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1 Deo Regnat, aka Francisco 

 

 

t 3:00 AM Father Andoy was up. In minutes he would be ready to leave his room and 

descend from the third floor to the ground floor of the convent where work awaited 

him. For three years now this had been his routine: leading the first mass of the 

day—at 4:00 AM—except on Fridays. 

As was his wont, he would, after a cup of coffee, wander for a few minutes towards Plaza 

Miranda just to smell morning air and greet one or two of the early risers. The first time he did 

this, he wondered if people—especially the vendors—ever went to sleep. He could see them 

milling about in that open space and farther onto the adjoining narrow streets. Several times 

he had been tempted—his seminary training urged him to talk happily to people—to ask, and 

the responses he got have been more or less the same:  

Yes, everybody seemed to have found a way to sleep. Some, especially women, for two 

hours. Others for three hours. The men, women told him in jest, drunk alcohol so that nobody 

would have the courage to wake them up while asleep. 

Father Andoy, 29, was relatively new among around 11 priests who have been assigned at 

the St. John the Baptist Parish in Quiapo, more popularly known as Quiapo Church, in Manila, 

Philippines. The parish is home to a black statue, almost of real-life size, of what has come to 

be known as the “Black Nazarene,” which re-creates Jesus Christ carrying a cross on his way to 

his crucifixion. Accounts have it that a sculptor from Mexico—whose name historical accounts 

have unfortunately missed out—carved the icon from a dark mesquite wood. In 1606, the black 

statue found its way from Acapulco, Mexico, to the Philippines via the galleon trade which at 

that time linked the two former colonies of Spain commercially and culturally. 

In its early years of being an object of devotion for Filipino Catholics, the image hopped from 

one parish to another within Manila. Written accounts further say that “on January 9, 1787, 

the Augustinian Recollects donated a copy of the image to the Church of the Camisa (one of 

Quiapo Church's original names). This devotion was later on celebrated by the faithful every 

January 9 by means of a procession (henceforth called the Traslación) from Intramuros (its 

original home, San Nicolás de Tolentino Church; later from outside Rizal Park) back to Quiapo.” 

A 
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The original copy was believed to have been destroyed when Manila was bombed in 1945 as 

World War 2 reached the peak of its orgasmic madness.  

Aside from the Traslación, which in later years had drawn crowds in millions, the Black 

Nazarene attracted throngs of devotees every Friday, prompting media to label that day as 

“Quiapo Day,” with heavy connotation on the monstrous human and vehicular traffic this 

devotion had generated in that part of Manila. 

Devotees of the Black Nazarene have attested to its miraculous healing powers. Aside from 

physical healing, many believers have credited the Black Nazarene for helping them pass 

licensure examinations, overcome all sorts of addictions, and even save personal relationships. 

Athletes in two of the country’s most popular sports, namely basketball and boxing, could be 

seen among the Friday crowd especially if they were involved in big games lined up towards 

the weekend.    

Plaza Miranda was iconic as a melting pot for public debates in the same way that Quiapo 

Church was haven for private devotion and piety. In early 1970s, Plaza Miranda was the site of 

a political rally when a bomb explosion killed and maimed at least 104 local and national 

candidates, rally organizers, and spectators.   

Today—marked in a calendar hoisted at the door of a nearby store as Monday, 22 March 

1976—had by all naked signs appeared to Father Andoy as just another day in the office. Mobile 

vending carts were getting into position. Customers haggled with sellers, who seemed very 

good at hustling their way into closing a sale. Even kids as young as four could be seen selling 

sampaguita flowers. Two policemen (they almost always showed up in pairs), whose 

bunkhouse occupied a prominent space at one of the corners of Plaza Miranda, appeared 

roused—which was a normal sight to anyone who had been in that area for a long time—as 

they slipped out of their station. 

But Father Andoy spotted something odd at the far end of an adjoining street, a view which 

was impossible during Fridays because of so many people blocking it from where he stood. A 

group of people had converged rather animatedly in a corner which he reckoned was close to 

the side of the street being appropriated as dump area—to the endless rant by street 

cleaners—by vendors. He could not see horror in their faces, convincing himself to dismiss the 

idea that crime had taken place. 

He glanced at his watch. It was 3:25 AM. He decided to go back to the convent. In 45 

minutes, he would, in the performance of his duties and being true to his priestly calling, 

facilitate the celebration of a mysterious miracle, or miraculous mystery, that happens every 

day in all Catholic Churches: the transformation of bread and wine into body and blood of Jesus 

Christ.        
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Right after he finished presiding over the mass, he shed off his cassock and took a quick 

breakfast. Dawn was breaking but some unlit portions of interior streets were still dark. He 

traced his way back to where he saw some kind of commotion an hour ago. 

He saw a few people huddled together; a slim fellow groped for his balance under the weight 

of a TV camera but otherwise looking athletic enough as he overtook him; and the two 

policemen he saw earlier were at the far end of the street, one of them talking to a hand-held 

radio. In his early Quiapo days, Father Andoy has learned that media networks were a dial away 

from the policemen in the area. Media people scrambled among themselves for tips that would 

lead them to being the first (and preferably the only ones) to cover and publish choice content, 

and the Quiapo police topped the list of tipsters. 

He was about ready to mingle with one of the huddling bystanders, in kibitzer-like manner, 

when the son of an Hijo friend—one of the Hijos who became a confidante—came rushing to 

him with news that somebody was seeking his help. Following the path which the boy was 

pointing to, Father Andoy spotted a middle-aged woman standing edgily in front of one of the 

rows of stores about 300 meters south of Quiapo Church. Her body language suggested 

urgency. He then took quick steps in her direction.  

As soon as he got close enough to hear what she had to say, she pleaded with him, in hushed 

tones:         

“Father Sir, please, the Social Welfare Office will be taking this baby away,” pointing to a 

cartoon box which both of them can barely see, parked somewhat hurriedly in the corner of 

an adjoining room.  

Seeing that the priest was searching for his thoughts and seemingly unsure of what to say, 

the woman continued: “Can you take him for a few hours so I will be able to convince the Social 

Welfare Officer that his biological parents have retrieved him?” 

Father Andoy shook his head, smiling, looking both surprised and heckled at, even defamed. 

“It’s not what you think it is, Father Sir,” she explained. “What will happen is that the Social 

Welfare Office will take possession of this abandoned child unless the biological parents come 

forward to claim him.” To convince him that she was an authority on the subject, she told him 

that she knew of at least three similar cases that happened in Quiapo and nearby Sta. Cruz 

areas.  

Father Andoy nodded in agreement. “And the parents will have to convince government 

that they are capable of taking care of the child” he said, almost absent-mindedly “… 

competently and properly.” 
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And dumping a child, they both agreed, was almost always a certain ground for parents to 

disqualify themselves as custodians of their own children. 

“Yes, I think so. But if I tell them that you are taking custody of the child, they will have no 

further questions. Then I will take him back from you as soon as talk about him is down from 

buzz to hiss, as it were,” she said, with one eye half winking. 

She tried to draw him closer, but failing that, she whispered, pointing her kisser towards the 

still baby: “I saw something in him. I think he has powers.” 

This time Father Andoy could hardly hide his annoyance. But as he gestured to be excused, 

the woman pressed her case. “Do you know how I found him over there?” she asked in a tone 

that did not expect any reply, pointing to a pile of trash at the opposite side of the road. For a 

moment this caught his attention. 

She took advantage of his wandering focus and went on to unload her tale. “You know, 

Father Sir,” trying to level her tone, “these freshly dumped mix of food and merchandise waste 

are fodder for stray dogs and cats. But when I found them here, these animals were not 

touching anything. Instead, they were just staring at the box, as if performing a duty, like Rizal’s 

guards at the Luneta.”   

She meant to entertain but Father Andoy turned serious at this point. Sensing this, the 

woman apologized. But she continued to plead for his help. Unknown to her, something shook 

him, tugging fragile chords at his memory bank. Father Revo! He told him a week ago that 

something like this would happen. 

Father Andoy finally asked to be excused and left. With mixed feelings of hesitation and 

audacity, he said to the woman: “Ok, if it is allowed, please tell the Social Welfare Officer I can 

take custody of the child.” 

Back at the convent, he waited for Father Revo to show up at the mess hall. This is where, 

at this hour, they usually traded feel-good banter, along with other priests and church workers. 

This time, though, he wanted to talk to him in private. 

Father Revo used to be considered as the most radical-minded among Quiapo’s clergy. He 

joined street protests. With cassocks on, he manned picket lines with laborers who were on 

strike. Some four years ago, he rose to national prominence when photos of him in the middle 

of a fracas graced a tabloid. He was in an urban poor community, trying to pacify its leaders 

and members of a government demolition team who found themselves at the edge of a violent 

confrontation.  
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But recently Father Revo’s wings had been clipped. If the Quiapo rector was a coach of a 

team sports, it looked as if he had cut Father Revo’s playing minutes to the minimum. Unlike 

fellow priests who were assigned to preside masses at specific hours, Father Revo’s role was to 

substitute for someone who could not, for whatever reason, officiate at a mass. Thus, he was, 

more often than not, at the confessional rather than at the altar.  

The official explanation for his demotion was that he was having recurring bouts with 

diabetes and other health issues. Nobody—not even Father Revo—questioned the factual basis 

for that explanation. But fellow priests also knew that too often he used the pulpit as platform 

for his political views, and the hierarchy had to have a way to limit his airtime. 

This did not stop him from being immersed in the community, however. He knew how many 

homeless families spend their nights in the streets of Quiapo. He remembered the names of 

babies born from these families and the women who got pregnant in their teens. In that sense, 

he was the good shepherd, trying to smell just like how stinky his flock was.  

He was particularly proud of the credit union he helped organize among vendors at Plaza 

Miranda. The association did not only help its members cope with financial problems, 

especially during emergency situations. It also helped them bargain with the police and 

collectors from City Hall to reduce their daily tax from 25 pesos to 20 pesos. 

When Father Revo finally appeared at the mess hall, Father Andoy was almost done with his 

coffee break. “Rev, can I join you in your table?” Father Andoy greeted Father Revo. It was 

more like a command than a request, much less a question. 

Father Revo moved about with an uncharacteristically noticeable bounce, as if he reaped 

something rejuvenating from his sleep. In contrast, Father Andoy looked winded this early, 

which also was quite uncharacteristic for him.   

Father Revo noticed it and tried to whack him right away. “What is it?” 

“That phony tale you shared with me a week or two ago, can you give me more details about 

it?” 

Pupils in Father Revo’s eyes shrank as he moved his head to squarely face Father Andoy, as 

rays of the morning light, deflected from a signboard atop a nearby building, bathed him. 

“Which one?” Father Revo sounded innocent. 

Prompted by snippets of what Father Andoy went through this morning, Father Revo 

narrated once more his encounter with a panicky woman at the confessional. She told him she 

had just given birth to a son and was asking for forgiveness as she planned to abandon him. He 

asked her about the baby’s father. She told him she has lost communication with him. 
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Father Revo advised her to see the social worker at the parish office or the social welfare 

office of the city government. 

“You see, the seal of the confessional does not apply here,” Father Revo ribbed Father 

Andoy, “because she was contrite for an offense that she was merely planning to commit.” 

“I don’t know if the child she was talking about is the same child for whom somebody out 

there, just minutes ago, asked me to assume custody,” Father Andoy said, concern on his face 

still evident. 

“Wohooo!” Father Revo could not contain his jubilation. “Cheer up, Father Andoy. What 

seems to be the problem? You are 29 now, are you not? About time somebody calls you father, 

in addition to the multitude of souls that sees you like one!”  

Except for how he said it, Father Andoy could not find sarcasm in Father Revo’s words. 

“Where is he? Let’s get him baptized ASAP. And let’s call him Anding!” Father Revo declared, 

laughing, “hahaha!” By Anding, Father Revo meant the child was a small copy of Andoy. He 

then turned serious. “Father Andoy,” he said, “remember Mama Mary. She faced risks of public 

derision for bearing a child out of wedlock, but she said ‘yes’ anyway.”  

Hours later, Father Revo found himself in a meeting that would decide the fate of the child, 

on Father Andoy’s behest. Participants in that meeting included two social welfare officers 

from the City Government, the woman in her 40s who found the baby, the two priests, and the 

chief of the police station. They were huddled together inside the latter’s cramped office. 

About fifty to sixty onlookers, including a TV crew, were waiting for “news” outside. 

Everybody in that meeting was upbeat, exchanging repartees and small talk. When the 

meeting turned serious, and after having introduced themselves to one another, Sylvia Monir, 

the finder-keeper, volunteered to open the discussion. 

“Father Andoy here told me earlier he was taking custody of the child,” she said. 

“We have discussed everything with the foster parents, so protecting the interests of the 

child should be in good hands,” Father Revo quickly added, sounding much like a lawyer for 

Father Andoy. 

It had been a tribute to the enduring moral suasion among priests that people were ready 

to give them the benefit of the doubt, where no further questions needed to be asked, in a 

context that allowed a positively generous interpretation of whatever it was they have to say, 

even away from the pulpit. In this case, the social workers and the police understood Father 

Revo’s “manifestation” as suggesting that Father Andoy had filial interests in the child.  
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One Social Welfare Officer whispered to the other: “How will I fill up the case management 

form?” 

The reply: “Just copy what the reports say in similar cases.” The body language suggested 

their office overflowed with piles of similar cases, and counting, to the delight of the police 

chief.  

The meeting ended just like the way it started. Everyone had a smile on their faces, except 

perhaps Father Andoy.       

The next day one newspaper headline screamed: 

“Abandoned child fathered by a priest?” with a sub-headline “Scandals continue to hound 

the Catholic Church.”  

The report quoted a by-stander who heard Father Andoy say he was taking custody of the 

child. Sylvia was also interviewed, who said the Social Welfare Officer has made it known that 

one of the biological parents was taking custody of the child. There was no reference of who 

the priest was, except that “he could be one of the young and debonaire priests of Quiapo 

Church.”    

In the evening, TV news (and now more or less all media networks had covered the story), 

more clips of interviews among witnesses were shown. One reporter also managed to elicit a 

few words from the parish office. 

“Is it true that Father Andoy is the father of the child?” 

“I’m sorry. Really do not know, you have to ask Father Andoy himself.”        

Hours earlier, the Rector called his priests (all 11 of them) to a meeting to address what 

seemed to be a gathering firestorm of buzz bits. They agreed to gag themselves. Two days later, 

however, reportedly on “strong suggestion” by the archbishop, Father Andoy allowed himself 

to be briefly interviewed on TV. He denied fathering the child, but has decided to take custody 

of the child in the belief that his action would benefit the child.  

The next day, about a thousand placard-bearing rallyists chanted “Down with liars and 

hypocrites!” and “Father Damaso!” in front of Quiapo Church. This, too, hugged tabloid 

headlines.  

Eight days after Father Andoy consented to be the child’s “father,” the Quiapo clergy 

baptized Anding. The official name on record was Leandro Deo Renato Moscavida. It was the 

result of a compromise among quibbling priests. The child’s surname was copied from a file of 
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a maternity clinic where supposedly the child was born, based on results of a Father Andoy-led 

investigation. 

Aside from Sylvia being the actual custodian of the child, part of her agreement with Father 

Andoy was to collaborate on establishing official records for the child. She however had nothing 

to contribute except a disposable baller which had something like “Moses Maternity Clinic” 

written on it. After an exhausting search, Father Andoy decided that no such clinic existed. But 

the search led him to “MMortal Maximilian Clinic” instead.  

Father Revo suggested something like Martin Moscavida, which to him was apt to 

remember St. Martin de Porres by. The saint was born out of wedlock to a mixed-race couple, 

then went on to overcome prejudice and gained acceptance throughout his entire life simply 

by loving his neighbor and practicing humility. But the rector suggested Deo Renato. And 

obedience was often a fact of priestly lives.    

“Deo Renato means Deo Regnat in Latin,” said Monsignor Hoben Ubanon, the rector of 

Quiapo Church. He did not need to explain, but said so anyway. “In English: God Reigns. Then 

‘ad regnum’—to the reign, my personal motto—prays that every hand may help us lead our 

flock back to the reign.” 

The baptismal rite was a show of force for the Quiapo clergy. The rector presided over it, 

and all his priests stood as Godfathers. In a way, Anding early in life has reached a level of social 

prestige and standing only a few of the children of the super-rich could match: being ushered 

into God’s kingdom by a platoon of His worldly ministers.  

 

BUT NO ONE WOULD HAVE THOUGHT that the anointing would also usher in Anding’s early 

ascent to his calvary. The weeks that followed showed that Sylvia had little interest in 

protecting, much more in promoting, the interests of the child. She was secretly, unknown to 

Father Andoy, selling Anding to the highest bidder.  

She made use of the priest to take possession of a commodity that she planned to profit 

from commercially. And Father Andoy seemed happy to be of service, until news broke out 

that Anding was nowhere to be found. 

Before she took on the menial job as store attendant of a general merchandise store in 

Quiapo, Sylvia Monir had a promising career in multi-level marketing, ostensibly selling home 

grooming products. However, a court case against the company for pyramiding halted her rise 

to fame and wealth. 
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Still, that did not stop her from getting ahead in life. The main competitor of the company 

hired her as a mid-level corporate executive. With bonuses from sales made by teams she 

helped grow exponentially, she became a self-made millionaire at age 35. She was so good that 

her co-workers felt envious of her success. 

One day the owner of the company found that somebody had embezzled funds from the 

treasury. In an internal investigation that followed, two co-workers testified that Sylvia was 

behind several fraudulent transactions, complete with receipts that established the money 

trail. Turned out her skills in sales could not help her navigate through the maze of bureaucratic 

traps. She found herself lucky: the penalty of dismissal imposed on her could have been 

harsher.  

Months later, egged on by a former co-worker to question her unjust dismissal, Sylvia sued 

the company for unfair labor practice. She took the gamble partly on the resolve of personal 

pride that nagged her to redeem whatever was left of her reputation, as well as partly on a 

friend’s advice that everything she lost financially could be recouped. She eventually lost the 

case, after a series of appeals, along with much of her savings that she spent for legal services 

during litigation. 

Her depression pushed her to the brink; her emotional swings—sometimes foregoing meals 

for days—taxed the patience and tolerance of people around her. Except for a few—her 

boyfriend of 10 years had abandoned her—those who followed her in her heyday were mostly 

gone. Convinced that a world she once dazzled with her gift of gab had been lost, she sought 

and found refuge in illegal drugs. It was a matter of time before she showed signs of hitting the 

bonkers. In just a span of two years, hers was a free fall from the heights of self-confidence to 

the depths of despair, from millionaire to pauper, from a winsome talker to a wretched loner.  

Fortunately for her, the core of her family was there to lift her from the pits. Against her 

will, family members deprived her of personal liberties. She could not hang out with anyone 

beyond the neighborhood unless she showed some healing in her emotional bruises. Alcohol, 

cigarette, and drugs were totally and permanently banned.  

After a year of arduous babysitting, Sylvia’s mother, frail at 65, gradually allowed her to test 

the outside world again. Strangely, the city streets became a therapeutic home for her. Her 

outward appearance still pretty much suggested that she had lost her wits. On closer look, 

however, she was one who could wow a crowd with tales of her once happy life and, to the 

surprise of policemen and onlookers, she could speak fluent English. 

Even more strangely, she found the slimy Quiapo neighborhood to be accommodating. The 

place where complete strangers meet beckoned her to blend in. Although at times she marked 

herself as Catholic by the sign of the cross, members of the Muslim community in the area 
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adopted her as one of their own. Fourteen months after her meltdown, she was on her way to 

a “miraculous” emotional recovery. 

Wooed extravagantly, she went on to marry a Muslim trader. They separated three years 

later, however, although she decided to keep his family name. Her husband, who had children 

from several other women, complained that she was impotent. 

Her husband happened to have connections with a slew of policemen. Through an 

endorsement by one of them, she got the job as store attendant in the store where she found 

a carefully bundled child one early morning, just as dawn was breaking. She was sane enough, 

with an astute presence of mind, to quickly decide that this one was her passport to 

redemption. She had been planning to try her luck as an overseas contract worker, and she 

needed at least 100K pesos to get all the paperwork done. Once she started “earning” again, 

her personal vow to repay her mother for the troubles she caused her could finally be fulfilled.    

Sylvia guarded Anding like he was the Golden Buddha—one of those make-believe stories 

she once read from a pile of her favorite tabloids. So precious but hidden. 

First order of the day was to talk to Sir Dikomo. The policeman had the longest tenure in the 

Quiapo Police Precinct. While it was normal for everyone else to be re-assigned to other 

precincts after two or three years, Sir Dikomo had been in Quiapo for more than ten years. 

The Police Commission had found him guilty of at least three administrative charges in the 

past, meriting penalty of dismissal, only to be re-instated every time after each conviction. Not 

a few from among his ranks had expressed resentment for what appeared clearly to them as 

special treatment that was being accorded to him by higher authorities. 

Not found in police records but known to practically all men in uniform were how Sir 

Dikomo, fresh from graduation at the military academy, had shot and killed two gangsters with 

whom a cousin of his had an altercation. This meant the public had no idea of how many more 

lives have been ended by his gun. 

Certainly unknown to all—except to a select core of middlemen—was how, while hustling 

as a hired gun, he earned his reputation as one who left no trace of evidence that could 

implicate him, much more his principals, in all the murders he carried out for money. For this 

alone he could have been appointed to any position he wished, because one or two of those 

principals were in control of government at any given time.   

Instead, Sir Dikomo preferred a low-profile standing in the police hierarchy; instead, he was 

one who projected an image of being dedicated to his calling. He seemed bent on building an 

impeccable track record for arresting petty crimes in the neighborhood and establishing peace 

and order wherever his assignment took him. He wanted to remain labelled that way because 
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while his professional stock before an adoring public steadily rose, none of his mistresses would 

suspect his bank accounts grew in proportion to the rise of his official rank. Even of greater 

concern was over-exposing himself to public scrutiny that a high-profile stature normally 

attracted, because aside from being a hired gun whose price tag only the wealthy could afford, 

he dabbled in a shady Mafia-like organization that espoused foreign interests.     

Yet Sir Dikomo was perhaps the most beloved patrolman in all of Quiapo. Whenever he had 

his way, he did not tolerate abuse of ordinary people by persons in authority; and he was 

reciprocated with an abundance of respect. Regular devotees, vendors, tenants, among many 

others, deferred to him. During Friday masses, the Quiapo Parish turned to him—

complementing the security force of the parish—to ensure that order within the surroundings 

of the church was maintained. For this extra service, the priests showered him and his fellow 

officers with gifts, either in kind or in cash. 

Sylvia was indebted to Sir Dikomo for endorsing her to her employer. Excited at the prospect 

of being able to finally repay him, she sought him out for a chat. After a brief “yes-I-know-you” 

banter, they went down to business: 

“I just sort of remember that orphanage kind of business you told me about…” she said. 

“Yes, have I told you about Sir Reg, our former chief?” Reference to his former boss was 

subtle. Sir Dikomo felt that Sylvia could be kind of mole or spy within the organization, and so 

if she was referring to a side hustle that some people might find exploitative, there was the 

venerable Lt Col Regidor Makatigbas to either thank or blame for. 

“No,” Sylvia replied. Of course, Sir Dikomo kept a secret like how Father Revo would guard 

the seal of the confessional. That meant disclosing but only stray and unrelated strands of the 

OXD agenda. That also meant being discreet about any scant mention of his Sir Reg. 

“Well, he wanted to broaden his sources of information that feeds a group of clienteles for 

orphanages,” Sir Dikomo mumbled, still trying to probe whatever the point it was that brought 

Sylvia to him. “That was probably the context for why you got the information regarding 

orphanages.” 

“Yes, Sir, I have an information for you!” she exclaimed.  

“I remember there had been three cases in this area where sources of leads got hefty 

commissions for their referrals,” he said, sounding like he was more confident now in what 

Sylvia was trying to say.  
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“No, Sir, I am not only the source of information, I am the custodian of an orphan myself,” 

she clarified, with matching body language that emphasized she was worth more than a 

commission. 

Ok, so this is a money transaction, Sir Dikomo thought, feeling more relaxed at this point. 

His reaction told Sylvia about how pleasantly surprised he was.  

It had been four long years since she felt this confident, and although the fleeting flashback 

triggered memories of hate and unbearable pain, she could not deny at this point that 

momentum was teasing her. Hers was a vision of a door being opened for a realistic streak that 

could soon bring her back to a familiar self: being the one who was on top of her game.  

“And from those three cases, I knew, Sir, that babies who have no government records had 

commanded bigger sums…” she paused, waiting for some kind of confirmation from the police 

officer.  

Sir Dikomo nodded, saying, “Yes, of course, depending on how seamless you can deliver the 

child to the boarding process.”   

The boarding process for the OXD agenda, sometimes called the OXD (short for Operation 

Xing Dynasty) project, had three long-term tracks. The first, called Subic Babies, sent orphans 

to designated families in the United States where they would stay long enough to be able to 

acquire American citizenship. Their Filipino parentage would qualify them to become dual 

citizens. As dual citizens, they could buy real estate properties, including huge tracts of land in 

the Philippines. In 20 or so years, the Subic Babies would be able to supply land, including 

quarry materials, for the OXD project. 

Track two comprised the Homonhon Babies, where orphans would be sent to OXD-affiliated 

families. One or two members of these families were likely to have military backgrounds. Like 

the Subic Babies, the Homonhon orphans would be raised in a normal environment for kids, 

like going through grade and high school. In college, they would be enticed to enroll at the 

Military Academy. Their military training, as well as the progression of their respective military 

careers, should be seen as a natural process for them. In 30 to 40 years, tens of military generals 

in active service would be expected to covertly support the OXD Project to the point that, 

where there would be any conflict, their oath of allegiance to their country could be sacrificed 

for what OXD’s ultimate mission demanded. 

Track three comprised the rejects. Orphans sent to either one of the two tracks who got 

derailed at some point became sources of the organ banks in mainland Qina. The OXD 

Secretariat decided on how or when they became donors. Often, they died from a motorcycle 

accident, or they could be casualties in a drug buy-bust operation.   
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Parallel lobbies supported legislation that aimed among other things to harmonize and ease 

the procedures for the grant of dual citizenships involving the US and other major countries of 

destination for Filipino migrants, revisit laws on orphanages and adoption, as well as on 

ownership of real estate properties by dual citizens. There were also specific interventions for 

each of the three tracks. For Subic Babies, OXD helped finance and nurture the election of 

selected puppets in key local government posts, especially in areas adjoining to the West 

Philippine Sea territories. Local officials who had potential to be groomed as Manchurian 

candidates at the national level were tabbed as “special projects.” For Homonhon Babies, OXD 

worked covertly to help manage the careers of selected military and police officers. For the 

rejects, OXD established a network of affiliates among funeral and memorial services outfits.  

OXD made it a policy to strictly follow Philippine laws on adoption of children from 

orphanages. But just the same, it assumed that after completion of each adoption process, 

nobody would be able to track either the identity or the whereabouts of the child, regardless 

of whether they were in the United States or in the Philippines. There had been complications, 

however, such as when a scam run by a foster care center became the subject of a 

congressional investigation, threatening to expose the heretofore invisible industry players like 

the OXD. Which was why preference was given, and bigger amounts were paid, to custodians 

of abandoned children, because no records about their identities existed. This also explained 

why OXD has maintained a network of maternity and birthing clinics in major urban centers 

throughout the country, although some of them existed only in paper. 

After a discussion on how money would be split (Sylvia actually could do nothing but either 

agree or disagree), they decided to discuss the onboarding details at some future time and 

date. Whole transaction would amount, in peso terms, to 200K, 50K of which would be 

deducted and split among a matrix of brokers and/or affiliates. That meant Sylvia would net 

around 150K for her merchandise. 

Before she kind of closed the deal with Sir Dikomo, Sylvia reached out to at least two more 

prospective buyers from a list (which she laboriously compiled for at least five days) of families 

that have filed applications to adopt a child. The list contained names and telephone numbers 

that she collected from Hospisyo ng Maynila and two other orphanages; with characteristic 

creativity, she also listed names of childless families that have recently offered masses at the 

Quiapo Church that petitioned for divine intervention. Two from her list offered amounts that 

she rejected. One was even slightly higher than the one that was already on the table. She 

thought that she owed the policeman so much that it would take a much bigger take home pay 

to turn him down. 

The effort to auction off her precious find also led her to more discoveries about the 

orphanage business. She found out that there were several layers of distribution chains. 

Orphanages sourced their warm inventories not only from birthing and maternity clinics, but 
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also from custodial facilities for homeless street children. Then they either raised or farmed 

them out to foster homes, some of whom were unknown to government regulatory agencies. 

There were brokers and "bridge families." Like auto service centers that groomed used cars 

before being offered for resale to command higher prices, outsourced foster families helped 

refine the manners of orphans (especially street children) to prepare them for adoption. 

OXD had more or less the same business model, except that trying to hide was a default 

route. The less documented transactions were, the more secure the whole operation would 

be. Before Sylvia could get paid, she had to deliver the baby like he was a contraband. Identities 

of agents involved had to be concealed; no records to be signed; nothing had to change hands 

except the baby and wads of cash. 

Sir Dikomo assured her that for as long as she kept the code of silence, the deal would be 

completed just as they discussed it. One final detail in their verbal agreement: Sir Dikomo 

advised her to just "disappear into the night" as soon as she got paid. 

This was not a problem for Sylvia. Her contract for overseas employment, facilitated by a 

recruitment agency that was partly owned by her former husband, and her travel 

arrangements were up for final approval; nothing but the full payment of corresponding 

recruitment fees stood in the way of her second lease in life.  

 

ANDING WAS ON HIS way to a family that would adopt him fourteen days after he was 

baptized. He could have been shipped earlier, but on two occasions Father Andoy paid a visit 

that made it impossible to arrange trysts with the assigned receiving and disbursing agents. 

Sylvia did not want to arouse suspicion in him that she had other plans for the child. On his first 

visit, the priest had discussed the compensation for her heroic and compassionate services, 

which to her was almost a token. He also mentioned that a family among the Hijos were ready 

to adopt the child. On the second visit, he assured her that adoption papers were being 

finalized by the parish lawyer in collaboration with the social welfare office of the city 

government. 

Rattled, Sylvia wrapped the baby in a towel and whisked him out of her living quarters a few 

minutes after Father Andoy’s last visit. She then checked into a decrepit, low-budget motel in 

nearby Sta. Cruz, but only after explaining to the front desk attendant who demanded upfront 

payment that she was waiting for her husband and that she would pay as soon as he arrived. 

Inside the motel room, she weighed her options on how to proceed. It was clear to her that 

she needed to get paid and had to get out of the motel fast. The longer she stayed in that room, 

the higher the risk of her gold turning to stone. She knew she made an impression among the 

motel staff that something unusual was going on with her and the child. She could not afford 
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any slight hint that would alert people to call the police, because a search for the baby’s records 

in the civil registry will expose her complicity to a crime. Kidnapping— “flagrante delicto,” 

caught in the act—if she correctly remembered something her lawyer of bygone days liked to 

say. 

She could not leave with the child for a few minutes to see Sir Dikomo—that would most 

likely invite the motel to call the police. She could not leave to see any of her prospective buyers 

for the same reason. She could not leave the child inside their room, regardless of whether the 

front desk might suspect she was slipping out to dodge her bill—that would not only invite the 

police, but probably the social welfare office and even medical personnel as well, given the 

vulnerability of the infant that suggested his need for medical care. 

