, 
he told himself. A plan of action formed in his mind and he focused his thoughts, 
his depression lifted a bit when he began to reflect how lucky he was that he had 
escaped sudden death and now began to feel alive. 
 
After a while Ross said in a soft voice, “They were good innocent kids. I could 
have ended up like them long ago if you hadn't got me off the streets and out of 
the garbage dump and sent me and all the others to school.” He paused. "You 
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have been a good father to me, and all of us.” He paused again, feeling a strong 
sense of gratitude and admiration. “Thank you for all the good you have done, for 
being you,” he added.  
 
Father Al just nodded. He managed a glimmer of a smile. “Ha! You overrate me 
you just challenge me. Ross, your good life, what you have made of it, and what 
more good you will do, that’s thanks enough for me,” he answered softly and 
went on, “You never gave up. You asked nothing for yourself just helped others 
in need. You choose this life and not to be a lawyer for the rich or the criminals, 
or both. You have always been an inspiration and a big help in keeping me from 
giving up. At times I feel down too with all the violence and frustration and unable 
to change it.” 
 
“Well I am only doing what I have seen you do and you have done so much 
more,” Ross replied. “We can’t see the future but for sure if we stand together, 
continue the campaign, risky as it is, we might awaken the conscience of the 
leaders who could stop this killing, although its not likely to happen soon.” “You’re 
right, the national conscience is dead,” Ross replied. “What good is the 
institutional Church with ritual and prayers repeated endlessly if it doesn’t 
motivate the people to go out and change the world for the better and stand 
against all the evil surrounding us? When you quote Matthew’s Gospel where it 
says Jesus placed a child in front of a gathering and said the child is the most 
important person above all others in the kingdom of justice and truth, I don’t see 
most church people putting that into practice. They ignore all the violence, do 
little about the child abuse, and cover it up. That’s what I see.” 
 
“Well not all of them,” Alfonso replied. “I will invite ‘them’ to join us,“ Ross 
answered. “There’s us, we are part of the church, and a lot of activist lay people, 
nuns and priests and pastors, they work at risk. The majority of churchgoers are 
just frightened for themselves and their families and their jobs. If they go against 
their local Boss-man they can get a shot to the head, we all know that. The Boss-
man whoever he is can denounce anyone he chooses as a suspected criminal 
and the suspect is killed right away. Protest and you get killed too. Look what 
happened to you, that was no accident.” 
 
“Then, we are not in the same church as them. Just being scared is no reason to 
turn away from abuse, rape and murder and from protecting the kids. They need 
to take a stand together and find strength in their working together.” He paused 
thought a while and said in more subdues contrite voice, “I am not doing such a 
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good job protecting the children, we couldn’t save Jaime and Jimmy.” 
 
“Don’t blame yourself Ross, we are up against a brutal system of organized crime, 
it’s just too bad that they are the rulers with the guns. And all we have are 
principles, values beliefs and a book of rules and laws that few respect or believe 
in.” “That’s just the way it is, no rule of law and no justice,” Ross replied, his voice 
was growing agitated as he spoke, but it helped to release the stress and tension 
that was building up in him all day. “The church people ought to be protesting on 
the streets demanding justice and human rights and dignity. They are forgetting, 
if ever they knew it, the meaning of action for justice that should come from the 
basic gospel message. If the believers, the churchgoers stand up for justice, they 
can influence and demand the clergy to be activists for the gospel values, like 
Father Joel. He is one of many taking a stand. Yes, I’m losing faith in a do-
nothing institution more interested in money and miracles than people,” Ross 
declared. 
 
“It’s understandable and it’s not wrong to feel as you do, it is being truthful to your 
conscience and reality. It’s very hard to reconcile the millions of heinous crimes 
and atrocities against the poor and a belief in a loving all-merciful, all-powerful 
God that is supposed to care for each and every one of us. We just believe and 
hope and do what good we can,” Father Alfonso replied. 
 
“That is my problem,” Ross said, “I’m all for the Jesus who stood up for the poor 
and social justice and equality and challenged the authorities to their face and 
told them they were stinking hypocrites and worse than vipers and rotten 
corpuses. Look at the condition of the institutional church today, it’s all ritual and 
rites and the social teaching of the church to be active in the moral and social 
issues is largely ignored. The voice of Pope Francis is even ignored by some 
senior church people,” he said, his voice rising again. 
 
“Yes, Ross, you are right and look where it got Jesus, he was denounced as a 
criminal, given a mock trial, he was jailed, tortured and given the death penalty 
for doing good and exposing the corrupt. Killed by a death squad, with hammers 
and nails for teaching virtue and compassion, exposing the truth and helping the 
victims. This is a lonely road we walk and I believe it is the right one,” Father 
Alfonso replied. 
 
At that moment the door of the small chapel opened, Ross was startled and then 
surprised at how jumpy he was. It was Jill who came in followed by Sister 
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Angelica and the volunteers Hans and Brian. They brought a basket of 
sandwiches and drinks that would sustain them through the night vigil. 
 
Ross felt strangely elated at the presence of Jill, a feeling he had not had 
previously. He was emotionally vulnerable this night and her presence gave him 
a sense of comfort and closeness. He wanted her to sit beside him and she did. 
His depression began to fade and he had a more positive feeling and all the more 
when Jill put her hand on his shoulder and asked him, “Are you feeling better 
Ross? That was a horrible experience today; we can’t let you go through 
anything like that again. They tried to kill you. It’s unbelievable, in broad daylight; 
they’re going to hell for sure. Thank God you are all right. You know, I prayed all 
day that you would be safe.” Jill was a very traditional American Catholic and 
never had a reason to question her faith or God. 
 
Ross was listening and heard the genuine concern in her voice and was grateful. 
Jill was from a strong Irish Catholic background in Boston and not a shadow of a 
doubt about the existence of God would ever enter her intelligent head and 
courageous heart. “She’s not the person I want to share my weak faltering faith 
and doubts with,” Ross thought. “No walking on water with her,” he told himself. “I 
will drown right away,” he thought with the glimmer of a smile. “I am getting over 
it, just a shock and some bruises, that’s all,” he answered meekly with a stronger 
reassuring smile. Playfully Jill ran her hand through his long hair. “Hey, that’s 
great you will soon be back to your old self and fighting fit,” she said. 
 
Ross enjoyed the playful caress and it made him fell positive. His depression 
began to lift. He looked over at Father Al who was still quietly meditating and 
looking at the coffins of the twins. He knows how I feel, he’s been there, he was 
shot at a few times himself and was almost killed like Father Pops, and he died 
for his beliefs, Father Al he is a survivor,” he told himself. Ross saw his mentor 
and friend in a completely different light. They had now a shared experience of 
near death by assassination. 
 
The small group then gathered around the coffins. Sister Angelica read a short 
passage from the favorite gospel passage of the Child Watch center gospel 
according to Matthew chapter 18, verses one to five, about what Jesus said 
about the children being the most important and whoever accepts a child accepts 
Jesus himself. They meditated a while in silent prayer. 
 

-------------oOo-------------  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
 
 
 

THE ANALYSIS, WHY? 
 
 
 
 
Attorney Ross, Sister Angelica and the group moved into the counseling room 
just outside the chapel and could look through the glass wall to the caskets of the 
twins. They had some sandwiches and juice. They all sat in a circle and 
discussed what next to do and wondered what might happen following the 
attempt on the life of Ross.  
 
Brian, the volunteer from Ireland, was the first to break the silence. He was a 
footballer and a teacher on summer break. He was helping in the shelter and 
newly arrived with Hans from Germany and he too was trying to understand what 
was happening in the country and the city. 
 
“What is going on? Why do they have this death squad?” he asked. “Why is no 
one investigating the murders of Jaime and Jimmy?” He was shocked at these 
latest murders and bewildered, as were the others in the group. 
 
Sister Angelica took up the challenge to answer that and get a conversation 
going. Father Al and Ross were too exhausted, tired and sad to talk about it. 
Angelica was medium height, wore civilian dress and a small cross-pinned to her 
white blouse. She had been a member of the Rural Missionaries congregation for 
some years and had been in the frontline of human rights work in the countryside.  
 
It had been tough, demanding work and dangerous. The military saw them as 
communist sympathizers and viewed them with suspicion. She saw many farmer 
and tribal indigenous leaders killed by the military in the remote villages where 
the indigenous people were protesting the incursion of a mining company into 
their ancestral lands and destroying the forests and rivers. Angelica was a 
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strong-minded trained and experienced human rights investigator and political 
analyst and a courageous one also. 
 
“Brian, its like this, I will explain something about the political set up. Here in this 
beautiful island nation, it is not a democracy by the people for the people. It’s rule 
by the few for the few. About one hundred and forty ruling families and their 
cronies run the country and manipulate the elections to benefit themselves and 
their business interests and those of the multinational corporations. They have 
relatives who sit in the congress, having bought their way in and are puppets, 
willing lackeys of the wealthy and work for their interests. They propose and pass 
laws to reduce competition giving themselves monopolies. They and their 
extended families and cronies are less than less than one percent of the 
population about 0.0001 and yet they have as much as ninety-eight percent of 
the wealth. They have access to the country’s natural resources; it’s a very rich 
nation by the way,” she explained.  
 
“I thought that there is a clean democratic election with voting machines and 
observers,” Brian said. 
 
“It’s not as straight as it seems. Vote buying is rampant and a political family 
needs a huge election fund. They have business and barons to back them and 
then they have to be corrupt to pay back the backers with favors once they are 
elected. When a politician gets power it’s because of the financial and political 
alliances. They have ‘debts of honor’ to pay back or ‘debts of dishonor’. They 
have to please their patrons. The politicians have enemies; they are likely to be 
the opposition candidate and some get killed before the vote is cast. The elected 
officials are easily corrupted, they get government money by fraud, and also 
some get what they want with the force of a private army, goons and gangsters. 
They have the backing of the clans of the ruling elite and when ‘elected’, they will 
serve the interests of their backers as I said,” she told them.  
 
She then went on, “There is violence and there are the death squads. The 
dynastic families fight among themselves. They have huge economic interests to 
protect from competition and always want to expand. They are driven by greed, 
they want the power to get the government contracts, get government permits 
and protection. They might want to get a building permit to construct on a 
historical site or to clear away slums for their development of luxury apartment 
blocks. Usually they cause a fire in the slums to clear the way and they take over 
the area with the permits issued by corrupt officials as part of the deal. They 
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protect their monopoly or business interests using their relatives placed in the 
higher ranks of the police, the army and even the Church. Many are into drug 
business and fight over territory and distribution networks. They control the illegal 
gambling that brings them in billions of pesos also and then the prostitution and 
casinos. Human trafficking is a huge business. Well, it’s fairly similar to a mafia or 
Narco-state. That’s why it is really important to have the power of the presidency,” 
she said very clearly to an alert and astonished audience of volunteers. 
 
“You mean it’s like the Mexican cartels controlling the judiciary, police and the 
politicians? Are they running the country? Are they in control here, the drug cartel 
I mean?” Brian asked. 
 
Sister Angelica went on, “Not as bad as the Mexican drug cartels but there are 
competing drug cartels here and that might be the secret plan behind the 
upcoming election. There has to be a reason for the death squads and the 
announced War-on-Drugs. In recent years it’s been relatively quiet but the 
elections are coming and we have our mayor with a war against drugs as his 
campaign strategy. The family dynasties fight among themselves for the top job 
as president but this mayor is not elite establishment. He is an outsider and that 
has an appeal to the people. There are four other candidates trying to win, our 
mayor is the outsider. In recent years the economy has grown so there is more 
money available for stealing and political battles and allegations of crimes and 
corruption are more frequent,” she explained. 
 
“How are they able to be so corrupt and stay in power and plunder the coffers of 
the nation and there is no nationwide protest? You would think that there would 
be people power to stop it,” Brian said exasperated and angry at the description 
of the beautiful nation of friendly people, many so poor that they are on edge of 
starvation surrounded by so much wealth, corruption and yet so much poverty. 
 
“Well Brian, Hans, it may be difficult for you to understand. As I explained, here it 
is not a democracy like you have in Europe. Cheating is widespread, voters are 
paid for their vote, and they are so poor the temptation is too much for them. 
They vote with their stomachs not their heads. That is what I was about to explain, 
it really isn’t a democracy, it’s a corrupt system of alliances, powerful families 
group together to fight for who will lead the pack. They are contending for power, 
they have to win over the people with promises and money,” Sister Angelica said. 
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Sister Angelica had to quit the Rural Missionaries when she contracted malaria 
when living out in the mountains helping the villagers and documenting the 
human rights violations. She had to go to hospital and then rest and recover and 
regain her strength. She took up a job with Father Alfonso. Warming to the 
unpleasant subject she went on to explain to the new volunteers how the death 
squad worked. 
 
“How do the death squads get away with it?“ Brian asked. “Is there no outside 
law enforcement that is investigating so many violent deaths and arresting the 
suspects?” 
 
“Well, the killings are not investigated, the shooters seem to have impunity as if 
they had high government support. Anyone can be branded a suspect of some 
crime, framed up and marked as a dissident, terrorist or criminal by any official or 
any citizen and they can be eliminated. That’s when the death squads, and there 
are several of them, are given the name of a suspect, address and photo maybe, 
and then the target is shot by assassins riding on a motorcycle,” she said. 
 
“Those suspected of crimes without any hard evidence or due process, no arrest 
warrant or legal proceeding can be shot. Even priests, pastors, human rights 
workers and journalists who protest or criticize the government or politicians or 
oppose the mining companies are the prime targets. Very little criticism, dissent 
or opposition is allowed. The cemetery is full of their victims,” Sister Angelica told 
them. Brian and Hans were visibly shocked. 
 
“But why street children? What’s the purpose of killing them? What crime could 
they have done to deserve what was done to Jimmy and Jaime?” Brian asked 
incredulously and emotionally. They all paused and looked into the chapel where 
the twins were and they were silently thinking about that one serious question. 
Why the twins? Before Sister Angelica could attempt an answer the door opened 
and doctor Ian Bacay came in. 
 
“So sorry I am late, emergency at the hospital, another shooting. Good evening 
all, Father, Ross, Jill, Sister, Brian, Hans.” He greeted them all and then excused 
himself and went into the chapel to give his respects to the twins and say a 
prayer. He then sat there for a few minutes and came back into the meeting room 
and joined the group. 
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Jill addressed Doc, “Sister is explaining the background to the political set up for 
Brian and Hans and the work of the death squad.” 
 
“I think we have another victim tonight, a young man in his twenties, shot and 
stabbed. He was arrested last week, held in the police station, apparently beaten 
up there and then released earlier today. He was attacked and shot and stabbed 
within three hours of being released. A terrible crime, dead on arrival,” he 
explained.  
 
“Who could they be, with such high-powered weapons, big bikes and seemingly 
protected by the authorities?” Hans asked incredulously. Brian joined in and 
asked, “They are not street thugs and gang warfare as the police say. Somebody 
is behind this. Who is it, that is what I want to know?” 
 
“Yes, it’s what we all want to know, who is behind it,” Doc said. “I don’t think it is 
the Boss-man man like most people suspect it is. He makes these 
announcements over the radio against suspects, reads out the names on the 
radio, some get shot, but I think someone else is pulling the strings and the 
triggers. His pronouncements are just scare tactics. He might not be responsible 
for any of the extrajudicial killings. Perhaps he is just being used or he is using 
the killings for his own political purpose, making people think he is behind the 
death squads, taking credit for it before the media. It inflates his ego, gives a 
fearful image of a strong man cleaning up crime. It is his campaign slogan. I hear 
he is going to run unbelievable as that is.” 
 
The group sat listening to this. Doctor Ian and his father were well connected in 
the city. They owned the prestigious hospital and were well respected in the 
professional circles and heard all sorts of news and rumors. But the news that 
the mayor of a city would run for president had everyone wondering who was 
behind this campaign and what chance did this outsider have. He ran the city 
with an iron fist and friendly smile they said. He had developed the city in 
amazing ways and he had wide support despite the rumors he had links to the 
Davao Death Squads. They were just nasty rumors, but amazingly he did not 
deny them. They gave him a tough image. So it was perhaps just a political ploy. 
 
Hans was angry that killers as bad as terrorists could roam freely in the 
predominantly Catholic city shooting citizens at will with impunity and most 
people seemed to ignore or condone it. “I can’t believe this is happening, but the 
question remains why Jamie and Jimmy? They have done nothing wrong. What’s 
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behind these murders? Why the street kids? Who could benefit by it? That’s the 
question we need to ask and answer. Who stands to benefit?” he asked. 
 
“Yes, that’s what we have to find out who could possibly benefit,” Sister Angelica 
answered. 
 
Ross was listening thoughtfully; more relaxed after releasing some of the anger 
and frustration he was feeling. He was rubbing the bullet he had dug out of the 
wooden post between his fingers; pondering its source and thinking how to trace 
it back to the gun. He turned to Jill and whispered something to her and quietly 
they discussed something and then she nodded and took the bullets and the bag 
of soil from Ross together with the memory stick with the photographs of the tire 
tracks and shoe prints and the crime scene. She put them into a plastic and 
placed them carefully into her camera-bag. 
 
The next day would see them in the FedEx pouch on their way to Washington DC, 
to her dad, the retired war correspondent and investigative journalist whom she 
worshiped as her role model and tried to imitate. He would know what to do with 
them. The group then had the sandwiches and fruits and coffee to stay awake 
and prayed inside the chapel into the early hours.  
 
The next day at 8 a.m. the small group of friends and the twenty-five children 
from the shelter gathered at the funeral chapel. The remains of the twins were 
carried out and placed side by side in a hearse. The floral bouquets were put on 
top of the coffins. The procession moved off. Three children from the shelter led it. 
One was holding the cross and flanked on either side by candle bearers. Behind 
them walked Father Alfonso and Sister Angelica and Doctor Ian and Ross and Jill 
followed by the children. At the end of the procession were the volunteers and 
social workers and some other supporters of children’s rights in the city from 
other NGOs that were helping street children. 
 
After forty minutes they reached the cemetery where a deep grave had been dug 
and all silently and solemnly stood around the grave. The two coffins were placed 
on either side of the opening. Father Alfonso was wearing a stole over his 
shoulders. He read the prayers at the graveside and sprinkled the coffins with 
blessed water. Every one else then formed a line and came to the coffins and 
sprinkled the water one by one. It was a last gesture of respect, an 
acknowledgement of their dignity and values as the most important in the 
Kingdom, and the most abused of all, it was a final goodbye. 
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Then Father Alfonse gave the final eulogy, “The death of these innocent children 
cries to heaven for justice and that is a call to society to speak out to end the 
many killings. How many times must we come here to bury the victims of poverty 
and injustice? These are children who have committed no crime, done no harm, 
but were deprived of life in a callous act of murder for no clear purpose but for the 
pleasure of the evil act. Jimmy and Jaime were abandoned children, left by 
parents who were likely in dire straits by man-made poverty and injustice. The 
children, like hundreds of thousands had to fend for themselves at a young age, 
ignored by government agencies and survived on their own until cut down by 
murderers without conscience. With thanks to those who support the work of the 
Child Watch home the twins received the help, affirmation, food and clothing we 
shared with them. They freely choose to live in the market; it was their own 
choice. A free choice is the mark of being a human, a decision at an early age 
that they made. Despite all our persuasion and help for them sadly they were not 
ready to enter the shelter and go to school and find a better future. We respect 
their individual choice and affirm here that they were good, innocent and were 
never a burden to others. We mourn their death. They were never given their 
right to a full life. We condemn their murders and call on the authorities to do 
justice and bring the killers to answer for this crime. May their spirits rest with 
eternal goodness and love, with the God of comfort and mercy, the force of love, 
peace and justice, Amen.” Everyone answered Amen. After the blessing, prayer 
and burial they all returned to the children’s home. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
 
 
 

WASHINGTON 
 
 
 
 
Sitting in his editorial office thousands of miles away Dan Berger closed the blog 
from his daughter. He was deeply worried. He knew the hazards of front-line 
reporting. He had his brush with death several times. 
 
Dan knew the statistics: seventy journalists are killed every year around the world 
reporting the news. It was a risky calling but one that attracted the adventurous 
and the daring and his daughter was a risk taker, a fact that kept him awake at 
night. He reassured his worried wife Kathy, all was well but it was a challenging 
situation for their daughter. But as loving parents they rose to protect their 
offspring, the joy of their life.  
 
The statistics buzzed in his head like a hive of wasps. He had checked them out 
on the Internet; his Jill might be the next statistic. In the past ten years he 
discovered that 720 journalists and photographers were killed worldwide. Many 
died in combat zones. As a former journalist himself he knew the dangers. 
Several of his journalist friends had died in Afghanistan. 
 
What bothered him most was the Philippine death toll. In the Philippines seventy-
seven journalists and broadcasters were assassinated since 1992, six percent of 
them reporting on human rights issues. That had him worried all the more. He 
spun his editorial chair and looked across the city towards the White House, he 
picked up the phone punched a coded number and a phone rang in a dimly 
lighted office somewhere unknown. A quite voice answered, “Hi Dan, how can I 
help?” “It’s about Jill,” Dan said, “I am worried. It’s dangerous out there and she 
has been threatened.” 
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“You have a right to be. Yes, it’s wild over there and there is not much protection 
from the police. They are part of the problem many are corrupted. The rule of law 
is generally circumvented in the country, especially by the authorities mandated 
to uphold it. In their opinion it does not apply to them, they are above it and live in 
a cocoon of impunity.” 
 
“Does the American or Philippine law give any kind of protection to US citizens?” 
Dan asked. 
 
“The Embassy acts to protect the citizens of the United States but they work 
within Philippine law. That’s about it; I can make a few calls and pass the word 
that she is to be given all the consular help. We have an upcoming leader not 
friendly to us.” 
 
“Thanks for your help, I appreciate that very much. I have some stuff here that Jill 
sent over, slugs and shells, soil samples for forensic analysis. You could have 
someone look at them? Find where they came from? Make, type of weapon, who 
uses it, that sort of thing?” 
 
“I will send around a courier to pick them up tomorrow.” “John, I’ll have them 
ready, much appreciated.” 
 
The phone went dead. Dan sat motionless, looking at the plastic bags containing 
the shell casings and slugs, oil and the photographs, the evidence that Ross had 
dug out of the veranda and given to Jill. It might yield a clue. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
 
 
 

DEVELIO’S INVITATION TO JULIE  
AND HER FAMILY 

 
 
 
 
Twelve years previously the villagers of San Isidero had gathered on the orders 
of The Dom Ortega. Laura Develio came to make them an offer with Alverez, the 
security chief. The people stood in the shade of the mighty mango tree. It gave 
shade and a delicious fruit. But the people were not sure if the message of 
Develio would be as sweet as the mango. 
 
Some of the people squatted on the dusty ground, most stood with a sullen look 
on their faces. A visit from the landowner’s manager and security chief was a rare 
event and it could only mean something bad. They had serious looks and worried 
frowns as Develio began to speak in the local language. 
 
“There is a problem with the draught, we know you are having hardship. There is 
nothing growing on your plots where you are allowed to grow crops and little work 
on the plantation, we are concerned for you. We have a good job for your 
daughters as domestic helpers in the city,” Develio said to the gathered villagers 
of San Isidero. They listened silently. 
 
Then she went on and told the villagers, “Your daughters will have a good place 
to live and eat free food and receive a monthly wage. We will give the parents a 
month’s pay of their children’s salary in advance here today when you sign the 
agreement and custody paper.” 
 
The families gazed at her with suspicion and gathered their children closer to 
them. They stood in dejected silence having hunger in their stomachs that 
accounted for the stony looks on the faces. They looked at the well-fed richly clad 
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elite and their fine clothes and vehicles. The elite that ruled them strictly gave few 
gifts but today it was a message offering jobs in the city. 
  
The people now knew she was there to get their teenage children. The rich family 
had taken the land they never worked and now wanted their children. That is how 
Eva Rasala, the mother of Julie, saw it. She remained tightlipped smoldering with 
buried anger. 
 
“I am especially inviting Julie she will have a special well paid job in the best 
hotel,” she said to Eva and Juanito, her parents who stood on the edge of the 
group. “Never, as long as I can prevent it,” Eva whispered to Juanito her husband.  
 
A few of other hovel dwelling neighbors of San Isidero village had shining eyes 
and thought what a great opportunity it was for their daughters to escape the 
misery of plantation life and get work in the city or overseas, especially at this 
time of draught when the El Niño weather phenomena and global warming was 
destroying their crops. They had forgotten the wise words of the parish anti-
human trafficking education team that had warned them not to trust recruiters. 
Poverty has a short memory as they who suffer live from day to day, seldom in 
the past and never in the future.  
 
By this time the numbers of overseas workers had reached about twelve million 
in the Philippines. Not all prospered, many were abused and exploited by human 
traffickers and were underpaid exploited domestic workers or sex slaves in 
Southeast Asia and the Middle East but many were also taken to Europe and the 
United States.  
 
Eva, a less educated woman but wise and knowledgeable, had met some 
returnees. They confided in her how the were raped and abused by their 
employers or their relatives but hid their shame from most people. They could not 
complain to the authorities that sided with the rich employers and they held their 
passports and documents so they could not easily run away to escape the abuse. 
It was not a good situation. Eva was against it.  
 
Develio addressed the gathered villagers and announced in her sweetest but 
most insincere tone the jobs in fine houses and hotels on offer. “We will take care 
of the training and all their needs. We have six job openings. We will give the 
parents one month’s wage in advance and you can get half the wages every 
month. Then you can pay your debts to Dom Ortega Espinosa. The rest goes to 
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your child for her daily needs. Just sign the agreement and consent form, then it’s 
legal.” 
 
She produced a wad of money the likes of which the villagers had never seen 
before in their lives. Their eyes widened and their minds were blinded to any 
possible danger and the warning they had been given by the parish human rights 
anti-trafficking training never to let their teenage daughters go with recruiters. 
Several moved toward the money willing to give their daughters as domestic 
servants. 
 
Blinded by the sight of the money they thought that this was for real and that they 
could trust Laura Develio. Others did not. They knew they had a right to a better 
life. They knew there should have been agrarian reform that they could own the 
land they tilled and keep the full production of rice and corn and not pay fourty 
percent to the landowner. To resist was almost impossible in the hacienda of 
Dom Ortega Espinosa. 
 
They could have organized a small growers’ cooperative and made their own mill 
like other small farmers had done in the province, although they were attacked 
and killed for doing it yet they had continued and succeeded. The cooperative 
had continued in that other area where the farmers had a union and organization. 
Here they were servile workers obeying the demands of The Dom. Some of the 
villagers were persuaded by the sight of money and the promises of Develio and 
they thought Dom Ortega Espinosa was having a change of heart and giving 
them jobs and money during these hard times out of the goodness of his heart. 
People will believe anything if there is money to be gained.  
 
Their feelings were always downwards on their empty stomachs, or looking at the 
ground planting and reaping crops most of which they had to surrender to the 
landowner. They seldom looked up beyond their hardship. Some thought it was 
time to look up to a brighter future for their children. But the message of the 
parish team had stayed with Eva Rasala and her husband Juanito the parents of 
Julie. She had given them hope for a better future she was getting high grades in 
school and would be an accountant one day. But they were stuck with their son in 
the jail facing serious charges and a life in prison or giving in to the demands of 
Dom Gordano Ortega. 
 
Julie was a particularly beautiful girl, soft features gentle eyes and at fourteen 
she was intelligent. She loved to learn and dreamed of going to college and being 
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an accountant or a teacher. Her parents were dirty, poor and owed money to The 
Dom but the parish council gave the child financial assistance for schooling which 
was set up by Father Alfonso. 
 
All the villagers had debts to Dom Ortega, owner of Hacienda L’Aquila and 
provincial governor. The debts were the chains of oppression and poverty that 
kept the stricken peasants in bondage as they worked for low wages and dared 
not to complain. The debtor’s prison was only one hour away.  
 
Times were hard on the families in the small village on the edge of the sugar 
hacienda. The massive typhoon a few months previously had destroyed their 
survivalist rice crop and they could not pay the fourty percent share to Dom 
Ortega, as is the obligation of tenant farmers to the landowner. Now they faced a 
draught and nothing would grow. There was little chance of land reform reaching 
the hacienda. Dom Ortega Espinosa was rich, powerful and politically well 
connected. He could have them evicted from the tenancy for not paying the share 
of the crop due to landowners. He arranged that a technicality be found that 
would exempt his land from the law and the officials, some relatives, in the 
Department of Agriculture and Agrarian Reform found a way to exempt his land. 
They were well rewarded. 
 
There was little sugar cane to harvest and no other work. The people were 
desperate. Dom Ortega and the landowners association had some very strong 
views against social welfare benefits when it was suggested by the Regional 
Director of the Department of Social Welfare and Development as part of the 
landowner’s social responsibility. “It’s out of the question,” Dom Ortega said. “It is 
getting paid for not working. It caused laziness and dependency. That’s socialism 
and that is next to communism and we can’t have that,” he bluntly told the 
government official. There was no help for the hungry other than the food rations 
provided by the parish council.  
 
Juanito Rasala, Julie’s father, was a tenant farmer and tilled a small plot of land. 
The rest of the time he worked on the sugar plantation and he, too, was in debt. 
No one had money to buy seeds and plant another crop of rice even if the rains 
did come. Global warming was causing severe climate change extremes. If it was 
not typhoons and floods, it was draught. Julie’s parents, her brother Benito and 
Rose were malnourished like the rest of the sixteen million that went hungry in 
the nation. 
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Alverez had power and authority as a plantation manager and he was an 
arrogant bully. When he arrived in the village with Develio he made his excuse 
not to accompany her into the meeting by the mango tree, he assigned the 
bodyguard to go with her and hold the sunshade. He had a problem with the 
Rasala family and it could sour the recruitment mission.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
 
About a month previously prior to the arrival of Develio in the village to make the 
offer of jobs, Julie was walking with her little sister Rose towards the small sari-
sari store to buy salt and some items for the kitchen as she did most evenings 
after she came from school. It was a five minutes walk from their house. She 
noticed a vehicle near the little store. Suddenly a big man stepped out from 
behind a tree and grabbed her by the arm. It was Alvarez.  
 
“Come with me, the boss’s son wants to meet you.” “No, let me go, I am not 
going to the house!” “Well you will do what I want, you bitch,” he said, dragging 
her towards the vehicle. Rose, their five-year-old younger sister, who had 
accompanied Julie, ran home to call for help. While Julie struggled to resist being 
pulled and forced into the pick-up, Benito her older brother, twenty-two years old, 
came running just in time. “Get your dirty hands off my sister, you brute!” he 
shouted. He rushed Alverez without thinking or noticing that there were two other 
men from the private security with Alverez. They grabbed Julie while Alverez, the 
bigger man, lashed out and hit Benito in the face and he went down. 
 
One of the guards ran over and kicked him several times and the other guard had 
pushed Julie into the back seat of the pick-up and slammed the door closed and 
went to help Alverez. The guard drag Benito to the back of the pick-up, tied his 
hands behind him and dumped him over the tailgate like a sack of rice. While 
they were busy doing this Julie crawled over to the other side of the back seat 
and opened the door and got out and ran as fast as she could for home, shouting 
for help. 
 
Frustrated at failing to get Julie, they took Benito back to the villa and beat him up. 
He was battered and suffered a deep cut on his face. Alverez was cursing Benito 
vowing to kill him for thwarting the abduction and the desire of El Toro, the son of 
Dom Ortega and heir to the estate. He would need the go signal of Dom Ortega 
to do that. 
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The police, in the pay of The Dom, came to arrest and jail Benito instead of 
shooting him. They locked him in the jail in the nearby town. He was a bargaining 
chip for the son of The Dom to get Julie. 
 
Eva and Juanito stayed awake all that night thinking about what to do expecting 
an order from The Dom. Eva would cook food and bring it to Benito in the jail and 
demand he be treated for his wounds. Dawn approached as the sun touched the 
horizon and lit the tropical sky, long shadows ran across the fields and another 
scorching day was about to begin.  
 
Juanito and Eva did not greet the dawn. They had challenging tasks to do to 
protect their children. Juanito could not sleep. He had been awake most of the 
night looking at the stars, for what good was his life, for what did he work long 
hours for almost nothing. He would have killed himself if not for his wife Eva and 
the children. They were his stars lighting up the dark night of his soul. They were 
the focus of his hope, and now they were in danger. Eva, she can help me, she is 
the strong one, he thought. 
 
A servant from the villa came in a batter old far pick-up and informed Juanito that 
he was summoned early that morning to meet The Dom in the villa. He should be 
there by ten that morning. 
 
He felt tired from fear and lack of sleep, the pick-up waited for him. Villa L’Aquila 
had a Spanish design with the covered veranda and walkways like a monastery 
cloister and a dark red tiled roof. Juanito waited outside the great carved wooden 
teak doors .The carvings on the doors showed a story of a king on a huge throne 
passing a scroll to a man kneeling, wearing a cloak and sword. Another panel 
showed a Spanish galleon on the seas. This was supposed to be the ancestor of 
Dom Ortega presumably sailing to the Philippines having been granted 
possession of the lands, the blood soaked spoils of Spanish conquest.  
 
Then he was brought inside. Bowed and bent, taking on the role of the docile 
submissive peasant, Juanito stood in the large living room of carved mahogany 
and nara wooden floors, the doors were made of rare teak. While waiting to be 
summoned into the presence of The Dom, Juanito was subjected to a humiliating 
body search and then with two armed guards he was escorted like a prisoner 
facing execution into the lounge of The Dom. The guards stepped back to guard 
the scene from a distance.  
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The peasant felt the wooden floor on his bare foot. They were the dead of the 
once living forest. He felt he was in an ecological graveyard. The great majestic 
trees that once graced the rain forests and sheltered the animals and the 
indigenous people were gone, cut down and used to build the mansions of the 
ruling elite. The rest had long been shipped to Europe, Japan and America to 
rebuild them after the war.  
 
In 1911 the Philippines was almost seventy percent covered in tropical rain forest. 
By the time Julie was born it was but three percent. The political families took 
power and gave themselves ‘permits’ to cut and log out the rain forests and sell 
the logs abroad. They claimed the public land as their own.  
 
A great ecological crime had been perpetrated on the Filipino people and 
environmental disasters followed. The floods, droughts, landslides, loss of wildlife 
and the loss of the ancestral lands and traditional life of the indigenous people 
were all man-made disasters endured by the poor. The great floods came and 
landslides that buried hundreds alive. Parents and children crying out and 
screaming in buried school buildings and homes until the oxygen was consumed. 
The now empty forest floor had been cultivated for sugar cane and the banana 
plantations of the elite families. 
 
The Dom had made a great fortune out of the logging trade until it was declared 
illegal. But that did not deter him. He arranged through contractors to continue to 
do it for him and he protected them being governor. Then he claimed more public 
land, had ownership and the title approved by his cronies in the bureau of lands 
and got the poor men, women and children to plant more sugar cane and 
bananas. Juanito was one of them. 
 
He stood there in The Dom’s big lounge holding his straw hat and waiting in 
trepidation for the great man to summon him, the serf, to stand before him and be 
judged. The future of his jailed son Benito and daughter Julie would be decided. 
The almighty word of this man was life and death for Benito, Juanito and Julie. 
The Dom had total power over them to do, as he liked. Male dominance was the 
rule of the land. Should anything bad happen to his eldest son, Juanito felt his 
heart would be ripped out and crushed. Just as any parent fears for their children 
in danger. 
 
Then a guard in jeans and T-shirt carrying a rifle came to summon him to the 
presence of The Dom. He walked softly in his bare feet having left his flip-flops at 
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the entrance. He would never dare to walk on the gleaming mahogany floors 
wearing the dusty footwear of the poor.  
 
He looked at the high stonewalls and the shield with the coat of arms of the 
Ortega Espinosa family as he walked through the lounge. It depicted a stinging 
nettle that was the meaning of the name Ortega. Spanish swords were crossed 
behind the shield. The weapons gave a sense of restrained violence. Murder at 
rest, but always ready nevertheless. At the end of the large room The Dom was 
sitting behind a huge wooden mahogany desk. 
 
The Dom’s features were strange to Juanito and appeared to be so un-Filipino 
that it made him feel he was in another country, another world of privilege and 
entitlement. Juanito stood before this powerful merciless man and begged for the 
life of his son and his daughter.  
 
“So you are Juanito Rasala, the father of this criminal Benito. He is facing serious 
crimes. What have you to say for yourself and him?” he asked. “I am just a poor 
man, Dom Ortega Espinoza. I have nothing in this world but my children, spare 
them. I have worked myself to this sorry condition where I am almost unable to 
work for you and grow the food for your table. The land is dry and our table is 
empty. Have compassion, have mercy on us. I beg you don’t press charges 
against Benito, he is a good son.” 
 
“You come here begging for mercy, I have done you no harm and all I want is to 
help you and your daughter with good employment. Am I not a generous and a 
concerned employer?” he lied. “I invited your daughter to take a well paid job at a 
hotel in the city or even here in the Villa. She will be paid and I can even cancel 
some of your debt. So there! Am I not generous and merciful?” 
 
“Please Dom Ortega, allow Julie to continue her studies in the local government 
school, she is a good intelligent student,” he pleaded. She was his greatest hope 
for their future, a chance to escape the grinding poverty so that her children 
would not suffer. 
 
“Send your daughter Julie to me and I will spare your son. He deserves harsh 
punishment, who knows, he might get shot while trying to escape, if I let him go 
free the death squad might shoot him, but you can save him, and I can bestow 
mercy. I am not a hardhearted man, you know,” he said lying to himself and the 
world about his cruel and violent nature.  
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“What is Benito accused of? What crime did he do? He was defending himself 
and Julie against Mr. Alverez. He did no crime. What will he be charged with?” he 
asked. “Ha! No crime? We will think of something, besides he is a suspect and 
can be shot, no need for anything else.” Ortega said off and as if he was talking 
about a worthless chicken. “Besides, he can go free if your daughter comes here 
to work in the big house. If you don’t want her to come here in the big house I can 
have her go work in the city, I will arrange a job for her,” The Dom said. 
 
“How about her studies? She is very intelligent, has high grades in school,” 
Juanito replied begging for Julie. “She can continue studying in the next year 
when she earns a good money and helps you to pay your debts. But you are not 
paying, Juanito, you are not paying and you have to pay, you know. I can forgive 
some but not all,” the patriarchal tycoon said with a smirk and a glint in his eye. 
He enjoyed the cruel power he had over the trembling worker. Besides he was 
not interested in education for peasants, especially girls. He and the ruling elite 
regarded girls more as sex-slaves and believed that the most dangerous people 
in the world were educated peasants.  
 
That was the reason he hated the parish council. They educated the children with 
social awareness and gave them dreams how to escape poverty and the cane 
fields to which they were hopelessly eternally bound. That, too, was the reason 
he and the dynastic families had to control the bishops and compromised them 
when possible. They constantly bribed them with donations of land for churches 
and cash. 
 
He hated the outspoken priest and the lawyer who interfered with his plans and 
would charge him if he abducted Julie or shot Benito. He would do it in a minute if 
he could get away with it. If he was charged with murder he could be suspended 
from being governor. It was not a nice scenario, a rival might take over, and so 
that is why he had tried to have Attorney Ross Fernandez killed. 
 
The parish school under the priest Father Alfonso, he complained, had the 
audacity to educate the children of the workers instead of letting them plant sugar 
cane. The government school was just the same nowadays. The children forced 
to work out of hunger were asking to be paid, it was outrageous he believed.  
 
When the regional director of the Department of Education brought up the project 
to build a government school on the edge of the hacienda for the children of the 
workers, Dom Ortega told the director he was against it. 
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“I can’t have it,’ he said. “Schooling is not the way for the peasant, they have 
always been workers not scholars and they should stay that way. With schooling, 
don’t you know they easily believe the communist propaganda about the so-
called evil landowners? Then the teenagers run off to join the New People’s Army 
in the mountains. Where will we get the labor?” he said exasperated.  
 
“If you pay good wage you will always get workers,” the director answered. The 
Dom was not pleased being lectured to by the regional director who was not 
under his control. Cheap peasant labor was the backbone of his labor-intensive 
hacienda and banana plantations. 
 
 “I heard, Dom Ortega,” the director said, “many of your workers are sick, the 
pesticide spraying of the banana poisons them. You should not send them into 
the sprayed area for fourty-eight hours and you need to give them protective 
clothing and masks.” “Ridiculous,” The Dom replied and that’s where it ended. 
Peasants were expendable in his way of looking at it. 
 
Juanito stood there before The Dom nervous, worried, beaten down by the 
intimidating presence and voice of The Dom, his so-called lord, and master as 
Dom Ortega thought of himself. Standing in the big lounge of Dom Ortega 
Espinosa Juanito playing the humble peasant was told the way it would be.  
 
“Send your daughter to work in the city. I will drop charges against your son. I will 
even send her to the big house as a domestic helper if you want her to be close 
to you. That is a generous offer of a job and income for you, and your son Benito 
will be free to work on the farm again. This is also a reduction in your debt to me,” 
he said with a plastic smile. “If not, it will be a day of deep regret, for you,” he said 
with a malicious look. 
 
“I will talk to my wife about it,” Juanito replied, “she has to give her consent and 
Julie also.” “Aha, I thought you were the head of your family. What’s this 
domestic democracy? Do as you will but send your daughter to work and never 
mind this schooling. It’s not right for peasants.” Juanito was then escorted out of 
the big house and he walked the two kilometers back to the village. Exhausted he 
fell asleep. 
 
Eva did not consent at that time and was strongly opposed to the suggestion that 
Julie would go to work in the big house or in a city hotel. Benito remained in jail. 
Develio was now back at the little village again offering a job in the city to the 
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villagers. She left the unsigned papers with the village headman for those who 
would apply. 
 
That evening after Laura Develio had left them with the offer for Julie to work in 
the city the village leader presented the agreement for them to sign. This had to 
be done for legal reasons, to prevent charges of human trafficking by Attorney 
Ross Fernandez being made against her and The Dom. Eva was adamant in 
telling Juanito not to send Julie to work in the city or even in the Villa.  
 
"She must not go, there is no good that will come of it. Bad things will happen to 
her. Juanito, please don’t do it, I beg you, let her finish her studies, beg Dom 
Ortega again if you have to. We will go to Attorney Ross tomorrow and get Benito 
out of jail, then he will not have that power over us.” 
 
Eva knew well enough what Dom Ortega, his brothers and son El Toro did to 
young girls working in the Villa. Eva did not dare to tell Juanito, her husband, 
what had happened to her when she was taken into the Villa as a twelve-year-old 
domestic servant. She was raped within a week and made the sex slave of the 
brother of Dom Espinosa and The Dom himself had her also. She felt deep anger 
and hatred although she knew she ought not to hate anyone but for them she 
could not prevent it. It was a just anger and there would be no forgiveness unless 
they repented of the evil they did and confess and did penance behind bars. That 
was the lesson she taught Julie and Benito. Justice first, then forgiveness is 
possible. 
 
She could never speak of it. They had threatened to kill her and her brother and 
sisters. She and her family lived in terror. They let her go when she was sixteen 
when she got sick with tuberculosis. With the medicine and nursing help of the 
parish clinic Eva got the treatment and fully recovered. A few years later she met 
and married Juanito. 
 
She knew Juanito would fly into a rage if he knew of her history. His life of 
hardship and hunger was hard enough to bear but knowing the history of his 
beloved wife at the hands of the Ortega family would cause him to go mad. He 
would likely rush to confront Dom Ortega or try to kill him and Juanito would be 
shot dead. She kept her secret and remained silent. It was a prudent silence, not 
that of consent, but of survival as so many victims of abuse have held. Unable to 
speak out, they carry the hurt and trauma buried within their heart and memories 
all their lives. 
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The burden can prevent personality growth in some victims and causes them to 
get sick and depressed and disempowered. The crime committed against them 
has lifelong consequences. Eva had always encouraged her children to be 
questioning, to be empowered to know their rights and to stand up for justice and 
truth and to do what was right. She taught by example and was a strong force in 
the family. 
 
That morning when they were to sign the agreement to allow Julie to work in the 
city, Juanito replied to Eva, "If we don’t give Julie to him to work in the house or in 
the city he will kill Benito or put him in prison for twenty years. There is nothing 
we can do to prevent it. Dom Ortega said Julie will have a good job in the city, a 
servant job,” he said.  
 
“You have to go to Attorney Ross and Father Alfonso and tell them about Benito 
in the jail. He needs a lawyer. They can help to get him out. We must fight this, 
even the Ortega’s. They are our children. What else will we do but fight for their 
rights and our rights,” she said. “Otherwise we must leave this place, go to a far 
place and start again, we cannot stay here,” Eva said. 
 
“Yes, I will. I will go tomorrow, but if Julie gets a good job even in the city we 
could pay all our debts and some will be cancelled. Dom Ortega said he would do 
that. It will keep us from being evicted and starving. Julie is fourteen now, she 
can earn a little money. But she will be in the city. Then after a few months she 
can come home and continue her studies and Benito will be saved, he will free 
Benito that is our only hope.” 
 
Eva kept silent, she had no trust in Ortega and she had dark negative thoughts of 
the Villa and those that lived there in luxury. That dark evil place stood dark and 
ugly against the sky, it had no happy memories for Eva. She knew they could not 
trust Dom Ortega or Develio to do anything they promised. 
 
“I made an agreement with Dom Ortega. I said to him, ‘do not harm Benito and 
Julie can work in the city’. Those are the very words I said to him. We are poor 
and powerless what else can we do?" 
 
“What? You agreed to that, you will send Julie to work at fourteen years old? 
What answer did that tyrant give you, my husband?” Eva asked, her eyes steely, 
her voice sharp and accusing. “He gave his word, his promise that all will be well 
and when Julie comes back she can continue her studies and Benito will not be 
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harmed. They will release him from the jail and not pursue charges,” Juanito 
replied. 
 
There was a quiver in his voice as if he had doubts, doubts he could not dare to 
think about. He was trapped, he had no other choice, he was reduced to being 
less than human, his free will, and his right to choose how best to bring up and 
help his children was taken from him. That was the greatest theft of all, more than 
the land, the forests, and the water; Dom Ortega and his kind had taken all. They 
were the prisoners of L’Aquila, slaves of The Dom like millions of others. It is the 
history of the world.  
 
Back at the small shack on the edge of the sugar cane field Eva challenged 
Juanito. She was growing agitated and angry not at her husband, at Dom Ortega 
and all the evil he represented. “You believed that ugly poisonous toad. Do you 
believe he will keep promises to people as insignificant as us? Do you not know 
what he and his degenerate son do to the young girls in domestic service there? 
Have you never listened to the priest? Did not Father Alfonso and the parish 
social workers warn us in his parish seminar to avoid and refuse all contact with 
Dom Ortega. We cannot believe any promises and offers of work for the children, 
it is human trafficking he told us,” she said heatedly. 
 
“We cannot know what happened in the past, we can only hope for a better future, 
we have to help Benito,” Juanito replied. Eva was losing control, her anger 
burned at the memories of the abuse she suffered in silence. “Why do you think 
Dom Ortega banished Father Alfonso? Why he threatened his life and Father had 
to move to the city? I will tell you my husband, because Father Alfonso knew 
about the sexual abuse of the teenager servants in the Villa and was taking legal 
action and protecting the victims like everyone should do and not turn away and 
pretend they know nothing,” she said. 
 
She was speaking from her own horrible past, speaking from a wounded pain-
filled heart of troubles. She was speaking for all survivors and those who did not 
survive, those who took their own lives and those that struggled daily with the 
pain and the memories. She spoke for all those that endured the degrading 
humiliating abuse and could never speak or be heard. This was her chance to 
pour out the truth to Juanito to unburden the intense anger that was harpooned 
into her soul.  
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“Don’t you know those in authority who know of these crimes and hide and deny 
and ignore it? They are part of the crime, and their silence is their approval. 
Crimes against children and youth are committed, many are shot and killed 
without any evidence of wrongdoing, and there are no legal rights anymore. 
Many church leaders and the people who know about it do nothing. The few who 
do speak out and protest risk their lives bravely, and the children suffer all their 
lives because of the cowards who hide these terrible crimes against children. 
Even church people and bishops knew of the abuse and they covered it up,” Eva 
said angrily. 
 
Juanito was stunned by this outburst not understanding where it was coming 
from and so it is that many angry, violent and rebellious people are transferring 
their childhood abuse into protest against parents, adults and society. Some take 
revenge on others and might become terrorists or dictators and tyrants. Who 
knows maybe Dom Ortega was a victim of childhood abuse and that horrible 
experience turned him to the despicable person he became. Was he to blame for 
what he had become if he was abused, neglected and rejected by his parents or 
relatives?  
 
Our difference to the animals is that humanity has reason, free choice and 
conscience, a knowledge of what is good and bad actions. Then based on that 
knowledge a decision is reached to do good or bad. That, too, should be the 
reasoning to keep the age of criminal liability for children at fifteen years old, as 
debated in the Congress. The child, especially a street child, abandoned or 
uneducated, does not have a formed conscience and full knowledge or the 
developed use of reason to know what is good and bad in a given situation. They 
act on emotion, feelings and instinct for survival. 
 
“Eva, I never heard about such things. Where did you know of it? Why did you 
not tell me about these evil things before? How do you know about them?” “I 
listen to the radio, I go to the parish seminars and I listen and learn,” Eva replied. 
“You ought to listen to the radio more. You heard the news on the radio of the 
boys shot dead in the market? Who did that and how can they get away with it? 
They were like the children that were abused in the Villa L’Aquila. Father Alfonso 
knew it, they escaped the house and the abuse and ran to the parish rectory and 
sought refuge and help and were sheltered by Father Alfonso and Attorney Ross 
and Sister Angelica and the parish workers.” 
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Juanito listened in shock. He had never heard his wife speak like this before. He 
never knew about such abuse in the Villa. He had not gone to the community 
seminars given by the parish workers. Eva went on, caught up in the emotion, 
talking about her experience, knowing it happened. 
 
“You must know what is the danger to Julie. The children told Father Alfonso and 
Attorney Ross what happened to them. Dom Ortega and his son is a rapist of 
children and they bring friends to abuse them also. When the young girls are 
made pregnant by that brute and his son, then it is Develio who force them to 
have abortions. They must never bear a child with his bloodline. Dom Ortega 
Espinosa shouted it out when he was drunk, the children told that to Attorney 
Ross and Sister Angelica,” she said heatedly. 
 
“How do you know what he shouted when he was drunk, it could be all lies?” 
Juanito replied incredulously. Juanito was shocked, not knowing how to respond, 
hardly understanding what he was hearing and half of him, not wanting to hear it 
or think about or imagine the evil acts against young teenage children. He was an 
uneducated farmer but he knew right from wrong and such revelations coming 
from his more articulate strong-minded wife, he could not deny them.  
 
For such is the impact that terrible secrets have on the innocent and the ignorant, 
especially when it is an accusation against a person of power and prestige. They 
refuse to listen and believe and accept it. They are conditioned to respect out of 
fear the prestige and are overwhelmed by the awe-inspiring presence of the 
political leadership especially when all the others are doing it. They seldom think 
for themselves but follow the crowd. 
 
“The older cleaning servants told me, they go to church, the walls have ears,” 
Eva snapped. Juanito, was silent and sat on a small wooden stool, he had made 
himself, with his head bowed, his hands clasped in prayer. These revelations 
were spinning around his head like angry wasps as his wife’s powerful 
revelations stung him. He felt remorse at what he had almost done, putting his 
daughter Julie into such danger. Now that the unspoken secrets had been 
revealed, his conscience was troubled. Questions leapt at him like the sparks of a 
crackling fire. Had he made a deal with the devil? Would his Julie be safe 
working in the city? This was his greatest worry. 
 
“I did not know these dark secrets! I did not know! I was unaware and foolish to 
trust him and believe his words,” he said, “but such a rich and powerful man can 
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surely be responsible and we can trust his word, can we not? How did you know 
of these things and you did not tell me before?” he asked. 
 
Eva went on to tell the whole story, “There was a meeting in the parish hall. 
There it was revealed to us. Father Alfonso, Attorney Ross and Sister Angelica 
knew of these crimes and tried to get justice for the abused children. One night 
when the guards were drunk and The Dom was in the city the children escaped 
from the Villa, they were kept in a room in the basement. They ran to the 
protection of the parish rectory and told all to Father and his parish team. His 
housekeeper Anna-Maria heard everything, how the children were crying. The 
parish social worker and sister Angelica and Attorney Ross came to console and 
support them. Anna-Maria told me everything when I went to the church,” she 
said. 
 
After pausing a while to allow the truth to sink in and to allow Juanito to accept it, 
she went on. “The following afternoon the armed guards of Dom Ortega with 
dogs led by Alverez, surrounded the parish house and demanded the children be 
released to them. Father, Sister Angelica and Attorney Ross said no. The guards 
broke in the back door to the kitchen and grabbed Anna-Maria, the cook, and 
held her as hostage. They took her outside and threatened to shoot her right 
there. Father offered himself as hostage if they would let Anna-Maria go but 
before that happened the three children were crying and wailing in fright and 
begged Father to save Anna-Maria. Then suddenly they ran out of the rectory 
and ran back toward the Villa. It was the children that saved Anna-Maria by 
sacrificing themselves.”  
 
Juanito was in a daze as he listened to this story and he buried his face in his 
sunburn hands and he shivered. These things were beyond him. He did not go to 
the church seminars and get involved with community affairs. Now he wished he 
had. 
 
Eva continued her story, “Yes, that’s how it happened. The children were taken 
far away by Develio and Father Alfonso and Attorney Ross had no witnesses 
beside themselves. When they filed a complaint against Alverez the prosecutor 
was on the side of Dom Ortega Espinosa, he owned everybody in government. 
The complaint was dismissed for lack of evidence especially since the child 
victims were nowhere to be found.” 
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The children were taken to the city and they disappeared. Attorney Ross was 
threatened with death if he pursued the case and if he looked for those girls to be 
witnesses. They were never found, just abducted, taken away and never seen 
again. That is what might happen to our Julie,” she said with passionate emotion. 
 
“The Dom and his degenerate son are criminals and are above the law and they 
have destroyed the lives of many young people. So now you know, now you 
know everything and that is why I could never allow Julie to go to the Villa or 
work in he city,” she said to Juanito. 
 
Eva had had her say. She had released all the pent up feelings and the story had 
come gushing out. She could not longer hold them inside her heart. The truth was 
that in years past she was like one of those children. It was her life long secret. 
She felt relief and light of heart as if a painful tumor had been removed. She got 
up and went over to the kitchen fire where their last handful of rice was cooking. 
 
“Tomorrow we will go to Father Alfonso and Attorney Ross and ask help to get 
Benito out of jail,” she said. 
 
The following morning Eva and Juanito were at the small house of Father Alfonso 
and for half an hour Attorney Ross was listening to the story of what had 
happened to Benito. Eva also explained the job offer to the families of the village. 
Within an hour Ross had taken a beat up old taxi to the municipality where Benito 
was jailed, about thirty minutes drive from the city. Ross was at the courthouse 
typing and filing a motion for habeas corpus for Benito with an urgent petition for 
immediate hearing by the judge. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
 
The courtroom was packed with people awaiting a semblance of justice from a 
very overloaded agonizingly slow judicial system. There were about twenty cases 
to be heard listed on a document hung at the entrance. There was only a small 
chance that a few would be heard that day. The clerk of court called the case 
numbers and names of those present who had, together with witnesses, to be 
presented. 
 
If the petitioners were not ready with a lawyer, documents, witnesses and a 
prosecutor it was immediately postponed and reset to another date, perhaps in 
three months time. Then the next case was called and so on. There was a few 
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witnesses called in one case, a short cross-examination and then it was reset for 
two months. Then the clerk of court handed Judge Garcia the urgent petition of 
Attorney Ross Fernandez. 
 
The judge had a lot of respect for Attorney Ross and called for a recess and 
invited Ross to come to the chambers. It was a small room filled to the ceiling 
with case folders. He discussed the request and called in the prosecutor and 
asked him to comment and heard his side. The prosecutor said he knew nothing 
about the detention since no formal charges had been filed. It was now a case of 
arbitrary and illegal detention. He said he had no opposition to the motion to 
release Benito Rasala. 
 
To the immense relief of Ross, Judge Garcia said he would approve the release 
since there was no formal filing of charges by Alverez. One hour later Ross left 
the court with the signed release order and went straight to the police station. 
Benito was sitting in a dirty decrepit cell looking beat up and disheveled. Eva was 
already there, having gone earlier to bring food and clean clothes to Benito. The 
chief of police read the release order and reluctantly had to release Benito to the 
custody of Attorney Ross and Eva.   
 
The cell door was unlocked and Benito came out, his face still showing purple 
bruise marks and a cut above his eye. “Sit over here and let’s treat that wound,” 
Ross gave money to Eva to go out to the nearby pharmacy and buy cotton wool, 
medication and dressing to clean and dress the wound before it became infected. 
He heard voices calling out, “Sir, Sir, please help us, help us.” Ross left Benito 
and went inside the jail building along a corridor following the sound of the voices 
around a corner at the back of the jail. 
 
There he saw a shocking sight. A group of young boys were crammed inside a 
small jail cell. They were as young as eight to seventeen years old. They pressed 
against the metal bars of the grossly overcrowded jail cell. Ross was hit by this 
sight but equally was revolted by the stench of urine and human feces that came 
from the cell. It stank and he had to cover his nose. “How many are you here?” 
he asked. “We are forty and we have committed no crime. We are just street 
boys and vendors at the traffic lights in the city, they brought us here,” one of the 
boys answered. The eight old was crying, ”I want my mama, I want to go home, 
waaaahhh!”  
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“Have you had a hearing before a prosecutor? Have you met the social worker?” 
Ross asked the boys. “No Sir. We have met no one to help us, the police just 
picked us up and brought us here.” Ross saw that the cell was jam-packed with 
human bodies that not all could lie down to sleep on the hard concrete floor. They 
had to take turns at standing and lying down. There were no showers, no beds, 
nothing to distract or entertain or educate them in their captivity. 
 
They were as animals tightly packed in a cage. Some were holding plastic bags 
that had been their last bit of food. “When did you eat last?” Ross asked. 
“Yesterday Sir,” they replied, “please help us. Give us water. Please Sir, inform 
our parents,” they begged.  
 
Ross turned enraged at the inhuman conditions and the violation of their 
children’s rights and the loss of human dignity. He went to the office of the chief 
of police. “Why are these boys detained here without any charges being filed 
before the prosecutor? What are they charged with and who is responsible for 
this jail?” “Attorney, there is nothing that I can do. The city police bring them here, 
especially when there is a dignitary visiting. They are beggars, vendors, they are 
living in the gutters and an eyesore to all,” the police chief said. 
 
“This is illegal arbitrary detention, I will have to charge you with an administrative 
charge for serious and grave child neglect. Their human rights are violated all 
day and night in those conditions and that is a violation of the Child Protection 
Law, RA 7610. You need to release them right away unless charges have been 
filed against them. If so, let me see the blotter and the files,” Ross told him. 
 
“Attorney, they are just here for safe keeping. They are not detained but they are 
costing our budget. We don’t have enough to feed so many,” he pleaded. “Well, 
then open the cell and let them go otherwise I will call the prosecutor,” Ross 
replied. 
 
Reluctantly the chief called his assistant and ordered him to go unlock the cell 
doors. He did and the children came pouring out, running for the door, smiling, 
laughing at the joy of freedom and movement and fresh air and sunlight. All these 
natural things had been denied them for weeks and months. Despite the rough 
and unbearable detention they were happy just to run into the open. Ross called 
them together and they gathered around, “You go back home now and if you or 
your friends are apprehended again or are in trouble come to the Child Watch 
center and we will give you help.” “Thank you, Thank you Attorney Ross!” they 
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shouted. He gave them enough money to buy food and take a jeepney back into 
the city and home. They rushed away from the police station to freedom. 
 
Ross turned to Benito and Eva. He had his wound cleaned and dressed. They 
went outside, Ross called a battered rattling old taxi and at two p.m. he and Eva 
and the grateful Benito arrived at the house of Father Alfonso where they were 
joyfully greeted by Juanito and Father Alfonso and Jill. Juanito leapt from the 
chair and embraced his son, tears steaming down his face. 
 