Probably the safest route for her, legal complication-wise, was to admit that the baby was 

under the custody of a Quiapo priest, go back to the store, and say goodbye to the promise of 

a greener pasture abroad. But she needed a corroborating tale to support this line; 

unfortunately for her, in her haste she left at her Quiapo residence a copy of the tabloid that 

featured Father Andoy and the child. Would people believe her if she told them they were on 

TV less than a month ago? 

Lost in her thoughts, she did not realize that her time to settle her bill for a short-time stay 

was up. She decided to approach the front desk. 

“I wish to extend for another two hours,” she said. “And can I use your phone, please?” 

On the phone, she tried to control the uneven tone in her voice, lest she might invite 

questioning from the motel staff—even from those who might show empathy. 

She called her employer first, telling her the lie that a member of her family was in an 

emergency and that she needed to see him in the hospital. She also said that she might be 

away for the whole day. Besides Sylvia, two other store attendants were in the owner’s payroll. 

She asked one of the two to take her place while she was away. 

Up next was a ring at Sir Dikomo’s office.  

“Can I talk to Colonel De Mozo please?” The emphasis on the rank was deliberate to keep 

anyone within hearing distance from even thinking that she was an outlaw. 

A voice told her that Sir Dikomo was out of the office for something. She could not leave a 

telephone number for the police officer to return her call; she could not also give the address 

of the motel where she was holed up. 
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“Ok thanks, please tell him when he comes back that I will call again in 30 minutes,” and she 

hung up. 

One after the other she called up the two other prospective buyers, but both told her that 

they could not produce the money on demand. She explained to both of them that there was 

an emergency in the family and that she needed to leave for the province immediately. She 

also disclosed her location, citing the address of the drug store right beside the motel, assuring 

them that she and the baby would be around to meet them in the event they were able to raise 

the money. 

In a sense she felt relieved that the delays would give her more time to carefully consider 

her options. She waited for one hour before calling Sir Dikomo’s office again. She could not 

hide her excitement when she heard his voice on the other end of the line. 

“Where have you been?” he asked, in a tone that, although calm and gentle, sounded like a 

prelude to scolding. “Our agents have been trying to get in touch with you these past few days.” 

There was little time to even apologize, especially that she had been busy practically the 

past week building her list of prospective clients. This was a make-or-break situation for her. 

She looked around to see if somebody was listening. There was none. “Please send them to 

Perseverance Drug, near My World Motel and Venus Medical Supplies, Rizal Avenue, Manila. 

Please tell them to rush over. I cannot stay in this place for longer than an hour. Bye, Sir.” Then 

she hung up. 

She felt like hugging Anding. She was now close to believing what she said when she talked 

Father Andoy into her scheme: that the baby had super-natural powers. In almost 6 hours that 

they had been missing in action, moving like fugitives and all, he had shown little discomfort or 

irritation, except to seek his bottle of milk. Inside the motel, he was asleep most of the time.  

After 30 more minutes, she gathered the baby in her bosom, then stationed themselves 

outside the motel, close enough to the entrance and exit door so that the front desk could see 

them. After 15 minutes or so Sylvia saw one of the buyers approaching them. They got the deal 

done in less than three minutes. What took them long to close the transaction was the 

unsteady hands by which she counted the money. Then she gave the baby to the middle-aged 

couple. Just like that.  

After paying her bill (which was loose change compared to the three-thousand-pesos tip she 

generously gave the attendants and security guard) and collecting her personal effects, she had 

just taken a few steps outside, enjoying scents of her new-found freedom, when she saw a 

brand-new Toyota Corolla pull up right beside Perseverance Drug. An elderly woman was in 

the passenger seat. The driver went out of the car as he spotted her.  
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After greeting each other, she apologized: “I’m sorry I thought you would not be able to 

come. Somebody has already taken the boy. They have left just minutes ago.” 

“How much did you exchange him for?” the driver asked.  

She told him the truth. “A hundred fifty thousand pesos.” 

“Tough luck,” he murmured, “grandma here is ready to part with 175 thousand.” 

For a moment, Sylvia could not say a word. Almost by impulse she bit her lip and also 

instinctively looked away to hide her facial language. As she spun her head, she saw the middle-

aged couple at the counter of Perseverance Drug. Quick-witted, she thought that this was a 

win-win opportunity for her clients. 

“O look, over there! I can ask them to discuss things over with you,” she suggested, pointing 

at some customers of the drug store. She then approached the middle-aged couple, who 

undoubtedly were rummaging for baby items.  

“I’m sorry to disturb your shopping,” she greeted them again. “I’m also sorry if this sounds 

awkward, but somebody outside wish to propose 175K for the baby. You make 25K on the spot 

for the trouble of your coming over…” 

The man looked puzzled. The woman looked irritated, almost annoyed, as if asking her what 

kind of scam she was up to. 

“Again, I’m sorry,” Sylvia sounded calm and professional. Talk about what money did to self-

confidence. “It’s all up to you, Sir and Madam. He is over there, outside; you can discuss his 

offer with him if you so desire. Else you can just ignore him or wave him off. Thanks again for 

your trust.”  

As she left for good, she passed by the driver to tell him that she discussed with the couple 

his offer. They might or might not consider it, she said, and that he might do well to wait awhile 

for what would come next. Sylvia thanked him for coming over. She said goodbye with a 

graceful wave of her hand. 

As the middle-aged couple, with the woman carrying the baby, stepped out of the drug 

store, they saw him talking to an elderly but charming lady inside the car. Back inside the store, 

they had decided to keep the baby, but when they saw how the old lady talked to the driver, 

they could feel she was almost like anyone’s grandma. 
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The woman did not resist when the man pulled her arm to guide her towards the car. He 

felt that a little gesture of courtesy would not hurt and informing her of their decision would 

produce a feel-good vibe for all of them. 

“Good afternoon,” greeted the woman. “We understand you are looking for this baby, just 

as we are. We have been married for 15 years but still childless. We have made the decision to 

keep him.” 

“Oh wonderful,” the elderly woman greeted them back. “Can I at least take a look at him?” 

Maintaining a safe distance, the woman opened the baby’s hood and showed his face to the 

elderly woman, who remained inside the car. 

“What a soul. I just lost a son who died of cancer. He was a priest. I dreamed of raising a boy 

to replace him. It would have been nice to see him reach at least the seminary before I die.” 

Her face was slightly wrinkled, but the couple could see that her eyes were sparkling with 

childlike optimism. 

Between the husband and wife, the latter was of firmer resolve not to part with the baby, 

but when she saw and heard the elderly woman, she kept looking at the facial expression of 

her husband for clues. As conversation among claim-makers became lighter, the infant 

responded by kicking his legs and flashing what pundits would call a “killer” smile. He brought 

peace and eased the build-up of tension among panicky adults. The husband was now leaning 

towards keeping the child as his own, while the wife’s inclination shifted towards favoring the 

grandma. 

Grandma was about to give in when a young woman butted in. “You must be Sylvia Monir?” 

she addressed the wife.  

Nobody noticed that three people in casual clothes had approached them. The trio were in 

fact close enough to hear what they were talking about. 

“No, the one with that name has left,” the wife exclaimed. “And who are you, if you don’t 

mind, Sir?” 

A burly-built man butted in. “We are Metrocom and you are under arrest!” 

Stunned, the wife had to restrain herself from yelling. “I told you this was a scam!” she 

accosted her husband. Their faces stared blankly at how shocking the last couple of hours had 

been. Hopping from one taxi to another just to save time, coughing up borrowed money, then 

losing all of it just like that. They wanted to raise hell in protest, but there was no one to protest 

to. 
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The driver delved into a rescue attempt. “Can I see your badge, Sir?” he demanded. 

Feeling insulted, the hulk showed him handcuffs instead. 

“We are undercover agents,” the reply came from the young woman. 

“That’s alright officer,” Grandma calmly butted in. With a stern face and unblinking eyes, 

she addressed the bully. “We are all—all of us here—are going to the precinct with you.” She 

then turned to the couple, asking them to hop inside the car. 

For a second this stopped the intruders in their tracks. The third member of what looked 

like a team, a slim middle-aged man, spoke for the first time. “Ok, follow us, our car is parked 

across the street.” He briskly pointed a finger to a heavily tinted, burgundy-colored Lancer.  

He barely finished what he was saying when he saw a police patrol car turned the corner at 

the nearest block, red and blue lights blinking.  

“Come quick, we will look for Sylvia Monir instead,” the middle-aged man shot a crisp 

command to his companions.  

Grandma and company, who were now all inside the car, looked puzzled at seeing the three 

sped off without taking the child. Their confusion was compounded when a police patrol car 

parked brusquely in front of them.  

Two uniformed men got out and they proceeded to My World Motel. They were met at the 

door entrance by the motel security who assured them the problem has been settled, 

explaining in so many words that goons had attempted to kidnap the child, but they just fled 

hastily when they saw your car with blinking lights. 

The two policemen then approached the car, and one of them asked the elderly woman 

politely: “Is everything ok, Madam?” 

“Well, yes, it seems so, officer. They just left. Thank you for your prompt response. May God 

bless you. And take care.” 

The uniformed policeman was genuinely pleased to hear those disarming words from her. 

“Ok, and take care also. You are just like my mom.”        

The police patrol car left; its lights were now turned off. 

Inside the Corolla, the couple was hushed not by lack of emotion and feelings of gratitude, 

but by the dramatic turns of what they just experienced. But Grandma— “My name is Maria 

Vida Corazon De Gracia, but call me Vida,” she said—as always, was quick to make heavy loads 
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lighter. “I can ask David here—he is my nephew—to drive you to your place in—Quezon City is 

it, right?” 

“We are thinking—my wife and I—that you are more deserving of the baby than we are. 

Even if we just get our money back—without markup—we would be happy with it, and we will 

remain thankful and forever be indebted to you for saving us…” the husband said. 

“…we really are not sure of what could have happened without you,” the wife added. 

David, a first-year law student, passed by the Sampaloc police station to file the report of 

attempted kidnapping against the trio that confronted them at Sta. Cruz. But before that, Vida 

invited the couple for some refreshment drink in her home, which was about a half-kilometer 

away from the police station.  

Aboard the car, they already talked about the future of the child. Vida agreed to the couple’s 

compromise proposal that they would take custody of the child for a month, after which they 

would surrender the boy to her. They also agreed that Vida would reimburse them with the 

amount of 175K pesos, and that she would also be the one to complete the adoption papers, 

with herself as the designated adoptive parent.  

Feeling more at ease and secure, their conversation became lively and freewheeling. They 

again introduced themselves, complete with short biographies. 

Vida:  

“I used to be a judge—at one point also dabbling as university professor—but I retired early 

to take care of my sickly son. He was a priest. You know, priests have no families of their own 

that could look after them under those situations, although dioceses have provisions for 

medical care. My son was in pain for so long, and I knew he needed me by his side. So, I 

sacrificed my career for him. I actually could have just taken a leave for one or two years, but I 

simply didn’t have some professional drive anymore after he died. Anyway, I was qualified for 

early retirement, so I just sort of vanished from the maddening crowd. Besides, my late 

husband, who was a military general when he was taken hostage and eventually killed by a 

separatist rebel in Mindanao, also left me relatively well-off with his retirement benefits. He 

died in the service of the country and is a hero. My son left me nothing financially, but he gave 

me the kind of peace that lifts my spirits high even when everyone else around me is down.” 

The wife: 

“My full name is Gertrudes Superales. Friends and family call me Trudie. 
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“We have been married 9 years, not 11 like I told you earlier, but we remain childless. We 

have consulted as many doctors as we could afford. We are not Catholics, but we have been to 

Obando in Bulacan, to Baclaran and, of course, Quiapo. We have even consulted faith healers, 

even plain kibitzers. Somebody said I could conceive if we adopted a child first, provided he or 

she was not a blood relation. So we went to orphanages, including Hospisyo, the one Jose Rizal 

referred to in one of his novels as where Spanish priests brought their illegitimate children to. 

It is a nice place, by the way.” 

Vida laughed. “I saw this news on TV—I think a month ago—about an abandoned child 

supposedly fathered by a priest. I actually inquired about it at Plaza Miranda, but most of the 

people there whom I talked to said I needed to go to the parish office because Father Andoy 

or something has custody of the child. I have a soft spot for abandoned children…” she paused, 

noticing that the child had kicked his foot, “because when my son was assigned to a parish in 

Paco, I saw how deaf and mute people radiate with hope and optimism despite their difficulties 

to communicate, which is how endearing abandoned children are, despite their frustrated 

longing for their parents.”       

Trudie continued: “Like I said we are more of the kind among protestants than Catholics, 

but because of you I might just ask Jovy here to visit your churches and attend mass more 

frequently. We are impressed with the life-support institutions that the Catholic Church has 

built over the years—schools, hospitals, charities, orphanages, even prison ministries. That is 

why we trust in Catholic orphanages.” 

The husband:  

“Me? I am Jovito Bonayon. Nickname is Vito. I have been a construction worker in Saudi 

Arabia for 5 years.” 

Vida noticed that Vito was not inclined to say much, so she did not press him to open himself 

up. Instead, she reverted to their hair-raising escape from an attempted kidnapping. 

“What do you know about Sylvia? Could she have something to do with the rogue trio?” 

They were totally clueless, the couple admitted. “We have been resigned to the fact that we 

have already lost our money… probably even our lives… until you saved us,” Trudie said. 

“Maybe I will just privately investigate with my contacts in the police community,” Vida 

replied, “but in the meantime, you need to feel out of danger too, you know, because of what 

happened this past hour.” 

“We are thinking of leaving the infant in your care now and not next month or in the future, 

maybe he is more secure here,” Vito suggested. 
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“I will agree to that if that is your wish—the security concern is definitely a strong point—

although I will be glad to hear some plan for the two of you to bear a child,” Vida cajoled them 

teasingly. 

“There is none yet,” Trudie admitted, “but that should be next in our to-do list, for sure.”  

Vida offered to close the conversation. “Here is the thing,” she said, “you now know our 

address and you are more than welcome to come over anytime you wish and see the baby.” 

 

THE STORE OWNER TOLD Father Andoy that Sylvia, who left with the baby at least a couple of 

times, had in those occasions explained to her that she needed to get the baby vaccinated for 

polio and chicken fox, and some other diseases which she could no longer recall.   

The following day, Sir Dikomo also showed up looking for Sylvia. Told that she thought there 

was no sign of her coming back anytime soon, Sir Dikomo asked if he could search her room. 

There were a few personal effects and old copies of tabloids, one of which had headlined 

Father Andoy being rumored as the father of the baby. 

Then there was a crumpled piece of paper, beside the trash bin. Sir Dikomo picked it up and 

unfolded it. He saw randomly written names and what appeared to him as telephone numbers, 

but most of them were crossed out. He slid the piece of paper into his pocket. 

Back in his office, Sir Dikomo tried to call the numbers written on the paper. When Sir 

Dikomo could not get a ring from any of the numbers he dialed, he decided that either the 

numbers were typos, or they were not in use. He was left with no other recourse but to hunt 

Sylvia. 

 

FOR THE NEXT FIVE YEARS Anding was called Franco. Vida had him baptized as Francisco De 

Gracia. His adoption was completed through a judicial process, including affidavits supporting 

his late birth registration. Date of birth was a product of the imagination: 14 March 1976. 

One night Vida had a dream. She saw unknown creatures leaping out of the water as she 

and Franco were resting under a tree in a Batangas beach. As the creatures—which looked like 

a cross of scorpion and centipede, but with legs of an octopus—approached them, she quickly 

gathered Franco and scampered away. But, to her horror, one of those deceptively agile legs 

snatched Franco away from her. 

The creatures taunted Vida as they totally ensnared Franco, who could not wiggle out from 

their grip. If it was any consolation for her, Franco’s facial language told her he was ok.   
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2 Losing Franco 

 

 

ir Dikomo tracked Hussien Tho Munir at the Scout League of the Philippines (SLP) 

dormitory in Manila. The dormitory had been popular among transients from the 

provinces, especially Visayas and Mindanao. In that dormitory, there were also three 

to four “permanent” dormitory residents. They were given special concessions as either 

national executive officials or major benefactors of the SLP. One of the permanent residents 

was Munir, who had been calling the SLP as his home for the past 8 months. 

Aside from being relatively cheap, the dormitory was convenient for travelers from 

Mindanao to see Munir for a variety of reasons, the most common of which was deploying 

contract workers to Middle East countries. Tho also brokered for politicians—some of them at 

the national level—which explained why his callers sometimes comprised of politicians and 

would-be politicians from Mindanao. It had been a long time since schemers like them had 

made some seasonal business out of politics. But this time, talk was loud that the country’s 

President was calling for a general election in 1982. No one profited from commerce more than 

he who planned early for it, so the saying went. 

It so happened that a policeman from Lanao del Sur, an acquaintance of Munir, had called 

on Sir Dikomo for an election-related operation in Mindanao. The policeman casually 

mentioned Munir, in passing, and asked Sir Dikomo if the latter knew him. Munir had extensive 

contacts in Mindanao, he assured Sir Dikomo. 

“He can help us further develop our network of election operators, down to the provincial 

and municipal levels,” the policeman suggested. 

“Where is he?” Sir Dikomo asked, referring to Munir. 

Dormitory guests were surprised to see four men in uniform looking for Munir. Front desk 

ushered them to his room. Despite his relative popularity, Tho Monir could not hide his surprise 

(perhaps more embarrassed than irritated) when he knew Sir Dikomo was looking for him. It 

must have been at least two years since they last met, in downtown Quiapo. He suggested a 

cup of coffee at Fricky’s.  

S 
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“I did not know you were hiding here,” Sir Dikomo joked. “I got lucky somebody from my 

hometown tipped me on your whereabouts.” 

“Let’s find a cool place outside,” Tho suggested. 

Sir Dikomo started talking on the way out of the dormitory. “It’s about Sylvia,” he said. “Any 

news about her?” 

“I can inquire about her at the recruitment agency tomorrow,” Tho picked his words in 

between steps. 

Outside, along Natividad Street, a police car was parked. Three men in uniform casually 

chatted nearby. “I’ll be back in a minute,” Sir Dikomo told them. 

Tho Monir and Sir Dikomo walked towards Fricky’s—on Tho’s suggestion—which was some 

100 meters away. Tho could sense the information Sir Dikomo sought was important enough 

that he was willing to walk that far for this meeting. 

“That place is tension-free,” Tho said, pointing to the SLP dormitory, and at the same time 

changing the topic for a moment. “Seeing somebody in uniform could arouse antennas, you 

know.” 

“I know,” Sir Dikomo quipped, “besides, it has been a while since somebody treated me with 

free lunch at Fricky’s,” smiling. 

“I don’t think they have lunch at 8:30 in the morning,” Tho retorted, surprised to see Sir 

Dikomo had suddenly stopped walking. 

“But the truth is, this is going to be a short visit, Tho,” Sir Dikomo said, implying there was 

no need to go anywhere else. “I just really want to know if you know where Sylvia is.” 

“In that case, we really need to have a lengthy talk. Besides, it has been a long time,” Munir 

insisted.  

Munir had been indirectly mentioned in one of the cases against separatist rebels in 

Mindanao. Although that case had been resolved and Munir had disentangled himself clean 

from any allegations, Sir Dikomo still avoided being seen in public with him. Thus, he could only 

accede to the invitation with reluctance.     

Munir of course had his own agenda. Being seen in public with police officers in uniform—

him without handcuffs—bolstered his image as a law-abiding citizen, especially in places like 

Manila where prejudice was preponderant against goateed Muslim-looking men.       
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At Fricky’s, Munir sought some assurance that Sylvia would not be hurt in exchange for the 

information Sir Dikomo was seeking. Munir knew that Sylvia had double-crossed Sir Dikomo. 

Fortunately for him, Sir Dikomo knew nothing more than the fact he and Sylvia had separated 

five or six years ago. 

“I learned from the recruitment agency that Sylvia is back in Hongcau. She left three weeks 

ago.” Munir told Sir Dikomo the truth. 

“I will go and ask my contacts to find her in Hongcau,” Sir Dikomo warned Munir with a 

whisper. Munir thought this was a bluff, and justifiably so, because he did not know that Sir 

Dikomo, while known as “boss chief with the ninja moves” among the underworld, was also 

working for OXD, and OXD had headquarters in Hongcau. While it was true the 200K pesos or 

so that Sir Dikomo would get for delivering an undocumented Homonhon Baby to OXD was 

insignificant, one never knew if such a collaboration, should things turn out well, would land 

him a bigger role in the organization.  

Just to make himself clear, Sir Dikomo repeated to Tho what it was that he needed from 

Sylvia: anything that would lead him to the Homonhon Baby. “So, you better be square with 

me, Tho, or you can pack your things up at the SLP.”  

With an almost imperceptible nod, Munir said he understood. “Give me your contact 

number so I can call you when something comes up.” 

Five years ago, Sylvia asked him to keep her personal belongings for her. She felt at the time 

that her security in the Philippines somehow depended on it, and it was Munir, more than 

anyone else, who could offer to her the best guarantee that those belongings would remain in 

her possession when the time came up for her to revert to them.  

The items included a hastily done directory that showed the names of people and their 

telephone numbers. Three of those names, including that of Sir Dikomo, transacted with her in 

her effort to bid out the Homonhon Baby, aka Leandro Deo Renato “Anding” Moscavida, aka 

Francisco “Franco” De Gracia. 

Two days after Sir Dikomo met Tho Munir, the policeman was in his office when he heard 

his assistant talking on the phone, asking who the caller was.  

Sir Dikomo rose from behind his desk when the assistant, cupping the speaker of the 

telephone, told him someone named Munir wanted to talk to him. Sir Dikomo found Munir 

worth an ounce of trust when he checked with the Bureau of Immigration to see if somebody 

named Sylvia Munir departed for Hongcau on the date Tho said she left. Tho’s information was 

accurate. 

“Yes,” Sir Dikomo hollered in his baritone voice. 



 

30 

“I have something here which you might find useful to follow through,” Tho Munir said, an 

air of triumph perceptible from his voice. 

“What is that?” Sir Dikomo asked. 

“Names and telephone numbers—they may lead you to where Sylvia has consigned the 

baby,” Tho said. 

“Dictate them to me.”  

Sir Dikomo listed five names. He scanned the yellow pages for the next two hours but could 

not see entries that matched his list. He instructed three of his men to do the same. After three 

hours, they still could not find them in the telephone directory. He knew the last recourse was 

to try to contact them through the telephone numbers given to him. He did the dialing himself. 

“Good afternoon, can I speak to Ms. Vida Corazon De Gracia, please?” 

“Yes Sir! Sorry she is not around,” a man at the other end of the line replied. 

“Thank you! This is from the DHL Express. We have a parcel mail for her. Can you confirm 

the delivery address please?” 

“Please call again when she comes back, in about two hours.” 

Sir Dikomo tried another number. 

“Hi, good afternoon. This is Eugene from the Social Welfare Office Manila. I understand you 

are interested in adopting a child?” 

“Yes, but that was a long time ago. We already have our own child. Bye.” 

Sir Dikomo thought the Social Welfare Office line was working. He dialed another number. 

“Hi, good afternoon. This is Mr. Cabangon from the Social Welfare Office Manila. I 

understand you are interested in adopting a child?” 

“We do not know of a Mr. Cabangon from the Social Welfare Office, sorry,” a lady replied, 

and was about to hung up… 

“Wait…” Sir Dikomo pressed, and the line went dead. 

After two hours, Sir Dikomo dialed Vida’s number again. 

“Hello, this is from DHL Express…” 
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“Hello,” Vida answered. “Yes, what about?” 

“We have a parcel for you, but it seems there had been a mishandling in transit. Delivery 

address had been defaced; we cannot read it. Can you provide that to us, please?” 

“Yes, but how come you have our telephone number? You should find our address in the 

same place you found our number. Besides, I do not expect any registered mail or parcel from 

anyone. Sorry, but I need to be excused. Bye.” 

Sir Dikomo was about to give up on the Sylvia Munir caper when he thought about 

confirming how much was in it for him. He was resigned to moving on to another case—

possibly even outside of the OXD, like the upcoming national and local elections—if the trouble 

was not worth it. 

He arranged for a meeting with his OXD agent. Sir Dikomo negotiated for 3 million pesos for 

the baby, now a little more than 5 years old, saying OXD saved more than 5 years’ worth of 

baby-sitting him. When the new deal was closed, he offered 250K for each of the same three 

operatives that attempted to kidnap Deo Renato, aka Anding, in March of 1976. 

The three OXD operatives were known by their aliases: Punzi, 35, a former track and field 

Olympian and a college physical education instructress; Benjo, the burly-built man who 

introduced himself as Metrocom; and Ivanho, the hulk. All three used to be members of the 

police force but had been dismissed for a variety of offenses. 

While in the service, both Punzi and Benjo reported to the logistics command of the 

Integrated National Police (INP) somewhere in Central Luzon. They issued trip tickets for the 

use of a chopper that ended up being used to drop a corpse stuffed with a concrete mixture 

inside a cylindrical steel drum from 500 feet above the sea. Nobody knew Sir Dikomo, in 

cahoots with a former classmate at the military school who had the authority to sign papers, 

was behind the request to commission the chopper for such a dubious mission.  

Personal motives and professional rivalries within the command later led to a string of 

investigations of alleged irregularities, such as the unofficial use of police assets, including 

choppers, being committed by uniformed and administrative staff of INP. The investigations 

eventually led to the dismissal of several personnel that included Punzi and Benjo.  

Through his network, Sir Dikomo recruited both Punzi and Benjo to OXD. Both recruits, of 

course, had no idea that Sir Dikomo was the root cause of their downfall. In his desire to help 

them recoup lost income, he asked an ally of Makatigbas to introduce them to the underworld. 

With cunning, Punzi was able to extract the addresses of two of the five names given to 

them by Sir Dikomo. But after a week of surveillance, they found no one resembling a 5-year-
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old-something boy. They were also on the lookout for the Toyota Corolla whose owner they 

had encountered in Sta. Cruz, Manila, some five years ago. There was none. 

At the telephone company, they found the address of Vida Corazon De Gracia—the fourth 

entry in Sylvia’s list. Her house was located in between the boundary of Quezon City to the 

north and Manila to the south. From Paquito’s Chicken—located a block away from the gate—

they could see what came in and out of Vida’s gate.  

For three weeks, they took turns in looking at Vida’s gate from Paquito’s Chicken. They were 

able to establish some kind of a routine. On eight occasions they tailed the Toyota Corolla and 

found that the three of them—Vida, David, Franco—were always together. They went to Santo 

Domingo church on a Sunday. On Fridays, they either went to Greenhills, San Juan, or to Cubao 

for shopping; when in Cubao, they also dropped by at Fiesta Carnival for Franco’s fun rides and 

frolicking. David went out of the house for several hours on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays. 

He commuted whenever he went out alone. Most days of the week Vida and Franco were at 

home. 

Given the routine, they figured that the best day on which to execute their plan was either 

a Sunday or a Friday. For some reason, either influenced by superstition or anything no one 

had an ample explanation for, they ruled out “working” on a Sunday.  

The following Friday, 13 March 1981, the plan to snatch Franco was set. Sir Dikomo’s 

directive was to bring the boy to his apartment in Quiapo. The OXD guys thought it was odd. 

But there was no place more secure than an apartment 150 meters away from his office at the 

police station. When Punzi asked him that Quiapo could be a problem on a Friday due to traffic, 

Sir Dikomo assured them that he would deploy enough men to ensure traffic would flow 

smoothly along Quezon Boulevard on the designated day. 

But three days before Friday, the OXD operatives, convinced with their assumption that the 

would-be victim was good for at least a 5-million-peso ransom, had decided to double cross Sir 

Dikomo in the event something goes wrong with the extraction procedure. They knew what 

double crossing OXD meant to their overall health and security, but they also believed that they 

had the kind of talent and daring that otherwise would get paid several times over than what 

they were getting from Sir Dikomo. Their OXD training and experience had brought them to 

places around the world. They thrived in high risk and high reward contracts. And this was just 

one of them.  

 

FRANCO, DAVID AND VIDA were out strolling in Greenhills Shopping Center in San Juan to buy 

something for the boy. Vida had no way of knowing Franco’s exact birthdate, but by conjecture 

she thought he was close to a month old when she took him in March of 1976. She picked 
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March 14 in his adoption papers. The last two weeks she had been thinking of buying a birthday 

present for Franco. 

The OXD operatives scanned the parking lot. They saw the red Corolla and they parked their 

car along the walkway that led to it. They waited for less than an hour before they spotted the 

three approaching towards their location. Benjo and Ivanho alighted and left open the 

passenger door of the Lancer (the same car they used in 1976, but this time thoroughly 

repainted with black) to the side of the walkway. Then they stood a few meters away from the 

open door of the car, looking at a nearby newsstand and acting as if they were attracted to a 

picture in a tabloid. Punzi was at the wheel.  

Just as Franco, David and Vida came close to the Lancer, Benjo shoved Franco towards the 

open door of the Lancer while Ivanho pushed David away. With their 45 caliber pistols drawn, 

Benjo and Ivanho aimed their firearms at both David and Vida.  

With hardly any resistance from the toddler, Benjo tossed Franco—weighing less than 20 

kilos—to the back seat of the Lancer, after which he also hopped in. His back to the Lancer, 

Ivanho again pointed his gun at the still shocked David and Vida. Ivanho then turned and 

scurried back towards the other side the Lancer, climbing at the front seat beside Punzi, who 

pumped the gas pedal in a manner that caused the Lancer to furiously dart forward, its doors 

dangling from the side.       

In less than 12 seconds, David and Vida lost Franco to kidnappers. Vida motioned to David 

to look for a public telephone booth. They found one at the far end of the shopping mall. Vida 

dialed the number of a high-ranking police officer whose mother was a family friend. She also 

dialed the number of another high-ranking military officer whose father was in the same 

combat unit that was led by her late husband. For good measure, she also called yet another 

active police officer whose father was a fellow judge in the appellate courts. 

She told them the plate number, color and make of the kidnappers’ vehicle. She also told 

the would-be pursuers that the kidnappers were heading towards Sta. Mesa, Manila. 

As soon as Vida and David were inside their home, she dialed retired Army General Rosendo 

Dimas Uy, one of his late husband’s closest friends and mistahs. He owed his life to her husband 

when they were young, fighting communist rebels in Negros Occidental. The help she asked 

from everyone else might not materialize, but Gen. Uy was one she could rely on all the time. 

Also, among Vida’s acquaintances in the military, both active and retired, Ros Uy was the go-

to guy on matters that involved kidnap-for-ransom cases.  

“Ros,” Vida blurted out, trying to control her voice, “something happened to Franco. 

Kidnapped about 30 minutes ago.”  
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After providing him the details—plate number, car make and color, features of kidnappers 

(they were in bonnet), etc.—Ros Uy assured her of his help. “Let’s see what I can do,” he said. 

“I will set something up in my network to track new movements. In the meantime, call me as 

soon as somebody contacts you for ransom.” 

 

AS THE KIDNAPPERS approached the intersection of Magsaysay Boulevard and Victorino Mapa 

Streets, they saw parked police cars with overhead blinking lights some 500 meters away. It 

looked as if a hastily improvised checkpoint had been set up. As vehicular traffic started to slow 

down in bunches, Punzi spun the Lancer around until it did a 360. To their surprise, another 

patrol car came into sight, some 600 meters away, directly opposite to their path. There was 

an intersection between them, and a decision needed to be made in seconds. 

“Let’s go… to the right,” Ivanho suggested. 

Punzi was about to turn the wheel to her right when she saw a jam just ahead of them. 

“Back up a little and turn left instead,” this time it was Benjo. 

Turning right would have led them to Kalentong in Mandaluyong, then Sta. Ana towards 

Quiapo. Turning left meant reaching Manila through Sampaloc, onwards to Espana Boulevard, 

then finally Quiapo. 

In Sampaloc, streets were clear. They headed for Trabaho Street where, upon reaching the 

Espana intersection, they saw a police officer reaching for his hand-held radio, who frantically 

yelled to it. They knew Sir Dikomo was within 4 kilometers and felt they could dash for home 

base unscathed. Within minutes they heard sirens blaring and patrol lights blinking some three 

hundred meters behind them. Punzi pushed the gas pedal harder. 

A couple of minutes later, while turning left from España to Quezon Boulevard, heading 

towards Quiapo, they heard more sirens from atop the Recto overpass. They reckoned that 

unless they traversed Quiapo fast enough, at least three groups of police patrols could 

intercept them—one from Raon Street and two who were closing in from behind them. 

On reaching the corner of Raon Street, the OXD operatives were blocked by vehicular traffic. 

In front of them were hordes of devotees of the Black Nazarene, who were blocking one-fourth 

of Quezon Boulevard. Even astute logistics planners like the OXD operatives did not expect this 

swell of human and vehicular traffic in the area on such a crucial day. 

As traffic crawled to a halt, Punzi saw from the rear mirror the doors of a police car opened. 

Three men in uniform rushed out, armed with short weapons. Ivanho turned to his right just 

as more patrol cars had positioned themselves, from which he also saw policemen leaping out, 

fully armed as well. 
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There was no time to lose. They left the Lancer in the middle of the road, Franco in tow. 

They hurriedly moved inside Mamiluk, a popular mami house in that part of Quiapo. At the 

sidewalk, Ivanho hurriedly bought an assortment of clothing items. 

Inside Mamiluk, Benjo took Invanho’s props and brought Franco to the comfort room where 

he changed the boy’s outfit to make it look like he was a girl. He also put on a cap and jacket 

on top of his t-shirt. Then he and Franco slid out of the comfort room.  

A waiter was about to take their order when Punzi and Ivanho saw Benjo coming out of the 

comfort room. They politely apologized to the waiter, saying they forgot something outside 

and needed to leave. In seconds they left Mamiluk, one after the other. 

Ivanho was the last to leave. He lingered for a while among the throngs of passersby at the 

sidewalk fronting Mamiluk. He saw several traffic cops, probably the ones assigned by Sir 

Dikomo, but instead of facilitating the flow of traffic, they kibbitzed on the sudden appearance 

of fellow cops. This was understandable: Sir Dikomo, working on his own private and secret 

agenda, had not informed them beforehand that something like this could happen. The black 

Lancer, now deserted, was surrounded by cops and onlookers. Ivanho saw and heard 

policemen asking witnesses as to which direction the Lancer’s passengers went.  

He casually walked away when he saw the uniformed men making moves to disperse 

themselves, some of them heading directly to Mamiluk. Around 50 meters away, towards 

Quiapo Church, he met Punzi and Benjo who were waiting for him. 

The 11:30 AM mass has just ended. They crept inside the church as devotees milled out, 

whose hands reached up to heavens to bathe in the sprinkling of holy water. The sea of church 

goers was perfect for them to blend in and to conceal themselves away with the crowd. 

The team needed some quick huddle time. They felt the place was right for it. 

In whispers, Ivanho proposed that they could go and tell Sir Dikomo that they lost the child 

while trying to escape from pursuers.   

“Where… at which point of the chase…” Punzi asked. “We need to have a uniform alibi.” 

“At Mamiluk, of course,” Benjo said, also in whispers but with evident conviction. 

“And that?” Punzi motioned to Franco, hand clamped by Ivanho, with her kisser. 

Looking around, Benjo spotted a closet at the back of the church fronting the altar. He 

walked towards the area and tried to open it. Pleasantly surprised, he found it unlocked. From 

what he saw, he could tell that it was a storage room. He could also see what he thought were 
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dried and withering sampaguita flowers that have been collected from the foot of images inside 

the church. 

He signaled Ivanho to tie Franco up with packing tapes and to deposit him in the dark part 

of that storeroom or service area box, whatever it was. Punzi and Benjo stood close to each 

other, trying to cover Ivanho and Franco from the sight of churchgoers, whose focus, deep in 

prayer, was fixed at statues of saints. Ivanho then locked Franco, whose mouth was also sealed 

with a tape, inside the storeroom. 

“Watch over it,” Benjo directed Punzi. “We will go find Dikomo and tell him we lost the child. 

We shall be back in a few minutes.”   

 

SIR DIKOMO HAD FELT uncomfortable for the last half an hour. He had been expecting a call 

from the OXD operatives. That he has not received any meant most likely that something went 

wrong with the operation. When instead he got a call from the sub-station informing him of 

the massing of troopers around the Quezon Boulevard area, he felt worried, tensed, and 

alarmed. 

He directed five of seven of his subordinates to follow him. They hurriedly left for Quezon 

Boulevard, which was just about a hundred steps away. Then they crossed the now crowded 

street, passing through the Lacson Underpass. At reaching Plaza Miranda, Sir Dikomo saw that 

all vehicular traffic was at stand still. Over at the vicinity of Raon Street, police patrol cars were 

blocking all other vehicles. 

He and his men rushed to the densely crowded area. On meeting the uniformed men, he 

introduced himself, firmly stating that he was the Chief of Police in the Quiapo area and 

announced that he was in charge. The tone was authoritative, suggesting in more ways than 

one that he felt offended that no coordination was conducted with his office before the whole 

ruckus in his place erupted. 

When informed that a hot pursuit operation against three kidnappers was ongoing, he 

demanded more details.          

Who are the suspects? How many? Where are they? Sir Dikomo wanted to know. 

Informed that the suspects and their 5-year-old-something victim went inside Mamiluk and 

had not been seen since, and that no one could tell if a toddler had ever come out of the 

restaurant, Sir Dikomo’s team stormed the place. They saw about ten policemen inside the 

restaurant, three were descending from the stairs that led to the second floor, and at least 

three were inspecting the comfort room. 
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“It was locked from the inside,” an investigator informed Sir Dikomo, “so we forced it open. 

There was none inside.” 

Sir Dikomo and his men rushed outside and walked briskly towards the Quiapo Church. Have 

the OXD guys reached the apartment? He certainly had hoped so.  

Beside the church and wading their way towards the street side entrance of the Lacson 

Underpass, Sir Dikomo and his men were slowed down by the growing density of churchgoers 

who were now mixed with purely onlookers curious to know what the combined police and 

military operation was all about. One could sense that even the policemen in the area had the 

look of an amused spectator. At Raon, Sir Dikomo had earlier directed all uniformed men to 

block all traffic coming in and out of Quezon Boulevard. 

Fortuitously, Sir Dikomo took a quick glance to his right and there he saw Benjo and Ivanho 

stepping out of the church. Then there were two youngsters who followed them from Raon 

who shouted: 

“There! The kidnappers!” 

Almost everyone heard this, and all eyes turned to Benjo and Ivanho. Before Sir Dikomo 

could move a muscle, he saw his men, along with several other patrolmen he did not know, 

pulling out their pistols and sprinting towards Benjo and Ivanho. 

Weaving themselves behind the throng for cover, they duo slipped swiftly back inside the 

church. People scampered away as policemen charged in the direction of Benjo and Ivanho. 

Inside the church, Benjo and Ivanho stealthily passed by Punzi. They told her to leave the 

hidden treasure behind and to scurry out of the church as fast as she could. 

Sir Dikomo knew every alley in Quiapo, even the narrowest of them. From the Quezon 

Boulevard side of Lacson Underpass, he walked briskly towards the middle of Plaza Miranda 

where he knew he could spot fleeing rats. It certainly helped that the crowd here was not as 

dense as it was at Quezon Boulevard. Like a raptor, he scanned the field, looking for his prey. 

He saw not even a shadow of the trio.  

He needed to trust his instincts. Eyes darting from alley to alley, Sir Dikomo focused his gaze 

on a familiar gait. Ivanho! He was not fleeing, just like a usual buyer of herbal products and 

candles peddled at a sidewalk leading to Carriedo.  

It occurred to Sir Dikomo that the OXD operatives were blending well with the crowd. They 

were taking advantage of it. He also thought that the pursuing officers were looking for the 

child more than they were hunting the suspects. He wondered on whose authority these fellow 

law enforcers were operating. He wondered why they showed up so fast, and in such an 
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emphatic force of at least 10 patrol cars. Yonder at the foot of the Quezon Bridge, he saw 

minutes earlier the arrival of armored vehicles of the Philippine Army. 

He wondered if he might have come in conflict with another government official, perhaps 

one who was more consequential than he was. 

His sly idea of sneaking beside Ivanho to ask him where one could find the boy was dashed 

by those thoughts. Witnesses, including friendly forces, establishing his contact with the 

suspect could doom his fate. That OXD and Sir Dikomo were associated in some way could be 

alleged against him. He could not accept the thought that he might end up being investigated 

for such an allegation.  

He had to settle with an empty bag, at least for now, and let Ivanho go. The former 

bemedaled cop, discharged from the service for a botched cocaine haul that threatened to 

expose a high-ranking politician, had just appeared to him to be the ultimate pro. One who did 

not panic, Ivanho to him was simply grace under fire.   

Sir Dikomo followed Ivanho with his intermittent and glancing gazes as the latter casually 

made his way towards Sta. Cruz, Manila. Sir Dikomo saw, like he expected, both Punzi and 

Benjo waiting, in the guise of rummaging through bargained sidewalk merchandises, for their 

associate. Sir Dikomo could tell with certainty that they were not in possession of the boy. 

Baffled, Sir Dikomo retraced his steps towards Raon. Although often lost in his own 

thoughts, he sometimes talked to his subordinates. Up to this point, he hardly noticed that 

they were keeping their noses close to him as much as they were tracking the suspects. 

At Raon, Sir Dikomo—being the man in charge—answered questions from press reporters 

who had just arrived at the scene.  

“My information is that, and we still need to further investigate this, we have a kidnap 

situation here. That one”—pointing to the unoccupied Lancer— “is the alleged kidnap vehicle. 

Three suspects and a child—a boy this tall—were seen by witnesses to have come out of that 

vehicle. Then they fled to this area”—pointing in the direction of Mamiluk— “but since then 

we could not track the suspects. Witnesses again pointed to the supposed suspects over 

there”—pointing to Quiapo Church— “and I was there. But we could not pin them down due 

to the swelling crowd…” 

“Yes, we have been told you did your best to apprehend the suspects at the entrance of the 

church…” a press reporter interrupted. “Do you have an idea in which direction the suspects 

fled?” 
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“No, but based on the zoning of the area, either Palanca here or Sta. Cruz there are likely 

places where they can find refuge… or take jump off points for other sanctuaries. I need to buzz 

the Chief of Police in Sta. Cruz now, if you excuse me, please…”                                      

Sir Dikomo conferred with fellow police officers who converged at the area aboard patrol 

cars. After securing the help of witnesses (mostly by-standers in the area) who agreed to join 

them in their cars, Sir Dikomo and the troopers also agreed that the chase will proceed to Sta. 

Cruz. 

Minutes later, brandishing a megaphone, he instructed traffic enforcers to open all lanes for 

traffic to resume its flow. Applause and honks followed Sir Dikomo’s command. Motorists had 

been stuck in their vehicles for at least 45 minutes. 

After talking briefly with Police Major Andrei Mosende, the Chief of Police in Sta. Cruz, Sir 

Dikomo and his men left for Quiapo. The pursuing patrol cars could be seen lining up at Avenida 

and Palanca streets. 

In Quiapo, he directed his men to proceed to the police station while he made his way 

towards the church’s convent. Always accorded with warm welcome by the priests, one of the 

parish staff members ushered him into the Rector’s office. 

“Please sit down, General,” Monsignor Hoben Ubanon greeted him as they shook hands 

inside the latter’s office. “What’s that commotion about?” Ubanon did not know what Sir 

Dikomo’s actual rank was, but he always addressed the cop “General” anyway. 

“Apparently a kidnap situation, Monsi,” Sir Dikomo retorted. “And I need your help.” 

As usual, Sir Dikomo did not leave Monsignor Hoben’s office without finishing a cup of 

Batangas coffee. The essence of his request was for Monsi to report to him should any of his 

priests or staff members, including the Hijos, got wind of somebody resembling the kidnap 

victim. 
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3 Finding Franco 

 

 

 pair of Hijos—Boy Nasionales Diaz, aka Boynas Diaz, and Elodon Haropoy, aka El 

Odon—alternated at collecting trash, consisting mostly of wilted Sampaguita flowers 

wrapped around the foot of revered statues and images inside the church. 

Boynas Diaz would usually dump inside the closet his collection of trash. At the close of 

church services around 10 in the evening, El Odon, and sometimes one of the salaried church 

workers, would collect all trash from bins and closets inside the church and the surroundings 

outside. 

At 9:00 PM church goers thinned out inside the church. The last mass had concluded 15 

minutes earlier. In about 30 minutes, about half of the lights inside the Church would be turned 

off. At ten, church doors would be closed.  

The light was still on at one of the confessional boxes, which meant that a priest was still 

inside, waiting for remorseful souls to unload their burden. Inside the confessional was Father 

Revo, the confessor. For the past hour he had not heard any client. But in this private world, 

he multi-tasked. When he did not hear confessions, he read books. That day he was trying to 

finish Rubem Alves’ “Towards a Theology of Liberation.”   

When Father Revo finally stepped outside of the confessional, Boynas Diaz hurriedly 

approached him. Boynas Diaz said a lady was asking him to open the storeroom at the back.  

The lady in question was Punzi. She and her teammates found their way back inside the 

church. They had changed clothing and donned facial props. They took seats far from each 

other, each one keeping a watchful eye on what went on at the back of the church. 

Asked to explain, Boynas Diaz said something was creepy, and he did not understand what 

that was. Father Revo looked around and saw Church security staff at the main gate. There was 

also one at the Quezon Boulevard side. Another one with K-9 patrolled the aisles, picking up 

litters left by churchgoers. 

About 15, at most 20, were inside the church, but Boynas Diaz could not find the lady when 

Father Revo asked him to show to him (Father Revo) where she was.  

A 
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El Odon appeared pushing a cart and went straight to the storeroom. He opened it with a 

key and with his gloved hands, gathered trash and dumped them into his cart.     

Boynas Diaz and Father Revo met El Odon at the door as he was stepping out. 

“What’s inside that storeroom?” Father Revo asked. 

“Where, why?” El Odon asked, puzzled. 

“There,” Boynas Diaz said, pointing at the back of the church, “at the storeroom where you 

collected that trash. Did you left that open this morning?” 

El Odon’s growing bewilderment was evident.  

Boynas Diaz: “A stranger just asked me to open that storeroom. This morning I found that 

something inside looked different. I did not check what it was. Is there something in that room 

that would be of interest to anybody?” 

“Well, I think the answer to that question is to go there and check,” Father Revo said. He 

then proceeded to ask the security personnel to request the remaining churchgoers inside the 

church to leave and close all doors. Everybody knew it was closing time anyway, except perhaps 

Benjo and Ivanho, who left with perceptible hesitation. Before dumping Franco, they strapped 

his body and covered his mouth with packing tape. They knew that the boy remained immobile 

inside the storeroom and hoped he would still be alive the next day. 

As Father Revo, Boynas Diaz and El Odon checked the dark portion of the storeroom, they 

noticed a bulging bag or something on the floor. El Odon dared to touch it and was as much 

frightened as he was surprised to find that it was not a bag; rather it was a body of a human 

being and thought it slightly moved. 

Almost by instinct, Father Revo called security. In seconds, the three were surrounded by 

some three or four security staff members, one with K-9, and at least two more Hijos. There 

was hesitation, but eventually a security staff pulled out the hog-tied boy. The sight of a half-

dead Franco unfolded before everyone’s eyes. His mouth was plastered with packing tapes. His 

wrists and ankles were wrapped to his body—like a pig ready for roasting—also with tapes. 

Father Revo, again almost instinctively, moved to unzip Franco’s mouth, but a security 

personnel stopped him and volunteered to do the unwrapping himself. With a pocketknife, he 

cut the tapes around Franco’s body. Franco limped to the granite floor like a heap. Same 

security personnel picked Franco up, and rushed him to the parish clinic, going through the 

altar door which was a shorter distance than going through the main door. 
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Through the metallic railings of the church doors, Benjo and Ivanho saw that Franco had 

been discovered. The OXD duo had waited outside to keep an eye on him. 

Father Revo and the Hijos gave Franco the best first aid care they could offer. The first time 

they saw Franco’s face exposed to the glare of light, it looked as if he had been starved of 

oxygen for days. The parish medical staff was not available all the time, and during this time of 

day the closest doctor they could call might at best arrive only in about 30 minutes. Father Revo 

reckoned that the child would be fine as soon as a medical professional got to see him within 

that span of time. 

Forty minutes passed and not a shadow of a doctor or a nurse was within sight. Father Revo 

decided to bring Franco, accompanied by Boynas Diaz, to a nearby hospital. They used the 

parish vehicle; the priest himself was on the wheel. 

By some coincidence, the OXD trio’s car—this time a white Gemini—had been navigating 

the lanes of Taft Avenue for more than 500 meters alongside Father Revo’s Toyota Tamaraw. 

The trio (who sank themselves into a recapitulation of how policemen had thwarted them twice 

already in their attempt to snatch the child, the first one being in 1976 at Sta. Cruz) could have 

recognized Franco had they got around to spot him, but the Tamaraw’s door covered him from 

their line of sight. At the United Nations Avenue intersection, Father Revo’s car turned right 

towards the Manila Doctor’s Hospital. The Gemini turned left towards the Manila Police District 

headquarters. 

After a couple of hours Father Revo and company was back in Quiapo Church. Franco this 

time was looking fine, in quite a stark contrast from the way he looked just three hours earlier. 

Church staff helped them get Franco some meal. They also provided him temporary sleeping 

quarters in one of the vacant rooms for guests in the rectory. 

The rector, Monsignor Ubanon, called it a day at 9 PM. He would be informed about Franco 

in the morning of the following day. 

 

THREE DAYS AFTER Franco’s abduction, Vida was baffled that no one has contacted her for 

ransom demands. The day after Franco’s abduction, General Rosendo Dimas Uy had briefed 

her that authorities lost the child in a chase somewhere in Quiapo Church. The kid was nowhere 

to be found but General Uy assured her that he would continue to sniff around for unusual 

movements. Vida offered him as much as two million pesos with which he may use anyway he 

pleased just so he could help her bring Franco back. 
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Although Sir Dikomo knew that the OXD had botched their operation, he expected them to 

report to him right away. They did so only the next morning, through an emissary. Somehow 

this caused him to feel wary about the trio being loose.    

At least three groups were now looking for Franco, namely: the OXD trio of Punzi, Benjo and 

Ivanho (who at this point thought they were now working on their own); Vida’s hired troopers; 

and Sir Dikomo’s strike force. Most members of the last two groups were receiving government 

salary, but the potential extra income they could earn enticed them to put in man hours for an 

undertaking that could be argued as more private than public. 

 

THE DAY AFTER FRANCO was found bundled inside the church, on 14 March 1981, Monsignor 

Ubanon asked his secretary to dial Sir Dikomo’s office. He wanted the police chief to see if 

Franco was the one he was looking for. 

In minutes Sir Dikomo was at the rectory and saw Franco for the first time. He had no idea 

if indeed Franco was the child he was looking for. But first-hand account by Hijos, Father Revo, 

Security and clinic staff convinced Sir Dikomo that Franco was the kidnap victim. 

All this time Franco had not spoken a word.  

“What’s your name?” No answer except a dismissive look on his face. “Where do you live?” 

This sounded to him an even tougher question. “Who is your Mommy?” Still nothing; maybe 

he knew but did not know how to say it.  

Everyone had tried to coach him to say something. No one succeeded. If it was any 

consolation however, Franco did not look worried or stressed. 

Sir Dikomo told Monsi Ubanon that he would send somebody from his unit to fetch Franco, 

who would eventually bring him to the Social Welfare Office. Sir Dikomo explained that the 

Social Welfare Office not only would be in the best position to help de-traumatize the child but 

also to facilitate his return to his family. 

Back at his office, Sir Dikomo’s staff informed him that General Makatigbas called when he 

was out. The latter said he would expect Sir Dikomo to return his call. 

“That boy you told me about,” General Makatigbas said after greeting Sir Dikomo, “is Judge 

De Gracia’s adopted child.” 

For a few seconds, Sir Dikomo was too embarrassed to say a word. It now made sense to 

him—how it happened that too many troopers he had no idea where they came from had 

converged at the crime scene almost instantly two days ago. 
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Makatigbas added: “I got the info from no less than General Uy.” 

The two of them did not need to say anything more. The OXD operation involving this child 

was done, finished, and out of the way.  

“It is good that I now know where the child is,” Sir Dikomo replied, with not a trace of 

emotion noticeable from his voice. “I can send for Judge De Gracia to confirm his identity, then 

proceed to announce to the press that the kidnapping case is solved.” 

Might not have been the best outcome for Sir Dikomo, but surely losing a few million pesos 

in this manner was more than compensated by seeing how his legend as Manila’s finest could 

further soar.  

“And by the way,” Sir Dikomo felt he had momentum, “I expect the trio to be completely 

out of this too. They used to be your operatives before you assigned them to me.” 

“Of course,” General Makatigbas replied, sounding irritated and resigned. “Take out the 

whip. They were your operatives before they became mine. Not mine. But I will talk to them if 

they call me.” 

 

FATHER REVO ASKED MONSIGNOR Ubanon in private if the rector thought it was odd for Sir 

Dikomo to take Franco away before he could announce to the press that the kidnap victim had 

been found. They agreed in the observation that media had to some extent turned the Quiapo 

kidnapping into a high-profile case, therefore it would have been a tremendous image-booster 

for Sir Dikomo to once more edify yet another sterling accomplishment of his in a press 

conference.  

Monsignor Ubanon agreed with Father Revo that it might have been better to talk Sir 

Dikomo out of his plan to take the child away without first informing the press. However, he 

decided against Father Revo’s suggestion that the child be brought to the Hospisyo instead of 

the Social Welfare Office, until his parents were identified so they could reclaim him. 

“I miss Father Andoy,” Monsignor Ubanon told Father Revo. Like priests who had been open 

target for tabloid items, Father Andoy was shipped to another diocese where he was deemed 

less known by parishioners. He could return to Quiapo after five years, however. Or he could 

have been sent to Rome for advanced studies in Theology, but his academic profile hardly 

endorsed him for such an opportunity. 

Very likely Monsignor Ubanon was referring to what happened in an all-star baptism of an 

abandoned infant about five years ago.  
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“Yes,” Father Revo chimed in. “He had a way of putting himself in the middle of anything 

that others would shy away from.” And they both chuckled. 

 

THE OXD TRIO TOLD General Makatigbas that they needed to be reimbursed when the latter 

directed them to drop the operation involving Vida’s child. They asked one million pesos for a 

month-long surveillance and for the Lancer which they deemed condemned. The General 

commented that the amount was above established rates, but he nevertheless assured them 

he would ask for an exemption to the rules. 

The trio adopted two contingency plans. One was to remain with OXD provided they got 

compensated within the next 24 hours. The longer it took for them to get paid, the higher the 

odds that they would never be get paid at all. The other required a tougher decision making 

process. They assumed that, given General Reg’s telling them that the child belonged to Judge 

De Gracia, it had become too risky to re-claim the child due to her connections within the law 

enforcement agencies. But in the event they would indeed find a way to re-claim the child—

against all odds, that is—they could demand no less than a 5-million-peso ransom, given Judge 

De Gracia’s rumored wealth.  

At 5:30 PM, 14 March 1981, Punzi received a call from El Odon. On the night of the previous 

day, she closely studied the mien of both El Odon and Boynas Diaz. She thought El Odon was 

easier to negotiate with. She discreetly approached him and showed to him her duplicate 

badge. She offered him five thousand pesos in exchange for information on the whereabouts 

of the child. Another 10 thousand pesos would be given to him if any information he gave to 

her would be deemed helpful for her work. 

On the phone, El Odon told her that he heard the police would transfer the boy from the 

rectory to Sir Dikomo’s office across Quezon Boulevard.  

“A press conference had been set at 8 PM in his office,” El Odon reported. 

The distance between the rectory and Sir Dikomo’s office was less than three hundred 

meters and, in the trio’s assumption, Franco’s security would probably use the Lacson 

Underpass to cross Quezon Boulevard. 

Benjo and Ivanho moved quickly. Benjo had earlier talked to the Warden of Manila City Jail, 

who was a friend from long time ago when Benjo was still in the police force. They started as 

acquaintances when Benjo was attending court hearings. Benjo offered the warden ten 

thousand pesos for the services of three prisoners, preferably petty criminals from the Quiapo 

area, and another two thousand pesos for honorarium of the guards who would be assigned 

to secure the detainees. The task was for the prisoners to clean the streets from Sunday’s litters 

around Quiapo in the evening, escorted by prison guards who however did not know what was 
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going to happen except to prevent any escape. Three prisoners would normally require three 

guards, but at this instance only two guards had reported for duty.  

The prisoners tripped each other for the opportunity of being sent out on errands like this. 

They knew that x number of hours of community service would be deducted from the full 

length of their jailtime. There had been other assignments aside from the so-called Good 

Conduct Time Allowance incentives, such as those that entailed payment of “professional 

fees.” They mostly refer to renting of prisoners as hired assassins, whose cells functioned like 

safehouses. 

At about 7:30 PM, Benjo, who had disguised himself as an itinerant vendor, stayed close to 

the entrance of the Lacson Underpass at the Plaza Miranda side. He was assuming that Sir 

Dikomo and his men would take this route to transfer Franco from the convent to his office 

across Quezon Boulevard. 

Punzi and Ivanho were at the Quezon Boulevard side of the Underpass, just across from 

where Benjo was. The trio planned a scenario where a commotion to be triggered in large part 

by Quiapo’s habitués—so that Sir Dikomo would not suspect somebody was on the loose trying 

to snatch Franco—could create enough distraction for the toddler’s security. 

Unknown to them, Sir Dikomo had his own counter-security steps all planned out and set 

for execution, in the event something untoward happened. Plan A was to bring Franco in on 

board a secured car, from the convent then south towards Palanca Street and back to the other 

side of Quezon Boulevard. Plan B—in the event there was heavy traffic at Palanca—was for the 

fetching unit to cross Quezon Boulevard on foot via Raon overpass. The Lacson Underpass 

route was last and the least likely option. 

Sir Dikomo had the foresight not to inform Vida about Franco before the press conference, 

because that, to him, was a sure way to invite unknown forces at the behest of General Uy. 

Before the venerable Judge Vida, and most especially before the press, he did not wish to share 

the limelight with any law enforcer to whom one way or the other she could be indebted for 

the rescue of Franco. 

Benjo could be seen next as if he was in an earnest conversation with a bystander. The latter 

would move towards another huddle, this time involving what appeared to be two loose 

groups—a game of dama (a local derivative for chess) was in progress in one of them while a 

card game was about to begin in the other. These diversions often morphed into drinking 

sprees as evening progressed deeper into the night. At least two, one after the other, followed 

the bystander’s prompting; they got up to have a better look at a street sweeper some 60 

meters away.  

“You, looking for Bodabil?” one of the card wagers asked the bystander. 
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“No, he was asking if anyone remembers Bodabil, the snatcher of Sta. Cruz…” volunteered 

an onlooker of the dama game. 

“I remember the name, but not the face…” shared another. “He stabbed the friend of a 

friend. Let me correct myself, my guess is that he is a member of a big-time kidnap for ransom 

syndicate with reward money on his head.” 

The unwritten rule among gangsters in the area was that there was pre-formatted hostility 

towards anyone who harmed their kind. Often what determined which gang ruled over a 

territory was the clandestine support given by some members of the police who demanded 

protection money. The gang which delivered on a consistent basis their end of the unwritten 

contract with the police was assured of continued operation of whatever underground 

business they were into.  

Quiapo had been prime location not only for priests who collected bumper harvests from 

devotees—although they represented just a small portion of total donations collected during 

mass—that flocked to the church every day. Those harvests were made more abundant during 

Sundays and Fridays. Even priests from faraway places could request, especially if they had 

connections to the hierarchy, to officiate one of the Friday masses on the ground that they 

needed extra funds for their respective parishes, such as when they got hit by calamities. The 

immortal joke was that the calamities included fellow priests getting their girlfriends pregnant.    

The crowd attracted predators of all kinds—snatchers, swindlers, sellers of fake items, petty 

criminals, organized criminals, etc. Like Barracudas that ambush a school of mackerel, these 

predators, some of them itinerant just like many of the churchgoers who came from faraway 

places, freely pounced on unsuspecting preys.    

Quiapo was also haven for beggars. Devotees who came to ask or thank for whatever favor 

they felt the Black Nazarene had accorded them were likely to cast sympathetic eyes upon the 

downtrodden, the dump-bound paupers. 

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” it was a command, not a question, from the one who most 

likely was the boss. 
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4 Yago 

 

 

he Bodabil they were referring to was Yago to his friends and acquaintances in the 

Sta. Cruz area. In the hierarchy of the underworld, he was thief among the thieves. 

Specializing in snatching and pickpocketing, he could have easily won grand slam titles 

if awards were given to sleight of hand artists. He was so good at his craft that he once stole a 

24-carat gold necklace from the pool of stolen items being kept at the safehouse maintained 

by Police Officer Domingo “Madis-ogon” de Sabado, one of Sir Dikomo’s sidekicks. Madis-ogon 

had a 3-day window within which to determine if claimants (victims of theft) that came forward 

were known to him, or known to his relations, friends, or fellow policemen. If after three days 

no one came forward to complain with the police, Madis-ogon would proceed to sell the stolen 

goods through his network of fence buyers. Pawning these hot items was also common 

practice, especially when the need for cash was urgent. Proceeds were divided among the 

team, with Madis-ogon and the thief who brought in the stolen item getting the lion’s share. 

Madis-ogon in turn share the loot with some of his accomplices at the police station.  

The standard procedure at the police station was to re-assure complainants of theft that the 

police would let them know in the event the thief was apprehended and the stolen item was 

recovered. Complainants were then requested to leave their addresses or contact numbers at 

the help desk.  

When a victim came forward to complain with the police and the latter was able to 

determine later within the 3-day window period that he or she was fair game, the item stolen 

from him/her went to the selling or pawning block. Otherwise Madis-ogon would come out to 

produce the stolen item and return it to the victim, who then would normally show his or her 

appreciation to the policeman by offering thank-you gifts. In a hypothetically morbid event that 

Madis-ogon passes away today, mourners edifying his good deeds would far outnumber those 

cheering the end of his worldly existence.    

Yago used to be a freelancer at the Recto area, a few blocks northeast of Quiapo, victimizing 

mostly students. Aside from pickpocketing, he also mastered the evil trick of shortchanging 

customers when he moonlighted as a sidewalk vendor. The modus worked when a customer 

paid with a large bill. He counted the change (consisting of smaller bills) before the victims’ 

eyes. Then he rolled with one of his concealed fingers more than half of the bills toward his 

T 
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palm just as he pushed, which he used as distraction, the remaining wads of bills to the waiting 

open palm of a victim. 