“It is dangerous here, you have to leave right away,” Father Alfonso said to 
Benito. “They will surely arrest you again.” He served them food and brewed 
coffee. “Yes I know, Father, it is hard for me to go into hiding, but I will be okay 
and I will find a job in Manila and I will text you all as soon as I am safe,” he said. 
 
Father Alfonso went into a storage room and filled a backpack with donated 
clothes to fit Benito. He found him rubber shoes, T-shirts and pants. He packed 
cooked rice, dried fish, fruit and a bottle of water and gave him a thousand pesos. 
After hurriedly dressing up and more embraces and tears Benito left the back 
door and took a tricycle to the bus station and escaped.  
 
By four in the afternoon the following day Laura Develio drove to the village of 
San Isidero and stopped near the hovel of Juanito and Eva. This time she came 
with a back up team of mean looking men in another van ready to get the girls. 
Eva and Juanito came out and stood waiting silently for Develio to speak. 
 
“Your daughter is getting special treatment. Where is she? In school?” she asked. 
Juanito replied, “Yes, she is in school. Why are you asking?” “Dom Ortega is a 
kind and generous man, he instructed me to pay your daughter’s wages in 
advance, three months. She can work as a domestic in a hotel in the city. Then if 
you sign half of your debt will be forgiven,” she said. 
 
Develio had heard of the release of Benito and they had no more hold over Eva 
and Juanito. They would have to threaten eviction and demand payment of the 
debt. “It says so here on this debt relief document, it is already signed by Dom 
Ortega himself,” Develio showed them the document. It was authentic and it was 
a huge offer that Juanito could hardly refuse. Otherwise they would be evicted, 
made homeless, an end of life, as they knew it. 
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“Just sign the paper releasing Julie for work in a hotel.” She was irritated at the 
hesitation of the peasants she despised. Juanito and Eva retreated into the small 
low roofed hovel. Develio waited outside in her four-wheel drive.  
 
Eva was the first to speak. “I am against it,” Eva said with deep sorrow at their 
predicament, angry at their powerlessness, their utter vulnerability at this point in 
life but relieved that Benito was free. She resented the arrogance and power of 
Develio and hated Dom Ortega. The release of Benito was her only consolation. 
“Benito is safe. They do have total power over us but we will protect Julie,” Eva 
said. Juanito sitting on the stool nodded in agreement. Eva and Juanito having 
made the final decision would accept whatever the outcome would be. 
 
They went outside and the other girls were already standing with their parents 
ready to go and get into the van. They had already received the money and had 
signed the document. In Julie's village Laura Develio had recruited three other 
excited minors who believed they would get a good job, see the big city, earn 
money, buy clothes and escape poverty. The promises of free training and well-
paid jobs in beauty parlors, hotels and domestic service gave them hope of a 
better life. 
 
The advance payment on their future wages was an irresistible offer to their 
parents. Reluctant as they were to part with their teenage children they had other 
children to send to school, buy medicine, pay debts and eat better food. Poverty 
speaks with pangs of hunger not with words of wisdom. And so after sad tearful 
farewells the three girls were ready to leave. 
 
Develio got out of her four-wheel drive vehicle wearing riding boots and a jacket 
as if going for a jaunt; she showed irritation with Eva and Juanito. “Well, have you 
signed the document? Give it to me,” she demanded arrogantly holding out her 
hand. “We are not ready to sign this. Julie will not go. She will continue her 
schooling,” Eva told Develio with a steady gaze that bordered on defiance. She 
handed back the documents unsigned. Develio was furious. She declared angrily, 
“You will pay for this! You have defied Dom Ortega and there will be serious 
consequences!” 
 
Juanito stood there but was looking at the ground unable to meet the angry gaze 
but Eva held her head high and stared at Develio. She turned and ordered the 
children to get into the van. She strode to her SUV, climbed into the vehicle and 
left in a cloud of dust followed by the van with the other girls. They would be 
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going to their job in the big city. 
 
That evening when Julie arrived home from school she heard the news that the 
other children had left. ”Mama I am so happy to be staying. Dom Ortega and 
Develio are bad people. We can’t trust them or anything they say. Thank you for 
not sending me to work. I will work hard here after school every day. When the 
rains come I will plant the rice and the sugar cane.”  
 
"Shhhh, Julie, don’t talk loudly like that it could cause us trouble. The Dom is rich 
and powerful, we are poor and have no chance, my love, and we have gone 
against them. They have always ruled and taken our children, our land and 
forests. We are nothing to them, and we don’t exist other than for their pleasure 
or to be cheap labor. But we have our dignity and our rights to a better life and 
we have to survive these hard times to see better ones,” Eva said. 
 
“Benito is free,” Juanito said, “he will find a job and send us some money. We 
can borrow from Father Alfonso to pay The Dom some part of the loan and he 
cannot send us away from this place, it is our home.” He was clasping Julie's 
hand. Then mother and daughter embraced, none of them could foresee what 
the future held for them. 
 
"Yes Mama, I will try and never give up. Little Rose must go to school and I will 
do my best and find a way to earn money so that we will never be hungry again,” 
Julie said.  
 
A week after the children left the village with Develio there was a rumor they 
would be evicted from their homes and the village would be leveled. The fear of 
eviction from their small hovels and tenancy holding by Dom Ortega, the lord of 
Hacienda L’Aquila, was a great worry to all the small tenant farmers. Many were 
also part time hacienda workers in the sugar cane during planting and cutting 
time. Eva and Juanito were safe for the moment. They had a hovel for a home. 
 
Dom had plans to lease the land to Monsanto, a multinational agriculture 
corporation that specialized in generic modification crops. Monsanto was bought 
over by Bayer. They feared the German corporation would make them homeless 
and jobless. The villagers would be forced to migrate to the city slums. A cruel 
hard life lay ahead. 
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Migrants had nothing but the dim hope of a better life, a chance to work and to 
earn, however small the wage might be. The rich nations had built their economy 
on cheap migrant labor for a hundred years. Many coming from the nations they 
exploited and impoverished in the colonial madness. Now they wanted the latest 
wave to be rejected.  
 
The great promise of land reform was an empty promise, it helped some, but not 
the majority and it was soon to end according to law. The billions stolen by the 
tyrant President Ferdinand Marcos were supposed to have been recovered and 
used to pay landowners compensation. But little was recovered and people like 
Juanito and Eva would never receive their rights to the land they tilled and 
worked. Dom Ortega’s brother was a high government official in the Department 
of Agrarian Reform. He fixed it so that the hacienda did not come under land 
reform and be given to the tenant farmers. 
 
Land is wealth, and wealth is power and the family of Dom Ortega had plenty of it. 
He had a brother in the Congress and a nephew running for mayor. This was a 
growing family dynasty. The mission of the team of Father Alfonso was to 
challenge this reality whereby the few rose to positions of great wealth while 
millions of people endured poverty and oppression.  
 
One week later Julie disappeared. Juanito and Eva were worried when Julie did 
not come home. They went to the school to ask and all they heard was that a van 
was seen in the area. Julie, fourteen years old, was abducted.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 
 
 
 

WHO DID IT?  
THE MYSTERY 

 
 
 
 
The funeral of the twins was over and that evening the group met in the 
children’s shelter. The children were gathered in the activity room doing art and 
crafts. A few were watching television. The same group that gathered earlier at 
the chapel was now inside the meeting room. There were sandwiches, biscuits, 
coffee and water available. The group of rights advocates continued the 
discussion of the previous evening. It weighed on everyone’s mind; the terrible 
crime and all were trying to understand the reasons behind it. They knew they 
had to do more to help stop the killing, to protect the market kids, get some kind 
of protection for the vulnerable suspects, the youth and children. 
 
They were all too aware that doing nothing was not an option, speaking out was 
dangerous but it had to be done, yet how best do it was a question left 
unanswered. If only Human Rights Watch would investigate like they did in the 
past, that would be a big help Sister Angelica thought and the group agreed to 
invite them once again to assess the situation and interview more families of the 
victims. 
 
“Who is the killer you ask?” Sister explained answering Hans, “no one knows but 
most likely they are rogue police or former military or police personnel and may 
have been involved in crimes or atrocities. They would be under threat of 
prosecution and life in prison if they did not do as commanded, even to commit 
murder. They may be paid assassins, for a small amount of money they kill on 
command. In some murders they ride alone or in pairs. There is a hit team of two 
on one motorcycle and the pillion rider is the shooter. They find the victims in the 
open ride up and shoot them.” 
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“There are no witnesses, no one to call the police? Not a single hit team 
captured?” Hans was incredulous this could go on without any law enforcement 
taking action or investigating.  
 
“That’s the way it is, as if they have impunity, can get away with it. That is how 
they killed Romy, the organizer of the sugar farmers, the brother of the 
Archbishop and then there was Father Pops. Father Pops was killed the same 
way outside his rectory house one morning. The motorbike riding team just came 
up and the one riding the pillion shot him dead,” Sister told them.  
 
“Who is safe from the death squads? Sister, who was Father Pops,” Brian asked. 
Hans and Brian were newly arrived in the Philippines, they were unaware of the 
death squad and the violence endured by the church people doing human rights 
work. 
 
“Father Pops was an Italian missionary here in Mindanao for almost fifty years, 
his name is Father Fausto Tentorio. He was helping the indigenous people get 
organized to resist the big mining corporations taking the ancestral lands of North 
Cotobato. They do open mining, bulldozing the land to get the nickel, chromites 
and gold, cutting the rain forests destroying the environment. They shot him,” she 
said. 
 
“Multinational mining corporations back the mining companies that are owned by 
powerful politicians. They passed a law favorable to their mining operations that 
gave them big privileges, such as rights over the ancestral lands and forests, to 
cut trees and dam rivers and to do minimal restoration. They gave themselves 
tax-free import rights for machinery and a tax holiday for seven years and then 
very low tax after that.” Then Sister went on, “In 1985 the masterminds of the 
logging and mining corporations were said to have set up the assassination of his 
fellow Italian missionary Father Tuilo Favali. The killers smashed his head and 
ate his brains as a sign of triumph and victory. But those behind these murders 
are suspected but never tried. The murderers of Father Tuilo were arrested and 
were given twenty years in prison. But families trying to get the ancestral lands 
and logs were never named. Do you know that the Philippines in 1911 had 
seventy percent forest cover and today it’s only three percent? It’s a violent 
history of exploitation and wanton destruction, that’s how the very few control the 
very many of this nation,” she said angrily. 
 
 



RICKY	AND	JULIE	

	101 

Every one sat silently thinking about the death squad murders of Romy and Pops. 
They were such good men who had risked all for the poor and had stood with 
them in their protests against the mining corporations. 
 
Sister Angelica wiped away a tear at the memory. “I knew Father Pops, he was a 
quiet patient forgiving man, a friend to all, supporting everyone, giving 
encouragement in the darkest days, I can never forget him,” she said. Then she 
added,”Father Al knew him also, they were together in fighting the sugar barons.” 
 
Hans and Brian looked over at Father Alfonso, who just nodded in agreement 
silently and acknowledged his dead friend. “Yes,” he said, “he was a great friend 
and totally dedicated his life to the people. They won many legal and social 
confrontations with the authorities and the mining companies.” After a pause he 
added with finality, “Then they got him.” 
 
Brian spoke up, angered by what he had just heard, the fighting Irish spirit rising 
in him looking for action, something to do, to solve the crimes and score a goal. 
“With Jamie and Jimmy, is there any chance we could identify the killers?” he 
asked. 
 
“Ricky and Boyet saw them according to the vendors in the market. If we could 
find the boys they might be able to see the suspects again around the police 
station or wherever and point to them unobserved. They could sit in a taxi or car. 
Where are the boys and girls now? We should go out and look for them, to 
protect them. They must be so scared and in hiding?” he asked with concern. 
 
His own days of fear and being scared came back to him. Brian had his reasons 
for volunteering at the Child Watch shelter, which he read about on the Internet. 
As a youngster his parents had lived in England and he was dreaming of being a 
footballer, joining the junior training team on the local but famous club. The 
trainer was a pedophile and manipulated him, brought him to training, took him to 
his own apartment overnight and sexually abused him at eleven yeas old. 
 
He taught this is what he had to go through to be accepted on the team not to be 
fired off. He was scared to complain about the famous coach. He was scared that 
no one would believe him and parents and relatives would be angry with him that 
he dared make a complaint. He feared he would send off the team if he 
complained. He held it all inside but became a great footballer and only when his 
family moved back to Ireland did the truth come out when other players on the 
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team went public. He never did. All have their fears and sad buried secrets, 
untold, unrevealed. The abusers go free unless someone can speak up. So he 
understood the fear of Ricky and Boyet if they would not testify against the killers. 
 
“Perhaps we ought to be looking for the masterminds, the people behind the 
killers, the ones giving the orders. Who are they? How could we find them?” 
Hans asked. 
 
“The people giving the orders can kill anyone who threatens the drug distribution 
business or even those who dare speak or oppose them. But knowing them is 
just speculation, no one can say who is behind it. There are strong suspicions but 
they can’t be verified or proven,” Doctor Ian said. 
 
Jill was thinking of the threats she received telling her that a shroud was waiting 
for her on a street corner. She felt scared and moved closer to Ross and again 
vowed to avoid street corners. 
 
“The question is,” Hans asked thoughtfully, ”the one responsible, the person that 
gives the orders may never be known, and the chief suspect may not be the 
mastermind at all as Doc says. There may be bigger fish behind the whole 
phenomenon. It is possible that Boss-man is a front man, a political image. He 
only makes the threats but behind him there might be someone higher, more 
sinister with a hidden agenda, a bigger plan. The mastermind who identifies the 
targets and gives the orders,” he said. 
 
“That’s possible and that is why perhaps the really big boss, whoever he or she is, 
has several hit teams that do not know each other,” Angelica replied. “They are 
isolated from each other, work independently so that the big boss can order one 
team to eliminate the other if it became necessary,” she said. 
 
“Why would he or she want to do that?” Brian asked. Jill then made a contribution. 
“Think about it, if the hit team does not carry out the assigned assassinations, 
they don’t get their crystal meth, which is worth big money to them and they are 
likely addicted to it. Consider the possibility that the bikers and assassins are the 
actual dealers and distributers. They and the big drug lord, whoever he is, have 
an interest in eliminating the competition. They earn big money. That’s why they 
can afford to have expensive vintage bikes, money and guns,” she said and went 
on. “My theory is that the big drug lord, and it could be a woman for all we know, 
that heads a cartel has the drug supply, but the bikers have the retail distribution 
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sales. They drop of the drug to their dealers and collect the payment and bring it 
to the main distributer. If they fail to deliver the right amount another hit squad is 
sent against them. Maybe that’s another reason for the separate isolated hit 
squads. They can kill each other. It keeps them under control,” Jill said. 
 
Doc spoke up. “Well that’s a good theory Jill, the death squads are distributors. 
It’s possible. It’s also possible that while there is an anti-drug, a War-on-Drugs, 
there are bigger fish that may be using him to go for political power. If there is a 
big drug distribution network in the city and province connected to corrupt police 
and politicians and there is competition from the Chinese, then they need more 
power to have a monopoly and eliminate the competition. There is evidence that 
the Chinese are moving into the business with lower cost but stronger crystal 
meth from China and taking over the market. So this competition and their 
network must be liquidated, like in the days of the Chicago mafia. So the hit 
squads are killing the distributers and pushers of the competition. What a better 
way to do it than with a front of a law and order campaign with the Boss-man, an 
unwitting front man,” Doc Ian said. 
 
“They could go national if the candidate makes it and becomes president, unlikely 
as that may be,” Jill said. 
 
Sister Angelica spoke up, “The election is open for a populist outsider. The 
establishment is divided. There will be five candidates; four are traditional 
politicians and establishment figures. The candidate is a straight talking anti-
crime outsider and anti-establishment. He is growing in popularity. The 
unthinkable might happen, you know. Some sinister force unknown to him that 
might be using the War-on-Drugs as a way to take over the entire business once 
the rivals are removed and move for the creation of a national illegal drug cartel, 
in fact unknown to the candidate, they might be funding his run,” she said. 
 
The group sat silently thinking about this awful possibility that there was a Narco-
state in the making under the guise of an anti-drug and anti-corruption campaign. 
The fearful declaration of the presidential candidate to eliminate the drug 
business in six months after taking office and kill as many as ten thousand 
suspects in the process to save the next generation, as he has said in public, 
was a big worry to them. It seemed someone was putting him up to making 
controversial statements to get the publicity, like Trump did. But it was just 
statements. 
 



A	STORY	OF	COURAGE	AND	SURVIVAL	IN	THE	PHILIPPINES	

	 104	

“The candidate may be innocent and totally unconnected to the death squad. But 
it is just fearsome rhetoric and he may just use it to boost his chances of being 
elected as the law-and-order president,” Angelica said. 
 
“Do you think the candidate is aware of this possible shadowy force encouraging 
the War-on-Drugs, but planning to take over national distribution?” asked Brian. 
 
Sister Angelica answered, “For all we know he may not know he is being used. 
He may be sincere in his unorthodox controversial methods and promises to 
shoot-to-kill all the pushers and dealers if he is elected, ten thousand people if 
necessary, as he says. That may just be talk with no evidence to back it up. No 
witness to point that he has anything to do with such killings by the death squad. 
He just relishes the aura of power and fear that it gives him. But the manipulators 
using him will have a secret sinister plan. They want to build a single all-powerful 
cartel with the backing of the corrupt police. That could be a threat to national 
security. It has happened in Mexico, look at the carnage there. It cannot succeed. 
That’s why such a real campaign of killing nation wide would never happen. It 
would be a big disappointment to his approving cult like followers. Killing on that 
scale will only serve to alienate the president internationally and eventually 
alienate him from the people. Besides there are many corrupt police that are part 
of the drug distribution and protection system,” Sister added. 
 
“Yes, outlandish as his threats and statements are, it is popular! His rallies are 
crowded and anti-corruption, anti-crime threats could win him the presidency,” 
Brian said. 
 
Jill joined the discussion. “Did you know that the hit men working for the former 
mayor of Tag City gave video interviews to Human Rights Watch? The report is 
called ‘A Shot to the Head.’ Their confessions are on YouTube and on the 
Human Rights Watch website. Terrible crimes were done,” she said. “Perhaps 
members of the Davao Death Squad might give an interview one day, they might 
confess even,” she added. 
 
Brian asked, “What’s the advantage for them confessing on camera?” “Just to 
brag, to confess a guilty conscience, to lessen their feelings of guilt or to expose 
the mayor in that town, because, they said, he paid them so little, a few thousand 
pesos per hit,” Jill said. 
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Jill spoke up. “They got the names and address of their targets by text message 
but there is more behind the drug trade, human trafficking, they go together. 
Others have told how there is a big demand for drugs in the sex bars and clubs 
and brothels. The drugs availability in an unlimited supply attracts the customers 
to the brothels clubs and hotels where they use it to get high for sexual abuse of 
young girls,” Jill explained. 
 
“Yes Jill, you’re correct and drugs are used to keep the young girls addicted, 
docile and submissive for abuse. Crystal meth is so addictive. Perhaps the 
candidate will clean up the sex trade and the drug trade in the sex bars if he 
wins,” Sister Angelica said. “The young girls trafficked from the villages are 
locked in against their will, mired in debt bondage, scared of the bar operator that 
threatens there families with retaliation if they escape. There is no escape. They 
incur more debts daily, especially if they need to buy a fix of Shabu for their 
addiction. It is sex slavery, a very sinister business. So many young girls are 
raped even on the streets. It’s a done thing and the corrupt police are part of it. I 
saw a research report saying a Filipino woman is raped every three minutes,” 
Sister Angelica added and went on. 
 
“It’s only a theory at present, that the big business for them is not the killings or 
the child rapes or the drugs but the trafficking of the young girls. Hundreds of 
thousands of foreigners are flocking here to the sex bars and clubs and brothels 
for the young girls and drugs. They spend a lot of money for safety and security 
and the War-on-Drugs is not targeting the suppliers distributing drugs in the sex 
bars and clubs. So, who is behind the human trafficking? That is the question,” 
she explained. 
 
“The theory is close to reality,” Jill said, “the top drug lord and his contacts in 
political circles around the country control the production and drug supply. They 
run the crystal meth labs perhaps and they supply the sex industry. Foreigners 
are mostly the bar operators but they operate with the mayors permit in every 
town. That is a criminal enterprise that violates the law but is permitted and even 
encouraged. The politicians and police must make money from it. So no matter 
what amount of drugs are used in the sex bars, they will not be raided or hit,” she 
said. 
 
The group gave a round of applause. Angelica took a sip of juice and looked at 
her audience. Jill was furiously taking notes. Brian and Hans were discussing the 
last bit of information. Ross and Father Al were talking with Jill and Doc came 
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over to chat with her. 
 
They were familiar with the conspiracy theory that Sister Angelica was explaining 
so well to the newcomers. It helped greatly to have some explanation and to try 
to analyze and put together the pieces of the puzzle. It made sense too in an 
otherwise confused and nonsensical world.  
 
The players were all too real and so were the dead victims and the many drug 
addicted young people as well as the immoral morass that the nation had 
descended to behind a front of respectability and church going and corrupt drug 
dealing politicians. The analysis lifted the feeling of hopelessness. 
 
Doctor Ian Bacay came over to Ross after the presentation, “I think Sister is right, 
the candidate is not the mastermind or the Boss-man behind the death squads. I 
think there are more powerful personalities organizing his run for president and 
urging him to be belligerent and shocking in his statement to get the media 
attention. How else can he compete? He has to do a Trump, to be wild, insulting, 
outrageous. That is how he takes the attention from every other candidate. That 
is how he will win. People love rough gutter talk, they will use him for their own 
purpose.” 
 
“Sister,” Hans asked, “are there not good politicians and law enforcers that are 
people of honesty and integrity?” 
 
“Yes,” she answered, “there are, but most are compromised and intimidated by 
the politicians behind the criminal syndicate and to get elected they have to make 
deals with these local politicians and their district networks. When in the 
congress they pay back by protecting the syndicate. No one denounces drug 
pushers more strongly than the syndicates themselves.” 
 
Hans burst in, “Although the elections are close, do you think the present 
administration won’t order an investigation? They say the pile of bodies over the 
past few years has reached over a thousand four hundred including the street 
children.” 
 
“Yes it is,” Angelica went on, “but the president does not do it these days 
because it’s close to the elections and the Commissioner on Human Rights has 
been investigating. I heard rumors she has been holding secret talks with some 
members of the death squads. If he went public against the death squads now a 
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scandal would cause a strong reaction for the candidate and his followers and 
damage and weaken the administration and they would loose the upcoming   
election.” 
 
“You think it goes that high up, the cover up I mean, the inaction, to the cabinet 
level?” Hans asked astonished, more accustomed to the discipline and rule of 
law in Germany. This impunity on such a huge scale was exasperating and 
difficult to comprehend. 
 
“Well, it’s possible, but there are death squads in other cities also, but here in 
Davao they are the most active and have the highest death toll. There are no 
shining knights and none are beyond temptation or the weakness of human 
nature. Power, money and prestige can lead the best of people into grave crime,” 
Sister said. 
 
“Is there any hope of ending the corruption, drugs and human trafficking? Do you 
think Sister?” Brian asked. “At the moment none,” she answered. 
 
Ross was feeling much better that day after the funeral. Jill made a comforting 
presence. Her hand on his shoulder gave him a happy feeling that he had not 
experienced before. In fact, he had been reluctant to get close to girls as a 
teenager as he was absorbed in his studies and the overwhelming ambition to 
succeed and overcome his state of emptiness and lack of a family other than that 
present in the Child Watch home. That was his only rock of stability and security 
and he would be worthy of all the love, friendship and protection it had given him. 
His college girlfriends were few and passing. He focused with passion and 
commitment on his justice mission. 
 
As an adult he had some female friends but they were activists and more 
interested in social transformation and moral revolution than romance. They were 
more prepared to fall in battle than in love. But Jill was a charming attractive 
personality with a commitment to justice that matched his own. He was attracted 
to her charm and dedication to justice for the poor. The discussion was over and 
they sat at the table. Sister Angelica said, “Ross you have to take a break. Go 
away and rest where it is safe. That was no accident the other day, it was a 
deliberate attempt on your life,” she said. 
 
“Why do you think they are looking for Ricky?” Ross changed the subject. “He 
seemed to be their target, the vendors overheard the shooters talking,” Ross said 
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shrugging off the concerns for his life. 
 
“Ricky might have seen the shooters or recognized some high officials last month 
when the human traffickers abducted Grace and Angie and raped them at the 
beach house. Good they were able to escape. Did you hear that they shot the 
tricycle driver that took them to safety? That poor man, we are giving support to 
his wife and children,” she told the group. 
 
“It was terrible what happened to them. Archie, the tricycle driver, could have 
been a witness but now he is dead. The girls are missing. If there is a case then 
Ricky and Boyet could be witnesses. They might have seen the traffickers, that’s 
why they want them dead too. Did Grace and Angel identify their abductors and 
rapists before they left the center?” Angelica asked Ross. 
 
“Not yet. Grace and Angel were too scared and traumatized to talk about it and 
did not make a full formal statement earlier this week. They need much more 
therapy and support. They were brought to a tourist resort and raped in a 
cybersex den, they said. They were forced to undress and were raped on live 
cam over the Internet. It was for a group of customers in the United States. They 
should have stayed in therapy in the center after they were abducted and raped 
by pimps and the sex tourists. We have a medical-legal examination and it’s 
positive. That’s strong evidence, but they left the shelter and went back to the 
streets to be with their friends. The social workers are looking for them, they 
seem to have disappeared,” Ross said. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TEN 
 
 
 
 

THE ESCAPE OF JULIE 
 
 
 
 
“Why am I held here as a prisoner?” an indignant Julie demanded of Laura 
Develio after two weeks in a locked room in the walled house in the big city. She 
was the only girl from her village left in the city house. The rest of the girls had 
been taken to their job assignments one by one. They were sent to sex bars 
controlled by Develio. Julie was a prisoner not knowing what would happen to her. 
 
On her way home from school after Develio had left her village, a van stopped 
beside her on the lonely road to the village, two men jumped out and snatched 
her and bundled her into the vehicle and drove away. 
 
“You will be assigned to your new job soon. You can’t leave here because you 
have debts, debts to Dom Ortega. We gave money to your parents and they did 
not pay it back,” Laura Develio said. “You pay it or you go to jail and you know 
what happens there, don’t you? You will be beaten and raped by the guards. You 
don’t want that to happen, do you?” she said in a menacing tone of voice.  
 
“I have my rights! This is illegal detention! What you are doing is wrong, a crime! 
You have no right to hold me here!” Julie shouted back. 
 
“Ha ha ha! You silly girl, you know nothing. Why do you think I went to your 
village? Dom Ortega is my uncle. He invited me there to recruit you to work in his 
business. You don’t want to? The land is earning nothing because of the draught. 
The villagers are not paying their debts. So this way he can get his money out of 
you kids. This is his plan, ha ha! You will work for him in his entertainment 
business and those of his friends.” 
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Julie became quiet. Her defiance was overtaken with fear, the fear of these 
dominating adults, of being alone, unprotected and vulnerable. She looked at the 
ground, unable to face the smirks of her tormentor. She realized that she was 
kidnapped. She was only fourteen, and tears streamed uncontrollably down her 
cheeks. She ran to her small cubical at the back of the house, laid on the cot and 
hugged herself to control the shaking, and cried. 
 
That night she could not sleep. A stream of questions ran wildly through her mind 
and she called on God. “Dear God, help me, help Mama and Papa, save me from 
this place. Why am I here like this? What wrong did I do? Is this my punishment, 
for what? Why did you not protect me from these wicked people?” she howled in 
pain and anger as she beat the pillow and in her mind beat the cruel face of 
Laura, the human trafficker. 
 
Two days later a white van came through the gates of the walled compound and 
three men alighted. Julie heard them enter the house. They talked with Develio 
and they went to her cubicle. They grabbed her and she resisted twisting to get 
out of their powerful grasp, they slapped her in the face and she cried. 
 
Laura warned her, “You are going to your new job! You had better do what you 
are told and keep your mouth shut. It will go badly for you and your family if you 
don’t work hard. You and your parents owe me and Dom Ortega a lot of money, 
you know,” she said with anger in her voice. 
 
Julie remained silent, she was shivering and scared of the leering looks of the 
men who were looking her up and down and grinning at each other. “I’m going 
have this one first,” the fat-faced gangster with the knife tattoo on his arm said, 
“she’s a cherry girl.” “Touch her and you’re a dead man,” replied the driver of the 
van, “the Boss-man wants her first, his special pick. She was sent by The Dom 
from the plantation.” 
 
She was bundled into the back seat of the van and told not to move. She was 
terrified and cried burying her face in her hands. It was a long drive during the 
night and exhausted and afraid she fell asleep. 
 
“Wake up brat!” the fat-face with the knife tattoo shouted at her. Julie was startled 
awake and stared out the van window and saw they were at the back of a 
building. She was pulled from the van and pushed through a rear entrance by the 
two gangsters. The muffled sound of disco music came from the front of the 
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building. They pushed her down a dimly lit corridor and into a small room with a 
red bulb. The guards pushed her inside without a word, closed and locked the 
door. There was a large bed, a washstand and separate cubical with a shower 
and toilet. A ceiling fan looked down, unmoved, uncaring. 
 
It was stifling hot and the smell in that room was revolting. Julie was a prisoner 
and frightened not knowing what would happen to her. The laughter and shouting 
and music came through the walls. It was new for her, she had never been into 
the city before, knew nothing about bars and clubs. Her remote village home did 
not have television and she had only seen it in a nearby town. She was the 
innocent virgin girl that El Toro had ordered for himself. 
 
The rattling jingle of keys in the door lock sent another wave of fear through Julie. 
She was in a state of panic and ran to a corner and sat down as if to hide, 
wrapping her arms around her knees. 
 
The door swung open and there was Big Mama. A large overweight woman 
stood in the doorway, the sounds of a distant rock band poured in behind her. 
She had a lumpy face that carried years of a hard rough mean life. A large mole 
stood out on her cheek and she wore a red dress. Her lips were daubed with red 
lipstick and her eyes were painted with blue mascara. She looked hideous, 
nothing could cover up the years of junk food and life in a sex bar. She was once 
a sex dancer and stripper but those years were long gone. She was the 
Mamasan. She towered over Julie.  
 
Big Mama had come from the club floor where she had been supervising the girls 
gyrating and pole dancing on a small sage and arranging sex partners for the 
girls from among the foreign customers. They were generally in their fifties or 
sixties with bulging hanging stomachs covered with sloppy T-shirts. Sometimes    
US Marines on leave would visit. After they picked the girl, they then negotiated 
the price of the girl and of the illegal crystal meth drugs, which Dirty Daddy, the 
manager and barkeeper, supplied. He was a six foot former US Marine with a 
beer belly to match those of his customers. When El Toro came he shaved, 
showered and dressed in a long sleeved shirt. No locals were allowed in the 
‘Sweet 15’ bar, they were bad for business and had their own sex bars and 
karaoke dens.  
 
The ‘Sweet 15’ bar was a swanky enough place as sex bars go, glittering glasses 
and bottles of liquor and shining mirrors reflecting the lights. Modern music 



A	STORY	OF	COURAGE	AND	SURVIVAL	IN	THE	PHILIPPINES	

	 112	

created a high-class atmosphere. The stage in the big lounge was backlit and 
had strobe lights that played around the girls gyrating around the dance poles, 
their hips and torsos twisting in sexually provocative movements. This was in part 
because it was furnished by El Toro himself and his occasional visits were to a 
secret luxurious apartment with a private entrance at the back. That is where he 
had Julie brought to him. The whole sex bar was a front for his secret sexual 
passion with minors. 
 
Big Mama was the sad remnant of a once simple peasant girl and a long lost 
childhood that grew into a life of emptiness. She had the look of being used up, 
empty of human feeling, as if all the life blood of humanity had been drained from 
her like the blood from a corpse and replaced with a mean spirit that blamed and 
punished others for her hard life. Her life from fourteen years old was one act of 
rape after another by her own father and then her uncle until she was beaten into 
servility and accepted what they said to her, that she was useless and she would 
come to nothing. 
 
“Better if you had never been born,” her angry mother shouted at her from time to 
time. Her will to live was broken and she ran away and was picked up by a 
human trafficker that pimped her to foreign sex tourists. It was then the only life 
she ever knew. There was no dream of a better life, no hope as it is for millions of 
young girls trafficked into sex slavery the world over. Julie and countless others 
were in the power of brutal men and Mamasans, like Big Mama. 
 
She looked hard at Julie and stepped into the room, slammed the door shut and 
advanced towards Julie who sat cringing in the corner embracing a pillow she 
had snatched from the bed as if it would somehow protect her. Her heart was 
beating fast, her mind had been repeating over and over like a mantra calling for 
help. “Lord save me, Lord save me,” but there was no salvation, there was no 
one to save her. It seemed to her there was no God, no one either to come or 
save her. She was alone.  
 
“Now listen to me girl! You are starting out in this job, you had better do what I tell 
you and give me no trouble, you hear? No lip or smart talk and don’t ever leave 
this place except to go to El Toro when he comes for you. You are exclusively his 
and his alone. If you don’t cooperate or resist his advances and desires we will 
get you and beat you to an edge of your life. That goes for your family too. They 
will get kicked out of the hacienda and you will be to blame for whatever happens 
to them. You understand that, do you girl? Huh? Get up, stand up!” she ordered. 
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Julie stared back, eyes wide with fear, her lips were trembling, hands shaking. 
She did as she was told.  
 
Julie was locked in that room. Food was brought, rice and fish and a mug of 
water. She was eating with her hands. Then when they thought she was tamed 
she was allowed out into the small yard at the back of the building with a high 
wall surrounding it. There was no way out. She was allowed to eat at a plastic 
table and one day after a midday meal of leftovers, Dirty Daddy (known by the 
nickname as DD), as he was called, the bar operator and club manager, came 
leering and sat close to her. She pulled away from his sweaty smelling hulk. 
 
He was big, overweight and wore a red T-shirt. He had long dirty blond hair 
turning gray, unshaven for a week and a whiskey ruddy face and his ever-
protruding beer belly. He was a former serviceman of the US Navy and now 
looked like a long lost hippy that never made it back to reality. 
 
”You are one sweet chick,” he said, “a real gift from the big boss, but you are 
special, saved for his boy. You are lucky. He wants a cherry girl, like you, who 
never had it yet, that’s what he likes, young, unspoiled cherry girl, a sweet virgin 
and he wants to be the first. I wish it were to be me.” He laughed a bellowing dirty 
laugh. 
 
He grinned lewdly. Julie was scared, so frightened she was losing control of her 
body and felt she had to run to the toilet. She ran down the yard where there was 
one and hid inside. Big Mama had to come and drag her out and back into her 
room an hour later.  
 
“You’re a lucky bitch! Not even Dirty Daddy is allowed to have you, and he would 
in a minute. The Dom wants you for his boy and no one else. You do not have 
the Aids, you see, you are clean, that is what he wants, to be safe. He never 
uses the condom you know, that’s why he only goes for a cherry girl. You’re his 
slave girl, you know. He is coming for you, you will shower up and put on the 
perfume and I bring you to his special apartment, it’s called The Rose Petal. You 
got to smell like a rose petal. You’re a flower and he will de-flower you, hahaha!” 
Big Mama laughed at Julie. She trembled at this announcement that El Toro, the 
terror of the hacienda and son of Dom Ortega would come to have sex with her. 
She was terrified. 
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Julie was not given to any of the customers. She was brought out once in while 
and given a bikini to wear. It had the emblem of the Union Jack on it for the 
British sailors. On another day the girls were told to wear the bikini with the Stars 
and Stripes when a US Navy ship was in the port. 
 
“Let’s do it for queen and country!” the sailors shouted and laughed during their 
drinking sprees before they had sex and drugs. They clashed their beer bottles in 
a toast to vulgarity and depravity. Dirty Daddy hung a big banner that announced 
‘Welcome US Navy’, ‘Brits this is your place’ or ‘Aussies, here is home’ and hung 
up the relevant flag of the nationals that were visiting. 
 
They did not use condoms. They all wanted the same thing, young girls to 
dominate and sexually abuse until they satiated themselves. The drugs gave 
them a stronger urge. They wanted under-age sex, thinking the young girls were 
more likely to be free of HIV-Aids. 
 
Julie huddled shivering in the cubicle every day waiting for the pill that would help 
her forget her pain for a while. She was made dependent after a few weeks of 
being given the drugs. It kept her docile and tired in her captivity and docile for 
the day when El Toro would come for her. Big Mama would bring it and stand 
over her until she swallowed it. Then pushed her out to dance. Her slim fourteen-
year-old body sent the customers into a blaze of sexual arousal. They drank 
more and offered to pay more for her, but she was not for sale. 
 
When El Toro and his gang of thugs were coming, the bar was closed to outside 
customers. Dirty Daddy and Big Mama dressed up trying to look impossibly 
respectable and they fawned on El Toro, the bully. They took over the whole bar 
and ate and drank, ordered drugs and girls. After half an hour El Toro went to the 
special luxurious apartment and ordered Big Mama to bring Julie to him. She did 
not recognize him at first as she sat on the floor and grasped her knees, terrified 
what he would do to her. 
 
He grabbed her and dragged her on to the bed and was rough and brutal in 
pulling off her T-shirt and shorts, exposing her naked body and then stripped 
himself. He was holding her down while Julie struggled and fought back to break 
away from his powerful grip. The drugs had weakened her. He held her down 
shouted at her to stay still and he pinned her arms to the bed and she hurt and 
cried out when he did the brutal act. Child rape was his fun as it is for hundreds 
of thousands of pedophiles like him. Afterwards Julie huddled in a corner and 
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cried non-stop. She was bleeding. He left to join his gang and Big Mama came 
and took her back to her little room. 
 
After that he came back twice a month. Julie was saved for him and him alone. 
She cried all night after every rape, hating it and hating him. It went on for months 
and Julie began to change. Her heart was that of a child but her body, due to the 
regular abuse, was maturing to that of a woman. That is the conflict of the 
abused, a child trapped in a woman’s body with all the growing human and 
sexual desires aroused by the constant abusive acts. 
 
The confusion was frustrating. The imprisonment was driving her to anger and 
tears. She beat the pillow every night and cried out in anguish. There was no one 
to console her, to show her understanding, compassion and human love. She 
was alone and abandoned, she believed and no one cared. 
 
A group of seven clean-cut young American servicemen came in one night. They 
ordered beers and laughed and joked among themselves. Julie and ten other 
girls were paraded on to the small stage. They were swaying and gyrating to 
disco music. Julie would not dance or gyrate in defiance, she just stood there 
with Big Mama standing close by, catch her if she left the stage and beat her. 
 
Numbered cards were pinned to the bikinis of the young girls, like products with a 
price. The music played and the girls pole danced as they had been taught, 
throwing come-hither glances at the customers. Julie could not do it. She 
continued her defiance, everything in her rebelled. She did not want a customer 
looking at her, she hardly moved. 
 
One of the three younger men was staring at Julie. She noticed his face was 
different from the others. He seemed uncomfortable being there. His expression 
was that of shame, pity, not leering, laughing and mocking like his companions. 
He was ashamed of himself looking at Julie's teenage body, underdeveloped, 
every bit a schoolgirl. It was as if he was looking at his own sister. He appeared 
young as if it was his first time in a girly bar and brothel. 
 
“Get your girls!” Big Mama shouted. “Which one you want, Sir?” addressing one 
of the three, “what’s your name?” “Call me Johnny.” “Ok, you want number six?” 
“Yeah, she'll do, got big tits, ha ha!” “Number six, go with Johnny, and Room 23, 
now!” ” Number eight, it’s your turn. Go with Bill, Room 25!” The girls were called 
by numbers, they had lost their identify, their own personality, their humanity was 
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degraded.  
 
They went reluctantly but acted as if they were excited. They were playing a role, 
putting on an act to make the customer feel that he was sexy and virile and she 
was willing and attracted to him. In fact it was just an act. When they did the act, 
they stared past the customer, looking at the ceiling. They were bored, wincing at 
times when they were hurt. They endured. It was a practiced routine and they 
learned to have a fake smile, even a fake cry as if they had an orgasm. They had 
to kiss and embrace without feeling or affection. It was just an animal act an, 
empty show. 
 
The other servicemen were pushing a young marine to Julie. “Go on Chris, go get 
her! She will help you forget your problems!” they egged him on. “She is not 
available, reserved, as they say!” Big Mama shouted above the loud disco 
sounds. “Ok, Julie go to your room, NOW!“ she shouted. 
 
Julie froze, frowned and did not move. The other girls filed away robot-like as 
their names were called. Big Mama waddled over to Julie and hissed at her as 
she took a firm grip on Julie’s arm and pulled her down the corridor to her room. 
“You are not for them, only for El Toro!” She slammed and locked the door. 
 
Dirty Daddy was at the bar with the other servicemen, they were still telling the 
young marine to get the young girl. “Hi Daddy, how much for the young girl? 
Chris here wants her!” “No, no, not tonight, another night,” he answered. The 
other marines still in the bar were whooping it up for Chris to go get her. “Chris, 
you shy? You got no money is that it?” “Common guys lets chip in for Chris’s girl. 
How much you want for that chick, Daddy? We give you six hundred dollars, right 
here, right now. Go on take it, it’s yours and let Chris go with that chick!”  
 
Dirty Daddy could not take his eyes of the six hundred dollars. It was one hell of 
temptation, so strong that he decided to take a chance and let the sailor have 
Julie. It was a fatal mistake. “Just this one time,” Dirty Daddy told himself, “no one 
will ever know. Besides that arrogant bastard El Toro has had her a dozen times 
already and again only last week he had her. He was so drunk he can’t even 
remember her name.” With that he reached out and took the money. The crowd 
cheered for Chris. 
 
“Chris it’s your big night, come on go for her!” they shouted and propelled him 
down the corridor. “Where is she, where is she?” they demanded of DD. He went 
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to Room 27 with a key and opened the door. They whooped it up laughing and 
shouting as they shoved Chris inside and closed it. Their loud voices faded as 
they went back to the bar for more drinking. Chris saw Julie huddled in a corner 
on the floor. 
 
There was no welcome for this young man. He would have to force her like El 
Toro. She embraced her knees and her head was bowed. Everything about her 
said, “I don’t want this.” Chris sat on the edge of the bed. “I don’t want to do 
anything to you. Just don’t tell my mates outside. You understand English?” Julie 
lifted her face with a quizzical look, nodded her head and looked at the young 
man named Chris sitting there nervous as if it was his first time in a brothel, 
which it was. Not knowing what else to do, he foolishly held out his beer bottle to 
her, “You want a drink?” Julie just shook her head still looking at him. “I'm not like 
the others,” he said. “I don’t do this, I mean go to sex bars and brothels, you 
know. It’s just that they brought me along. I was ashamed not to join them. They 
might think I'm gay. I'm not, though nothing wrong with that even if I was, it’s 
another life. I was brought up different. My parents were strict Catholics and I 
went to a convent school, are you Catholic?” he asked looking straight at Julie. 
She nodded yes without looking up.  
 
The anger and fear had faded from her face listening to him, not fully 
understanding all his words but she was seeing and listening to another decent 
human being for the first time in months that did not grab and molest her like the 
son of Dom Ortega. An interest and hope grew in her that Chris might help her. 
He was not going to hurt her. He might be an honest man. 
 
“Why are you here?” she asked. “My ship mates forced me and they paid the bar 
owner for me to come and have … sex with you, you understand? But I don’t 
want to. I have memories, recent memories of my girlfriend. She was to be my 
wife.” Then he asked, “Why are you here? What are they doing to you?” 
 
Julie was silent and felt a slight sliver of trust and hope in another human person. 
She felt she could ask him for help. “I have to get out of here. They kidnapped 
me and abuse me and you can help me, take a message to my parents. Will you 
please?” she asked in her schoolroom English. “Yes, yes I will. Where are they? 
What will I tell them, that you are here in this place?” 
 
“Yes, my name is Julie Rasala and my parents live in the village of San Isidero 
on the Hacienda L’Aquila owned by The Dom Ortega.” Then she had another 
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idea. “You go to the city, yes, you look for Father Alfonso at the Child Watch 
street children’s shelter in the city. Everyone knows him, ask at the cathedral, 
they will direct you to his home for street children. Tell the Father where I am, he 
will help me.” 
 
“Yes I will,” he repeated the names and address twice to be sure he had them 
memorized. Julie gave a glimmer of a smile for the first time in months. Chris 
looked at her, their eyes met, something passed between them, a look of 
knowing, of sympathy, and understanding of human pain, a common suffering 
within was shared. For her it was a plea, “help me,” for him it was “understand 
me, I want to be your friend, you remind me of someone.” 
 
They sat in silence thinking of their lives. Chris went on to tell his story 
deliberately, seriously, as sacred precious memories came back. “I once had a 
true friend, a real friend in college,” he paused again and asked Julie, “have you 
been to college, have you?” 
 
She shook her head. “Of course not, you are too young. There I fell for this girl, 
Isabel. She was kind, beautiful, smart. We were friends, real friends. We played 
chess, the guitar, enjoyed sports together. We shared everything. We loved each 
other. That was my first and only love. We made love many times and planned to 
get married, but then…”  
 
His voice trailed off and he became serious and stopped talking. The memories 
of something sad and depressing came back; tears welled up. He sat silently for 
a while and lowered his head into his hands and cried. Julie got up and sat 
beside him. 
 
“She got cancer. Their housing estate was built on a covered up toxic dump. No 
one told them; and many others too, called Love Canal, how ironic, cruel, for me 
it’s Hate Canal, a place of death. Isabel, she got cancer, withered away before 
my eyes, died. Ever since then I never had another woman. I can’t.”  
 
He fell silent. Julie gently placed her arm around his bent shoulders and they sat 
there for a long time. Julie told him of another life in the hacienda, the hardship 
and threats and how Develio kidnapped her. They felt each other’s misery and 
felt friendship and were being attracted to each other. They embraced and that 
became a gentle kiss and then a more emotional kiss and soon a passionate one 
and their human desires and passion were aroused and grew bolder as they 
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each found a release with the other. As if passing to each other their troubles and 
accepting the troubles of the other in a sexual encounter that was all to 
unexpected, too urgent, natural and uncontrollable. Their feelings of need and 
want that cried out for release and comfort erupted in their mating. Something 
neither had foreseen nor even wanted until it happened. Then they lay quietly 
embarrassed and ashamed. They were as strangers in the night but like friends 
in the morning. They were embarrassed and feeling a bit distant.  
 
When they awoke a few hours later there were no apologies. Chris was ashamed, 
Julie embarrassed. To Chris she was so young and yet she seemed so mature. 
For Julie, she had a man to love and one that seemed to love her. It was a relief 
not to be filled with hate and anger, day and night. She had a positive experience, 
a loving encounter, one that would grow and remain with her as the only man 
who had ever shown understanding and kindness and who would help her. 
 
Every time El Toro would come for her, she would remember Chris. She had 
someone caring to think about and not to be thinking on revenge and retaliation 
to be inflicted on El Toro one day. One day he would pay for his abuse, she 
swore. She was a fierce determined young girl and meeting Chris, she felt more 
so. He promised with all his heart to go and get help immediately and look for the 
phone number of Father Alfonso. There were dramatic consequences from that 
short romantic intimate encounter. 
 
Two months later it was check up day at the social hygiene clinic. It was one of 
the rare times that she ever left the sex club confines. Julie was closely guarded 
when brought to the clinic and locked in a room while they examined and did a 
smear and pregnancy test and took a urine sample. It was humiliating and 
shameful for her. 
 
City ordnance ordered that all sex workers be tested monthly in order to have a 
work permit. It was designed to protect the customers and control the spread of 
sexually transmitted diseases, especially the deadly and incurable HI-Virus that 
causes Aids. The mayor’s permit to operate the brothel, although it was called a 
bar, would not be renewed if they did not have the tests. The clinic staff did not 
bother to check her age or background or listen when she begged to them to take 
her to the police or the local priest. She was kidnapped she said, but they 
laughed and said they had heard it all before. 
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Besides they had to stay quite or Dirty Daddy would not be pleased if they 
reported that there were minors being forced to work the sex bars. That was a 
state secret. “They all say that,” the clinic staff told her. They, too, got the free 
lunch and ‘expenses' were paid to them from the sex bars. Something from each 
sex bar, brothel and massage parlor added up to a tidy sum monthly. Testing for 
sexually transmitted diseases and ordering antibiotics was what they did. 
 
The girls were to be kept clean for the high spending customers. If found positive 
for HIV-Aids they were brought to a far away city, locked in the San Lazaro 
hospital in Manila or the Mamasan dumped them on the street and left them with 
nothing but fear, shame and utter poverty as their only companions. Some went 
to work with street pimps and were prostituted again on street corners. The virus 
spread. Others became beggars, scavengers at the garbage dump, bag ladies. 
Few survived or ever found their way back to their home again.  
 
A few weeks later after the monthly medical check up at the government run 
social hygiene clinic, Big Mama told Julie she was pregnant. A baby was growing 
in her womb and Big Mama told her frankly, “We have to get rid of this. I have a 
friend who can do it. It will be quick but then it will be gone.” “What will be gone?” 
Julie asked, not understanding ‘it'. 
 
“The baby, you stupid bitch. You can’t be the sex toy of El Toro, the big boss’s 
son and be pregnant. He doesn’t allow it. No child of his must be born of a 
prostitute. You are just his playgirl so get used to it. If he chooses not to use a 
condom, that’s his business and if his special selected and reserved girls get 
pregnant, he gets rid of it. He had many girls here over the years, you know. You 
are the latest. He likes girls like you, virgin girls. You are so stupid! You don’t 
know anything about life.” 
 
To her shock and horror Julie realized she was going to be forced to have an 
abortion. She was to have no choice. Her baby to be was coming out and the life 
within her would be killed. Before life itself there would be death. It was horrible 
for her. She revolted against it. She would have to live with that reality all her life. 
She firmly believed that Chris was the father, a kind and good person. Not the 
brutal spoiled brat and bully El Toro. Yes, she was convinced that the father was 
Chris and she would fight to keep the child and cherish it and bring it to life. It 
was the only act of love she had ever felt in her life and they would not rob her of 
it. She was determined to resist. She did not know what they would do to her to 
abort the fetus but she revolted against it with that of a loving mother. 
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“No, I won’t do it! My cousin had her baby, she was a beautiful girl, I cared for her, 
I want my baby!” she shouted. 
 
Her voice was angry, belligerent. She was defensive and suddenly unafraid. Julie 
was not thinking, she was reacting. She had more to protect now than herself, 
something to live for, her baby. Julie had been beaten so often before the arrival 
of the son of Dom Ortega and she was dependent on the drugs. She felt weak 
and helpless much so that she had no strength and gave up trying to physically 
resist him. But in her spirit she did.  
 
She just lay there inactive, passive, stubborn and helpless but in her mind and 
heart she hated him and every second before, during and after he was on her. 
She imagined every kind of revenge possible to get back at him but that would 
never happen, she knew, and that made it all the more traumatic and painful. She 
was only fourteen and powerless to change her status in life. After he had sated 
himself and left, she cried all night until Big Mama brought her back to the little 
room. It was her prison cell. She thought of her parents, her brother Benito. 
Where was he now? And little Rosie, she cried out for them, to be with them to 
hug and hold them and be one with her family, the greatest love in her life. 
 
Big Mama banged on her door. “Shut up you bitch! You are disturbing the other 
customers! I will go in there and teach you a lesson and box your face!” She 
controlled all the girls with a cruel tongue and threats of beatings and warned 
them they would be jailed for not paying the money they owed for their board and 
lodging. Half of their salary was supposed to be sent to families but Big Mama 
stole it. They were lied to and none of it ever reached their hungry families.  
 
There was something rising inside Julie coming up to her fifteenth birthday that 
gave her courage to stand against the overpowering older woman. That was an 
expectant mother's protective instinct, a growing love for the life she carried 
inside her made her feel different. She believed it was from Chris, that one night 
of friendship and comfort when she took him into her arms. He promised he 
would help her. He gave her a neck chain with a cross, which she hid. It would be 
a reminder, he said, and he would surely contact the good Father Alfonso at the 
first opportunity. 
 
She told him that she had been abducted and forced to dance and had never 
consented to work in the club and stand in a bikini and gyrate around a pole like 
the other girls. She refused to smile and sell drinks to the customers on the floor. 
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That is why Dirty Daddy ordered her locked in the cubicle at the back of the bar 
and given drugs to make her docile and submissive and bring her to the dance 
pole only when there were rich looking customers around. She was not for sale 
and reserved only for the visits of El Toro, except that one night when Dirty 
Daddy allowed the US serviceman to have her for the night. 
 
When she was told she was pregnant she stopped taking the drugs for the sake 
of the baby and she refused to go out to the noisy smoke-filled bar. A fighting 
spirit for survival for herself and the baby began to grow day by day. It came from 
the depths of her life bearing genes that helped make her who and what she was, 
a mother to be, a bearer of life itself. The urge to protect and nurture grew 
stronger day by day.  
 
She was determined she would not have an abortion. They would have to force 
her as they frequently did to keep the girls working and the money rolling in. She 
had to get out. "Jesus please help me,” she prayed. No answer came as her 
desperation and despair grew as the day arrived for the illegal forced abortion. 
But she believed that Jesus could send someone to help. She clung desperately 
to that hope. It kept her resisting and defiant. Staring at the bland ceiling and the 
rotating fan that seemed to be the slow passage of her unending imprisonment. 
And so it was for hundreds of thousands like Julie condemned by an uncaring 
society to a life in a brothel.  
 
She held tightly the cross and chain given to her by Chris. It was a symbol of 
injustice and cruel inhumanity. Jesus was an innocent person condemned to 
death as was Julie and her baby because survival in the hellhole of the ‘Sweet 15’ 
sex bar was not life, it was spiritual death. The only time she was allowed out 
was when they put her on the stage to dance and be an attraction to the sex 
tourists. Sometimes she was allowed to join the other girls during the day to 
watch a television show. It was the only escape from that little room of abuse and 
emptiness. The promise of Chris to get help from Father Alfonso was her only 
hope in the darkness of near despair.  
 
Big Mama came the next morning with two of the older women in the bar to take 
her to the back street abortion clinic, illegal as it was. Irresponsible doctors did it 
for the big money. Everything is negotiable for a price. 
 
“You can't make me! I want my baby and I want to get out of here!” she shouted, 
tears springing to her eyes, angry tears, tears of anguish at the terrible thought of 



RICKY	AND	JULIE	

	123 

what would be done to her body and her baby. It was no longer her body it was 
theirs, taken by force, imprisoned and confined and subjected to beatings, and 
now this.  
 
The older women were shocked at her defiance. No one had dared to challenge 
Big Mama before. The girls were compliant and subservient by the effect of the 
drugs or the beatings if they did not obey. Defiance was unknown until Julie 
decided to fight back. This resistance and fighting back was intolerable to Big 
Mama. Her face twisted, her eyes widened, her chubby cheeks reddened as the 
fury built up and her utter contempt of Julie unleashed itself as she lashed out 
smacking Julie full in the face with her open hand. “AAAAHHH!” Julie cried and 
fell back sprawling across the room at the back of the clubroom clutching her 
stomach to protect the life within. 
 
“Like it or not! You will be brought tomorrow to have that out. Dom Ortega doesn’t 
tolerate it. Besides the big boss ordered it, he was very angry when he heard 
about it. Now get inside your room, you worthless brat!” shouted Big Mama. 
 
Julie sat on the floor in her cubicle. It was her prison and she hated the bed 
where she slept and cried so many times after being raped in the luxurious 
apartment by El Toro. She went into the small high walled yard at the back of the 
club in the morning when she awoke. Her face was puffed up from being 
smacked on the face by Big Mama and at times she had a pounding headache. 
Her body ached from the slapping. She suffered pains from the drug withdrawal. 
 
She hated the dull green painted walls. She loathed Big Mama and Dirty Daddy 
and all the others in the bar that controlled her and condemned her to a life of sex 
slavery. She hated the corrupt way the human family was abused with the fake 
Mama and Daddy and ‘elder sisters’, the titles of Julie’s captors. It was their way 
of creating a false family with duties, responsibilities and demanding family 
loyalty from the girls. It was a corruption of Filipino family values made to work for 
their evil business of drugs and sex abuse. 
 
Her eyes were alight with determination that she would escape. She held her 
stomach feeling for movements of life within, but it was too early yet. She thought 
about Chris, the father of her baby. 
 
She knew they would force her to have an abortion and for sure her baby would 
die, and she too could die. She heard whispers from other girls how it happened 
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to Rosy, a fifteen-year-old. She was brought to a secret surgery and had a forced 
abortion. She died a week later of uncontrollable bleeding. It was all covered up 
with payments made all round. 
 
The sex slavery was unshakable, entrenched. It was the done thing, an economic 
boom as hundreds of thousands of sex tourists poured in for the fun and the easy 
underage sex. The politicians and their cronies had property to rent out to foreign 
investors who opened and operated the bars, brothels and hotels and used the 
name of a Mamasan or a girlfriend as the operator. The politicians or their close 
relatives would have the supply contracts for food, drink and even illegal drugs to 
sell to the establishments in return for the mayor’s business permit. They called it 
inward investment. 
 
It was lucrative money making business even if prostitution is illegal in the 
country, yet it thrives with wild abandon, cheerfully and openly operating with 
official approval. Local men were encouraged by the laxity to abuse minors in the 
sex bars also and then some of them would sexually abuse their own children or 
their neighbor’s children. If it is permissible for the foreign tourists, local men said, 
it is okay for us. El Toro made a practice of it and his bodyguards also. When the 
foreigners went back to their home countries they, too, addicted to under-age sex, 
would abuse other children there. 
 
Julie would stand on the chair and look out the small barred window. One day 
she saw a police car and the police collected some girls. Later they told Julie that 
they were brought to a police chief and on another night to the mayor for a party 
with friends. They were given as sex gifts to seal a business deal. So long as he 
had the young girls to supply, and El Toro as his backer, Dirty Daddy was safe.  
 
Dirty Daddy was the most abusive of them all. He made his fortune on the bodies 
of the girls but paid a big fee to El Toro and Develio when they came calling for 
the collection from the drug sales and the prostitution. The Lizard, the girls called 
him, had a tattoo of a lizard wrapped around his right arm. He wore his hair as a 
dirty ponytail, had a pirate like beard and wore several silver earrings and one in 
his eyebrow. But when El Toro came calling he cleaned up and tried to look like a 
businessman, but actually he failed. 
 
He managed the club. Develio had it registered in the name of Big Mama. 
Develio supplied the girls and drugs. If ever the national police, not in the pay of 
Develio or The Dom, raided him to collect extortion money, they could not charge 
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him in court for trafficking or employing minors or engaging in prostitution. He 
claimed he was just a regular employee. Besides, if ever, it became a serious 
raid by the National Bureau of Investigation, he just had to send a text message 
to Develio and it was stopped. 
 
He raped every girl brought to the club, but he did not dare to rape Julie. “Just to 
train them in and teach them how to do it right, ha ha ha!” he laughingly told Big 
Mama. “Besides I paid Develio for them, I own them, I can do whatever I like, 
bloody well like.” But Julie was out of bounds. He dared not touch her. 
 
They were both in the small office at the side of the bar. “That brat Julie is 
pregnant, you know,” Big Mama said, “I have to take her to the doc.” She looked 
straight at Dirty Daddy and said, “We should make the customers use condoms 
like we are supposed to and keep the girls clean.” “Well, the customers don’t like 
it. That's why they pay me more for the young ones, they think the young ones 
are clean and safe,” Dirty Daddy answered. Big Mama just shrugged, “Have it 
your way but the Aids is spreading, they told me at the government social clinic 
during the last check up.” “Yeah, I will just have to pay something to the doctor at 
the social hygiene to give us a pass,” he answered. “Yes, its cheaper that way,” 
Big Mama replied and called the private surgery where they did abortions and 
arrange for Julie’s procedure the next day. 
 
That morning in the yard surrounded by a seven-foot wall with spikes on the top 
Julie saw a middle-aged woman carrying towels, bed sheets and pillowcases and 
loading them into a large laundry trolley cart. It had a large hanging canvas sack 
into which she was stuffing soiled laundry. Julie was surprised. She had never 
seen her before. “Who are you, Mam, can I ask, please?” 
 
“My name is Annabel. I am here to pickup the sheets and towels and bring them 
to the laundry. I have this trolley here to collect them. Your house washing 
machine is broken, so they hired our company to pick up and do the laundry. We 
are employees of the Pure White Laundry Company,” she explained. 
 
Then Julie remembered hearing Big Mama shouting and blaming the in-house 
laundry woman for the breakdown of the washing machine. This must be the 
temporary laundry service until the machine is repaired thought Julie. Annabel 
had a kindly face, gray hair. She had worked all her life and was strong and 
good-natured. Julie said to her, “Tita (Auntie), you work hard and look so tired, I 
will help you.” 
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“That's very kind of you but I can manage. Your life here is hard enough. You are 
so young. How long are you here? Why did you come to work here? You must be 
tired of it by now. Do you ever go home to your family?” Annabel asked unaware 
of the human trafficking and enslavement with no escape that went on in the sex 
tourism business. Julie did not answer. She began to get other bed-sheets and 
towels from the bedrooms and bring them to the trolley cart. 
 
“Do you have a husband? Children?” Julie asked. “No, none. That is my 
heartache. I live alone, my parents died and my sister moved to Cagayan De Oro 
City. I was married. My husband was killed, shot dead on the street. They said he 
was a drug user but it was not true. He had asthma and an inhaler to ease the 
pain. They thought it was illegal drugs and killed him in their War-on-Drugs. He 
was a good man who believed in God and justice.” 
 
“Did you have children?” “We could not have children. I was never blessed with 
children. I wanted to adopt but the agency said I have to pay a big amount of 
money. It was like a baby for sale business. They had foreigners coming and 
buying the babies. I never got the chance. That is the greatest sadness in my life,” 
Annabel replied. 
 
Julie suddenly had an idea. She lighted up with hope. A plan came to mind and 
she blurred out without a second thought. “Aunty, I am pregnant. I will give birth 
soon in a few months. You can be Godmother and help me care for the baby as 
your Apo, your Godchild. You know what this place is? They are going to abort 
my baby! It’s murder! I won’t do it. I have my choice to keep my baby and bring it 
into the world.” She gushed in an excited voice sensing goodness in Annabel, a 
goodness that would respond. “They will force the abortion, please help me! I 
want to have the baby. We will love the child together, please help me escape, 
please.” 
 
Julie was begging and then suddenly tears sprang to her eyes. Desperate for any 
way out, hopeless as it was to be talking to a helpless laundry woman who could 
do nothing, it was an empty hope that gushed out in desperation. But desperation 
and hope has no boundaries, no limits and will explore all avenues, try anything 
and everything to reach a goal. For Julie it was to escape. 
 
Annabel was astonished and stunned at this outburst. She was absorbing this 
shocking announcement, a terrible situation, the thought of killing a baby in the 
womb was abhorrent to her and even more so since she wanted children all her 
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life. Annabel had a deep persistent longing and the unquenchable desire and 
need of a childless woman to have a child to love and care for. For her, 
motherhood was to be the one joyful purpose and goal for living, giving meaning 
to her life. Her life was harsh and empty and the tragic loss of her husband to the 
death squad had made her depressed and angry, a just and righteous anger that 
was hidden.  
 
For her, the plea of Julie was a challenge, a glimmer of hope for her too. She saw 
a purpose and goal to be achieved. A chance to do what was right and good and 
act and try to save a life and bring a child into this world. She saw a chance to 
love and care for another human being. Julie was just a teenager and she 
adopted her immediately as a daughter in serious need. She would rescue her 
and give her a chance of a new life safe from the sex bar and a life for the baby 
too. Her heart was suddenly on fire with hope.  
 
“Yes, yes, that would be beautiful, thank you. It’s a wonderful thing but how can I 
get you and the baby out of this place?” She looked around in desperation. All 
the windows had metal grills; no escape that way. “This is a fire trap and a jail,” 
she said, “but I think I can help. Here is what we can do, and do it now, this very 
minute,” Annabel said. 
 
Annabel's life and dreams changed in a moment of time. A dream was about to 
become real. She was transformed in that instant from being a woman oppressed 
to one that had a devilish plan to save Julie and the baby. She was now a woman 
with one thing only to get Julie out of that sex bar. She saw in Julie a daughter 
with a grandchild to be protected, cared for and mothered. 
 
This was her moment. Her hour had come. She had a mission a greater purpose 
besides picking up the soiled laundry of a brothel that abused children. She 
would have to leave through the front of the club to the road outside where the 
laundry van was parked and the driver waited, but how? Then she had a brilliant 
idea. She knew what to do. 
 
“Quick! Unload the bed sheets and towels from the trolley! Get in! Get into the 
canvas bag on the trolley, quick!” Julie understood in an instant Annabel's plan. It 
was risky and dangerous. If they were caught they could be both beaten to death. 
They had the spirit of women determined to fulfill their destiny, meet the enemy, 
fight for freedom, take any risk and come-what-may; they were going to get out. 
Out of the power that oppressed them, the endless struggle of women, forever.  
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Julie climbed into the trolley and Annabel piled as many sheets and pillow cases 
and towels as they had on top. There were small holes in the sack to allow air to 
circulate and not allow dirty laundry to smell. Julie could breath. Annabel hurried 
into the other bedrooms and stripped the beds of more bed sheets and filled the 
trolley. Soon there was a big pile of laundry in the trolley. It appeared to be full. 
 
“Can you breath?” she asked Julie through the canvas sack. “Yes I can. Hurry, 
lets get out!” Annabel started to push the trolley down the corridor towards the 
lobby and the front entrance. Her mind was whirling as she pasted the doors of 
the bedrooms. It was heavy. She was frightened. What if they came looking for 
Julie at that moment? Then she saw Big Mama at the end of the corridor coming 
toward her. “Oh God and the Blessed Mother, please help us in this moment of 
need,” she prayed. 
 
“What have you got there?” Big Mama demanded when she reached the trolley 
cart. “It is just the laundry, Mam.” “Did you clear all the rooms?” “Yes Mam, I did. 
You can see for yourself.” “You had better have. Did you see that lazy scum of a 
girl back there?” “Yes Mam, she went into different rooms. I don’t know which 
one, to the toilets perhaps.” 
 
Big Mama waddled past Annabel towards the bedrooms. Annabel pushed hard 
and got the trolley moving again. Her heart was pounding and perspiration 
sprouted on her forehead, she dabbed at it and moved down the corridor towards 
the lobby and the dancing platform and the exit. 
 
“You are good for nothing, brat of a girl, come out wherever you are! Don’t go 
hiding from me!” Big Mama shouted, her thundering voice tunneled down the 
corridor, making Annabel jump and hurry on toward the dance floor and the exit. 
She almost made it but suddenly her relief turned to fear, she stopped. Dirty 
Daddy was there, waiting, dressed in shorts and a dirty T-shirt, wearing flip-flops 
and his ugly unshaven face looked fierce and angry. He was holding a beer and 
half drunk. Annabel shuddered at the sight of him. 
 
“What you got here? Let me see. Are you stealing from the storeroom, are you 
now? Everything here has legs, you know. Stuff always walking out, you are all 
dirty thieves, stealing everything, open it up let me see,” he said in his most 
corrosive insulting tone of voice filled with distrust and racist overtones.  
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He began throwing the bed sheets and towels on the floor. Annabel’s heart 
missed a beat. Julie’s heart shrank with fear. She curled herself into an even 
tighter ball in the bottom of the laundry sack covered with dirty bed sheets, her 
face wet with perspiration, but still shivering with fear. 
 
“It’s just the laundry pick up Sir. We will have it all done by the day after tomorrow. 
Don’t worry, Sir. Everything is all right.” Annabel started to put the sheets and 
towels back into the sack on the trolley as fast as Dirty Daddy pulled them out. “I 
can’t delay Sir. The van is waiting. He will leave without me. We have another 
pickup,” she said desperately trying to dissuade him from emptying the whole 
laundry trolley. “It’s just the bed sheets and towels, we will give you a low price.” 
Annabel did not know what she was saying. She said anything to distract Dirty 
Daddy.  
 
“This is it, we are caught,” she said to herself. Her heart was beating double time, 
her breathing was hard and the words were choking her up and hardly finding her 
voice. At that precise moment there was an almighty scream from the corridor. 
Big Mama was howling. Dirty Daddy paused and stopped pulling out the sheets 
and looked up toward the corridor from where Big Mama was coming. “What the 
Fuck now, you bitch, you saw a rat?” he shouted, foul mouthed as ever. 
 
Annabel thought that Big Mama had found out that Julie had escaped. Annabel 
was scared and pale. Big Mama came rushing down the corridor into the lobby in 
a panic pushing chairs left and right and screaming, “Daddy, stop him, stop him!”  
 
Then at that moment a big stomached, bald headed, very angry sex customer 
was chasing Big Mama. He was wearing nothing but briefs. He was shouting 
invective, “You fat bitch! What you doing? Bursting in on me and my girl like that 
and we doing our private thing!” His face was flushed with anger, his blue eyes 
bulging with fury and his lips twisted in a snarl as he sought vengeance. Turning 
to Dirty Daddy, he pointed an accusing finger, “You keep that heap of shit out of 
my bedroom! What she doing coming in on me on my girl like that, huh? I paid for 
privacy!”  
 
Big Mama in her frantic search of Julie had burst in on a very intimate encounter 
of a customer and his hired bargirl. “What the hell are you doing? Going into the 
customers rooms, what do you think you’re doing?” Dirty Daddy shouted at Big 
Mama. 
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He turned away from the laundry cart to calm down the customer and just missed 
discovering Julie. Annabel scooped up the bed sheets, returned them to the 
laundry trolley and pushed it quickly toward the exit. The driver, Tito, short, 
muscular, was coming to see what the shouting and commotion was about, and 
Annabel shouted at him, “Hurry! Open the van doors!” 
 
Annabel was pushing the wobbling overloaded laundry cart to the van across the 
car park. Its plastic wheels were rattling on the rough asphalt surface ready to 
break off and ruin the escape. Her heart missed a few more beats when the 
wheel of the trolley suddenly turned inward and locked, it would not move. She 
stopped dead at the very moment, a loud bang filled the air as a gunshot rang out 
and a bullet whizzed past her face where she would have been in the next 
second. A stuck wheel on a trolley cart had saved her. 
 
Annabel pulled back furiously on the stuck up trolley cart and immediately the 
wheel turned out again and she moved forward at a trot towards the van. “Tito! 
Open the van doors, quick!" she shouted again, the pitch of her voice rising. Her 
distraught face and loud command moved Tito to do as commanded and he 
moved to open the back swing doors of the van. 
 
“What happened? Who is shooting? What happened in there?” Tito asked angrily 
as he pulled open the rear doors. He was not accustomed to being ordered about 
by a woman, but he was worried about the gunshot, there might be another. 
“Never mind. Quick, start up! Go! Go! We have to go now!” 
 
He stood there looking towards the bar entrance to see who was shooting. He 
saw Dirty Daddy standing outside the exit door, a gun in his right hand a beer in 
his left. Annabel pushed the laundry trolley to the loading bay of the van, grabbed 
the pile of bed sheets and threw them into the van and held up one bed sheet 
from the trolley to block the view of the trolley cart and urged Julie to move. “Be 
quick get into the van! Cover yourself, they won’t see you.” 
 
Julie climbed out of the laundry sack and into the van. Annabel threw a few 
sheets over her and left the rest in the trolley. She slammed shut the doors and 
turned to face the advancing enemy and called out to Tito, “Get in, start up! Let’s 
go, now!” her voice pleading. He did not move, just stared stupidly towards the 
door of the bar at Dirty Daddy staggering out of the door scowling waiving the 
gun and Big Mama right behind him waving her arms, pointing towards the van 
and shouting, “Stop! Stop! Let me see what you have there!” Big Mama was 
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suspecting that Julie had escaped and had run out to the van during the 
commotion with the sex tourist. Big Daddy thought that his bottles of whiskey 
were being stolen. 
 
“What’s going on?” Tito asked. Annabel rushed over to Tito and pleaded with him. 
“Never mind, please Tito, I will tell you later. Please hurry! Let’s drive quickly or 
we will be in trouble.” She pleaded and spoke with her customary pleading 
unoffending tone never to disturb anyone. It had no effect on Tito who continued 
to stand there looking towards the entrance perplexed and oblivious of the 
danger bearing down. 
 
“Hoy, stop there! Don’t you dare leave! I will have you in the jail in minutes!” Big 
Mama shouted as she pushed past Dirty Daddy and advanced towards the van. 
He being a bit drunk, he was not sure what was happening. He thought he was 
being robbed. 
 
“Thieves! Robbers! Stop! Bring back my stuff!” he shouted and waved the heavy 
handgun in the air. Bang! He fired in the air. It made a loud scary noise again. 
Julie jumped up with fright inside the van. Annabel froze in fear. Big Mama 
stormed past the despicable Dirty Daddy still shouting vile words of abuse at 
Annabel. With her escape plan and dream about to collapse. In desperation 
something surged in Annabel. It happened suddenly in an emotional flood as 
years of forced subservience, verbal and physical abuse from employers and 
childhood tormentors rose up in her from deep within and translated into blazing 
anger. She ignited in fury. 
 
One second she was the frightened nervous scared but brave woman 
determined to save a child victim of brutality and then she was having a sudden 
transformation. In that moment of fear and anger she choose to fight before flight. 
Her life, like most of humanity, carried historical scars of abuse and hurt. 
Rejection, insults and a swirling pool of toxic primal pain of childhood lay deep 
within. The memory of the murder of her husband before her in the market was 
close to the surface. Such memories are buried below consciousness, under 
pressure like a geyser waiting its moment to burst upwards. 
 
That geyser moment had come for Annabel. She turned to face her opponents 
coming after her. She saw a furious Big Mama waddling towards her shouting 
abuse. Dirty Daddy was coming behind waving the gun. Tito dumbstruck not 
knowing what was happening and ignoring Annabel’s command to get the van 
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started.  
 
Annabel, her face contorted with anger, knew no fear. She began to walk towards 
them as if leading a counter-attack. So sudden, so unexpected, she raised her 
hand and pointed an accusing finger at Big Mama. Then she released a furious 
torrent of words not only at the two abusers pursuing her and Julie but also at her 
life's tormentors, the murderers of her husband, the crooked landlord who 
cheated them and the government who failed them. 
 
She could not forget either her violent drunken uncle who beat and kicked her 
and beat her mother; at the teacher who told her she was stupid and would come 
to nothing; her first date that tried to rape her and left her battered and bruised; 
the local gangster mayor who drove them off their land into the pits of poverty. 
Few had suffered as much as Annabel. She had buried the pain inside her. She 
took each blow, each insult, each put down with a bowed head unable to retaliate, 
as if it was her destiny. 
 
She was now another woman, an angry fighting woman, a blinding fury engulfed 
her, and the pent up rage at a life of abuse erupted like a volcano. Her only 
weapons were words, strong words of challenge and confrontation. Words can 
be the daggers of retribution, the vehicle of truths that can stab at the black heart. 
 
She exploded at Big Mama, “You shut up! You stinking infested mound of cow's 
dung! You have hurt and abused enough girls! You have no shame! You will burn 
in hell as you deserve and may you lie starving with the rats eating your flesh in 
the prison for the rest of your days, and your dirty defiled boss with you!” Annabel 
hurled the invective with a strength she discovered was within her. 
 
Big Mama stopped dead, in shock. No one, just no one, had ever challenged or 
spoken to her like that. First, there was Julie who had defied her, now it was a 
laundry woman. Her authority was seriously undermined. Dirty Daddy being a 
foreigner did not understand the language, but he stopped in his tracks too, 
flabbergasted at the anger and emotion being hurled at them from the advancing 
menacing Annabel ‘the Terrible’.  
 
“You will suffer the abuse that you heaped on the children and women you 
enslaved! You will rot in hell and burn for all eternity with the devils and rapists 
and criminals! You will cry out for mercy but there will be none for you stinking 
lumps of Carabao dung!” Annabel cried out still advancing and pointing. 
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They stood there shocked into silence at the sight of this belligerent servant 
woman bearing down on them. They took some steps backwards. Annabel bent 
down picked up a stone and flung it at Big Mama, who stumbled backwards to 
avoid being hit and bumped into Dirty Daddy. He was caught of balance, 
stumbled and fell backwards and hit the ground and Big Mama went down 
sprawling on top of him shouting invective. 
 
Annabel saw her chance to run for it and escape with Julie. She turned on Tito 
the driver, who stood there a little distance behind her. He looked on in 
amazement. His eyes were staring in wonder and awe having never heard a 
woman utter such a torrent of abuse at people in power and authority, especially 
when one of them was holding a gun.  
 
Annabel, still fuming with righteous anger after her tirade at the two figures on the 
ground, shouted at him words she seemingly learned from a television crime 
drama, “Get in the van you piece of dog dirt and drive or I will cut your balls off 
and throw them to the pigs!” she shouted with venom. 
 
Tito, shocked, leapt into action, he ran and climbed into the cab of the delivery 
van as if bitten by a snake, leaned over and flung open the passenger door. At 
that moment Annabel turned and ran to the van, climbed in quickly. “Drive you 
piece of shit! Drive! Drive! Get us away from here!” she shouted filled with intense 
excitement and exhilaration brought by her outburst and the audacity of her 
words. 
 
Tito gunned the engine, released the clutch, floored the accelerator and the van 
jumped forward and sped away bumping and bouncing to safety. Dirty Daddy 
was still sprawled on the ground but raised the gun for a parting shot. Julie heard 
the bang and the clang as it hit the van and she clutched her stomach and her 
growing baby. 
 
Annabel had come alive, cast off the past and felt scared, amazed, but happy at 
what she had done. Once she was nobody and now she had become somebody. 
She had made her dash for freedom with Julie and the baby and she reveled in it. 
As the van sped down the road she realized what she had said and done and 
she let out a great laugh, a laugh she had never known was in her.  
 
Tito smiled nervously and looked at her and stared ahead filled with a new 
respect and fear of the newly revealed Annabel ‘the Terrible’ who had knocked 
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over the pimps of the powerful Dom Ortega. There would be consequences. Dom 
was an Ortega; Ortega meant a stinging nettle in Spanish, hurting all who 
touched him. He was the sting of retribution and death to all who went against 
him.  
 
Julie too was free at last and had made her choice to escape and to give birth to 
her baby and to love her child, no matter how it had come to her, it was human 
life, and it was part of her and would be until she died.  
 
Once a parent always a parent she knew and she vowed to herself that she 
would be a good mother to her child and one day she would meet Chris, the 
father. She had freely chosen to bring a human life into world and she would care 
for that life as her mother Eva and father Juanito had cared for her. She was 
what her parents had made her. She knew in her heart that the determination 
and protective love her mother had for her was what she was feeling for the baby 
inside her. 
 
If not for them she would never has seen the light of day, or have known a 
sunrise or a tropical sunset, would never have watched in awe the golden disk 
sink slowly behind the coconut trees nor hear the dawn birds sing. How beautiful 
to have been born and be alive and free to love and be loved. She thought. 
 
Eva, her mother, would not let her go to the villa of the hacienda, not even to 
bring fresh fruit to The Dom when he ordered it. “Never go there,” she said, “there 
is an evil spirit there, and bad things happen to young girls inside.” Julie knew 
something dark and sinister happened there and so she never went and that is 
why she resisted Alverez with all her strength and defiance and every time El 
Toro raped her. 
 
After the sunset she would sit under the mango tree near their shack and look 
across the fields to the looming hulk of that house of haunted memories as it sat 
dark and scary in the moonlight with the shadows of the trees moving back and 
forth across the dimly lit windows. She tried to imagine what evil deeds were 
done within its walls and what secrets it hid. Now she knew the evil of El Toro.  
 
She was safe with Annabel. It was not so safe around that small town near the 
port where the ships came in. Early the next day Annabel and Julie took a bus to 
Cagayan De Oro City on the north coast of Mindanao. Annabel told her 
neighbors she was going to Davao City in the south to visit a friend. It was a 
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diversionary tactic that was to save them once again. 
 
A day later a convoy of black vehicles arrived and surrounded the small house 
where Annabel had rented a room after her mother died of a broken heart when 
the mayor had taken their little farm and had evicted them. The men with guns 
led by Develio questioned the neighbors and soon the vehicles and armed goons 
set off towards Davao City talking on their cell phones. El Toro was in charge 
ordering every bus to be searched in the name of The Dom. 
 
Dirty Daddy sobered up the next day after the escape of Julie and called Develio 
and, assisted by a bottle of Scotch, told her what had happened and that Julie 
was pregnant when she escaped. Develio was furious. She knew that she would 
be taking the blame. She had set up the ‘Sweet 15’ club years before to satisfy 
the sexual urges of The Dom’s son in a safe and secure brothel. Now it was 
falling apart and El Toro would be like a raging bull when he found out that his 
slave girl was missing. 
 
“You crazy idiot!” she shouted down the phone, “you were ordered to guard her, 
abort the fetus, keep her caged! How did she escape?” Develio demanded to 
know. He told her and she was furious. “She was pregnant by El Toro and you 
and the Mamasan were to have it ripped out and flush it down the toilet! Had you 
followed orders she would be there ready for El Toro. He has a hard-on for that 
girl and we don’t want him with any other slut!” she stormed, “now you have 
screwed it up!” She hung up in fury, waited a few minutes thinking her way out of 
the predicament and then she dialed Alverez. 
 
“You get out to the ‘Sweet 15’ with the security detail and get answers from The 
Lizard and take care of him.” “Yes Mam,” Alverez dutifully replied. 
 
“Alverez, do you hear me? Find the girl and the child, and bring her back. El Toro 
is out looking for her also. I will give instructions where to hold her and get rid of 
the fetus. She will go to a clinic or hospital eventually. Get our people everywhere 
to watch out for her.” “Yes Mam, we will find her,” he said sourly, but he did not 
like the thought of bringing Julie back to a sex bar where El Toro could have her. 
He had his own plan for her and was thinking dangerous thoughts how to find her 
and hide her away for himself. He held no great loyalty for the Ortega family but 
the power and the money was what he wanted. 
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The convoy of three black station wagons roared through the night to the ‘Sweet 
15’ sex bar, came to a halt and ten armed men leapt out and surrounded the bar, 
set apart in an isolated site on the far edge of a town near the southern port. 
 
Alverez a former military man, trained in Fort Bragg in the United States as part 
of the military cooperation and training in anti-terrorism detection and 
suppression, was tough, violent and as foul-mouthed as Dirty Daddy. 
 
The Lizard had been told to be ready for answering questions. Holding an Uzi 
mini machine pistol Alverez kicked open the bar door and shouted for Dirty 
Daddy to show himself. “Lizard get out here, NOW!” he screamed. “Where the 
fuck are you?” There were no customers; it was mid-morning. Dirty Daddy came 
out from a small room and slowly approached Alverez with his hands held up as 
if surrendering. “It’s okay, calm down, I can explain everything,” he said. 
 
Alverez was vivid with anger and jealously at the thought that a low life, just like 
The Lizard, could have raped Julie himself. “Your kind is like stupid goats. If not 
killing someone, you are fucking day and night, big dicks and no brains!” he 
shouted obscenely. 
 
“You let her get away, where is she?” Alverez demanded. He was a big five foot 
seven tall man and he let fly with a kick to The Lizard’s groin and it landed with a 
force that popped his testicles. Dirty Daddy’s eyes bulged in shock and his mouth 
flew open gasping for air and he clutched his groin and doubled over and hit the 
floor with a loud thump. From his contorted agonized face he let out a gurgling 
coughing gasping sound. 
 
When Alverez and his goons left the ‘Sweet 15’ sex bar it was ablaze. Big Mama 
and the girls had fled into the surrounding countryside. Dirty Daddy, The Lizard, 
was on the dance floor lying on his back, his eyes and mouth wide open, torture 
marks on his body and a bullet hole in his forehead. The Lizard was dead. The 
jukebox had got a few kicks in the melee and was playing ‘Hotel California’. The 
sex bar was now a funeral pyre.   
 
Chris, after leaving the bar, could not find the phone number of the Child Watch 
center or that of Father Alfonso. He was scheduled to return to his ship that same 
day, it sailed the next day. When it returned to port two months later he stepped 
ashore and immediately went to the nearest church to ask directions to the Child 
Watch office and to contact Father Alfonso. They met and Father called in Ross 
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and listened to the story of what had happened to Julie. They were angry and 
immediately they sent for the parents of Julie. Then they picked up a government 
social worker and a female policewoman and they set off to rescue Julie. 
 
When they arrived at the ‘Sweet 15’ bar and lounge they saw the debris of the 
burnt-out building. They were too late. Eva and Juanito were devastated. The 
group got the information from the local police station as to what happened to the 
girls in the bar. The police said they knew nothing except that all the girls 
escaped the fire and one foreigner was burnt to death, too drunk to escape they 
said. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
 
 
 

RICKY AND BOYET AT SEA 
 
 
 
 
The big wooden hulled ocean-going ‘Basnig’ boat with the sharp hull was slicing 
through the calm water of the Sulu Sea. Its Bamboo stabilizers spread like a 
seagull’s wings gave it balance and poise and it raced for the open ocean leaving 
the receding coast further behind. The six-cylinder diesel engine thundered 
powerfully, a white foamy wake trailed behind. 
 
Ricky and Boyet straddled and clung onto the bamboo stabilizers made of three 
thick bamboo poles strapped together and tied tightly together with strong nylon 
fishing line. The lower edge was covered with green slimy seaweed. A tough 
looking man with heavily tattooed arms and back and silver earrings shouted to 
them above the engine noise from the big Banka. “Come aboard! Climb in here! 
It’s okay, don’t be scared,” he called out in the Visayan language. 
 
Ricky and Boyet crawled along the arms of the stabilizer and pulled themselves 
over the side and toppled onto the deck. They looked up at a group of twenty 
boys about their own age. They wore shorts and were laughing and pointing at 
Ricky and Boyet. They had seen them jumping from the cliff and were cheering 
them on their jump. 
 
“Water please,” Ricky croaked, his throat was parched with thirst made worse by 
salt water he took in when he hit the river. “Me too,” begged Boyet. They were 
exhausted, unable to stand. A plastic bottle of water was given to each of them. 
They drank gratefully. 
 
“Stand aside, let me see them. Get out of the way,” Pedrino, the boat-master, 
said. He spoke in Visayan, the language of Ricky and Boyet. “What we got here 
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then, a pair of thieves, chased by the police, ha ha ha!” he laughed and all the 
boys joined in. “Thieves!” they shouted with glee. “We’re not thieves,” croaked 
Ricky, “we did nothing wrong. We don’t know why they chased us. The death 
squad shot and killed our two friends in the market, and we saw their faces, then 
they got angry and we ran.” 
 
There was a silence when the boys heard that news. They all had suffered 
violence and abuse by police. Several had been jailed for begging for food on the 
street or selling plastic toys at the traffic lights without a permit. Most were forced 
out of school into the streets as child workers, begging or selling trinkets, toys, 
dusters, cigarettes and roasted peanuts from a pushcart to the jeepney drivers. 
 
They easily imagined themselves, the same age, chased and shot. They had 
heard about the death squads killing street kids. They grew in admiration for 
Ricky and Boyet when they heard they had looked the killers in the face and 
survived. In that solemn silence the only sound was the thumping noise of the big 
diesel engine. 
 
“There are no death squads here, only the dead fish!” shouted the captain. That 
broke the silence and he guffawed. The boys roared laughing and repeated his 
words. “Only dead fish!” they shouted. 
 
“There is nothing back there for you, only danger and death! You are welcome 
and safe here. The death squad cannot harm you with us. You will be our 
welcome guests.” Pedrino, the boat-master, said out of traditional Filipino 
hospitality for those victims of violence, tragedy or disaster. A rescue at sea was 
a blessing for the captain and his boat. 
 
He was a kindly understanding man with a family of his own and he was working 
the reef-hunter out of need and not by choice. He ordered that they be given food 
right away and cold drinks from the icebox. Then he turned and went to the small 
cabin and shouted orders to the helmsman of the Banka boat to turn back on 
course and head out towards the open sea. 
 
Ricky and Boyet had just boarded an illegal fishing boat, a Muro-ami or reef-
hunter boat that was heading out to the coral reefs in the Sulu Sea. It was 
terrorist, kidnapper and pirate-infested ocean where no law prevailed. 
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They had escaped death and found a safe haven and a welcome. The ‘reef-
hunter’ fished the coral reefs. The youth were employed for a share of the catch 
to dive to the coral beds with a big net while others dropped stones or pounded 
the coral with metal bars or stones tied to bamboo poles to drive the fish into the 
nets.  
 
The business was run by a powerful family linked to the big boss and was 
beyond the law. Tourists and rich customers eating the exotic fish in the luxurious 
hotels and restaurants had no idea that the thousands of year-old coral was 
destroyed for them to taste a moment of pleasure. Most would not be bothered, 
they only lived for the day and what pleasure they could extract from it. 
 
Most of the boys on board had been promised a share of the catch that would 
greatly help their impoverished parents. They would have to serve for up to two 
weeks for that is how long the ice would about last surrounded by rice hulls for 
insulation. For them it was an adventure at sea with free food and freedom from 
the dreary duties of the village life. 
 
Pedrino was a different master. He had children of his own and was new to the 
reef hunting. He did not cheat and gave a share of the catch to the families of the 
boys when they arrived back at the fishing village. Most of the boys had no idea 
what awaited them at sea. The fishing master Pedrino and three members of the 
crew, Jose, Paulo and Aris, came to Ricky and Boyet, the brave jumpers from the 
cliff top. They were both sitting up now revived by drinking the water and eating a 
handful of cooked rice with fish and a banana given by the kitchen boy.  
 
“You can stay on board. It is dangerous for you back there on land,” Aris said. 
“Yes Sir,” Ricky answered. “You can go down with the nets and help catch the 
fish. You will receive a share of the catch,” he said to Ricky. “You, you will chase 
the fish,” he said to Boyet. “Yes Sir,” Boyet obediently answered not knowing 
what he was talking about. 
 
The afternoon passed and the blistering sun was cooling and sinking into the 
ocean. Ricky and Boyet were exhausted, famished and the shock of their terrible 
day was still with them. They stared at everything around them as they sat 
propped up on the small deck of the Banka boat and it plunged through the swell. 
As the bow rose up and crashed down on the ocean waves, the white spray 
came gushing over the side and drenched them. It made them shiver. 
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Jose banged a heavy stick against the deck and shouted out to the delight of all. 
“Let’s eat!” he shouted, the most important two words in the language. It was the 
call to life itself. The boys rushed to the center of the deck and sat in two circles 
of ten each as they had been taught. Disobedience was met with a swift 
punishment whoever failed the rule would be the last to eat.  
 
They waited with grumbling stomachs for older teenager helpers to come up from 
the cooking area supervised by Aris, one of the crew. They arrived carrying a big 
cauldron of steaming rice. There was a shout of glee from the boys.  
 
“Brother, I will help you carry it!” one shouted. “No! I will do it gladly, I’m stronger!” 
shouted a ten-year-old. There was laughter. The kitchen helper, a tall boy just 
wearing shorts, carried plastic basins onto the deck and one by one he filled 
them with the rice from the cauldron which had a mixture of vegetables and bits 
of fish mixed in. 
 
The boys sat in different groups segregated by age; the older ones in their circle 
got first serving. A plastic basin was placed half filled with the rice and vegetables 
in the middle of each group and they dug in hungrily grabbing handfuls of the 
food and stuffing their mouths. No plates or spoons were the custom. It was hand 
food. Two more plastic basins were loaded with rice mixed with bits of vegetable 
and fish and given to the other groups sitting hungry and obediently on the deck 
watched over by Aris.  
 
As the sun went down on that fateful day Boyet and Ricky ate as hungrily and as 
fast as they could. They were ravishing and they realized that they had not eaten 
all day and were very hungry. The hunger that had been forgotten and 
unsatisfied leapt to their consciousness and tugged at their guts. They had 
survived and gratefully they dug into the basins and stuffed their mouths. There 
was fierce competition. The stronger elbowed the weaker to the side, as they dug 
into the basin of food. 
 
Ricky and Boyet had been given a welcome and a refuge as they were pulled 
from the sea, refugees from violence and mayhem and carried into the center of 
a strange family of reef-hunters. They quickly felt part of the group while sharing 
the food that bonds us humans in the common experience of humanity struggling 
to survive and live together. Greedy hoarding is selfish and destructive.  
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Ricky and Boyet were boys of mixed race, different in appearance from the 
others, the lighter golden brown skin of Ricky and the dark fine Afro looks and 
hair of Boyet were hardly commented upon. The ragged band of boys on a 
voyage into the unknown was as one on the ocean of life. They were accepting, 
non-judgmental, literally all in the same boat, facing whatever dangers lay ahead 
and they shared that one common desire to survive and live. Working and living 
together in harmony as one family, they knew instinctively they had the greatest 
chance of success and survival. 
 
They were welcomed without hesitation as heroes that had braved the dangers of 
life and had defied the common enemy and had won. They arrived as refugees, 
fleeing violence and pursuit without possessions and sat eating food that was the 
bonding of true humanity. For the boys in that small band they knew that when 
they give food to others today they know they can receive it back tomorrow. It is 
the common caring survival strategy of the poor.  
 
Hunger was the one great curse of social inequality, yet the sharing that bridged 
that gap among the poor was the redeeming feature. Ricky and Boyet, the needy 
and the hungry, were accepted and included in the seaborne community. They all 
knew, not by moral teaching or reason of which they had none, but by raw natural 
instinct that rejection and exclusion is the seed of social anger, unrest and 
violence. It is the source of mankind's endless river of blood. 
 
Ricky and Boyet felt the warm embrace of acceptance due to the lonely traveler, 
the outcast, the migrant of humanity finding a place of refuge and rest as they sat 
around the basin of shared food. They had found a new family and a home free 
from a terrible day of danger and death. 
 
The sun was setting in a red glow on the edge of the ocean by the time that Ricky 
and Boyet had recovered. They were leaning over the side of the boat, marveling 
at the sparkling electric neon ocean blue colors stirred up in the water by 
bioluminescence washing past the bow. Then they sat side-by-side looking at the 
moon that rose above them creating a shining silvery surface on the waters. The 
memories of the terrible morning, the killing of the twins, their defiance of the 
killers, their flight and escape was still with them. They were finding rest but they 
were not at peace. They rested their arms on each other’s shoulders. The other 
boys had fallen asleep lying all over the deck. The engines pounded on through 
the night. Exhausted Ricky and Boyet fell asleep too. 
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The following morning the sun appeared majestically over the spread of ocean. 
The orange touch of light woke Ricky and he gazed in wonder at the sight of the 
golden globe on the far horizon. He wondered where it came from and where it 
was hiding and why. The one reason he wanted to go to the school for alternative 
learning at Father Alfonso’s shelter was to understand these mysteries of nature.  
 
This new day, the rising sun witnessed how his life had changed dramatically. 
The killing of the twins and the chase and wondrous escape to sea was 
uppermost in his mind and heart. He felt a hurt and sadness that life would never 
be the same again. He could never go back to the market, the scene of 
gruesome death. He and Boyet would be hunted boys. 
 
The big Banka boat slowed its engines as it neared the shoal, a shallow stretch 
of sand bank just a foot or two above water level. Here the boys on board were 
told the coral reef lay below. They were instructed to lower the nets over the side 
of the boat and the metal weights tied to the ends drew it down into the waters 
and they tied the top to the boat with ropes. 
 
The boat-master ordered the trained experienced boys to dive down and bang 
the corals with the bamboo poles to which stones had been tied and secured. 
Each had a thin nylon rope attached to enable the other boys to pull them up 
again. These were battering rams and designed to pound the coral and chase out 
the frightened fish from their hiding places into the nets.  
 
Six of the experienced boys donned the eye goggles provided for divers and they 
took hold of a battering ram each. They gulped a deep breath and jumped 
overboard. They were pulled down quickly into the depths by the weights on the 
battering rams towards the coral reef far below. They held their breath as they 
descended rapidly. 
 
Arriving on the coral reef, they pounded it with the battering rams, crushing the 
coral and destroying the habitat of the fish. They expected to see a shoal of fish 
pour out of the coral enclaves but strangely none did. They pounded again and 
yet none appeared. Their lungs were bursting for air and they left the battering 
rams on the coral and released from their anchors they shot upward towards the 
light above. Breaking water and gasping for air they grabbed the outriggers, 
heaving and gulping deep breaths. The other boys were hauling on the cords and 
hauling up the bamboo poles with the stones attached.  
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“Did you see many fish come out and get caught in the nets?” the boat-master 
Pedrino called to them. They shook their heads and looked glum. One boy 
shouted, “There were none, Sir! We saw no fish come out!” Pedrino and his crew 
members, Jose, Paulo and Aris, came to the side of the boat and asked again, 
“What did you say, there were no fish that came out into the nets?” “None Sir, 
none! We pounded the coral and none came out!” “Go down again and take the 
new boys with you, show them what to do. This time there better be fish.” 
 
Ricky and Boyet made ready, excited at the prospect of seeing the coral and 
doing a real job of work. They were grateful for the chance to repay the help they 
had received by the rescue and food and hospitality they received. They put on 
the goggles and went over the side of the boat directed by Jose who was in 
charge of the nets and the diving. The bamboo poles were made ready once 
again. Ricky and Boyet were paired with the experienced boys and each team of 
two together held on to a battering ram. 
 
On a signal from Jose they all took a deep breath and the battering rams with the 
weights were released. The boys went down in a fast dive to the coral reef. They 
arrived at the coral and while the air in their lungs lasted, they lifted the weights 
and released them on to coral. Ricky and Boyet were then given the battering 
rams by Roberto and Angelino to lift them and let them drop on the coral.  
 
They did it for one and a half minutes until their lungs were desperate for air and 
then they let go and all four kicked for the surface. They broke the water gasping 
for air and grabbed the outriggers. But only three boys surfaced. 
 
“Roberto has not come up!” shouted one of the boys in the water. “He must have 
got caught in the net!” another shouted. Immediately Ricky turned, took a deep 
breath, put his feet against the outrigger and pushed hard and dived into the sea. 
He went down following the net and saw Roberto, his foot was caught in the net 
and he had stopped trying to break-free. 
 
Ricky grabbed his foot and pulled it free of the net and kicked for the surface, his 
arm around the waste of Roberto, pushing him to the surface. They broke the 
surface and the boys were waiting to grab Roberto, they pulled him on board. 
Jose immediately pumped his stomach and there was no response. He opened 
Roberto’s mouth some water came out of his throat and he continued pumping. 
Nothing happened. Then suddenly Roberto coughed, spewed out water and 
gasped air. He was alive! The boys gathered around Roberto and Ricky who had 
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saved him and were excitedly congratulating him on the rescue. Roberto was 
dazed and in shock. 
 
The boat-master, Pedrino, ordered the nets to be pulled in. He had a serious 
angry face. The boys jumped to the command and they hauled up the nets and 
pulled them into the boat. There was not a single fish in the net. Pedrino was truly 
puzzled and worried. It had never happened before. The last season was a fairly 
good catch, much less than the season before, but it had been worth the trip, the 
risks, the cost of the diesel and the ice in the boxes below the decks. The family 
who owned the boat and gear and paid the costs would have to be paid back. 
This time there was nothing to catch, nothing to pay the costs of the trip. There 
would be nothing for the families of the boys. They were ruined. 
 
He went to the engine room ordered the engine to be started and the small air 
compressor to be turned on. A long rubber air hose was attached to the 
compressor. It was used for longer periods below the surface, to provided air for 
breathing when it was necessary to untangle a net for example, or to keep the 
boys down for a longer period pounding the coral to chase out the fish. They 
would breath air from the hose passing it from one to another. 
 
Pedrino nodded to Paulo to get ready to dive over the side. They put on the eye 
goggles and took hold of a battering ram each and went over the side to inspect 
the coral reef. The air hose went with them and trailed out behind them as they 
sank to the bottom. They reached the coral reef and began to inspect it. They 
passed the hose between them, taking in gulps of air, the escaping bubbles 
rushed upward as they swam along the reef. What had once been a living reef 
with colored coral, plants and teeming with small fish, crabs and marine life was 
now a white broken and dead organism. The reef was bleached and dead. Part 
of it was now white and another part was already dark brown rotting like a dead 
creature, for so it was, a once living organism and now it was a rotting corpse. 
Pedrino signaled Paulo they would return to the surface and as he pulled himself 
onto the deck he cursed, as he had never cursed before.  
 
“We have killed it! It is dead and the fish have gone to another part of the ocean 
to find their food. It is truly our fault,” he told his crew. “We have battered it to 
death,” he said, a rare admission for a reef-hunter, but he had never seen a dead 
coral reef before and he was only reef hunting a few years since the Chinese had 
invaded the Philippine seas and taken over the reefs and shoals and barred them 
from fishing in their own territorial waters. 
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It was a big controversy and all the fishermen knew was that a mighty neighbor 
had bigger ships than the Philippines and could do what they liked. The US Navy 
just patrolled. There was nothing they could do either and the United States was 
not going to start a war with China even if they were dredging and building 
artificial islands and turning them into military outposts. Pedrino and his villagers, 
the poorest in the islands, could not fish anymore. He turned to the life of a reef-
hunter. 
 
The children were sitting in rows under the watchful eye of Jose waiting for the 
master to return and give new orders. Roberto was sitting up looking blankly in 
front of him after the shock of the near death experience. Ricky was at his side 
with his arm around Roberto’s shoulders giving him support and reassurance. It 
was not unusual for a boy to drown among the reef hunters. It was considered an 
unfortunate occupational hazard. Ricky was hailed as a hero for saving Roberto 
and gained a new status and a new friend. 
 
What Pedrino and the crew did not know was there were other more damaging 
forces killing the coral and destroying the food supply for the marine life beside 
the damage done by the battering rams once a year. Bad as that was there was 
much worse. 
 
The burning of diesel fuel in his boat engine, as he was doing and millions like 
him around the world, in vehicles and generators was causing the release of tons 
of CO2. This formed a thick layer of gas and fumes in the upper atmosphere. It 
was like a blanket around the planet blocking the heat of the earth from escaping 
into space. It was heating up the planet and the oceans. It was melting the arctic 
ice and causing global warming. The coral reefs could not endure the warmer 
temperature.  
 
The fumes of factories and coal fired electrical generating plants were pumping 
millions of tons of CO2 and other gases into the sky where it drifted around the 
planet and came down as acid when it rained. The acidification of the oceans had 
taken many years but little by little it, too, did its damage and was another cause 
of the death of the coral. The toxic ‘death squad’ had arrived it seemed in this 
area of ocean. The magnificent beautiful coral reefs, home for hundreds of 
species of fish and sea creatures had survived for millions of years but could not 
survive what the human species had wrought in fifty years of polluting industrial 
activity. 
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The so-called intelligent ingenuity of humans continues to destroy the 
environment polluting their own lungs and brains, damaging their habitat and 
killing their source of protein. The seas were dying and thousands of people too. 
It was like a species in suicidal mode. The hottest year in the history of the planet 
was coming to a close and the next one was forecast to be even hotter. 
 
Pedrino could smell the stink of the rotting coral and other dead marine animals 
that clung to his body and to the boys and the nets. He ordered the compressor 
to be turned off and with a heavy heart and an angry feeling for what he had 
believed he and others like him had done to the coral, he set a new course away 
from the dead rotting coral reef.  
 
When the big Banka boat had reached the deeper ocean he ordered the engines 
turned off, a sea anchor to be released and the nets to be lowered. The boys 
were ordered to wash them in the ocean and to clean themselves. He had Ricky 
and Boyet pull up buckets of water for him and Paulo. They washed themselves 
clean from the smell of the rotten corals and the boys washed down the deck. 
 
Then he set course for the nearest islands where he hoped to fish with the nets. 
He was finished as a reef-hunter. But he knew how to fish the traditional way and 
had to find a rich fishing area where they could get a catch before the blocks of 
ice surrounded in rice husks as insulation in the bottom of the boat totally melted.  
 
Pedrino had been a fisherman man all his life but life had become hard for him 
and the other villagers to support their families in the fishing villages along the 
coast. It was subsistence. Life from the sea was all they had. He had only taken 
up the reef hunting when the fishing along the coasts collapsed. He was 
pressured by his urgent needs. Hunger. The rich family who owned the big 
Banka boat recruited him to be the boat-master. 
 
The previous boat-master had been caught by the coast guard, the catch worth 
many thousands of pesos had been confiscated, that is, sold by the high official 
and the money was pocketed by him. Bribery had not worked because the catch 
was more valuable.  
 
As boat-master it was his watch and he stood quietly at the wheel holding the 
Banka boat on a steady course. He looked at the stars from time to time and 
knew by life experience at sea the course to follow, as had his ancestors who 
had crossed the Pacific without instruments but just the stars and the ocean 
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currents to follow. 
 
He had seen the damaged coral and was repentant. He had no catch and he 
would be in debt when he returned to his village having borrowed from the loan 
sharks to leave allowance for food for his wife and three children. They all had, 
now it was a disaster. He was heading for an island where they hoped to get fuel 
and to make lamps so he could fish with nets at night. The lights attracted the 
fish into the nets. It was the normal safe way to fish that had been the practice 
before they became reef-hunters.  
 
“It is our own fault, the last two trips were fairly good, but much lower catches, 
you remember? But then we damaged the coral so badly, we killed it,” Pedrino 
said to his crew as they gathered at the wheelhouse to drink a cheap brandy to 
drown their sorrow. They repented of their crime against the coral reef and all the 
creatures that had made it their home for thousands of years.  
 
They were lifelong fishermen who had been lured to be reef-hunters by a rich 
family. They owned restaurants that served high paying customers with exotic 
fish that lived along the coral reefs. They were also recruiting the children from 
the poor villages to work on the fishing boats. They would give the parents of the 
children advance payments, small amounts of money as a down payment on the 
promised future share of the catch minus the costs of food while at sea fishing. 
 
But the plight was worse of Filipino and Thai fishermen that were recruited by 
fishing fleets lured by good wages but never allowed to leave the boats or a 
prison island. They were made unpaid slaves. They were imprisoned on an 
island of Indonesia and many died there after years of slavery. Luckily Ricky and 
Boyet were on a less exploitive boat. If there was a catch, all would get some 
share, a pittance, the owners got the biggest share of all. 
 
The parents of the boys on Pedrino’s boat were trapped in debt and the boys 
were trafficked into the reef-hunters. It was illegal but there was no enforcement 
of the laws when it came to the rich and powerful people. The police and 
politicians ate for free at their restaurants. 
 
For Ricky and Boyet it was salvation, the other boys saw it as a rough adventure, 
arranged for them by their parents and they had to obey. If they did know the 
implication of human trafficking of children for such labor in the fishing boats they 
did not care. It was accepted custom. That did not make it right, only worse.  
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The worst fishing exploiters of the oceans were the huge ships and the massive 
nets that scooped up tons of fish of every species and then threw most back into 
the ocean to die. The boats like that of Pedrino and the boys were not part of the 
fishing fleets that hunted the sharks and cut off their fins and dumped the carcass 
back for the shark to drown. All this death and destruction of species of fish 
sacrificed for the profit of the restaurant owners and dining pleasure of the rich 
customers tasting shark-fin soup. For that special taste they were putting the 
species on the endangered list of fish facing possible extinction. 
 
Pedrino and his crew and thousands of small fisher folk were not notorious 
dynamite fishers. The ‘dynamiters’ threw a homemade explosive device into the 
sea and killed all marine life within its blast radius. The baby fish and spawn died. 
They were blasting the seas to death and harvesting the dead fish. Soon an area 
was devastated and they moved onto another area and blasted there. Although 
illegal, the law was seldom enforced. 
 
The small fisher folk were unlike the big whale hunters in factory ships with 
harpoons that hunted the whales for so-called scientific research but in reality it 
was for national pride and tradition and then they fed most of the whale meat to 
the pet food industry. Then the ocean, which they encountered, was a garbage 
pool of discarded plastic. Thousands of square kilometers of ocean were filled 
with floating plastic and fish ate plastic particles. Many died and others would be 
served with plastic particle in them to the fish eaters that threw billions of tons of 
plastic into the rivers and seas.  
 
All that was far from the minds and hearts of Pedrino and his crew. They were 
born to the sea in remote coastal villages as simple fisher folk and they were now 
the first to recognize and accept the wrong they had been doing in recent years 
to the coral. What they had seen of the destroyed coral reef had truly shocked 
them.   
 
Pedrino was not an educated man. He had the wisdom of life that grew from 
hardship, poverty and the struggle to survive. It was his core value to treasure life 
and protect the lives of his family and villagers. He was firm in his belief and 
committed himself to his family and his fellow villagers. That is why he took the 
only job available to be a reef-hunter to feed his family and send his children to 
school.  
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He was unschooled himself, had seldom been to church, once a year perhaps, 
and knew nothing about dogma and church moral or social teachings. But he 
knew right from wrong and what was good and bad. To have seen Ricky and 
Boyet jump from the cliff-top building and heard the gun shots ring out he knew 
that he must save them from drowning and so he did.  
 
He believed that the sea to be a source of life and a cause of death. Those who 
take to the sea do so at great risk and when they are in need and trouble they 
must be saved, lifted from the waters, and brought to shore given water and food 
shelter and passage to a safer life. The migrants fleeing hunger and famine and 
escaping oppression and dire poverty deserve to be saved. They die by the 
thousands in the Mediterranean due to human traffickers and people smugglers 
who send them on voyages of death. Better the stay in their own country with 
justice, true development and prosperity. In a way Ricky and Boyet were 
migrants fleeing persecution of the death squads. 
 
This is what Pedrino did. He saved them. It is what all humanity should do to be 
truly human and compassionate with value of life, doing to others what they 
would want others to do for them should they be in dire circumstances. That is 
what Pedrino would ask of others were he in danger at sea and he did it for Ricky 
and Boyet. He admired Ricky for instinctively sharing those values and saving 
Roberto. 
 
As the boat ploughed on through the sea and met another sunset on a new 
course to fishing ground where Pedrino hoped to make a big catch, he talked 
with his crew while sharing a bottle of cheap brandy. “Yes, I stopped to get the 
two who had jumped into the river. I saw them and said they are lovers jumping 
to their death bringing with them their sorrows and misery and family rejection. 
For that is the fate of lovers in despair. But I was wrong instead of two bodies to 
be picked up I found two boys who survived a mighty jump. They lived and what 
is the point of living if we do not share the value of life with everyone. Are we not 
all human sharing the planet? We all are strangers in need of help,” he told his 
crew as to why he had picked up Ricky and Boyet. 
 
He had little formal education but had lived life through hardship and hunger, 
storms and drought and had seen and impacted by horrific violence of war. Yet 
he somehow had a naturally evolved concern for the other and wisdom to guide 
him to reach decisions that came from his instinct and his survival genes. He now 
recognized the wrong he had done the past years to the coral reef. It was an act 
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against nature and the sea that fed them. “It is not us alone, the other boats have 
come and they also damaged the reef,” Jose said. 
 
Pedrino replied, “It is because of need we did it and then because of greed we 
did it again and again. To sin once is a bad thing, to sin the same sin twice is a 
very bad thing. Not to stop is to multiply the bad thing. We do it and we do not 
think of the mother ocean. It gives us life and we have done her harm and now 
we pay. We cannot undo what we have done, but we must change our ways and 
advise others to change also. I now see this reef hunting is a very wrong way to 
fish. I will not go to any reef ever again and I hope neither will any of you. One 
day we have to pay the price for what harm we have done.” 
 
They all were silent and nodded their agreement. Pedrino and the crew did not 
foresee that indeed they would pay a heavy price. The boat went on into the night 
and early the next day Ricky and Boyet were ordered to be the lookouts. They 
were given an old weather beaten pair of binoculars. They felt proud and 
important being the lookouts.  
 
They were to scour the ocean’s surface for movement of jumping fish or flying 
fish because they would be escaping the big tuna that would be chasing them. It 
was the tuna Pedrino was hoping to catch. 
 
By seven a.m. that same morning Ricky and Boyet shouted to the crew and the 
boys on the deck, “Dolphins, dolphins. So many, look look!” And there they were 
swimming on each side of the Banka boat, about forty of them in one great pod. 
They rose out of the water a plunged in again and again, a spectacular sight as 
they escorted the boat as it were. On each side of the boat dozens of dolphins, 
the smartest creatures of the ocean and friendly mammals, travelled along with 
the boat. Every one was watching them, Pedrino above all.	He knew they were 
man’s best friends in the oceans. They were intelligent and smart and had a 
liking for humans. They communicated to each other in their kind of sounds and 
helped each other. They were air-breathing mammals with lungs and had to 
surface from time to time to breathe. They are social creatures and live and travel 
as a family. Today Pedrino noticed the huge pod as it began to move and swim in 
front of the boat.	
 
Then they were swimming as a close packed pod in front of the bow. This was a 
strange and unusual behavior. Immediately he cutback on the engine and the 
boat moved forward slowly and the pod measured its swimming speed 
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accordingly. “They are slowing me down,“ he said to Aris. “Yes Sir, so it seems.” 
Then four dolphins broke away from the pod and swam back towards the boat. 
The first two emerged from the water beside the boat nodding their heads and 
then sliding back into the water only to emerge again and repeat the friendly 
action. 
 
The remaining boys moved toward the friendly dolphins all at once and had to be 
ordered back by Captain Pedrino, as the boat would unbalance with all on one 
side. He ordered four boys only, Ricky, Boyet, Robert and Pedro, to look over the 
side and reach out to touch them. The dolphins, bottlenose they were called, 
seemed to be inviting the boys to touch them. When they did they saw the two 
others in the water swimming around beneath them. Ricky was the first to notice 
something unusual. 
 
“Captain, Sir!” he called out excitedly, “the other two dolphins are in trouble! They 
have something stuck to them! It looks like a piece of net and it is caught in the 
mouth and fin of the dolphin!” 
 
“Yes, Sir, Captain! It’s true and the other one has something stuck in his jaw!” 
Boyet yelled out as Paulo held him as he hung over the side of the boat to get a 
better view. Robert held Ricky by he legs as he hung down to the water’s edge to 
touch the dolphin. “I cannot see what it is, Captain. I think they are asking for help, 
showing us their brothers in trouble!” he shouted. Pedrino gave the wheel to Aris 
and went to look for himself. He saw one dolphin with a piece of net around his 
mouth and left fin, and the other one had a plastic stuck in his mouth, like the 
plastic that is used to hold a six pack of beer cans. The lower jaw of the dolphin 
was dangling one of these. 
 
Both were troubled dolphins and the two guardians were coming out of the water 
as if asking help. “Sir, give me the knife and I will cut him free!” Ricky shouted 
excitedly, oblivious of all danger and risk involved. Boyet shouted the same, 
equally exited at getting into the sea with the friendly dolphins that allowed 
themselves to be touched when they raised their heads out of the water. Captain 
Pedrino hesitated, thinking of the danger, the need and the right thing to do. He 
and Aris held the knives. No boys were ever allowed near them in case of fight 
that could lead to a stabbing. Pedrino looked at the huge pod of swimming 
dolphins of the boat, “They keep me slow until we help,” he thought. “Are they 
really doing this?” he asked himself unbelievable as it was. He knew dolphins to 
be the smartest and most intelligent of all sea creatures and he decided this is 
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what they want, “If they let us do it then we will know just how smart they are.” 
 
“Okay, Ricky, Boyet, go do it if you can! We will let down the hose.” “Open the 
compressor, run out the air hose. Stop the engine!” he shouted. The crew jumped 
into action. The boat stopped, the compressor began its rattle as it was allowed 
to run and build up air pressure in its tank. Aris came with two short sharp net 
knives and gave them to Boyet and Ricky who were sitting on the side of the 
Banka boat, their legs dangling of the side, ready to drop down where the 
dolphins were swimming to and fro in the waters below. As soon as the boat 
came to a stop the pod of dolphins at the front swam away, came back and were 
seen forming a circle around the boat. 
 
The group of boys was still in the center of the small deck not to un-balance the 
Banka boat. Pedrino then shouted his order, “Two groups of boys form an equal 
number, ten on the left side and ten right! Keep an even keel!” he shouted. Aris 
divided them and ten went to each side. “The dolphins are waiting for us to free 
their brothers,” Robert said to the other boys who had been allowed to come to 
the right side of the boat. The other ten had to stay on the left side much to their 
frustration, as they could not see what was happening. 
 
Pedrino and Aris stood beside Ricky and Boyet. They looked at the distressed 
dolphins below. “They are lucky to be still alive,” Pedrino said, “go cut them free.” 
Immediately Ricky and Boyet bravely jumped into the water and sank down a few 
feet below the surface. Ricky had the air hose in his hand, air bubbles pouring 
out and racing to the surface. This did not bother the dolphins at all. They were 
used to blowing bubbles to frighten small fish into a circle before diving into the 
swirling mass to have their fill. 
 
Immediately one of the distressed dolphins swam toward Ricky. His fin was 
entangled in a piece of fishing net that seemed to be also stuck in his mouth. At 
the same moment the other dolphin swam to Boyet who saw the plastic caught in 
his lower jaw. The dolphin that came to Ricky turned his fin to him. Ricky held his 
breath and grabbed the fin of the dolphin with the net on its fin and began to cut it 
up. He paused, took a big gulp of air from the hose, swam closer to Boyet and 
gave it to him. He took a gulp and filled his lungs. They both went back to their 
task. The dolphin swam away and then came back for more work to be done. 
 
In moments it was done. The net fell away from the fin and Ricky pulled it from 
the jaw of the dolphin. It was like a bit in a horse’s mouth. His dolphin did a roll 
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and swam away, free at last. Boyet was still cutting the plastic from the jaw of the 
other dolphin. Ricky went to Boyet with the air hose and he took another gulp of 
air. Then it was done, the second dolphin swam free and his guardian went with 
him. The two boys swam for the surface, broke surface gasping and wheezing 
and Roger and Paulo pulled them into the Banka boat. They lay on the deck, 
while the boys and crew applauded and brought them cold water. 
 
“That was a very good job, bravely done!“ Captain Pedrino said. Everyone was 
talking and chatting amazed that the dolphins had come to them for help and 
allowed them to cut them free as if they knew only the humans could do it. What 
the dolphins did not know, or did they? That the human’s trash caused their 
entanglement and distress in the first place. The dumping of trash and plastic into 
the ocean is a practice that is spoiling the home and habitat of the ocean 
creatures without any respect for those fish who live there and upon whom 
millions of people are depending for food to eat. It was as if the people were 
poisoning the own wells.  
 
The dolphins continued swimming around the Banka boat for a minute or two and 
then they swam away in a straight direction. Suddenly one of the boys shouted, 
“Look! Look! A huge shark! A shark!” There it was, a great white shark, the size 
of a minibus, its dorsal fin just above the surface. It was just thirty meters from 
the Banka boat. It was a deadly menacing presence. The boys all moved to the 
center of the deck, afraid it might attack. 
 
It had been trying to make an attack on Boyet and Ricky when they were in the 
water but the dolphins had held it at bay during the operation to cut free the two 
distressed dolphins. It was amazing and not unknown for dolphins to protect 
humans in danger. Pedrino had known this from his long years at sea and the 
stories of many fishermen and he believed it as really true. That is why he was 
very happy that they had freed the dolphins. He was happy to give something 
back to them for the help they have given to the fisher folk. The dolphins had 
mounted a security patrol around the boat during the rescue. He was so amazed 
at the intelligence of the dolphins that he swore he would never allow any to be 
ever harmed. “If only humans and other species could live in such harmony and 
cooperation, what a different environment it would be,” Pedrino thought. 
 
It was close to midday when they saw something in the distance. It was a ship of 
some kind and they reported to Pedrino. It was a big ship and it was coming their 
way. When it drew closer they saw that it was a huge landing barge with a flat 
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front platform that dropped down when it reached the beach. They saw that it 
was loaded with a dark brown soil. The boys cheered and waved to the crew as 
the boat passed by heading for the mainland. They were left wondering what was 
the brown soil. 
 