While he got his “earnings” all to himself, he flirted with near fatal mishaps in at least three 

instances. The first—after he snatched a necklace—was when he tripped over a boulder while 

fleeing from a mob. He broke one of his right ribs. This happened in 1964 when he was barely 

15.  

The second happened a year later. His pickpocket attempt went awry when he fumbled the 

wallet of the victim inside a passenger jeepney. The victim happened to have several 

companions inside the jeepney, and he got lynched. Perhaps the only reason his attackers left 

him alive was because of his being a minor.   

And the third—as the cheating vendor—happened when he tried to cheat a customer of the 

latter’s change. The would-be victim saw through his deception and, after a commotion, got 

himself stabbed, with no clear identification of who the suspect was. The policemen who 

attended to the crime scene sent him to a public hospital. He was confined for three weeks.  

At the hospital, the attending physician remarked that Yago was lucky the hostile weapon 

missed his heart by no more than an inch. 

The police in the Sta Cruz, Quiapo, and even Sampaloc areas, had a general profile of most 

of the people who got involved in petty crimes, either as suspect or victim, or both. The ones 

that brought Yago to the hospital knew that he had been a suspect more times than he had 

been a victim. They sent an emissary from the underground network to talk him into joining 

their team, supposedly the elite band of gangsters in the area.       

Aside from the fact that Yago had felt indebted to the police and their cohorts for bringing 

him to the hospital (and therefore helping him save his life), and for settling his hospital bills 

(an amount that was relatively big for an itinerant gangster like him), it had become clear to 

him that he needed some kind of mob help: sort of insurance or protection cover.  

While returns for him was high as a freelancer, risks to his life and limb were also high. He 

needed alliances with whom to share his expertise. Back in the street a month later, Yago was 

in as member of Madis-ogon’s elite rogue team. 

At 19, Yago was top producer for Madis-ogon’s rogue team. Within that team was his own 

unit—called “Bodabil”, a code name for their cover which referred to “My Way”, a cabaret 

house in Sta. Cruz that earned a reputation for their vaudeville shows. However, a big portion 

of My Way’s income came from an integrated prostitution ring it operated, which counted 

among its patrons the rich and famous, particularly politicians.  
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Aside from Yago, Bodabil consisted of veterans, namely: Ricardo “Tirador” Tacastacas, 

Ferdinando “El Kupitan” Biglang-awa, and Paquito “Kamao” Sarabosing—the one who 

“stabbed the friend of a friend.” They dabbled as on-call bouncers and referral agents for My 

Way. As referral agent, the team earned commissions from every amount spent by customers 

they sent to the establishment, including “bar fines” for the dancers, entertainers—even 

receptionists and waitresses—who also moonlighted as prostitutes. 

Yago re-invented himself under Madis-ogon’s wings. Where before he pounced on every 

opportunity to steal—victimizing students, commuters, professionals and paupers alike, even 

fellow thieves—he now targeted mostly patrons of other establishments that competed with 

My Way, especially those who showed signs of being drunk. Where before—being untrained 

and finding that making a living from honest labor was too complicated for him—he stole for 

survival, now he stole for business strategy. 

Too often he heard tipsy customers—like big-time contractors and the politicians they 

brought along—brag about how easy it was to steal and make money from government 

projects. In more ways than one, Yago has found meaning to and justification for his own 

meandering ways. 

 

HIS REAL NAME was Gerundio Justicador. Friends and family called him Golek. He was five, 

almost six, when he lost his parents to guns for hire. He had no idea what happened then. But 

as he grew older, he somehow learned that his father worked, out of debt of gratitude, for a 

politician in a barrio of a town in Nueva Vizcaya. The politician his father worked for was 

popular, some kind of legend in the wild-wild-west imagery, having dueled in actual gun battle 

with the close-in security of one of his opponents. To scare his father’s boss away from further 

contending for any political position, the hired guns first trimmed the low-lying fruits, as it 

were. Golek’s father was one of the early casualties. 

The death of her mother was in itself a drama-filled story of unguarded love and selflessness. 

It was about noontime in a hot, humid day, when two would-be assassins on board a 

motorcycle showed up at the makeshift gate that led to their decrepit home. She was drying 

grains at the front yard when she saw the intruders. A glance at the pistol-packing hooded 

goons and she knew that their intent was to harm. She also knew they were looking for her 

husband. She rushed to block them, unmindful of the firearms they did not bother to hide, 

while yelling for him to flee through the back door. One of the two hoodies swept her aside 

with such violence that she landed like a heap some ten feet away.    

Golek’s father, roused from the middle of a nap, did not flee. Instead, he leaped out of bed 

to check his wife, from whose cry he knew something terrible was happening. He was about to 

step outside of their house when gunfire greeted him. He slumped awkwardly back, his arms 

clutching at the edge of the half-shut door. Soon he fell completely to the ground, lifeless. 
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The assassins turned to Golek’s mother. Only under exceptional cases would hired guns 

spare any possible witness. The one who whacked her was not done. He aimed his 45 pistol at 

her and was about to shoot her when his companion waved his hand. It was an order to let her 

go. The killers were about to leave when Golek, who was with his three younger brothers at 

the neighbor’s house playing with cousins, suddenly appeared.  

Mother tried to grab Golek when another gunfire rang, this time a bullet hitting her. Then 

the two unknown men hurriedly fled. 

Golek was too young to understand the terrible loss that hit his family in those horrific 

moments. His mother survived the assault, but eventually died from sepsis at the hospital. 

In the days that followed, Golek and his siblings had to be separated; none of their kins 

adopted them as a bundle. An uncle named Porferio Justicador De Nada—a rice farmer who 

rented farmlands—took him under his care. Life for the surrogate family was fine until the 

uncle got heavily indebted due partly to hospitalization of his wife and partly to excessive 

gambling. He was in dire need of cash that he was forced to sell Golek, now 8, to a rice trader 

in Manila. 

Feeling alone in a crowded place, Golek’s slow descent to a life in hell began. His owner, a 

Filipino-Chinese businessman in Tondo, Manila, tasked him with the simple chore of feeding 

the family dog—a male Doberdor (a cross between a Doberman Pinscher and Labrador 

Retriever) named “Survo”—twice a day.  

Aside from rice trading, the businessman who went by the name of Leopoldo Ty (Mr. Ty), 

also traded Virginia tobacco from Pangasinan and Ilocos Sur. For the rice trading, he partnered 

with grocery owners in Caloocan, Manila, and Pasay. The 3-story Ty house occupied almost a 

fourth of a block in the bustling Pritil district. Ground floor housed the Ty wholesale and retail 

grocery store, which was managed by Madam Awie, his wife. Up to 7 attendants at any given 

time helped the wife operate the store. About one-fourth of inventory being traded by Mr. Ty 

went through this store. There were also 5 house help, each one assigned to separate tasks. 

For the tobacco trading, he affiliated himself with cigarette producers. Both the rice and 

tobacco trading business kept him away most of the time from his family’s Tondo home. 

Apart from the main building, there were annexes, made of concrete, one of which served 

as garage; and another one at the back, which served as dirty kitchen. In the garage were the 

dog cages; and in the dirty kitchen there was a makeshift room, also with a makeshift toilet and 

bath. The dirty kitchen served as Golek’s palace, sort of. 

Only in exceptional cases, such as when provision for his and the dogs’ food needed to be 

replenished, was he allowed to enter the main building. All house help were discouraged from 
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interacting with him. This was not a punishment for anyone. Rather, the intent was to keep 

everyone busy, away from unproductive chatter. 

Golek had no access to the gate that led to the street and the neighborhood outside. But 

even if he were to develop some desire to escape, the noise and strange environment he 

imagined outside did not beckon to him. 

Except for the pariah-like treatment, Golek looked fine. Although his food was rationed (very 

much like that of a prisoner who was serving time), it was of his own choosing whenever he 

starved because he could always set aside something for himself from the meals of the dog.  

What was killing him was the deep longing for his family. He was not yet 9 years old, and yet 

it seemed he no longer had a tear to shed. Perhaps the shock from separation and the hidden 

pain he endured for three years at his uncle’s house had prepared him well for the torture he 

went through every time he tried to sleep at night, which was always a struggle. 

Survo also helped him keep his sanity. Mr. Ty told him their son was fond of dogs. It was the 

son who bought the puppies. There used to be three of them: the other two—another Labrador 

and a German Shepherd—had died, apparently due to neglect. That was how the dog got its 

name, for being a survivor. When Golek came over, Survo was already 5 months old. 

After 6 months, Survo was already almost half as heavy as him. By this time, it looked like 

both Golek and Survo had developed trust and rapport for each other. Madam Awie initially 

prohibited Golek from bringing Survo out of his cage. But when she saw Survo responding to 

Golek’s commands, either with whistles or clapping of hands, she relented and allowed the two 

to kind of frolic for a couple of hours after every feeding. Every time Golek engaged Survo in 

anything that looked like a game, the latter expressed his appreciation by pinning his master 

down to the ground.  

Mr. Ty and his wife had two grown up children. One day, Joey, the older kid, came home 

from the Military Academy in Northern Luzon. He was on semestral break as a freshman cadet. 

Pleased to see Survo in fine form, he wrestled Golek down to the ground. Probably he learned 

how Survo played games with Golek and was trying to celebrate with the caretaker for a job 

well done. But Survo saw it differently. The dog snarled at Joey, and was about to munch him, 

except that Golek was quick to step in, stopping the dog in time.  

Joey liked Golek’s overall mien. He convinced his mother to give Golek a bigger role in the 

household, and to compensate him for what he has done to Survo. The compensation would 

come in many forms. For example, he could now eat his meals inside the house. Also, an 

exclusive room for himself had been refurbished. This room used to belong to Nardong Sablay, 

who was the most senior—tenure wise—among the house domestic help. For reasons Nardong 
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Sablay did not understand, then until now, Maam Awie transferred him to another room with 

whom he had to share with three other house help.  

However, the rich Ty household still got Golek’s services for free. He remained a slave, 

perhaps a slave with perks. That he could not freely go outside, assuming he wanted to, added 

to the inequity. But to some house help, he was a pampered slave. Maybe it took one slave to 

become envious of another. 

One day Mr. Ty arrived from a week-long travel. He wasn’t supposed to be back this soon. 

It seemed he had a spat with his wife, the latter suspecting he was having one extra marital 

affair too many. The quarrel ended with him smashing expensive Qinaware and leaving their 

house in a huff. 

Madam Awie bristled. In her estimation, the spike in the withdrawals from one bank account 

was suspicious. She inquired about it when he called her from somewhere in Macaw. He said 

he was negotiating a contract in Hongcau and was hosting a party for his would-be partners in 

the gambling and entertainment hub dubbed as Las Vegas of Asia. She had been married to 

him long enough to know that reacting the way he did when confronted with questions meant 

he was hiding something. He would show receipts, he said, when he gets home. 

“You brought along a mistress to Macaw,” she angrily accosted him. It was a bluff. When he 

flared up, she pressed him even more. That was enough for him to inflict violence on non-living, 

but treasured, possessions. 

An hour passed and Madam Awie was still looking for who to blame—outside of what she 

determined to be a hopelessly incorrigible philandering husband—for the destruction of her 

wedding gifts from the Mayor of Manila. That he could be suggesting, by breaking those gifts 

into pieces, to break their marriage bond as well could only enrage her even more. 

She saw Golek, who showed up to offer help in cleaning up the mess and directed her ire at 

him. All the house help knew it was not the time to be within the range of her sight. It turned 

out Nardong Sablay—the one who was most jealous of his ascent in social standing—had 

tricked him to go see and offer some help to the boss lady.  

“You insect! Disappear from here!” she yelled at him. “How could you bring such a bad luck 

to this house!” Anything associated with the husband was now a suspect. Mr. Ty told her a 

trading partner in North Luzon recommended to him the son of a tenant farmer who could be 

hired as house boy, but because he was too young to know anything, Golek ended up being 

sold like a scrap with unknown recyclable value. Except for that, Madam Awie knew nothing 

about Golek. 
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Nardong Sablay offered himself when Madam Awie asked for volunteers to ship Golek away. 

More than anything, the impulsive judgement to get rid of Golek was aimed to spite her 

husband. The heat of the hour made her forgot about Joey, who could resent her later.   

Nardong Sablay roamed around the city looking for clusters of street dwellers. The farther 

it was from Tondo, the less likely Golek would find his way back to the only place he knew in 

Manila. It did not take Nardong Samblay long to find one in Caloocan. As he explained to Golek 

not to venture away from the sidewalk where he would leave him like a dog about to go astray, 

assuring him falsely that he would be back, Nardong Sablay felt pity at the boy. Golek had eyes 

that told Nardong Sablay he would be okay. Nardong Sablay felt he did not know what to do, 

but the thought of reclaiming his room made it easier for him to move away and leave Golek 

all by his lonesome. 

Just as no one checked on how stray dogs were doing, nobody tracked Golek after that. 

Probably it was during these times when somebody up there—called God or something—took 

control of lost souls everyone else saw as nothing more than a debris.  

Five years later, Golek resurfaced in Sta. Cruz. He looked deranged, so wretched that people 

in the area had to call him “Yagit,” Tagalog slang for “les miserables” in French. Nobody knew 

him. Golek himself could not recall where he came from or what his name was.      

Golek seemingly managed to survive by randomly picking up food put on display by sidewalk 

vendors. There were times when he ended up being beaten for his mischief. But often people 

would just let him go, thinking he was insane. 

In reality, though, Golek seemed sure of himself not being out of his wits. He developed the 

wretched appearance, aside from the fact that he had no means whatsoever by which to look 

better, as a cover to help himself get by.     

During the whole time that he had been in Sta. Cruz (and most likely in Caloocan earlier), he 

converted deserted alleys and sidewalks as his home. And he stayed there for as long as nobody 

shooed him away. Strange as it seemed, despite life’s miseries, he had an authentic outward 

friendly disposition. He called family all kinds of street dwellers—beggars, persons with 

disabilities, the mentally sick, etc.  

One night there was a heavy downpour. Inundation lasted until the next day. The massive 

flooding that followed made it impossible for him and his kind, along with rats and other 

ground creatures, to have accommodation in their usual habitat.  

All establishments and stores did not open that day. Water was waist-deep in most parts of 

Sta. Cruz.  
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Fortunately for the street dwellers, they were rescued by the parish disaster response team. 

But out of 54 stranded homeless individuals, only 25 could be accommodated inside the 

elevated portion of the church. He was one of the 25, along with children, women, elders, and 

disabled persons. The rest were sent to the city government’s evacuation center, which was 

even more crowded. 

During his two-day stay inside the church, Golek got acquainted with a girl named Katalina. 

He was almost 14 now; she was 13 years old. Along with at least three more families, her family 

lived under the Sta. Cruz bridge, some hundred meters away from the church. When her family 

returned from the evacuation center, he joined them at what can be called their home under 

the bridge. People did not mind the smell around here, especially if one has been around the 

place for some time. Also, except for what can be attributed as equity of incumbent, nobody 

could claim ownership over any of the “livable” spaces under the foot of the bridge. Anybody 

could just spend a day or night with them, and nobody minded, especially if the visitor brought 

food to share along with him or her. And Golek did share whatever food he had scavenged for 

the day. 

It was among the wretched that Golek felt he was a human being. He found rapport among 

the homeless. He enjoyed their jokes and banter. In time, he would tell his friends snippets of 

his past. “People called me Golek,” he mentioned in passing while his dump mates were sorting 

scraps, getting ready to cash in at the junk shop. 

“I think Yago should suit you better,” somebody suggested. “It combines ‘Yagit’ and ‘Golek.’”     

“Yagit na, gago pa,” somebody joked, which in English means “so wretched, and a fool too.” 

A law had been erected, and since that day Golek became Yago. 

From scavenging, Yago—Golek to himself but Yagit to his dump mates—evolved to become 

a thief. And at 17, he was at the top of his game. At 20, he had been jailed for petty crimes at 

least 3 times. However, he had evaded a couple of more arrests since he joined Madis-ogon’s 

underworld team. 

At My Way, hearing the rich and powerful privately admit to stealing people’s money, Yago 

felt justified in his criminal ways. He thought people were the same, except that he earned 

loose change while others made millions. But just the same, as he grew older, he became 

discriminating in the targeting of his victims. He stole from those who looked, in his estimation, 

affluent. He spared the students, the ordinary church goers and, most specially, fellow beggars.  

At 24, he and Katalina lived as a couple, renting a modest space in Sta. Cruz. A year later, 

Katalina gave Yago a son, named Junie. As a social being, it had been Yago’s best years in life 

since then. He ventured into sidewalk vending again, without the sleight of hand tricks. He 
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stopped being a pest. He earned a living for his young family honestly. He and Katalina put in 

long hours to their fledgling business. They usually got up at 2 AM and were on the way to 

Divisoria an hour later to buy goods—toys, kitchen wares, undergarments, snack foods, etc.—

at bargain prices which they then resold at Quiapo. With nothing but a pushcart with which to 

transport their merchandise, they walked the entire distance of 6 kilometers (3 km for each 

way going to and from Divisoria) daily. They called it a day at 9 or 10 in the evening.    

All the Bodabil guys—Tirador, Kupitan, and Kamao—followed Yago’s lead. They gradually 

dropped their criminal ways. The three took legitimate jobs at My Way. They themselves had 

built families they could call their own. They were barely getting by; but, somehow, they 

managed to cope with the needs of their crime-free living. It helped that a mutual support 

system had minted their bond. During Quiapo days, Yago asked them to help. Sales were brisk 

at these times of the week. They earned thrice more than ordinary days. 

In March of 1979, a high-profile kidnapping case involving the 12-year-old Lala “Pearlie” Tan, 

daughter of Lee Tan, a Binondo-based Filipino-Chinese billionaire businessman, altered the fate 

of the Bodabil band and their families. Tan had been a campaign contributor not only for 

whoever sat as Manila mayor, but also for whoever sat as president of the Philippines. In fact, 

even before one became president, he would have spent millions already for previous 

campaigns if that president had established popularity among the voters in his or her earlier 

bids for either Mayor, Governor, Congressman, or Senator.  

Pearlie had been betrothed to the scion of the country’s wealthiest family and that 

prospective union had already bumped up the value of the shares of stocks of their publicly 

listed companies. 

Meanwhile, the campaign for the regional legislative assembly in autonomous Mindanao 

was in full swing and some handlers of candidates needed money. They teamed up with KFRG, 

a notorious organized transnational crime syndicate. They agreed on a high-risk operation from 

which they would split what they figured as sizable return. KFRG, as a matter of tactic and 

strategy, always operated with local partners, especially where information gathering and 

connections with state enforcers were concerned. The Mindanao operatives had access to 

surveillance information on pricey targets through rogue Manila cops. The agreement went for 

KFRP doing much of the dirty work, while the Mindanao Group would provide intel, including 

names of kidnapping suspects that were either at large or dead but unaccounted for. 

Negotiation for and collection of payment would be a joint operation.     

Tan demanded the safe return of his daughter from her abductors’ captivity. He offered 5 

million pesos for anyone who could provide information that would lead to his daughter’s safe 

return. The unprecedented amount of money being offered hugged media—print, broadcast, 

and TV—headlines for several days.  
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Practically the entire military and police organization had been roused to scramble for leads. 

But three days had already passed, and the case was still nowhere near resolution. Pressed by 

the president for results, the hierarchy decided that an over-all take charge guy should handle 

the case. It was time for the do-something general to get going. 

Army General Rosendo Dimas Uy, who had headed many a task force on kidnapping cases, 

including kidnapping for ransom by rebel and terrorist forces, was summoned to look at this 

one. He was months away from retirement, and pride made it unthinkable for him to leave an 

asterisked legacy. He needed this one out of the way convincingly. 

As was his wont when dealing with Metro Manila cases, Uy called on college buddy Colonel 

Reg Makatigbas, who had been expecting to see him. Makatigbas was four years Uy’s junior, 

but they connected on their common taste for pretty girls and the fascination for the game of 

golf.  

Makatigbas called on Sir Dikomo, who likewise had been expecting his partner in law and 

lawlessness to see him. 

“Have the abductors contacted Tan?” Sir Dikomo checked what information Makatigbas 

had. 

“Yes, they are asking for 40 million pesos.” 

“Who is Tan talking to?” poker faced Sir Dikomo asked. 

“Uy got the info on the kidnappers’ demands from the President himself. Tan briefed the 

president. Everyone is extra careful because it seems Tan cannot accept any result where his 

daughter might be harmed.” 

“That means 40M is not a problem?” Sir Dikomo did not sound like he asked a question. 

“Not only that. He has a pot of at least the same amount for the law enforcer who gets the 

job done.” 

“That’s fine, Sir,” Sir Dikomo assured Makatigbas. “We will get this operation moving ASAP. 

Just update me on the kidnappers’ demands so we can plot the counter-operation 

accordingly.” 

“Just don’t forget that the life of her daughter is non-negotiable. Also, take note that the 

longer it takes for this case to get resolved, the more panicky the President becomes. No one 

knows what can happen to our careers if Tan does not stop pressing the President.”  
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Truth was Sir Dikomo, in collaboration with Madis-ogon, was on top of the situation. They 

had already mapped everything out.   

 

IT WAS QUIAPO DAY—the 23rd of March 1979; the Bodabil guys were hard at work in the 

sidewalk attending to Yago’s customers. Then all of a sudden somebody pointed at them with 

an accusing forefinger. The Bodabil guys recognized him; he was once a rival gangster, but 

similarly under Madis-ogon’s wings. They mockingly called him Gidaben for his 4-foot 11-inch 

height, and in reference to a towering professional basketball player in the Philippines named 

Gualberto Gidaben. 

“Kidnappers!” 

From nowhere patrolmen swooped on them, whisking away the four Bodabil guys. Nobody 

noticed a patrol car had been parked just a few meters away, and the now-reformed Bodabil 

guys were dumped into it. They were subsequently subjected to a drug procedure that left 

them sagging like yesterday’s leafy vegetables, but otherwise alive. 

 

LEE TAN TOOK another call through a public phone from the kidnappers. The latter demanded 

that the amount—all in 100-peso bills—be divided into two equal parts, all cash, and each part 

would be stuffed inside a black plastic bag. KFRG wanted to make sure that all parties would 

be on the lookout not only of each other’s security but also of guaranteeing that everyone got 

paid equitably. Of the ransom amount, half would go to the KFRG and the Mindanao 

Operatives, while recipients of the other half were largely undetermined, most likely they 

would be among Sir Dikomo’s group. The latter two (Mindanao Group and Sir Dikomo’s Group) 

had contributed information that only each one of them had possession. 

Extraction site would be to the north side of the open parking lot fronting the Quirino 

Grandstand at the Luneta Park, near the historically famous Borbon Hotel. Tan would bring the 

money himself, aboard a passenger jeepney. No one else on board except the driver. Same 

jeepney would be used to fetch Pearlie. 

For emphasis, KFRG had to warn Tan at least three times that any sign of the police or 

military snooping in could lead to a tragic ending for Pearlie.  

“I can send somebody to deliver the money,” Tan countered. “I will be in another vehicle to 

fetch my daughter.” 

“Listen, Skunk!” the KFRG guy barked at him. “You do not set the rules! In 30 minutes, at 11 

AM sharp, you need to be at the designated place, or your daughter will die.” 



 

59 

Tan also considered warning the kidnappers that they had no escape in the event his 

daughter was harmed. But at this instance he did not trust his bluffing instincts. 

Even at his rattled state, Tan wondered to his pyrrhic satisfaction why the kidnappers would 

choose a place where there were only three escape routes. Uy assured him that a battalion can 

be deployed at a distance to make sure that nobody got any chance of escape, in the event Tan 

wished to explore the option of bringing the criminals to justice. Tan advised Uy that he 

preferred a simple exchange of ransom for his daughter, if only to emphasize how important 

ensuring the safety of Pearlie was. Sarcastically, Tan further told Uy that it was government’s 

duty to arrest criminals anywhere, and whoever was the aggrieved party. The police could do 

whatever they wanted to do with the kidnappers, but only after Pearlie’s safety had been 

secured.  

At the appointed time, Tan was ready with his two bulging bags of money. He looked around 

and saw a sprinkling of parked cars at the far end of either side of the Quirino Grandstand. He 

doubted if there was any human being apart from him at the time. This place had been familiar 

to him in his youth, being once a regular morning jogger along with his friends around Luneta. 

But joggers usually dispersed by 9 AM, unless it was cloudy that they could bear the heat much 

longer. The sun was now above him, and the combined effect of his uneasy nerves and the 

searing heat made him sweat. 

He also saw a public telephone booth at either end of the sprawling grandstand. He mused 

that the phone, aside from the fact that the parking lot was practically deserted at this time of 

the day, must have been the reason why the kidnappers chose the place for the exchange of 

ransom money with his daughter. 

After a quarter of an hour, a heavily tinted white Ford Fiera minivan rolled in. It had markings 

that looked like the vehicle was owned by a courier or delivery logistics company. It stopped 

beside Tan’s jeepney.  

The minivan’s windows to Tan’s side rolled down and he saw his daughter inside. Pearlie’s 

mouth was covered with a masking tape, alive but seemingly nervous. He also saw two men 

inside the minivan with his daughter. By his count, there were at least four kidnappers inside 

the van. Two at the front seat and another pair at the back. One of the two men inside was a 

Mindanao operative, and the other, who looked after the kidnap victim, was a KFRG operative. 

The pair at the front were also KFRG operatives.     

The man beside the van’s driver, who looked like the guy in charge, instructed Tan to move 

the two bags from the jeep to the Ford Fiera. Tan had to exert a herculean effort to pull out 

the bag from the jeepney, and an even bigger effort to deposit them inside the Ford Fiera. 

Nonetheless he looked like feeling reinvigorated. That must have been the result of seeing his 

daughter at close range.  
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As his associates at the back inspected the contents of the bags, the man in charge angrily 

confronted Tan. “There are snipers at the top of the hotel, and patrol cars are parked at the US 

embassy and at the UN-Taft intersection. More troopers are stationed at the foot of Quiapo, 

Sta. Cruz and Binondo bridges. You understand the gravity of this breach and the risk you put 

yourself on the life of your daughter?” 

Tan looked genuinely confused.  

“You have coins for the phone?” 

Still looking confused, then irritated, Tan nodded. 

“Go! Call your errand boys in government to clear all routes of all obstructions. You have 5 

minutes to get them all out of the way!” 

As a visibly shocked, dumbfounded, and irritated Tan dialed from a public phone across the 

street, at one end of the Grandstand, the man in charge barked at his walkie talkie. He was 

instructing subordinates to check movements in the streets. 

Then he turned to his men at the back. “Are they good?”  

“Yes.” 

“Not mixed with counterfeit bills?” 

“No.” 

“Weigh it.” 

“Twenty-two kilos for each bag, around 39 to 41 million pesos in all.” 

The boss man nodded to the driver. “Get yourself ready.” 

From the phone booth, Tan looked relieved as he approached the boss man’s van. Earlier 

on the phone, he talked to Uy who ordered the immediate clear out of troopers within the 

vicinity. Now profusely sweating, he greeted the boss man: 

“Please check. The streets should be clean now.”   

The boss man heard somebody talking to the boss man’s gadget. Tan was now within 

hearing distance.  

“K91, this is KP3. Clear at the top, over.” 

“K91, this is KP1. Clear at the R1, over.” 
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“K91, this is KP5. Clear at the R5, over.” 

“K91, this is KP2. Clear at the R2, over.” 

“K91, this is KP4. Clear at the R4, over.” 

The boss man waited for R3’s report. 

“R3, this is K91. How is your location now? Over.” 

“K91, this is R3. Two patrol cars have moved. Looks clean, over.” 

“K91 to all R units. No need to call unless unforeseen event crops up. We are moving out in 

3 to 5 minutes.” 

Turning to Tan, K91 gave the billionaire a mini lecture. “Now you understand why no bag 

man can substitute for you. Only you have such kind of street sweeping power.” 

His parting words: “A tiny custom-made device is strapped inside your daughters’ 

underwear. It had been programmed to explode within 90 minutes. The clock ticked from the 

time we arrived here. No one except me—let me repeat that: no one except me—knows how 

to deactivate and untangle it from her body. When it explodes, the destruction it will bring may 

not kill her, but it will be enough to deprive her of the capacity to bear a child. Now, listen very 

carefully so that nothing bad will happen to anyone of us. If something happens to me, that 

device will explode in… 65 minutes. If nothing happens to me and I am 100 percent sure my 

team and I are out of danger, I will call you by phone and give you instructions on how to 

deactivate and untangle that device.” 

Looking at his daughter, so young and innocent, and raging inside at finding how these 

kidnappers could be so cruel, red-faced Tan could not remember a word by which to condemn 

himself for exposing his daughter to these barbaric criminals in the first place. 

Like a waiter staring at the blank face of a customer in a restaurant, K91 roused Tan: “Have 

I made myself clear?”  

“Yes.” 

K91 nodded. “We will release your daughter in three minutes.” 

He felt he needed to finish his lecture on the etiquette of rich-and-rascal relationships. “We 

are not here to harm anyone. We are here to collect money from the rich, so we can give it to 

the poor. We are professionals. We get paid for our work. We keep our word. But we do have 

weapons. We deal with whatever is asked of us under any given situation to get our job done. 

You do your end of the bargain, and we are all fine.”  
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The van’s rear door opened and K91 nodded at Pearlie and her escort. It was her cue to 

alight.  

Out of the van and free from captivity, Tan briefly gathered Pearlie in his arms before both 

of them boarded the jeepney.   

As the Ford Fiera slithered away, Tan got off from the jeepney. He stormed the phone booth 

again. He felt he needed to talk to Uy once more to repeat his stern reminder that the 

kidnappers be left unharmed. Just to make sure that Uy and his troops would have no other 

way of interpreting his request, understood by everyone else as a directive, Tan told Uy that 

his daughter carried a self-exploding device. He also assured the General that an amount 

matching the ransom money had been set aside as reward for the latter’s team, just for 

ensuring the safety of his daughter. 

The Ford Fiera stopped a few meters after it turned left, towards Kalaw Avenue. At that 

precise moment, another Ford Fiera with color, markings and plate number identical to that of 

the first, emerged at the opposite lane. The replica van had earlier turned right from Roxas 

Boulevard, apparently after having cruised along the highway from its north end, as far as the 

Bonifacio Drive. 

On board the replica van were the four drugged Bodabil guys. Behind the wheel was 

Gidaben.  

An hour or so ago, Madis-ogon’s team had fired muted guns using the captives’ fingers to 

pull the trigger. They also briefed Gidaben thoroughly on what he needed to do. His mission, 

on top of the testimony against the Bodabil guys, was to drive the replica van from a safehouse 

in Intramuros to the Kalaw Avenue-Roxas Boulevard intersection, and to park the vehicle facing 

towards the east side of Kalaw Avenue. Somebody else—Gidaben was assured to keep him 

from asking further questions—would drive the van from there. 

Gidaben was also tasked to pick up an unspecified number of black plastic bags before he 

could bring the van to the designated delivery site. He would be responsible for his own safety, 

and he understood he needed to move away as soon as he got the vehicle to the designated 

spot. In transit, he was given a code name from whom he would take orders.  

Gidaben was under duress. The successful completion of his mission would be his passport 

to freedom. Beside him was Yago, who slumped awkwardly, held to his seat by a belt. His three 

companions were in equally morbid state, good as dead.  

Gidaben could not refuse Madis-ogon’s offer. He had cheated death several times already, 

so what was there to dread in this one? Madis-ogon himself told Gidaben that his police records 

would be archived for good. He could also look forward to a compensation that would be 



 

63 

enough to feed his own family for years, away from Manila’s madding crowd, and, if he so 

chooses, lead a reformed life, much like that of those whom he just condemned with a false 

testimony.  