The crew was wondering where it had come from and soon they saw an island 
appear on the horizon. Pedrino gave a sigh of relief and satisfaction. It was 
Manicani Island. He had been right on course and within an hour the island was 
clearly seen. He called for the binoculars and viewed the beaches. Then with 
satisfaction he smiled and tussled the hair of Boyet. Boyet felt accepted and trust 
grew where there had never been any. 
 
They were feeling a rare sense of freedom and belonging to the crew after five 
days at sea. But after the crew and boys had seen the courage in their daring 
escape and saving Roberto, Ricky and Boyet had a special leadership role 
among the boys. They had worked hard, pulling in the nets and washing them 
down leading the other boys. They were always busy sluicing the decks, bringing 
the food to the crew and standing watch. 
 
As they approached the island beach they saw a strange sight. Another big 
barge was beached and its front platform was down. It was waiting for a truck 
loaded with brown soil to reverse on board and dump its load. Other dump trucks 
loaded with brown soil were also lined up waiting to off-load on to the barge. But 
there was a large crowd with placards and banners blocking their way.  
 
Some people lay down in the dirt road in front of the truck and others stood and 
waved their placards and were shouting slogans. It was a public demonstration. 
“Stop mining our soil!” the placards said. “Save our environment from extractive 
industry!” said another. “Our children before your profit!” read a third. The two 
journalists who had come with the company representatives to negotiate with the 
islanders to allow the brown soil be taken off had taken their photos and 
interviewed the demonstrators. One barge that passed the reef-hunter boat had 
already left before the blockade had been set up. 
 
Pedrino guided his Banka boat to a place on the flat beach a hundred meters 
away from the barge and the people’s protest. They all left the boat in the shallow 
water waded ashore and a rope was run off carried by Roberto to be tied to a 
nearby coconut tree and secured by Jose. Pedrino and his crew walked along the 
beach followed by the boys and approached the demonstration site. Jose led the 
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boys towards a small store where they were treated to snacks and drinks.  
 
There were several onlookers squatting on the sand and watching the blocking of 
the trucks and listening to a group of officials. Two foreigners were at a table set 
up in the shade of a coconut tree talking with the three leaders of the community. 
Pedrino and Aris asked bystanders where the Barangay Captain was, the district 
leader. Pedrino would introduce himself and ask permission to moor his boat and 
fish off the shores of the island. The captain was at the negotiating table and so 
Pedrino and his crew joined the audience and listened to the arguments. The 
Barangay leader Bernardino was telling the two foreigners that they have to stop 
taking the soil. Then something happened that was to change their lives forever. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
 
 
 

JULIE IN CAGAYAN DE ORO 
 
 
 
 
Julie had escaped thanks to Annabel to whom she owed her life and that of her 
baby. That same dash for freedom is the never-ending hope of every beaten, 
abused, threatened woman and child. Escape is the hope and dream of the 
millions of children and young women who are trafficked into slavery every year 
around the world. Julie felt she was blessed and together with Annabel had fled 
north, like a refugee family fleeing the modern King Herod, Assad in Syria or the 
cruel Daesh or ISIS. 
 
On the bus to Cagayan De Oro City she felt the onset of sickness that comes 
with her pregnancy. She was so young, her body was hardly developed, she was 
just a child herself at almost fifteen, yet her body was that of a woman, a mother 
to be, her heart was that of a teenage child. It was hardly unusual. There are 
hundreds of thousands of teenage pregnancies like Julie, most are raped and 
abandoned, two every minute the experts say and neither church nor government 
was doing much to prevent these human tragedies and break the cycle of 
ignorance and poverty. 
 
When Julie and Annabel arrived in the city they took a tricycle from the bus 
terminal and went straight to the home of Annabel’s elder sister Aileen. She still 
lived there and ran a small sari-sari store from the front window of the small 
three-roomed house and supported herself. It was a small house on the corner 
and a good location for a little store. They looked around and saw a small garden 
at the back where vegetables were growing and a coconut tree gave shade and a 
hand pump provided water. Aileen welcomed them and gave them shelter and a 
room. A short distance from the back of the house was the sea shore and the 
Banka boats were lined up waiting for the tide and the night fishing to begin.  
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This was a house where peace and love reigned. In the first few days Julie slept 
a deep healthy sleep, the first time in the many months since the start of her 
captivity. She woke up in the morning and looked around her at the new 
surroundings. The tropical sun shone through the thin curtain as a gentle breeze 
lifted it showing the garden. She knew she was free and a new dawn was here. 
The smell of the ocean wafted in and refreshed her.  
 
She smiled at her miraculous escape and could hardly believe it. Yet her sadness 
remained at thought that she could never go home while El Toro and his father, 
The Dom, and Develio were alive. Where was her brother Benito, she wondered 
and bowed her head and prayed that he would be safe.  
 
The next day Julie and Annabel went to the hospital for a check-up at the 
emergency room funded and assisted by the German Doctors charity. It was a 
volunteer female doctor, Christine Schneider, who attended to her and 
pronounced that she was two months pregnant. After a check-up the doctor said 
she showed indications of stress and trauma. The doctor suspected that there 
was an emotional or abuse problem and offered help.  
 
“You need to have rest and counseling. You seem very troubled. I presume the 
father of the child is your boyfriend. Do you want to talk about it? We can get you 
help and keep you safe,” the doctor said.  
 
Julie did not want to talk about it. She was still too scared that Develio and 
Alverez might come after her, Annabel and the baby. For sure, El Toro and The 
Dom ordered their men to find her. The doctor advised her to come back every 
three weeks for another check-up and another blood test and gave her some 
vitamins and dietary advice to eat more mixed vegetables, fruit and fish and 
fortified rice to increase protein and carbohydrate intake.  
 
The food at the brothel had been of low quality and Julie had not had an appetite, 
she was living in continual stress. She was given leftovers mostly because she 
was a non-earning occupant and the untouchable girl of El Toro. It was so lacking 
in minerals and proteins she was malnourished.  
 
In the following months and weeks Julie recovered in the peaceful little home of 
Annabel’s family. They cared for her and she grew stronger and put on weight 
and the baby grew in her. She was now fifteen. The months passed. She was 
thinking of the Navy boy Chris as the father of her child. When she heard that 
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there was a US Navy ship in the port she asked Annabel to take her to the harbor. 
She did not explain why, that was her secret. “I just want to get fresh air,” she 
said, “the baby is five months and I need to walk more and exercise as the doctor 
said and to view the harbor and the ships.” 
 
Annabel took her there and she found a seat and waited near the wharf where 
the sailors come out on shore leave. She waited as many do when the father of 
their child goes away and some never return. Julie had a wild hope that he might 
come by. Although she knew nothing about him for her he was still the father of 
her child and had done her no harm and had promised to come and rescue her. 
But if he told Father Alfonso where she was, it was too late for them to rescue her. 
She would send Annabel to visit Father Alfonso to tell her parents that she was 
well and expecting a baby. Annabel would ask Father to help her mother to come 
in secret to Cagayan de Oro for the birth. 
 
She was given an ultra sound scan after six months. The result showed the child 
was a boy and large. “It will have to be a caesarian delivery. The child is too big 
for a normal delivery,” the doctor told Julie and Annabel. “There might be a 
challenging situation. You have a very rare blood type, only one in a few hundred 
have that type of blood. It is most unusual and I will have to send it to Manila to 
get some plasma in case there is excessive bleeding. But you will have to rest 
and continue to build up your strength the next three months,” she told Julie and 
Annabel. “Is the father around?” the doctor asked. “No, not now,” she answered. 
 
The delivery of the baby was close. It was healthy according to the doctor and 
there would be no problems. She was only fifteen years old. The Filipino 
gynecologist would do the operation she said. The German Doctors charity would 
pay the costs. 
 
It was clear that she was a victim of rape and the senior nurse asked if she 
wanted to file a criminal charge under the Child Abuse Law, Republic Act 7610. 
“Julie, after all this is over and you have your baby you can get help and 
protection with our partner organization who will protect and care for you and the 
baby. The German Doctors charity is fully committed to helping the victims and 
we have partner organizations that are skilled in the legal work. That man should 
be brought to justice and stopped doing these acts of abuse. He will be abusing 
other children also. He must be held accountable and pay for his crime whoever 
he may be,” she said.  
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Julie was silent for a while and looked at her hands, she examined every finger 
before answering thoughtfully. “How can it be proved?” Julie asked. “Once we 
know who he is, our partner organization will trace him and file criminal charges. 
It can be proven through your testimony and the DNA test if he wants to 
cooperate. If he denies it then the court will want to know why he does not give a 
DNA sample for testing and matching. Besides you and the baby have a rare 
blood type, hardly ever seen in the Philippines. The baby is big for a Filipino the 
father is likely to be a foreigner, is that true?” 
 
Julie thought of Chris, that young American Navy boy, who came to her that one 
night without wanting to have her and told his story. He would be judged guilty 
beyond reasonable doubt for having sex with a minor, a criminal offence in most 
countries. No mitigating circumstances would save him. The law was the law and 
sexual intercourse with a minor fourteen-year-old is a serious crime. 
 
There was too much of it, foreign sex tourists were flocking to the brothels, 
traffickers were selling children on the streets and the government was looking 
the other way. The crystal meth was readily available by the club operators and 
they were drug dens and cyber-sex studios. The local politicians liked to abuse 
the minors too and had their favorite club and sex bar where they could get girls 
for free, safely and discreetly. The foreign operator would never dare to secretly 
videotape and blackmail the politician. They could retaliate strongly. Fear of the 
local politician held the foreign communality of bar operators and rapists in check. 
But they videoed customers abusing minors and made them pay. Blackmail was 
a common source of revenue. 
 
Julie recalled her days in the ‘Sweet 15’ sex bar and the night with Chris, the only 
kind person she had met since she had been kidnapped. She remained silent 
with a look of sadness as she remembered Chris, no family name, just Chris. She 
felt sad for him and knew he would be blamed and she did not want that. He 
could be found and identified. The investigators would show her pictures of all the 
US Navy men on leave that day in that area and she could identify him and he 
would be charged. Then his career and life would be over. His good family name 
would be shamed. He would have a dishonorable discharge after serving 
sentence and would not even get a job as a garbage collector. All that hardship 
and ruin for one moment of human need. Her child would have a criminal for a 
father. It was El Toro and Develio whom she wanted brought to justice. She 
shook her head and replied, “I don’t know him.” 
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As Easter drew near Julie and Annabel went to the Sunday Mass in the 
Cathedral that stood by the Cagayan De Oro River. They listened to a sermon on 
the last words of Jesus as he hung dying on the cross. It was a tradition of the 
Church.  
 
Annabel was telling Julie as they walked home after the sermon. “Only when that 
thief hanging beside Jesus on the cross confessed that he was a sinner did 
Jesus forgive him and said, ‘This day you will be with me in Paradise.’ That is 
what Jesus said. I cried when I heard the story, it is so sad. Jesus was the good 
man, helping everyone in need and the religious fanatics and authorities 
condemned him to death,” Annabel said. 
 
Julie was thinking of El Toro, she could never forgive him or Develio. In the 
sermon the priest said forgiveness can and should be given when there is 
repentance and justice. “El Toro and Develio they will never repent, there will be 
no justice for me and he will die in his crimes without forgiveness,” she said to 
herself. Julie did not tell Annabel about El Toro and her life at the bar. 
 
She cried when they reached the little house. Annabel let her cry and gave her a 
hug comfort and support. Crying was her pain reliever, she had to let it out, tell 
someone who understood and release her pent-up hurt and suffering. Julie cried 
a lot and it was the saving of her. She had released the tension and stress that 
the doctor had warned her about. She felt relieved and free after her cry. 
 
Three weeks before the delivery was due Annabel went to Davao City and found 
the Child Watch offices and asked for Father Alfonso. She told the story of Julie 
to his amazement and relief. He called Attorney Ross who came over and 
listened and asked questions of Annabel. A secret visit by Eva to Cagayan De 
Oro was then arranged in the next days. Annabel stayed at the Child Watch 
home for a day and a night until Eva was ready and came with her bag. She was 
very disturbed at the story. Annabel told her about her daughter. She was filled 
with anger and concern at what had happened after the kidnapping and 
abduction of Julie. She was also concerned about the coming birth of Julie’s baby. 
 
The social workers at the children’s center prepared a bag of baby clothes, 
diapers and clothes for Julie. Father Alfonso gave five thousand pesos to Eva for 
the needs of Julie and a letter for the senior doctor at the hospital. With many 
thanks given, Eva and Annabel travelled by bus the length of Mindanao and 
twenty-four hours later arrived in Cagayan De Oro. It was an emotional reunion 
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between Eva and Julie with many tears and embraces between mother and 
daughter. 
 
Julie gave birth by caesarian section. The hospital team of Filipino doctors and 
nurses guided by the gynecologist Doctor Schneider expertly did it. That was how 
Ricky was born. Julie held him with love and young as she was, she was able to 
breast-feed him. Eva held and rocked the child and so did Annabel, delighted to 
have her ‘grandson’ born into this world. Annabel cuddled and talked to Ricky, 
she had a family to protect and love. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
 
 
 

TO JOLO ISLAND 
 
 
 
 
Boyet and Ricky and the other boys from the Banka continued playing basketball 
with some of the island boys under a coconut tree with a ring attached. A few 
hundred meters away the demonstrators had grown quiet at the request of the 
village leader Jose Bernardino who was one of the organizers of the 
demonstration and a negotiator with the representatives of the mining company 
that was destroying their island and shipping it to China. 
 
A light tropical warm breeze passed over the five men sitting at the table in the 
shade of an Acacia tree. The breeze brought no sound, no smell and no 
indication of what was about to happen. Something unforeseen, sudden and 
dramatic was on the way. The light wind cooled the tropical heat like a happy 
smile that lightens the gloomy heart. That was the feeling of Chris Rogers, the 
lead negotiator, discussing with Jose Bernardino, the local leader, regarding the 
loading and shipment of the nickel ore. He was not making progress. 
 
At the discussion table the participants sipped coconut water straight from the 
coconut. There was an argument going on. The two foreigners, Chris Rogers, an 
American, and Australian Peter Stanly, were trying to explain the importance of 
getting the nickel ore off the Island. 
 
“We have a right to remove all the soil from the mine site that has already been 
dug out,” Peter Stanly was saying. He was a middle age man about thirty-five 
years old and earnest and dedicated to the interests of the company he worked 
for, the Nickel Ace of Asia Mining Company. He was from Melbourne. He was 
sweltering in the heat and frustrated with the intransigence of the people. The 
area was ideal for open-pit mining. It was hilly terrain and had big deposits of 
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concentrated ore. In his estimation it was useless to the people and would have 
minimum ecological impact. Chris Rogers, his assistant, was talking to the other 
two representatives of the village. 
 
Jose Bernardino, the elected district leader, was explaining that the land was 
ecologically important and there would be serious environmental consequences 
because of the irresponsible mining. Besides he told them there was a ban on 
moving the nickel ore materials.  
 
“The materials are our land. Our island is part of our eco system and you have no 
right to even mine here with an open-pit mine. Your original permit was to explore 
and take samples. But with corrupt officials you went beyond that. Your company 
has destroyed the environment and your people have not even complied with the 
environment restoration and protection measures in the exploration mining 
permit,” he told them. His two village companions listening were nodding in 
agreement.  
 
“The permit says we can extract,” Chris Rogers said. “That is the word in the 
permit, EXTRACT,” he repeated it for emphases and was waving his hands to 
make his point all the more emphatically. 
 
“You must withdraw your machinery and barges, the Government has listened to 
our complaints and issued a hold order on all mining activities on the island and 
that includes loading and shipping the materials,” Jose told them. “You have 
being shipping it directly to China to be used to make nickel pig iron. Your 
company does not even process it here and give jobs and pay tax. Look at what 
our neighbors have done, Indonesia has banned all exports of unprocessed raw 
materials, they know they were being exploited. We, too, are paid a low price and 
the company has done nothing to improve our community here and they are 
making hundreds of millions of pesos of profit from the export and we have only a 
few jobs here,” Bernardino said. 
 
“It is not specifically stated in the hold order that we cannot remove what we have 
already mined prior to the issuance of the hold order, which we respect but we 
have the right to get the stockpiles,” Rogers claimed. 
 
Bernardino lamented the terrible situation of thousands of indigenous people. In 
most of the nickel mining sites the local people gained little or nothing for their 
communities. It was the politicians and the multinational companies that grew rich. 
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The indigenous people were promised a share of the earnings but the promises 
were unfulfilled after they agreed to a mining project.  
 
There would be schools, hospitals, scholarships and cash payments they were 
told. But after they signed the lease agreement with the mining company the 
bulldozers came, but not the schools and hospitals. The people received little 
benefit by the extraction of the nickel ore from their ancestral lands. If they 
refused to sign a lease contract then a corrupt official government got a bribe and 
just declared it public land and gave a permit and contract to the company that 
applied. Granting permits was a source of power and money and who would 
challenge them, they had influence over the prosecutors and a judge or two.  
 
The people had no power to challenge the injustice. After years of protest they 
had finally succeeded in getting a hold order against the mining company. The 
open-pit mining site had scarred and ruined the land causing landslides and 
flooding and loss of arable land. In other places whole forests were cut and 
mountains were leveled. It was the ecological crime of the century for the once 
beautiful forested Philippines.  
 
While the debate was going on, the villagers on the picket line further away were 
sitting on the ground, others milling around, some were singing, others chanting 
and waving placards and flags. There was a peaceful festive spirit. The People 
Power movement of the 1980s was remembered and the fall of the dictator 
Ferdinand Marcos. 
 
Ricky and Boyet were listening to the debate mainly because Pedrino and Aris 
were nearby waiting to talk with Bernardino, the village leader, and get 
permission to go fishing off the island. Everyone had to get permission especially 
since the Chinese had moved into the West Philippine Sea to establish 
ownership of all the islands, even those in the Philippine territorial maritime limit. 
Despite the judgment by an international tribunal in The Hague that China’s all-
encompassing ‘nine-dash’ line around most of the South China Sea was illegal, 
they continued to block Filipino fishing boats in the territorial waters of the 
Philippines. Pedrino and his villagers could not fish there.  
 
They sat waiting patiently for a break in the negotiations and did not notice the 
movement in the bushes nearby. At first it was just put down to the breeze. Then 
the bushes parted and a group of armed men suddenly appeared and moved 
quickly towards the table and surrounded it and all those sitting nearby. The 
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group was looking into the barrels of deadly weapons. They were startled, scared 
shocked, everything changed in their lives from that one moment. Their lives, 
their families and the community, all were deeply affected and changed forever. 
 
“Oh my God! Who are they?” Peter Stanly exclaimed as soon as he saw the men 
emerge from the bushes and surround them so quickly. They were astonished at 
the suddenness as they saw a dozen weapons. Kalashnikovs, Armalites and 
other guns pointed at them. They were speechless. Ricky and Boyet and Roger 
impulsively jumped to their feet and faced the armed men as if unafraid. The 
weapons were raised to cover them. They were terrified and stood still. Pedrino 
and Aris remained sitting on the ground. They made no sudden moves. It was 
tense.  
 
The leader of the group raised his hand and said in Tausug, the language of the 
Sulu region, “Do not move! Stay where you are and you will not get hurt!” No one 
moved. Bernardino said to Chris and Peter in a low voice, “Don’t move. Don’t 
talk.” 
 
Then the leader fired a short burst into the air from his Kalashnikov and the 
people further away closer to the beach jumped up, stared towards the group and 
pandemonium broke out. “A raid! Bandits! Pirates! Run, Abu Sayyaf!” people 
shouted. Dozens of villagers ran for their lives along the beach.  
 
The boys playing basketball further up the hill heard the burst of gunfire that 
broke the peaceful fun-filled festive atmosphere and they ran away in panic as 
fast as they could. The crew on the barges abandoned ship and the truck drivers 
ran for their lives, no one was left. In a minute the area where there was a 
peaceful public protest was deserted. Where the vendors did a brisk trade selling 
soft drinks and snacks, now there was silence and emptiness. 
 
A small wave hit the beach and then slid back over the rough pebbles with a 
comforting sloshing sound. A family of tiny gray sand crabs emerged from their 
holes and ran to the water’s edge to scavenge any morsels the wave had 
deposited. Then they ran back as the wave lunged again at the shore. A dark 
cloud crossed the sun and threw a dark shadow over the humans, the powerful 
and overpowered. The outcome was never in doubt. It is the way of the violent 
world driven by greed, anger and violence. It was the way of the world, one group 
against another, hatred and revenge, the only outcome of violence. 
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Ricky, Boyet and Roberto were squatting one second and the next they were 
looking into the muzzles of weapons. Their hearts pounded in their chests, this 
time there was no running, no escape. For a wild fleeting moment Ricky thought 
it was the death squad that had caught up with them but realized at once they 
were bandits and heard the people shouting Abu Sayyaf. They were the kidnap 
for ransom Islamic terrorists. What would they want with them, poor boys of a 
fishing boat? 
 
The kidnappers were dressed in jeans and non-descript T-shirts. Others wore 
light military style fatigue jackets and torn jeans. Some had extra ammunition and 
magazines in military body harness strapped around their bodies. Some wore 
kerchiefs around their necks others had bands around their heads holding back 
long black hair. A few had short beards most had a headdress, a Keffiyeh. They 
were a dangerous, fierce looking group, frightening and angry.  
 
It was only when their leader, Scarface, was going into battle that they covered 
their faces. He would not allow himself to be identified. They were cruel, vicious 
and beheaded their hostages when the ransom was not paid. They feared no one. 
They looked battle hard and worn, and their grim angry faces showed a cruel and 
mean attitude hardened from battle and many killings. They were maunders of 
the sea, pirates, kidnappers, the worst group of people one could meet. 
 
They had made their pledge of allegiance to ISIS, the so-called Islamic State, but 
it was to terrify their enemies and strike fear into the Philippine military. But they 
were more interested in their own moneymaking hostage business to earn money 
for themselves, their followers and buy weapons and deposit millions in secret 
bank accounts under false names. 
 
They were tired from the long sea journey from their base in Jolo to the island to 
kidnap the two foreigners. It was known they travelled far in high-speed 
motorboats to high-class resorts and marinas on kidnapping missions. They had 
defied and survived numerous military actions to capture them. The Americans 
had a group of advisors and trainers in Mindanao with the Philippine military to 
combat them but with little success.  
 
Their leader stepped forward, Scarface was his name, menacing in attitude 
towards the terrified group and said to Jose Bernardino the village leader, “You 
will all come with us!” he said speaking in Tausug. “You will translate!” pointing to 
Bernardino and, “You are our prisoners!” he said pointing to Chris Rogers and 
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Peter Stanly. Then pointing to Pedrino, Aris and the three boys, he shouted, “You 
will convert to Islam and train with us as soldiers! You will fight for Islam and for 
the freedom of our lands from the infidels or else you will die!” Jose Bernardino 
with a shaky quivering voice translated for the others.  
 
Scarface had a facial scar due to a knife fight wound that left him with a 
permanent snarl. He looked menacing. His hair reached his shoulders and he 
had a head band, a week old beard and around his neck a gold chain. He wore 
an expensive watch but no mobile phone. They were forbidden, as they are 
easily traceable by electronic surveillance. He wore a holstered handgun and a 
knife stuck in his military webbing belt from which hung pouches with extra 
magazines for his Kalashnikov. 
 
The two other village men at the table looked at the kidnappers. One spoke in 
Tausug to the leader, Scarface. “What about us? We are just poor villagers. We 
are worth nothing, please, and I beg you let us go to our families,” he said. 
 
“Allah is all merciful and so are we. You go to the village and inform all the 
villagers never try to contact the government. We will know it and return one day 
and kill them all and burn the entire village and rape their daughters. Revenge is 
the duty of the warrior,” Scarface told them. 
 
“Now all of you get up and you two will be bound!” he nodded at two fighters who 
stepped forward and bound the hands of Roger and Peter behind their backs. 
 
The two village men hurried away in the direction of the village, afraid and kept 
looking back in fear and as they did so Scarface lifted his deadly weapon and 
opened fire with a sustained burst of fire and cut them down. The hostages 
jumped with fright and shock at this sudden unexpected execution. It was a 
warning to them that life is nothing. It was a statement. We kill whom we choose 
to kill. “They said they were nothing and of no value,” Scarface said, ”they were 
correct.” 
 
The kidnappers bound the hands of Peter and Chris behind them and ordered 
them to walk towards the beach. “March!” he added harshly. They were roughly 
pushed forward and stumbled in the sand as they reached the beach. The three 
boys, Pedrino, Aris and Bernardino, were not tied. The boys were to be trained 
and forced to be child soldiers and were separated from the hostages, yet 
guarded all the same. One day they would be forced to kill a hostage or some 
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unfortunate villager as proof of their ‘conversion’ and then they would be bound 
to the group. They would be guilty of murder before the authorities if they left and 
escaped to the real world. They would be trapped as countless children were in 
Africa, South America and Asia. 
 
That was the way a warlord like Scarface kept their fighters. They had nowhere 
to run to and if they tried they were killed as traitors. There was no greater crime 
in their eyes than to betray or denounce the group. The second-in-command, 
Jeremy Toledo, took the backpacks of Chris and Peter. 
 
Bernardino spoke to the leader undaunted by the danger of being killed like the 
two villagers, “Sir, please allow me to go to my family. Don’t kill me. I have 
children, I have no money, please allow me to go free.” Scarface smacked him 
across the head. “Shut up,” he said, “you will come with us and translate as 
ordered or you will die.” 
 
Bernardino winced with the blow and with resignation he bowed his head and 
trudged along the beach with the other prisoners in great sadness and fearful of 
what lay ahead. He knew of the many dozens of kidnapping for ransom incidents 
in the Sulu and Celebes Sea, but his island was close to the mainland of 
Mindanao and had no tourist resorts and was a poor village with nothing of value 
except the nickel deposits. 
 
The foreigners were the reason the bandits came he told himself, “A curse on 
them all, on all the mining companies in our country,” he fumed to himself, “they 
have destroyed our island, taken our soil and nickel and now they have brought 
me to this.” He thought he was only useful to translate for Scarface and when 
done they would kill him. He went on talking silently to himself, “True Islam 
means nothing to them. They have corrupted the faith and the Holy Koran. The 
good Muslims are blamed for these evil deeds, Allah bring them to justice,” he 
was the just Muslim. 
 
The suspension of the mining permit on Manicani Island was big news on 
national radio. The kidnappers had likely heard of the nickel-mining dispute on 
the island and that foreigners would join the negotiations. That is why they had 
come. 
 
After walking half a kilometer along the beach they saw a large sleek speedboat 
moored at the shore just off the beach guarded by four armed men. It was one of 
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the latest models of speed boats, a Monterey – 278SS Super Sport – stolen, no 
doubt, from a rich tourist resort and had speeds so fast that nothing the Philippine 
coast guard had could catch it. It was spacious in the aft section and in the bow. 
Both were open sections. With stolen boats like this distance was of little 
concern. There were no patrols and no agency or Coast Guard to intercept them. 
They were the masters of the seas, the undisputed pirates of the ocean. They 
had kidnapped tourists in a far off Davao City tourist island and from a luxury 
resort on Palawan. 
 
The cockpit and controls were center yet closer to the back. The hapless 
prisoners were untied to enable them to climb aboard and shoved and motioned 
to sit in the bow section accompanied by shouts, growls and grunts that passed 
as commands where they were to sit, guarded by four angry looking armed 
members of the group. The rest of the armed men were in the aft ready to quell 
any resistance. 
 
Two kidnappers untied the boat, pushed it into deeper water, jumped on-board 
and took their places at the rear. Scarface, the leader of the Abu Sayyaf kidnap 
group, took the wheel, pressed the start and the outboard engines roared into life 
and churned the water. He then pushed the accelerator and the boat leapt 
forward towards the south and the island of Jolo. The prisoners were on the way 
to a life as hostages and slaves. 
 
Ricky and Boyet and Roberto were silent and worried what would be demanded 
of them. Pedrino and Aris likewise worried what they would have to do to stay 
alive and would they ever get home to their wives and children. 
 
Their reefer boat was left behind on the beach and the rest of the crew and the 
other boys had scattered across the island. They would survive and return to the 
boat, buy diesel and ice and return to the village and with the big catch delivered 
by the dolphins pay all the debts and have lots of leftover to share out. Pedrino 
and Aris thought how joyful they were with the big catch, but were now 
depressed. They knew they were worth nothing in ransom payments, so why 
were they taken? No one would pay any money for them. They had heard over 
the radio Filipinos being kidnapped along with foreigners, teachers, social 
workers, government officials, but they were just bargaining chips to be released 
as good will gestures during ransom negotiations for the foreigners, or so they 
hoped. 
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But they could be killed too, beheaded on video, and their death displayed on the 
Internet as an example of what the group was capable off and what would 
happen to the hostages. Just recently two Canadians and a German sailor were 
tragically beheaded after the ransom was not paid. Another Norwegian was 
released.  
 
It was a crime denounced around the world but it had not led to any military 
action to catch the kidnapping gang of Scarface. He had blood on his hands. 
There were rumors he had paid off the military not to fight him. It was easier for 
the corrupt generals to get a share of the ransom than risk the failure of a rescue 
attempt and suffer the death of soldiers in a jungle firefight. 
 
The news of the beheading of the other travelers had sent a chill down the spine 
of Chris Rogers and Peter Stanly as they set off to Manicani, they worried about 
the situation but had been advised it was safe and far from the kidnapping 
targets. Now their worst fears had been harshly and abruptly realized. 
 
The throttle was opened and the big boat surged forwards creating a spray that 
soaked the hostages and prisoners in the front. It was a long arduous journey. 
The sun beat down burning through their thin shirts. The only blessing was that 
they were untied as there was little chance of escape at sea and a one-liter bottle 
of water was passed around. Brutal as they were, the kidnappers were not going 
to have hostages get sick and die in captivity. They had to be kept alive and 
strong enough to walk and run with the kidnapper gang if there was a rescue 
mission. They were valuable cargo and would bring in a lot of money. They had 
to be kept healthy and alive.  
 
They passed dozens of fishing boats and Chris and Peter were allowed to eat the 
food from their backpacks and drink from their own water bottles. They knew it 
would not last and they would be subjected to hardship and abused as hostages. 
 
They had attended seminars and briefings organized by a security firm in Manila 
when they were hired as consultants by the mining company. They had bought 
hostage insurance, to repay anyone who would pay for their release for a certain 
amount. It was a requirement of the loan the company had taken out with the 
Asian Development Bank. The bank required that there be international 
consultants to oversee the projects funded by the loans of the bank. That thought 
alone was the only comfort they had to bring with them into exile on Jolo.  
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Every few hours after dark the boat slowed down and the engine stopped, so it 
was allowed to cool. Scarface was listening for other boats in the area. He knew 
an American frigate had been dispatched to give support to any rescue mission. 
 
Jeremy Toledo, second-in-command, took over and guided the craft. It had a 
Garmin navigation GPS guided ‘compass’ installed on the boat. It had a screen 
with the destination plotted and he only had to keep the arrow on the screen 
pointing at the destination on the map. Once set he locked the wheel and that 
kept the boat automatically on course during the long journey to Jolo. He set the 
course and the boat followed it. Half of the Abu Sayyaf gang slept during the 
night. 
 
The exhausted and hungry hostages were feeling the hunger. At dawn the two 
guards in the front were changed. The arduous journey into the unknown 
continued. The kidnappers ate sweet sticky rice wrapped in banana leaves and 
passed out some to the captives. They ate it ravenously. 
 
Everyone feared for their future as soon as they realized they were hostages. 
None could sleep properly thinking of what would happen to them. Above all the 
valuable hostages were Chris Rogers and Peter Stanly. They knew what would 
befall them. They would be held captive, bound, videoed and threatened with a 
beheading and made to plead for their lives until the payment was made. If it 
were not, they would be killed.  
 
Who would pay a million dollars or more for each of them they wondered as they 
sat hunched in the bow of the boat as it speeded towards Jolo across the 
Celebes Sea. Questions raced across their hearts and minds. Who cared for 
them enough to save their lives from a bitter ugly end? Would the mining 
company or their friends and family raise the ransom money? They could not 
answer that. They were stressed, worried and felt fear like they never did before. 
It was all about money, brutality and a cruel death. Their lives would be 
bargained for under the threat of a razor sharp machete. Each human life would 
be calculated in dollars that would be paid, deposited in a secret bank account. 
They could be killed anyway they feared. They were living in the age of 
irredeemable violence.  
 
On Manicani Island, not far from Balut and Sarangani Islands, the barge captain 
had returned on board when he saw from a distance that the kidnap group had 
departed with his employers. He activated his radio and called in to his 
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headquarters in Cebu. The manager on duty called the Manila office by mobile 
phone to report the kidnapping. 
 
John Turner, general manager of Nickel Ace of Asia mining company, was now a 
troubled and worried man. Not only had he to face the loss of hundreds of tons of 
nickel ore on Manicani, but now he had also the loss of his employees. These 
negotiators were supposed to get the ore off the island. He immediately put in a 
call to the chairman of the board of Nickel Ace of Asia.  
 
The chairman sat in a high-backed leather office chair with his back to an 
enormous desk at the end of a sumptuous office. He was looking out a large 
window. Below sprawled the City of Manila with its seemingly chaotic slow 
crawling traffic. Mind and brain altering and damaging pollution floated as a dark 
cloud that was drifting down into the lungs and blood streams of the hapless 
inhabitants. He was safely above all that.  
 
The door opened and his secretary Joyce Garcia stepped inside and stood 
waiting. The chair spun around until its occupant was facing Joyce and the 
chairman of the biggest mining company in the country looked at her, raised his 
eyebrows in a query and she answered, “Line one, Sir. Mister Turner on the line.” 
 
Tomas Ortega, brother of The Dom, picked up the phone, the only object on the 
enormous otherwise empty desk. “Yes! What is it?” “Our two men, Rogers and 
Stanly, sent to Manicani were kidnapped, Sir. Taken by bandits in a motorboat 
headed south towards Jolo. It looks like another hostage taking by the Abu 
Sayyaf. They got one barge off the island before they were taken,” he said. “Has 
there been any news about the hostage taking in the media, I mean?” he asked. 
“No Sir. Not that I am aware of. The call just came now from the Cebu office. 
They received it from the captain of the barge that was still on the beach waiting 
to load ore.” “Keep it that way. No comment if anyone is asking. Leave this with 
me, it will greatly affect the shares of the company.” “Yes Sir,” Turner answered. 
There was a click as the chairman hung up.  
 
Turner stood in his office still holding the phone looking grim and angry, he was 
seething. “What a brute! He never asked about our two men! They are the ones 
about to loose their lives. He cares more about the company losing share value 
than the men at risk,” he said to an astonished receptionist who did not 
understand.  
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He went to his office and immediately dialed the number of the security firm 
specializing in hostage negotiations. It was time for direct action. He was not 
leaving it with the chairman who would likely leave them to be executed. Long 
drawn out negotiations would be worse for business so Ortega would most likely 
not pay anything and let them die quickly and get it over with, he thought. “That is 
not going to happen. Not if I can do anything to prevent it,” he told himself. 
 
The boat with the prisoners arrived at a remote beach, a few kilometers from the 
municipality of Panikul where the last remaining rain forest of Jolo Island came to 
the coast. It was remote like most of the island and they waited off shore for a 
signal.  
 
This is the home of the Abu Sayyaf one of the most militarized islands in the 
archipelago. The bandit leader motioned to the man with the hand held radio and 
it cackled with static but made a connection. He spoke a code word and turned it 
off at once since military were monitoring every radio signal and had the 
capability to locate them. When the flashlight on the beach went on and off, 
Scarface ordered the boat to go in. The group of prisoners was ordered 
overboard and they had to lower themselves into the knee-deep surf and wade 
ashore. 
 
A mixed group of inhabitants, relatives of the bandits came out of the forest to 
welcome them safely home with their captives. They escorted the prisoners and 
hostages into the forest and headed inland along narrow trails. After about an 
hour hiking through ever-dense jungle they arrived at a clearing where there were 
ten bamboo houses and three grass roofed shelters without walls. They were 
taken to one of the shelters.  
 
Chris and Peter were ordered to sit down and were tied to a post, their hands tied 
behind their backs, their arms twisted and painful. Two young guards armed with 
assault rifles and bandoleers of bullets strapped across their shoulders were 
posted there. They looked like teenagers, child soldiers. The rest of the prisoners 
were ordered to squat on the ground in the adjoining grass roofed shelter. An 
armed guard was posted. Scarface sat on a mat on the floor in one of the 
houses. Two young women were serving him chicken soup and rice. 
 
He noisily slurped the brew and scooped the rice with his fingers. When he had 
finished he put aside the bowls and Jeremy Toledo, his second-in-command, was 
ordered to call the three boys to him. They were ravished with hunger after a day 
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and night without food. The smell of the chicken soup mixed with aromatic leaves 
assailed their nostrils and their stomachs churned. 
 
“Sit,” he ordered and they obeyed nervously and sat cross-legged on the floor 
made of bamboo slats. Speaking in broken Visayan, the language the boys 
understood, he said, “You are to care for the infidels. They are useless infidels 
deserving death. They don’t deserve to live but they are valuable hostages. They 
are worth a lot of money to us. They cannot be allowed to get sick, as we have 
no medicine here. If one dies so will you. They must be attended to and not be 
able to commit suicide. You must alert the guards if they attempt it. We will move 
location soon. You have to care for their needs here and guide them in the forest 
when we move. If they try to escape, we will kill them and you will be killed also. 
Do you understand this?” he demanded. 
 
“Yes Sir! We will guard and see to their needs,” Ricky answered for the three. 
They were appointed as the minders of the hostages. This would leave the other 
armed bandits free to fight if they were attacked by the military and had to 
evacuate the camp in a hurry. 
 
“You must be with them all times and never allow them to escape. Your heads 
will be removed by the bolo,” he said referring to the local machete honed razor 
sharp and used for every village task including beheading. “We will obey,” Ricky 
answered for the terrified boys. They who had faced the end of life from the death 
squad just three weeks previously were reliving those same fears from another 
kind of death squad, equally deadly, equally brutal. “You go to the cooking pot 
and get the food, feed the hostages first before you eat,” he said. 
 
They were given coconut shells in which to bring the rice and the soup to Chris 
and Peter. They waited until the guards untied them both and they handed them 
the food, which they ate hungrily. Bernardino came over to explain to Chris in 
English what the duties of the boys were and what the penalty for attempted 
escape would be.  
 
Then hungry and near starving the Filipino prisoners went to the cooking fire to 
get their food. The other members of the gang of kidnappers were sitting in small 
groups around the camp. They had guards posted in the jungle.   
 
The food was cooked inside a bamboo grass roofed shed so the smoke would 
disperse and not give away their position. A wizened old man with a crumbled 
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face and a ready smile cooked for the group of bandits, a large cauldron of rice 
and a large pot with chicken was still on the fire. After the last bandit had eaten 
the six prisoners were given enough to feed their ravenous hunger. For Ricky 
and the boys it was never enough. They were ordered to clean the cooking pots 
in the nearby stream. 
 
They went back to the open shelter where Chris and Peter were and now they 
had their hands and feet tied in front of them. But still bound to the post so they 
could not stand up. When they wanted to answer a call of nature Ricky or Boyet 
would tell the guards. An armed guard would escort them to a place in the jungle. 
Then Ricky and Boyet and Roger would bring water from the stream to Chris and 
Peter in a plastic container for them to clean and wash. It was their only cool 
respite from the overwhelming humidity and heat. They went to the jungle several 
times a day. 
 
Pedrino, Aris and Bernardino were ordered to work in the vegetable patches that 
were on the edge of the camp. The jihadist warriors were not farmers, they were 
fighting men, and the prisoners did the work. It was a relief for them to move 
around and be free from squatting under the watchful eyes of the guards. They 
were still guarded while they worked. 
 
Chris and Peter were humiliated by the lack of privacy but considered themselves 
lucky to be alive and allowed to stay together perspiring in the humidity and 
plagued by mosquitoes. The boys sat close to them and waved off the flies and 
insects with banana leaves. They cleaned the ground surrounding the hostages 
to keep away the ants. They washed their clothes in the stream and massaged 
their stiff arms and legs after a long session sitting on the ground tied to the post. 
There was a rudimentary lesson in language so that Chris and Peter would know 
basic words in Visayan. The boys on the other hand were learning Basic English 
from Jose Bernardino. 
 
Chris and Peter were cramped and stressed by being tied to the post and sitting 
for long periods and by fear of the unknown. They had nervous panic attacks 
when the guards with machetes came to look at them and change guards. The 
next day they were brought to the hut of Scarface and he and Jeremy Toledo 
ordered Bernardino to come and translate. 
 
“You want to get free, your families or companies have to pay,” he said and 
waited for it to be translated. Then he went on, “I want to know all your personal 
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information, your family and employer at the mining company, phone numbers 
and their positions. We will inform them of our terms and they had better agree or 
you will be killed,” he told them. 
 
Bernardino translated. They sat with their head bowed and they nodded 
agreement. Then they gave all their family and business contacts and phone 
numbers, the second-in-command wrote it down. They were then photographed. 
With a copy of a national newspaper a few days old as proof of life. The next 
dawn a courier and a guard left the camp with the information. 
 
For all that Chris and Peter knew the kidnappers would ask for astronomical 
sums of ransom money and the prolonged negotiations would fail and they would 
die beheaded on camera as a warning and a spectacle to the world. That would 
sow fear in the relatives of the next hostages and they would pay the ransom 
quickly. Like most Filipinos, Scarface believed that all foreigners were incredibly 
rich and could afford to pay big ransoms. When they could not or would not, he 
became angry, lost control and then he killed. 
 
What would happen to them? Who would come forward to pay a huge ransom for 
them? They both wondered. They were far from their families and friends. Their 
government had strict policies never to pay ransom. Although they knew that 
back channels existed where ransom was actually paid. Yet frequently it failed 
and intermediaries would interfere to get a cut of the money or the delivery 
agents would steal the cash. There were other groups who would buy the 
hostages and yet other bands of armed terrorists would try to steal the hostages. 
But not from Scarface, all feared him. A time came when cash payment became 
dangerous and the kidnappers turned to secret numbered bank accounts abroad 
where the deposited ransom was immediately withdrawn in cash. 
 
Sometimes the hostages could be sold to a bigger group who would demand 
even bigger amounts of money. Chris worried that being an American and a 
former serviceman he might be killed by an anti-American fanatic. The two 
Canadians had been recently beheaded when ransom was not paid. The ransom 
demanded was as high as eight million dollars and it was apparently too high for 
their families to get. Now the Abu Sayyaf was desperate for money. Scarface 
realized he had demanded too much for the Canadians and to lower it would be a 
big loss of face and prestige. So they killed the Canadian hostages in a terrible 
murder.  
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The fighting men in his group were young and wanting money for a dowry to 
marry a Muslim girl for a wife. They were not driven by a desire for an 
independent Muslim state in Mindanao. They had only a few years of elementary 
education and knew nothing of the Koran or the ideology of an independent 
Muslim state that was supposed to be the goal of the Abu Sayyaf. They were not 
freedom fighters. They were brutal criminals. 
 
Chris and Peter spent their days and nights sitting together, only exercising when 
allowed into the jungle. They lost weight with the stress, the heat, bad food, 
which they were not accustomed to and worried that they would be killed like the 
other unfortunate innocent victims. It was a cruel nightmare. They had never 
been deprived of freedom, never held captive, never suffered the loss of precious 
freedom, freedom of choice to go where and when and do what they pleased. 
They had a privileged life and were never deprived of all the needs and wants of 
a well off upbringing. Now they were reduced to the edge of survival and it was 
the awaking of the soul. 
 
They talked about it and that helped to ease their constant anxiety, the long 
hours sitting, doing nothing, taken from an active life to one of bondage, 
powerlessness and endless frustration with their past life-styles. They felt 
depressed at times and living under the constant threat of impending death 
seemed so pointless, meaningless. The dark thoughts of suicide were not far 
away at times but Chris banished them with positive thinking and shared his 
thoughts and feelings with Peter.  
 
Chris said, “When faced with this shit, this waiting for it to end, our lives over, 
now I really want to go on living. I feel alive now more than ever, even if I think it’s 
going to end badly. We have to be ready to face it. It makes me depressed, you 
know. I never gave much thought or value to living free as I did. I took all for 
granted, entitlement and as if life owed me something and not that I owed life. I 
mean I owed others. I should have been caring for others. I only cared for myself 
and those I thought I loved because they loved me.” 
 
They were sitting, bound and guarded by armed teenagers who could hardly 
carry the bandoleers of bullets and the weapons. They spoke softly in the dark, 
thinking about the next day. Would it be their last? Would they suffer the hacking 
to death, the horrific beheading? Would it take long to die? Would they suffer 
much? Chris could not sleep. He was depressed knowing the life he loved would 
be soon taken away from him. 
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Peter was suffering the same mental agony thinking for what they had to loose, 
regretting the wasted days of the past, when now every hour seemed precious 
because it could be their last. 
 
“I know, I feel the same,” Peter replied. “I look at my life, a good job, good money, 
nice family, I took it all for granted. I worked to make money to have fun, parties, 
show off, indulge in pleasure, living to access and never being concerned for 
others until I got married. Then I did support my family and I was more 
responsible. Up until then I had a selfish existence and just a few years with a 
wife and two children, yet I am still the same person as I was then, now it’s at an 
end. Now it’s too late to change, to go back to live life over again. If I survive this, 
I swear to God, I will be a different person, I will leave this place and never come 
back,” he told Chris. 
 
They had moments when they cried. They felt a heaving pain in their chest and 
shed tears, begging God, whom they had never thought of before or believed in, 
to save them. But any hope, any way to survive, and appealing to a higher 
power, was one way to kindle hope. Afterwards they felt stronger to endure the 
pressure and stress. 
 
Peter knew with regret he would leave behind no significant mark on this world, 
no loving memory of unselfish service in the minds and hearts of others. He 
asked himself what had he lived for but for himself and the satisfaction of his 
physical desires. It was passed, the years had slipped by into insignificance, and 
his life was lost. Then after a few weeks of headline news his death and 
execution would be forgotten and remain but an archive of tragedy for historians. 
His loving family alone would remember him and a cold gravestone, silent, 
somber and alone. There would be no one else to mourn him. He was depressed 
and wished it could have been different. He knew his chance of survival was very 
slim. Scarface would kill them anyway once he got the money. They would have 
served his purpose and they were insignificant. Instead of thinking about the end 
of his existence he tried to understand why he existed at all.  
 
Peter tried to postpone thinking about the coming days and focused instead on 
the magnificent sky at night. He and Chris gazed at the Milky Way. They 
wondered at their own insignificance in the presence of the millions of stars and 
galaxies that made up the universe. To distract themselves from the stress and 
pain of their pending execution for the first time since school days, they 
discussed their existence now that they was soon to end. Looking at the stars 
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and far off planets of other solar systems, the billions of stars, they wondered if 
there was life after death and what was their place in the universe and that of 
humankind. Did they exist just to live a few short years and die? 
 
They passed the worried hours by talking about life, which they had so taken for 
granted and failed to appreciate the wonder of existing at all. Now that it was 
under dire threat of being lost it was more precious than ever. They talked of their 
childhood, their working life and what had brought them to the Philippines and 
why they had stayed and worked in the tropical country where they were treated 
with deference and as white superior people. They were humbled and grateful for 
the help and attention of Ricky, Boyet and Roberto. The boys were making life 
bearable for them.  
 
They discussed everything except what might happen to them. They talked about 
the stars that lit up the sky at night. They had never seen the Milky Way like this 
before, clear in the southern sky. It was the wonder they looked forward to each 
night when the sun was gone. They talked why were they existing on a tiny 
planet within a huge solar system in an even incredibly greater galaxy and 
surrounded by more than a billion stars. It was a wonder they had missed to think 
about and admire in their earlier years.  
 
“I remember learning about our place in the universe,” Peter said. “Our teacher 
was a brilliant person. He was so aware of life and the existence of life on earth. 
He taught us that humans are the only known life forms with consciousness and 
the power of self-recognition and self knowledge,” Peter recalled his lessons in 
college and it came back to him with clarity as if he was hearing about it for the 
first time.  
 
In these strange dangerous times of tension it seemed his mind was bringing up 
unusual forgotten memories. As if it wanted to go over the inventory of his 
knowledge as if that would help it survive his physical death. As if recalling all the 
significant truths would preserve them after he was gone. They longed to leave 
the hut, to be free, out of the jungle, away from the reality of their captivity. Peter 
wanted to leave it behind and float in his mind to other worlds to find some 
meaning, connection and purpose in existing.  
 
He gazed at the stars in the darkness of the night and thought about the planets 
and the stars and all he had learned in college. The huge array of stars was 
beautiful and filled them both with admiration and wonder of the universe they 
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were a part of. He tried not to think about himself. He talked at length with Chris 
to put aside his fear and inner pain and what, if anything, lay beyond physical 
death. He travelled in his thoughts.  
 
“Is it not fantastic to see the skies at night and think of the eternity of the 
universe?” Peter asked. “Imagine the endless distance of space, the never-
ending expansion. Don’t we have a special purpose, function? My teacher said 
we have evolved to be the thinking, reflective humans for the universe to know 
itself through us because we came from it and are an important part of it. Jones, 
he was my teacher in physics, said humans are the thinking part of the universe 
and through humans the universe is conscious and aware of itself. That’s some 
thought.” 
 
“Yes it is,” Chris answered, also trying to follow and understand what Peter was 
saying. I never thought about people being a part of the universe or myself 
having any part of it. Something different to think about in this hell hole.” 
 
“What my teacher meant, I think, is for us to see ourselves in a different way. He 
said we thinking humans are the consciousness of the vast universe. I think what 
he meant is that the cosmos admires itself through us humans. We are the 
consciousness of the universe. When we admire it, like we are doing now, it is 
admiring itself. I know that sounds weird. But when I think about it, it distracts me, 
I forget everything else,” he said, finding a rare satisfaction in the realization that 
he was a vital part of life and he was connected to the universe that he saw 
above him. So it is. Humans treasure that which they are about to lose. Death, 
the end of a person’s existence, makes one value life all the more. 
 
He remembered the prayer of his childhood when on Ash Wednesday in the 
college chapel in Melbourne, the priest marked his forehead with ashes and told 
him, “From dust you come and unto dust you shall return.” He thought of Karl 
Sagan who said humans were made of stardust and he would return to be part of 
the universe. He would continue in another form. He felt better after his 
reflections and dreaming. 
 
Chris was not philosophical and found it hard to understand what Peter was 
sharing. It was something about the meaning of life beyond him and escapism 
from their present dire dangerous situation.  
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They came back to that reality. They were experiencing, too, the intense feelings 
of convicted people on death row in countries with the death penalty. Now they 
understood the cruelty of it. There was intense stress in the expectation of the 
hour. It was a negation of the intense innate desire in all-living creatures to live, 
to survive and to overcome the hardship and threats to existence. This gift of 
continuing life was to be denied them, taken away by other humans against their 
free choice. It violated their human nature. The pending loss of life was a deep 
pain in their spirits. They hurt all the more knowing that they were innocent of any 
crime but were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were bargaining 
chips in a money making scheme.   
 
The help and service that the boys gave them was their only comfort. Ricky and 
Boyet cooked their food, Roger washed their clothes and they took turns in 
massaging their stiff arms and legs when untied. They sat with them through the 
dark night warding off the mosquitoes. The boys came over and offered them 
water and were with them as silent companions in captivity. They were humanly 
close now, bonding in silence. The lack of language was no barrier. Shared 
human suffering and giving help and sharing in the hardship were a form of 
communication that was precious and special. 
 
When they could not think of more ways to distract themselves from the thoughts 
of execution, they cried in frustration. The boys put their arms around their 
shoulders in unspoken friendship and understanding. The cultural and economic 
barriers of race, status and age melted away in the shared situation of mutual 
suffering.  
 
“Oh God, why did this happen to us?” Peter said in distress after weeping for 
himself as despair crept over him. “We have to keep up our spirits, keep hoping 
that something good will happen. There are those working for us for sure and 
they will offer a payment and we will be freed,” Chris said more hopefully, 
although he doubted his own optimism but wanted to support Peter. 
 
The boys and fishermen were just brothers and friends sharing a situation of 
broken humans facing certain death. They all believed that they were of no value 
to the Abu Sayyaf. They did not know how to fight or to speak the language. No 
one would pay ransom for them. They had no value as hostages or even as 
fellow humans. They were the expendable poor. Their usefulness was done. 
They would be shot too, most likely when this was over whether ransom was paid 
for Chris and Peter, or not.  
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The thought of death had never occurred to Chris or Peter until they were in the 
terrorist camp. It was a distant reality that came to mind only when a relative or 
friend died, when they attended a funeral or when there was an accident with 
loss of life. It did not apply to them. It was something tragic that happened to 
someone else. And so it is with life. They did not think much about its purpose or 
its end and were unprepared. They did not know how to prepare now that death 
was imminent, waiting for them any day, any time. They thought about it 
constantly. The waiting was perhaps the worst, the uncertainty of the immediate 
future. They thought about what they would loose, the consciousness and the 
decent into blackness, an end of living. 
 
Peter thought of his loving wife and children and that love he felt for them. The 
memories of their love for him kept him struggling for sanity and life in his mind 
and heart. Weak as he was, he was still determined not to give in to despair. “I 
will survive for you,” he told them and himself over and over. It gave him hope, 
something to live for, just one more day. It was his only solace with the music. 
 
He listened to music in his memory, the soaring strings of Mozart, the thundering 
crescendo of Beethoven. He recalled every symphony he attended in the Sydney 
Opera House and relived it in memory. It took him away from the present reality 
to a world of imagination, welcome escape from the reality of his situation. But 
the human weakness brought them back to the reality. 
 
The skin rashes came and itched and kept them awake and they felt terrible. 
Ricky, Boyet and Roger got guava leaves in the forest and boiled them to make a 
liquid medicine and treated the rashes and it eased the inching and the pain. The 
boys asked the guards to accompany them into the forest where they gathered 
wild mangos and other fruits to improve their groups diet. This kept Chris and 
Peter in better health.  
 
Scarface and two bodyguards left the next day to start the negotiations. Their 
courier had delivered the photos as proof of life and sent a message for ransom 
to be paid. Pedrino and Aris were ordered to go with them and were left in 
another village where another group of Abu Sayyaf bandits were planning 
another hostage raid.  
 
Later Ricky and Boyet learned that they had been interrogated at great length. 
Pedrino and Aris said that they were asked to point out on maps where the 
remote beaches, resorts and beach hotels were and where foreigners stayed in 
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their coastal home area. So they had a purpose after all. They may be used as 
guides to new resorts for kidnapping tourists.  
 
The kidnappers would likely send scouts there to study the outlay of a new target 
and take Pedrino and Aris with them. After three days Pedrino and Aris were 
returned to the hostage camp and ordered to stay in the open grass roofed shed 
and work in the vegetable plots. 
 
Then after bringing the food to the hostages and feeding them when their hands 
were untied, Boyet, Ricky and Roger were sitting inside the open roofed bamboo 
shelter playing with coconut beetles. They were pitting one beetle against 
another. The beetle that overturned the other was the winner. The beetles were 
amazingly strong creatures and could lift ten times their own weight. 
 
“Boyet was pitting his beetle against that of Ricky. Even in the circumstance they 
were still boys and did not comprehend that they, too, might be killed. They had 
lived on the edge of survival for so long. They had escaped the killers of Jamie 
and Jimmy and this looked like another challenge in their risky lives. It seemed 
they had so little in life. They had little to loose. They were calmer than Peter and 
Chris. They did not think about the future, they lived for the immediate, the day, 
the hour, the future was unknown and did not bother them, but for others they 
were concerned and saw the danger and began planning how to avoid it. 
 
Boyet joked with Ricky. “You look like the Chris man,” Boyet said to Ricky. “What 
me look like that Chris man? Why do you say that?” “Because you do. You have 
the same eyes, hair, looks, ha ha ha!” Then he gave Ricky a friendly shove and 
went to look for his beetle that had escaped into the leaves and grass of the 
bamboo shed. 
 
Ricky looked at Chris lying resting his back against the pole a few feet away and 
Peter tied to another pole beside him. Ricky had not looked in a mirror for years 
and so he could not compare his looks with anyone, nor was he conscious of 
how he physically looked as a person. Unlike most people he had low self-
awareness and minimal self-image, he never had a photograph of himself.  
 
Ricky or Boyet seldom thought of themselves as individuals but members of a 
group, a family of urchins. Their lives had been caring for their friends in the 
market ever since they had arrived there. His day in the market had been one of 
work and survival and protecting his urchin family. He did not see himself as 
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others did. Yet he was intrigued at what Boyet had said. 
 
He began to think of who his father might be. He only remembered his mother 
and the day when the goons of El Toro had come to their cottage and snatched 
Julie away and bundled her into a black van. He was grabbed too, but had 
twisted and wriggled free as they dragged him to the van. What they did to his 
mother was an event he had blacked out of his memory. It was too painful to 
think about or to feel. It was buried within, banished from conscious thought. It 
was necessary for his emotional survival. As for many people forgetfulness is the 
only way to survive the pain of loss. He just longed to be with his mother and 
aunties Annabel and Aileen. 
 
His Auntie Annabel had tried to intervene and snatch Julie back, but she had 
been pushed aside and thrown to the ground. Ricky dodged between the legs of 
the goons trying to grab him as he ran for his life as they tried to grab him cursing 
and shouting. He outran his pursuers and evaded capture in the maze of shacks 
and shanties along the seashore he knew so well. Later that night he went back 
to the cottage, no one was there, Annabel and Aileen were in the hospital. 
Annabel had a cut to the head. Ricky gathered some clothes, food and a bottle of 
water and left again. Escape was in his mind. Was it in his genes too? His 
mother before and during her pregnancy had thought of nothing but escape from 
the ‘Sweet 15’ club. Now he was on the run, a ten-year-old and a wanderer 
crying when he thought of his mother and Annabel and Auntie Aileen. They were 
the source of love and affection for him.  
 
Ricky stowed away on a night bus out of Cagayan de Oro and never went back. 
He had arrived in the big city of Davao a day and a night journey away. He 
looked for food in the market, met Boyet who shared food with him and they were 
friends instantly. He lived there for the past two years until the death squad had 
descended on them with guns and murder looking for him. He had never thought 
about a father before. His mother Julie had never discussed it. When he asked, 
she said his father went on a journey and never came back. There were many 
children in the school from broken homes.  
 
Ricky imagined that Chris could be his father. But he was a father image that was 
in captivity and had to be protected and saved. He began to think the unthinkable 
how to escape and save them. He watched the guards’ routine, he noted when 
and where they went to defecate, when they changed shifts, when they went to 
eat. He noted the ones who slept on duty and where others were sent as sentry 
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in the jungle and those ordered to guard the camp. 
 
He counted them every few hours. He began to go further and further into the 
jungle to harvest wild mangos and other fruits and made friends with the young 
guards and shared fruits with them. He noted where the jungle guards protecting 
the camp were stationed. After a while the young teenage guards accompanying 
them became accustomed to this. Ricky was planning ahead. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
 
 
 

THE NEGOTIATIONS 
 
 
 
 
The negotiations were at a standstill. But they looked promising. The negotiators 
from the security firm hired by John Turner had contacted the bandit leader 
through the Muslim provincial governor with the help of the brother of Dom 
Ortega.  
 
They had haggled over the price of four million each down to one million dollars 
each. By then the army commander in the region, General Arturo Piscalle, had 
been ordered by the Philippine president to find and rescue them. The general 
was a traitor. He was in secret contact with Scarface through his intelligence 
officer. He promised to call off military operations and a rescue at the last minute 
for a cut of the ransom, but he did not know exactly where they were hiding in the 
forest. 
 
His two children were in Cambridge in England, like the children of the corrupt 
elite always getting their education abroad to return and become more corrupt 
than their parents. College expenses were increasing, so he had to do it, he told 
himself. That was his justification. The fact that he had two mistresses in 
separate apartments in the city demanding support and a fix of crystal meth 
every few days was an extra expense too. He loved his pleasures a lot.  
 
The American State Department and Australian Government were under 
pressure to rescue Chris Rogers and Peter Stanly. Especially since the 
government policy was that no ransom would be paid. But if private negotiators 
and family were helping to raise the money, they turned a blind eye to it.  
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On the morning of the fifth day of captivity Ricky woke early and cocked his ear 
as he heard a distant sound. It grew louder and soon he saw a helicopter passing 
over. The camp occupants had heard it too and they all ran to take cover. They 
knew the helicopter had high-resolution cameras, given by the Americans, and 
would spot them from above. The helicopter passed without incident and the 
camp commander posted extra guards in the jungle. That was not good for 
Ricky’s escape plan.  
 
John Turner was in daily contact with the negotiators waiting anxiously for any 
developments. Scarface was in debt and was desperate for quick money. He had 
brutally killed two Canadian hostages when no ransom was paid and he needed 
to pay his band of almost hundred terrorists. He also had to buy ammunition, 
drugs and supplies. 
 
Turner had talks with the insurance company and they would not pay more than 
two million for both. He was told that General Arturo Piscalle was getting in on 
the deal and complicating it. But he approved the two million dollars ransom. It 
was the lesser of two evils. Either they will abandon Chris and Peter and leave 
them to suffer a terrible death, or pay and release them. His conscience decided 
for him, he made the choice to pay. 
 
If General Piscalle threatened to attack, that would put pressure on Scarface to 
settle quickly for a lower amount. It could be bad if Scarface did not agree to one 
million each. The Jolo radio station announced in the news that an attack on the 
Abu Sayyaf was planned and they had better surrender the hostages alive. It was 
monitored in the camp and created a sense of tension and concern.  
 
The guards were doubled and scouts were sent to the coastline as a forward 
defense line. Any attack would have to come from the sea. But the radio 
announcement was just military propaganda as the general did not know where 
Scarface had his camp in the dense jungle and yet he had to do something to 
please the president and the American and Australian authorities. 
 
Turner told the insurance people that he needed to borrow two million American 
dollars from a bank. Unknown to the brother of Dom Ortega, he used the mining 
company accounts as collateral and drew up and signed the papers. 
 
The insurance was obliged to repay it. Turner feared the general would launch a 
search and destroy attack before he could pay Scarface. If the attack went 
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through then it was likely that the military or the terrorists would kill the hostages 
during cross fire during a rescue. But he did not know their location and it would 
take aerial surveillance by light plane or drone to get any idea of the kidnappers 
whereabouts. In the thick jungle that was impossible. The success of a rescue 
mission was unlikely to succeed, he reckoned. 
 
Then something intervened in the form of the secret love life of Jeremy Toledo, 
the second-in-command to Scarface. He was infatuated with a girl in Jolo and 
planned to pay her dowry from the ransom money and marry her. He was 
infatuated with his eighteen-year-old Rachael. He was desperate to talk with her, 
establish contact, to hear her voice and the words of comfort that she loved him 
and would support him in the time of danger. His hormones were raging too and 
it was difficult for him to stop thinking about her day and night. Hardened fighter 
that he was he had a romantic side and was determined to overcome his 
shyness, he would pledge his love to her. Despite the total ban imposed by 
Scarface on all his men on possessing a mobile phone Jeremy longed to have 
one. 
 
By this time the camp was tense and dangerous. Scarface was still away waiting 
for the answer of Turner. The group of nine captives was still guarded and every 
one waited anxiously. Scarface had not returned after three days. In the bamboo 
house of Scarface, Jeremy Toledo was searching the backpacks of Chris and 
Peter and remembered where he had placed the mobile phones of the hostages 
after he had taken down the contact information. He knew mobile phones were 
strictly forbidden for fear of being tracked or traced.  
 
When a smart phone with location and GPS connectivity is turned on, there is no 
personal security or privacy. Remote researchers can identify the location. That 
is why Scarface banned them. This technology is a great boon to the high tech 
law enforcers that routinely monitor every signal in a given area where suspects 
have their homes and hideaways. 
 
There was no mobile phone cell tower with a signal that reached the jungle 
hideout, he knew, so there was no danger of his signal being picked up. They 
were too far in the jungle from Jolo town proper. But he could not resist the 
temptation to take it out and imagine he was composing a love message to 
Rachael, which he would send when next he was close to Jolo.  
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Just writing it would be sufficient to assuage his desire. Romantic attraction 
knows no barriers of times and distance. Its lure and the desire to satisfy and 
connect with the beloved are irresistible. He held it and studied it for a while and 
worried that Scarface would learn of it. But he knew there was no nearby signal 
tower and he was safe to play with it. His desire to compose a message 
overcame his fear of Scarface, no mean thing. Love outweighs fear. He found the 
‘On’ switch and he made the fatal decision that would change his life and the 
lives of hundreds other people in a second. He pressed the ‘On’ button. 
 
The battery was still charged and the ‘location’ finder was on. The moment it was 
turned on it immediately sent a silent signal. Ten kilometers off the coast of Jolo 
Island the USS Lassen (DDG 82) was waiting for such a signal. It was sent to the 
area to monitor all communications around Jolo. They were originally there to 
monitor Chinese ships in the area, monitor suspicious trawlers that might be 
bringing illegal drugs from South America and monitor any radio signals of the 
Abu Sayyaf terrorists. They would communicate the information to the US Special 
Forces base near Zamboanga. 
 
The frigate’s captain was instructed to scan for civilian cell phone signals. Now 
they had one. The technology had done its work and the ships communication 
officer identified the phone number as belonging to Chris Rogers. Soon he had 
the coordinates of the location of the phone. He immediately informed the ship’s 
captain. He in turn informed his commanding officer on the US Blue Ridge 
command ship in the area. He in turn contacted the US military attaché in the US 
Embassy on Roxas Boulevard in Manila, who informed the US military liaison 
officer to contact the Philippine Army commander. So the President of the 
Philippines was informed. 
 
General Piscalle received his orders from the highest authority and the 
coordinates pin-pointing the location of the phone. They surmised that the owner 
was close to it or the Abu Sayyaf had it. It was useless to send in a drone to fire 
rockets. They would kill the hostage most likely. It had to be a ground operation. 
The rescue was planned. He was still waiting for that phone call that would 
guarantee his cut and he would tip off the Abu Sayyaf to get out of the area 
before his men attacked.  
 
Scarface, the Abu Sayyaf leader of the bandit gang, was near the capital Jolo in 
a hideout with his couriers on hand. The bargaining for the release of the 
hostages was never done directly by mobile phone. It would be easily monitored 
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and as soon as he was identified from the chatter he could expect a missile fired 
from a drone within hours. The dirty business was done face to face by couriers. 
Sometimes a coded message over the civilian radio station passed a message to 
the kidnappers’ camp. 
 
His courier, Jammu Hussain, was in a secluded restaurant waiting for a go-
between from the office of the provincial governor. Two men came in and sat a 
few meters from him. He was nervous. They looked dangerous and did not order 
anything. They just sat there waiting. They were the security of the messenger. 
After ten minutes the man he knew from the office of the governor, a distant 
cousin of his who could be trusted, arrived and approached him. 
 
“Do you have something for sale?” his cousin asked Jammu. There were no 
customary courtesies that normally introduced parties making a deal. No small 
talk, no special respect shown. “Yes, I might have, cousin, if the price is right,” 
Jammu replied. “They can only give one million dollars each. There is no 
bargaining. Their governments forbid paying ransom. Everyone is very angry 
about the killing of the two Canadians. It is a dangerous situation, the military 
have their orders and this is a one-time offer. Tell your boss to take it or leave it,” 
the courier told Jammu. “Please wait here, I will make a call,” he said. 
 
Jammu Husain stood up, and so did the two men who were listening to the 
conversation. They were sent to monitor the deal so that there would be no 
cheating. Scarface’s man Jammu stepped outside and opened a cell phone. He 
made the call to another contact, passed the offer, and hung up. It was too short 
to be traced. The second courier of Scarface who took the call went to the 
hideout of Scarface on the edge of town in a slum area and informed Scarface of 
the offer. 
 
Speaking in Tausug Scarface decided quickly. “Tell them I agree but no military 
action and to deposit the money to this account number within twenty-four hours.” 
He gave a piece of paper with a bank name in Indonesia and an account number 
to his trusted man. You eat the paper when you give the number, do not send by 
text message, by voice only. Jammu will remember it. That is what he is paid for.” 
 
The bank was in Indonesia and as soon as the ransom payment was deposited 
his trusted contact would get a text to inform him and he would withdraw it, divide 
it into different amounts and deposit it in smaller amounts in five different banks 
under the names of his fronts. From there some of it would be transferred to the 
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suppliers of weapons and some brought to the Philippines as cash to change into 
pesos and pay his men and their families. It was urgent business. 
Back in the restaurant, the governor’s envoy waited anxiously. He knew how 
much this would affect the United States and the Australian relationship with the 
Muslim Mindanao autonomous government. 
 
The aggressive policies of President Donald Trump were a major concern. 
Although the autonomous governments of the Muslim provinces were non-
militarized and not listed as dangerous or associated with the terrorists, they 
would be lumped together and blamed for the beheadings of the American and 
the Australian. Trump would likely brand them all as members of the ISIS terrorist 
group and order an all-out invasion of Jolo. American involvement in fighting in 
Mindanao would likely increase. 
 
Trump being so unpredictable, he might even order an all out offensive against 
every Muslim. He had no respect for Muslims either in America or abroad. For 
him they were terrorists or potential terrorists. He might even bomb them to 
express his displeasure at another beheading of a white American citizen. He 
was unpredictable, a loose cannon on the world stage.  
 
The multinational corporations were always guiding and influencing global 
politics. He being a billionaire president and his cabinet having a few billionaires 
and he being the head of a multinational corporation himself, he knew his political 
decisions would benefit what was more profit for big business.   
 
The rights and welfare of the hostages were of little concern to them. It was the 
political and economic fallout that was uppermost in their minds and how much 
money they would gain or loose. It was always about money. That is why the 
governor got involved. Until the election of President Donald Trump the 
kidnapping and beheadings had the bizarre benefit of keeping the United States 
focused on Mindanao with aid continuously flowing and US troops stationed in 
the area, not only to support US investment in business and mining, but also to 
combat the terrorists and assuage public outrage. But that might change.  
 
The courier of Scarface returned to the restaurant. “It is acceptable,” he told the 
governor’s envoy, “You will have 24 hours to make ready the money and the 
people who will pay will receive a call with the account number to which the two 
million will be deposited at once. It must be done immediately without delay. The 
deposit will be monitored. Any delay and the deal will be off.” “Send me the 
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number of the person who will deposit the money,” Jammu said. He told the 
envoy of the governor. 
 
Then he added, “Those are my instructions. I am only a messenger and I don’t 
know the boss or his whereabouts. It’s useless to follow me cousin,” he said 
nodding to the two bodyguards. The governor’s envoy was expecting this. He 
gave him Turner’s cell number. The envoy and the bodyguards left to inform the 
governor who would in turn inform Turner in Manila and he would have to agree 
to the deal and wait for a call from Jammu giving the account number. 
 
Jammu left the restaurant also and walked half a kilometer into the city, checking 
if he was being followed. He was not, he was clear. Then he made the short call 
to the aide of Scarface. “It’s done, twenty-four hours exactly, I will send the 
account number to the person who will pay the money.” Then he hung up. 
 
General Piscalle was briefing his rangers. “Before we begin this briefing everyone 
has a chance to make a final call to their families. I advise you to do so. Sergeant 
Garcia will collect the phones. Then total secrecy will be maintained!” he barked 
the order. The commandos took out their cell phones and make there last calls to 
their loved ones. After ten minutes they surrendered their mobile phones.  
 
Piscalle had a large map pinned to the board of the meeting room in the military 
camp. “It is a dangerous mission,” he said speaking Tagalog as most of his men 
were from Luzon Island. “Captain Lopez is in charge of the operation. You will 
follow his instruction exactly and be brave and courageous and we will defeat the 
enemy of the Filipino people,” he said patriotically although he was planning to 
betray and sacrifice them for money.  
 
Scarface would get a tip-off and would move his camp and his band of fighters. 
That was of little concern to Piscalle. Money was on his mind and he wanted a 
payment not to attack the camp. An attack would put the hostages in mortal 
danger from the Rangers, and the kidnappers they could be easily killed in the 
crossfire. 
 
Captain Lopez stepped forward and took over the briefing and pointed to the 
map. “We will go in by sea tonight and hike to the location indicated by our 
American Allies. We have the coordinates and the element of surprise. Total 
secrecy must be enforced. There is a total communications blackout as of this 
moment. I alone will remain in contact with the general by secure radio. If 
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reinforcements are needed, he will send them by helicopter and to extract the 
rescued hostages. If there is no landing place for the copter we will evacuate the 
hostages by sea. The mission is to secure the hostages without harm. So, in your 
offensive you have to look for the location where they are being held and hold 
your fire in that area. But engage all other enemy fire. We will attack at first light. 
The scouts will have night goggles and take out the sentries. You need to move 
so as to isolate the hostages from the terrorists and protect them from being 
assassinated. I will lead the rescue team. The terrorists may use them as human 
shields, as a cover to escape. We will hold fire but give the rescue team covering 
fire while saving the hostages,” he explained. 
 
It was an impossible order to follow. If the Abu Sayyaf held the hostages as 
human shields, the commandos could not fire back at them without the possibility 
of hitting the hostages. In past rescue operations some of the hostages had been 
killed. Captain Lopez then gave orders for the different sections of the company 
to execute a pincer movement to corner the enemy without shooting each other 
with cross fire. He would lead the rescue of the hostages.  
 
They stood down from the briefing and went to their camp to kit out and get ready 
for the operation. They missed their mobile phones. They went to the 
quartermaster to get live ammunition, grenades and night goggles. Lopez and his 
hostage rescue group got the few units of body armor in the storeroom. The 
commandos were then sent to quarantine barracks where they would rest and 
sleep until the operation began later that night.  
 
There was a new atmosphere of expectation in the camp of Scarface. The 
terrorists were hoping that the deal would push through soon and they would 
have their hard earned money. Toledo was thinking of paying the dowry for his 
wife to be and the end of the strict rule of Muslim celibacy. 
 
Scarface and his group of negotiators arrived back in the morning. He was grim 
and angry. He pushed his way to his hut and called a meeting of the section 
commanders. “It is not yet done. They agreed to pay and the dead line has 
passed but the money has not been paid into the bank. They are making empty 
promises and playing for time and planning an offensive against us. We have to 
make another example of these two infidels. We will video the execution, make 
ready at once!” he ordered. 
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The section leaders were silent and disappointed as he ordered an execution. It 
was a somber moment in the camp. So they would not be paid after all. In the 
encampment Ricky and Boyet were massaging the cramped legs of Chris and 
Paul. They had lost much weight, had grown beards and were still very stressed 
living in fear of the unknown. 
 
Their worst fears were met after twenty-four hours had passed and Scarface 
arrived back in the camp. He brought two orange colored T-shirts and Chris and 
Paul were forced to wear them. This was the color of execution. Scarface was 
going to kill them. He would make a spectacle of his ruthless cruelty as a 
statement. No one would know if he had been paid the ransom or not. Chris 
Rogers and Peter Stanly were tight lipped and desperate and could not be 
reconciled to their fate. 
 
By three in the afternoon they were ordered to get up and kneel in front of a video 
camera. They were reluctant to go willingly to their execution. They resisted as 
best they could, weak as they were. But two terrorists, wearing balaclavas in full 
battle gear, grabbed them and dragged them out of the hut to the place of 
execution. There was a black banner with the white insignia of ISIS hanging 
between two coconut trees. They were made to kneel in front of it. The two 
terrorists in battle gear holding Kalashnikovs stood behind them. A third with his 
face covered stepped up and stood behind them holding a machete. It was a 
nasty evil scene of cruel execution. Baskets for their heads were placed to the 
side. 
 
Chris and Peter were terrified of what was about to happen. This was their 
greatest fear what they had tried to forget. Their lives were at an end. There was 
no one to pay a huge ransom, so they were to be killed as a public spectacle. 
They shivered and they sweated, they prayed to God whom they had neglected 
in their lives. They had seldom thought if there was life beyond death and how 
they would be prepared to meet the dark voids or another mode of spiritual 
existence. Could the spirit of life and consciousness evolve to continue life 
beyond physical death? They would return perhaps to the cosmic dust from 
which they came and nothing more lay beyond. 
 
Ricky, Boyet and Robert were shocked and were ordered to move away. There 
was a pause while the camera was set up and focused. Then Scarface stepped 
forward before the camera, he wore a Balaclava that covered his face and he 
wore dark sunglasses. He spoke without a written speech and in Tausug and 
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Bernardino translated. He looked fiercely at the camera and stood in front and to 
the side of the two hostages so the viewer could see them. He spoke to the 
camera, stopped for translation, and then carried on.  
 
“You Americans and Australians are training the corrupt police and military, the 
enemies of the people. They commit atrocities, they have no respect for human 
rights, they have assassins and death squads and have no cause, no purpose 
but to oppress and grow rich on the suffering of the people. They exploit our 
minerals like these infidels,” he said and Bernardino translated. 
 
Then after a minute as he gathered his next thought and continued in his 
hypocritical speech oblivious of the contradiction that everything he condemned 
in his enemies he and his gang were doing. 
 
“We are freedom fighters. We demand independence in Mindanao. We want 
Sharia law in an Islamic state. We will rule ourselves. You infidels are oppressing 
the poor and protecting the land grabbers. Their companies are stealing our land 
and minerals by mining and shipping it abroad. These two are the 
representatives of the exploiters.” 
 
He stopped for the translation and pointed to Chris and Peter. Then he went on, 
“These two will pay the ultimate price of this exploitation. Let this be a lesson to 
you.” That was the end of it. 
 
Chris and Paul did not understand what he said. But they were blindfolded and 
they knew it was the end. Peter trembled, Chris prayed. He expected the blow to 
come any second and squeezed his eyes and tensed up as did Peter. Chris lost 
control of his bladder and wet himself, he was now a wreck and utterly 
devastated. Peter felt his bowls move but held himself and awaited the fatal blow 
and prayed that it would be swift. 
 
The gang member holding the camera on a tripod made a close up of the two 
hostages. Scarface raised his hand to give the order to kill them. The 
executioner, his face wrapped in a headscarf with only his eyes showing, raised 
the razor bolo. Suddenly there was a commotion at the other end of the 
encampment as the courier and his two bodyguards arrived panting and heaving, 
having made a forced hike through the jungle after a hurried journey from Jolo. 
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He approached Scarface and explained, “Sir, they paid five hundred thousand 
dollars to the account but they want more recent proof of life before they transfer 
the rest. I brought the latest newspaper to be photographed with the hostages as 
proof of life. There is also a confirmation of remittance for the five hundred 
thousand dollars from the bank.” He then gave Scarface the bank document 
showing a deposit slip.  
 
He gave the English language newspaper to Scarface. He opened it and found a 
sealed envelope with a hand written message. He read it and looked at the 
courier and gave him his instruction in a low voice. Scarface then ordered 
Bernardino be brought to write a message in English on a piece of a torn carton. 
‘Save us from death’, it said.  
 
Then to their immense relief the scene changed and Chris and Peter had the 
blindfolds removed. They were blinded by the sunlight. Confused and 
traumatized they were unbound, given the newspaper and the message on the 
carton to hold in their shaking hands. Their beards and their shrunken scrawny 
faces had aged them, they were skinny, and weak and looked sickly. 
 
They gazed dumfounded at the camera, deep dark bags under their eyes from 
the effects of bad sleep. They were reduced to human wrecks in a few weeks of 
captivity. After being photographed and videoed and still in shock that they were 
still alive and that the fatal blow had not fallen, they were dragged back to the hut 
as they were too weak and shocked to even walk. They were again left untied at 
the post with a guard.  
 
Ricky, Boyet and Roger came to sit with them and brought them water in coconut 
shells and offered them wild banana to eat although they were unable. They sat 
and drew up their legs and wrapped their arms around their knees and wept. The 
boys stayed with them and later brought them rice and chicken soup.  
 
The courier and two bodyguards hurried out of the camp on the way back to Jolo 
bringing the video and the digital camera with them with the proof of life. It would 
be scanned and sent by email attachment that very day to John Turner.  
 
Ricky explained to the guards that Peter and Chris were suffering diarrhea and 
needed to defecate frequently. The guards laughed and held their noises. After 
they had recovered somewhat Ricky led the way into the jungle to a makeshift 
toilet they had rigged up with branches and banana leaves and a discarded   
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sleeping mat. They had made it in the first few days to give them their human 
dignity and a little privacy. The boys went to get the water in the stream. Ricky 
stayed nearby with the guard. The fear and trauma had melted their bowels, they 
had diarrhea from the shock. They were shaking and staggering after the long 
period kneeling waiting the blow to the neck. The short walk to the forest edge 
was a relief and they gratefully relieved and washed themselves. They thanked 
the unseen, unknown God they did not really believe in. They washed and 
rubbed themselves with coconut fiber as if scrubbing away the hatred, anger and 
the terrible pain they felt against their captors when kneeling for execution that 
was suddenly stayed. 
 
Afterward, when back to the open shed, Ricky went to the cook and asked for 
papaya seeds. He made a paste and brought it to Peter and Chris and fed them 
with a piece of coconut shell. They could barely eat, but it would stop the 
diarrhea. They were still too shocked and weak to eat the bananas. Their spirit 
was almost broken. But they were alive and silently grateful for the friendship and 
service of the boys and looked on them as their saviors. If God existed, Chris 
thought, then God was here present, eternal goodness residing in the boys. If 
ever there was a devil it was Scarface.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
 
By eight that same evening Captain Lopez roused his commando team and they 
made ready. Two American advisors from the training contingent arrived to join 
the team and guide and advise. They were forbidden to participate in any live fire 
assault but could fire in self-defense.  
 
They joined Lopez and he gave last instructions to the assembled assault team. 
They were inspected with all their kit, weapons and ammunition. Then they 
boarded two trucks and drove to the beach camp. Two members carried a small 
mortar and shells. They reached the rubber boats with outboard engines that 
were ready waiting. Dressed in jungle fatigues with camouflage patterns and 
heavily armed they climbed aboard the two large assault rubber boats and set 
off. One American advisor went in each craft.  
 
One hour later they cut back the motors and quietly approached a remote 
uninhabited beach half a kilometer from Panikul. Then allowed the momentum to 
carry them silently towards the shore. They stopped close to the beach but far 
enough away to make as hasty retreat if fired upon. Two scouts left their kit on 
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board and slipped overboard and swam to the shore to check the area for the 
enemy. In ten minutes their flashlight snapped an ‘All clear’ and the boats with 
motors on near silent mode approached the beach. It was tense.  
 
Was it safe? Lopez was asking himself as they approached the beach. Had the 
scouts been captured and the enemy was luring them into an ambush? Captain 
Lopez clicked his handheld radio and murmured a code word. His scout on the 
beach responded with a corresponding code word. Now he was sure it was all 
clear to go ashore. The special assault troops still worried and sweated in the 
tropical night. It was moonless and perfect for their assault. That was the kind of 
night they wanted. They formed their respective units and moved inland.  
 
The lead man wearing night goggles welded a machete and cut a path through a 
dense part of the jungle. A pathfinder followed behind them and led the column 
into the jungle. He held a gadget like a smart phone that had GPS that read the 
coordinates given by the captain of the frigate and an arrow on the screen 
pointed the way. Each held the harness of the man in front of him as they moved 
through the darkness. Soon they came across a trail and then moved quickly 
towards the encampment. When the coordinates triangulated they were within 
three hundred meters of the encampment perimeter, they went to ground and 
waited for the dawn. 
 
As the Earth rotated and inched towards the sun, the light of dawn silently 
touched the horizon and an orange glow lit the sky. The roosters greeted this 
moment excitedly and defiantly as if it was the first dawn. They broke the silence 
of the jungle and joined the twittering of the birds that flittered through the 
treetops, many of them rare and near extinction. This remote area was their last 
refuge. 
 
The commandos were sure of their advantage of surprise and moved into the 
pre-assigned positions and waited for the scouts to find and dispatch the 
perimeter sentries. Strangely there was none, so they advanced ready to strike, 
but as they reached the encampment to their amazement it was empty. The 
enemy had withdrawn was the first conclusion, but it was the wrong one. Captain 
Lopez was suspicious, he consulted with the American advisors and immediately 
they ordered the men to fall back into the jungle, but it was too late. 
 
They were surrounded and had walked into a trap. The terrorists had been tipped 
off and instead of moving deeper into the jungle they prepared an ambush. Most 
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of the commandos were already in the open clearing, checking the empty huts.  
 
Then in that moment of realization by Captain Lopez, he felt a terrible shock of 
fear and panic. They were surrounded, then immediately the hail of gunfire was 
unleashed in a maelstrom of death. The firing on the exposed commandos began 
and they began to cry out and one by one they fell mortally hit. The Kalashnikovs, 
and Armalites of Scarface’s terrorists opened up with a fierce hail of continuous 
fire of a hundred men. The noise was shattering and unnerving and the young 
commandos were falling like leaves in a storm. It was a murderous massacre.  
 
They had been betrayed and had walked into a treacherous ambush. Lopez and 
an American advisor were both hit and saved by their body armor. They fell and 
crawled across the ground to the shelter of the coconut trees. It offered little 
cover, as the fire was coming from above and the sides. The terrorists had 
placed fighters in the trees and along the northern elevated hillside. They had 
overwhelming advantage and firepower.  
 
Lopez shouted for his men to retreat. They had only one corridor of escape and 
as soon as they moved in that direction the terrorists closed it off by 
concentrating their firepower on the area. The commandos were cut off. The 
advantage of the terrorists was they knew the terrain and their hidden fortified 
positions gave them overwhelming control and the slaughter continued.  
 
The previous night Scarface had ordered the prisoners and two guards to leave 
the encampment and move to the north out of the perimeter of the ambush. Two 
fighters were assigned to guard them. Scarface had received the tip-off of the 
planned raid on a hand written note delivered with the newspaper brought from 
Jolo for the proof of life of the hostages. It was from the traitor General Piscalle in 
return for a cut of the ransom. 
 
The eight hostages did not know why they were ordered to move out of the 
encampment into a small clearing, half a kilometer away in the forest. They were 
sleeping in the open with the guards on either side when the firing began, they 
were awake instantly and shocked and frightened out of their wits. The gunfire 
was thunderous and continuous. They did not know what was happening but 
presumed it was a rescue, an attack on the terrorists to free them. But then they 
realized they had been moved out of harm’s way and the terrorists had known of 
the rescue in advance. They sat in a group depressed and frightened as the firing 
continued. The two guards with them were on the alert lest the fighting would 
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come their way. 
 
During a brief lull in the firing, voices were heard shouting orders. Screaming 
came at them as the wounded cried out and as others were butchering some in 
vicious hand-to-hand combat. Chris concluded the rescue team had walked into 
an ambush. They sat up looking towards the sound of the gunfire; all hope of 
rescue was gone now. Then a grenade went off. There was more horrible 
screaming as severely wounded commandos and terrorists cried in pain.  
 
After thirty minutes the shooting died down and there was then sporadic firing. 
The crack of gunfire echoed through the forest. Some commandos were being 
executed. It went on for a while. A single shot and voices called out and then 
silence. It was about twenty minutes of silence. They were listening to the forest 
and were in awe of its great stillness, nothing moved in the forest canopy that 
towered over their heads obscuring the blue sky of day. All went quiet but for the 
calling of voices in the distance. The commandos were obliterated. It was a 
bloody treacherous massacre. 
 
Then suddenly there was the cracking sound of the breaking of small branches 
as if something, or someone, was slowly coming through the forest. The guards 
jumped up took firing positions and waited.  
 
Three commandos appeared led by Captain Lopez, somehow they had survived 
wearing body armor and they had escaped and evaded capture. The guards 
opened fire; the commandos took cover behind trees and returned the fire. The 
prisoners jumped with fright and scrambled in panic to get into the forest away 
from the gunfire. This time they kept going, they did not know where they were 
going but it was a desperate chance to escape. Ricky led the way having 
previously learned the way around the perimeter of the encampment. This was 
the furthest he had ever come but noticed the arrival of couriers and the direction 
from where they had entered the camp. He had a sense of direction.  
 
They knew the risk, but it was death either way. It would be the guards who 
would come after them if they survived the firefight or Scarface and his jihadists 
would be soon looking for them. They had to hurry. They left the shooting behind 
them not knowing the outcome of the last encounter between Captain Lopez and 
the two guards. 
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The two fishermen, a village leader and three ragged urchins risked their lives to 
escape and to bring the weak and wounded Peter and Chris through the thick 
forest. They could have left them and made their own escape, but they choose 
not to. 
 
They moved through the jungle half-carrying, half-dragging Chris and Peter. It 
was three hours later getting close to the hot sun of noon when they had good 
luck. Ricky has found a way and they emerged from the forest onto a beach and 
their hearts were encouraged when they saw the water’s edge. They immediately 
felt the cool air, the smell of the seaweed and the ocean and their spirits 
awakened with a sense of relief and hope. They knew the only escape was by 
sea and now they had reached it. 
 
Pedrino and Aris were suddenly alert. They were in an environment they knew 
well and immediately thought of looking for a Banka boat or a dugout canoe so 
they could escape down the coast and reach a settlement. “Wait here, take rest, 
we will go look for a canoe,” Pedrino said. With Aris he went furtively along the 
rocks and sandy coves until he saw what he wanted, a small group of grass 
thatched huts and their fishing boats lying on the beach. They were large dugout 
canoes with a single bamboo outrigger and a small sail common in these parts, 
good for four people only. He and Aris did not hesitate. The three fishing canoes 
were partially drawn up on the beach, the other halves were still in the water. 
 
The two slipped into the sea and swam towards the canoes. The cool water 
refreshed them after the ordeal of the jungle hike. It was siesta time, the night 
fishing was done, and the owners of the canoes would be sleeping Pedrino 
reckoned. They had a chance. They swam close to the beach and while still in 
the water they eased two canoes into the surf and they swam out to sea pulling 
the boats with them.  
 
When far out they climbed in, got the paddles and headed back down the coast. 
In fifteen minutes they were back at the point where the boys waited with Chris 
and Peter and Jose Bernardino. They all climbed into the canoes and headed on 
down the coast. They were parched with thirst, but there was no drinking water to 
be had. They knew Scarface, whatever the outcome of the assault and ambush, 
would be hunting for them. 
 
They paddled half a kilometer and turned an outcrop of rock and suddenly to their 
astonishment they saw before them three hundred meters down the beach the 
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gleaming white speedboat of Scarface. 
 
“Oh my God, look at that,” exclaimed Peter. “Just look at it,” he said unable to 
contain his joy. But Pedrino hushed him, “There must be guards on the beach.” 
He immediately changed course and headed to the nearest beach and signaled 
to Ricky and Boyet and the others to get out of the canoes and lie flat on the 
beach incase the guards noticed them and opened fire. 
 
The boys helped the weak and very tired Peter and Chris to drag them up the 
beach to the cover of the rain forest. There they remained silent and waited. 
Pedrino motioned all to stay under cover and he and Aris armed themselves with 
a sturdy branch as a weapon. Concealed by the forest cover they went scouting 
the length of the beach to find the guards. To their amazement there were none, 
the beach hut was empty, the boat was unguarded. Apparently the guards had 
been ordered to go inland behind the commando assault team and cut off the 
commando’s retreat.  
 
Pedrino waved to the group waiting further down the beach and Ricky and Boyet 
supported and half carried the emaciated Chris and Peter who was equally 
wasted. They carried them to the speedboat and lifted them in.  
 
Within minutes Pedrino had found the start button, checked the fuel gauge, it was 
full, ready for another Scarface raid or a get away if necessary. He started the 
engines, the powerful propellers churned the sea, and they were off. He found 
the GPS navigation screen, turned it on and pointed the arrow to Davao. The 
boat changed direction and they were going home. They lay on the couches at 
the back of the speedboat hungrily devouring the food supplies and drinking 
bottled water that had been prepared by Scarface for another hostage taking.  
 
They looked at each other and smiled. All were one in surviving a terrible ordeal. 
They were strange friends bonded by the experience of hardship and survival. 
They were leaving behind the worst nightmare of their lives in the churning white 
wake of the speedboat. 
 
Later Chris and Peter learned that the ambush had been all but successful, only 
a few of the entire assault group that came to rescue them survived, the rest 
were massacred. Scarface continued his bloody beheadings and attacks. The 
next day they reached Davao and safety. They contacted Turner and were happy 
to learn that the rest of the ransom had been not paid. The traitor general got 
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nothing either after betraying his men. As soon as the speedboat reached the 
dock they clambered out and helped the weak hostages, Peter and Chris, to dry 
land. They could hardly walk and immediately hailed tricycles to take them to the 
Child Watch center and safety. 
 

-------------oOo-------------  
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
 
 
 

THE RECAPTURE OF JULIE 
 
 
 
 
When Ricky was eight years old, Julie and Annabel were still living in Cagayan 
de Oro. Dom Ortega and El Toro held Develio responsible for the escape and 
disappearance of Julie. She continued to search for Julie and the boy. She was 
the modern equivalent of the biblical King Herod, the child killer. She sent her 
spies around Mindanao on the lookout for her and the boy but without success. 
 
The one thing that was uppermost in her mind, that drove her to find Julie, was 
not the satisfaction of the enraged El Toro who went around like a raging bull 
when he heard that his pet toy girl had escaped. The burning of the club and 
torture and killing of The Lizard did nothing to satisfy his anger. He was frustrated 
and his dangerous and risky behavior was fueled by higher doses of crystal 
meth. 
 
What bothered Develio was the fact that El Toro was his own worst enemy and 
until he had a wife and a legitimate heir, the estate was forfeit to any other 
claimant who was a distant relative, she included. Her fortune and claims were 
also at stake. Her deepest dark worry was the aftermath of the death of Dom 
Ortega. Dominique Ortega had no male heir of his own who would take over the 
Ortega business empire if El Toro died too. He could be shot dead by one of his 
many enemies, or have a car accident in his Ferrari. Then there would be a 
massive contest to inherit the estate.  
 
That was exactly what happened one day when he was high on crystal meth and 
driving his red Ferrari at top speed. He lost control, the car flipped over like a leaf 
blown by the wind and skidded down the highway until it hit the pillar of a bridge. 
The car was wrecked and he just about survived. It was that accident that had 
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him flown to Manila and admitted to Saint Matthew’s Hospital for emergency 
treatment. He needed more stitches, blood transfusions, antibiotics, painkillers, 
brain scans, X-rays and complete blood tests. He was hooked up to a life support 
system.  
 
Dom Ortega was pounding the table in anger and frustration for having a stupid 
profligate son. Develio was working furiously making the flight and hospital 
arrangements and Alverez was picking up what was left of the Ferrari.  
 
Two days later she was checking on all her spies if they had seen Julie and her 
son. She offered a reward of twenty thousand pesos to whosoever found them. 
She had to get Julie back before she made a legal complaint of human trafficking 
against her. There were no sightings. Mindanao is a big place with thousands of 
small towns and villages. She also had spies in the village of San Isidero where 
Eva and Juanito lived to see if Julie came to visit or if Eva or Juanito went on a 
long journey.  
 
After Ricky’s birth Eva returned to San Isidro village and her long absence was 
noted. Develio even discussed with Alverez kidnapping Eva and torturing her to 
make her tell where Julie and her boy Ricky were. But The Dom did not allow it 
for reasons he alone knew. Instead they bribed a next door neighbor to spy and 
listen into the conversations of Eva and Juanito through the paper thin walls of 
their small bamboo, grass roofed and matting walled house. There was no 
privacy. The poor cannot afford it. The spy set up her laundry area besides the 
thin matting that made up the wall of the house. One night she overheard Eva 
telling Juanito that she had to go to Cagayan de Oro again to visit Julie. That 
information reached Develio and the city became the center of interest.  
 
El Toro was carried off the plane on a stretcher, connected to a bottle of dextrose 
and was loaded into an ambulance battered and bloodied. His wounded face 
covered in bandages and tape. He looked like the defeated bull in the painting of 
his father. Doctor Juan De La Cruz attended to him in the emergency room. He 
immediately ordered blood tests and was very concerned when the blood 
specialist came and informed him about the rare blood of his patient and that it 
was not readily available.  
 
“Doctor, this is A-negative, very rare, less than one percent of Filipinos have this 
blood type RH-negative. Immediately doctor De La Cruz instructed her to put out 
a nationwide search to blood banks and the RH-negative face book and issued 
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an alert for blood donors to come forward if they had the RH-negative type.  
 
The blood technician went on Google and searched for more donors of the rare 
RH-negative blood type. She discovered that it originated in the north of Spain in 
the Basque region, a fiercely autonomous region of the proud indigenous people 
of the Basque provinces of Alava, Biscay and Gipuzkoa that lie between France 
and Spain and has had a long troubled history fighting for independence from 
Spain. 
 
The Basques, she learned, are historically of an ancient people and culture with a 
unique language, Euskera. They are unrelated genetically to the rest of Europe. 
Their communities were isolated for millions of years. They have no Spanish 
blood. They even have their own rare blood type, it is RH-negative.  
 
That would extinguish the claims of Dom Ortega to a Spanish royal family link. 
He claimed a proud Spanish, even a royal heritage, but his ancestors had 
originated in the Basque region of which he should have been immensely proud, 
as they were a cultured, educated and independent minded people. They had 
never been conquered or made war on any one unlike the Spanish royal family 
had. Some of them had apparently come to the Philippines and established 
families like the Ortega’s who had grown rich and powerful and betrayed their 
proud culture and heritage and had gone astray. 
 
The reward to find Julie was huge. Develio was determined to find her and her 
son Ricky. One day one of her many researchers, holding a photograph of Julie, 
taken when she was brought to the ‘Sweet 15’ for a government ID card, with a 
false age of course, found her. They presumed correctly that she would most 
likely be in Cagayan de Oro having learned it from their neighbor and bringing 
her son to school or picking him up. Every day the researchers went to different 
elementary schools and watched. One month later a researcher earned the 
reward. She saw Julie and eight-year-old Ricky walking towards the school. 
 
The researcher reported it to Develio and she told the researcher to stay with the 
mother and child. Develio then ordered her kidnap gang into action. That same 
day after school hours three men and a driver were waiting in a van down the 
road from the school entrance. They watched Julie pick up Ricky. Keeping a 
distance they followed them as they walked to the house of Annabel and her 
sister. They drove up, stopped just as Annabel was coming out of the house to 
greet Julie and Ricky as she did everyday. 
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The side door slid open, three men jumped out. Two men grabbed Julie and one 
man went for Ricky. Annabel rushed over to save Julie from being dragged into 
the van but one man struck her down with a blow to the head and she fell 
stunned. Julie was bundled into the van.  
 
Ricky was shouting, “Mama! Mama! Help me!” as the third man grabbed him and 
started to pull Ricky to the van. But he twisted and wriggled and pulled his way 
free of the grip and dodged between his legs, small as he was. He ran as fast as 
he could away towards the cluster of huts and hovels that lined the seashore. 
 
Here the Banka boats were lined up on the beach and he dogged around them 
and ran into the maze of the squatter community. There he made his escape. 
The kidnapper ran after him for a while but he soon gave up, tired and short of 
breath and unable to match ten-year-old Ricky’s agility and speed. Ricky 
escaped. 
 
The kidnappers called Develio as ordered, to report progress. “We have the 
bitch,” one of them said over the mobile phone, “the kid got away, Mam, but just 
for a while. We can find him in a day or two.” “You stupid idiots! I sent you on a 
simple job. Just a child and a young woman and you screwed it up! You couldn’t 
catch a monkey in cage,” Develio said. “Bring her to the Royal Estate Hotel in 
Room 21 and stand guard until I arrive,” she ordered. 
 
Later that night Ricky went back to the house of Annabel. It was quite and silent. 
Annabel and her sister had left for the hospital to get help for Annabel who had 
suffered a blow to the head. Ricky took food wrapped it in a plastic bag, a bottle 
of water and stuffed some clothes in his school backpack and went to the bus 
station and stowed away on a bus. He cried during the long journey remembering 
how his mother had been kidnapped and taken away by the men in the van. 
Twenty-four hours later he arrived in Davao City and went to the market to look 
for food. There he met Boyet who shared food with him and they became 
inseparable friends. 
 
Julie was now twenty-three years of age and was taken to the hotel owned by the 
Ortega family. She was brought in through the rear entrance and up the stairs to 
Room 21. There her wrists were tied with plastic straps to the arms of a chair. 
She was sitting there crying with anger, with frustration, with the loneliness of 
being taken from her little family and the fear and worry about Ricky and Annabel 
whom she had seen knocked to the ground. She was a captive once again. Her 
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life turned upside down. The peaceful life of harmony smashed, her son chased 
away, Annabel hurt. She felt relief knowing that Ricky had not been caught. 
 
Later that night Develio arrived and entered the room. “You dirty bitch!” she spat 
out at Julie. “You have caused all this trouble, brought it on yourself. You couldn’t 
wait, you had to get away from Big Mama.You caused her death and The Lizard 
too,” she lied. 
 
Julie lifted her tear-streaked face and looked with venom at Develio, “I hate you! I 
hate you!” she screamed and pulled to get free, but was unable. “Ever since you 
ran away, your boyfriend has gone crazy, almost killed himself, and hasn’t been 
the same, you know! I don’t know what he sees in you. The men will fall for 
anyone, he is so stupid and always sex starved. Now you will wait for him and 
this time there will be no escape! You are done, you are going to pay for what 
you did, you know! This time you will not escape.” “I hate him! He is a monster, a 
brute and I hope he suffers and dies!” Julie spat back at Develio.  
 
That night she was untied, the windows had metal grills and a guard was posted 
outside her locked door. She lay face down on the bed and cried her heart out for 
Ricky, her only son. She could not sleep, so great was the loss. So, too, the loss 
of sons and daughters by loving parents when their children fall into the power of 
others whether it is kidnappers or drug pushers or gangs, the pain of loss is 
forever. The heartbreak of mothers and fathers is when the delightful young child 
of early years parts from his or her parents. They are corrupted and groomed on 
the Internet, on the streets, in the schools with their friends. It is a world where no 
child is safe and constant vigilance is the norm. So it was for Julie. Her only hope 
was that Ricky would be safe. 
 
She had nurtured and cared for him for all those years. They were happy years 
and her only loss was unable to go home to her family and bring him there, surely 
the men of Dom Ortega would get him and her. 
 
Father Alfonso had given a small low cost mobile phone to Eva and Juanito. Julie 
kept in contact with her parents by texting messages and calling them and 
sending photos as Ricky grew. When there was no text message for Julie for a 
few days Eva called Annabel and learned of the kidnapping of Julie and the 
escape of Ricky. It was a painful shock for Eva and Juanito and they informed 
Attorney Ross and Father Alfonso. They were frustrated and debated whether to 
post the photo of Julie and Ricky on Facebook as missing persons. But they 
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found out that Develio had already done that previously.  
 
Two days later after the abduction of Julie the corporate jet of the Ortega’s 
arrived and Julie was bundled out of the hotel into a van and driven to the airport, 
direct to the airplane stairs and held on either side by two guards taken on board. 
She was flown to Subic Bay Airport. As the plane landed she looked out and saw 
the bay, the growing Hanjin ship yard and the bustling Freeport that was thriving 
finally after the US Naval base was closed down and the incompetent officials 
created chaos of the first years of conversion when corruption and looting took 
place. She saw, too, the Subic Great Hotel where she would be held captive. This 
time Develio was determined there would be no escape.  
 
A car met them and brought her to a jetty near the end of the airport runway and 
a launch took her to a remote hotel on the peninsula. This was to be her Alcatraz. 
It was a special one, managed by an American manager, Andrew Barlow. He 
was cleaner, smarter younger, business like and in the pay of the Ortega family. 
It was an exclusive hotel used only by the Dom Ortega family to entertain 
business guests and to provide them with lavish food and drink, entertainment 
and girls. All with the purpose of closing a business deal with a sweetener. They 
were very young girls, many under eighteen years of age and trafficked from 
Leyte, Samar and Mindanao. It was sex slavery and they had no way out. All 
were in debt bondage having been tricked and captured. 
 
The Subic Great Hotel was one of the secret sex hotels that were opened up by 
the Ortega conglomerate after the US Naval base closed. That was after a 
successful campaign run by Preda Foundation, a local charity protecting women 
and children and victims of human trafficking. For ten years the charity had 
protected women and children and worked to close the base and convert the 
facilities to an economic zone where there would be work with dignity. The local 
government had resisted and wanted the Americans to stay and frequent the sex 
bars from which the officials made a lot of money. The charity was scheduled to 
be closed by local officials, but the staff fought back and outlived them and 
survived.  
 
In the sex industry the illegal drug trade was rampant. The Ortega conglomerate 
had built a new hotel mostly to cater to sex tourists and their very special 
business clients. The captive girls were held as prisoners in special secure 
rooms in a wing at the back of the hotel, separate from the main building. There 
were four girls in each room with one older woman who guarded them. Julie was 
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locked alone in one room with a small kitchen and bathroom. The windows had 
metal grills on the windows. There was no way to escape. Two security guards in 
white uniform shirts were always on patrol outside. Several of the captives were 
mere children, fourteen years of age. They were provided with bikinis and other 
clothes and cosmetics for make-up. They were trained to sit with the customers 
and perform acts on them as the customers demanded. 
 
There was a Japanese businessman who wanted the girls dressed in school 
uniforms but with very short skirts. Such was his sexual fantasy nurtured by the 
Japanese pornography comics. There was an older former prostituted woman 
guarding them and keeping discipline. She prepared them and taught them to 
use the make-up before the business people arrived. 
 
It was much more a high-class brothel than the sleazy ‘Sweet 15’ club of The 
Lizard. Here there were luxurious rooms and apartments, lounges and a superb 
kitchen that served exceptional meals for the important guests. After a few days 
of drugs, debauchery and drunken behavior they were then easily persuaded to 
sign business deals they would later regret when they sobered up and recovered. 
Unknown to them, their wild sex activity and drug taking was secretly video taped 
from every angle with close ups. These were kept as ‘souvenirs’ by Develio and 
Andrew Barlow. Through a third party she sent them blackmail threats to expose 
them on the social media or send the images to their family and friends if they did 
not sign contracts with the Ortega companies at generous prices. It was only 
Dom Ortega who could retrieve the images and have them deleted. They were 
easily persuaded to sign. 
 
Julie was kept in a small closed well-locked and guarded room on the ground 
floor. Her only activity was working in the kitchen of the resort to wash the dishes 
and clean the lounges after the guests had gone. Six months after El Toro 
recovered from his Ferrari accident and came out of physiotherapy he was back 
again to abuse Julie. It was not as frequent as before as he had to fly up to Subic 
Bay from Davao or Cebu. 
 
He burst into her room unexpectedly and frightened her so badly that she could 
hardly resist when he grabbed and raped her. She tried to resist him but he was 
strong and powerful and that was what he seemed to like, resistance. It seemed 
to justify his rough, physical rape. Not a day passed without her thinking of Ricky 
and Annabel and her parents, her brother Benito and Rose. She wept often. Here 
Julie stayed captive for two years until the twelfth year of the life of Ricky who 
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survived in the market. He frequently thought of his mother and cried often in the 
darkness of the night, frightened and alone. 
 
While Ricky and Boyet and the captives were making their way that morning after 
the massacre of the commandos through the dense jungle to escape from 
Scarface, Julie, his mother, was brought to the lounge to do the cleaning as usual. 
She had spent the night weeping and fearing for the safety of Ricky, having had 
no news for four years. The peninsula had only one jetty, one daily boat to the 
mainland of Subic Bay and every passenger had to have a pass and was 
checked twice before being allowed to board. Escape was impossible. 
 
The other girls were captive too as was Julie and not allowed to leave, but they 
had do the cleaning when the guests were gone and the place was empty. They 
were physically tired and worn with the constant sexual abuse by the business 
guests and the cleaning was tiring and they appreciated the help of Julie. She 
was reserved for El Toro.  
 
One day when they were cleaning in the lounge Julie moved a couch and 
suddenly she was astounded. There before her was a mobile phone dropped by 
a departing guest, too drunk to miss it right away. She immediately hid it in her 
blouse but what use was it when after years of captivity she did not know or could 
remember any of the phone numbers of her family or friends or the number of 
Attorney Ross or Father Alfonso. She took it back and hid it in her room hoping 
that the owner would not remember where he had lost it. 
 
A week later there was another overnight party and after the guests had departed 
she was ordered to help clean up in the lounge with the other girls. Another group 
of government officials and members of the Preda Foundation, the local charity 
protecting children and women, arrived on the peninsula in the ferryboat.  
 
They were giving seminars on the prevention of HIV infections and Aids that 
results. Andrew Barlow and the senior resort staff were the audience as it was a 
government-mandated seminar. The educational seminar was a requirement for 
the renewal of the resorts operating license. Otherwise outsiders would not be 
allowed to come ashore to the peninsula resort.  
 
While she was cleaning and dusting and arranging the furniture, picking up 
glasses and coffee cups, Julie noticed the presentation being given in a side 
room. Present were Barlow and the resort staff, kitchen manager and office 
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personnel. Desperate to hear outside voices to make contact with the outside 
world she moved closer and pretended to work dusting the furniture to keep the 
guard satisfied. 
 
Through a slightly open door she heard in Tagalog the Preda Foundation 
speaker ironically explaining about evils of human trafficking and the need of 
prevention of HIV and sexually transmitted diseases. Julie saw the title of the 
seminar projected on the screen, it said, “Loving Faithfully, is Loving Safely.” 
There was a phone number of the Preda charity helpline. 
 
“Call or text this number if you need any information or your guests or employees 
need help,” the speaker said. She was a young woman of medium height. She 
was Margi, the Preda social worker. “Oh God, help me memorize it,” and she did 
and repeated the phone number over and over as she moved on and the guard 
approached and scolded her. “Get on with your work! Move along, get away from 
there!” the guard barked at her. She moved away repeating the number so she 
would not forget it.  
 
Escorted back to her small room in the chalet named Rose Petal, it was painted 
on the door, the guard locked the door behind her and immediately she wrote 
down the phone number with a ball pen she had also found while cleaning. But 
she did not know how to use this kind of complicated phone. It was four years 
since she was kidnapped and then had held a simple basic analog mobile phone. 
She would have to send a message fast as the owner might still call back to ask 
management to look for the lost phone. They would surely question the cleaners 
and search her room.  
 
It was a smart phone and she turned it on and tried to get the short message 
service to work. After half an hour of frustration she finally figured it out. Julie 
slowly punched each letter to form the message in Tagalog. ”Help me! I am a 
captive at the Peninsula Resort, chalet Rose Petal. Call Father Alfonso at the 
Child Watch Davao,” she signed it, Julie Rasala.  
 
The social worker from the Preda Foundation giving the seminars received the 
message within the hour while still on the peninsula. Margie showed it to her 
companion Meryl and they exchanged looks and nodded and texted back. “Ok, 
we will help you. How old are you? Are there other minors held there?” Julie 
replied, “Yes fifteen in all, about five are teenagers.” “Ok, we will do our best to 
help you all,” Margie replied.  
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Julie heard the beep-beep of the phone and read the message with trembling 
hands and a pounding heart. “Oh yes!” she exclaimed out loud, “Thank you, God. 
Thank you.” She felt a wave of relief and joy. She had found a way to get help as 
she had found Annabel when she was trapped in the ‘Sweet 15’ sex bar. How 
and what the help would be, she had no idea, but the hope that filled her lifted 
her spirits and she rejoiced in her heart. On the way to the resort ferry boat that 
afternoon Margie and Meryl were looking around taking photos on their mobile 
phones while pretending to be making calls. 
 
Meanwhile at that same time while the Preda social workers were looking for the 
chalet where Julie was being held captive, Ricky, Boyet and the other captives 
had found the speedboat of Scarface and were making their escape to Davao. In 
the jungle forest Scarface and his gang were stripping the bodies and collecting 
the weapons of the dead commandos. They were still high on crystal meth and 
rejoicing after their ferocious ambush and massacre of the commandos. They 
would hike deeper into the rain forest as the army would soon arrive to retrieve 
the bodies of the dead soldiers. Scarface did not send anyone back to the beach 
to secure the boat. 
 
Lopez, the US advisor and two other commandos had fought their way out and 
killed the terrorists guarding Ricky and the hostages and radioed for help. 
General Piscalle, who had betrayed them, received the message and called in 
the army to collect the bodies of the forty-four dead commandos and one 
American, Sergeant O’Reilly, trainer of JSoc. Scarface cursed as he had never 
cursed before. He had lost twenty men and ten were wounded in the ambush.  
 
The commandos had fought valiantly and courageously from an open area of 
encirclement with hardly any cover. They had died in vain for the selfish gain of 
others, as is the usual outcome of useless war and violence. The rescue mission 
had begun with high relevance and purpose. General Piscalle, corrupt as the 
generals of past wars, had sent the commandos to their deaths. He had betrayed 
them for personal gain. He was cruel and callous. Was he the Boss-man behind 
the death squads since he, too, was in the training photograph at the embassy 
office of Commander Collins? Scarface had lost the hostages and his speedboat. 
He would have to capture and steal another one. But he was five hundred 
thousand dollars richer and many debts to pay, or so he thought. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
 
 
 

THE RESCUE 
 
 
 
 
That same afternoon after the seminar at the Subic Great Hotel, the seminar 
team went outside the building and walked around as if sight seeing. Margie and 
Meryl took a stroll as if admiring the flowers and walked around the resort looking 
for the chalets, especially the marked Rose Petal but before they went far, a 
security guard stopped them.  
 
“No entry beyond here,” he said. “Why so? What’s the reason? We just want to 
see the place, it’s so beautiful here,” Meryl replied and kept on walking to the 
back of the main building and was able to see the row of small chalets at the 
back. 
 
“Mam, that’s as far as you are allowed to go. Please go back. It’s time for the 
ferry boat to take you across the bay,” the guard told them blocking their way. 
“Okay, we were just curious. I will make a call to our team leader then,” Margie 
said. She pretended to make a call but as she held the phone to her ear she took 
a video on the phone camera and captured the layout of the place. Then they 
joined the group of officials walking towards the ferryboat. 
 
Margie and Meryl returned to the Preda charity center and reported everything to 
the executive director Fernando Barnardo. He searched online to find the 
address and phone number of the Child Watch center and dialed the number, 
Father Alfonso answered. He introduced himself and then explained the finding 
of a certain Julie Rasala. 
 
“Yes, I know Julie Rasala. She has been missing for many years. We thought 
she was dead or had been trafficked abroad, what information do you have?” 
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Fernando told him about the text message from Julie and the location of the hotel 
and that the Preda team was a planning a rescue. “I will talk about it with my 
team here and inform her parents and I will call you back, many thanks for your 
vigilance and for the good news that she is alive, but in terrible circumstances,” 
he replied.  
 
Immediately Father Alfonso sent a text message to Eva and Juanito. “Good news, 
Julie is alive, more news later this is her number.” They were overjoyed when 
they read that text message. Eva and Juanito embraced and cried. Rose now 
twelve years old asked, “Mama, Papa, why are you crying? Did someone die?” 
They told her the good news. “When will she come home? I want to see Julie!” 
Rose shouted excitedly. They immediately sent Julie a text message to say 
Father Alfonso was going to help her to come home. Julie cried again for joy and 
relief. 
 
Meanwhile at the Preda center the staff had a special meeting. “We have to plan 
a rescue. We need to contact IACAT, that’s the Interagency Council Against 
Trafficking in the Federal Police headquarters on Taft Avenue, Manila, and ask 
them to do it with us. They will need a search warrant,” Fernando Barnardo said. 
 
“Yes, IACAT is the special anti-human trafficking police unit. We can get them to 
do the rescue,” Meryl said. “We will do it but the location must be a secret until 
they come here. There could be a leak of information and the manager will get 
the girls away. I will call Father Alfonso and inform him that if the mother of Julie 
would be with us it would be a great moral support of Julie and legal help to us,” 
Fernando told the group.  
 
Then he called Father Alfonso and explained the outline of the plan. They would 
have a meeting in Manila with the IACAT group on how to proceed, he suggested. 
Father Alfonso replied, “Yes, Fernando, that is a good idea. Eva Rasala and 
some of us will be there with you.” 
 
A day for the meeting with IACAT the anti-human trafficking rescue unit was set 
for two days later by Fernando. Father Alfonso, Attorney Ross, Jill and Eva 
arrived by plane from Davao, took a taxi directly to the headquarters of the 
National Bureau of Investigation on Taft Avenue.  
 
It was a short meeting. The evidence that there were minors in the resort was 
verified by the text messages from Julie who continued to send messages. Eva 
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made a formal complaint in writing and signed it saying that her daughter was 
held captive as an abused and trafficked person in the hotel and that there were 
minors there also. The same day a search warrant was applied for and approved 
by a judge. 
 
The next day the whole group of Father Alfonso travelled by van to Olongapo 
City and stayed at the Preda center. The following day early in the morning the 
IACAT rescue team led by Ben Garcia arrived with two government dentists. The 
dentists would make a dental examination of the youth at the Subic Great Hotel 
to determine if they were captive minors and give more evidence on the spot of 
trafficking a minor and enable arrests to be made.   
 
The Regional Department of Social Welfare and Development sent three social 
workers to join the team and for good measure two agents for the Department of 
Labor and Employment came also. None were informed of the location of the 
rescue for security reasons lest anyone talked or texted about it and Develio or 
Alverez would get the tip off and evacuate the girls out of the hotel. 
 
Fernando Barnardo, the Preda director, called the meeting together to discuss 
plans and direct the operations. He had a sketch of the hotel on the whiteboard 
showing the jetty and the chalets at the rear of the hotel as described by the 
Preda social workers. 
 
The sketch showed the distant outline of the Subic Great Hotel on the peninsula. 
“This will be a calm peaceful operation,” Fernando said, “there will be no need for 
violence. It is just a rescue and there are only three security guards and they are 
from a security firm, not goons. So we do not expect any resistance. We can talk 
with the manager and explain what needs to be done,” he said calmly and coolly. 
 
“I agree and it has to be emphatic. There will be no shooting, no killing,” Father 
Alfonso told the gathered police. This is a rescue operation. If there is resistance 
we will dialogue and diffuse the situation as Mister Barnardo said. They will 
realize it is the right thing to do.” 
 
The IACAT Chief Inspector Ben Garcia replied, “There will be no unnecessary 
violence. We are not a death squad. We don’t believe in any of that. We will 
rescue the people there and arrest the suspects and gather evidence for a court 
of law,” Garcia said. 
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“Yes, thank you. That’s the way it ought to be,” Ross said. “We need to respect 
the rule of law and due process, that’s why I came, to see this through peacefully 
and legally. Without the rule of law we are not civilized, we will be barbaric.” 
 
“That’s ok, any sign of resistance we will hold off and talk it out with them unless 
they shoot at us first without provocation,” Inspector Garcia, the team leader, said. 
“We will be prepared, but they will realize there is no escape since it is on the 
peninsula and I am sure they will give up without a fight,“ Father Alfonso said 
wisely. They then drove to the dock and set off across the bay to the Subic Great 
Hotel in a large launch provided by the administrator of the Freeport after 
Inspector Garcia requested cooperation. 
 
Arriving at the jetty they had the element of surprise. The peninsula ferryboat was 
not due for another hour and the guards were not on duty at the jetty. The 
morning sun was casting its rays over the waters of the bay and cast shadows 
from the buildings and it were getting hot. Inspector Garcia with three police and 
government social workers led by Fernando walked to the front of the main 
building while the other police with Meryl, another government social worker, 
Ross and Eva went around the back to the area where the chalets were situated 
looking for the one marked Rose Petal and Julie.  
 
The group entered the front door of the main building and surprised the staff. 
There were no guests and Andrew Barlow came out of his office in panic. 
Fernando led the discussion, “We are looking for some missing persons, girls, 
said to be staying at the hotel.” “No, we have no guests like that here. Do you 
know their names and have you photographs of the missing girls?” he replied 
nervously. 
 