 

SO FAR, EVERYTHING had perfectly played out in accord with Sir Dikomo’s plans. Nobody had 

been harmed and their reward money—never mind their share from the ransom money—

appeared in the bag. There was only one operational detail that needed to be attended to and 

get done. The massing of troops in downtown Manila was enough to rouse the media. But he 

alerted TV networks anyway, disclosing that pursuit operations against the kidnappers would 

be underway in minutes at the Borbon Hotel grounds.  

Among all escape routes, R3—along Roxas Boulevard—was the first option for K91 and his 

team. Except for R1—the southbound route along Taft Avenue—all other options were prone 

to traffic congestions and being caught in one of them was always a possibility. R1, however, 

had, within its proximity, the headquarters of the Manila Western Police District. 

Following instructions, Gidaben turned his van around towards the opposite lane, close to 

K91’s van, who signaled to Gidaben to park his car in front of his own. K91 directed one of his 

associates to transfer one black bag to the other van. He also instructed the assistant to bring 

along with him an empty black plastic bag. The team had earlier prepared to carry empty black 

plastic bags, hidden under the seat. The assistant hauled the bag to the other van. He was also 

instructed to divide the money into two, and to put half of it into the empty bag.  

“Be quick,” K91 told the assistant. “No need to count or weigh anything. You just need to 

make the two bags look more or less of equal weight.”  

When the assistant was done working on the bags, K91 got off and approached Gidaben. 

“I am K91. Watch the traffic light ahead. Move straight towards the intersection a few 

seconds after it turns green. You will be at the designated spot when the traffic light turns red. 

Clear?” 

Gidaben nodded. K91 acknowledged the reply, then added: “Run as fast as you can when 

you get there.”   

K91 took out his hand-held radio.  

“R7… R7…R7… this is K91, over.” 

“K91 this is R7, over!” 

“Get Exodus ready! Over and out!” 
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“Copy K91, over and out!” 

K91 was back at his seat when Gidaben started to roll towards his destination.  

TV crews had just converged at the Borbon Hotel grounds when they heard bursts of gunfire 

from afar. They were about a kilometer away from all of it, but they arrived at the crime scene 

in less than three minutes. Within that short span of time, K91 and his team were able to 

maneuver their vehicle towards the back of the Quirino Grandstand. K91 and his assistant who 

carried the remaining black plastic bag, along with the Mindanao Operative, proceeded to the 

shallow portion of the shore where a speed boat awaited. They boarded the boat and sped 

away towards Kawit, Cavite. 

The driver remained at the van. He took out tools and supplies, then proceeded to spray 

paint the Ford Fiera with black. Its heavy tint concealed the bleed of the splattered paint. In 15 

minutes, the driver drove off, heading towards the safehouse in Intramuros. 

Madis-ogon’s men coming from the vicinity of the US Embassy fired at the van as soon as 

they saw it coming to a halt at the intersection. With both long and short weapons, they fired 

randomly at the side of the van. Its heavily tinted windows have been torn to shreds.    

Madis-ogon was the first high-ranking officer to arrive at the crime scene. He directed his 

men to stop firing and to cordon off the crime scene. When he peeked on the now-open 

windows to check the fall guys, he could not believe it when he saw Yago crawling on the 

ground, away from the van. He must have been jolted by the gunfire that induced him to come 

to. His fellow Bodabil guys, however, had been decapitated, almost beyond recognition. 

Madis-ogon thought of finishing Yago off right on the spot, but he saw TV crews had started 

filming from a safe distance. On Yago’s fate, it seemed Sir Dikomo and Madis-ogon were on the 

same page only on his anticipated death; they did not consider any other other possibility. Later 

on, Madis-ogon could be seen handcuffing Yago and dragging him to a police car. 

In minutes more patrol cars arrived. TV crews moved closer to the bullet-riddled and 

thoroughly wrecked van to take footages. Members of print and broadcast media were also all 

over the place, taking photos and interviewing witnesses.  

When a police officer opened the rear door of the Ford Fiera, media took more photos and 

footages of the horribly defiled state of three dead bodies. Arms were flailing, brain and blood 

oozing out of skulls. More blood inundated the floor; black plastic bags turned crimson, their 

contents of peso bills wiggling out of slits punched by bullets. 

Gale winds from the Manila Bay stirred up the bags. Soon hundreds, then thousands, of peso 

bills flew into the air. Policemen tried to impose order. But they were too late. Mass of by-

standers had joined the scramble for free money. 
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A chaotic crime scene was part of Sir Dikomo’s design. He had anticipated media interviews 

where he would be asked for details. The police being unable to impose order due to an unruly 

crowd would be a convenient excuse for dodging those probing questions. 

 

LEE TAN AND HIS daughter had barely warmed their seats at their now-secured Binondo home 

when news broke out from Kalaw Avenue. They could hear the trembling voices of reporters 

on the radio; they watched the shaky footages on TV. 

He had been glued next to their phone waiting for K91’s call. His anxiety turned to rage on 

hearing Sir Dikomo being interviewed on live TV, saying there was a shooting encounter 

between his troops and the kidnappers at the Roxas Boulevard-Kalaw Avenue intersection, but 

details of which the police officer could not ascertain yet. 

“Let us wait for an investigation to be completed so we can share with you more details on 

this unfortunate and reprehensible incident,” Sir Dikomo assured the public. “Offhand, 

however, the police can declare that this kidnapping case has been solved in record three and 

a half days.”  

A highly disturbed Tan dialed Gen. Dimas Uy to say the kidnappers were dead. “Who now 

can guarantee the safety of my daughter?”  

The venerable military man assured Tan, after saying he was also getting ready to call him, 

that there was no need to panic over Pearlie’s sneaky time bomb. Pressed to explain what 

sounded to Lee as good news, Uy said one suspect was captured alive, who was forced—

understood elsewhere to mean as tortured—to disclose what was inside Pearlie’s underwear. 

Uy said Perlie’s bomb was a bum and was merely intended to buy time for the escape of the 

kidnappers. On hearing this, Tan thanked Uy and asked to be excused. 

Next up, father and daughter could be seen talking in private.  

Father: “Is it true you have something there?” 

Daughter: “They asked me to stuff it in and not to remove it, lest it explodes.” 

This sparked confusion on the part of the father. “They asked you to stuff it in? Asked? No 

yelling? Commands? No guns pointed at you? No one else planted it except you?” 

“None of that Dad, I swear. I even suspect there is nothing in that feminine pad. But they 

told me to wait for instructions on how to disassemble it, so I did not touch it even until now.” 

“The police said it might be a hoax. Can you go and check it? Do be very careful, though.” 
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At once Pearlie slid into a room. When she re-emerged, the glow in her face was enough to 

bring an untold relief to his father.   

“Just like I thought, there was nothing there. The small object that I could feel slightly 

pressing my genitals was nothing but a miniature sex toy. Here, see it, Dad. Small but cute, I 

like it.” 

Tan felt like slapping his daughter. “Yes, you naughty girl. I will tell your mother about it 

when she comes back from abroad.” Then he turned pensive. “That damn toy just cost us 40 

million, likely twice more.” 

The Tan family and all house domestics watched the evening TV news from beginning to 

end. They saw horror inside the van, the mutilated faces and extremities, firearms beside the 

dead bodies, two plastic bags bursting with money and the fiesta-like commotion it generated 

among on-lookers, the near-escape of a suspect who survived the shootout. The gory details 

in full display were enough for ordinary mortals to believe it was a shootout—with paraffin test 

results confirming the casualties had fired guns—like how the news was being reported.  

In the accompanying press conference, Sir Dikomo commended the police force for an 

excellent surveillance work that led to the timely response by his officers. He also mentioned 

that the initial investigation conducted by a joint task force revealed the identities of the dead 

suspects. He then rattled off Muslim-sounding names, not revealing of course the truth that he 

got them from the Mindanao operatives. The names were once associated with unaccounted 

casualties of the Moro separatist war, victims of a war most likely dumped in mass graves no 

one knew about. 

Sir Dikomo also paraded Yago, who still looked dazed. He said Yago has agreed to testify 

against the syndicate behind the kidnapping. From the reporters’ narration of what they saw, 

Tan could assume that Yago was the driver of the Ford Fiera. 

Tan’s interview by reporters also hugged headlines in which he iterated his promise to give 

rewards to those who could help bring her daughter to safety, this time to anyone who could 

help the police dismantle whatever remnants of the kidnapping syndicate might have still 

existed, apart from the reward to the law enforcers led by General Uy which he offered in 

private. Tan’s praise of Sir Dikomo and General Uy did not stop at media interviews; he lobbied 

among his super-wealthy friends for help in building both men up for positions of political 

power in the future.  

Yago’s community in Quiapo mixed well with Muslim vendors. But while they knew that the 

Bodabil guys where once involved in all sorts of street crimes, they could not believe that their 

reformed ways were cover for something bigger—kidnapping!  
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The bigger puzzle was that while kidnapping suspects normally deserved incarceration in 

maximum security prison facilities, Madis-ogon sent Yago to Manila City jail instead. Yago had 

been in jail for two years on a rigged testimony and without the benefit of a trial. There just 

was no one to raise the law in his defense. 

Yago always jostled for the opportunity to do community service in Sta. Cruz and Quiapo 

areas. He relished the prospect of seeing Katalina and Junie outside of prison, and to enjoy 

some semblance of freedom even for just a couple of hours.  
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5 Teresa 

 

 

ago’s dream of a chance encounter with his family turned to a replay of a nightmare 

that happened two years ago. He saw Gidaben’s cohorts at the opposite end of Plaza 

Miranda, towards Paterno Street. He discreetly studied their agitation and was 

convinced they were moving in his direction. 

Then he heard one of them drum-rolling his companions in a loud voice. 

“There he is. Our 5-million-reward… for this kidnapper!” 

“Break his bones but catch him alive!” chanted another. 

Yago remembered that exactly two years ago their gangmate Gidaben pointed an accusing 

finger at him and his Bodabil friends that led to their arrest and eventually the murder of three 

of them. He felt lucky then to have survived the treachery. Being in prison was rank injustice to 

him, the only consolation he could offer himself was the thought that he was safe from the 

same killers that ended the life of his friends, hunting innocent people. 

Yago decided to flee for his life at whatever cost he could imagine with his rattled mind. 

Unknown to him, his fellow prisoners also felt threatened by Gidaben’s mob. As Yago scanned 

his surroundings for escape holes, the two other prisoners sprung from their work areas and 

ran away towards Palanca. Two prison guards armed with shotgun started to pursue them just 

as when Yago himself scurried away. 

One of the guards committed himself to pursue the two prisoners while he motioned for his 

fellow guard to go after Yago, who ran towards SM Shoemart near Carriedo. 

 

FRANCO, FLANKED BY A FIVE-MAN ESCORT designated by Sir Dikomo to secure the child, had 

just left the rectory. They were about to board the waiting patrol car that would bring them to 

the police station via Palanca Street. But when the escorts saw groups of by-standers milling 

around the Palanca side of Lacson Underpass, they stopped. The escorts could not quite figure 

out what was going on and so they decided to proceed on foot, heading the other way, towards 

Raon.  

Y 
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About three minutes later, as Franco and his escorts walked towards Raon, an onrushing 

mob about some 50 meters away startled them. Thinking the mob was out to snatch Franco, 

one of the escorts grabbed Franco and wrapped him in his arms. He instructed his fellow 

escorts to cover him as he and two of his companions darted towards the Underpass. 

Two of the escorts thought they could not just run away without knowing what was 

happening. With arms drawn, they waited for the mob to come closer. However, one of their 

companions yelled at them. 

“That’s not our mission. We need to bring this kid to the station now!” Sir Dikomo had 

explicit instructions to deliver Franco in less than 20 minutes. The subordinates sensed nothing 

unusual in the superior’s directive; all policemen, after all, had been trained to carry out time-

bound tasks. 

The two escorts rushed to join the three who had custody of Franco, who now entered the 

tunnel leading towards the Lacson Underpass.  

 

ABOUT 10 MINUTES ago, Yago turned right upon reaching SM Shoemart near Carriedo. The 

prison guard and Gidaben’s mob—about seven or eight of them—were in his tail. At Carriedo, 

more people joined the chase. He sprinted across the street and proceeded to Sales Street, 

hoping he could hide somewhere in its dimly lit sidewalk. The pursuers appeared to have been 

scattered when dogs started barking at him.     

He re-emerged and tried to walk casually. He was heading towards Sta. Cruz via Ronquillo 

when a few members of Gidaben’s mob spotted him. They seemed to have been waiting for 

him to somehow show up, ready to snare him in an ambush. Yago saw the mob; he turned 

right, moving quickly. Then the prison guard suddenly appeared at Paterno Gomez Street, who 

was furiously aiming his shotgun but could not fire due to the presence of other people in the 

vicinity.  

Yago again picked up his pace. Then he ran. The mob gave chase. 

Outside of Sta. Cruz and Quiapo, Yago did not feel as confident as he once was with the 

alleys in the Recto and Sampaloc areas. It had been a long time since his bag-snatching days in 

Recto. He decided to head for Raon. His pursuers were at full strength again. The prison guard 

was trying to catch his breath, which made him more enraged. The mob also appeared primed 

for aggression. At the corner of Raon and Quezon Boulevard, Yago took hurried glances at his 

pursuers. Some of them brandished what appeared to be bladed weapons. Others waved at 

Yago with sticks. And they were closing in. 
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The prison guard felt he was losing steam. He fired warning shots in the air in the hope that 

the prisoner would realize his attempt to flee was futile. This momentarily stopped the mob. 

Yago was certain the other side of Quezon Boulevard offered him better odds at success in a 

mad dash for freedom. There were three ways to get there. First was to jaywalk, which was 

risky given that traffic moved fast after the rush hour. Two was over the Raon footbridge, which 

was within the line of sight of his pursuers. And the third was Lacson Underpass, where people 

walking along the Quezon Boulevard sidewalk offered cover and camouflage. He went for 

Lacson Underpass. 

The mob at the corner of Raon and the commotion among onlookers was the sight that 

greeted Franco’s security a couple of minutes earlier when they were heading for the 

footbridge. 

 

ONE AFTER THE OTHER—Franco and his escorts, then Yago, the prison guard, and the mob, in 

that order—stepped inside Lacson Underpass. Franco and his security needed as fast as they 

could to cross towards Escaldo Street, the shortest distance towards the police station where 

Sir Dikomo had set up his press conference; all the others needed to move as fast as they could 

to nab Yago. One more interested party—the OXD guys who now operated as freelancers—

waited in ambush to snatch Franco away from Sir Dikomo’s grip. 

Benjo could be heard talking in a low voice to his radio.  

“OX2 and OX3 this is OX1. Get ready to intercept subject, over.”  

“OX1 this OX3. Copy, over!” 

“OX1 this OX2. Copy, over!” 

The one who led the mob, clueless that one member of the chasing party was a prison guard, 

and convinced that the prison guard was a competitor for the bounty on Yago’s head, tried to 

trip the prison guard at the steps of the Underpass. The prison guard in turn understood this 

to mean that the mob lead was himself trying to abduct Yago. To the prison guard, either 

prospect of Yago escaping by himself or at the hands of abductors was not acceptable. Furious 

and panting, he saw Yago being slowed down by the usual crowd inside the Underpass. He took 

aim and fired his shotgun at the prisoner. 

Yago dropped to the marble flooring of the Underpass, blood squirting from his neck. At 

least three more by-standers were hit. Bedlam ensued. People scampered away in all 

directions, running, and jumping for safety. Security men guarding a bank on night shift were 

roused from sleep; one of them sprang towards the main switch and cut all lightings, thinking 

a ploy for a bank heist had been activated. 
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There was pandemonium as horror gripped everyone inside the Underpass. There was 

yelling and crying; there was stampede as people shoved each other, frantically trying to break 

themselves free for the nearest exits. 

When order was restored half an hour later, Yago was being lifted to an ambulance. He was 

fighting for his life, whispering the names of Katalina and Junie while medics tried to stop the 

flow of blood from a wound in his neck. The bullet that hit him must have punched a hole in a 

major artery. At the public hospital to which he was rushed, the administrative process needed 

to withdraw blood from the blood bank was taking too long to get done in relation to the 

immediate need of the patient. Yago needed a blood donor from whom an equal amount of 

blood would be extracted to replenish the stock. But no one came forward to offer blood in 

time, in his behalf. After a couple of hours more, he succumbed to exsanguination. He had lost 

too much blood before he could be given transfusion. 

Back at the Lacson Underpass, the two others hit by stray bullet were lucky they escaped 

major injuries. One was hit in the head and was also bleeding profusely. But the bullet bounced 

off the skull, and medics were able to contain the hemorrhage without need for transporting 

the victim to the hospital. The third one had her left leg bandaged; nothing there but a one-

inch scratch. 

The two prison guards could be seen in a huddle. Two policemen later joined them.  

Both prison guards risked administrative sanctions for losing their subjects. Fortunately for 

them, the fortuitous events at the Lacson Underpass offered basis for quashing any liability on 

their part. The one guarding Yago could be subjected to a more complicated administrative and 

legal proceedings in the event somebody brought him to court on homicide, or even murder, 

charges. 

Apart from the kibitzers, the onlookers, and members of the Quiapo community in general, 

joined later by a few newshounds, two restless groups converged at either side of Quezon 

Boulevard. One, the group associated with Gidaben, was at Plaza Miranda. They lost Yago—to 

them he was one gold that turned to stone—but could not find answers to explain why things 

ended the way they did. 

At the other side were Sir Dikomo’s men. They lost Franco—to Sir Dikomo’s inner circle he 

was likewise one solid gold that turned to stone—and for Sir Dikomo it was hard to believe the 

OXD project, or at least the trio of Benjo, Punzi and Ivanho, may have had a hand in what he 

could think of as an orchestrated mob attack to snatch Franco. If it was, he could forget 

everything like nothing happened. He could distance himself away from it all unscathed. It was 

no longer in his hands. Questions could shift to Reg Makatigbas. 



 

72 

At the same time, Sir Dikomo was plastered that having considered himself being the man 

who always had a plan was now besieged with questions for which he didn’t have answers. On 

the other hand, he could console himself. He thought that his not having informed Judge Vida 

about Franco being under their custody was a masterstroke. 

Also empty-handed, away from the glare of neon and streetlights, were OXD’s loose 

sparrows. Benjo, Punzi and Ivanho lost a treasure in Franco just like Sir Dikomo did, and were 

flabbergasted to realize months of work on this mission had yet again gone to waste. 

 

ON BOARD A JD Bus bound for Novaliches, Quezon City, were Teresa and her 3-year-old 

daughter named Luzie. When the bus conductor asked Teresa for the fare of two, she 

protested, saying she should be paying only for one, since Luzie was in her lap. 

“How about him,” asked the conductor. He was referring to Franco, whom at first Teresa 

did not notice was sitting beside her. 

Teresa did not know what to say. She looked at the toddler. She—still shaking—was 

impressed by Franco’s immunity from shock. The three of them just went through a horrifying 

stampede at the Lacson Underpass and here he was, throwing side glances at her like he was 

telling her to sit back and relax. 

“He’s a kid,” Teresa bargained with the conductor. “Shouldn’t he be entitled to a free ride 

as well?” 

The conductor took a look at Franco and maybe he also found him cool. He did not press 

her further for his fare. 

About thirty minutes ago, Teresa left Quiapo Church, like she always did when in Quiapo. 

She traveled with Luzie from Noveliches to Quiapo every Quiapo day, which was either a Friday 

or a Sunday. They would leave their Novaliches home early, normally arriving at Quiapo for the 

7:00 AM mass.  

Luzie had a rare congenital deformity called hydrocephalus. She had an overly outsized 

head; it had not stopped growing and, at 3, it looked like her head weighed at least 5 kilos. On 

the other hand, the rest of her body parts had not shown having started any process of physical 

development. She could not talk or stand up by herself. She was always in Teresa’s arms 

whenever they left home, which often meant being in Quiapo. 

Inside the Church, they picked their usual place at the back, facing the altar. Sometimes 

throngs of devotees thinned out in this area of the Church, like almost anywhere else, during 

breaks between masses. During those breaks, Teresa had a good sight of the altar, and the 

people waiting for the next mass to start, which happened every hour, starting at 4:00 AM until 
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12:00 noon, then starting again at 4:00 PM until 8:00 PM. She also watched with empathy as 

people at the back of the Church, in front of her, apparently afflicted by various kinds of 

ailment, lined up to wipe with their hankies the foot of elevated life-size statues of saints, and 

that of Mama Mary or that of the Lord himself, Jesus Christ. Most times the line passed in front 

of her and Luzie; it was almost impossible for anyone seeing Luzie not to have pity on the child’s 

physical condition. Teresa got most of the donations for Luzie during these in-between mass 

breaks. 

As a mother, Teresa probably prayed as hard as Saint Monica for a miracle that would free 

Luzie from what appeared to be a hopeless affliction. Saint Monica, of course, had been known 

for a prayerful life dedicated to the reformation of her wayward and lazy son, who went on to 

become one of the pillars of the Catholic Church. Not only was his son reformed; he became a 

bishop. After he died, the church canonized him. His name: Saint Augustine. 

It was also possible Teresa came to Quiapo primarily for the alms she and Luzie collected. In 

that sense it did not matter that Luzie, in effect, was the one earning a living for the family, 

which included Teresa’s relatives. What was important for Teresa was that despite Luzie’s 

condition, she never for once thought of abandoning her, attending to her daughter’s daily 

needs instead with inner peace and commitment. Sometimes she sincerely thought that the 

Black Nazarene was giving her the strength to carry on. Like Saint Monica, she wept almost 

every night, resigned to whichever their fate may lead them. She realized that her limitless 

capacity to endure the pain every mother felt at seeing her child in such a desolate state would 

not have been possible if her human strength was all there was to depend on. 

She would have preferred calling it a day at 8 PM, which was the last mass for the day, to 

sort of not leave a few coins on the table. But public transportation was always difficult, 

especially during Quiapo days. And so it was always prudent to give themselves time and leave 

at 7 PM. 

For years now, the Novaliches-Quiapo-Novaliches routine had not changed. When it was 

time to head for home, Teresa, with Luzie cuddled in her arms, would go through the Lacson 

Underpass after leaving Quiapo Church. 

But this time something went terribly wrong. As they were heading for the exit towards 

Escaldo, they heard hysterical shouting inside the Underpass. Teresa thought a bomb went off. 

She could tell that everyone was rushing to get out as some of them, especially young adults, 

had outpaced them as they went up the stairs.  

When she looked back, everything went dark inside. The Underpass has turned into a 

madhouse. She turned around and never looked back again. 
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She did not see it, but more people were scrambling out. From the pile of human rubble, a 

burly man with a toddler in his arms dashed for the exit. But suddenly a man in police uniform 

tackled him from behind. The burly man lost his grip of the child; he turned back, then threw a 

wild kick at the policeman but missed. Both able-bodied men were soon locked in a scuffle, and 

the child had some kind of instinctive presence of mind to slip away. 

By now chaos had spilled all over the place within the vicinity of Lacson Underpass. The 

commuters among them could be seen jumping onto jeepney landing boards. Also just in time, 

a JD Bus had careened to a halt at the nearest bus stop. People dashed towards it; Teresa, 

moving not fast enough due to a bag hanging from her shoulder in addition to Luzie whom she 

carried in her arms, had to frantically wave at the bus conductor as some kind of a distress 

signal: a crying plea not to leave them behind. The conductor saw Teresa and was moved by 

her body language. He alighted from the bus. He rushed to meet her halfway, taking the bag 

from one of her shoulders. On board the bus, he gave the bag back to Teresa as she took her 

seat. He could be seen next practically leaping from the landing board. He sprinted back to the 

street, thinking she had left her toddler son behind. The conductor grabbed Franco bodily then 

tossed him inside the bus. The child found himself seated next to Teresa, although she did not 

notice of his presence at first, most likely because she was still in shock of what she just went 

through.    

The bus ride from Quiapo to Novaliches took one hour on a good day. During bad days, such 

as when streets were flooded, travel time could last for as long as two to three hours. Sundays 

were usually good days, but either the massing of vehicles near cockpits or being caught in 

religious processions along the way sometimes slowed down travel when commuting. 

A few times Teresa tried to talk to Franco. However, either he showed no interest in a 

conversation or he simply was deaf, mute, or he had yet to develop a facility for speech. She 

asked him questions but did not get any reply. Nonetheless, she thought he could 

communicate, judging from the way he smiled at some of the things she said. 

After about 10 kilometers on the road, Franco was asleep. Teresa felt sleepy as well; but she 

could be seen resisting the urge. She knew Luzie was now hungry but could be fed only when 

she asked for her bottle of milk with an esoteric facial expression. To keep herself awake, the 

rosary beads in her bag had always been helpful. She just rolled them in between her fingers, 

even when she was not inclined to pray. After all, by this time she would have finished praying 

the rosary at least three times already inside the Quiapo Church. 

At reaching Novaliches, she decided she could not leave Franco, who was still asleep, 

behind. Before deboarding, she roused him from sleep. It was 9 in the evening, and Franco saw 

his new family for the first time. 
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AT 28, TERESA BIRADAYON Y Maca-andog had survived every storm that could sink the 

mightiest of sea crafts. She was born on August 28, 1953, the death anniversary and feast day 

of St. Augustine, in Ilihan, a remote upland component barrio of Biringan City in Samar.  

Biringan happened to be one of the few places in the Philippines whose inhabitants defied 

the Spanish Governor General’s decree in 1849 that required the natives to adopt standard 

Spanish names as their family names.    

Teresa’s family, which included 2 older sisters and 3 younger brothers, struggled financially 

from day one. His father, Paāg, now 54, occasionally earned incomes for the family from various 

construction work contractors that employed manual laborers. Otherwise, he along with his 

wife and children were equally hard at work in a parcel of land on which they grew a variety of 

survival crops. Whenever the family had nothing with which to buy food, which was often, Paāg 

checked on their plants, like banana or gabi, and see if something could be harvested for their 

meal.  

The land they tilled, which they inherited from the matriarch’s family, had in no small 

measure helped them get by. Then something happened to Minda, the matriarch. She 

experienced excruciating abdominal pain and had to be hand-carried, using a hammock and 

with the help of neighbors, to the nearest government community hospital. It turned out she 

had a ruptured appendix. She needed an emergency surgery, or else she could soon die from 

complications resulting from infection of the blood or other vital parts of her body. 

The government hospital could not perform the emergency procedure for many reasons: it 

had run out of surgical supplies, the power generating set was not working and for a long time 

had needed repair, and, most critical of all, the surgeon was on leave. 

Minda had to be bodily lifted again, this time to a private hospital. She survived. But the cost 

staggered the family. They could not pay the hospital bills unless they sold their only valuable 

possession: the farmland. 

From their Ilihan home they had to move farther to the north, towards the interior of the 

vast forested areas of Samar Island, in search of a more stable supply of food that kaingin 

farming offered. Although technically squatting on government land, they were de-facto 

owners of the land they tilled. It was a frontier for those who were willing to take risks and put 

in the work to survive.  

The Biradayons lived abundantly in their new settlement. Fertile lands allowed them to plant 

a variety of root crops (gabi, camote, cassava, among other staples), upland rice, vegetables, 

legumes, and fruit-bearing trees. They could harvest any kind of food stuff they wanted at any 

given time. And they stocked up for the rainy days, as it were. 
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There were just a handful of households in the new settlement when the Biradayons arrived. 

Sometimes five, at most ten, depending on the fiesta calendar. Sometimes whole families 

would be away for weeks when dates of fiesta celebration in neighboring barrios were close to 

each other. 

Nearby creeks teemed with wild shrimps, some variety of fish species, and eel. Wild pigs 

roamed the area; when somebody got to catch one, often with a trap, all households got a 

share of the bounty. All told, the community thrived. Its members benefited from a self-

sustaining farm-based means of livelihood. 

News of the relatively good life in the new settlement spread across Biringan, facilitated 

mostly by storytelling that was made lively during fiesta celebrations. The Biradayons were 

themselves messengers of hope as they made it a practice to share their food surplus with 

relatives in lowlands. 

It took less than a year for the new settlement to grow in terms of population. Somebody 

suggested that a name by which the place might be called, and they eventually agreed on 

Bukāran. The word was in the dialect, which in English roughly meant “flowers in bloom.” By 

1960, Bukāran already had almost 300 inhabitants, consisting of 49 households. 

Except for the difficult trail leading to the area, all elements of a good life can be found in 

Bukāran. People were short of luxury that was known to urban dwellers, but they were 

endowed with a clean environment. They led healthy, almost stress-free, lifestyles. 

Staff members of Tangdayan Association, a non-government organization operating in the 

Eastern Visayas for the promotion of sustainable agriculture, visited Bukāran in 1970. They 

immersed in the area for months. The Biradayons were not illiterate, as most of them had 

completed elementary education at Ilihan. But many community members were unlettered. 

So Tangdayan Association personnel had to start teaching literacy (basic language and 

communication) skills to both children and adults. When the adults gained some level of 

reading proficiency, they next went through lessons in agroforestry and watershed 

management, under an imposing balete three. 

Five years later, in 1975, army troopers showed up in Bukāran. It seemed they had been 

scraping the forests for nearby settlements in search of something to eat. Men in full battle 

gear were starving, and the families in Bukāran were hospitable enough to feed them. A young 

lieutenant, fresh from the military academy, led the troopers. His name was Regidor 

Makatigbas. It seemed he requested his superiors to let him lead this mission. He was born and 

raised in Manila, but his paternal grandparents had their roots in Biringan.  
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It turned out the troopers were part of a reconnaissance team that surveyed the hinterlands 

for the construction of a feeder road that supposedly aimed to connect the interior barangays 

to the coastal barangays in Biringan. All Bukāran folks were excited to hear the troopers’ story. 

Hospitality reached new levels when Makatigbas laid his eyes on, then flirted with, Paloma, 

Teresa’s older sister, which Paloma reciprocated with self-conscious smiles and seductive 

glances. Days later, Makatigbas and Paloma could be found huddled together, sometimes 

inside vacant huts, sometimes in the open field.      

Within weeks heavy equipment were bulldozing the uneven terrain close to where Bukāran 

farmers tilled the fields. With a road barely opened, more heavy equipment followed, this time 

cutting the large trees left untouched by the kaingin farmers.       

More clearing of trees followed, and the road sliced deeper into the forestlands. Now the 

Bukāran folks understood that the feeder road was meant not so much to help them as to 

facilitate the transport of timber from their settlements to the ports in Biringan. 

Controversy began to hound the farming communities not only in Bukāran but throughout 

Biringan City. The Catholic dioceses in Samar warned against the heavy toll on the environment 

that the commercial logging operations would impose on the ability of the upcoming 

generations to make a living from farming. Priests preached to mobilize resistance against the 

assault on the forests. People responded by mounting protest actions against the logging 

company, which was owned by a powerful government official. Government responded to the 

protests, which were sometime violent, by sending more troops. Years later, when it became 

clear to them that government had sacrificed the well-being of local communities to enrich 

favored cronies and the signs of forest degradation had started to manifest, such as topsoil 

erosion that led to recurring flash floods and diminished crop yields, some priests joined the 

local communist guerillas in the resistance movement. 

The farmers of Bukāran initially did not find the logging operations to be in conflict with their 

livelihood. In fact, they felt indebted, regardless of how things have unraveled to them, to the 

outsiders for the road the latter paved. It made their life easier as they moved around; the trek, 

which always used to be by foot, could now be done with the help of a carabao carriage.  

Tensions started when visits by troopers to Bukāran became more frequent. They always 

demanded to be served with food. From the troopers’ perspective, this was easy to 

understand. They hiked for hours as part of their duty to secure the logging operations. Poorly 

paid, free meals always helped. But from the community members’ perspective, the army men 

had become parasites. They could not deny them, however; no one had to tell them that the 

firearms they carried eloquently spoke for the intruders with the message that refusal of the 

troopers’ demands would not be accepted. 
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More—and worse—sources of irritants and mistrust were yet to come. Whenever the 

platoons of army troopers decided to spend a night or two in the community, accommodation 

had to be provided. They disturbed what used to be a quiet Bukāran with their raucous bent. 

Sometimes they brought liquor with them, which was always a recipe for unmitigated noise, 

followed by heated arguments. Instead of getting some restful sleep, local folks had to stay 

awake so they could flee at the first sign of violent hostility among the drunk guests. 

It did not help that the Paāg household had gone distraught over the death of his daughter 

while delivering the child she had with Makatigbas. The child was a girl and she, too, was gone 

barely a week after her mother passed away. 

Even when sober, the army men had many ways of offending their hosts. Their 

condescending disposition was a way to tell people that they got what they wanted. Time came 

when they did not bother to hide their sexual advances among the women and girls, including 

Teresa and her sisters. One fateful night Teresa tried to resist an army man, and she got raped 

instead, in the sense that his testicle-fueled aggression, propped by a weapon that screamed 

implied threats without being pointed at her, overpowered her will. 

Whatever prompted the people of Balangiga, also in Samar, to resist their overbearing 

American guests in 1901, the meek folks of Bukāran had about the same urge to complain 

against.  

Paāg, among many others, did complain when the Tangdayan people came over for their 

regular quarterly follow through visit. The latter compiled their report, produced several copies 

of it, then sent by registered mail one copy to each member of a network of international 

government organizations to which Tangdayan was affiliated. 

Soon military atrocities in Bukāran were quoted in global news dispatches. Embarrassed, 

the military hierarchy pulled out the assigned regimen in Biringan City. Noisy members of the 

scattered political opposition wanted more corrective action; they demanded a congressional 

investigation. 

Even as government officials, through state-controlled media, denied that abuses were 

being committed by the military in Bukāran, and instead blamed the local inhabitants for being 

either communists or sympathizers of communists, Paāg and his fellow Bukāranons felt 

immediate relief. For the next couple of months, they had nothing to worry about except 

addressing the urgent need for them to regroup. Platoons from the Biringan battalion 

continued to patrol the areas covered by the logging operation which eventually encroached 

on territories that belonged to Eastern Samar in the east and Northern Samar in the north. But 

hardly did Paāg and company realize that over the longer term the noise they generated 

created more problems for themselves. 
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Spotting opportunities to help the poor in distress, or to expand their constituency, 

whatever the agenda was, the communist guerillas were quick to touch base with Bukāran and 

its surrounding settlements, which had sprouted in recent years.   

The pioneering core of communist partisans that landed in Bukāran did not speak the 

dialect. They preached their view of the world mostly in Tagalog, sometimes in Ilonggo. Their 

initial attempt at indoctrination took two days. It was enough to win Paāg and one of his sons, 

17-year-old Tapiskig, over to the communists’ side. In Bukāran alone, at least 9 males (7 

grownups and 2 minors), and 2 females, had committed parts of their waking hours to the 

armed cause of the communists. 

For the time being, the Bukāran partisans had to be organized as a “cell”. Each one had to 

adopt an alias which no one else knew except themselves and 2 to 3 “uplines” who would be 

the ones exclusively authorized to coordinate with them. 

A raid of a police station in Negros and an ambush in Bicol yielded firearms and ordnance 

that soon found their way to the Bukāran cell. The new guerillas lost no time in getting their 

hands to try on the war equipment and in honing up their capacity to handle life and death 

situations. 

Consumed by rage over what happened to her daughters, Paāg would soon lead half of his 

cell in an ambush, about 4 kilometers away from Bukāran, of what to them were randomly 

alternating platoons from the Biringan battalion. The government troopers suffered three 

casualties. One in Paāg’s ragtag team was wounded. 

The Biringan battalion responded to the communist atrocity by sending troops, practically 

in full force, to the ambush site. Tracing a trail by the blood from the wounded rebel, the army 

men reached Bukāran. They demanded from the startled inhabitants, many of whom were not 

aware that an ambush had happened and therefore did not see the need to flee, to give up the 

killers. 

Failure to comply within minutes meant ten innocent persons, regardless of gender or age, 

would be sacrificed for each ranger that died in the ambush. At least 30 folks risked losing their 

lives on the spot. 

No amount of begging for mercy, or of profession of innocence, could stop the infuriated 

military men. Soon the commanding officer ordered his men to fire.  

The soldiers shot everyone within their sight, starting with those who tried to escape. Then 

they strafed the houses without aiming at anything in particular. Birds that had settled at their 

favorite branches for their daybreak had to scamper back in the air, forming clouds of feathers 

and wings, frightened and disoriented, flapping furiously in random directions. Daylight was 
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getting scarce, but enough for those who were still alive to witness the bloodshed in Bukāran. 

What used to be quiet sunsets in this heavenly refuge had become moments of death, of 

anguish, and of horrible pain. The deafening non-stop staccato noise generated by bursts of 

gunfire could not drown the cries of women and children.  

When the massacre finally ended, the commanding officer counted the dead: 42. At least 

five were mortally wounded. None of the casualties knew anything about the ambush. But they 

had to perish anyway, in the name of justice known to the madness of anger and violence.  

He gathered those who survived at the open field (which served as the barrio’s plaza) to 

deliver a stern message. He told his audience, a little over a dozen and still trembling with fear, 

that his troops would retaliate with greater force for any single death of his men. 

“I will barbeque you alive and take your innards for pulutan!” he warned.   

When the soldiers left, the Bukāran survivors, after having buried their dead, hurriedly left 

for yet unknown places, braving the eerie darkness of the night. 

On that day, September 28, 1977, Bukāran became a no-man’s land. 

A week later, armed men which later were identified as members of the military, raided the 

satellite office of Tangdayan in Biringan City. They abducted two staff members who never 

came back, believed to be summarily executed.   

 

TERESA AND TWO of her siblings (one sister and one brother, the youngest), had hiked through 

the old trail towards Ilihan hours before her father led the ambush. Paāg had wanted everyone 

except himself and his fellow guerilla-son to leave for Ilihan, where some of family relatives 

were still residing. But Minda his wife and the eldest son insisted to remain in Bukāran, saying 

they had to be around in the event Paāg and his comrades would later need them. 

At dawn on the next day, Teresa and her siblings left for Tacloban City, by way of Ilihan, 

aboard a passenger motorboat. Their relatives in Tacloban were not by any means better off 

than the Biradayons. Displaced by a series of typhoons in the 1960s, these relatives by Minda’s 

side squatted along the seacoast at San Jose. They derived their livelihood from mangrove 

fishing, collecting edible shells which they sold at the Tacloban public market.  

The relatives in Tacloban offered the same advice given by their relatives at Ilihan. The 

farther they were from the reach of possible military reprisal, the better it would be for their 

well-being. Being a complete stranger to city life, the proposal that they try to go to Manila was 

highly risky, but it was about the only option they had under the circumstances. Relatives then 

tried to borrow money needed for the travel to Manila from acquaintances at the Tacloban 

market, on assurances by Teresa and her siblings that they would send money as soon as it was 
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possible for them to do so. Unfortunately for them, the money they were able to pool together 

was not enough for the three.   

On October 3, 1977, Teresa, and her sister, Waday, boarded a Compania Maritima vessel 

bound for Manila. Temporarily left at their San Jose fisherfolk relatives was their youngest 

brother. The ship arrived at the pier in Manila early morning on October 5, and they proceeded 

to look for another set of distant relatives, this time from their father side, somewhere in the 

slums of Tondo.     

After nearly a whole-day effort, Teresa and Waday were able to track the address they were 

looking for. The kins’ home was already crowded with balut vendors, but like true blood 

relations in Philippine culture, their hosts welcomed them. At 24, Teresa understood that they 

were under pressure to hunt for anything to make ends meet, so to speak, not only because 

she and her sister could not possibly add to the burden of their accommodating but financially 

hard-up relatives, but more urgently because they needed to send some money back to 

Tacloban by which to repay a loan.    

A neighbor, on the lookout for new recruits, was kind enough to offer opportunities for 

Teresa and her sister. Would they like to be waitresses or attendants in a beer joint? Salary was 

not guaranteed, but they could earn more from commissions than what minimum wage 

earners were making. The more their customers got drunk, the more commissions they would 

earn. 

No worries, the recruiter assured them: they would undergo basic training on how to make 

customers comfortable so that they kept on buying drinks. It also helped that the place where 

they would be working was just a jeepney ride away from where they lived.  

Barely a week in their job as attendants and the Biradayon sisters had already made more 

money than their family back in Ilihan could ever make in a year. This was heyday for beer 

houses in Manila and suburbs. It was not so much because the local economy was booming, 

which anywhere could stimulate demand for booze, among other leisure goods or services, but 

because over the last few years government had created at least 220 corporations with nothing 

much to do but to reward partisan supporters with extra income that made happy hours in 

watering holes truly happy for all. The headquarter of one of these corporations—employing 

thousands—was located 400 meters away from the beer joint.    

The Biradayon sisters did not have so much stunning looks as they had body curves and 

bosoms that caused testosterone fluids to boil. But the most enticing come-on of all was that 

they were new in the hospitality industry; customers knew that being inexperienced was a 

winning qualification in that kind of work, and they did not have to be told who the newbies 

were; they knew one whenever they saw one—by the way they talked, the way they hopped 

from one customer to the other, their awkwardness especially when asked with personal 
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questions, etc. More than all the obvious selling points, the recruiter, who worked as floor 

manager for the beer joint, hyped the sisters up as “never been touched.” 

Customers at “La Casta” tripped among themselves trying to get the Biradayon sisters to 

attend to them. It was easy to tell who among them were affluent, or at least who among them 

had the bluster to make themselves appear affluent. They out tipped everyone else so that 

either Teresa or Waday, or both, would dedicate their attention to them. The truly showoff 

ones did more than just part generously with tips. They practically hired the waitresses or 

attendants of their choice as their personal assistants whenever they were around La Casta. 

One such a customer was Mr. Dayamante, whose appointment as Executive Vice President 

of the government corporation was made possible by his being a brother-in-law of an 

influential crony. His being a VIP, owing to the amount of revenues his patronizing circle of 

friends had delivered to the establishment, required the floor manager to offer him the best 

service and customer experience possible before she could attend to the needs of other 

customers. In succeeding nights, especially during Mondays and Fridays when Mr. Dayamante 

would be expected to show up, both Teresa and Waday were deemed “taken.” They were 

expected to be at the beck and call of the favored client. They were also expected to receive 

relatively larger amounts of tips, commissions, and fees, for the night’s work than what they 

normally would get during the other days of the week, which by themselves were hefty by 

wage earner’s standards. 

It had been looking good so far for the Biradayon sisters. They had enough money by which 

to rent their own apartment, but their uncle, second cousin of their father, who welcomed 

them despite his family’s constricted house in Tondo, asked that they stay with his family. If it 

looked awkward for family to allow their kind to pack for another place, it was equally awkward 

for family to ignore a gesture of kindness from their own. But the one thing they did without 

much talking and delay was to send money to Tacloban, in an amount that doubled what was 

borrowed for their travel to Manila, on top of some amount intended for the youngest brother 

and the other members of the family whose whereabout were still unknown to them. 

Before long, Mr. Dayamante was dating separately both Teresa and Waday. Usually, it would 

be Monday for Teresa and Friday for Waday. Most times during those occasions, both Teresa 

and Waday would end up in bed with him, even for just a couple of hours.     

One late evening on a Friday, on 2 December 1977, at La Casta, a woman rushed inside to 

find Waday at the lap of Mr. Dayamante. She was Mrs. Dayamante, the legal wife. She was the 

kind of wife that believed the opposite of what one saw in dreams was the truth, but 

inconsolable when she dreamed of her husband leaving her for another woman.  

A catfight erupted and soon kitchen wares, personal effects, including light fixtures, flew 

into the air.  
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Embarrassed and irked, the husband hastily gathered himself and dashed for the exit, 

leaving the wife behind. He went straight to the parking lot, looking for his Toyota Land Cruiser. 

He found it and took the wheel, unmindful of the fact that the government-issued vehicle he 

was using was bundled with a dedicated driver and security detail.  

He whipped the gear up for reverse traction almost at the same time he turned the key to 

fire the ignition. He stepped on the gas pedal as soon as the engine roared to life. The Land 

Cruiser accelerated backwards in ways no one expected. It overran a wooden cart that served 

as a mobile home for a family of scavengers, pinning to death an infant who was sleeping inside 

the cart at that time. 

Mr. Dayamante alighted and instructed his staff to clean up his mess. He then hailed a taxi 

like nothing had happened.  

Mrs. Dayamante, still fuming, was at the middle of the commotion as policemen arrived at 

the crime scene. Earlier, she made it clear with the management of La Casta who the real power 

was behind the façade of overflowing wealth erected by her husband. 

Mrs. Dayamante was one of the sisters of a cabinet secretary that commanded enormous 

respect from the Philippine president himself. In many creative ways, she had made the 

courting to win the attention of her husband. He was, in his college days, a varsity basketball 

player and, being coveted by not a few women and girls, had earned breeding rights not 

accorded to his peers. She competed for his love, and she won. But after 15 years of marriage, 

the Dayamantes remained childless. And as years passed, the man has never been as 

determined to redeem an ego severely battered by a dubious reputation for having failed to 

send his genes to the next generation. He told his wife that he normally had long days in the 

office during Mondays to prepare his company for the work that needed to be completed 

within the week, and during Fridays to evaluate how his people had carried out the tasks they 

were asked to perform within the week. The wife also knew, from his brother who created the 

golden cage for his husband, that Mr. Dayamante was supposed to earn big from discretionary 

funds made available to him by the company. The wife suspected that her husband was hiding 

a big portion of his earnings from her. She then launched a discreet probe, with the help of 

sympathetic staff within his office. She learned where to go see proof, and when to strike.   

Dropping names, Mrs. Dayamante explained to the police that the real culprit for her 

husband’s transgression was Waday. She said her husband got angry when he discovered that 

Waday was stealing money from his wallet—a story that she made up—which caused him to 

lose control of the vehicle. The police arrested and indefinitely detained Waday. Fortunately 

for Teresa, she was spared of trumped-up charges. 

The scavengers grieved almost uncontrollably for the death of their second child. They could 

not believe how their child could die in the way he did, who looked like nothing more than a 
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stray dog. During the day, they moved around Tondo looking for scraps which they then sold 

at junk shops. But they always made it a point to park their wooden cart at one end of La Casta’s 

parking lot during nighttime. They waited for the beer joint to close at around dawn, during 

which time they collected leftovers that they recycled for their own meal. In return, they helped 

the janitors at La Casta trash the litters that its customers had accumulated for the day. 

The La Casta management tried to console them and, with offers of help for the burial of 

their son, they somehow succeeded. Life was cheap, made cheaper when one was dirt poor. In 

the meantime, the criminal, Mr. Dayamante, was beyond the reach of the law. 

As Waday, in detention, was full of the same belligerent thoughts that forced her father and 

one brother to the corner, Teresa had to relocate by force of circumstance. His uncle had a 

brother in Novaliches that similarly made a living for his family from buying in bulk balut eggs 

in Pateros, Rizal, cooking them, and retailing them with the help of foot vendors. The house in 

Novaliches was less cramped compared to the one in Tondo, because most of the Tondo 

salesmen were new hires from Samar themselves, and therefore in need of temporary 

accommodation.  

Teresa went to Novaliches the following day, accompanied by his uncle from Tondo. There 

was no point exposing herself to the wrath of the well-connected Mrs. Dayamante.        

But Mr. Dayamante would be tied forever to the lives of the Biradayon sisters. Before his 

wife got wind of his cheating, he dated Waday more frequently than he did with Teresa. He 

promised Waday to buy her an apartment as soon as she got pregnant with his child; on the 

other hand, he advised Teresa to take pills whenever they went on a date. The sisters had no 

hint on why Mr. Dayamante favored Waday except for the fact that between the two of them, 

it was Waday who truly had never been touched. 

As it turned out, it was Teresa who got pregnant. She dated somebody else aside from 

Dayamante, and from the beginning she doubted if he could have been the father of her child. 

She went through a harrowing pregnancy without Waday by her side, in the company of 

unfamiliar relatives, and in a totally new, strange surrounding. When she delivered the child, 

she almost passed out from exhaustion and pain. Mothers, it had often been said, go through 

unbearable pain during childbirth, but also experience inexplicable joy at the first sight of the 

child she had given life to. In Teresa’s case, she endured the pain, but had to shed a tear at 

seeing her child with a deformity. Her daughter had a swollen oversized head. 

The 25-year-old mother did the dishes and attended to other household chores 3 days after 

she gave birth to Luzie. Her La Casta savings had been depleted several months after she 

relocated to Novaliches. Unlike her Tondo relatives, her kins in Novaliches did not show much 

effort to assure her of their support and sympathy. She had to show she and her baby need not 
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be a burden to them. But at the end of each day, not knowing how Waday, the rest of her 

siblings and her parents were coping, she felt the two of them—mother and child—were alone. 

During the months that she and Waday made good money at La Casta, she had opportunities 

to ask the balut vendors who stationed themselves close to its entrance how they managed to 

sell anything without moving around the neighborhood, like what the balut vendors retailing 

for his uncle did.   

The balut vending business was a refuge for many migrants from Samar who had been 

displaced by poverty, typhoons, and, of late, peace and order problems. Balut is a duck egg. 

Duck farmers usually incubated the eggs until the desired size of the embryo had been 

developed. They then sell them to bulk buyers, like Teresa’s uncles in Tondo and Novaliches. 

The bulk buyers boiled the eggs until cooked. Then the foot vendors took the action from there. 

Over the years the balut had earned the reputation as one of the most sought-after exotic 

street foods in the Philippines, among other countries in Southeast Asia. 

The vendors sold the cooked eggs at twice the live gate price; they remitted half of their 

sales to their bosses (that was how bulk buyers were often referred to) right after getting back 

from work. The incomes earned by foot vendors, especially if they sold an average of at least 

50 pieces of balut a night, were enough to support those who were starting a family, by modest 

poor man’s standards. Yet stories after stories of migrants from Samar who took up balut 

vending as a livelihood doodled a temporary launch pad for bigger dreams. There were those 

who sold balut to earn college degrees, others saved their earnings to become bulk buyers 

themselves, and there were even more who supported themselves to acquire vocational skills 

that qualified them to land job contracts abroad. Back in Ilihan, the well-off families, excepting 

those who worked for government and the Filipino Chinese merchants, consisted mostly of 

those who benefitted from remittances sent by family members who for years had been away 

as overseas contract workers.  

For the next two years, Teresa sold balut not as an itinerant vendor, but as a stationary 

saleswoman. She claimed a spot close to the entrance of a beer house in Novaliches, a 

kilometer away from his uncle’s house. The customers around here were indigents by La 

Casta’s standards, but they loved balut just the same. Teresa was more than equal to the new 

wave of challenges life has presented to her; and she knew she had bigger dreams for herself 

and her Luzie. 
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ne of the luxuries that Teresa enjoyed as a city dweller was television.  

She did well as balut vendor, earning enough money to be able to save small 

amounts every week for herself and for her baby. She earned an average of 125 

pesos per 6 hours of work every night, about half of which she gave to his uncle 

as contribution for household needs. She was earning as much as a construction 

worker did, her advantage being that she didn’t have to spend for jeepney or bus fare to go to 

work. 

By showing to all she was not a freeloader and was determined to grind it out, it did not take 

long for her to win the sympathy and support of her once aloof relatives. Despite her condition, 

Luzie was not hard to baby sit. For as long as she was fed well—for the first few months she 

got her mother’s milk, then later on mostly bottled milk—she did not complain. The baby spent 

almost 80 percent of her time sleeping. Teresa’s nieces, whom she showered with gifts during 

special occasions, volunteered to look after the baby in the evening, whenever she was out 

selling balut. 

During the day when domestic chores were out of the way, she was, like everyone else, 

glued to television. Nothing seemed more magical than watching TV shows, although 

everything was still in black and white. 

When Luzie turned two years old, her condition worsened. She still could not communicate 

nor stay up unaided. Her body parts and extremities remained undeveloped, except the head, 

which continued to grow at a relatively fast rate. Her eyes, nose and mouth looked like 

miniatured caricatures; the skin around the skull had been stretched to the limit that blood 

vessels under it looked like they were ready to explode. She also got irritated more often and 

needed more attention. Teresa began to lose sleep.    

Teresa had her baby checked in several government hospitals. Doctors said there was no 

known procedure that could help free Luzie from her illness. 

O 
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One day, she saw footages of the Traslación on TV. People were stepping on top of the other 

just to be able to touch the wooden Black Nazarene. People were spilling over roadsides and 

bridges as they tried to join the mass procession.  

Teresa was not impressed. She heard somewhere that God was everywhere. Why did it 

seem that God, if indeed something like him existed, could be felt in Quiapo but not in Ilihan 

where powerful people stomped the lives and dignity of the powerless, or in La Casta where 

the rich could send poor and innocent people to jail for a crime they did not commit? 

People who got interviewed by reporters thanked the Black Nazarene for miracles they 

received for themselves, for their ailing parents and grandparents, for their ailing son or 

daughter. 

Teresa thought about Luzie. She could try anything because of her. 

With encouragement from her relatives, Teresa went to Quiapo one Friday morning. She 

brought Luzie along with her. She acceded to everyone’s advice that there was nothing to lose 

in seeking the Black Nazarene’s favor. Up to this point, nothing pre-occupied her thoughts more 

than the well-being of her daughter.   

As she approached the Quiapo Church from the bus stop, she bought several prayer 

booklets from a sidewalk vendor. Then she proceeded to the front of the minor basilica. She 

could hear from the loudspeakers mounted outside of the church the priest talking in 

monologue. Although baptized as a Catholic, there was nothing much she knew about the faith. 

She had been in attendance at one or two matrimonial rites back in Ilihan, but beyond that, 

nothing of consequence had brought her closer to understanding the teachings of her church. 

If she had been familiar with the sacred activities of the Catholic Church, she would have known 

that a mass was in progress. She instead ignored what she heard and, resting Luzie in her lap, 

began reading her prayer guides. She sat on the elevated part of a concrete gutter where many 

people passed by as they either entered or exited the church through its main facade.  

Teresa could not focus on what she was trying to read, sometimes silently, but most of the 

time audible whispers came out of her mouth. People kept throwing in front of her a random 

mix of coins and peso bills. She was supposed to be praying for a miracle for Luzie, but money 

was distracting her.  

After about an hour of mumbling, she stopped. Street kids, of whose kind she was familiar 

with in the slums of Tondo, had begun to circle around them. Some stared curiously at Luzie. 

Others had their eyes locked on the wads of bills. She hesitantly picked up the bills in front of 

her and put them inside her shoulder bag. She also collected the coins. 
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More churchgoers approached her to drop monies as the choir with a distinct male voice 

was heard from the loudspeaker.  

“Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno, 

Sinasambá Ka namin, 

Pinipintuhò Ka namin 

Aral Mo ang aming buhay at Kaligtasan. 

Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno, 

Iligtás Mo kami sa Kasalanan! 

Ang Krus Mong kinamatayán ay 

Sagisag ng aming Kaligtasan. 

Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno, 

Dinarangál Ka namin! 

Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno, 

Nilul'walhatì Ka namin!” 

She mentally counted the amount of money in her bag and guessed that she just earned 

what should be worth a week of selling balut. 

Deep in her thoughts that found expression in a grateful countenance and a radiant face, 

she noticed that the loudspeakers began to blare again. One more of the hourly masses had 

started. 

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

“The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy 

Spirit be with you all.  

“I confess to almighty God and to you, my brothers and sisters, that I have greatly sinned, in 

my thoughts and in my words, in what I have done and in what I have failed to do, through my 

fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault; therefore, I ask blessed Mary ever-

Virgin, all the Angels and Saints, and you, my brothers and sisters, to pray for me to the Lord 

our God. 
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“Have mercy on us, O Lord. 

“You were sent to heal the contrite of heart 

“…Lord, have mercy… 

“You came to call sinners 

“…Christ, have mercy…. 

“Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to people…” 

Teresa could hear the male voice again, dominating the choir.  

“of good will. We praise you, we bless you, we adore you, we glorify you, we give you thanks 

for your great glory, Lord God, heavenly King, O God, almighty Father. 

“Lord Jesus Christ, Only Begotten Son, Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the Father, you take 

away the sins of the world, have mercy on us; you take away the sins of the world, receive our 

prayer; you are seated at the right hand of the Father, have mercy on us. For you alone are the 

Holy One, you alone are the Lord, you alone are the Most High, Jesus Christ, with the Holy 

Spirit, in the glory of God the Father. Amen.” 

The endless flow of people coming in and going out of the church kept distracting Teresa, 

either because some people attracted her attention, or she and Luzie attracted their attention. 

She could hardly follow most of what the priest said. 

“I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible 

and invisible. 

“I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Only Begotten Son of God, born of the Father before 

all ages. God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, 

consubstantial with the Father; through him all things were made. 

“For us men and for our salvation he came down from heaven, and by the Holy Spirit was 

incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius 

Pilate, he suffered death and was buried, and rose again on the third day in accordance with 

the Scriptures.  

“He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father.  

“He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead and his kingdom will have no 

end.  I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and 
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the Son, who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified, who has spoken through the 

prophets. I believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.  

“I confess one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins and I look forward to the resurrection of 

the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen.” 

Teresa heard something about which she felt she needed time to comprehend. She tried to 

recall each line, word for word, only to realize how limited her memory and comprehension 

was. She told herself to try to know more on her succeeding trips to Quiapo. Even then, she 

had decided to return to this place as frequently as she could. 

Soon the singing of the “Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno” started again and, just as she 

anticipated, the alms started pouring in again.  

Back at home, she greeted her folks with news that the Black Nazarene had made the two 

of them feel good. She also gave each one the prized special siopao her relatives had requested 

before she left for Quiapo. She bought them from Mamiluk, again as requested, before she 

boarded a bus bound for Novaliches.  

After a year of visiting Quiapo once a week, which eventually became twice a week 

(coinciding with the Quiapo days of Fridays and Sundays), Teresa graduated from her balut 

vending. The income she collected from Quiapo was thrice larger than what she made as balut 

vendor, inputs in terms of time being equal. She made her hosts happy with the additional 

contribution she regularly gave for the household kitty. For herself, she opened an account at 

the branch of a bank inside Lacson Underpass; a third of her earnings padded her savings. 

With the savings, she actually prepared for the two of them to eventually rent a modest 

room where they could live closer to Quiapo. She also needed to visit Waday more, who has 

now been transferred from the Manila City Jail to the Correctional Institution for Women in 

Mandaluyong, Rizal. What kept her from making it on their own was the help she needed to 

attend to Luzie.   

At three, her daughter had become a pitiful sight. Her condition had been on the decline, 

especially these past few months. It added to Teresa’s burden that it seemed she alone could 

decipher Luzie’s sign language. She knew whenever her daughter was going through pain, and 

most times when Luzie was awake, her retinopathic, light-blind eyes told stories that broke 

every mother’s heart. But despite all of that, or more likely because of that, the help she got 

from her relatives was something she could not afford to lose.  

Months later, she picked up this boy while onboard a bus for Novaliches. She could not have 

brought him—identified in official documents as Francisco De Gracia—along if her rapport with 

her relatives had not improved. 
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Franco turned out to be the hand of an angel. At first Teresa thought Franco was autistic. 

He was hardly saying a word. But eventually she decided that the boy was not deficient; he just 

was not fond of talking. When Luzie cried, such as when she was roused from sleep, which has 

become frequent in recent months, he would gently tap her hands and she would respond by 

trying to open her undersized eyes (only one-fourth of which could be opened when she tried 

hard) and then would lift her back slightly from the bed as if to say she felt comforted. Then 

her wailing would stop.   

Teresa was upbeat with the idea that the toddler she called simply as “Boy” could make her 

life much easier not only in Novaliches but also when she and Luzie was out begging, or praying, 

in Quiapo. Franco apprenticed (as baby-sitting understudy) for only about three months before 

Teresa planned for his foray back in Quiapo. 

She nevertheless had a mixed outlook for Boy. She wished nobody in Quiapo would come 

up to her and tell her the boy was somebody else’s child. But at the same time, she also wished 

the boy’s mother would find him, because he clearly belonged not to her but to somebody else. 

If she had this bond with Luzie, surely the other must have this overriding longing for a lost son. 

So, whatever it was going to be, would be. She had made up her mind to part with him at the 

first sign of him being reunited with his family. 

 

INSIDE THE QUIAPO CHURCH, 6-year-old Franco flanked Teresa and Luzie. They sat at the metal 

brace of the wagon that was sometimes used to carry the Black Nazarene during Traslación. 

Teresa found this spot at the back, facing the altar, on the second time she visited Quiapo, 

about a year and a half ago. She stayed in this place since then, whenever she and Luzie, and 

now Franco, were in Quiapo. 

People rose as one. Teresa, with Luzie in her lap, remained seated. She believed the Black 

Nazarene would understand her not being able to do what the community of believers did. By 

now she had more or less committed to memory what people and priests do or say during the 

holy mass; she has grown familiar with the gestures, the liturgical sequence, the songs being 

sung by the choir, the breaking of the bread, the blessing, the sprinkling of holy water after 

mass. She now understood why she collected most of the alms when the choir started signing 

“Nuestro Padre Jesus Nazareno.” It was the closing hymn, and during this time most of the 

churchgoers would start milling out.   

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

“The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy 

Spirit be with you all.  

Holy Mass has now started. 
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Liturgy for today, August 29, 1982, a Sunday, honored Saint Augustine, whose feast day was 

celebrated the day earlier. 

The priest spoke and was heard over the speaker at the back of the church, close to where 

Teresa was sitting: 

"Innova, quaesumus, Domine, in Ecclesia tua spiritum, quo beatum Augustinum episcopum 

imbuisti, ut, eodem nos repleti, te solum verae fontem sapientiae sitiamus, et superni amoris 

quaeramus auctorem. Renew in your Church, we pray, O Lord, the spirit with which you 

endowed your Bishop Saint Augustine that, filled with the same spirit, we may thirst for you, 

the sole fount of true wisdom, and seek you, the author of heavenly love. Through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God, for 

ever and ever." 

After the gospel, Teresa listened as intently as she could to what the priest had to say in his 

homily. 

“Brothers and sisters in Christ,” the priest began with a greeting, “today we remember the 

life of a highly revered leader of the church, Saint Augustine, whose feast day we celebrated 

yesterday. Today is also a fitting occasion to reflect on the prayerful life of his mother, who was 

later canonized as Saint Monica.” 

While Teresa took mental notes of what the priest said, she still found it challenging to 

remember everything. However, she could recall the main points of the homily: 

“In his youth, Saint Augustine was a sinner. Although highly intelligent and a sought-after 

orator, he was, in his own words, lazy. He was a drunkard (which partly explains why he is 

patron saint of brewers). He was driven to a life of leisure, entertainment, and worldly 

ambitions. He was addicted to sex. 