Inspector Garcia was polite, he showed the search warrant to Barlow and the 
staff and ordered them into the lounge to be questioned as to the whereabouts of 
the girls. The staff and Barlow were really scared and shaking with so many 
police and guns. “I am just a manager,” Barlow said, “I don’t know anything about 
the girls, the Mamasan takes care of them.” “Is that so?” answered Garcia. “Well, 
we have messages that say otherwise. Where are the girls?” he demanded. 
 
The scared staff all pointed out the back to the rear where the locked chalets 
were located. Barlow was ordered to lead them to the chalets and reluctantly got 
up and went out the back. He pulled out a bunch of keys. Meryl, Ross, Jill and 
Eva got to the chalets first with the police. The three guards drew their guns and 
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tension mounted, as they appeared ready to shoot it out. The police remained 
calm. They did not draw their guns. Jill was taking photographs. 
 
“We are here for an inspection, not a confrontation! There is no need for violence. 
We have a search warrant!” Ross called out to the three guards and held up a 
sheet of paper. “Put your weapons down!” he shouted. At that moment the other 
police led by Andrew Barlow, the manager, and with Fernando, Margie and 
Father Alfonso came out of the back of the hotel’s main building. 
 
The manager called for the guards to stand down. They holstered their side arms. 
The tension passed. The police ordered them to lay the side arms and shotguns 
on the ground. They did so and they backed away. The three police moved in, 
took the weapons and their radios, searched them for cell phones and brought all 
the guards to the lounge.  
 
Meanwhile Julie had received a text from Margie about the rescue and she heard 
the shouting and commotion. She cried out and banged the door of the Rose 
Petal chalet and was shouting out, “I’m here! I’m here!” They heard her voice 
coming from chalet marked Rose Petal. Eva overcome with emotion shouted, 
“Julie, I’m coming! I’m coming!” Barlow opened the door and they found Julie. 
 
Eva was the first to rush in and embrace her. They both broke down in tears and 
wails of weeping as they clung to each other joyfully and overwhelmed with 
emotion. It was a reunion after years of abuse and captivity, loneliness and 
desperation. Julie was free and safe. 
 
The social workers and the police with Ross and Jill went to the other chalets and 
opened them up and the young girls came pouring out having heard the voices 
and knew they were being rescued. The older ones were frightened and cried 
and the younger teenagers embraced the social workers. All went back to the 
main building having confirmed they had rescued all the fifteen girls. 
 
In the lounge the staff was being documented and photographed by the police. 
The girls were brought into the seminar room and given a dental check up and 
the results recorded. Five were noted as being minors. The manager Barlow and 
three staff members escorted by police went to the kitchen and water, food and 
coffee were prepared and served.  
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After the staff was interviewed, documented and statements taken and recorded 
on laptops and printed on the hotel printer, the girls testifying signed them. They 
had been abducted and sexually exploited and abused. Barlow the manger was 
arrested with three senior staff and their rights were read, supervised by Ross. 
He was making sure that the trial of evidence was legal and intact. Then the 
whole group with the suspects was escorted to the boat. 
 
Julie rejoiced in the fresh sea air flowed over her as she clung to Eva sitting by 
her side, arms around each other’s shoulders. Mother and daughter reunited and 
surrounded by friends and protectors. She had the taste of sweet freedom and 
felt the relief of a bird released from a cage. She had not felt that way since 
escaping the ‘Sweet 15’ bar to Cagayan De Oro with Annabel. Now she felt it 
was over once and for all. Develio would be arrested and charged with human 
trafficking, kidnapping and Dominique Ortega would be charged with multiple 
child abuse and human trafficking under the child protection law, Republic Act 
7610. She was convinced it would be so. 
 
Eva sent a text message to Juanito, “Julie is rescued and safe.” She texted her 
message and it was received by Juanito to his great relief and happiness. Father 
Alfonso texted to Sister Angelica a similar message. 
 
Julie hoped and prayed for El Toro and Develio to be charged with Barlow and 
the other staff. But justice is so elusive and the trial would put her in greater 
danger of being kidnapped again. She would need protection and safety. They 
would want to prevent her from testifying in court. Attorney Ross discussed with 
Inspector Garcia the filing of the case. It would be filed in Manila where the 
Ortega’s would have less influence and Barlow would be tried in Olongapo. Julie 
would need to have more protection. Ross would be the private prosecutor. In 
regard to El Toro being brought to trial, there was no evidence that he had been 
there other than Julie’s word against his. It would be a brave prosecutor to go up 
against the Ortega’s Espinosa family. He did not tell this to Julie at the time.  
 
Crossing the bay in the launch as it cut through the water casting a thin spray into 
their faces, clean and refreshing Ross recalled the conversation that underlined 
the fears of the lowly underpaid overworked prosecutors. As one of his 
classmates said when he had a few drinks too many, “Its dangerous work. I have 
a family. If the accused is rich, then I am threatened. Why should I risk my life 
and family and make a dangerous enemy and work hard to gather evidence and 
fight a case against a powerful family? I can make a lot more money just do 
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nothing and eventually after a few months I can dismiss it for lack of evidence. 
This is the way it was, this is the way it is, and always will be, you know Ross. 
You can’t beat the system. You are a fool to try, just join it and get rich,” he said. 
 
The system was mostly corrupt, documents getting lost until you offered an 
‘express fee’ to have them found, someone else demands an extra signature, for 
a fee and that could take weeks of delay to arrangement. Lawyers, too, got rich 
off the system. The lawyer asked a high retention fee and some charged for 
every motion and every court hearing they attended. So it was in their interest to 
make as many postponements as possible. They billed their client anyway. 
Cases took up to six years to be resolved. Ross knew it all but he had no part of 
it, he was determined to try and win. 
 
The boat arrived at the jetty and they took the two vans and returned to the Preda 
center. That evening in the Preda center Julie told her story from the beginning of 
her kidnapping and trafficking by Develio, the rapes by El Toro in the ‘Sweet 15’ 
sex bar and her escape and her second capture until the rescue. She did not 
include the meeting with Chris and that she had Ricky by him.  
 
Then all the girls went with the government social workers to the regional office 
where they would make longer statements and the social workers would find their 
home addresses and locate their parents. They would be taken into care or 
referred back to the Preda children’s home for girls for therapy and eventual 
healing and reintegration after the court case. Inspector Garcia took Barlow and 
the senior staff as suspects for questioning to Manila. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
 
 
 

RICKY AND THE HOSTAGES 
IN DAVAO 

 
 
 
 
The following morning the team of Father Alfonso gathered in the Preda center to 
discuss the future. Suddenly the mobile phone of Father Alfonso rang and he 
answered it and smiled broadly. It was Sister Angelica speaking from the Child 
Watch center. 
 
“The great news is that Ricky and Boyet and a group of escaped hostages 
arrived here at the center just ten minutes ago,” Sister Angelica said with 
excitement. They are exhausted, tired out and clearly still in shock after a 
dramatic escape from Scarface and his terrorists, he is the leader of the Abu 
Sayyaf! They are eating and some are sleeping. They have an extraordinary 
story to tell. It’s unbelievable; they escaped from the Abu Sayyaf! They don’t want 
to go to the authorities until they recover. I called Doctor Ian to come over and 
treat them. They have cuts and bruises. They are malnourished and weak. But 
generally they are okay,” she said. “That’s a very happy news! Yes, 
extraordinary!” Father Alfonso replied, “many thanks. I will call you later.” 
 
He turned to the group sitting around the dining table and made the 
announcement, “Ricky and Boyet have arrived at the center, and with the 
hostages they are well and escaped from the Abu Sayyaf!” There were gasps of 
astonishment and excitement. Every one started talking at once, asking Father 
Alfonso questions he could not answer. How did it happen? How could they have 
escaped? Who helped them? Julie jumped up and asked in astonishment and 
with a high voice filled with excitement and wonder, “Who is that Ricky? That’s 
my Ricky! My son, my boy, is it him? Is it him?” she demanded to know. Eva 
persuaded her to calm down. She was shaking with excitement and nervousness 
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at the wild possibility that it could be her son. But no one knew how or if it could 
be. It would be an amazing turn of events should it be so. 
 
Ross said, “Please relax. Don’t get apprehensive. There is no way of knowing if 
he is your boy, Julie. There are many boys named Ricky. It is most likely another 
boy with the same name, just the same name. He never told us the story of his 
life when we met him in the market two years ago. So we did not know who his 
parents were, he never spoke about it to any of the social workers. He was a 
street boy that showed up in the market when he was about ten years old and he 
was there until two months ago. There was a shooting incident in the market and 
he and his friend Boyet disappeared and we have had no news of them until this 
very minute. No one knows who he is.”  
 
“I want to go there! I want to see him! It’s my Ricky. I believe it. He is a good 
looking boy with light hair, surely it is him,” Julie said with mounting hope and 
agitation and worry that her fervent dream would not be dashed. It was the hope 
of being reunited with Ricky that sustained her all the years of captivity and 
abuse. It was the same hope of every troubled parent separated from her child. 
The hope was that things could and would change for the better. There was good 
in the world as well as evil and one day he or she would be found, and would 
return to a happy reconciliation and union. Such is hope that sustains and it is 
what kept Julie alive while waiting for redemption and freedom and news of her 
lost son. Now it had come. 
 
The hope and love for her son Ricky had carried her through dark nights. 
Thinking about him remembering every day they spent walking to school and 
home again and the times they played and walked by the beach were treasured 
and cherished in her memory. The hope to meet and see her Ricky again was 
her salvation. What else is there to live for but for those we love and for those 
unloved and outcast? 
 
Julie and Eva were tense, almost in pain at the thought that it could be her Ricky 
that had gone to the Child Watch center. “We will have a photograph sent by 
WhatsApp,” Jill suggested. “Father Al, please call Sister Angelica and ask her to 
photograph Ricky on the smart phone and send it,” Jill said.  
 
Within an hour of tense waiting the phone beeped and they excitedly hurried over 
and stood around the smart phone of Father Alfonso waiting for the photo to 
download. Then suddenly he appeared. They were looking at the face of Ricky. 
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Julie let out a shrike, “It’s him! It’s him! Oh My God!” she cried in delight, “it’s him! 
He is so grown up, older, bigger, look at him, but it is my Ricky! I want to talk with 
him and I must go to him!” she said excitedly.  
 
Then she cried from a mixture of happiness, anxiety, loss and longing. It was a 
day of powerful overwhelming emotion with much yet to be done and achieved. 
Instead she called Sister Angelica and asked to talk with Ricky. With great 
excitement they talked over the phone until the battery went dead and had to be 
plugged in.  
 
Reason overruled her going back to Davao. Attorney Ross explained, “Julie, you 
must stay here, it is too dangerous to go back now. They are powerful in Davao 
and you will be in constant danger. Alverez could snatch you and Ricky from the 
Child Watch shelter like they did years ago when they raided Father Alfonso’s 
rectory and got the children out. They have the death squads there also and 
Ricky will be in danger.” Ross explained the killing of the twins in the market and 
how Ricky and Boyet had likely witnessed it and were hunted. “It is best that 
Ricky comes here and be with you, it is safer.” 
 
Eva knowing what happened to Benito encouraged her to stay and she would 
stay also. Father Alfonso said, “It is better that Ricky and Boyet come here. Sister 
Angelica said that the hostages will be brought to Manila tomorrow and make a 
courtesy call on the President before leaving the Philippines for their home 
countries. You could meet them all in Manila and then bring Ricky and Boyet 
back here. They will be safer here at Preda than in Manila or Davao. We have to 
catch our flight back also. The election campaign is on and there is much work at 
the center and in the courts. We have to be there,” he said. So it was arranged. 
The next day they would go to Manila, a four-hour drive from Olongapo City. 
 
At the same time in the Child Watch center in Davao, Chris, Peter, Bernardino, 
Pedrino and Aris had recovered after showering, scrubbing off the dirt and filth of 
captivity as if shedding the bad memories that would of course never leave them. 
They slept for many hours and were recovering slowly and eating more. But the 
taste of freedom was enjoyed with every thankful breath.  
 
In the hours after they had escaped every minute was exhilarating as they sped 
across the waters from Jolo Island towards Davao. They were so excited they did 
not want to sleep although exhausted; they wanted to feel the freedom that most 
people take for granted and give little value to until it is taken away. It is only 
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when it is lost, when one is confined, controlled and dominated by another that 
one realizes how precious freedom is.  
 
Then the captivity and the longing to be free came as pain to the human spirit, 
then begins the terrible toll of imprisonment. But as the hours worn on, and the 
boat sped through the sunset and into the night, one by one the exhaustion 
caught up with them and they slumped on the couches and slept. Pedrino and 
Aris stronger and accustomed to sleepless nights took turns standing at the 
wheel and watching ahead for possible collisions. The course was automatically 
set. The boat cut through the waters throwing a white spray that glistened in the 
moonlight. Their ordeal was over and what lay ahead is what bothered them as 
they reached Davao. 
 
A few days of rest and good sound sleep at the Child Watch center and lots of 
their favorite food brought back their strength. Sister Angelica saw that all their 
needs were met. They gained strength and were soon ready after a few days to 
go home and say goodbye.  
 
Mister Turner from the mining company had come down to meet them and see to 
their needs. He brought money and arranged flights to Manila. He listened to 
their stories and ordeal and was amazed at the bonding and cooperation they 
had experienced for them all to survive and escape.  
 
He gave a substantial monetary gift to Bernardino, Pedrino, Aris and Roberto, 
Ricky and Boyet. It was enough to pay their debts and keep their families in food 
for a year. It was a happy send off as Pedrino, Aris and Roberto took a taxi to the 
bus station and Bernardino to the port to take a boat home to Manicani Island.  
 
They all hugged each other and said goodbye. They had become one team, one 
family; all were just needy, threatened humans surviving with each other’s help 
during the captivity and the escape. That was humanity coming together. The 
different social status, race and creed were laid aside like a cloak thrown off. The 
love and desire to live was the bond that brought out the one thing most 
important in all, their humanity and a shared effort to survive. It saw them through. 
They had had a shared experience and a bonding that would never be forgotten.  
 
Sister Angelica explained to Mister Turner the dangers for Ricky and Boyet and 
he arranged separate flights for them so they would not be caught up in the 
publicity that would surround the arrival of Chris and Peter in Manila. After the 



A	STORY	OF	COURAGE	AND	SURVIVAL	IN	THE	PHILIPPINES	

	 226	

media hullabaloo they would meet in a hotel he had arranged. But first the two 
hostages had to be presented to the mayor of Davao and join a press conference 
with the colorful, tough talking mayor who was running for president. He had a 
huge popular following on his promises to crack down on crime and corruption 
and rebuild the nation on a campaign to eradicate the drug menace as he had 
done in Davao.  
 
The next day they went to the office of the mayor, the media were present and 
they were presented as victims who had escaped the Abu Sayyaf. The mayor 
said in a speech that he would defeat the terrorists and bring peace and 
normalcy to the southern islands. He ordered a crackdown on the Abu Sayyaf. 
He praised the soldiers who had died to rescue them. The next day Peter Stanly 
and Chris Rogers boarded a Cebu Pacific plane for Manila. Almost two hours 
later two youth and a religious sister quietly boarded an Air Asia Flight for the 
same destination.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
 
 
 

THE MOST UNLIKELY REUNION 
 
 
 
 
Early the following day Julie, Eva and Father Alfonso as well as Ross and Jill 
from the team for Child Watch left the Preda center by van for Manila and arrived 
at the hotel by eight o’clock. Julie was still feeling traumatized, nervous and 
unaccustomed to be free from the confines of her prison room in the chalet. She 
had had a nightmare the previous night of the arrival of El Toro and suddenly 
woke up with a cry and she was perspiring. Then she recalled where she was 
and what day it was. She became excited and could not sleep anymore. Julie 
showered and dressed and made ready for the trip to meet Ricky. 
 
The group waited in the hotel lounge watching the glass entrance door to the 
hotel and then the taxi pulled up and Sister Angelica alighted and the two boys 
with knapsack over their shoulders got out. Julie jumped up and ran to the doors 
and embraced Ricky and he held her tightly. “Mom, I love you. Where have you 
been?” he asked. 
 
It was all that needed to be said and all Julie ever wanted to hear. They were 
together again after four years of painful searing separation. No greater pain is 
there than for a loving parent to loose a child. The memories of the days and 
nights of early childhood, the holding and the caressing to ease the crying, the 
feeding and the smile of one’s child is what is unforgettable and seared into the 
heart and mind of every loving parent.  
 
And it was that these memories flooded back as she hugged her long lost son. 
Arm around Ricky they walked into the hotel lounge and cheerfully met the team. 
Eva sat with Julie and Ricky and they held hands. Ross, Jill and Father Alfonso 
embraced Boyet. He felt he belonged with them, accepted and respected and 
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they smiled and affirmed him, calling him a “good boy”, a “brave boy”, as no one 
else had ever done previously. He felt proud to be one with these caring adults. 
They also welcomed Ricky in the same manner. It was a time of happiness. They 
went to breakfast. 
 
“We will meet here also with our older brothers, Peter and Chris,” Ricky said to 
the group at breakfast. “When they departed to visit the mayor they said they will 
come here also. You must meet them. We were together for six weeks as 
prisoners of Scarface.” 
 
The group went to a quite room off the lounge and there they listened to the boys 
tell their story. It was the first time they had the chance to talk about it all. Soon 
the shocking details of their ordeal came pouring out. They interrupted each other, 
stumbled over their words, became breathless in the excitement of telling their 
adventure and what Peter and Chris had endured and there near execution and 
then the attack and their daring escape. And then suddenly Boyet said, “I cared 
for Peter everyday and brought him water and food and Ricky cared for Chris, 
because I said he looks like him.” And he laughed at his own joke.  
 
That remark caused Julie to sit up and recall the man named Chris that she had 
known briefly for one night in the terrible situation of the ‘Sweet 15’ sex bar. For a 
fleeting moment the thought passed her heart. But dismissed it as being a wild 
fantasy and a fond memory. If only they could ever meet again was all that she 
felt and the fleeting thought was gone. 
 
The phone of Sister Angelica rang and she took the call and looked up at the 
group and said, “They are here, just arrived with Mister Turner and they have 
shook off the media. Angelica went out to the lobby and met the three men. Peter 
was walking slowly with a limp, Chris was weak, a bit gaunt, but feeling stronger. 
They came into the private lounge and everyone stood up to greet them and 
shake their hands and they gave congratulations on their amazing escape. Boyet 
and Ricky hugged them and they returned it warmly with smiles. Then they sat 
down.  
 
“The boys have just been telling us about their ordeal and what you have been 
through,” Father Alfonso said. “Yes, it was terrible, perhaps you don’t want to talk 
about it just now,” Ross said. “No, it’s better to talk about it together,“ Chris 
replied. “It was difficult to talk and we were feeling weak and exhausted even 
though we had a good rest at the Child Watch center, our thanks to Sister. It was 
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stressful with the reporters asking so many questions non-stop. We couldn’t 
answer all of them but it was soon over and we got away,” he said with a smile. 
 
Julie was staring at him intently. It was twelve years since she had seen her 
Chris that one night in a dim dirty room where they had a loving encounter. Is this 
the same man? Could this be him, she asked herself, after all these past years 
when he was the only kind human she had met in the years of detention and 
exploitation by El Toro. She could not convince herself that it was him, just a 
false hope, a dream, because it was just so unbelievable, so impossible and so 
unlikely. She would not even think about it had not Boyet said what he did say. 
She looked at Ricky for a resemblance and there she saw it.  
 
A feeling was rising in her that she could not contain, she stood up, although not 
wanting to leave Ricky, yet she was being overwhelmed with emotions and 
excused herself and left the room quickly and ran into the open lounge and sat in 
a chair and bent over crying overwhelmed with feelings of confusion that she 
could not understand. There was no explanation for her feelings nor could she 
believe and accept the truth of the resemblance of what she had seen in the face 
of Ricky and Chris Rogers. It was uncanny or had the comment of Boyet just 
placed that facial resemblance there in her mind? Was this just what she wanted 
to believe that Ricky was the child of Chris?  
 
Such a thing could not be happening after all she had been through and her mind 
was confused. Did he recognize her? Apparently he did not. That thought passed 
through her mind and it hurt her for a moment. He had forgotten her and if it 
really was him how could she know? But then it was so long ago and they were 
twelve years older. The likelihood of such a coincidence was far beyond believing 
for him or even her. These were the questions that were piling up in her mind and 
heart.  
 
Sister Angelica and Eva came out to sit besides her seeing how she was upset. 
They presumed that she was being traumatized again hearing the story of Chris 
Rogers and Peter Stanly and the story of Ricky and Boyet and it brought back 
memories of her own captivity. 
 
Yet she could not accept the shock that this man was the likely father of her son, 
a son who had by the most bizarre and unusual of coincidences happened to 
meet him and be kidnapped with him. But as it was explained to her later that 
given the law of truly large numbers that says that something however remotely 
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possible will eventual come to be in time.  
 
And so it was the miracle of coincidence but Julie preferred to think that it was an 
act from the force of eternal goodness that binds all things and people together to 
bring about good in the world. Such events were possible when people choose to 
do well and to be good to others. Julie was convinced that her Ricky was a good 
brave boy and had the force of goodness strongly in him. It was not by chance 
that he had been on the island of Manicani when they were kidnapped. It was by 
design she believed. It brought her and Chris together again. Were not children 
the bonding between parents, an expression of their mutual love, and the living 
replica of themselves combined to carry on their existence and love in their lives 
and in the lives of their children’s children? In this way they would live forever. 
 
The members of the families of Peter had come up from Melbourne weeks 
previously. The brothers of Chris were waiting for his arrival in Manila. They were 
on their way to the hotel with Mister Turner.  
 
Father Alfonso, Ross and Jill were leaving for the late afternoon flight to Davao 
and Sister Angelica, Eva, Julie, Ricky and Boyet would return to the safety of the 
Preda center in Olongapo City. Davao was too dangerous, the death squad was 
still on a rampage and the bodies were still falling to their smoking guns. The 
mayor running for president was egging them on and pledging to eliminate all 
suspects within six months of being in office. He was being idolized as a 
champion and political celebrity. He was having a major television interview the 
following day in Davao and Jill wanted to be there to view it. 
 
While the arrangements were being made to leave for the airport and for the van 
to be brought around, Julie and Chris separated themselves from the group and 
met alone in a small alcove. “I knew you were the girl I met in the bar the moment 
I saw you this morning,” Chris said haltingly and unsure of himself. “I did contact 
Father Alfonso after I left you but it was too late they said. You had gone and the 
place was burnt down.” 
 
Julie looked at him and saw a very different man before her. A man called Chris. 
He had changed greatly in the past twelve years. Here was a man who had 
suffered and was traumatized like she was. It was the experience of near death 
that was etched in every line of his face, in every wrinkle, in the premature gray 
hairs of a man who carried suffering and hardship as she did. This man she 
could understand. What she said was straight and uncontrolled without a thought, 
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“Ricky is your son.” 
 
Chris was stunned as if hit by a stone. He stared at her and his face, looked 
dazed and lips trembled. Was it from his condition a few days from the jungle 
escape? Or was it because of a powerful surge of his twelve years of longing for 
Julie? Or was it because he had come to know and care for Ricky in a friendship 
that he did not understand? Ricky who had cared for him in the jungle hell was 
his son? It was unbelievable and he could not get his mind to understand and 
accept it. The coincidence was just too much. But stranger things had happened. 
 
His voice faltered in trying to speak, to bring out the question, asking the 
explanation, accepting the unbelievable shock of her words. Julie just smiled at 
him with understanding and nodded and reached out and held his shaking hands. 
Finally he spoke again hoarsely. “Do you think it is really so, he is our son?” he 
asked. “Yes,” she answered, “and at some time in the future we will meet again 
and can be together and talk about it.” 
 
“Yes, we will, we surely will,” he said. “It is our secret, no one else knows this but 
us. They are looking for me now but I will come back. I will be back. I will contact 
you through Sister Angelica. He stood and was still perplexed and trying to 
understand the wonderful amazing words of Julie. He slowly backed out of the 
alcove still looking at Julie in wonderment. She stood and smiled a warm smile 
and he left knowing that she loved him.  
 
His brothers were waiting and when they saw him they came quickly to embrace 
him. He was teary-eyed, emotional and he hugged them for the first time in many 
years. The sadness of parting from Julie with the revelation about Ricky, that he 
had a son, left him for a quite feeling of happiness. The twelve-year-old with 
whom, through the most extraordinary coincidence of human experience, he had 
endured and survived with his help the worst and most terrible trauma of his life.  
 
His feelings for her and Ricky were overwhelming and made him weak and 
vulnerable. They were welling up inside him and he could not cope with them not 
knowing what they were. Then on top of this the joy of finding his brothers whom 
he realized really cared for him. He was overcome with deep emotion. He felt 
truly loved for the first time in his life since the passing of his college sweetheart. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
 
 
 

THE CARTEL 
 
 
 
 
It was a tense meeting in a secret safe house in a small town just west of the city. 
The three men and one woman were part of a secret organization. The one 
member called Politico had called the meeting. They were discussing the 
difficulties facing the importation and the distribution of the crystal 
methamphetamine hydrochloride, known by the street name Shabu, or crystal 
meth. It is a very addictive drug in high demand. The purpose of the meeting was 
to discuss ways to expand their distribution network beyond Davao City and 
Mindanao. The network was unknown to the mayor and his close-in associates. 
But there were rumors and Sister Angelica had picked them up but nothing could 
be confirmed.  
 
They were inbeded and working secretly in the dark shadow of the city 
administration. They were dicussing the business of the crimnal ‘Scorpion 
Network’ to which they were dedicated and had sworn allegience. They were 
determined to control the illegal drug distribution and eliminate the competition 
and form a nation-wide cartel. Bold naked ambition called for a bold plan and an 
unlikely alliance.  
 
It called for the very best in intelligent strategic planning, cooperation, deal 
making, distribution planning, collection and money laundering. As Doctor Bacay 
told a meeting of the Child Watch board and the then commissioner of human 
rights, “After human trafficking, illegal drug trading and trafficking is the worst 
crime on the planet. It builds a captive market by addicting millions of people, 
especially the youth, destroying lives, driving drug related crime and killing 
thousands. It is a business that makes billions of dollars.” 
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The Scorpion Network was at the heart of the drug trafficking and it involved 
human trafficking also. The elderly sex tourists use the drug to boost their 
stamina and enhance their ability to sexually abuse young girls and boys. The 
group’s other activity was to invest that huge wealth in legitimate business 
enterprises and protect themselves by manipulating the political process and 
corrupting politicians. It was the Godfather story over and over. 
 
They only used code names to mask their true identities and to avoid detection or 
possible eavesdropping. As they entered the meeting room they put aside 
weapons, left their bodyguards outside and had agreed in advance to an 
electronic body search so no one could have a concealed weapon or a recording 
device. Mobile phones were banned. Trust was never a virtue they shared.  
 
The man known as The Trooper was talking, “We have everything in place in the 
city and in most of Mindanao. Our distribution business is growing. It is tightly 
controlled and there is no obstacle to sales and distribution and the payments 
come in intact and on time. Thanks to the elimination of most of the undesirables 
who cheat. The terminators are eliminating the competition and no questions are 
asked and no investigations take place. The only thorn is that human rights 
commissioner. She has to be eliminated some day. We are still just beginning to 
grow, there is the competition in every other city where we want to expand. They 
are well armed, police protection is strong and they are very jealous of territory 
and it’s almost impossible to penetrate. That is the task we have to address 
tonight.” 
 
“Yes, there is a great opportunity for us to expand the distribution since the 
crystal meth supply is getting through thanks to the general. The demand is 
growing thanks to the girlie-bar tourism and the many foreign tourists coming in. 
They are looking for the stuff and pay ten times as high as the locals. Our girlie 
escort business is growing also and I will see that it continues unimpeded,” said 
the woman nicknamed The Trafficker. 
 
“Yes, the supply is getting through and its very high quality,” said the man known 
as The General. He still had to get his children through the expensive halls of 
Cambridge in the United Kingdom, of whom he was inordinately proud. He was 
also building a mansion on the Antipolo Hills south of Manila. 
 
“General, are you sure the Mexican supply chain is reliable? It is very expensive 
crystal meth, but I admit it is superior to the cheaper Chinese competition from 



A	STORY	OF	COURAGE	AND	SURVIVAL	IN	THE	PHILIPPINES	

	 234	

the mainland. We have loyal dependent customers. Does the US Navy continue 
to support the national government anti-narcotics team since our mayor has 
become vocal in his anti-American rhetoric?” he asked. “Do they intercept any of 
the ocean trawlers, mother ships? We are expecting a big shipment soon, 
correct?” asked The Trooper. 
 
He was referring to the South American mother ships, ocean-going fishing 
trawlers that brought the drugs to the Sulu Sea from South America. It was then 
picked up by fast motor boat and brought ashore on remote beaches along the 
thousands of kilometers of the Mindanao coast. From there it went to a secure 
location where they cut and packaged it and brought it to various distribution 
points.  
 
The smugglers were impossible to trace. But the US Coast Guard tracked the 
mother ships from South American ports by satellite and the Philippine 
government was tipped off. But they seldom could intercept and they could not 
catch Scarface in his super fast speedboats. The interrogation of Aris and 
Pedrino when they were kidnapped with Ricky and Boyet, was to locate remote 
uninhabited landing beaches not far from a road where Scarface could offload 
the cartons of crystal meth and heroin. 
 
“Don’t you worry,” answered General Piscalle, “as long as Scarface is operative 
with his kidnapping and beheadings he distracts the authorities and the US Navy. 
He does the pick-ups for me as a sideline. He gets a cheap supply that keeps his 
fighters high and aggressive for the fight every time,” he said.  
 
“I heard he ambushed a commando unit near Panikul recently, killed them all. I 
hope his fighters were not running high on our Shabu, were they?” The Trooper 
asked The General. “No, not at all,” Piscalle replied, lying as usual. “Scarface has 
his own supply. Cheaper stuff comes in from Nigeria by plane.” He could lie so 
easily and smoothly with authority that it sounded so much like the truth. But it 
was true. 
 
“The Nigerians have a distribution network here too in the Philippines and nearby 
countries. They are supplying and distributing here and exporting it to Malaysia 
and Indonesia. Scarface has his own distribution network there. They pick up 
their supplies, pass it to Scarface, he takes it to Sabah and from there it travels 
north by land. Then he does another kidnapping or two to finance his next buying 
spree to supply his real business, drug trafficking. There is also another 
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distribution network around Cebu and Manila and they have control of the market 
there. So, if we plan to expand we have to take care of them. They have strong 
political and police protection,” he warned. 
 
In fact Piscalle was secretly bringing in an extra supply of drugs and supplying 
Scarface and getting highly paid for it from the ransom payments raised by the 
kidnapping and the drug sales. He provided tip offs to Scarface of any anti-
narcotic enforcement patrols. The group of conspirators around the table drinking 
San Miguel beer did not know it. The Trooper would have been very angry, as 
some of his buddies had been killed in that massacre perpetrated by Scarface.  
 
The Trafficker spoke with authority and firmness in her voice, harsh and strong. 
“What makes us successful in controlling and dominating the market here in 
Mindanao is the political establishment. The powers that rule the city believe in 
patriotism, in discipline, in control and anti-crime and anti-corruption or that’s 
what they say. It’s maybe just politcal rethoric and hyperbol but it wins votes. 
They have there own corruption but it is controlled within the inner circle. The 
unorthodox crime control team is under our direction unknown to the Boss-man  
of course,” she said with insider knowledge, meaning the death squad.  
 
“The  Boss-man and his inner circle is proud of the anti-crime campaign and he 
even boasts about the unorthodox violent methods that are necessary. The 
Trooper and his teams help in providing most of those unorthodox methods and 
that means we benefit. We supply the hit list, mostly pushers of the competition. 
The Boss-man and his inner circle believe they can keep control of the candidate 
and direct his power indefinitely to achieve their own goals. They believe they 
can make a more orderly and a better society by allowing the elimination of the 
suspected undesirables,” she said and then went on with her analysis. 
 
“That is just fine with us as long as the undesirables are those of the competition. 
The Trooper sees that it is so. The Boss-man’s own team takes care of some 
suspects, we take care of more. Nothing will be investigated nothing can be 
proven, we are in the clear.” 
 
The General asked, “How is it that the hits are not investigated?” “The Boss-man 
doesn’t know we exist or that we have our elimination teams. He presumes it is 
rogue cops and vigilantes and he is willing to defend them. If he is involved, they 
won’t talk. That is all he does as far as anyone knows. We do the necessary work 
and he is not implicated. Our network is strong and very safe because of his and 
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our teams. We are on the inside. He doesn’t know what we do. We don’t know 
what he does. It’s a good arrangement. That is how we can expand using the 
same methods,” she said. 
 
Then the man known as Politco spoke quietly. He was middle aged, slim, balding 
and sinister but very intelligent. “Yes, you are correct. We are in a strong position. 
How can we leverage it to expand distribution and control our business beyond 
Mindanao? We need to expand the base supporters and build up the profile of 
the Boss-man. He is unaware of this of course and of our group, but we need him 
and his anti-crime campaign and his looking the other way. We do that by 
increasing the unorthodox crime control action. Eliminate a few suspects every 
day. It scares many and generates enough fear to bring a lot of frightened people 
to the side of the candidate. They blame it on the vigilantes but the wonderful 
successful Boss-man gets the credit for keeping the city safe. The media are his 
supporters. Except Jun Pala, and he got killed. Too outspoken against the boss.” 
 
He paused, sipped his beer, thought for a moment longer and then he outlined 
his plan. “We already have a political following in the making. Many of the riffraff, 
pick pockets, small time thieves and the Shabu dealers with the competition have 
been arrested, threatened and warned about their suspected criminal behavior, 
then forgiven and let go on condition that they work for the political campaign. 
They are forever thankful. We let them live and they become the more fanatical 
supporters. So long as we maintain and spread the fear with ‘You are either for 
us, or against us!’ we will have a growing unwavering support group. They will be 
campaigners and recruit more supporters. They will make up a kind of cult 
following. We will encourage and direct them to spread the fear of death to 
anybody who is ‘not for us’. With social media, which we are organizing to spread 
the message and to attack any opposition online and to spread our ‘news’, and 
with encouraging the candidate to use shock tactics the main line media, it will 
work. Unaware people can be easily led if we tell the lie repeatedly. Soon more 
will believe in him by wanting to be a member of a cult, or a celebrity follower and 
to follow the crowd.” 
 
He stopped and looked at the gorup who was listening with intense attention at 
this devilish plan to manipulate the political candidate and use his policy against 
drugs in order to enhance their own drug distributioin business.  
 
“We can generate mob hysteria at rallies, encourage unthinking fanatics, stir up 
their anger at their poverty and existing plight, and promise to change it. We do 
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whatever it takes. Besides there is no effective political opposition in Mindanao, 
that is a lot of votes already. Political power is the goal. It is the most powerful 
force that controls all the rest,” he said convinced that his tactics and strategies 
would win out. The unwitting candidate would be their puppet.  
 
“Do you think it is possible for us to influence the rise of the candidate? How 
could he, a lowely politician, gain such a high office?” The Trafficker asked.  
 
Politico replied, “How do you think Hitler came to power rising from obscurity to 
be chancellor? He had the brown shirts and the paramilitaries. He had a group to 
blame for all national evils and justified violence against them by developing a 
culture of hate. We too have a group to blame and the candidate to blame for 
social evils and poverty. The  targets to wage war against are drug addicts and 
pushers and drug lords, provided they are not ours. Ours remain untouched and  
we supply the demand. We fill the vacuum. Besides the competition will give over 
their customers to us, or be eliminated. Hitler had an ideology, a propaganda 
machine that persuaded the German people that he was their only hope of 
cleaning the nation and blaming the establishment that had failed them and 
robbed them of their rights and justice at Versailles. He branded the Jews as the 
enemy of the people, the parasites of society. They were the scapgoats upon 
which he heaped the blame for the failures of the establihment. He would be the 
messiah, the great leader that would make Germany great again. They foolishly 
believed him.” 
 
He continued, “He killed a lot of undesirables, Jews, gypsies, communists, 
political opponents and critics and of course he imprisoned thousands. Most of all 
he slaughtered the unfortunate and innocent Jewish people and got away with it. 
So we must persuade our candidate to go national and build his image as an iron 
fisted crime and corruption fighter. You know, while most people will say they 
want democracy, they love a dictator with golden promises of prosperity and  
national glory. So we give them one.” 
 
There was a long silence at the table. The group was not expecting this from 
Politico. He was known for his closeness to the left, to the communist party, he 
was a friend of Jose Maria Sison, founder of the party now in exile in Utrecht. 
What was Politico doing, talking about making the leading candidate go national? 
 
The woman was the first to speak, “What do you mean he goes national? He will 
grow his image and talk about his links to the Davao Death Squad to the national 
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media? He has to deny that and distance himself from those allegations. He 
should present himself as a clean uncorrupted personality to be a national leader, 
to be president.” 
 
“The presidential elections are coming soon, our candidate has to run,” Politico 
replied. “He is the outsider. We make him a super popular candidate with a 
popular message of crime control and iron fisted anti-crime, anti-drug and anti-
corruption and the people, with our persuasion, will believe it and will support him. 
I am sure of it and with enough money and organizing we could push him to 
make a bid for the presidency. Think of it, the unorthodox anti-crime, anti-drug  
campaign goes national. We win and take care of our enemies and dominate the 
drug trade.” 
 
The group was stunned. Unbelievable! They had never thought of their candidate  
going for the highest office in the land of one hundred and three million people. 
How could a man who had never held national office, just a mere one term 
congressman and a city mayor, make a credible bid for the presidency? It had 
never been done. It was unthinkable. Yet Politico was convinced that it was 
possible. He was not finished either in appealing to the group support for his bold 
plan. 
 
“Our man already has a very popular following. Everyone here in southern 
Mindanao idolizes him, and he is outside the mainstream oligarchy of the ruling 
elite in Manila. He will be the first candidate from Mindanao. Behind the scenes 
we can make a secret strategic alliance with the Marcos family in the north. The 
son of Marcos can run as vice president. Our candidate supports Marcos, gives 
the southern votes to him as vice president and he gives the votes of the north to 
our man for president. Marcos has already agreed. If they work together then 
they both have a chance.” 
 
“If we don’t, the traditional elite will win again and we will be marginalized in the 
south. Our business will never expand without national political support. The 
other networks with political help and Chinese shabu will continue. We secretly 
be fellow travelers in the shadow of the candidate and see that he wins. Then we 
win,” Politico concluded. 
 
The third man known as The Preacher, a man of piety and prayer and religious 
revival meetings with lots of money, spoke up, “I think it is a brilliant plan. We 
fund his campaign to be president and we end up with Malacañang Palace as our 
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base. You may think it is impossible but Donald Trump the outsider won the 
presidency of the United States, a tycoon with never having held any elective 
office. He is running against the party, against the odds, against the media.”  
 
“Who would ever have thought it possible?” The Preacher went on. “Despite his 
outlandish disparaging insulting and racist remarks and mocking the disability of 
a disabled journalist and groping married women, he won. It’s amazing! I being a 
man of God I don’t approve of his ways but the marginalized believe in him and 
his impossible promises. He says he will build a wall between America and 
Mexico and ban all Muslims from America. He says he will change politics in 
Washington. He confounded all the experts and pundits and he became 
president.” 
 
“Well, I have to agree. Trump has changed politics as no one in history has ever 
done, so why cant we? We just have to influence our candidate to continue his 
iron fist policies and increase them, or we can do it for him,” said The Trooper. 
 
“So long as he continues to make his outlandish threats to kill a lot of criminals 
and suspects, in self defense of course, and end corruption to save the nation, he 
will get massive media coverage and will be elected,” The Preacher went on 
enthusiastically, excited with the prospect. Then we will be in control. We can 
have a monopoly, a single cartel. The Trooper here will see to it that only the 
competition is targeted and eliminated. Besides as it works here, so it will work 
on the national level but we have to make an alliance. We only have to keep this 
secret. We just have to get him to run hard for president and get him elected.”  
 
“He says not to elect him, that he is not ambitious, has never had thoughts of 
national political life and he is stubborn, hardheaded and says whatever comes in 
to his mind at any given time. How can we control him?” The General asked. 
 
“By spiritual influence,” The Preacher replied. “What? Get him to go to church?” 
asked The Trafficker. “No, as his influential spiritual advisor I will tell him it is 
God’s will to put him into the presidency. He trusts me and believes what I say 
comes from God. I can give him from my considerable resources. God has 
blessed me above others, and he can use my private jet,” he added.  
 
“But he is not a religious man. He boasts about his womanizing,” answered the 
woman. “Exactly, he doesn’t know his own vulnerability and I will exploit that. 
One day he will say that God made him president, mark my words,” The 
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Preacher said. “I guess that could be an asset. He is critical of the Church, says 
they are hypocrities and the male voters woud love that he endorses and 
approves their womanizing too. So, you can say he will get their votes. That 
alone would swing the election his way.” 
 
The group was greatly impressed with the daring scheme to get their mayor to 
run for the office of the president on his law and order platform to eradicate drug 
usesrs, pushers and distributers. Just what they needed and then they would 
control him thereafter.  
 
It sounded implausible, yet who would ever have proposed writing a novel with 
the story line of a prospective candidate for president of the United States that 
was lured into a honey trap with prostitutes by a former KGB spy, who was later  
president of Russia. That he hacked the servers of Clinton and manipulated the 
elections to get his selected candidate elected and control him. It would be 
rejected as ridiculous, implausible and unbelievable. No publisher would consider 
it. Until the many connections between Trump and Putin before the elections 
were revealed and dirty tricks rained down on Hillary Clinton. Everyhting is 
possible.  
 
Then Politico who had a inside connection and the ear of the candidate spoke up, 
“Our candidate is not a well man. He needs all the medical help we can give him. 
He talks about his poor health condition all the time. He says he has a heart  
disease from smoking, that is, congenital heart disease. He could die anytime. 
He has other health problems and back pain. So long as we keep him supplied 
with his medication, the painkillers, he will continue to function and be 
cooperative, but there may be serious side effects. His pronouncements and 
speeches are too uncontrolled and off message and causes a lot of controversy. 
It has to be controlled. We have people close to the seat of power. Do you know 
the saying, ‘Those behind the throne, rule’? It is political power that will give us a 
springboard onto the national scene,” he finished. They had their plan and it was 
now to put it into operation. They left the meeting one by one in secrecy.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
 
 
 

THE ENVELOPE 
 
 
 
 
A week later an envelope arrived for Jill delivered from Manila by FedEx. She 
opened it carefully, wondering if it was hate mail since her articles and blogs had 
attracted attention. But it was a technical report from some unnamed person or 
agency regarding the gathered material, bullets and oil samples as well as 
photos of tire tracks sent to her dad. It was headed ‘Strictly Confidential’.  
 
Analysis reports on materials submitted. 
Bullets and casing special issue to JSoc personnel. 
Oil and threads likewise.   
Report end.   
 
That was it. There was no heading or a signature, just the stark information. Jill 
sat holding the sheet of paper looking out the window, wondering and thinking. 
Then she knew it was from her dad or someone he knows. It just says one thing 
‘Special issue to JSoc’. “What is that? That is the key to understanding it,” she 
went to the laptop, connected to the Internet and starting searching. Jill searched 
Google for JSoc. Then she called up Ross. 
 
“I have a two line report regarding the sources of the bullets and oil and tires 
found at the crime scene in the market.” “And what does it say?” Ross asked. 
“They are special issue to JSoc, Joint Special Operations Command of the US 
counter terrorism strike and assassination force.” “Oh my God! Do you think it 
was some rogue US operatives that killed Jimmy and Jamie?” he asked 
incredulously. “No, but the death squad shooters may have been trained and 
supplied by JSoc and are using it for their own private operations of the Davao 
Death Squad,” Jill said. 



A	STORY	OF	COURAGE	AND	SURVIVAL	IN	THE	PHILIPPINES	

	 242	

“I will go there later and give the group a briefing. I have done some research on 
them.” “Okay there is a meeting of the group tonight anyway to discuss the court 
cases and filing of charges against Develio and Alverez and the resort manager 
and staff,” Ross replied, feeling pleased at the prospect of seeing Jill again and 
listening to her voice and watching her gestures and movements and admiring 
her. They had grown closer during the trip to Olongapo City and the operation to 
rescue Julie. They had more time to be together and talk. 
 
Later that evening the group assembled in the Child Watch center lounge. Jill set 
up a projector and connected her laptop. After a while chatting and passing 
around juice, coffee and biscuits, she began. 
 
“Hi everyone! You may remember Ross and I picked up shell casing and dug the 
bullets out of the market woodwork. We also took samples of the oil and tires of 
the motorbikes.” She clicked on the laptop and the images of the tire tracks and 
the oil and bullets appeared projected on the wall. “We now know that they are 
not just ordinary materials. They have been analyzed in Washington by our 
supporters and it appears that they are a special issue, as the two line report 
says,” she clicked on that. It appeared. 
 
Bullet and casing special issue to JSoc personnel. 
Oil and threads likewise. 
Report end. 
 
“What is this JSoc agency from where these bullets and other materials came 
from?” Ross asked. He was pleased that his evidence gathering at the market 
had produced some important information, a lead to solving the crime, perhaps. 
Jill was ready with the answers that she had found about the JSoc on the Internet. 
The group was waiting in expectation. 
 
“JSoc stands for ‘Joint Special Operations Command’, and it was first set up in 
the 1980s, but grew massively after the 9/11 attack on the twin towers and now 
comprises as many as twenty-five thousand highly trained and skilled operatives 
drawn from the best of the US armed forces. The Navy Seals, the Army’s Delta 
Force, the Air Force’s 24th Special Tactical Squadron and the 75th Ranger 
regiment. Under the Bush administration it took it’s orders directly from the 
president or the secretary of defense. JSoc became the center of the counter 
terrorism action by the United States. It’s primary mission among others is to 
track down and kill the suspected leaders of organizations labeled as terrorist. It 
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is a military organization, part of which is a state sanctioned assassination team.” 
 
She went on, “Once an enemy target group has been named as a terrorist 
organization, its leaders are targets for JSoc assassination. The operatives go 
after them wherever they may be in the world and kill them on sight. No further 
permission needed. They can do it by any means whatsoever including using 
local assassins, drones and missile strikes commandos, whatever it takes.” 
 
“JSoc is the reincarnation of the idea of ‘cutting of the head of the snake’, to 
assassinate leaders of the terrorist groups opposing the United States anywhere 
in the world. The idea to go outside the norms of regular warfare and operate 
clandestine death squads began with the Delta Force hunter-killer, counter-
insurgency, intelligence gathering units in Vietnam.” Jill paused and adjusted the 
projector to show photos of the units in full battle gear setting off on a mission. 
 
Then she continued with the presentation. “They were the death squads of the 
Vietnam War but today JSoc is more deadly and more lethal. They have had 
significant success. In the early days they led the invasion of Panama and 
tracked down President Noriega but missed catching him until he was found 
hiding in the residence of the Papal Nuncio in Panama City. And three days later 
he surrendered and was taken and convicted in the US. Invading a country to get 
one man was a somewhat of an overkill even for the JSoc.” 
 
“Then JSoc hunted and caught Saddam Hussein, monitoring his phone and 
locating him that way. Caught the drug lord Pablo Escobar, in Columbia. He was 
shot as he ran across rooftops. Mohammed Farah Aideed, a Somali warlord who 
controlled much of Mogadishu, was to be captured and killed, but it failed .You 
will remember the movie ‘Black Hawk Down’.” 
 
Jill changed the pictures to show photos of the group and the images of the 
leaders killed. The group was exchanging comments and everyone was deeply 
impressed by the presentation. Jill went on.  
 
“Abu Musab al- Zarqawi, the leader of the insurgent group al-Qaeda in Iraq, was 
next. He became the most belligerent terrorist leader and the ‘man-hunt’ team 
eventually tracked him down. They finally found him after months of surveillance 
by following his spiritual advisor to a house twelve miles from the US operations 
headquarters. They called in a bombing strike and killed him. His successor Abu 
Ayyub al-Masri, the Egyptian who had been Zarqawi’s deputy, then commanded 
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al-Qaeda in Iraq. He later changed al-Qaeda into ISIS. The JSoc units are still 
killing the leaders. But the most successful of all was the Seal Team 6 under 
JSoc that got Osama Bin Laden.” The audience was fascinated and let out a 
collective breath at this news wondering what the connection to the Philippines 
and the death squad was. Jill had the answer for them. 
 
“Here in the Philippines, JSoc was called in after the kidnapping of the 
missionaries Martin and Gracia Burnham in May 2001 by the Abu Sayyaf 
terrorists. JSoc had a role in hunting the leader at that time. His name was Abu 
Sabaya. It seems they got him to use a bugged satellite phone and tracked his 
movements by a drone. Then he was intercepted at sea near Jolo by Philippine 
commandos and killed. That’s the official story but we don’t know what really 
happened. Maybe Seal Team 6 and the Pilipino commandos had a joint 
operation. His body was never found by the way,” Jill said. 
 
The group gave her a round of applause. Ross spoke for the group in admiration, 
“Jill we all thank you for that. It’s very informative and impressive.” “Not correct, 
it’s all on the Internet. It’s only research, cut and paste,” she answered modestly. 
 
“What does it mean for us and the fact that the bullets and motor bicycles that 
killed Jimmy and Jamie could have come from the JSoc supplies?” Father Al 
asked. “Not directly but possibly stolen, or given as part of training to Philippine 
troops and commandos.” “Is this US group still here in the Philippines?” Father 
Alfonso asked. 
 
“For thirteen years, since 2002, JSoc had a six hundred troops based in 
Zamboanga City, training and advising the Armed Forces of the Philippines. But 
just this recent February they have greatly reduced the numbers and there are 
just a smaller group of advisors remaining. They have an official statement to say 
they will be giving strategic advice rather than training and joint operations on the 
ground. The massacre of the Filipino rescue group that went into the Jolo jungle 
to save Chris Rogers, Peter Stanly, Ricky and the others had a JSoc advisor. He 
and a few other Filipinos survived and escaped. I believe they are still tracking 
Scarface, the Abu Sayyaf leader that kidnapped the group,” Ross said. 
 
Jill answered checking her notes, “It’s likely that they turned over some of the 
surplus equipment, arms and ammunition to the Filipino commandos in the past 
years or more recently even when they closed out the program. Besides it’s an 
official US government command that is training Filipino assassins by the looks 



RICKY	AND	JULIE	

	245 

of it. And it’s possible that some of the motorbike riding assassins may have had 
training there and have turned their skills against innocent suspects.” 
 
“It’s time for us to talk to US authorities,” Ross said urgently, “but whom can we 
talk too?” Jill answered with a possible line of enquiry, “I will ask my dad to make 
a contact for us in the embassy. Surely JSoc has a liaison officer in the 
embassy.” “Do you think they would talk with us?” Ross replied. “Well, we can try, 
can’t we?” she replied smiling a gorgeous smile that melted his heart. Ross just 
smiled. Later that evening she sent an email to her dad asking for a reliable 
contact.  
 
Three days later her phone rang asking for her. A female voice with an American 
accent said, “I am calling for Jill Duncan.” “This is Jill, who is this?” “Hi, I am 
Sylvia at the embassy. I was asked to contact you.” “Oh Yes we have to talk but 
not over the phone. When is a good day for you?” Jill aksed. “I got a directive 
from Washington, so any day is good for us.” “Ok I will call you back,” Jill said.  
 
Immediately she called Ross and they agreed that the following Thursday would 
be best, he would have no hearings. They flew Cebu-Pacific to Manila, got a taxi 
along Roxas Boulevard to the US embassy and checked in at the security gate of 
the tightly guarded building. Sylvia met them at the entrance and escorted them 
as they walked across the tree-shaded compound between the gate and the 
annex building. They had to leave their cell phones and IDs with the guard. They 
went to the upper floor by elevator and passed through thick security doors to a 
meeting room. 
 
They introduced themselves and Sylvia said her job was an advisor and 
communications specialist. “As you may know there is a death squad operating in 
Davao and I have written some critical pieces about it and I have received death 
threats. Attorney Ross, a human rights lawyer, has been attacked and almost 
killed. There is some material evidence that the killers may have been part of the 
United States police-training program named ‘Balanced Piston’, under the Joint 
Special Operation Task Force Philippines. We just want to know if the Davao 
police had any personnel assigned to the training, off the record of course,” Jill 
said.  
 
Sylvia was silent for a moment, she hesitated at the shock question, direct, blunt 
and seeking the truth. “That’s classified information,” she finally said, “I can’t 
confirm or deny that training but its true that the United States State Department 
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is giving funding to the Philippine police in its anti-narcotics drive. It is waiting for 
congressional approval for more financial aid for the Philippine National Police,” 
she said. 
 
“Yes, but it’s a matter of public record that the Philippine National Police in 
Mindanao has been trained by the advisors of the Joint Special Operation Task 
Force Philippines and we need to know if any of the Davao police were part of 
that training,” Jill pressed Sylvia. 
 
“Well, I can introduce you to an officer here in the embassy who may be able to 
tell you something off the record. It’s above my pay grade to discuss it with you,” 
Sylvia answered. She picked up the phone and called a number, spoke a few 
words and then hung up and said, “Lets go.” They stood up and Sylvia led the 
way down the hallway through another thick metal security blast proof door. She 
knocked at another door. A voice said, “Come in!” 
 
“This is Commander Jerry Collins,” Sylvia said introducing a Navy Commander. 
He stood, shook their hands. He was dressed in civilian clothes. Sylvia left. 
“Please sit down. What can I do for you? Sylvia told me a little about your 
concerns.” His office was decorated with plaques and citations and photos of 
military units and a shelf with trophies.  
 
“We would like to ask about the training and equipment given to Philippine police 
or military units by the Joint Special Operation Task Force Philippines. Is there 
any record of what units or personnel, especially police or security guards that 
may have been part of the training, benefited from the training exercises?” Ross 
asked as soon as they sat down around the mahogany table. “A piece of the rain 
forest,” Ross thought.  
 
“Well, technically I am not supposed to discuss any of this but since I saw the 
cable from Washington, I can share something with you off the record. Do you 
agree to that condition?” he asked. Jill and Ross exchanged looks and nodded. 
Jill said, “Ok we agree.” 
 
Collins then went on. “We don’t give training to the Philippine National Police but 
only to the Armed Forces of the Philippines and the members of anti-narcotics 
police,” he said and looked that them both as if expecting another question. 
There was none and he continued. “As I am sure you know that the Visiting 
Forces Agreement and the most recent Enhanced Defense Cooperation 



RICKY	AND	JULIE	

	247 

Agreement, that was just declared as legal by the Philippine Supreme Court, is 
between governments and specifically between the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines and the United States. It is training and is not engaged with the 
Philippine National Police or doing anything to assist the policing of the Filipinos,” 
he said. 
 
“However, the operation last January in Mamasapano, Mindanao, was to capture 
or kill the suspected Malaysian terrorist and bomb maker Zukifli Bin Hir, Marwan 
was his nickname,” Ross said. “That was a Philippine Police Special Action Force, 
a police unit trained and directed by the Joint Special Operations Task Force, 
was it not?” 
 
Commander Collins was silent and a look of deep concern and anxiety was 
etched on his face remembering that awful massacre during the operation to kill 
or capture the terrorist. They had done everything to play down the fact that it 
was a Philippine National Police commando force. 
 
“That was a terrible botched operation. Yes, it was a Philippine National Police 
operation not an army unit, and while they killed Marwan they were surrounded 
and lost forty-four men,” he said. President Aquino himself approved the 
operation. He was in Zamboanga that same day expecting a very positive 
outcome. But everything went wrong, as I am sure you know from the media, we 
had noting to do with it,” he lied. 
 
“But it was Operation Exodus. Was that the tenth attempt by the police to get 
him? It was under the direction of the task force, a shoot-to-kill policy would you 
say, it was your operation, was it not?” Jill asked. 
 
“We only helped in the evacuation of the wounded,” Collins said and clearly he 
could not confirm the participation of a few US troops, one reportedly killed. 
“Besides we have closed the training mission there in Zamboanga last month, a 
reduction in force and mission accomplished,” he added. “It may be so but you 
still have training specialists working as advisors?” asked Ross. 
 
“I can’t deny it but we have to be very careful because of the human rights 
situation. The Leahy law does not allow us to cooperate and support with United 
States funds or materials any forces that are violating human rights. The death 
squads are a very troubling problem. If you say you have evidence that they used 
US supplied weapons you should turn them over to us to trace them and close 
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the illegal flow,” he said. 
 
Jill replied, “We have turned them over to the military authorities in Washington 
and that’s why we are here. Our evidence shows that the weapons and 
ammunition and the bikes came from US funds and are used by the death 
squads, committing mass murder and some people are seriously violating US law. 
She took out a pamphlet and added, “I looked it up and it says in part that any 
foreign security force unit where there is credible information that the unit has 
committed a gross violation of human rights … cannot receive US foreign aid or 
arms. There is also the failed hostage rescue operation in Panikul on Jolo by 
Philippine commandos trained by JSoc with two of your advisors, one was killed, 
and it was another massacre with information leaked. What do you know about 
it?” 
 
Collins replied, “That is highly classified. We can’t give information about it. You 
can ask the Philippine authorities.” Then Jill asked, “Is there any record of the 
turnover of US supplied equipment and weapons?” “That’s classified information, 
besides I don’t know where to find that information,” Commander Collins replied. 
“Like hell you don’t,” murmured Jill to herself.  
 
Ross stood up and walked to the wall displaying the photographs and plaques, 
he commented casually. “This is an impressive set of citations and awards your 
Filipino training units have,” he said while inspecting the photographs. “Well, it’s 
been twelve years of the training and advisory on the operation’s program 
directed by the Special Operation Task Force and we specialize in maintaining 
outstanding cooperation and close bonds with the Philippine military and police 
units. That’s my job here,” Collins said. 
 
Ross noticed one photo showing a Philippine National Police major meeting an 
American training officer in front of the North Zamboanga police headquarters. 
Clearly seen painted on the wall at the entrance was the message ‘In God We 
Trust.’ “That explains a lot,” he said under his breath. “It’s what is written on the 
US dollar bill.” 
 
Then he suddenly went tense and frowned as he looked closely at another 
photograph of a group of uniformed Philippine military men posing formally for 
the camera at a graduating ceremony. In the center row he clearly recognized 
some familiar faces. “Well, look whose here,” he said to himself. He was looking 
at the proud Filipino graduates of the anti-terrorism hit squad. The US training 
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personnel were squatting in the front row, Commander Collins was proudly 
smiling at the camera. Ross just noted all and stepped back and casually invited 
Jill to look at it. “See there are our friends in the second row,” he said. Collins 
was at his side. “Do you recognize someone of interest?” he asked. “Yes, a few 
of very special interest,” Ross replied. 
 
"It’s time to go, thank you very much Commander Collins. It was very informative,” 
said Jill, although they had no evidence on how and to whom the US issued 
weapons and ammunition and how motorbikes had ended up in the possession 
of the death squad riders that had killed Jimmy and Jaime. But Ross had that one 
photograph that made the trip worthwhile. It answered the question. Sylvia 
showed up immediately to escort them to the exit. They left and retuned for the 
evening flight back to Davao. Ross told Jill what he had seen in the photo. “Now 
we know. Now we know,” he said. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
 
 
 

THE ELECTIONS 
 
 
 
 
The Election results were being counted after a tumultuous election campaign 
and the outsider, the non-establishment extremist candidate, won with a big 
majority as the polls had predicted. The other five establishment candidates had 
divided the moderate vote. The outspoken candidate promising to kill thousands 
of drug suspects won. There was jubilation among his followers, the cartel 
members smiled broadly and deep dismay and disappointment spread in the 
Church and the establishment. The strong man with the iron fist and the 
campaign against corruption and drug trafficking and abuse was elected to lead 
the nation. 
 
Jill was so angry having heard the news that she fumed at the election results 
and the involvement and the manipulations of the Ortega business empire. She 
felt she had to write her blog. 
 
“The economy,” she wrote, “had grown by a respectful six percent but the 
majority of the people were still in poverty, over worked, jobless or underpaid. 
Unions had been crushed over the years. Again the rich were so much richer and 
the poor so much poorer living on two or three dollars a day. They voted, some in 
desperation and others elated by the tough talk and promises of fighting the 
establishment and ending crime, as if it could ever be ended.” 
 