“To quote one of the biographies about him: He confessed he had not been a lover of 

wedlock so much as a slave of lust, so he procured another concubine since he had to wait two 

years until his fiancée came of age (who was eleven at the time). However, his emotional 

wound was not healed. It was during this period that he uttered his famously insincere prayer, 

‘Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet.’ 

“He had a son, named Adeodatus, from one of his concubines. 

“But he also had a mother, Saint Monica, who wept every night and led a prayerful life 

dedicated to the reformation of her wayward son. 

“His reformation came about gradually. People close to him noticed that he started to “eat 

sparingly, working tirelessly, despising gossip, shunning the temptations of the flesh, and 
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exercised prudence in the financial stewardship of his see.’ He eventually sold his possessions 

and gave his money to the poor. At 31, he was baptized and became a popular preacher for 

and fierce defender of the Catholic Church. Five years later, he was ordained a priest and 

crowned a bishop at 40.” 

If Teresa was correct in her interpretation of the homily, the priest was telling his audience 

that with God’s help, conversion even among the hardcore sinners is possible. He was 

presenting the lives of St. Augustine and his mother, Saint Monica, as an inspiration to those 

who were struggling to liberate themselves from their vices, sinful addictions or habits. 

She could also see herself easily in Monica. Both prayed hard and long for their child. Both 

needed a miracle, although human effort, in the case of Monica, was a necessary complement. 

As the mass progressed towards preparing the people for the eucharistic rites, Teresa 

exhaled and fixed her posture. She had strained her back while trying to follow every word that 

was being said. 

She looked at Luzie and saw that she was still asleep. She also looked at Franco and took 

time to study him.    

The boy seemed fascinated with the endless flow of human traffic in front of him. Almost 

invariably he followed with his eyes where they were going, often to wipe the feet of wooden 

images with their handkerchiefs or face towels. 

But on the second hour onwards, he would become fidgety. He had inclinations of venturing 

outside, mixing with the wave of the churchgoing crowd. But Teresa would not allow him to go 

anywhere but within the range of her sight. 

Back in Novaliches, Teresa asked Franco: 

“If I call you Deo, would you like it?” She had Adeodatus in mind, Saint Augustine’s son. 

Franco smiled. “I also like Boy.” 

“Ok, from now on, I will call you Boy Deo!” 

Since then, everyone in the household called him Boy Deo. 

On the third time that Teresa brought Boy Deo along, Teresa allowed him to venture outside 

as he showed more emphatic signs of getting restless. He probably either found the holy 

masses boring, or the things outside were worthier of his attention, but he simply could not 

stay in one place for more than 30 minutes, much more an hour. She marveled at how fast he 

had morphed into a bubbly child. On the first few days that he was in Novaliches, she 
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entertained the idea that Boy Deo, like Luzie, was also a special child, although in a different 

way. He seldom made any effort to communicate. But as days and months went by, she also 

noticed that his mien was totally different whenever they were in Quiapo, as if the place was 

an elixir to him. 

It came to a point when Boy Deo would spend more time outside of the church than inside 

it. He just checked on her and Luzie when the choir started singing “Nuestro Padre Jesus 

Nazareno.” Whenever he heard the song, he knew the mass had ended and expected Teresa 

to come out of the church for a break.  

Boy Deo would excitedly tell stories of what he saw outside in the manner that a 6-year-old-

something toddler would normally try to impress his or her mother. Teresa, to her delight, 

flattered him, but always with the reminder that he should never stay far away from the church.  

The trio’s Quiapo routine had not changed for the succeeding months. Boy Deo had become 

familiar with Plaza Miranda that Teresa could send him out on simple errands such as buying 

biscuits or a plastic of ice-cold water.  

One Friday morning, Boy Deo was his usual self. Only this time, returning from his 

adventures, he came up with something new. He brought along another boy, about his age, 

and told Teresa he was a new-found friend.  

Boy Deo said his name was Junie. Before Teresa could say anything, they were off again, 

visibly onto something that kids do to entertain themselves. 

 

BY THE TIME Boy Deo turned 7, Teresa often left him alone with his Quiapo friends. There had 

been times when she even left him to spend a couple of nights with Junie’s family who was 

renting a room in Sta. Cruz. She brought Boy Deo along during Fridays, as was her wont, left 

him in Quiapo until Saturday, then picked him up again during Sundays. 

The prior months had made Teresa think harder to come to the idea that Boy Deo clearly 

belonged not to her but to somebody else. Not that there had been tension among the three 

of them, or even with the brood in Novaliches, but simply by the way Boy Deo had exuded life 

and cheerfulness whenever he mixed himself among the Quiapo crowd. She noticed more kids 

had also gravitated towards the bond that he and Junie seemed to have developed. 

About three months ago, Teresa came close to parting with the kid.   

Father Revo, after hearing confessions and having took off his cassock, wandered outside of 

the convent. At Plaza Miranda, he saw two children selling sampaguita flowers. Then he noticed 

the two were not by themselves; they had assistants, holding plastics full of water. They 

alternated in spraying cold water at the flowers to keep them fresh-looking, lest they got dry 
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and withered. After a few minutes of study, Father Revo tapped the two (Junie and Boy Deo) 

along with the three other children (1 boy and 2 girls) and asked them to join him for lunch at 

the newly opened Plaza Miranda branch of Jollifoods. Seeing the children unmoved by his 

charm attack, the priest told the young entrepreneurs it was time for a break, repeating his 

offer of free lunch. 

“You can bring along those flowers with you,” Father Revo said. It was an attempt to make 

it easier for them to decide, as he could judge how highly they valued their inventory. 

Boy Deo was the one who stood up first. The other four followed.  

The highly popular Jollifoods had attracted mostly well-off customers, and Father Revo, 

feeling pleased as usual with his impromptu social experiments, wanted to see the deportment 

of street-dwelling kids inside an airconditioned fast-food restaurant.  

Ordering food was easy; customers only had to point a finger at the overhead display of 

menu to make their choices known. But somehow the kids hesitated. They all looked at Father 

Revo. They were excited. Yet their inhibition was evident, no matter how Father Revo egged 

them on. In the end, it was Father Revo who ordered the food for all of them. He chose a 

uniform set of meals for each one, including himself, consisting of a fried chicken, a cup of rice, 

French fries, and a glass of cola. 

While they were eating, Father Revo noticed that Boy Deo held the fried chicken with the 

thumb and forefinger of his left hand, while at the same time he scooped the broiled rice with 

the spoon using the right hand. 

Father Revo remembered his grandpa telling him long time ago while the two of them were 

having dinner together that he (Father Revo) copied the table manners of his father: clutching 

viand (especially fried meat or fish) with the left hand while taking spoonful of rice with the 

right hand.  

There were actually two mannerisms that Father Revo’s grandpa had told him he copied 

from his father. The other was sleeping with either palm being used as pillow. Grandpa did not 

tell Father Revo that his son, Father’s Revo’s father, also copied both peculiarities from himself. 

When the children finished eating their meal, Father Revo asked who else wanted to have 

more chicken, more fries, and more cola. 

He got everyone’s smile. As he distributed the extra food (he actually could not eat much of 

the kind of food he ordered, in deference to his physician), he asked for the names of his guests. 

When Boy Deo told him what his name was, Father Revo followed up with “Where do you 

live?” 
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“Sometimes in Sta. Cruz, sometimes in Novaliches,” Boy Deo replied. 

“Where is your mother now?” came another question. 

“There!” Junie, who spoke for Boy Deo, pointed a finger at the church. 

“Can I see her later?” 

Both Boy Deo and Junie could only offer shy responses. One with a baffled look, the other 

with a slight nodding of head.   

Having finished their meal and as they stepped out of Jollifoods, Father Revo followed Boy 

Deo as the boy traced the steps leading to Teresa.  

The sight of Luzie stopped Father Revo from saying anything he had rehearsed in his mind. 

He was, for a moment, at a loss for a word to say. 

“How are you?” he greeted Teresa, bending himself forward. 

From the way Boy Deo watched the proceedings, Teresa could easily tell herself that the kid 

had brought the man she saw for the first time to her. That Boy Deo could facilitate some kind 

of a meet-up for her was yet one of many by which he had surprised her at his age. It was 

uncharacteristically naughty of her, losing all thoughts for a moment except her long pent-up 

emotions for the man of her fantasies. “We’re okay. Thank you.” 

“How is she?” Father Revo again, this time pointing his open palm to Luzie.  

“In pain,” was all she could say. 

Before he left, Father Revo put a hand on Luzie’s head, then on Boy Deo, still visibly pleased 

at what he was seeing. “Please go to the clinic at the back and see if we have a nurse or doctor 

there.” 

Father Revo forgot about the key question he wanted to ask: who is Boy Deo’s father?    

He was waiting at the clinic when Teresa, Luzie and Boy Deo stepped inside. He greeted her 

again. “I’m Father Revo. I’m glad you accepted my invitation to come over.” 

The attending nurse checked Luzie’s vital signs and peppered Teresa with questions the 

latter must have answered a thousand times before. How did it come to this? Has her condition 

been checked by doctors? Etc. 

However, there was a question she heard for the first time, one which she deemed offensive 

and did not bother to acknowledge. Did she take abortifacient pills when she conceived Luzie?     
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Father Revo saw her discomfort and tried to regain her trust from another point of entry.  

“If you think you can agree to this, we can try to call and ask a TV network to feature Luzie 

in one of its public service shows. The purpose is to mobilize support for her cost of living, and 

I would assume medical expenses.”    

“Thank you, Father Revo. But she had been shown on TV twice already. We ended up making 

our private lives public than we received support. Some of the comments people say are 

distressing. They don’t help.” 

“I understand. How about Boy Deo?” 

Teresa momentarily dropped her guard, surprised to know he knew Boy Deo’s name. 

“What about him, Father?” 

Father Revo knew he was threading in slippery territory. More than the skills he acquired 

from sensitivity trainings at the seminary, his immersion in many slum communities had 

informed him of how people, rich or poor, hold on to their pride. He decided to dig more clues 

about Boy Deo some other time. 

“How is he doing?” 

“He is doing fine. Thanks again, Father.” 

She wanted to tell him more of what she knew about Boy Deo, if that was what he was trying 

to drive at, largely because she could see through the sincerity not only in the words he said, 

but also in his body language. However, he did not drop enough hints to show he was 

interested in knowing more about the boy.  

Teresa had no insecurities where Boy Deo was concerned. She thought God knew, deep in 

her heart, that she would not get in the way of a brighter future for the kid if it presented itself. 

 

KATALINA HAD A DREAM. In that dream she saw herself peering inside the shops along the 

sidewalk of Escolta when she saw Yago at the opposite side of the street. He seemed to be 

inviting her to come over and join him where he was at.  

It was the first day of September. When the two of them were still in their early teens, they 

used to tap the floor, as if to celebrate the rhythm of a care-free life, every time the music store 

in Escolta played a famous song whose lyrics started with “I’ll see you in September, when 

summer is gone.” 
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It had been seven months since Yago was killed—accidentally, according to official records 

of the police—inside the Lacson Underpass in Quiapo. They moved to Yago’s town in northern 

Luzon a few days after he was laid to rest at the Laloma cemetery. 

Katalina and Yago, when he was still alive, managed to keep some savings from their buy-

and-sell business at Carriedo. But the money left from expenses for Yago’s wake and burial was 

barely enough for her and Junie to travel to Nueva Vizcaya. They planned to relocate to Yago’s 

hometown and hoped his family relations would be able to help.    

On arriving at Nueva Vizcaya, and after having introduced themselves to the family of 

Porferio, Katalina shared Yago’s—known to his family as Golek—story in Manila from the time 

they met at Sta. Cruz church until his death.  

Even without hearing Golek’s tragic story, Porferio, who was now in his early 70s, had 

already promised to himself to at least mitigate the wrong he committed against his nephew. 

Although Golek was no longer around, he thanked God for letting him live long enough to see 

Junie, Golek’s son. 

Porferio told Katalina that the parcel of land on which the house of Golek’s parents was built 

had long been on the selling block, by virtue of an imminent domain proceedings by the local 

government, but could not be disposed of because they needed the consent of all immediate 

next of kin. It was Porferio’s proposal, which was eventually adopted as part of an internal 

agreement among parties involved. He was firm in protecting Yago’s—now Golek’s—interests.        

Porferio thought that the presence of Katalina as Junie’s representative would break the 

impasse and clear the way for the sale of the property to be completed. 

Porferio got his wish and the sale pushed through. 

From the proceeds of Php 20,000 pesos, Katalina and Junie received Php 10,000. The other 

half was divided among the heirs of the siblings of Golek’s father. Porferio himself got Php 

2,000. 

The amount was more than enough to start a small business that could be nurtured to 

provide a steady source of livelihood. Porferio remarked that Katalina could make use of her 

experience and skills more effectively back in Manila than in Nueva Vizcaya. Following his 

advice, Katalina and Junie returned to Sta. Cruz three days later. 

Katalina picked up the wreckage of the business that Yago had started in Carriedo. And like 

the first time, her business thrived. 

Five months later (or a year after Yago was killed), she married Gumersendo “Guimo” 

Pamarote, one of the Hijos, in simple matrimonial rites at the Quiapo Church. 
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ON THE SECOND DAY of September, the day after she dreamed of Yago, Katalina and Junie 

(Guimo did not come along so he could, in his own words, attend to the family sidewalk store) 

went to La Loma. After she finished reciting the rosary, as she bent over to extinguish the flicker 

of the candle she earlier lit, she saw a paper neatly folded and inserted into a crack of the 

concrete niche where Yago was buried. 

She got curious and picked up the paper. A note was addressed to her. It came from 

Gidaben. 

He was so conscience-stricken, Gidaben confessed in his note, he wanted to know if there 

was a way he could help. He expressed hope that by being able to help, he could ease the 

burden of guilt that he carried in his heart every day. He can send some money, he said, just 

let him know where to send it. 

Gidaben also said he tried to find her and Junie in Nueva Vizcaya, but was now hesitant to 

see her in person, not only because he felt he did not have the heart to face her, but also 

because he feared Katalina might turn him over to the police. 

Gidaben concluded his letter thus: “I hope you get this letter in November during All Saints’ 

Day when you visit Yago’s grave. If you wish to reply, just put it in the same place where I 

inserted my letter.” 

Katalina heard some of the names Yago used to tell her when he was still alive, including 

those that he had conflicts with when he lived with characters of the underworld. She vaguely 

recalled him having mentioned once or twice the name of Gidaben. 

Was Gidaben the one who led the police that picked up the Bodabil guys? 

Rage was building up inside her, but Katalina felt she also needed to contain herself. First, 

she was not sure about who Gidaben was. Second, she did not want Guimo to feel jealous for 

showing too much emotion for anything associated with Yago.   

On All Saints’ Day, the whole family visited Yago’s La Loma grave. It was Guimo himself who 

suggested that Katalina should insert a reply into the hole. 

Katalina did; she told Gidaben to see Guimo at the convent of the Quiapo Church if he 

wished to give anything. 

Days later, what Guimo saw at the convent was not Gidaben. It was somebody else—a 

woman—who gave Guimo a brown envelope containing Php 10,000. The woman said Gidaben 

instructed her to give the money to him. 

“What is it for?” Guimo asked, trying to hide his elation. 
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“Gidaben said ‘peace offering’. Reparation for the damage done to Bodabil.” 

With the money, the couple was able to rent a booth inside the Lacson Underpass, which 

was a huge improvement from being a sidewalk squatter. They also bulked up on their 

merchandise stock.  

Business was good. They later transferred to a more spacious studio unit, still in Sta. Cruz 

but closer to Quiapo than the room Katalina and Yago rented. When the school year opened, 

they were able to transfer Junie from the public school to the Quiapo Catholic School for his 

elementary schooling. As Hijo, Guimo’s children were entitled to discounts, but the overall 

tuition, even if half-free, would still be beyond the reach of average-earning sidewalk vendors. 

There was more: siblings who were simultaneously enrolled in the school opened up a free-

tuition privilege for one of them. So Guimo was able to enroll Boy Deo as well. Boy Deo was 

older than Junie by one year, but while the latter was already in Grade 2, Boy Deo was just 

starting at Grade 1.  

For Boy Deo’s records, Katalina showed to the school registrar a Baptismal Certificate issued 

by the Parish of Novaliches which Teresa gave her months ago. Complete name was Deodatu 

B. Biradayon. Birthday: March 23, 1976. Birthplace: Ilihan, Biringan City, Samar. Baptismal Date: 

April 4, 1984. 

Junie felt awed by what he was seeing. He and Boy Deo had hours on end bonding and 

playing inside the Underpass as his mother and Guimo could watch over them. He could also 

invite Boy Deo to stay in their new home for more days than usual and neither Katalina, Guimo, 

nor Teresa would object.    

Meanwhile, Teresa’s problems attending to Luzie had mounted. Her daughter was 

experiencing more pain and could hardly sleep. Several times in the past couple of months she 

had to skip Quiapo days due to Luzie’s worsening condition. 

Teresa had earlier asked Katalina, with whom she had grown friendship and mutual trust, if 

the latter could accommodate Boy Deo more frequently while she could not make it to Quiapo. 

Boy Deo, Teresa explained, preferred to stay in Quiapo than in Novaliches. 

Teresa visited Quiapo only once after Luzie died a week after her 8th birthday. She 

completed a mass—from “In the Name of the Father…” to “Nuestro Padre Jesus Nazareno”—

then talked to Katalina at the Underpass. She told Katalina that Luzie had died, and she would 

be returning to Biringan City as soon as she got Waday out of the Correctional. 

Would Katalina be so kind to seek Father Revo’s help so that Boy Deo can have some kind 

of a guardian while she was away? Teresa also expressed the fear that she may stay in Biringan 

for a while, which made promising her return to reclaim Boy Deo a problem. 
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Katalina assured her there was no problem with Boy Deo. With regard to Father Revo, 

Katalina said the priest had inquired about the boy once in a while, and he got updates from 

his husband, who as Hijo can freely mingle with the clergy. She wished Teresa good luck and 

assured her of prayers for a safe travel. She offered financial help, but Teresa politely declined.  

“Please use it for the kids instead,” Teresa suggested. 

 

ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD BOY DEO lived in the streets, not because nobody was around to keep him 

domesticated, but because his pre-occupation with selling sampaguita flowers and later on his 

addiction to Cara Y Cruz and Lucky 9, a card game, kept him up and away from Katalina’s 

household. He was often locked out before he found his way to go home. His school attendance 

suffered.   

Unsure of any other options and suspecting that Boy Deo might have grown old enough to 

think that he was not family, Guimo and Katalina told Boy Deo to sleep inside the booth they 

were renting whenever he could not make it to the studio apartment.   

He sometimes slept on the pavement, in the company of many other street children in the 

Quiapo and Sta. Cruz areas. He was earning money from the Sampaguita flowers he sold, but 

ended up losing most of them in Cara Y Cruz and card games. 

He learned to cheat.  

The Hijos who found him hog tied with packing tapes six years ago were still around. But 

having found regular jobs, they were now involved less in the daily clean-up of church premises. 

Like Guimo, they were involved mostly in crowd control during Traslación. Regardless of roles, 

however, all Hijos liked to converge in some areas around the church at various hours in the 

day, especially during break from work. Their perks included free coffee and porridge, 

sometimes buns, at the lobby of the rectory. 

Boy Deo and Junie occasionally got around to help themselves with these perks. Boy Deo 

also developed some friendship with Remegio “Reming” Bojocan, younger half-brother of 

Boynas Diaz, who took over the older brother’s task of collecting wreaths of Sampaguita 

flowers offered by devotees at the base of wooden statues of saints, and dumping them at the 

storeroom into which then 5-year-old Boy Deo—aka Franco—was once dumped by OXD 

operatives.  

Boy Deo sometimes followed Reming in his itinerary. He took note of possible ways by which 

he could recover the trash. Sometimes he volunteered to transfer the flowers from the 

storeroom to the large bins outside for pick up by the garbage truck. In time, Reming trusted 



 

102 

Boy Deo enough to share the keys to storerooms not only inside the church but also at the 

rectory. 

Boy Deo learned what the best time was to collect the still fresh-looking Sampaguita flowers. 

It was either the first hour in the morning upon opening of church doors to parishioners, or the 

last hour before closing. He recycled the recovered flowers for another round of selling.    

What he did was sort the fresh flowers from the lot, then soak them in a bucket full of water. 

There were empty buckets inside the booth. Boy Deo was up by 4 AM, ready to sell Sampaguita 

by the time the bells rang for the first mass. 

One evening a year later, Father Revo saw Boy Deo hauling trash from the storeroom. He 

had just finished hearing confessions for the day. On recognizing the boy, and thinking that 

somebody so young should not be doing any kind of manual labor, especially for the church, 

the priest went over to talk to Boy Deo.  

The boy felt uneasy. He thought Father Revo might have known he was stealing flowers and 

cheating Sampaguita buyers with recycled wreaths. To his relief, Father Revo did not accuse 

him of anything, although the priest could sense Boy Deo was hiding something in the way he 

responded to questions. But Father Revo, aware that Boy Deo was sometimes out in the streets 

at night, asked the boy if he would like to live in the rectory. Boy Deo could enroll in the school 

year, Father Revo pledged. He should be in school, Father Revo explained, rather than in Plaza 

Miranda, selling Sampaguita.  

Boy Deo was non-committal, judging from his silence. 

“Ok, just see me if you change your mind,” Father Revo said, tapping the boy’s shoulder. 

On the belief that Boy Deo did not need to be exposed to social ills that caused problems 

for adults, much less led them to conflicts with the law, Father Revo advised Guimo to play the 

role of father to Boy Deo. 

A month later, Boy Deo went to the rectory on Guimo’s advice. He was looking for Father 

Revo. Unknown to many Hijos and parish staff, Father Revo had just been confined in Cardinal 

Santos hospital for Stage 2 pancreatic cancer treatment.     

Boy Deo went away feeling lost. He stepped inside the church. Nothing much was unusual 

today, he thought. It was noon break. The hourly mass would not resume until 4 PM. Just the 

same, people came in and out of the church in steadily high numbers. Devotees walking with 

their knees at the aisles were there. Card readers, fortune tellers, faith healers, among other 

“highly-technical experts”, were at their usual workplaces, just a few steps away from the last 

pews at the back. Joining them were pay-for-pray professionals on the lookout for done-for-

you clients, waiting to be outsourced. 
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He searched for the spot that Teresa had claimed for 4 years. It was just beside the 

storeroom where he collected gold from trash. He took the metal seat on which Teresa used 

to sit. He clearly had a longing for family. For more than half an hour, he just sat there, staring 

at people wiping the wooden statues with their handkerchiefs. They then massage some parts 

of their bodies with those hankies. Then he saw that again: bald men wiping off dust from their 

bare skulls. 

He had mental notes of people who needed relief, and of which parts of their bodies were 

supposed to be having problems. After a few minutes more, he arose and walked towards the 

row of fortune tellers. He sat on one of the vacant seats. Spotting a prospective client, Boy Deo 

stopped him with a greeting, then said: 

“Sir, I can see that you have arthritis.” 

Astonished, the man replied: “How do you know?” 

“My eyes can see what others can’t,” Boy Deo lied. 

The next day, Boy Deo tried the trick again. 

For one hour he watched the devotees lining up for the wooden touch. Then he moved over 

to the row of technical experts, claiming another vacant seat. 

“Sir, I can see that your back is bothering you.”   

“Are you joking or are you serious?” 

“My eyes can see what others can’t,” he lied again, with conviction. 

A woman hovered over him, asking, “Son, do you know what my ailment is?” 

“Ahh no Maam, can’t see anything yet. But I can see that your companion needs a cure for 

her appendix or something.” 

“Did he really say that?” the bewildered companion of the lady, also a lady, blurted. 

Worried that he might not be able to say anything when the next prospective client came 

up to him, he hurriedly left. His Sampaguita flowers were waiting for him at the Lacson 

Underpass. 

For the next three months, he took a seat at the experts row every Friday. Fridays, he heard 

it often enough, was the day one was likely to be granted with God-given powers. 
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He developed a modus where he referred clients to Katalina’s store. The business had grown 

significantly; it now carried medical supply inventories and over-the-counter drugs, including 

Chinese herbal drugs which were mostly smuggled by Muslim traders in Quiapo. She and 

Guimo were surprised to find out that sales for over-the-counter drugs had shot up in the past 

few days. 

Encouraged by the results of his experiments, Boy Deo toyed with the idea of putting up 

multiple mirrors so he could see what was what while he stayed stationary at the experts’ row. 

It came to pass that Boy Deo would sometimes find himself being mobbed by past and future 

clients, even when he was out selling Sampaguita in Plaza Miranda. His flower business itself 

was booming; some people had branded his flowers as emitting with healing powers.   

At 14, Boy Deo had earned the moniker as “The Eyes.” 

Quiapo buzzed with the name of a new kid in town.  



 

105 

 

7 Junie, Reg & Joey 

 

 

he wedding reception of Lee Tan’s daughter, Pearlie, gathered the country’s who’s 

who in a customized hall at the Borbon Hotel. This event, long-awaited by the rich 

and powerful for its impact on the bourses, had once been reset due to an accident 

involving the groom, Gibo “Lloyd” Sim, scion of the country’s richest family. It also did not help 

that the political climate dampened what should have been an auspicious start for the Sim and 

Tan partnership. National leadership of the government was under siege, both internally (with 

disgruntled cronies and military generals) and externally (political opposition). While the Sims 

brought money to the partnership, Tan provided insurance cover with political connections. 

With political alignments in disarray, Tan deemed it prudent not to press getting the marital 

union done, despite the bleeding his listed companies were suffering from at the stock 

exchanges.         

In keeping with Chinese tradition, parents of both bride and groom invited most of the 

guests.  

Pearlie wore a white and red wedding gown, also in keeping with Chinese tradition while 

showing sensitivity to local preferences. Lloyd was in traditional Filipino barong. 

Originally planned for 1986, the wedding pushed through in 1988, the year of the dragon, 

on September 22, the best date in the feng shui calendar. On that day, Pearlie was 21 years 

old, Lloyd was 23.  

Among those who were seated at the presidential table, aside from the wedded couple and 

their respective parents, were key government executive and legislative officials, supreme 

court judges, retired and active military and police generals, a media mogul, movie and TV 

celebrities, etc. They included Luciano Mascardo, the new vice president; Dimas Uy, former 

general and now Secretary of National Defense; Supreme Court Justices Delfino Abuyonador 

and Tomas De Yamat; Senator Ruben “The Gadfly” Quemas; General Sir Dikomo; Superstar 

Vinnie Iglesia; media tycoon Irene Pucot De Barizar; and Manila Mayor Octavo “Bonggoy” 

Kawatsing (legally changed from Kaw-Huat-Singh), and Vice Mayor Pilandro “Polong” Cujaco 

(legally changed from Co-Wang-Co), of Filipino-Chinese descent.  

T 



 

106 

All of them were supporters of the new administration, although most had connections, one 

way or the other, to the old administration. The president had tactfully declined Tan’s 

invitation, saying he was already committed to other official functions, but assured Tan and 

Sim that the vice president would not only be representing himself but the president as well. 

Dimas Uy was a trusted lieutenant of the old administration but felt insulted by the repeated 

snub by the former president of his well-deserved promotion as Chief of Staff of the Armed 

Forces of the Philippines. His disenchantment grew when it became obvious that favoritism 

had widely influenced personnel movement in the military. 

His reputation preceding him, Sir Dikomo seamlessly joined the revamped Philippine 

Constabulary-Integrated National Police. He soon was promoted to become the country’s top 

cop. There had been rumors that Lee Tan would support him to become Manila’s next mayor. 

The Manila Mayor, who the press had nicknamed “Commish,” was of Chinese Indian 

descent. He was the former Bureau of Immigration Commissioner. He allegedly (never proven) 

made millions from bribes generously given by shipping operators that smuggled thousands of 

individuals from mainland Qina. He then used some of his kickbacks to pay press people to 

drumbeat his accomplishments at the bureau.  

Being thorough as usual with his plans, Lee made it a point that his connections with the 

previous administration were likewise represented. The invitees included the former Prime 

Minister, former Customs Commissioner, Investigation Bureau Directors, former members of 

Congress from both the Senate and House of Representatives, fellow cronies and oligarchs, 

among others. 

Of course, Lee could not talk about VIP guests without inviting Ben Benaobra, the former 

Defense Minister and later Interior Minister who owned logging companies in Mindanao and 

Samar. It was the latter who introduced him to the center of political power where he saw how 

money talked, and how money bended rules in his favor. In return, Lee made sure that 

politicians who danced to his tune were amply rewarded. In the case of Benaobra, Lee had 

committed to bankroll Benaobra’s planned bid to reclaim the presidency his party lost in the 

last elections.  

Lee understood that inviting Benaobra also meant inviting his trusted aide, General Reg 

Makatigbas. Both Mr. and Mrs. Dayamante managed to get invited as well.   

Sim’s associates in the real estate, banking, and transport industries, were also there. 

Tobacco magnate Venancio Co, with allies Leopoldo Ty and Luis Verzosa, was also present.  

To the fringes of the sprawling hall could be seen the less consequential government 

functionaries. They mixed with friends, colleagues, and relatives of the newly married couple. 

Almost unnoticed was the table reserved for Manila Archbishop Maximiliano Calaveria who 
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officiated the church rites at the Manila Cathedral but begged off from attending the reception 

at the Borbon Hotel. He sent Monsi Ubanon to represent him instead. The Quiapo rector 

wanted to cheer the sickly Father Revo up, so he asked the controversial priest to join him at 

the party. 

Guests were treated to an unlimited array of food and drinks. The buffet included symbolic 

dishes, again in keeping with Chinese tradition: fish for abundance, turkey dish for peace, a 

suckling pig (symbolizing the bride’s purity), and a sweet lotus seed dessert for fertility.  

Halfway through his meal, Father Revo stood up to help himself with extra servings. He 

proceeded to the row of symbolic dishes and filled two saucer plates with the sweet lotus seed 

for dessert. Then he gave one plate for Monsi Ubanon and the other for himself. 

Father Revo was not done making fun of themselves. He went on a mini monologue, without 

necessarily addressing his superior.  

“If this happened during Spanish times, some insulares and ilustrados here could have been 

extradited for not sitting a Monsignor at the podium table.” 

He waited for some reaction from Monsi Ubanon. He did not get anything. He pressed on. 

“Even lowly Friars had to be at the presidential table on any social occasion.” 

Monsi Hoben finally said something. “Gomburza is probably to blame for why we are a 

forgotten lot.” It was a subtle dig at the revolutionary bent that Father Revo had been known 

for. 

Both clerics knew that being present in that expensive party was in itself distasteful, if one 

was going by the book. The issue could spark more nitpicking. Even among priests, Calaveria 

had been accused of favoritism, in hushed tones of course, not only on the matter of parish 

assignments, but also in choosing his representatives to function like these. Some thought it 

was the archbishop’s way of reciprocating Ubanon for being the biggest funder of Caritas 

Manila, the humanitarian and social development arm of the Manila Archdiocese. But then the 

next question was why the parish priests weren’t being rotated for assignment at Quiapo 

where collections practically poured in perpetually. What was commonly understood was that 

Calaveria and Ubanon were classmates at the Jesuit seminary where they obtained their 

theology degrees. Whenever small talk like this took off, the scuttlebutt that the scourge of 

politics, money, envy and lust, among other strange gods, was alive in the house of God spared 

no one. 