“They believed in the outsider who promised to stop corruption and help the poor. 
He promised fast, strong, iron-fisted solutions to the problems and the poor 
believed. But can and will he deliver besides fulfilling the threats of death to 
thousands of drug abusers, pushers and other suspects? His election victory 
delivered a stunning blow to the establishment of the rich elite for their 
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complacency and lack of concern for the one hundred and three million people. 
Most of who are still poor, unemployed and hungry people.” 
 
“In some respects it reflects what happened in the United States and is 
happening in Europe, the rise of the populist right wing extremists with the 
migrants and refugees as the enemies and the scapegoats for social and 
economic problems and social media filled with fake reports. In the Philippine 
campaign it is the drug users, the poor who are the enemy to be crushed.” 
 
“Trump promised the poor that the strong outsider billionaires of corporate 
America would save them from the joblessness poverty. Yet it is those same 
billionaires who inflicted the poverty and joblessness upon them in the first place. 
The billionaires exploited and manipulated the middle class and the poor by 
outsourcing their businesses through globalization. Now they present themselves 
as shining knights of virtue ready to rescue the victims of poverty. The US 
election seems to have been a blatant deception, a caravan of lies, blaming 
migrants for the poverty instead of the billionaires who keep down wages. This 
rhetoric calls for the exclusion of all others, banning Muslims and migrants, the 
targets of their nationalistic anti-migrant and anti-refugee policies. The greatest 
shock of all is that they were able to get away with it and fool half of America.” 
 
“Here in the Philippines people are deeply hopelessly frustrated and angry at the 
gross inequality. They turned and elected the strong dominant leader in who they 
fanatically believe is their messiah. They believe he will champion their just 
ambitions to be heard and have justly paid employment. He will oppose the elites 
and the millionaires and make a socially just economy,” Jill wrote with passion.  
 
“In the Philippines it means the exclusion of all who are not supporting the strong-
armed War-on-Drugs and the extrajudicial killing of drug suspects by police and 
vigilantes. Support is based on fear. You are for us or against us, the rhetoric 
seems to say and many people are intimidated and afraid that death squads will 
come calling. The killing of the twins is just one of many tactics to frighten more 
people to obey.” Jill ended her blog and posted it not knowing what to expect as 
a result. She felt better for having done it, come what may. 
 
Dom Ortega was delighted by the outcome of the elections. He used his money 
and influence to support the candidate of his choice and he won. 
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Ricky and Boyet and Julie were safe at the Preda center in Olongapo and soon 
Sister Angelica was able to return to Davao. The team had gathered in the 
lounge at the Child Watch center. They were to watch a television program where 
the new president-elect would state his War-on-Drugs policy.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
 
 
 

TRUE CONFESSIONS 
 
 
 
 
It was a strange call that Father Alfonso received that night in April. It was Lent, 
the forty-day period before Easter and the time when all are called to review their 
lives at a time when the dignity of the person is celebrated. People prepare to 
celebrate the meaning of life and its end, death, the unavoidable reality and hope 
in the resurrection. 
 
For Father Alfonso the death we can experience in this life is a spiritual death, 
and the chance of a renewal of life is worth believing in. Everyone with help can 
make a comeback. He was fond of saying, “Let’s live as best we can in this world 
for the next is not guaranteed.” 
 
It is a time to review one’s life and make a deep examination of conscience. It is 
a chance to live better and find peace and even happiness in our short span of 
human existence.  
 
“Hello, Father Alfonso, this is Father Oscar, the Vicar General of the diocese. I 
have a special request for you from the bishop. He wants you to preach a sermon 
at the retreat for the government employees at their annual Lenten reflection day.” 
“Oh? Why me? I thought I was banned, a persona non grata with the powers that 
be. So why me and who else will be at the reflection day?” “The office employees, 
managers, barangay officials, the police, the present employees and retirees. It’s 
mandatory by order of the city administrator, he organized it. He wants to be on 
the good side of the bishop I think,” he said.  
 
“Who are the other speakers?” Father Alfonso asked. “Father Bernini, Father Joel, 
Sister Angelica and a lay preacher.” “What is my subject?” “You preach on sin 
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and repentance.” “There is a lot of sin everywhere and not much repentance,” he 
answered. “That’s your job to make more repent. Ha ha! I think you are up to it. 
The bishop says you are the best one for that subject.” “I don’t think so, but I will 
try,” Father Al replied, not imagining what awaited him by the end of that fateful 
day. 
 
The audience was about one hundred and fifty employees and they had gathered 
in the parish-meeting hall. Candles were lit giving a relaxing spiritual atmosphere 
to the gathering. There were flowers and a crucifix and the low lighting made it 
easy for reflection and prayer.  
 
Father Joel was just giving his talk to the group about faith. He had spoken about 
believing and action. He was a young activist priest with a love of justice and 
truth. “Faith without action, without action for the poor, without saving life, without 
feeding the hungry, without healing the sick and the needy, as Saint James says, 
our faith is dead. Yes, dead. It is almost worthless. Real faith is doing these good 
things, showing concern and love for others, taking risks for them, loving them as 
we would love ourselves. If we were outcasts, refugees and migrants would we 
not want to be accepted, to be respected and understood? Not to act on behalf of 
the needy, the drug dependents and the hungry? We might be Catholic but we 
are not Christian. He said to a somewhat stunned congregation.  
 
Father Alfonso was sitting at the side listening approvingly, a smile played across 
his face knowing that if anyone could challenge a traditional Catholic to be more 
Christian, it was Father Joel. 
 
“We ought to do for others in need that we would want them to do for us in our 
time of need,” he said. If all we had was taken from us by typhoons, earthquakes 
or war, we would want help. Yes, it sounds a selfish motive to help others so we 
would be helped too, but it is still a good one. With greater faith in eternal 
goodness we can be better, we can do better, we can help others without 
seeking a reward, without expecting anything in return. We can help just for the 
love of humanity. It seems that this is what motivated Jesus of Nazareth, love of 
humanity. He taught that the rich must share with the poor so that they would be 
poor no more. The rich must pay just wages, share the land, create a just society 
where the wealth is shared, where health and prosperity is made for all by all 
working together for the community. The communion of life shared together is 
what Jesus taught and he was killed because of it. Salivation and friendship with 
God, being part of eternal goodness, is not won by just going to church,” he said. 
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“Faithfully attending rituals and rites and repeating formulas in endless prayer 
and not helping our neighbor is not friendship with  Jesus of Nazareth. No, he 
taught equality, justice and love.” His voice was filled with conviction and he 
spoke with strong feelings. 
 
There was a stirring in the congregation, some of the traditional church going 
Catholics were not happy with the sermon, the message. They did not believe in 
what Father Joel was saying and they left the congregation one by one. They 
were perhaps Catholic but not Christian. Twenty people, the wealthy, left in 
protest.  
 
Father Joel, young and engaged in the social issues was not disturbed, he 
expected some to disagree. He knew he was challenging traditional practices 
and beliefs. He knew what Jesus of Nazareth felt like when many turned away 
from his teaching and rejected his message. Some wanted to kill him and 
eventually they did. He was in solidarity with the poorest and he challenged the 
traditional power structure and religious practice of his day. They had him 
crucified. 
 
“The real gospel message is a subversive and dangerous message. It calls for 
social upheaval, equality, social justice and honesty, but it is the truth,” Joel said 
later to Father Alfonso, who understood perfectly and admired the young radical 
priest. He wished there were more like him. 
 
Father Joel finished his sermon. “We have to behave like the Good Samaritan 
who saved the stranger dying on the side of the road, while the rich and the 
politicians walked away. We have to be for life and have faith that is seen in 
action and never condone any killing whatsoever. We are for life and the dignity 
of every human person. If we are not living out in our daily life what Jesus taught, 
we can be called hypocrites for so we will be,” he said.  
 
“Our faith has to be seen in our relationship in society, where social justice reigns, 
and in our families where love and care is given and there is no violence or 
punishment. In real love there is no fear and no punishment. Our faith, as Jesus 
taught us, is what is true and good for human kind. We are more than animal, we 
have reason, knowledge of good and evil, we can know what is right and wrong, 
good and bad, true and untrue, we have the free will to choose to do good or evil, 
that is being human, that is being a good Christian, a good Muslim, a good 
Buddhist and a good atheist.” 
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He paused and allowed the message to sink in. The people were very silent and 
all were looking up at him absorbing the words he had spoken. Words, he knew, 
are powerful, they convey knowledge, enlightenment and truth that overcome 
untruth, lies and propaganda and manipulative conditioning. Powerful words of 
truth can set free the heart and mind, stir up feelings of compassion and stir up 
change in humans.  
 
It was a stirring passionate sermon and it had a deep impression on the people 
gathered most of who were good people looking for a way to be better. They 
joined enthusiastically in the singing of the hymn. The choir began the Jubilee 
Song, and all stood up and joined in: 
 

It's a time of change, a time of peace 
A time when hearts are then set free 
A time to heal the wounds of division 

It's a time of grace, a time of hope 
A time of sharing the gifts we have 

A time to build the world that is one. 
 
Father Alfonso congratulated Father Joel on his strong stirring sermon. As the 
singing died down a receptive congregation was waiting for Father Alfonso. They 
were being fed propaganda everyday, told by politicians and there followers and 
supporters that violence against suspects was good, killing so called criminals 
was an civil act, it was good and cleansed society. The propaganda said that 
women working in sex bars were doing a service for men and it was good too to 
have mistresses. It is what men want and they deserved. Several police were 
looking at the ground ashamed and too embarrassed to leave.  
 
The people were afraid to question and challenge the propaganda and the 
apparent state-sanctioned killings, because the authorities and big families ruled 
by fear. The people were longing to hear the truth and when Father Joel spoke, it 
was enlightening, refreshing and empowering. 
 
Then Father Alfonso came out. He did not stand at the podium but he walked 
freely in front of the congregation, he spread his hands, he looked at them face to 
face showing his understanding and compassion at their plight, their dilemma. 
They were public employees of a regime that was under a cloud of grave 
suspicion and facing allegations of mass murder. They  were people wanting to 
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be good and to be seen as good, but weighed down by a shameful legacy of 
years of death squad murders. 
 
He began quietly to address the group. “As the song says, it’s time for us to 
change, to be set free from the chains of guilt and to heal our divisions in our 
family, in our community. You are all good people, children of God, who respect 
the commandments of Jesus of Nazareth to love one another, to love your 
neighbor as you love yourself. That’s what Jesus of Nazareth taught, that is what 
he lived for and died for as you heard Father Joel say.” 
 
He paused and then continued. “We must continue to strengthen our belief in 
doing what is good and never to condone what is evil. Should we ever fall into 
temptation, repent and God will lift us up and call us to repentance and to be 
healed in our spirit and be reconciled with our neighbors in the community. With 
an honest confession God will forgive and will renew the friendship that will 
sustain us through the daily challenges and hardship of life,” Father Al told the 
congregation, speaking as their friend and advisor. There was no hint of 
judgment or condemnation. Some of the men at the back hung their heads. 
 
Then he went on, “We are all human beings, some are weak, some are strong  
but all are surrounded by a world of vice and temptations. We could easily fall 
into temptation and loose our way, be lead astray and lead a life of sin in the dark 
far from the light. Yes, it is true, we are human, weak and prone to the 
temptations to enrich ourselves, to harm and hurt others and do injustice. This is 
to turn away from the dignity implanted in us. This is when we loose our family 
and the love that we need to be at peace and happy.”  
 
He knew he had a few tough looking hard men in the congregation. They were 
there by command of the big boss and ordered to spy on Father Joel and Father 
Alfonso. They were to listen to their sermons and write down or record on a cell 
phone anything critical of the powers that ruled. 
 
He continued his sermon, “Jesus of Nazareth told the story of the man named 
who fell into temptation and took the money of his father and brothers and went 
away from his family looking for the life of pleasure. We will call him Johannes. 
He entered a life of vice and debauchery. Imagine it today, drugs, gambling, rape, 
murder and crime. He spent all the money on pleasure and eventually he 
became totally impoverished and could only find a job minding the pigs. The 
farmer had such a low view of him, he forbade him to eat the pig food.”  
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Father Alfonso paused to allow the images to form in the imagination of his 
audience, such hunger, such a low life and for them to picture themselves in such 
a dire situation, a criminal, lower than the pigs was abhorrent, a terrible end for 
any person.  
 
“So image what might have happened. That one day there was a big group of 
people passing that way near the pig farm, perhaps, and a teacher was with 
them and he sat on the hillside near the pig farm and began to speak. Johannes 
was so lonely he went to listen to the teacher who spoke of unselfish love, 
understanding and forgiveness. He spoke of a community where people had 
justice and were caring, respecting and helping each other. Johannes heard him 
say children were the most important of all. Women were the source of human 
life and were to be equally respected and honored, loved and cherished. One day 
they would rule the world he said. Sinners would be forgiven if they repented and 
turned to God and asked forgiveness and made recompense.” 
 
“The pig keeper Johannes listened carefully and was deeply moved in his heart. 
He was overcome by a sense of guilt. He had ruined his life by crime and 
wrongdoing. The people in the big group listening to the teacher were hungry and 
asking where they could get food. The teacher and his friends had a few loaves 
of bread and cooked fish. Little as the food was they went around the group and 
shared them. But it was not enough. Then inspired by this sharing of the teacher, 
all the people that had brought food, but hid it for them, had a change of heart 
and they took out their food and shared with those that had none. All ate and had 
enough.” 
 
“Imagine what could have happened. The boy Johannes was starving and he, too, 
was fed as a gift. As he ate his fill he saw the message of the teacher lived out in 
action of sharing. He realized he must repent and admit his guilt having fallen 
away from his family. He lost their respect and love. His conscience revived and 
he was filled with shame for the crimes he had committed. He realized that his 
selfish life of crime and evil had hurt others, his community, his family, his father 
and brother and his friends. He had left them all to satisfy his selfish desires.” 
 
“He ran across the hill to the teacher and knelt before him as begged forgiveness. 
‘I have sinned. How can I change my life and be forgiven?’ he asked .The 
teacher looked at him with understanding and said, ‘Go to your family and 
community and confess your sins, repent and do penance and make 
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recompense and they will forgive you and so will your Father in Heaven’,” Father 
Alfonse paused here to let the message sink in. 
 
Then he explained to the congregation, “Sin is not just a personal act, it is not just 
between each individual person and God. Sin has a social dimension. It is not 
only doing harm to you, separating yourself from the path of virtuous living and 
walking in God’s presence but more importantly it is a social sin, it damages 
others in the community. This is where forgiveness has to be sought and 
recompense made. When you ask for forgiveness it is not only a personal thing 
between you and God, it is asking forgiveness from all those you have hurt, 
betrayed, harmed, deprived and oppressed. We ought to confess to those we 
hurt and to the community when we have wronged them. The community ought 
to forgive the repentant sinner and guide him on how to make recompense,” he 
said. 
 
“Johannes accepted the truth, he had a new mind and heart. He chose to repent 
and confess his sins and ask for forgiveness in public, to his father and family 
and to be treated as a servant.” Father Alfonse finished the story. “The man left 
that place of desolation and loneliness where he felt weighed down with guilt and 
shame. He travelled home to his father’s house in fear and trembling fearing that 
he would be rejected, unforgiven, blamed and punished. Exhausted he arrived 
within sight of his father’s house in the fields. Everyday his father would go out 
and wait on the road for the return of his lost son. When Johannes came within 
sight his father ran to him and embraced his lost son,” the Father said. 
 
“This is my son that was lost but is now found, he was dead, but is now alive,” 
Father Alfonso allowed this important part to rest on the group. He looked at the 
men at the back. They were shifting uneasily in their seats. Some were holding 
their heads in their hands. Perhaps they had been listening, he thought. 
 
Then he ended by saying, “There is forgiveness for those who repent and 
confess. It’s a virtuous act of free choice to accept mistakes and change one’s 
life. To confess and ask forgiveness of God and the community we have hurt and 
to make restitution. They must do justice where we have been unjust. This is the 
way to peace and to unburden one’s conscience of guilt.” He ended and the choir 
then sang the second part of the hymn: 
 

Open your hearts to the Lord and begin to see the mystery 
That we are all together as one family 
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No more walls, no more chains, no more selfishness, and closed doors 
For we are in the fullness of God's time 

It's the time of the Great Jubilee 
It's the time of the Great Jubilee... 

 
The singing came to an end and the group then left the hall one by one and 
Father Alfonso stood near the exit and thanked them and wished them blessings 
of peace. When all had gone there were two men still sitting in the seats. He went 
to them, sat facing them and asked them if there was anything he could do for 
them. 
 
One raised his head and there were tears on his cheeks. His hard dark face was 
that of someone who was filled with remorse. He had small furtive eyes and a 
thin moustache. He looked haunted and afraid. As if he had a glimpse of the 
imagined hell’s fire and he stood on the brink of damnation.  
 
His companion was also looking very frightened, depressed and alone. He, too, 
had unhealthy lines on his face, bags under his eyes as if he had not slept in a 
week. Perhaps his depressed looks were due to sleepless nights, or too much 
alcohol or drugs. He seemed nervous and yet remorseful and scared as if he had 
seen hell too, a hell of his own making, a hell of horrors and nightmares and 
things unspeakable. He looked as if he was broken in spirit without energy or 
strength, without the will to live. 
 
Father Alfonso was confused that these hard men wanted to talk. What would 
they talk about? Did they want confession? What can I say to them, he asked 
himself. What will they say to me? 
 
“Padre,” the man with the moustache spoke up, “I listened to your sermon and 
the story. For the several past months I cannot sleep. I am getting old and I have 
much to confess, but I don’t know how. I don’t know what to say, how to say it. 
What must I do to be forgiven and to find peace, like Johannes. I want to clear 
my conscience. There is so many bad things there, I cannot live with them. I have 
to confess them all to unburden myself as you said in the sermon.” 
 
Father Alfonso sighed and thought to himself, here comes another litany of the 
usual sins, theft, drunkenness, maybe child abuse, infidelity or wife abuse. He 
had heard them all so many times in his priestly life. 
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The second man spoke up, “I, too, want to be forgiven and accepted by God, but 
like you said I have to confess to those I hurt, they are so many, I don’t know how 
many, Padre. I, too, have a conscience, I know right from wrong, but I could only 
do the wrong. Why I choose that way of life, I don’t understand. It just happened. 
My gang mates, my desire for pleasure and money, but it is a bad evil life I have 
led, a criminal life and I cannot do it any more. I can’t do it,” he buried his head in 
his hands and remained silent.  
 
Father Alfonso was wary. It was most unusual for two men to come to him and 
now confessing together. They were openly saying they were criminals, that they 
cannot do it any more. What was it, he wondered, what was their terrible secret? 
 
“It’s okay, you can trust me, your sins and secrets are with me and God. We 
understand and will advice you and if it is repentance you want then God will 
forgive you if you are truly sincere to change and start a new life doing good 
making up for the wrongdoing of your past lives,” he said.  
 
“Padre,” the first man sat up straight, but was ashamed to look directly at Father 
Alfonso, “I confess to you our greatest crime, once and for all, we are the leaders 
of the death squad. We have killed and tortured many and we were sent here to 
kill you,” he said. The other man shook his head in great frustration and anger 
with himself. “That is what I want to confess too. We have done many killings and 
led others to do it too. We run the different death squads.” 
 
Father Alfonso sat up in shock at these words. ”What? What was that you said?” 
he asked and could not believe what he heard the men say. This sudden 
unexpected revelation caused him to be confused, a wave of fear gripped him, 
and sweat broke out on his forehead and stung his eyes. He was out of his usual 
controlled emotional balance. This was a shocking revelation. They were sent to 
kill him and were now telling him. His heart beat faster, his mind struggled to 
understand what he was listening to. 
 
Then despite the apparent sincerity of the men, he was suddenly skeptical. It 
cannot be true, it is too unlikely, it is too farfetched, he thought. If they were going 
to kill him, they would not be telling him like this. They would have done it, 
suddenly without notice like the assassins did to the other priests and pastors 
and human rights advocates. It was some kind of scam, he thought, a stunning 
false admission, an empty threat, he had heard of such scams before, ‘we were 
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sent to kill you but we won’t do it if you give us money for our expenses’, that was 
the usual scam. 
 
“Yes, we want to change, Padre. What must we do?” the man asked. Father 
Alfonso was suddenly focused again on his two would-be-assassins. He was 
sharp and alert. Was it just a scam or something else? 
 
”I have much to confess,” the second man said. “I listened to the story, Padre, I 
have known for a long time that I did evil things, but I could not stop. It became 
routine and I killed and tortured. It has been on my mind a long while, when I was 
ordered to kill you today I knew I could not do it, I had done too much. It is time to 
stop,” he said. 
 
The first man spoke, ”I listened to the other priest and I listened to you Padre. 
And what you said touched me and awakened my dead conscience and I know it 
is time for me and my companion to stop. We agree to confess and change. 
Even before coming here, but this is where we can find a way. Your sermon 
helped us decide, you can help us. If the mastermind knows we confessed we 
are marked men. He will direct our own death squads against us.” 
 
Father Al was realizing that they were serious. They were the death squad 
leaders and were changing sides. It was a huge event and he was the contact 
man to facilitate their surrender. But to whom would they surrender and should 
they? This went beyond the realm of the spiritual and personal confession. It had 
massive social and national implications. What if they went public? Father Al was 
overwhelmed by the responsibility of what he was hearing and the cry of help. He 
decided to encourage them to tell all, it was good counseling and would be 
therapeutic for them and for him. “What brought you to doing these killings? How 
did you become implicated?” he asked.  
 
“The mastermind is powerful and we were younger then. He was like a god to us 
that was almost twenty years ago. He convinced us that we were doing a social 
duty, cleansing society, ridding it of bad criminals. We were making it safe for the 
people. But after a while I knew in my heart they were not all bad criminals, just 
street kids stealing fruit in the market, selling a few sticks of marijuana or Shabu, 
they were not the real criminals. We were the mastermind.” He stopped, wiped 
away tears with a red kerchief decorated with black spots. Then unbelievably he 
went on. Father Alfonso was mesmerized and astonished at what he was hearing. 
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“Most were just street people, users, snatchers, homeless. Then we were 
ordered to kill journalists, political enemies or business rivals. A relative of the 
mastermind would get us to target a rival and we would do it. I know I was wrong 
but my greatest sin is that I enjoyed it. I enjoyed killing, like the mastermind that 
came with us. It was like an addiction for fun, cruse around and find someone to 
kill, shoot them dead from our motorcycles, like Dirty Harry,” and with that he 
bent over put his head in his hands and began sobbing emotionally overcome 
with guilt, regret and remorse.  
 
Father Alfonso did not know what to do. This was shocking and he had never had 
anything like it. Were these the killers of the twins, he asked himself. He did not 
see any tattoos and they did not fit the description of the killers as described by 
Boyet and Ricky. So perhaps they were not. Is it possible they would really 
continue to confess all? But how much was there over twenty years? He sat 
listening and was lost for what to say. 
 
They had appointed him as their confessor, their garbage bag where they came 
to dump the dark troubling memories of evil deeds of their sordid life of rape and 
murder. They were seeking freedom from the guilt that had caught up with them 
after many years of running from it. There is no escape from a guilty conscience, 
it haunts one to the grave. The guilty could survive with the burden for just so 
long and then it burst the dam of an awakened conscience like an avalanche of 
death. They admitted to bringing death to thousands. 
 
The first man spoke, “I did it because I wanted to please my big boss, the 
mastermind. I, too, believed it was a service, eliminating the suspects. I wanted 
the money offered for what we did. But it is always spent so quickly. I am like the 
man in the story, I end up with nothing and I have sold myself to the devil. I 
realized my life is one of crime and sin and it is worthless. I have done terrible 
things, terrible crimes, I killed as many as three hundred people. As you said it’s 
against the people, against the community, help me Padre.”  
 
They remained silent and looked depressed and embarrassed. For men of such 
background and revelations embarrassment was a strange inadequate response, 
perhaps they did not know what remorse was, never having had it before. It was 
the first time they felt the pangs of conscience or shame and felt more like they 
were animals and not human. Now it was there humanity that was calling them 
back to face the terrible reality of what they had become and who they were. 
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Father Alfonso was trying to think what he could advise, tell them to do if what 
they said was true. No one could. They had never confessed before and were 
waiting for him to reply, to guide them. He wondered if they were armed. Father 
Al just sat there. He felt a tinge of fear. He was sitting there listening to these 
dangerous people who said they were killers, sent to kill him, mass murderers 
and torturers. They were probably armed, he decided.  
 
He asked himself could they have such a change of heart after hearing just one 
sermon, one story? More likely their guilt had been building in them for years and 
only now it was tumbling out. They had dark secrets that were so many, so evil. 
They could not hide or carry them any longer. He had heard serious confessions 
for many years but nothing like this, never from such people as these. Jesus, 
help me, he silently prayed. 
 
Then he said to them, “I will listen to what you want to say to unburden 
yourselves. You may do it together and I will understand and I will give you what 
advice I can.” 
 
They stayed in that empty hall for almost three more hours, the darkness 
descended, the candles had almost burnt out, it became gloomy and Father Al 
felt a bit more scared and deeply depressed in the dark. They went on relating, 
one after another, like children telling their parents of their escapades. The 
terrible stories came gushing out, the secrets held inside for twenty years and no 
one to tell or understand. They had found their father confessor.  
 
Both men described how they had been enthusiastic young policemen but when 
the mastermind persuaded that they had to clean up the city by eliminating the 
suspected criminals they were afraid at first, but with the example of the 
mastermind who went with them like a teacher, saying, “If I can do it, you can do 
it,” so they killed suspects too. “The mastermind seemed to enjoy killing too,” the 
first man said. 
 
“Together we went looking for people to kill. We were ordered to dispose of the 
bodies. If they were business people, some were buried in the quarry, and others 
we fed to crocodiles. But mostly we just left the bodies on the street where they 
had been killed as a lesson to others, to fear us,” they told of how with a group of 
other death squad members they tortured, mutilated and murdered hundreds of 
people who were displeasing to the mastermind.  
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Father Al was feeling very disturbed and depressed and afraid of these terrible 
killers. They were giving him all of this top secret information for him to hold and 
know. What if the mastermind knew of it, as he or she surely would. He was 
nervously listening to the horrible stories and wanted to get away, take a break, 
but they would not allow him. 
 
“And one more thing,” the first man said, “we were sent for special anti-terrorist 
training with American advisors on how to interrogate using water boarding, 
electric shock and many other things what they called ‘enhanced interrogation 
techniques’. When we returned to the city we were ordered to implement all we 
had learned. We were to target the suspected drug dependents and suspected 
pushers. Why, we don’t know, because we were doing the drug pushing 
ourselves.” 
 
Father Alfonso listened with growing horror and disgust at this tale of obnoxious 
crimes against innocent people. He felt nauseated and weak as the stories went 
on. He had to go to the office and he sank into a chair to rest for a few minutes to 
let his depression pass and to drink water. He half hoped they would just leave. 
But they were still there when he returned. He brought a pitcher of water back to 
the men. They sat with holding their heads in the hands, weeping softly. How 
could these monsters be so human, sheading tears of remorse? They were 
almost like children with feelings and tears after so many years of terrible acts of 
butchery and slaughter. Were they weeping for their own relief or for the victims?  
 
They were weeping for themselves, facing and accepting that they were 
monsters, rapists, child killers, murderers and torturers. They had no knowledge 
how to be cured, how to make amends, how to be forgiven, and perhaps they 
believed that God would punish them with hell fire if they did not repent. Thing  
that amazed Father Alfonso was that they actually believed in a God. Yet they did 
terrible crimes.  
 
Then Alfonso addressed them, “We can pray together to learn what should be 
done, how you can earn forgiveness, start a journey back to the truth about 
yourselves and what you have done and find ways to repentance and make 
some act of restitution.” Alfonso led the prayer, “Heavenly Father, show us the 
light and the path to your mercy and forgiveness, that these men will truly repent 
and prove they are willing to return to you and be forgiven and accept what 
penance will come their way and make amends in some way. Guide us in what is 
best to do.” 
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“I think that your change of heart is the grace of God, calling you to forgiveness, 
and you must earn that. You must confess not to me in private alone but in public 
to the nation. This is your road to salvation and forgiveness. You must ask 
forgiveness of the families of the many victims and stand before the nation and 
tell what you have told me. That is the evidence of your true remorse and 
repentance. Then you with God’s mercy and grace will be forgiven. Are you 
willing to do that?” he asked. 
 
“It will put us and our families in mortal danger,” the first man said. “We will take 
precautions and go into hiding before that day comes if you will arrange it, Padre. 
Yes, I will speak to the media and confess everything. But I ask your personal 
forgiveness for our bad intention to kill you, Padre.” The second man said the 
same thing and agreed to admit his crimes in public and he asked forgiveness of 
Father Alfonso also. “I gladly forgive you, here and now,” Father Al said. The two 
men went down on their knees on hearing those words. No one had ever forgiven 
them. They sobbed as he laid his hands on their heads and said simply, “I forgive 
you.” 
 
They prayed. Father Alfonso prayed over them but did not say the words of 
absolution. They had first to do penance and confess to the families of the victims 
and show sincerity. Their sins were many grave crimes and social sin. They must 
show signs of true contrite heart and make restitution in some way. Repentance 
was a duty to heal those they had hurt, mend what they broke, restore what they 
had destroyed, to do something to make up for the harm and pain and loss they 
caused to others. Sin was social. It was hurt caused to the community, they had 
to confess to the community to others and not only a personal truce between the 
individual sinner and God. “You must talk with a high government official and with 
that support you will hold a press conference and speak at the Senate. That way 
you will show that you are determined to make amens and your confession is 
genuine and true.” 
 
They exchanged mobile phone numbers and Father Alfonso got their permission 
to consult with others and ask advice about how they could go public. They 
agreed. Then in a bizarre moment they shook hands with the man they had come 
to kill but to whom they had instead confessed. The power of the spoken words 
had reached their hearts. In months to come they did confess in public.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
 
 
 

THE DAY OF SCARFACE 
 
 
 
 
Attorney Ross Fernandez received the call that was to change his life and that of 
many others. He remembered it well as he was with Jill sitting on the balcony of 
the Child Watch center watching the sunset. It was a call to him by WhatsApp, 
the WIFI Internet encrypted app.  
 
“Hello. Who is it?” he asked. “It is Commander Jerrry Collins. Remember we met 
here at the embassy in my office. You admired the photographs.” “Yes, I 
remember. How can I be of help, commander?” “Well, I would I like to talk to you 
about one of the people of interest you recognized there in the photograph. I will 
be in Davao tomorrow and I hope we could have a chat.” “Oh, that’s interesting. 
Where can we meet?” “How about Seda Abreeza Hotel near the city center for 
lunch, okay?” “Yes, I will be there, thanks.” “Come alone please.” “Will do.” The 
line went dead. 
 
“What do you think it could be about? He wants to talk about Alverez. I saw him 
in the training photos in the embassy office,” Ross said to Jill. “Yes, I remember 
you told me. He was trained with hundreds of others. I wonder what the US 
intelligence community wants to talk about Alverez for. I would like to go,” Jill said. 
“He said I was to come alone.” 
 
At noon the following day Ross strode with purpose and confidence into the Seda 
Hotel but was wary and untrusting of Collins. He immediately spotted 
Commander Jerry Collins in a lounge chair checking his mobile phone for 
messages. He was as usual dressed in civilian clothes. 
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“Commander, how are you?” he said and Collins looked up. “Oh, great you are 
here. Let’s find a quite spot to talk and order lunch.” He had already reserved a 
secluded alcove and they sat there. After a few pleasantries he got to the point. 
“That person of special interest you recognized in the photograph is of special 
interest to us right now. I can talk about him off the record and unofficially. 
Alverez, you saw in the photograph, was one of the top trainees at our security 
training courses when he was a ranking member of the Philippine Army Rangers 
and was the liaison officer on the turn over of US surplus weapons and aid 
equipment. He retired early and was employed by the Ortega Espinosa family. 
He might be a lead in your investigation of the murders of the two youth.”  
 
“Very much so,” Ross replied, as this is what he already suspected, “but where 
do I begin to connect him legally to the killers and the weapons and motorbikes 
that he may have supplied to them? Without strong evidence I can’t bring 
charges against him. Besides we would have to prove he was directly connected 
to the shooters and we don’t know who they are. Very difficult to prove in a court 
of law that Alverez was involved in the murders,” Ross said. 
 
“I am thinking of another way to get him. This is highly classified information and I 
have to ask you to give your solemn word here and now as per client-attorney 
relationship. I am here asking advice and what I tell you will remain with you.” 
“Okay, will you pay a retainer fee?” asked Ross grinning. “Everything is possible,” 
replied Collins with a smile. 
 
His revelation that Alverez received weapons from the US military aid gave Ross 
some trust in Commander Collins. “Yes, I can promise you that, client-attorney 
relationship,” Ross replied. “As you know we support the Philippine Drug 
Enforcement Agency. That’s the PDEA. They are highly trained, reliable and 
trustworthy and their field operatives detection and apprehension unit is known 
as the anti-narcotics unit,“ he said. “I am happy to hear that,” Ross replied, his 
interest growing and he was thinking as to where this would lead. 
 
“Alverez is of high interest to the agency and to the US also. We have liaison for 
training and communications. Since the president is pressing the War-on-Drugs, 
the PDEA are getting more support and are more motivated. This is a big 
breakthrough in going after the sources. Alverez has been on their target list for 
some time after phone intercepts highlighted his connection and involvement in 
drug trafficking into this country.” 
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Ross was listening intently. He had not heard about the drug connection of 
Alverez. His last news was that Alverez had put Benito, the brother of Julie, 
behind bars whom he, Ross, had got released. Benito had not been heard from 
since. This new information caught his attention. The possibility of prosecuting 
Alverez for drug trafficking was music to his ears. That was one thing, but Collins 
had another purpose. 
 
“Alverez has been under surveillance for several months and his encrypted 
satellite phone has been used to contact his traffickers. We learned of a shipment 
of crystal meth from Mexico. His trafficker picks it up at sea from the mother ships 
arriving from Mexico and his agent will bring it to the landing point and Alverez 
will meet it. We know that information through the intercepts but the delivery and 
pickup location is not mentioned. The shipment is due within thirty days but we 
don’t know exactly when or where it will be landed. They don’t talk about it on the 
phone,” Collins said. 
 
“If it is encrypted, how could you understand the messages?” “Aha! Well, let’s say 
a friend of ours supplied him and his contacts with the satellite phones and we 
have the de-encryption codes.” “Oh, I see,“ Ross said somewhat shocked at the 
admission of Collins but then under the client-lawyer relationship he was bound 
not to reveal any of it to another. 
 
“Yes and his partners have the other satellite phones and we would like to 
intercept the shipment, follow them and arrest them as they attempt to land the 
shipment at some unknown beach,” he said. “I understand, that will be a very 
important operation. I wish you success, but I don’t know why you are telling me 
this and what you want from me.” “We want information that you can get for us as 
to the visual recognition and the identity of Scarface. There can be some justice 
for his victims and the two boys.” 
 
“How could I know that?” “You don’t, but the boys you are keeping in protective 
care. What’s their names? Ricky and Boyet? They know. We want you and them 
to join the operation and for them to identify the terrorist drug trafficker and 
kidnapper known as Scarface as soon as he lands on that beach with his 
fighters.” 
 
Ross was shocked, startled and sat upright with this revelation. “What? Scarface 
linked to Alverez?” Ross exclaimed. ”He is a terrorist and that makes Alverez an 
accomplice to terrorism as well as drug trafficking!” “Yes, I thought you would be 
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interested to know that. The US would like to have Alverez arrested and then 
extradited to the US for being an accomplice to terrorism and the kidnapping of a 
US citizen, Chris Rogers,” Collins replied. 
 
“How do you know that the boys can identify Scarface?” Ross asked. “Because 
we debriefed Chris Rogers and Peter Stanly. They told us during the hostage 
crises their co-victims were two fishermen and the three boys. The fishermen 
were interrogated by the men of Scarface’s gang about locations along the coast 
close to a road between Davao and Digos. We need to talk to them to find out 
what beach they told Scarface was remote and close to a road.”  
 
“What then, after your team locates the landing beach for the drugs?“ “We have 
surveillance from a distance of the landing of the cargo. We identify Scarface with 
the help of your boys,” he said. “We presume Scarface will wait on the beach or 
anchor off and wait for the verification of the cargo and the money payment. 
Another team and armed unit of the anti-narcotic team will monitor and follow to 
where they bring the drugs. They will want to verify the weight and the quality of 
every bag before they pay. Scarface may go with them or he may wait on the 
beach for the money. He gets paid by kilo. Alverez will want to be sure, he does 
not switch the cargo either.” 
 
“Do you really think Scarface will wait for the payment? His men could disappear 
inland with the money. It must be worth a few million pesos,” Ross said. “It’s 
worth a million US dollars,” Collins replied. “We presume he will wait on the 
beach and send his second-in-command with the drugs. He does not want to be 
identified. Payment will be in cash. So Scarface will have a lot of security that is 
when we need visual identification to be sure we get him. He dresses like his 
men to hide his identity. There are no photographs of him, no records. He is a 
nasty cruel bastard,” Collins said. 
 
“How will you get him on the beach when he is surrounded by forty heavily armed 
fighters?” “Snipers and a direct assault is the plan. They will be backed against  
the sea, no where to run or hide, they will be caught in the open. We wil have the  
high ground. They will be rats in a trap,” Collins replied quietly. Ross was 
shocked to realize he was hearing about a secretly planned assassination, or 
was it an act of war? That is how they justified every killing, he thought. That is 
the specialty of JSoc anywhere in the world. Now he was to be part of an group 
ambush and assassination and an attack. His conscience was troubled. Could he 
go along with it and expose the boys to the danger? 
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“You will attack them directly, there will be no attempt to arrest them?” he asked 
naively, every bit the law-abiding lawyer. “The unit will call out for them to 
surrender, lay down their arms and lie flat on the beach before the police officers 
will show themselves. However, they are terrorists and fierce fighters that never 
surrender and for sure they will be high on Shabu. So we expect they will fire first, 
then it will be all over quickly,” he said confidently, overlooking the debacle in 
Maguindanao where fourty-four police commandos died in a clash with Muslim 
fighters to capture Marwan, a known bomb-making terrorist. Ross was not so 
sure it would be so easy and a clear cut operation. “The boys are in Olongapo 
and I don’t know where the fishermen are. You will have to find them on your 
own.” 
 
“We have operatives contacting them now and we will soon have the information 
of the beach location. With satellites we can track the mother boats and those 
fast boats of Scarface bringing in the drugs. But as they approach the coast they 
will then travel at night and we will loose them. We need to know the landing 
beach from the two fishmen in advance so as we can set up surveillance for you 
and the boys and an arresting team.” 
 
“It is very dangerous. It will be a very risky situation. Our lives will be in danger,” 
Ross replied. “They already are in danger with Alverez and the death squads 
looking for you and the boys and Scarface wants to get them too. They are the 
only people that can recognize him. They will send killers again to kill the boys if 
we don’t get him first,” Collins said. “They will eventually catch up with you all. 
Alverez will also come after you and Ricky and Boyet. I heard you had a near 
death incident,” he said . “For some reason he wants to kill them. They may have 
recognized him as one of the shooters and he most likely set the death squad on 
them. Believe me, he will never stop until he eliminates the threat that you and 
the boys are to him,” Commander Collins said. 
 
Ross sat in silence, growing numb, feeling fearful for the boys, himself and all the 
team at the Child Watch center. The terrorists directed by Alverez could send in a 
car bomb and kill everybody, he thought. If he refuses to cooperate he could be 
responsible for an even greater crime and tragedy.  
 
“How dangerous will it be? What’s the scenario for the identification?” Ross 
asked. “You and the boys will wait at the surveillance spot where there is a clear 
view of the landing area. It will be concealed. We know the boats travel at night to 
avoid satellite surveillance. It should be first light when they come in. It is a 
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remote place so they will feel safe and the vehicles have to drive in daylight on a 
rough track to that location. You leave the scene as soon as the identification has 
been made. We will photograph the group with a telephoto lens and show the 
group to the boys separately. When the boys point out the same man, then we 
know for sure it is Scarface. You and the boys then leave and the anti-narcotics 
swat commandos will take care of the rest when you are clear.” 
 
Ross thought about that for a while and then replied, “I will take it to the group 
and ask if the boys can do it.” “Attorney, this is the only chance we have of 
identifying this dangerous terrorist and stopping his hostage taking, beheadings, 
drug trafficking and many other crimes. The boys are our only hope. We are sure 
some will escape from the beach. We can’t eliminate them all. There is a big 
reward for information that leads to his capture or death. I will see to it that the 
boys get their share. Besides they will have a choice to do it or not,” he said.  
 
“I have to discuss with the team at the Child Watch if they will agree for the boys 
to come down and participate. I can’t decide that alone, I don’t have the authority,” 
Ross told Collins. “I trust you attorney to just explain the minimum requirements 
and you don’t have to compromise the plans,” Collins said. 
 
“I will contact you as soon as I have an answer.” Ross stood up and so did 
Collins. They shook hands and as he was about to leave Ross asked, ”By the 
way how much is the reward for Scarface?” “Five million US dollars,” Collins 
replied. Ross swallowed and thought, “no wonder they want to get him. It is for 
the reward as much as the law enforcement,” he thought as he left the hotel. He 
grabbed a taxi back to the Child Watch center.  
 
The meeting with Father Alfonso, Jill and Sister Angelica resulted in an 
agreement to ask the boys if they would participate. They called them at the 
Preda center and Ross explained to them over the phone what was needed of 
them. They both agreed eagerly, anything to catch Scarface was good and they 
should do it, they said. They were especially eager when they learned from Ross 
that the mastermind behind the shooting of Jimmy and Jaime was somehow 
connected to Scarface.  
 
Two days later they arrived at General Santos Airport since Ortega’s informants 
monitored Davao. Maran, a Preda legal social worker, accompanied them. They 
were picked up by Ross and Jill and were driven to Davao and stayed in the 
Child Watch center. Ross called Collins and told him, ”It’s okay, they will do it. 
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Tell me when and where.” “Yes, I will call and give directions, day and time,” 
Commander Collins replied. Then he hung up. 
 
Ross sat down after the call not knowing to what he had committed himself and 
Ricky and Boyet. The scenario outlined by Commander Jerry Collins sounded too 
simplistic, over confident and trusting in the Philippine anti-narcotic police of the 
Drug Enforcement Agency. There were good dedicated people in the unit but 
there were corrupt officers also. There was so much money involved. The 
temptations were overwhelming when one officer took the money, the others 
tended to do also. 
 
It only took one to tip off Scarface for a big payment. The reward for the capture 
of the terrorist was five million US dollars, enough to motivate them to capture or 
kill him. Ross had hoped it would push through as planned. 
 
Someone could still betray the plan, then what? They could be overwhelmed in 
the shootout, Ross thought. In the Philippines the best-laid plans usually do not 
work out, one has to be ready with plan B and at the moment there was none. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
 
 
 

GRACE AND ANGEL 
STREETCHILDREN 

 
 
 
 
When the two thirteen-year-old girls, Grace and Angel, left the Child Watch 
center after only one day they were in a emotional state of confusion, anger and 
filled with feeling full of revenge against their abusers, helpless and powerless to 
do anything they lived in frustration and fear. Their friends had been abducted 
and they wanted to run out and help them. 
 
Had they stayed in the therapy program of Child Watch their deep emotions of 
anger and frustration would be resolved and dealt with through the emotional and 
anger expression therapy. But they had not and had run out as wild street 
children do. In the therapy they could be healed by releasing the anger, hatred 
and frustration and pain by shouting, screaming and beating the cushions. Their 
pent up feelings and hurt of being abandoned by parents, of being abused and 
neglected, would be released. It was by this therapy, by talking, receiving 
affirmation, support, friendship, security, education and counseling they would be 
healed.  Over the months there would be more anger release therapy until the   
buried emotional pain surfaced and was released and calm restored. But getting 
the abused children to try a new life away from the streets was the biggest 
challenge. 
 
Then if they took to the new lifestyle there would be space for peace and the 
emergence of their true personality and self-esteem and identity. They would 
grow beyond survival. Many of the children achieved this development. But 
Grace and Angel had skipped that part. There was no holding them against their 
free will at the Child Watch home.  
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The philosophy of healing and empowerment was built on being fully human, 
step by step in an environment of security, learning and therapy. They would 
discover their humanity by controlling their emotions and instincts and learn to 
reason and to think and to choose wisely based on knowledge of the truth. They 
would choose to stay and join the therapy. There were no locked doors or gates 
at the center. That was the basis of the human development and healing in the 
Child watch home. 
 
They went out after two days of staying in the Child Watch center, as they were 
free to do, since it was an open house. They were troubled children filled with 
confused emotions. Unable to live within a physical building, used as they were 
to open spaces, they went back to the market to look for their friends who they 
had seen abducted. It was the only place they had felt secure sleeping under the 
stars, awaking and sleeping at anytime and feeling the freedom of the road, the 
street. Before the Child Watch social workers could find them they were caught 
by Develio, the human trafficker and her gang .They paid the highest price for 
lost children.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
 
 
 

THE LANDING 
 
 
 
 
The call came through at ten p.m. and Ross was in his small one room 
apartment. It was Commander Jerry Collins. “We are getting set for Thursday or 
Friday this week. I will not be there personally, I will be monitoring from a 
distance. The anti-narcotics unit will lead the operation. Our Philippine contractor 
will contact you. The code word for identification is Bluejay.” “Yes, understood,” 
Ross replied. “Bring the boys to the meeting point indicated by Bluejay. He will 
contact you soon, follow his instructions. All will work out for success. Many 
thanks,” he ended the call. 
 
The next afternoon on Thursday his phone rang. Ross answered, “Hello. Who is 
this?” he asked. “Bluejay. Meet me at the Jollibee on the corner of McArthur 
Highway, Ulas, Talomo. Got that?” he spoke in Visayan. “It’s too central, too 
open. My boys are at risk and we need a more secluded meeting point. I will 
meet you in Buhangin, thirty minutes from now. What is your vehicle?” Ross 
replied. He did not trust anybody and had to take precautions. A corrupt insider 
could have compromised the operation and might lead them into a trap. “I drive a 
gray SUV,” he mentioned the brand and model. 
 
Ross picked up Ricky, Boyet and Jill. She insisted on going along as a reporter 
and supporter. “If anything happened to you or the boys, who would be there to 
save you?” she said. Ross smiled and agreed. They had a little meeting 
explaining to Ricky and Boyet what the mission was about. They said a prayer 
and hugged and went out to get a cab. 
 
They met a young man in the car park beside a gray SUV. They shook hands, 
exchanged greetings and boarded the vehicle and left the restaurant car park. “Hi. 
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I‘m Arturo,” he said, “I will be your guide and I am assigned to take care of you by 
the Commander, I work for him.” 
 
They drove south on the AH26, soon turned off onto a dirt road that led towards 
the sea a few kilometers north of Simbulan Beach. Arturo was a likeable 
intelligent young man just a few years after college and JSoc training. He was 
hired by the embassy. He explained their role in the operation. “As explained by 
Commander, Attorney Ross we need your boys to spot Scarface. No one has 
ever seen him, only you two,” he spoke in Visayan. “After they make the beach 
and offload the cartons, you boys find him through the binoculars and point him 
out separately. You can practice with the binoculars before nightfall today. 
 
They arrived at the sand dunes that had a cover of scrub and grass that made 
excellent cover. They took backpacks and gear from the vehicle and concealed it 
behind the dunes among the bushes. They climbed up the dunes until they 
reached a prominent position covered in grass and scrub overlooking a small-
secluded beach below. It was the one that Pedrino and Aris had located for 
Scarface. 
 
Arturo opened the bags, took out plastic sheets and spread them out. The day 
wore on and it became cooler. Jill and Ross, Ricky and Boyet waited concealed 
just over the dune. Arturo took out two sets of binoculars and gave them to the 
boys to practice using them. Soon a vehicle was seen approaching along the dirt 
road. The vehicle was hidden in the bushes and a man and a woman got out and 
climbed up the dune. They greeted the entire group. They were the surveillance 
crew and they would photograph the terrorists as they landed and would try to 
isolate Scarface on camera. 
 
Boyet and Ricky were given binoculars and they were helped to focus them and 
to practice using them. They were in for a long night. At the evening meal there 
was plastic containers with rice and chicken and they ate hungrily and drank juice 
and water from plastic bottles. They waited for nightfall and as it grew dark they 
noticed armed men moving into positions in front of them and to their left and 
right covering the beach.  
 
It would be a long night but they slept beneath the stars. Ross and Jill gazed at 
the stars that seemed to move across the sky as the earth rotated. They 
murmured if there was life beyond earth in the galaxies far far away. They 
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whispered their speculations as to what life forms could be out there. Would they 
be like the fantasy creatures of Star Wars, Jill asked with a giggle. 
 
Arturo hissed a “shhhhh” for them to stay quite. They lowered their voices. They 
held hands as they fell asleep in the warm tropical climate cooled by the light 
breeze from the sea. It carried the smell of the ocean and the steady sound of the 
wash of the small waves of the incoming tide running up the pebbled beach. 
 
At about four-thirty a.m. they awoke. There was the sound of boat engines 
growling offshore. Immediately they tried to peer in the direction, but it was as too 
dark. Thirty minutes later the light touch of dawn tinged the horizon with a brush 
stroke of orange as if an artist was at work painting the colours of sunrise. 
 
They focused the binoculars and the telephoto lens on the two large boats that 
were built for speed. They drifted off the shore, their engines rumbling ready for a 
escape should it be necessary. They, too, were waiting for something or 
somebody. Arturo asked Ricky and Boyet urgently in a whisper, “Do you see 
him?” “No, Not yet. They have their scarfs wrapped around their faces. They all 
look alike,” Ricky answered. “We wait for them to come into the shore,” Arturo 
said. They waited and he turned on his mobile phone. A voice answered and he 
reported the situation in a low voice, then closed the phone. 
 
A rubber dingy was lowered to the water from one of the launches and four men 
climbed in and headed for the beach. They were going to scout and check the 
area before others, like Scarface, would come ashore.They beached the dingy 
and spread out and moved towards the lower sand dunes where the police 
operatives were hidden. 
 
“Oh! This is not good, not good. They will find our positions and then the boats 
will escape. We were not expecting this,” Arturo said to his companions. They all 
grew tense and continued to stare through the binoculars as Scarface’s scouts 
drew nearer and within meters would come across the hidden police positions. 
 
At the moment they were about to step on a hidden sniper there was the sound 
of vehicles approaching the beach and the scouts regrouped and hurried to set a 
check point and defensive positions where the dirt road passed through the 
dunes and reached the beach head. Ross and his group were watching through 
binoculars and gave a sigh of relief. “That was close,” Aurturo said. 
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Two of the fighters stood in the middle of the dirt road, their weapons at the ready 
while the two others fell back to cover them in case there was a firefight. They 
were well trained experienced fighters. They stopped the vehicles and two men 
got out of the four-wheels drive SUV and approached the men blocking the dirt 
trail. They talked, then a fighter took out a handheld radio and passed a message 
to the boats. Code words were passed and the boats opened their engines, 
slowly approaching the beach. 
 
The vehicles entered the beachhead, two black SUVs and a light military style 
truck with a canvas cover came closer. The sun had tipped over the curvature of 
the earth and was lighting up the sky. 
 
Another rubber dingy was lowered and four heavily armed men got into it and 
approached the beach. The men from the vehicles walked down the beach to 
meet them and were joined by more armed men from the vehicles. Ricky reacted 
at once when he spotted their faces. “It’s them! It’s them!” he exclaimed, “the 
ones that killed Jimmy and Jaime, I know them. I know their faces!” Boyet, was 
focusing on them also. “Yes! They are the ones. They killed the twins, and they 
chased us and shot at us.” 
 
Ross and Jill crawled beside them and put their arms on their shoulders to calm 
and reassure them as they lay on the ground under the cover of the grass and 
shrubs. The police photographer nearby was clicking away and another was 
videotaping it at the same time. 
 
The four from the dingy were talking with the men from the vehicles. “Do you 
recognize anyone?” Arturo asked Ricky and Boyet. “No, their faces are covered 
with the head scarf,” Ricky answered. Arturo cursed under his breath. It was not 
going according to plan. They expected he would show his face. That is all he 
wanted. 
 
Ross took the binoculars and focused on the men from the vehicles and sucked 
in his breath and urgently said one word, “Alverez. It’s Averez. He is there. So it’s 
true he is into this with Scarface.” Jill was unsure of who Alverez was. She asked 
Ross, “Is this the same Alverez who beat up and jailed Benito? The chief of 
security for the Ortegas?” “Yes, it is,“ Ross replied. 
 
He handed the binoculars back to Ricky and he looked where Ross pointed. “Are 
you sure they are the men who shot Jimmy and Jaime?” “Yes, I can see them! I 
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see them! Boyet look! Look! It’s them, the killers of Jimmy and Jamie. I know the 
tatoo of the snake on his arm, it’s clearly visible,” he said. Boyet looked through 
his binoculars, ”Yes, I know them anywhere. They are the ones. Sir Ross, it’s 
them.” 
 
Ross took back the binoculars and looked at the two bodyguards of Alverez. He 
saw Snakehead and Hitman. They had high powered assault rifles and side arms 
that seemed to match the weapons described in the Washington forensics report. 
It was too far away to really confirm the brand of weapons. He felt a sense of 
satisfaction, a little sense of triumph even having traced the bullets and weapons 
and now identified the killers on the word of Ricky and Boyet. It was a small 
victory for the dead twins and the survivors. 
 
Jill was photographing them too, hidden in the grass. They scanned all the 
terrorist fighters that were talking with Alverez but they all kept there faces 
wrapped in their Keffiyeh, a wrap around head scarf. 
 
Then the men from the boats drew close to the beach and the fighters got into 
the shallow water and formed a human chain, a human conveyor belt from each 
of the two boats. They passed the cartons of drugs, each tightly wrapped in 
plastic and sealed with duck tape, from the boat up the beach to the trucks. 
Alverez and Scarface’s men stood at the back of the truck, which had turned and 
parked with its open rear to the beach to receive the cargo. They made an 
inventory of the cartons loaded on the truck. It was done in forty minutes.  
 
Arturo was on the mobile phone to Collins and gave an explanation of the 
changed situation. It had not gone according to their presumed plan. Scarface did 
not reveal himself. He may not even be there. He was too clever. The other two 
platoon leaders of the anti-narcotics units hiding in ambush were told by radio 
message over their earphone, “No action. No action until the drug shipment 
leaves and Scarface has been identified.” 
 
The tension was mounting among the ambush unit. They had waited all night 
ready for action and now it was on hold. A trigger happy or loose shot would 
cause mayhem to break out. Alverez had twenty fighters well trained in combat 
and Scarface had fifty. The anti-narcotic unit was outnumbered and outgunned. 
They hunkered down deeper in their cover. 
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Alverez ordered his men back into the truck and vehicles and they were ready to 
leave. Suddenly twenty of Scarface’s fighters jumped onto the truck carrying the 
drugs. That was not expected by Alverez or by the police unit or Collins. It was a 
sudden change in the expected plan. Scarface had decided to stay with the 
precious cargo until it was brought to the drug warehouse and checked, weighed 
and Scarface got the money.  
 
Arturo talked in whispers to Collins by phone. “Sir, Scarface and twenty terrorists 
are going with the shipment. We haven’t identified Scarface. We presume he is 
with the drugs going to the delivery point and there he will collect payment,” 
Arturo said. “Yes, you have to take the boys and Attorney Ross with you and 
follow them from a safe distance. I will call you when we have the location of the 
delivery. There will be action there. I will call you to move in when it is over to 
identify Scarface.” “Yes Sir, understood. We withdraw now,” Arturo replied. 
 
Then Arturo, Jill, Ross and the two boys wriggled back from the top of the dune 
covered by the long grass, took their supplies and slid down the dune to the area 
where the four-wheel drive SUV was parked. It was far enough away for the 
engine not to be heard. They brushed the sand from their clothes, emptied their 
shoes and sandals and got into the vehicle. They drank water and toweled their 
hot sweaty faces.  
 
They felt tired from the tension, the long night on the surveillance hill. Then there 
was the revelation of having seen Alverez and the death squad killers. They 
lacked sleep, were tired and dirty. They drove away following the route of the 
convoy of Alverez and Scarface. The cool of the air-conditioning was a big plus 
and they slept. 
 
Over an hour later when they left the dirt road and reached the main highway 
going towards Davao Arturo explained the plan to Jill and Ross and the boys. 
“There is another surveillance and police fighting unit following them. They are 
getting direction by their commander who has satellite information from our allies. 
The plan is to surround them and the truck when they reach the delivery point 
with the cargo. They will be called upon to surrender or it will be a shootout. We 
have the superior force and will prevail for sure.” Or so he thought.  
 
“Why is it so important to identify Scarface?” Jill asked Ross. “Don’t you know? 
There is a five million US dollar bounty on his head.” “So that’s the incentive for 
the operation,” she replied. ”We have been searching for this drug syndicate for a 
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long time and for Scarface. The sharing of the reward is part of the operation. It 
helps to keep everybody on side and so no information leaks or betrayal. You 
know, there are many criminals offering bribes to our men to tip them off when 
they will be raided. The reward has to be bigger than any bribe that is offered,” 
Arturo said. 
 
Ross thought about it as they drove towards the turn off point that would lead 
them to the destination point for the drug cargo. This was not part of what he had 
agreed to. It was becoming too dangerous. “Please stop here and wait for further 
communication. I have an uneasy feeling about what lies ahead. We cannot bring 
these minors into any danger. They have been through enough already,” Ross 
told to Arturo. “Okay, I will pull in here and wait for further directions and 
instructions.” 
 
Waiting there on the side of the road in his heart Ross lamented his ignorance 
and naivity at the depth of corruption, skullduggery and the total lack of honesty 
in many of the police and politicians. He recalled a recent incident when a 
classmate of his, a human rights worker in Mindoro, was shot dead by a death 
squad riding tandem on a motorbike. They were masked but were caught and it 
turned out they were two police with the rank of inspectors. No charges were 
brought against them. 
 
Then to silence him from revealing the names of the police that protected his 
drug syndicate Mayor Espinosa in Leyte was killed in his jail cell by police. The 
police who did the killing were allowed to go free. The president stood by them. 
Why? No one understood. 
 
Ross and the whole team was shocked at the news that was hitting the headlines 
about a Korean businessman and his wife and helper that were kidnapped in 
Manila. A few days later, despite ransom having been paid, police in Camp 
Crame murdered him in a car a few hundred meters from the National Police 
Headquarters. 
 
The  impunity for drug related killings had unleashed a crime wave among many 
police who had become criminals and murders themselves knowing they would 
not be investigated or charged. They had the promise of presidential protection. 
Then news came through that there would be a pause in the War-on-Drugs after 
almost severn thousand suspects had been shot and killed by police and death 
squads. The pause was to enable the president to clean up the police, but the 
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killings resumed after a few weeks. “They were corrupt to the core,” the president 
said. His rating and popularity remained high although seventy-three per cent of 
the people polled said they were afraid they or a relative could be killed. 
 
What bothered Ross and the Child Watch team was that the good and honest 
police would not be part of such operations where betrayal, selling out and bribe 
taking and evidence planting was the norm. Now the War-on-Drugs had removed 
the last barrier to chaos and mindless killing and lawlessness by many members 
of the very police force that were to keep all the citizens safe. Instead they were 
killing them. The order to stop the extrajudicial killings was ignored. Some were 
killers and others were mercenaries, guns for hire, former police or military 
personnel. They were trained in assassination and let loose to kill at will for a 
payment as happened to Jimmy and Jaime. 
 
Were the killers trained by JSoc? That was a question in his mind as they drove 
along as he recalled the photograph of Alverez. The weapons and bikes were 
traced back to JSoc. Alverez was now a mercenary that had stolen government 
weapons and equipment to arm his armed group of goons.  
 
Arturo had pulled off the road in a remote part and was trying to call his chief. 
The line was busy. “Do you hear that? It sounds like gunfire,” Ricky said. “Yes, 
there is fighting,” Boyet said. They all alighted from the vehicle to listen. It was 
clearly the sound of a violent encounter that they heard on the other side of the 
hill ahead of them. 
 
They returned to the vehicle thanking their luck that they had stopped on the 
premonition of Ross. “The police surveillance team and the armed police unit 
following Alverez and Scarface are engaged in a fight,” he said. “There is only 
one explanation and that is the police unit got too close and attacked the convoy 
against the strict orders. Or the enemy saw them and waited to ambush them,” 
Arturo said. “Lets get out of here and return to Davao,” Jill said. 
 
Then they drove back towards the higway. When they reached a mobile signal 
area the phone rang and Collins came on to Arturo. “I tried to reach you earlier. 
There has been an ambush. The police force was hit hard by the terrorists and by 
Alverez and his mercenaries. We saw it on satellite. It is serious. Most of the 
police were outgunned and are dead or wounded. You are the closest now, go 
there and help them. The terrorists have withdrawn and are heading over the hills 
to their hideout. We will track them while there is daylight,” he said. 
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“Sir, I have the civilians here including the two minors,” I can go alone but they 
will be left stranded here, we are forty kilometers from the city.” “Let me talk with 
Attorney Ross,” Collins demanded. Arturo handed the phone to Ross. He clicked 
on the speaker so all could hear what was being said. “Attorney, there has been 
an ambush of the police force. We viewed it by satellite. Many are dead, 
wounded. The operation is a disastrous failure. We have called ambulances and 
police reinforcements. They are on their way. They will take an hour unless they 
have a helicopter. The terrorists and Alverez’s mercenaries have gone. You are 
the nearest. You might be able to save lives if you get there. I know it’s a lot to 
ask of you and the others but if you can help the wounded and then track the 
convoy it will be very important. You are our only hope. It will soon be dark and 
we will loose the satellite view.” 
 
Ross looked stunned by this news of a brutal bloody wipeout of the young newly 
trained anti-narcotics police unit. He looked at Jill and the boys, his face showed 
great anguish at the loss of young life by the violence he so abhorred and the 
criminality of it all in a cruel unending world of violence and crime. He translated 
the news into Visayan for Ricky and Boyet. “Yes, we go and help them,” Ricky 
said without hesitation and eagerness in his voice. “We must hurry. We can’t 
delay!” Boyet joined in. 
 
Ross looked at Jill and they shared a look for amazement at this reckless 
eagerness. The adults had fear, a hesitation in facing a very dangerous situation 
built on life experience that had taught them caution if not wisdom. They saw 
what adults see but youth do not and now the courage and bravery of the boys 
affected them.  
 
What gave these twelve-year-old uneducated street youth such courage and 
willingness to risk themselves to help others? Was it rash imprudence, the 
zealousness of youth for adventure and risk? Their selfless dedication to help 
Chris and Peter in the jungle was an altruistic caring that went beyond saving 
themselves. They had no training in prayer or virtuous Christian living. They had 
never been inside a church or school and yet they had virtues that would be seen 
as heroic. 
 
Others would have left the foreigners in the jungle and escaped to save 
themselves. Here again they wanted to go into a battle zone to help the wounded. 
They had no fear, or had too much of it and overcame it by a life confronting and 
challenging fear. Whatever the roots of their enthusiastic heroism Jill and Ross 
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were not in a position to deny them the good example that adults must give the 
youth and match their courage.  
 
“Yes we shall go. Arturo, we will go there, take the side road.” He took the phone 
and pressed last number called. Collins came on at once. “We are heading to the 
scene of the ambush. We will do what we can and if there is time we will follow 
the road and see if we can see the convoy.” “That is very generous of you,” 
Collins said. “Be wary of any rear guard the terrorist may have left behind, or 
booby traps they might have set up,” he said.  
 
Ross felt scared again, but he said nothing, nor did he betray his deepest 
concern for the two boys and Jill. He did not relay this message to them right 
away. It was too scary. “Yes Commander. Okay, thanks,” he said and pressed 
the red button to end the call. 
 
They drove into the hills. Ross staring ahead anxious and worried at what they 
would find, what awaited them and prayed the emergency services would reach 
the scene quickly by helicopter. Where were they when they were needed? The 
charity medical services were rarely at an emergency on time. It was incompetent 
and lacked leadership and inspiration, dedication and independence from the 
politicos who controlled it for their own selfish political purpose. He fumed when 
he thought of the dying street children and none of them showed up to help. The 
political oligarch that controlled its work and used it for his reelection campaigns 
precluded it from being a credible acceptable mediator in the negotiations in the 
hostage crises situations. What a mess, Ross thought. 
 
He was heading to a disaster area of carnage and where was the government 
help and medical aid? Likely the helicopter parts had been stolen and sold by 
corrupt mechanics. What could two boys, a woman and two men do for many 
wounded police? Nothing. So why had he agreed to go? They were the closest. 
 
If it was only to bring hope in a hopeless situation and not to turn away from the 
challenge to help and rescue the wounded, it was worth it. In war there are no 
winners, all are losers, all are wounded and scared for the rest of their lives. More 
soldiers commit suicide these days after a conflict that during it, Ross knew. 
Violence begets greater violence that ignites the flames of revenge, vengeance, 
retaliation and a generation filled with hatred bring uncontrollable conflict to 
families, tribes, communities and even nations. 
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What is it with humans that they need to be at war, he asked himself knowing he 
would never find an answer.  
 
With trepidation they drove silently into the hills, there was nothing to talk about. 
Then they saw black smoke rising ahead over the low hills. They reached a small 
valley surrounded by low hills, the perfect trap, an ambush site. The mercenaries 
had chosen it well as Alverez knew the area. It was a horrific scene that they saw 
on arrival. The police vehicles were burning, fiercely being hit by the RPG, a 
shoulder-launched grenade, a lethal and deadly weapon. Twenty or so bodies of 
young police were strewn around the vehicles where they had taken cover to 
return fire on the ambushers who had the high ground. Their adventitious and 
eager spirit to catch the drug traffickers and share in the reward was now a 
cemetery of dreams, a pile of smoking ash and dead bodies. 
 
Ross, Arturo, Ricky and Boyet ran to the bodies to see if there were any alive. 
But there were none. Many had been wounded and then executed with a shot to 
the head. It was a typically vicious mercenary and terrorist tactic. No one left alive 
to identify them to tell the truth of the massacre. Jill was so shocked she did not 
at first alight from the vehicle. She could not hold back her tears and slumped 
over in the seat and wept. Ross was in deep sadness as were Arturo and the 
boys.  
 
The scene was a shocking and disgusting treatment of human life, but so 
common in Mindanao where violent encounters take place every few days as 
conflict spreads, people resist and fight back for freedom, survival and justice. 
Others just fight for pay, wealth, drugs and debauchery. It was clear the wounded 
had been executed where they lay. Arturo took out the phone to call his 
commander but there was no signal in that remote area surrounded by hills. They 
were cut off. After a while Ross called to Jill, if she was alright, if she could come 
out and make a photo record for history, for the record, to tell what had happened 
so there would be no cover up or ‘false truths’ or ‘fake news’.  
 
So those responsible would be held to account. Ross and the group were the 
witnesses and would talk truth to the nation. Jill alighted from the vehicle and as 
she had done to overcome the revulsion of the horror that had befell the twins in 
the market she now grimly photographed the grisly blood bath before her. She 
knew it was her solemn duty, a dire task. The dead could cry out from her 
photographs and ask why. 
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They were filled with disgust and revulsion at the horror of the bloody massacre, 
the stench of death, the looks of fear and agony on the faces of the dead police. 
Some died pleading for their lives, some had their eyes wide open. The flies 
buzzed and swarmed around the bloodied heads and faces of the dead men. It 
made a bizarre scene as in a gory movie but this was real, this was pain and 
suffering, the end of lives and all for greed, power, money and the love of 
violence and war. What more anguish could they feel surrounded by the mayhem 
of a battlefield? 
 
It was clearly an ambush where the unit was outnumbered, outgunned, and 
outmaneuvered by a smarter superior force. Before they died they could see they 
had no chance, they were done before it had begun. They must have known 
death was inevitable. Were they able to make any sense and meaning of their 
hardship and suffering and the end of life for them? What were their last thoughts 
and prayers? To whom did they call out to? What salvation did they hope for as 
they saw the light fade and death took them into the abyss of nothingness? 
 
Whoever had planned the operation was an idiot. Ross thought they had sent the 
young police to their deaths. How stupid, what a waste of life. Ross began to feel 
anger at the corrupt elites of society who held political power and used it to enrich 
themselves and would allow no one to live who dared stand in their way. He was 
truly aware that he himself was in their gun sights. He, too, could end up as these 
unfortunate people.  
 
It was time to turn back or to continue. It was madness to continue and try to spot 
the convoy. They, too, would be ambushed. The convoy with the drugs had a 
long head start. Ross and Arturo had no idea where they were and where they 
were going. But the seething anger they felt against Scarface and Alverez, who 
were the killers of these young men and the impunity they had, drove them to 
continue to track the convoy. The desire for justice for likes of Snakehead, 
Hitman, Scarface, Alverez and the other killers blinded them to good judgment. 
They laid aside the dangers and decided they would pursue the drug traffickers 
come what may. They put it to a vote and all agreed. 
 
They went to the vehicle and drove on along the unpaved road taken by the drug 
traffickers. It was territory unknown to any of them. Why they did it they did not 
reason, emotion gripped them. A desire for justice, accountability, someone had 
to answer for the massacre, the crimes of hostage taking, the massacre in the 
jungle and the deaths of Jimmy and Jaime. 
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For without justice was life worth living? Could one be content to live while others 
starved, were oppressed, crushed, abused and exploited? In a world without 
honesty and fairness life was almost unlivable for Ross and many like him.  
 
For what else could one live for other than pleasure and selfish satisfaction of 
physical urges. He asked himself if the demands of the spirit were more vital, 
meaningful and worthy of emulation and pursuit. These convictions filled Ross 
with the desire not only to survive but live fully. He decided early in life to forgo 
the natural urges and animal instincts and to be fully human. For him that meant 
being fully rational and in control of what made him human, free will directed by 
conscience built on the knowledge of good and evil. That was what made Ross 
Fernandez what he was, a person of unshakable integrity in a world of corruption 
and struggling humanity.  
 
Without the hope of justice, life was just unbearable suffering of the oppressed, 
the defeated, the enslaved and the broken. He would not be broken nor would he 
surrender the pursuit for a more just and honest society free from lies, 
manipulations of the truth, fear, racism and death squads. He stood against such 
things. It was this conviction that drove him on down that dirt road in a quest that 
was almost impossible to succeed. For here another tragedy awaited them, 
unforeseen, as are all tragedies until they are upon us.  
 
The darkness descended as they drove more slowly with the wing lights to show 
the edges of the dirt road. The tracks of the convoy were visible in the soft earth. 
Ross and Jill feared an ambush at every turn in the road or even a roadside 
bomb left to greet those following them. But there were none. The terrorists and 
mercenaries believed they were victors and had made a clean escape. There 
were no helicopters to pursue them and no retaliatory force that would dare to 
challenge them. 
 
Ross and the group in the vehicle climbed a steep mountain road that wound its 
way through trees until they emerged on a ridge and stopped. They got out of the 
vehicle and looked about them. They decided to eat from the food supplies that 
they brought from the night before when they were on the surveillance sand 
dunes. They looked in to the valley below and Ricky was the first to spot the 
moving red spots of vehicle taillights emerging from a forest area into the open, 
moving far below. 
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“Look there,” he said pointing to the east, “moving lights. It must be the convoy.” 
“Yes, you are right,” said Jill who was focusing her telephoto lens in the direction 
Ricky had pointed out despite the darkness and what the last lingering glow of 
the sunset showed. The moon was rising and bathed the valley below in a pale 
white glow. She spotted them through the telephoto lens. “They are turning into a 
field and heading for a kind of building. I cannot see what it is, they have gone 
inside.” 
 
Arturo turned on the mobile phone. He had charged it in the vehicle with an 
adapter, and high in the hills there was a strong signal. He pressed the one touch 
dial and Collins answered immediately. “We passed through the firefight area Sir, 
no one survived,” he said with bitterness and tension in his voice as he 
remembered the friends he had known during training. 
 
There was silence on the other end. It was confirmation of what Collins feared 
most. It was a total wipeout, a disaster and debacle for which he would be held 
accountable. “I am deeply sorry. It’s an awful tragedy, and we have to get even. 
We have to get them for this. We can’t let them get away. Where are you now?” 
“On a ridge overlooking a valley and we spotted the convoy Sir. They seem to 
have entered some building in a field. We cannot see it, it is too dark. So what is 
your advice Sir?” “You stay, put with the civilians and be sure your phone location 
is on and I can have you located and your coordinates in half an hour. Then 
leave it to me for further instructions.” “Yes Sir,” Arturo replied. The phone went 
dead.  
 
He informed Jill and Ross about the conversation and that Collins would know 
where they were and they would be in contact. They were safer to remain on the 
ridge not knowing what was to unfold. The boys and Arturo got into the vehicle. 
Exhausted from the previous night of little sleep and the long bumpy journey they 
fell sleep at once. Ross and Jill spread a plastic sheet on the ground and sat 
together overlooking the valley where the convoy with the trafficker’s drug 
shipment had come to a halt.  
 
Back in the valley of the dead the ambulances and police reinforcements had 
arrived one hour after Ross and Jill had left in pursuit of the convoy. They worked 
under vehicle lights, recovering the bodies, placing them in body bags and on 
military vehicles. They had media with them, so the story would be told.  
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“It is a dangerous situation that we are in. I don’t know what brought me to this 
situation,” Ross said to Jill, “but we got this far safely and who knows what will 
happen tomorrow. Whatever, don’t worry, we will come through this.” “I know we 
will,” Jill replied, “I came to the Philippines for reporting and adventure, but I 
never expected to be drawn into this, never!” “Do you regret it?” Ross asked. “No, 
I feel I am part of the immensely important work that you are all doing at the Child 
Watch center. It’s a privilege to know you, to be part of the team and contribute 
as best I can. I love being part of that, it’s like one family caring for each other 
respecting everybody’s rights, helping the poorest, it’s beautiful. The Filipinos are 
the most welcoming in the world, I think” Jill said. 
 
“It’s an open house and no closed doors, no gates or borders should be closed to 
anyone. What’s going on in America now is a great shame, a time of regression 
to the fears and prejudices of the passed. Trump is dividing the country with his 
anti-Muslim, anti-refugee, anti-immigration orders. He is hurting families and 
thousands of Filipinos will be strictly vetted and their visas blocked, especially if 
they are from Muslim Mindanao, that’s for sure.” 
 
“I know it,” Jill replied, “but here we are friends.” Then Ross smiled and put his 
arm around Jill and she leaned against him. They were friends always, in times of 
calm, in times of turbulence and danger. Then they fell asleep in the open and 
awoke to the sound of army helicopters whirling overhead.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
 
 
 

THE RAID 
 
 
 
 
“What’s happening?” Ricky called out as he rushed from the vehicle followed by 
Boyet and Arturo. They all rushed to the edge of the ridge to look down on the 
land below seeing it for the first time in the early dawn light. 
 
The two helicopters dropped from above their heads towards the valley below 
that spread out into broad fields stretching to the horizon. Below they saw two  
Humvee fighting vehicles racing across an open grassy field towards the big villa 
followed by two truck loads of Philippine Ranger commandos. The Humvees 
opened fire with machine guns mounted on their roofs. It was a frontal assault on 
the compound below. 
 
Ross shouted out in amazement as he recognized the buildings. “Look at that! 
It’s the Hacienda L’Aquila of Dom Ortega! Can you believe it? It’s under army 
attack. I know it, I have been there!” he shouted in excitement and wonder and 
walking about waving his arms like a thrilled spectator at an important sports 
event. Such a behavior was most unusual for the normally calm and collected 
rational attorney. Jill was taking photographs of the attack with her telephoto lens.  
Arturo and the boys were watching intently the fire fight developing below as if in 
the back seats of a movie theatre. 
 
The ratt-tat-tat of the machine guns woke the terrorists led by Scarface and the 
mercenaries. They grabbed their weapons and rushed out of the basement 
garage. They followed orders of Scarface taking up defensive positions and 
returning fire at the Humvees. The truck carrying the rangers and police were not 
yet in range. The commando strategy was to divert the terrorists fire on the 
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armored Humvees while the commandos advanced at speed over the open 
ground and got to protective cover. 
 
Boyet shouted, “A rocket! A rocket!” They saw one of the helicopters fire rockets 
towards the main villa. A white stream of smoke behind the rocket made straight 
for the perimeter wall and a plume of smoke and fire erupted in a flash of orange 
and red flame and a gap in the wall surrounding the villa was opened up. 
Towards this breach the assault vehicles raced at high speed. 
 
It was a dawn surprise attack and the terrorists and mercenaries of Dom Ortega 
led by Alverez were caught sleeping after a heavy night of celebrating their 
victory over the anti-narcotics police and getting the drug haul to a perfect 
hideout, the property of the governor Dom Ortega. What could have been safer, 
secluded, protected and above the law? But something had gone wrong. Dom 
Ortega was under assault by the Ranger commandos, a day previously it was 
unthinkable. 
 
Who would ever expect it or dare to challenge him? But this dawn it was a 
massive challenge. The death of so many Filipino special anti-narcotic police had 
stirred the nation over night. The late night news and social media had spread 
the images of the dead police. Their relatives were tearfully demanding justice 
and retaliation in televised interviews. The president, in keeping with his vows to 
wage a War-on-Drugs and finally moved by the media clamoring for his 
comments and action, called in the anti-narcotic police director. 
 
Having listened to the Intel reports and information supplied by the anti-narcotic 
police commanders that had been briefed by Commander Collins on the 
whereabouts of the narcotics delivery and the killers of the police unit the 
president reached an impulsive decision. He ordered a joint police and army 
commando assault. In giving his order the president by-passed his advisors and 
inner circle. It was midnight. He was as unpredictable as ever. The secret Ortega 
protectors in the president’s inner circle had no chance to intervene and stop or 
delay any action against Ortega’s villa. They were to pay the price. 
 
The mercenaries and terrorists led by Scarface were awakened abruptly with the 
sound of the helicopters and the rocket attack against the perimeter wall. Alverez 
rushed out of his room in the basement of the villa shouting to his armed force to 
repel the attack. He called Dom Ortega on the intercom phone.  
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“What is going on?” Ortega asked fearfully. His power was being challenged and 
shaken. Such an assault was the unthinkable, the unspeakable. He was a 
governor and pillar of society, a vastly wealthy man and a high government 
official. His person and status was under attack and he did not know why.  
 
“Sir, it’s an attack! We don’t know who ordered it! However, it seems to be 
Ranger troops. Get ready to evacuate with your son. We will try to retrieve the 
shipment and take it with us!” 
 
The explosion caused by the helicopter rocket hitting the wall of Villa D’Aguila 
shook the house, rattled the windows. Expensive vases and crockery fell to the 
floor and smashing into hundreds of pieces. Dom Ortega and his son Dominique 
were rudely awakened, thinking it was an earthquake. They ran to the windows of 
their rooms when they heard the gunfire and saw the commando troops 
approaching and firing at the defending terrorists of Scarface and the 
mercenaries of Bert Alverez. Their servants were at the door of the bedrooms 
calling out, “Sirs! Sirs! You must leave now! We are under attack!” 
 
Panic set in. Hastily pulling some clothes, Dom Ortega took a gun from his 
bedside drawer, seemed confused how to use it, never having had the need to 
do so. He threw it on the bed and grabbed his important documents, stuffed them 
into a hold all bag and went out of the bedroom onto the balcony overlooking the 
main lounge below. 
 
El Toro had emerged armed with a Armalite rifle, a hand gun, and he ran to his 
father who was still confused as to what was happening. He took him by the arm 
and led him down the stairs and down to the basement. There they met Alverez 
who was shouting instructions to his mercenaries to set up a covering fire for his 
escape. Alverez directed Dom Ortega to a black SUV vehicle and El Toro to 
another.  
 
They had to be separate lest one did not survive. He then hurried to the truck 
with four of his henchmen including Hitman and Snakehead. They were wearing 
battle fatigues and carrying heavy machine guns, grenades and ammunition belts 
draped across their shoulders. They were ready to fight their way out if necessary. 
 
The shipment of crystal meth was still on board the truck and Scarface and two of 
his bodyguards were in the back guarding the multimillion dollar cargo. He 
expected payment for one fourth of its value. 
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Dom Ortega had two men load a large sports bag into his vehicle that was the 
cash to pay Scarface. Then they waited to see how the fighting went. 
 
Alverez set up defense positions around the four sides of the Villa D’Aguila 
perimeter, front and back and deployed the shoulder fired rocket known as a 
rocket propelled grenade, RPG, against the two Humvees. The Humvees were 
modified and each had a machine gun mounted on top. As the first one broke 
through the gap in the wall it received a direct hit by a RPG. The  engine took the 
force and the Humvee was thrown up four feet before dropping down again 
blocking the gap blown in the wall. The driver died instantly. The other armored 
Humvee was unable to enter the compound. 
 
The side doors of the damaged armored vehicle opened and the commandos 
bailed out led by Sergeant Lopez, the leader of the commandos who were 
ambushed and almost wiped out by Scarface in the jungle rescue mission after a 
tip off from the corrupt traitor General Piscalle. He was here to settle scores with 
Scarface and Piscalle.  
 
Lopez  regrouped his commandos behind the cover of the wall and they returned 
fire on the positions of Scarface and the mercenaries. The second Humvee 
reached the wall and the men jumped out and took firing positions behind the 
rubble of the breached wall. They opened fire on the fighters of Scarface. The 
helicopter passed over again and unleashed a hail of machine gun fire that 
descended on the terrorists and a dozen died.  
 
The RPG’s were silenced as the rest of the terrorists took cover. Then the 
second copter made its attack run and fired a rocket at the position of the 
terrorists. Another six were killed. Troops from the trucks were now in position at 
the rear of the Ortega villa and the mercenaries had defensive positions there. 
Fierce fighting began there too.  
 
Ten terrorists began a counter-attack against Sergeant Lopez’s platoon running 
towards the gap in the wall, moving from cover to cover firing their Kalashnikovs 
from the hip as they gave covering fire to the fighter with the RPG rocket. He ran 
to reach a close firing position that endangered the entire platoon of commandos. 
One rocket propelled grenade to hit them could end their frontal assault.  
 
Sergeant Lopez analyzed their plan of attack and ordered all his men to retreat 
from behind the wall to take cover in the irrigation ditch thirty meters away from 
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the wall. The terrorists pressed their attack and fired the RPG at what they 
thought were the commandos’ positions, but they had just made it to the cover of 
the irrigation ditch and they escaped its massive fire ball that exploded where 
they had been half a minute before. The terrorists believing Lopez‘s men had 
been hit by the RPG rushed through the gap in the wall to finish off Lopez and his 
men. Instead they were met with a hail of deadly fire from the ditch thirty meters 
away. It was over for them, they had run into an trap.  
 
The second Humvee was waiting and opened up with its machine gun. The nine 
terrorists died in that firefight. The fighter with the deadly RPG raced back 
towards the villa, but he never made it, an army sniper shot him dead. The rest of 
the terrorist fighters retreated towards the villa of Dom Ortega and found the 
great entrance door closed. The remaining twelve took positions on the veranda. 
The commandos led by Captain Lopez advanced, they crossed the wall and out 
flanked them on each end of the veranda and they were trapped again in a 
crossfire. They fired back but died one by one. Three surrendered. 
 
Alverez ordered his men to change position and bring fire to bear on the 
commandos at the rear exit of the villa. They did so and the gunfire was 
deafening, unceasing and fierce. He called to the men nearest the exit of the 
basement to get on board the truck and the SUVs. They rushed back. The 
vehicles were revved up and at high speed they raced out of the basement 
garage and sped towards the exit and out onto the road leading to the hacienda 
cane fields and the hills beyond. The remaining mercenaries gave covering fire. 
 
They made a clean escape. As soon as they were clear, the firing died down and 
the mercenaries surrendered and the fight was over. The Ortega father and son, 
Alverez and Scarface had escaped with the drug shipment and the money. It was 
not a good ending. 
 
From the hill top Ross, Jill, Arturo and the boys watched this battle progress 
before their eyes. The mercenaries were overwhelmed also half of their number 
were killed and the rest surrendered. They were ordered to drop their weapons 
and file out into the open area behind the villa. They were ordered to lie flat face 
down, arms out-stretched. The commandos collected the weapons. The three 
remaining terrorists were brought around to join them. 
 
From the hill Ross and the group saw that the fight was over and they got into the 
four-wheel drive and hurried down the ridge road and drove into the compound. 
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They greeted the police and the commandos and Sergeant Lopez, congratulating 
them on a successful operation wiping out the Scarface fighters and many of the 
mercenaries. Jill photographed the battlefield and the prisoners and battle weary 
police and Rangers. They were not rejoycing since the main target, Scarface, 
and the drug shipment had escaped. The unit leaders were on the cell phones 
calling their commanders and reporting the success so far but lamenting the 
shipment and Ortega, the mastermind, had escaped. 
 
Arturo called Commander Jerry Collins, “It’s over. The operation is a success but 
it looks like Ortega and the shipment are gone.” “Check the bodies of the slain 
fighters of Scarface. Ask Attorney Ross to allow the boys to check and identify if 
Scarface is among them.” “Yes Sir, right away.” 
 
Arturo went over to Ross and Jill and the boys who were sitting on the back steps 
at the rear of the villa, the strong smell of cordite and burning rubber was hanging 
in the air. The servants and staff of the villa were gathered in a group guarded by 
the anti-narcotic police. They would be questioned, then allowed to return to there 
house where they quickly prepared sandwiches for the  commandos. 
 
“Attorney, could your boys look at the prisoners and the dead to identify which 
one is Scarface?” Arturo asked. The bodies of the slain had been carried to the 
back of the villa by the commandos for a body count and a search for IDs, cell 
phones and any other information that might lead the intelligence officers to other 
terrorists. 
 
It was a horrible duty looking at the bodies of the dead. Some were riddled with 
bullets, others were killed by the explosions. The boys hesitated at first and with 
encouragement they went from one body to another. “No, we cannot see him 
here,” Ricky said to Ross. Boyet said, “I know him well. I saw his face everyday 
during the days in the jungle where we were prisoners and he is not here among 
these dead.” 
 
Arturo called Commander Collins, “He has apparently escaped with his drugs 
and the money or else he is still at the beach head, Sir.” “They are all dead at the 
beach head, we attacked them two hours ago. I am sending you now the photos 
of the killed terrorists I received from the team leader of the drug enforcement 
unit.” 
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Three minutes later the smart phone of Arturo began to receive the ten photos of 
the terrorists killed at the beach. He brought them to Ross .“Sir, can we ask the 
boys to view these for Scarface?” He called over Ricky and Boyet and Jill. They 
looked at each photo of the dead. Again Scarface was not there. “Sir,” Arturo 
reported to Collins, “he is not among them.” “Damm, hell! The one terrorist that 
Washington wanted dead has escaped,” he said in exasperation. 
 
Ross and the police chief went into the house and began to search it carefully for 
any hidden booby traps or a hideaway terrorist or any evidence that might be 
used against the Ortegas now that they were fugitives and when caught brought 
to trial. Ross imagined himself as a private prosecutor in such a trial. He relished 
the thought. 
 
They brought a servant to show them around. He was looking for evidence that 
could be traced back to JSoc through Alverez, the graduate military trainer who 
apparently stole guns and ammunition and equipment to arm his mercenaries 
that were all well trained sharpshooters and expert in armed combat. 
 
He searched too with the anti-narcotics police inspector for incriminating 
documents or drugs that would help him bring a successful case against the 
Ortega family members. With the police inspector present he went to the office of 
Ortega. They filled a sports bag with all the documents they could find and gave 
them to Attorney Ross for safekeeping until they could be inventoried and 
presented to the National Bureau of Investigation’s agents. 
 
Then they heard distant voices shouting in Visayan and a muffled banging sound, 
it was coming from the basement. They hurried down to the basement to 
investigate and the banging came through a strong self locking door. People 
were trapped inside. Ross shouted through the door in Visayan, “Who is there? 
Who are you?” “It is us! Let us out!” the voices came back. “Let us ou! Let us out! 
Open the door!” they shouted. 
 
The door could only be opened from the outside but there was no key. It was 
clearly intended for detention like a jail cell. Then the police got a sledgehammer 
and smashed the lock, the door swung open and all were quite for a few seconds. 
Suddenly six young girls emerged. There among them the missing street children 
from the market and the Child Watch center, Angel and Grace, and four other 
children about fifteen years old. 
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Jill, Ross and the police were amazed and asked, “Who are you?” “It’s Grace and 
Angel from the market!” they cried. “It’s us.” They were freed and ran out and 
hugged Jill and Ross and they started to cry and babble out their story, which 
was unintelligible, they were so overcome with emotion. The six children were 
brought to the big lounge and they sat on the couches and cried some more. 
When Ricky and Boyet came in from outside, they were shocked to see Angel 
and Grace. “Sisters! Angel, Grace! It is us Boyet and Ricky!” they shouted 
excitedly with glee. There were no more tears but whoops of joy and laughter and 
hugs as brothers and sisters met again free and happy. 
 
After the happy reunion they got food and drinks in the kitchen and began to tell 
their ordeal to Ross and Jill. “When we left the Childs Watch center, it was 
because we were very confused and we had to help Margareta and Rosie, our 
friends we met on the street. Three men and a woman grabbed them by the arms 
and we saw them taken to a restaurant on the side street. Then we came to the 
Child Watch and we know we should have told the staff. It was wrong to go out, 
but we had to go and help them escape from the restaurant. So we went there 
and this woman caught us too and said we had to go with her and meet our 
friends. We didn’t want to go, but she grabbed us and pushed us inside the 
restaurant.” 
 
She paused to catch her breath, her eyes were shining with excitement of being 
rescued and meeting Ricky and Boyet. She wanted to tell all that happened to 
them. Ross and Jill listened and a police inspector was listening too. They knew it 
was vital for the children to be heard and understood and to feel they were 
believed and trusted. When the adult world does not trust them then their 
childhood falls apart, their trust in adults is shattered, and they withdraw into 
themselves into a private secret world and hold in the pain of abuse that no one 
would believe. They carry it all their lives. Angel had a willing audience and she 
excitedly went on.  
 
“Then the men grabbed us in the restaurant and they took us out and locked us 
in a van and brought us here. They were going to have a party here in this house 
and we were to be the playmates of the men. We heard them talking what they 
would do to us. They were going to rape us and they were going to do bad things 
to us,” Angel said running out of breath in her excitement telling the story.  
 
“Yes, that is the way it happened,” said Grace joining in the story telling. “That is 
the truth and today when we heard the guns and the explosions that woman 
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came into our locked room and shouted orders to us to go out and get into a van 
with her. We were more scared of the explosions than of her. She said we were 
not to be found in that house. Bad things would happen to us if we did not obey 
her. Instead we did not go with her to the van, we closed the door of the room 
and she could not get out. Then she became very angry shouting and banging 
the door. But no one heard her because of all the noise of the fighting and the 
explosions. Then we got angry too and we rushed her and pushed her into the 
closet and locked the door,” Grace ended in a note of triumphant victory, smiling 
proudly.  
 
“Yes, we did it, didn’t we?” Angel said, “the other girls were now excited and 
animated and joined in. “Yes, we pushed that mean bad lady into the closet room 
and locked the door, that was what we did,” Rosie said. “I pushed her first,” said 
Margaret. “No, I did, you only helped,” said Rosie. “We all did it together,” Grace 
said. 
 
The adult audience was suddenly silent, serious and quizzical. “What do you 
mean you pushed a mean lady into a closet?” Ross asked slowly and seriously. 
The truth was beginning to dawn on him. “It was down there in the basement, in 
the room where they keep the cleaning things, that is where we pushed her,” 
Grace said as a matter of fact as if it was an everyday thing to lock your 
kidnapper and trafficker in a closet and think nothing much of it.  
 
“You mean she is still there?” Ross asked standing up excited. He looked to 
Arturo and the police inspector who was still armed and in body armor. “What? 
She is still in the closet? Come quickly, show us! We have to arrest her at once,” 
he said. 
 
They all jumped up on this amazing news and possibility and hurried down to the 
basement and they all stood before the closet that had a bolt lock on the outside. 
The police inspector stepped forward and pulled back the bolt and the door 
opened. They saw a sorry sight. The once proud arrogant and cruel Develio was 
sitting on the floor surrounded by cleaning fluids, mops and brushes. Powdered 
soap had fallen on her, giving her a white disheveled appearance. 
 
She was a very different person than that of an hour previously. The pompous 
arrogance of Laura Develio was one sorry looking individual who had been 
defeated by the very children she had kidnapped and trafficked. She was caught 
as a criminal. The inspector handcuffed her and warned her she had been caught 
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in the act of committing crimes against children, human trafficking, unlawful 
imprisonment, child abuse and she would be held without bail to answer to a 
judge. She hung her head with a look of bewilderment and frustration and anger. 
She said nothing, no defiance, threats or arrogance. It was all gone. The 
commando assault, her brush with death, the attempted getaway that went wrong, 
and the children that stood against her and forced her inside the closet had 
broken something inside her. A false fragile world of power had come tumbling 
down. 
 
Jill was engaged in photographing the arrest, it was another story to write and tell. 
Ross was grinning and happy that at last he had a prisoner and case where he 
would be the private prosecutor on behalf of the children. Arturo would testify and  
the anti-narcotic police inspector and together with the children’s testimony he 
would surely get a conviction. He had a very strong case that would put Develio 
away for life. Besides Julie would also file a separate case against her. So Julie 
and her family would have justice too. 
 
He decided to call Julie and give her the good news and let her talk with Ricky. 
Her phone was not answering. Puzzled Ross gave up, he called Sister Angelica 
and Father Alfonso and passed on the good news of the arrest of Develio caught 
in the presence of trafficked children. Father Alfonso replied to Ross, “We could 
not contact Julie in Olongapo City. We tried for the past few days and no 
response.” 
 
The power of the Ortega family over the judiciary was still a problem. Although 
they had escaped, Ross and the Child Watch team hoped they would be caught 
soon. But knowing their influence and power with the police and their many 
friends they would come back in force and with a legal team to squash all 
opposition. The police had no strong evidence without the drug shipment and no 
captives other than the fighters. The leaders had escaped. They would fight 
legally and they had the death squad to threaten and intimidate every witness. 
Justice seemed hopeless once again. At least the police and Ross had Develio 
and would charge her the next day. 
 
The Ortega family would claim in their defense that the Abu Sayyaf had come to 
take them hostage and the commando heroes had come to rescue them. The 
Abu Sayyaf and Scarface had fought back. There was no evidence linking the 
Alverez or the Ortegas to the wipe out and massacre of the anti-narcotic team. 
Scarface had done that, they would lie. Ross felt depressed at this likely scenario. 
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They had taken the drug shipment with them, the only evidence that would 
convict them. 
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
 
 
 

THE ESCAPE FROM L’AQUILA 
 
 
 
 
Dom Ortega and his son were still in mild shock at what had happened. They 
could not understand how all their paid protection in the police and military could 
allow this to happen. They had received no tip off and governor Ortega was 
actually untouchable. But much had happened since the massacre of the anti-
narcotic police unit in the hills north of Diego. The one thing that is sure in the 
Philippines is that nothing is sure. You could trust nobody in a position of 
influence, betrayal was the currency of power. 
 
But they were congratulating themselves as they sped along with a column of 
brown dust billowing behind their speeding vehicles away from the Villa L’Aquila. 
As they began to climb the hills twenty kilometers down the road they were 
forced to suddenly hit the brakes and the vehicles came to a sliding halt and 
stopped just short of an old burnt out car in the middle of the road. The hills 
covered with grass and shrubs on either side prevented them from going around 
it. They waited a minute and then Alverez and the driver got out, weapons at the 
ready. They saw nobody as they walked towards the barricade to see if they 
could tow it out of the way. 
 
The first shot rang out like a signal and the driver beside Alverez let out a cry of 
pain and a red blotch appeared on his chest, he fell to the ground. Alverez, a 
trained commander himself, threw himself on the ground, took what cover there 
was behind some rocks and fired at the area where he thought the shot had 
come form. His armed bodyguards, Snakehead and Hitman and six others 
heavily armed fighters, scrambled out of the vehicles and took up defensive 
positions. Scarface and his two men stayed in the back of the truck. El Toro and 
Dom Ortega stayed in their black SUV vehicles. Then a voice shouted to them 
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from somewhere nearby. They saw no one but heard the command in Visayan. 
“Drop your weapons and surrender! You are surrounded and cannot escape!” No 
one moved. They waited. 
 
In the SUV Dom Ortega was not feeling well. He was under grave stress in this 
tense situation. His once cynical arrogance and dictatorial attitude had deserted 
him. He was humbled and vulnerable, a fugitive cornered like a rat as he never 
been before. He was dumbfounded too as what had happened at the Villa 
L’Aquila. His key men in the presidential palace, his well-bribed generals in the 
army, his police allies who helped with the drug smuggling, had apparently 
deserted him. 
 
The answer was simpler. The president was watching the live feed from a 
television channel that had somehow got a van with a satellite disk to the 
massacre site and he was a very angry president. Dom Ortega and his inner 
circle, Politico and the others believed they had manipulated and had the 
president under their control. He had become the impetuous president, with a 
mind of his own, and as commander-in-chief bypassed all protocols and called 
up his former classmate General Dominator Puyat and gave an instant order. 
“Attack! Find them! Kill them! Kill them all!” as was his usual orders. 
 
“Those sons of bitches massacred my police,” he said. “I lost twenty-five men 
earlier today in an ambush, sons of bitches, drug smugglers. Wherever they are, 
find them and kill them all. That is an order shoot-to-kill. Once they open fire, kill 
them all, sons of bitches.” General Puyat recorded the order on his smart phone. 
He then called his intelligence chief and soon they had the coordinates of where 
the convoy had halted. The police and ranger commandos were ordered into 
battle. 
 
Dom Ortega was gasping in the heat and asked for water. He was not feeling 
well, he had not taken his daily medication to control his blood pressure. It was 
rising dangerously. His son, the once feared El Toro, was shaking in the back of 
the vehicle. He had heard the order and did not understand where it had come 
from and who was shouting an order from behind cover.  
 
Suddenly he jumped as a short burst from a Kalashnikov hit the radiator of the 
vehicle. The voice called out again in Visayan, “Put down your weapons!” A 
scared El Toro shouted to Alverez, “Do it! Do it!” Alverez and his eight men slowly 
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placed their weapons on the ground but stood close to them. “Also your side 
arms!” the voice shouted out. “Now step away from them!” 
 
They did so. Then figures of armed fighters stood up from behind rocks and tall 
grass where they had been concealed. They advanced slowly on Alverez and the 
vehicles. They were dressed in green camouflaged uniforms, extra ammunition 
magazines in their webbing and grenades hanging from their straps. They were 
guerilla freedom fighters, not the New People’s Army (NPA), but an independent   
group allied to the NPA. 
 
Alverez looked intently at the leader that was approaching him and he grew cold, 
his face dark and angry and a little frightened. He recognized his one time foe, 
Benito Rasala, the brother of Julie Rasala who he kidnapped and gave as a sex 
slave to Dominique Ortega, El Toro, to abuse and rape. It was Benito whose 
mother as a girl had been raped in the Villa L’Aquila. Benito was now a guerrilla 
leader whose father Juanito was shamefully humiliated by Dom Ortega. This was 
Benito whom Alverez had beaten to a pulp and jailed. Benito stopped thirty 
meters away while another armed leader approached behind him with three other 
fighters. The rest of the band of fighters remained behind cover to fire at a 
moments notice.  
 
One of the fighters came from cover to stand beside Benito. To his astonishment 
and confusion Alverez recognized Julie, dressed in battle fatigues and her hair 
tied behind her head. She wore a Mao cap with a red star and held a Kalashnikov 
pointed at him. She had a look of grim determination and serious intent to use it if 
he made any violent move. He believed she would. 
 
When Ricky and Boyet left Preda to fly to General Santos City, Sister Angelica 
bought flight tickets online for Julie and her mother Eva. Eva returned home to 
the village and Julie was met by Benito and taken to the safety of the mountain 
village of the guerrilla band. They had been in contact with Benito by texting and 
calls for months previously and they had decided that the only place safe for her 
was to be at his side. 
 
Alverez was sweating, now he feared dying. His plans to build a mansion, retire, 
live in luxury with servants and the pleasures of life around him were fading 
quickly. His once smug dream of the future as a successful distributor of illegal 
drugs was in danger of being extinguished. He could not believe that it had come 
to this, victory the night before was now a disaster. 
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He had never feared death because he had never been close to it. He had paid 
mercenaries who did the dying for him and for the Ortegas. He had tortured and 
killed others. But now the worst sins of his past were catching up with him and 
the many terrible cruel sins of the Ortegas had to be paid for, Judgement Day 
was here. It was a sudden and bizarre turn of events. 
 
“Get out of the vehicle you criminals! Keep your hands out stretched in front of 
you!” he shouted at the Ortegas whose vast wealth and power had suddenly 
become useless in this patch of remote mountain road. It was the reckoning, the 
challenge of the peasants, the landless, the poor talking to power. They had 
cornered  the oppressive landowners and dictators who, on this day that woud be 
remebered for genrerations, had been brought down from their thrones and were 
now powerless. An experience they had never had before.  
 
To reinforce his orders Benito squeezed a short burst from the Kalashnikov. That 
jerked everyone awake and alert to the severity of their situation, the gravity of 
the intent of the guerrilla leader. El Toro, much subdued, more like the bull in the 
picture in the villa about to be spiked than the one ready to charge. He was 
fuming with anger and resentment pride and arrogance. A man who had 
everything he ever could want and got was now reduced to a pauper. Dom 
Ortega  got out of the vehicle with great effort. He was a sweating old cruel tyrant 
and child abuser. He had to be helped out of the vehicle. How indeed the mighty 
had fallen into the hands of those they had abused.  
 
It was only two hours previously that he and his son were sleeping peacefully in 
their beds surrounded by luxury as kings of the Ortega empire. Then in minutes 
they were plunged into turmoil. Their easy life of power and prestige was turned 
upside down.  
 
As soon as the attack on the villa had begun Sister Angelica knew of it from 
friends in the nearby parish. They called her and then she called Ross to confirm 
what was happening. After that she immediately called Julie. They had remained 
in secret contact by mobile phone. Then the guerrilla band sprung into action and 
intercepted the Ortega get away caravan. They already had a plan to attack the 
hacendia and force Dom Ortega to sign back the lands he had stolen from the 
poor farmers. The documents were ready. As events unfolded the Ortegas and 
Alverez had come to them. 
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“You have to answer for your crimes against my family, our village and the whole 
community! This is a day of justice for us and a day of misery for you!” Benito 
shouted out to all of them. “You will sign a confession that we have prepared and 
a document that will transfer back the lands that you have taken from the village 
people!” he called out. 
 
Then he motioned to one of his fighters who went forward with the folders 
containing the papers that they would sign. He put them on the front of the SUV 
vehicle and he walked backward keeping the Ortega group covered with his 
Kalashnikov. Alverez saw a way out. “Sign them!” he shouted to Ortega. “Sign 
them for God’s sake and we will get out of this!” 
 
At the rear of the truck Scarface and his two fighters were hiding. They climbed 
down covered by the truck and unnoticed by Benito and his fighters. They did not 
fear death. Scarface had convinced himself that he was defended by his amulet  
that he wore around his neck. But his bravado and fighting reputation was built 
on Shabu and today he had taken none. He and his followers would die fighting 
for Allah in a holy Jihad and become martyrs and go to eternal glory. This for him 
justified all his terrorist crimes. 
 
His pride was telling him no surrender and with this in mind and taking advantage 
of stealth and surprise they crept around the truck, while still hidden. Then he 
jumped up, cried “Allahu Akbar!” God is Great, and opened fire as they rushed 
towards Benito, Julie and the guerrilla fighters. 
 
The suddenness of the attack shocked Benito and the guerrilla fighters. They 
were caught unaware at the unexpected attack. In that moment of confusion, 
when they turned towards this sudden dangerous attack, Alverez, El Toro and 
the mercenaries grabbed their weapons and the firing began. Benito was hit in 
the leg and went down on one knee. Julie hardly knowing what she was doing, 
having never fired a weapon, squeezed a burst in shock and by pure chance she 
hit Alverez. He was thrown backward and went down with a look of sheer 
amazement that a slip of a girl could have outshot him, the machismo Trooper of 
JSoc training and a dozen firefights. It was an inglorious set back but he was not 
seriously wounded. His heavy duty Kevlar body armor had saved him. Scarface 
and his two bodyguards were engaging three guerrilla fighters with continuous 
firing from their Kalashnikovs. Everyone was firing at everyone. 
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Dom Ortega was feeling weak and staggered to the side of the road and slumped 
down under a tree. Alone and bereft of those upon whom he relied on, servants, 
slaves, retainers, nurses and bodyguards. A great pain started in his left arm and 
he gagged as his blood slowed, blocked and his heart was unable to pass his life 
giving blood through his clogged arteries. That was the inevitable result of 
sumptuous living and a life of debauchery. The massive heart attack struck with a 
sharp pain and ended his life. His last look on the fading world as he gurgled in 
death was the waving fronds of the coconut tree. The only farewell to a life of 
cruelty, death and the deprivation of others. 
 
At the moment Alverez fell back after being hit, Julie grabbed Benito and helped 
him stagger quickly behind a rock for cover. The blood had soaked his fatigues. 
He was furious and he saw Alverez get up and shouting to rally his mercenaries 
and El Toro. The rest of the guerrillas were firing at the mercenaries and 
Scarface. El Toro Ortega was firing wildly in a panic of fear and cowardice. He 
wanted to get away but one very fierce untrained fighter was coming towards him, 
running from rock to rock, Julie. 
 
She was filled with anger and a desire for revenge for the years of imprisonment, 
abuse and rape she had suffered by him. That clouded her judgment but it 
spurred her to risk all. For years imprisoned she had imagined something like this 
and never believed it could happen. Yet, here it was the opportunity to confront 
her tormenter and rapist in an unfair fight. Unfair for her, she alone against a   
brute. He being a trained shooter, the weekend warrior. She was just the mother 
of Ricky. Benito shouted at her to come back. For sure she would be killed. 
 
El Toro saw her coming and knew she would risk dying to make him pay for his 
crimes against her. Julie moved to the side to outflank El Toro and he was 
exposed, his back to the vehicle. As she raised her weapon he grabbed the back 
webbing of a mercenary beside him and cowardly pulled him in front of him as a 
human shield. 
 
At that same moment the mercenary was about to throw a grenade and the burst 
of fire from Julie hit him. He slumped and dropped the grenade. It rolled a few 
feet in front of El Toro, he looked at it in horror and then at Julie and screamed,  
“Fuck You!” That was the last thing he would ever say. A powerful blast with an 
orange and red flash of flame drove shrapnel through his blackheart and he died 
instantly and badly. Two other mercenaries nearby were killed by the blast and 
they went down. It was over, the firing died down. Alverez and Scarface were left 
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standing behind the reinforced doors of the vehicle where they had defensive 
positions. Their guns were at the ready. 
 
Benito‘s fighters called on them to surrender and lay down their weapons. In 
response Scarface fired and so did Alverez. They knew it was the end. No 
surrender was their belief. They would have wished to have died fighting in battle 
as they had lived rather than in their beds. They had chosen the path of fighters, 
killers and murderers, trained and hardened to fight, torture and to kill and now 
their time had come. They died in a hail of fire from the guerrillas. 
 
Benito had strapped his leg wound and staunched the bleeding. The bullet had 
missed an artery. An eerie silence hung over the scene of death. Bodies were 
strewn around the vehicles and Benito’s force had taken a heavy toll, five 
guerrillas dead and three wounded including him. 
 
They moved quickly. They treated the wounded with the medical kit they always 
had with them in a backpack. They found another medical kit in the SUV. Benito 
ordered the weapons to be gathered with ammunition. The vehicles were 
searched and the black sports bag was brought to Benito and Julie. They opened 
the bag and gasped in astonishment as they saw the bundles of US dollars. Two 
hundred and fifty thousand dollars was Scarface’s share for bringing the drugs 
from the mother ship to the mainland. It was a small amount in comparison to the 
street value of the crystal meth.That was worth several million US dollars. 
 
The satchel that Dom Ortega had stuffed with private documents before he fled 
was overlooked as it fell under the seat. Then they went to the truck and saw the 
cartons of drugs. Benito ordered them sliced open and they were shocked to see 
the huge amount of crystal methamphetamine. Enough to addict an entire city, 
the lives of thousands of young people and children would be destroyed. He 
ordered the entire cargo to be doused with gasoline from the vehicles and he 
then instructed his men to evacuate the area and return to the mountains. His 
second-in-command made a fuse of gasoline on the ground leading to the back 
of the truck. He set it alight and then hurried after the withdrawing freedom 
fighters. 
 
Benito was being helped to walk by two fighters. They paused to look below at 
the funeral pyre of drugs. They watched the fumes rise up from the heated crystal 
methamphetamine. A deadly plume of poison gas ascended into the sky as the 
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truck and its diesel tank was set alight and exploded in a ball of flame and smoke. 
A fitting end to a notorious gang of criminals, as Ross said later. 
 
Julie switched to her mobile Phone and called Sister Angelica to tell her what 
happened. Sister Angelica, despite her years in the mountains as a dedicated 
Rural Missioner and accustomed to death and hunger, was really shocked at the 
news of so many killed and wounded in the guerrilla group and also about the 
deaths of Alverez and the Ortegas. Julie did not know Scarface but described 
them as Muslim tribal fighters because she heard the ‘Allahu Akbar!’ cry of 
Scarface when he attacked. Sister Angelica immediately called Attorney Ross  
and passed on the vital information. 
 
“Yes, the Ortegas are dead. Father and son and Alverez too and Scarface,” she 
told Ross. “Three Muslim tribal fighters dead too. The guerrilla group was led by 
Benito Rasala,” she reported in an agitated breathless voice, troubled because of 
the violence and killing. 
 
“What is that? Benito leading a Guerrilla group? Fought it out with the Ortegas, 
Alverez and Scarface? Julie was there too? How? Why?” Ross asked in 
astonishment, stunned at this information. It was the first time he heard Julie and 
Eva were not at the Preda home in Olongapo City. 
 
“Yes, she left with the boys,” Sister Angelica said in reply to his question. “I didn’t 
tell you at the time since you might try to stop her and there was no way to stop 
her leaving and joining Benito, her brother.” “How was Benito able to intercept the 
Ortegas gang and the drug shipment?” he asked confused. There was a silence 
on the phone, no reply came back from Sister Angelica. “Sister, are you still 
there?” Ross asked. “I told them,” she said, “after I called you and learned about 
the attack on Villa L’Aquila and the escape of the gang. I called Julie and talked 
with Benito,” she said. “You told them they were heading on the north road?” 
“Something like that,” Sister replied. “Okay, thanks for that shocking but 
welcoming news. Our support and congratulations to Benito and Julie and his 
people there fighting for their land rights and confronting the Ortega gang and 
Scarface. It was very brave and courageous.” “Yes, I will call them,” Angelica 
said. 
 
Ross was thinking how indeed people have to fight for their rights. He did not 
approve of violence but when it came to defending one’s existence, the survival 
of families, saving the women and children from rape and abuse and to prevent 
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annihilation, it has to be the lesser of the two evils. Self-defense for one’s family 
and community is not an evil, it is a courageous act, he thought. What were the 
options for the poor? Suffer dire oppression and extermination by death squads, 
drug lords and the killer goons of the mining companies and land grabbers or 
take to the hills and choose armed resistance? 
 
At times it is the only way, he sadly thought, as he recalled the many lost court 
cases he had fought for small farmers. What had he achieved for them? Nothing!  
He was a complete failure as a lawyer. He was a Don Quixote in the courtroom 
and was laughed at for trying to get justice for the poor. At times he thought he 
should have taken to the hills. For at the times of depression and grave injustice, 
was there no God of Justice, no force to change the unjust system? It took a 
peasant boy, like Benito, to challenge and confront the corrupt oppressors and 
land grabbers and fight them. And he won out. Was it just and right? Who can 
judge another in such a situation, he thought.  
 
After the end of hostilities at the Villa L’Aquila and after the bodies were checked, 
DNA samples and photographs were taken for the record. The families were 
making identities for possible claims. The army commanders arrived with 
ambulances to take care of their wounded and the dead were placed in body 
bags and into army trucks. Sergeant Lopez received an award and promotion for 
his courageous assault.  
 
Soon after a helicopter arrived with Commander Collins of JSoc and a small 
group of Philippine military officers. They met with Arturo, Ross and Jill and Ricky 
and Boyet. Arturo had informed him of the escape of the Ortega gang. As soon 
as he arrived Ross informed him and the group of army officers what had 
happened on the north road. He explained without giving names that a group of 
independent guerrilla freedom fighters was behind the encounter with the Ortega 
gang and Scarface was likely with them. 
 
Collins immediately jumped up when he heard this. He called his special JSoc 
liaison officer and advised him to get to the site with other officers as soon as 
possible and meet him there. He persuaded Ross and the group to go with him in 
the helicopter to the site immediately to identify Scarface and record what 
happened.  
 
When they arrived within half an hour, the place was deserted but for the burnt 
out truck and the dead bodies lay where they had fallen. Another helicopter 
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arrived with a team of Filipino JSoc support personnel. The group noticed the 
weapons were gone, the truck was burnt to a cinder. They made a quick 
chemical test and realized the drugs had been incinerated.  
 
The military doctor and medical paramedics checked the bodies, took 
photographs, bagged DNA samples and they announced Dom Ortega had died 
of natural causes. His son and inheritor of the entire Ortega estate had died of a 
grenade explosion. They found the bodies of Scarface and his two bodyguards. 
Ricky and Boyet finally confirmed it was Scarface.  
 
“That’s him. I cannot forget that face from the first day I saw him on the beach 
when he took us all to the island,” he recalled speaking in Visayan. Boyet 
confirmed, “Yes it is he. He was so cruel, and Scarface did not care of us as 
humans or Chris or Peter. He made them suffer and tried to behead them.” 
 
They exclaimed as the JSoc officers and men came to stand around to look and 
take selfies of themselves and the body of the notorious kidnapper and terrorist 
Scarface. “He was an extremist,” Ross said, “most Muslims are our peace loving 
friends and neighbors. We live and work with them. This kind is just the fringe. No 
better or worse than Alverez or Ortega.” 
 
They checked the other bodies and found Alverez and close by his killers, 
Snakehead and Hitman. Ricky and Boyet shouted when they saw the two. “Look! 
Look! It’s them!” they shouted together. “They killed Jimmy and Jaime! They are 
the killers, the death squad, and they chased us and tried to kill us too! We 
escaped by jumping into the river. You see that medallion, that’s the same one 
he wore when he shot Jimmy,” Ricky said pointing at Snakehead. They all looked, 
saw the dragon medallion still around the neck of Snakehead and the tattoo 
spitting venom at the world visible on his bare arm. An army officer stepped 
forward and pulled the medallion from the neck of Snakehead and handed it to 
Ricky and Boyet, ”Let this be a trophy of your courage, well done,” he said. 
 
Boyet began to cry. “They killed our friends, Jimmy and Jamie. They were just 
like us market boys without family. We never did anything wrong. Why did they 
do that, why?” he said with tears streaming down his face. Ricky put his arm 
around his shoulders for support and Ross and Jill came closer to them and 
hugged them both and walked them away from the bodies. 
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“It’s over now. They will kill no one any more,” he said nodding to the officer in 
charge of the second helicopter indicating that they were ready to leave. That 
question was heavy on the mind of Ross as they flew home over the hills and 
mountains towards the city. Why? 
 
Before getting into the helicopter Ross on a moment of impulse went to the SUV 
that Dom Ortega had ridden. The doors were riddled with bullet holes, the 
windows were smashed and inside the smell of violent death. Outside on the 
ground was a large patch where blood had steeped into the earth. El Toro had 
received the death trust of the bullfighter’s sword right here. Was it by Julie’s or 
his own cowardly hand? Ross opened his smart phone light and shone it inside. 
He saw the black satchel case dropped by Dom Ortega. He picked it up. Another 
souvenir, he thought. 
 
By evening they had returned to the Child Watch center and were reviewing the 
dramatic events of the last fourty-eight hours and the stunning shocking outcome. 
Their world had changed.  
 

-------------oOo------------- 
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EPILOGUE 
 
 
 
 
A few weeks after the terrible incidents where the police were massacred, the 
assault by the military of Villa L’Aquila and the confrontation of the Ortega gang 
and Scarface with Benito and Julie Rasla happened, Ross finally got around to 
preparing the case of child trafficking under Republic Act 9208, and crimes of 
child abuse under Republic Act 7610 and Republic Act 9208. 
 
He represented the children who were the complainants in the case and he as 
their representative lawyer got the permission from the court to be the assisting 
private prosecutor under the direction and control of the government prosecutor. 
It would be an epic battle. 
 
Since the former mayor and now president had ordered the attack and had taken 
full credit for the outcome, including the end of Scarface and the drug shipment, 
there was a very different atmosphere in the Regional Trial Court and the office 
of the prosecutor. Convictions were expected in order to prove the president was 
right to have ordered the attack to rescue the children and seize the drug 
shipment. But only Develio was left to be prosecuted and a few mercenaries. 
 
Ross suddenly saw one folder he had taken from the vehicle of Dom Ortega 
marked ‘blood/DNA’. He opened it and read. The enclosed scientific DNA testing 
results came from the three big DNA testing companies: DNA Solutions 
Philippines, easyDNA Philippines, and DNA Genes PH. The conclusions shook 
Ross to the core. 
 
The summary analysis of a senior doctor based in a Manila hospital stated, “It 
can be concluded that the three separate and isolated DNA test results show that 
the DNA sample of Dominique Ortega is directly related to the other sample of a 
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certain Ricky Rasala. Accordingly, Ricky Rasala is clearly and conclusively the 
intimate close relative and most certainly the son of Dominique Ortega according 
to the perfect match of the DNA.” 
 
“Oh my God! Oh my God! I can’t believe this!” Ross exclaimed. He stood up 
behind his desk at the Child Watch center and felt weak. His knees wobbled and 
he sat down and drank a glass of water. He regained his cool in a few minutes, 
reading the report and looking at the testing data results. There were twenty 
points of comparison. 
 
The conclusion at the end of the reports read, “Interpretation; Combined Paternity 
Index 661,085. Probability 99.9998%. The alleged father is not excluded as the 
biological father of the tested child. Based on testing results obtained from the 
analysis of the DNA loci listed, the probability of paternity is 99.9998%.”  
 
That was enough to convince him that Ricky was the identified son of Dominique 
Ortega, El Toro, and now the sole inheritor of the Ortega Empire. That was the 
reason they wanted him dead. That answered the lingering question behind the 
death squad’s desperate hunt to find and kill Ricky Rasala. So it was El Toro who 
had raped Julie, he realized, a secret that she had never revealed. As her lawyer 
the information was private and between lawyer and client. He could not go 
public with it. What would Julie decide to do? Would she acknowledge El Toro 
had abused her and Ricky was indeed the child of Ortega and sole claimant to 
the ownership of the Ortega Empire? The question now was, as the son of a 
peasant girl and the dead Dominique Ortega, what would the future of Ricky be?  
 
At that moment Ricky, Boyet, Grace, Angel and a group of market children were 
standing in the cemetery. It was near sun set and the orange glow was tinting the 
clouds and casing on the ground the long shadows of the head stones. Ricky and 
the children held hands and he spoke for all of them a farewell. “Jimmy, Jaime, 
we are together in one family and you are our brothers gone on a journey. We 
love you still as we are friends. This is how all should be in this world, friends 
together, loving each other.”  
 
Then he hung the chain-and-cross given to him by his mother on the headstone. 
The carved inscription on the headstone carried the words, “Jimmy and Jaime, 
they were one in life, as one, they live forever.” 
 

-------------oOo------------- 