After an hour of feasting while artists performed entertainment numbers, many guests have 

left. Monsi Ubanon and Father Revo themselves had earlier asked permission to be excused, 

but seeing Vida De Gracia at the other end of the hall prompted them to drop by at her table 
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for a chat. The retired judge was retained by one of Sim’s companies to litigate, in collaboration 

with three other law firms, the eviction proceedings against urban poor settlements squatting 

on a 1-thousand-hectare reclaimed property at the Manila Bay. Sim was reportedly on the 

planning stage for a shopping mall, hotel and entertainment complexes in the area.  

Father Revo, in particular, was aware that homeless families in Quiapo and Tondo had 

transferred to the reclaimed site years ago when he was still active in community organizing. 

They wished to know from Vida if she had updates on the judicial proceedings. Vida, whose 

late son was one of Father Revo’s classmates in the same Jesuit Seminary where Monsi Ubanon 

completed his priestly formation, said the paperwork needed to provide for a relocation site 

was taking time to complete. 

Soon guests who got busy intermingling with fellow guests had dwindled to such an ampaw 

density that those who still remained could easily see or wave at each other. Among the last to 

leave were Lee Tan, Sir Dikomo, Justice De Yamat, and The Gadfly. 

Monsi and Father Revo were about to finally leave when Sir Dikomo, dapper in impeccable 

black suit, passed by. The top cop was heading for the comfort room. Both clerics had been on 

the lookout for the opportunity to confer with him in private. They thought that that 

opportunity has come. They waited for him to come out of the comfort room. 

“Good afternoon, General!” Monsi Ubanon greeted Sir Dikomo. 

Looking genuinely pleased and surprised, Sir Dikomo shook the rector’s hand and gestured 

to kiss the latter’s ring. “Nice to see you, Bishop!” Vida re-appeared to join them. 

Monsi Ubanon wanted to know if Sir Dikomo remembered about the toddler which the 

Quiapo police were supposed to present to the parents years ago.  

“Is he with his family now?” Also, would he remember the name of the parents? 

Sir Dikomo could hardly remember anything. Monsi, who was probably older than Sir 

Dikomo by 10 years, thought that maybe Sir Dikomo’s new role had taken its toll on his 

memory. 

As usual, Father Revo was quick to offer help: “It was in 1981, General. Some kind of a riot 

erupted at the Underpass.” 

“Yes, of course!” Sir Dikomo howled in his usual deep voice. “But we lost that kid due to the 

coincidental disruption. Our investigation showed that the prisoner, the inmate, who was 

accidentally fired upon by the prison guard had issues with the Quiapo crowd that pushed him 

to try to escape. With respect to the identity of the parents, I’m sorry but we are not at liberty 

to disclose anything, for security reasons. I hope you understand.” 
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Both Monsi Ubanon and Father Revo were pleased to hear Sir Dikomo’s explanation. They 

then asked to be excused, wishing both Sir Dikomo and Vida the best before they left.  

When Sir Dikomo and Vida parted, he did not look like he just attended a fun-filled party. 

At the main entrance of the hotel, Lee caught up with Benaobra, Makatigbas and 

Dayamante. The latter three were seen in a huddle with Justice Abuyonador and Leopoldo Ty 

at the reception hall; the five were still by themselves at the parking lot. Lee chatted with 

Benaobra in private before they both hopped into their valet-driven respected cars.   

 

PHOTOS OF GUESTS SEATED at the presidential table dominated the upper half of page one of 

newspapers the following day. They were enough to push upwards the value of the shares of 

stocks of both Tan and Sim publicly listed companies.  

In the days that followed, opinion writers extensively discussed “The Wedding,” as one 

newspaper had captioned the event. Most commentaries hailed it as auguring well for the 

economy in general, others savagely bashed the lavish display of wealth and power, and there 

were also those who mixed their optimism with sarcasm.  

“One thing is sure,” one opinion column said, “this marriage will last longer than Vinnie’s 

one-year affair with Julio.” 

 

MASCARDO, THE INCUMBENT Vice President, narrowly defeated Benaobra in the 1992 

presidential elections. Same thing happened to their respective party mates. Mascardo’s party 

won 7 Senate seats. Benaobra’s allies won 5 Senate seats, including Makatigbas, the former 

multi-awarded military field officer who became police general when the law creating the 

Philippine National Police took effect.  

At the local level, majority of Mascardo’s allies also won, although at an uneven fashion. 

Most of his Metro Manila mayoralty candidates won by landslides. However, Manila re-

electionist Mayor Commish barely made it.    

Considering that Benaobra’s party were thoroughly defeated in the preceding presidential 

elections, Lee Tan agreed with Benaobra’s analysis that the results, indicating a gradual shift in 

voter preferences for Benaobra, augured well for a more organized bid to reclaim Malacanang 

in the next presidential elections. While Tan did not thread on hostile territory under the 

previous administration and had no reason to think things would change under the new one, 

he still preferred a government led, or at least orchestrated, by Benaobra. Thus, his next 

agenda would be finding ways to provide covert support for his party. 
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It was obvious to Tan that the strategy he needed was one that took into account winning 

beyond 1998. Two presidential terms, which meant winning not only in 1998 but also in 2004, 

was the minimum target; winning more than that down the road was ideal.  

Tan had pending tax evasion cases in the Supreme Court. Although his clout succeeded in 

slowing down their litigation, the risks remained high that an unfriendly administration could 

re-open them. Any adverse result from the judicial processes could send his companies to 

bankruptcy. Aside from the pending cases, threats of other cases—ranging from estafa to 

complicity in graft and corrupt practices—hung over his head. He needed a friendly court. He 

did not need judges whose decisions he could influence. He needed a president whose 

appointing persuasion could influence judges to decide in his favor. A one-term beholden 

administration cannot ensure a majority of friendly Supreme Court justices at any given time; 

but two, better yet three or more, successive beholden administration should do the trick.  

After a series of inner-circle consultations, Tan and Benaobra agreed to polish the projection 

for both highly popular former generals Sir Dikomo and Makatigbas. The initial steps of the 

strategy would call for either of the two to run for president in 1998. In the intervening mid-

term elections in 1995, Sir Dikomo would run for Manila Mayor and Makatigbas would run for 

re-election as Senator.  

 

WORKING ON A TIP from envious competitors, Quiapo police raided the store of Guimo and 

Katalina. The store was charged for selling counterfeit products. Fifteen-year-old Boy Deo was 

also implicated; he was charged for swindling as an impostor, a fake faith healer. But Madis-

ogon, the Quiapo Police Station chief, later released him for being a minor. 

Before Madis-ogon set Boy Deo free, he falsely accused the youngster of using drugs. It was 

an age-old police trick, bluffing suspects on the likely outcome that they would relent, 

especially among young offenders.   

Both Junie and Boy Deo started to skip their classes. For a time, they completely stayed away 

from school. 

One time Father Revo substituted to preside for the 4 AM Mass. He did a Father Andoy by 

sniffing the dawn air at Plaza Miranda. And there, on one of the wooden benches, he saw Boy 

Deo asleep. Probably because there was nothing else he could use for a pillow, the boy used 

his right hand as buffer between his head and the hard wood. It was the second time Father 

Revo had seen him sleeping on that same bench, with the same pillow, and similar sleeping 

position. Boy Deo was probably 7 or 8 when Father Revo saw him sleeping among street 

children for the first time. 
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IN HIS SENIOR YEAR, Joey exchanged letters with Olivia Paez, the dashing Executive Director of 

Peace and Development Foundation, a Jesuit-run non-government organization (NGO). They 

personally met two years ago when Olivia, who was the Foundation’s Community Organizing 

Supervisor at the time, represented Tondo urban poor communities in a dialogue organized by 

the Manila City Hall. His father, Mr. Ty, was one of the signatories of a petition supposedly 

lobbied by concerned citizens to get rid of urban blight posed by squatters within the vicinity 

of Tondo’s commercial district. His father sent his son Joey, who again was on semestral break 

at the time, to represent him in the dialogue. 

Olivia impressed Joey with her arguments, saying the urban poor helped raise profits of 

businessmen on account of cheap labor they provide. Citing poverty data, she explained that 

low wages kept them from gaining access to affordable housing and forcing them to squat. She 

also made a persuasive presentation of papal encyclicals that preached social justice.  

Later on, Joey would know Olivia was born to and raised by a well-off family. She studied in 

an exclusive school. That she would choose a profession by which she practically lived with the 

poor and owned their issues impressed him even more.  

Joey knew his father, who had reconciled with his mother on his and her sister’s demand, 

had arranged for somebody to be his future wife. Except for the mother, nobody objected to 

the father’s choice, even among the would-be in-laws. The mother objected for reasons that 

only she could ever know: the father of the would-be daughter-in-law, was also the father of 

her son, Joey. 

In the end, in his desire to make amends for his philandering ways, Mr. Leopoldo Ty 

proposed, to make it appear he was not totally submitting himself to the decision of the wife, 

a compromise: nobody would get in the way of Joey making the decision for himself. 

Joey and Olivia were married a few months after he graduated from the military academy. 

He joined the PC-INP, now renamed the Philippine National Police. His first assignment was in 

Region 3, where he was assigned to lead an anti-illegal gambling unit. 

One day, his unit brought in a big time jueteng lord. Expecting an on-the-spot promotion or 

reward, he was chided instead by his superior.  

“But don’t worry,” the Provincial Director assured him. “You’ll learn how things work around 

here as you go along. Rookies are like that.” He got a pat on the back though. 

Next, Joey ran an errand for the boss who was about to celebrate his birthday. Tell him, he 

was instructed, to contribute some bags of rice.  
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Joey expected a donation of at most 3 sacks of rice; but imagine how surprised he was when 

a truck fully loaded with sacks of rice parked inside the compound of the police provincial 

office.     

The unspoken aim of the mission was to help Joey hone his skills at building rapport with 

the underworld constituency. But he was too young to lose his idealism. He doubted his 

capacity to adapt. He soon requested a transfer.   

His request to be stationed in Nueva Vizcaya for his second assignment was granted by the 

hierarchy. He did not elaborate, without necessarily being untruthful, on why he needed to 

leave Region 3 and on the reason for choosing Nueva Vizcaya. He wanted to locate Golek, who 

his father said came from a farming family in Nueva Vizcaya.  

Joey was determined to repay Golek for what his family had done to him when the boy was 

just about 8 years old. 

Joey later learned from Porferio that Golek was accidentally killed in Quiapo. He also learned 

a few other things: that Golek was survived by Katalina, Golek’s wife, and Junie, their son; that 

they lived in Sta. Cruz, etc. 

It took a while before Joey was able to track Katalina and her son down in Sta Cruz. Golek’s 

family was barely getting by. They had lost almost half of their merchandise from the raid. They 

were also having a hard time trying to win their customers back. Their consolation was the 

police did not press the charges after they settled the penalties imposed arbitrarily by the 

arresting officers.  

Junie was also having problems in school, owing largely to the tutorials he missed from Boy 

Deo, who was mostly away from their studio apartment. Again, their consolation was having 

Guimo by their side, who was equal to the task as protector and provider for the family. In 

some respects, he could be considered an upgrade; Yago’s shrinking legacy, insofar as Katalina 

was concerned, was that Yago was there when nobody else was around to keep her company. 

Joey offered Katalina an apartment in Sampaloc where her family could transfer to if she 

wished it. The apartment was one of his and Olivia’s wedding gifts. However, the couple 

preferred to stay in a newly constructed two-story house within the Ty complex in Tondo. As 

in their Sta. Cruz home, Katalina and Guimo were supposed to pay rent. The only difference 

was that they were under no obligation to pay, unless they were financially able to pay.  

Worried that Junie and Boy Deo were sometimes seen hanging out with known drug 

peddlers, Katalina and Guimo decided to transfer to Sampaloc eventually, but Junie remained 

enrolled at Quiapo Catholic School for high school. Boy Deo also eventually enrolled at the 

Philippine Science High School. He stayed at its dormitory during weekdays; he was back in 
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Sampaloc during weekends. The change of surroundings gave Boy Deo and Junie more time to 

focus on their studies.     

 

TEACHERS AT QUIAPO Catholic School conceded that Boy Deo was exceptionally intelligent. 

Showing scant facility for speech as a toddler, his intellectual growth was something Teresa, if 

she were around, could not have anticipated. But his decorum and absences pulled his grades 

down. Junie was coping well, although he depended mostly on Boy Deo for the correct 

completion of much of his home assignments, especially in math. 

Before they graduated from elementary, they applied for admission at the Philippine 

Science High School. Joey was particularly gung-ho for both youngsters to go through the 

science-oriented high school, as this would prepare them well for possible enrolment at the 

military academy later on. Joey had promised Junie to personally sponsor his higher education 

if ever he made it to the academy. 

In the fourth year, Boy Deo passed the admission test for freshmen at the State University. 

He eventually at the School of Social Work and Community Development (SSWCD). For his part, 

Junie enrolled at another university to take up a political science course, with the ultimate aim, 

on Father Revo’s advice, to pursue a career in politics. The rector’s endorsement enabled 

Guimo to secure a scholarship for his surrogate son.  

Part of Boy Deo’s academic training entailed learning from real-world experiences. Once a 

week he, along with some of his classmates, immersed in the slums of Tondo. They called on 

community leaders and engaged community members in small talk, introducing themselves as 

college students who were conducting studies in Tondo. Having gained the trust of the 

community, Boy Deo organized clustered meetings.    

There was an existing community organization, Kalakal Urban Poor Association (KUPA), but 

has not been active since the 80s. Former students and faculty of the SSWCD had helped the 

urban communities in Tondo organize themselves during the early years of previous 

administration’s authoritarian rule. KUPA was one of the urban poor organizations that resisted 

demolition of mostly makeshift houses that squatted on government land. It became inactive 

when its leaders were arrested by the military. 

Boy Deo facilitated meetings with the existing members of KUPA. He engaged them in 

freewheeling discussions of issues that they considered important and urgent. KUPA went on 

to identify such issues, with security of tenure for the land on which their houses were erected 

as top priority. They longed to see the day when they would have no need for moving from one 

squatter area to another so that they could focus on their livelihood.   
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When Boy Deo and his classmates returned for a follow through meeting, he was ready with 

a list of possible donors, both from the private and government sectors, that could help them 

address their main issue. Information was complete with contact persons and the steps of how 

to access external support.     

KUPA agreed as an organization to submit proposals for external assistance. Boy Deo 

watched as KUPA leaders and members discussed a work plan for the tasks ahead. With Boy 

Deo’s suggestions, responsibilities were divided among individual members, who committed 

to finish their tasks within an agreed time frame. The tasks included rallying the support of the 

rest of community members for the adopted proposal. The needed support included 

submission of household data and related documents as well as financial contributions to help 

defray expenses as the assigned leaders liaise with the offices from whom they needed 

assistance. 

Before he graduated from college, Boy Deo received news from KUPA that the proposals it 

submitted had been favorably considered and were on process for grant of award. 

His organizing work in Tondo enabled the KUPA to access on-site housing through the 

government’s Community Mortgage Program. Some were given housing units in relocation 

sites in Dasmarinas, Cavite, or in San Jose Del Monte, Bulacan. They also received livelihood 

grants from private humanitarian organizations. Years later, seeing community cohesion at 

work, politicians chipped in to provide financial support for KUPA-identified community 

projects. 

More urban poor communities in Tondo copied KUPA’s approach. And Boy Deo in many 

ways had become the poster boy for community renewal, transformation, and empowerment. 

The young man with a knack for community organizing had attracted a vast market from among 

Manila’s urban poor population.  
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8 Citizen’s Congress 

 
oy Deo’s work in Tondo got noticed by a network of NGOs working in the urban poor 

sector. At 20, he graduated from college with honors, and was promptly hired by 

another Jesuit NGO.  

To meet one of his graduation requirements in college, Boy Deo wrote a thesis that draw 

from process documentation reports which he and his classmates put together from a 

semester-long immersion in urban poor communities in Tondo. 

The thesis essayed the rise of a Citizen’s Congress that sought to address the dysfunctional 

system of representation in government. He argued that the existing Congress did not respond 

to people’s needs, noting that “as a visceral extension of presidential clout, the present 

Congress—like an appendix whose usefulness medical science has yet to determine—is a costly 

prop, an embarrassment from which the democratic ideal would wish excised.”  

Through the proposed Citizen’s Congress, the people, convened as a rolling constituent 

assembly, would become the legislators themselves. More fundamental changes would be 

needed as soon as the legislative branch of government began to function under the new set 

up. From this assembly (Citizen's Congress), executives and members of the Judiciary would be 

chosen and appointed through a selection and affirmation process. 

As a long-term agenda, the Citizen's Congress was envisioned to take the place of the 

current Senate and House of Representatives. Registered Filipino voters, whether residing 

locally or overseas, would be accorded with access and capability to exercise the powers and 

functions performed by the current members of Congress. For the innovation to work, the 

thesis recommended that remote conferencing and related communications technology would 

be needed. At that time (1996), however, the internet was not yet accessible to the majority 

of commercial and individual would-be users.  

To make it easier for sitting politicians to shift to the new order, Boy Deo proposed that a 

Citizen’s Congress Secretariat would be created to facilitate the flow of legislative proposals 

coming directly from the people. This Secretariat would be composed of the existing members 

of Congress.  

In effect the elected politicians would only serve to moderate the legislative deliberations, 

but the legislative proposals themselves would be introduced and approved by the people who 

would be constituted as Citizen’s Congress. The structure would be similar to that of the jury 

B 
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system in the United States, where judges (elected politicians) facilitate the trial and jury 

members (the people sitting as members of Citizen’s Congress) make the decision.  

Radical as Boy Deo’s proposal was, it did recommend a pilot run in 1 to 10 barangays 

(villages) to start with. All residents in the pilot barangay would be encouraged to participate 

in enacting ordinances through electronic mail or mobile phone messaging. Decisions could be 

reached by invoking the usual majority rule (“dividing the house”). However, in cases where 

less than 60 percent of assembly members have expressed support for a policy proposal, 

decision making had to go through consensus (using the Delphi Method, which he learned from 

one of his elective public management courses).  

The elected barangay council members, acting as Citizen’s Congress Secretariat, would 

facilitate the exchange of legislative proposals among assembly members. Each council 

member would have to be responsible for facilitating the deliberation of legislative proposals 

that fall under his or her committee (eg good government, education, agriculture, peace and 

order, etc.). 

 

FROM THE CLASSROOM to the real-world, Boy Deo sought to change the world with his 

Citizen’s Congress blueprint. But after years of trying to sell his idea, through various platforms 

and media (he contributed articles in newspapers and magazines, spoke in conventions and 

public rallies, etc.), Boy Deo felt disappointed that none of the mainstream political figures, 

even among those whom he considered as progressive-minded, had given his advocacy serious 

consideration. 

After 4 years of being involved in community organizing work, 3 years of which as an NGO 

worker, he decided that he himself or Junie should run for a political office by which he could 

at least test the application of the ideas proposed by Citizen’s Congress. 

While Boy Deo had brainpower, Junie had charisma; Junie also had academic training in 

politics. They decided that Junie had better chances of winning electoral contests.   

Endorsed by Joey, and with financial support from his father, Mr. Ty, Junie ran for 

Sangguniang Kabataan representing Barangay Penoy in Tondo and won. He later became a 

member of the City Council of Manila as Sangguniang Kabataan Federation Chair. Three years 

later, in the Barangay Council election, Junie ran for Barangay Chair and again won. 

Junie conceded that apart from Joey, pal Boy Deo was the secret weapon he could not live 

without as a budding politician. All these years the latter had been his confidante, tutor and, 

as he launched his foray into partisan politics, adviser. Not only that, given his popularity among 

urban poor communities, Boy Deo had in no small measure helped win the votes for him. Boy 

Deo was the reason Junie was confident of winning more political wars ahead. 
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Soon it was time for the dynamic duo to get to work. 

With Boy Deo holding the baton of the orchestra, Junie established a legislative mechanism 

that applied the basic structures of Citizen’s Congress. For the first time in Philippine history, 

here was a political unit where citizens themselves wrote the local laws, including those that 

prioritized barangay expenditures and mapped the medium-term development agenda of the 

barangay.  

Three years later, glowing feedback from Junie’s constituents had made the rounds among 

media outlets. Aside from seeing physical results of good governance—as indicated by less 

amount of public funds that were lost to corruption, or expenditures that truly responded to 

the needs of the community—people took pride in saying that they have been transformed 

from being mere subjects to decision makers. The joke among Manila residents was that people 

had planned their mass transfer to Barangay Penoy to experience some kind of liberation from 

the rotten politics that persisted in their own barangays.  

People thought Junie was not only a visionary; he also showed promise as a problem solver. 

At the City Council, he proposed accreditation of sidewalk vendors with the community affairs 

office of the city government to facilitate regulation and to ensure that they do not obstruct 

vehicular traffic and pedestrians. He also proposed amendments to the Zoning Ordinance to 

promote the interests of the city government while minimizing displacement among the urban 

poor and providing them access to alternative sources of livelihood and resettlement for those 

whose relocation was necessary.  

He was elected to the Manila City Council for three more terms until 2012. With Boy Deo by 

his side, advising and campaigning for him, Junie won Manila’s Vice Mayoralty seat in 2013 as 

opposition candidate. Sir Dikomo, running under the ruling party, also won as mayor. Three 

years earlier, in the 2010 presidential elections, Benaobra won, reclaiming Malacanang after 

he lost it in 1992. His vice-presidential candidate, Bonggoy, son of former Manila Mayor 

Kawatsing, also won. Reg Makatigbas was on the final half of his six-year term as senator. All 

three—Sir Dikomo, Commish, and Makatigbas—were Benaobra’s allies. 

With the results of the 2013 elections as backdrop, political analysts turned their attention 

to Lee Tan. Most of them were one in saying that the billionaire kingmaker would discreetly 

support either Makatigbas or Sir Dikomo for president in 2016. They also opined that the rise 

of Junie could not be ignored even at the early stage of his political career.   

 

IF BENAOBRA HAD an understudy in Senator Reg Makatigbas, Makatigbas had several 

understudies too. One of them was Joey.  
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Joey caught Makatigbas’ attention when he married a left-leaning beauty. Nobody from the 

military academy had done what he did, ever. Makatigbas thought Joey had the courage to 

blaze unchartered trails, like he used to when he was young, going after rebels in hinterlands 

of Samar. He stood as principal sponsor at the couple’s wedding. 

The political dust from the 2013 mid-term elections had barely settled, and yet rabid 

partisans were already hard at work again. The 2016 presidential elections were still far off the 

horizon, but speculation about who the early favorites were had percolated. Senator 

Makatigbas, Sir Dikomo, and the return to power of Kawatsing, via heir apparent Bonggoy, 

among other names, were gaining traction. 

The fuel for the speculation did not necessarily come from the potential protagonists 

themselves. It came from supporters. They were the ones who started to count gains from 

appointments in key government positions, from juicy contracts, and all sorts of mammon 

varieties that parasites fleeced from government connections.   

The main characters usually did nothing to establish themselves at the front row of public 

perception. The supporters did the spade work and heavy lifting for them. Everyone else was 

a competitor, even those who worked for principals within a coalition.    

Senator Makatigbas and Sir Dikomo were part of a coalition covertly supported by Benaobra 

and Lee Tan. But a silent rivalry, approaching the edges of a cold war, emerged between the 

supporters of Makatigbas on the one hand and those of Sir Dikomo on the other, although the 

principals themselves were on the best of terms, and to some extent they did not keep track 

of what their supporters were up to. Perhaps they preferred it that way: that each camp plotted 

the downfall of the other with the principals not being consulted at every step of the way. 

Pundits said that was how Ninoy Aquino was murdered at the airport tarmac in 1983, or how 

Bubby Dacer and his driver were barbequed in 2000. 

 

MOBILIZING HIS SUPPORT base early, Makatigbas sought Joey’s help, who in turn sought 

Olivia’s help. The latter organized a consultation workshop, hyped as “One Nation Vision” 

among Peace and Development Foundation-allied civil society organizations.  

 

ON HER RETURN to Biringan days after Luzie died, Teresa learned more atrocities committed 

by the military. 

Relatives told her about how her first cousins—Poklo and Jason—were hogtied at the back 

and made to literally swim with their legs on a dirt road. Blood dripped from their bare bodies 

as they waded through rough edges of gravel and stone over a distance of some 50 meters. 
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They traversed that distance from end to end, repeatedly. Their offense? They inadvertently 

broke a lampshade inside one of the military camps. 

In a neighboring barrio, the military punished an alleged offender by skinning him alive, 

again literally. They sliced and took off parts of his body, then dipped them in a bowl of vinegar 

before champing them in between sips of Filipino Beer.  

Cases of more violent and cannibalistic bent by the military—like cutting off fingers and 

broiling livers—were talked about in hushed gatherings. But just the same, the stories flew like 

wildfire that forced a scared population to take up arms. At no other time in Samar’s history 

had there been as great a rise in the number of armed rebels as then.   

Teresa herself had not seen his father and a brother alive since the day she, along with her 

mother and siblings, left Ilihan years ago. Rumors about their disappearance had been fodder 

for what rumors were made of—storylines branching to half-truths and half-lies. There were 

those who believed they were killed by the military. And there were those who thought they 

were killed by fellow rebels for double-dealing.  

She was eventually drawn to a church-based movement for peace, rejecting violence 

sanctioned by either side. She became an activist, joining rallies that denounced atrocities 

perpetrated by both the military and the rebels. Her peacemaking advocacies led her to a 

reunion with Tangdayan, who went on to hire her as an area coordinator.   

Her boss sent her to the One Nation Vision workshop as civil society representative from 

the Eastern Visayas. In the invitation letter, she saw that Makatigbas was one of the speakers 

for the preliminary sessions.  

At the workshop, Teresa waited for the moment when she could talk to Makatigbas in 

private. “Excuse me, Senator. Do you happen to remember somebody in Bukāran, Biringan 

City?” 

The question floored Makatigbas. He remembered the place. He remembered a woman 

whom he had a brief romantic fling. But what about it? He felt like asking Teresa some 

questions himself. Who are you? Where are you from? 

Teresa appeared to have correctly read what was in Makatigbas’ mind. “I am Teresa 

Biradayon. I once lived in Bukāran. Waday is my sister. I have another sister—her name was 

Paloma—who fell in love with you when you and your team were once assigned in Biringan 

City, and you got around to visit Bukāran several times. That was a long time ago, I would not 

be surprised if you have forgotten everything about it. Anyway, she got pregnant with your 

child. But she died while giving birth, and the child also perished a few days later.” 
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Makatigbas blushed, then grew pale. His face turned ashen. He needed somebody’s help to 

deflect the impact of Teresa’s haymaker.  

Trying to compose himself, Makatigbas still could not find his words; he was probably better 

off not being heard. But he thought he had just been charged for committing criminal neglect, 

and his accuser was waiting for his reaction.  

Teresa continued: “Senator, as I said, you may have forgotten what happened. But those 

are facts. My family needs you to know them. When I go back to Biringan, my folks will be 

waiting for my feedback. They expect me to raise to your attention the memory of my sister. 

They need to know what you think.” 

Makatigbas, aware that the victim’s family was deserving of respect, said something at last. 

“I understand. It is by no means an easy news to hear. Please give me time to process that. 

Hope you also understand.” 

 

SIR DIKOMO’S HANDLERS recognized the unique strength that Makatigbas had: the ability to 

reach out and be heard by ideologues from both ends of the political spectrum. They needed 

to do something to stop Makatigbas from gaining more ground, especially in his not-so-hidden 

agenda to befriend perceived communists. 

Those who had access to resources under the command of government intelligence units 

could eavesdrop on people talking on their phone, including the now popular cellular phones. 

The security aides of both Sir Dikomo and Makatigbas had unlimited access to police 

intelligence assets, while those of Makatigbas had additional access to military intelligence 

assets. 

Sir Dikomo’s aides got wind of Lee Tan’s year-long feeling-out meetings with prospective 

contenders. The multi-billionaire kingmaker had lined up six names with whom he wished to 

talk to over dinner. One meeting in two months over a period of 12 months. First to be invited 

was Makatigbas. Venue would be a private member-only island resort. Chartered flights were 

needed to get there. 

Sir Dikomo’s aides got a copy of Makatigbas itinerary. The plan was to confirm both Tan’s 

and Makatigbas booking details and plant a discreet recording gadget in every plausible 

meeting place. While they got nothing from the mole operation, they were surprised to learn 

that Makatigbas’ aides had arranged for a police chopper to fetch him from the island resort.  

Sir Dikomo’s men went to work quickly. They unhinged control levers of the chopper that 

could result in its engine to malfunction minutes after takeoff. The decapacitation would be 

gradual; the pilot would have enough time to save himself or herself in the event of a crash. 
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The next morning, news broke out that a police chopper was missing. Newshounds reported 

later that the missing chopper had crashed on its way to the island resort to fetch Makatigbas. 

Unfortunately, while the pilot escaped death, one passenger died and another one was badly 

injured. 

With a keen eye for details, Makatigbas correctly sensed that somebody might have logs on 

his meeting with Tan. He had no option but to tell at least a slice of the truth. In a media 

interview, he said he was in the island resort on “private time.” 

The senator was roundly bashed in media. Not a few had called for his immediate 

resignation. The push for him to seek higher office appeared spent at this point. 

Makatigbas’ security aides agreed that attempts to embarrass and discredit the Senator had 

been taken. They thought the other side was coming through and that they needed to be 

stopped. They felt provoked and ached to get even. 

Somebody suggested exposing Sir Dikomo to cases of chopper irregularities himself. For 

one, there had been muted complaints about the anomalous procurement of the second-hand 

choppers when Sir Dikomo was head of the national police. For another, buried tales of 

choppers he used to drop murder victims stuffed with concrete inside cylindrical steel drums 

off the waters near Corregidor Island could be exhumed. But Makatigbas shot the suggestion 

down because it not only sounded like a direct war declaration, but it also risked bringing the 

entire everyone down. For as long as personal conflicts were not involved, the unwritten yet 

sacrosanct rule of fraternity among men and women in uniform prevented one to discredit the 

organization to which they all belonged. 

Makatigbas and his men chose another line of attack. 
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9 The Witness 
 

 

hree months later, Senator Oscar De Labuya, one of Senator Makatigbas’ attack dogs, 

delivered a stirring speech on the Senate floor.  

Oscar De Labuya: “Mr. President, I rise on a matter of personal and collective 

privilege. 

Senate President Billy Cosme: “You have 10 minutes.” 

De Labuya: “Mr. President, colleagues: I rise this afternoon to bring to your attention an 

orphanage where, of all places, young people are being victimized by sexual predators.  

“Available data show that there are at least 1.9 million abandoned children in the Philippines 

today. Majority of them falls under the category of orphans; orphaned by a war that the 

country does not need, orphaned by extra judicial killings, orphaned by morbidity. 

“Who takes care of the orphans, our orphans? For the majority who find friendly homes, 

their relatives take care of them. Some of them, who however constitute a minority, are equally 

lucky: they find their homes in orphanages. The rest have nowhere else to go but the streets in 

urban areas where they have more chances of surviving than elsewhere. They populate the 

dump, picking up anything of value for junk shops. They scavenge and beg for crumbs; they eat 

“pagpag,” or morsels left on the table by customers in restaurants; for a night of sleep, they 

find refuge on the pavement or under bridges.   

“The day is blessed when anyone has the time to think about and do something for the 

orphans—our orphans. Taking care of the unlucky ones is the bigger challenge than what I am 

about to present today, which is the other side of taking care for the lucky ones.  

“You may have read reports or watched footages about what goes on at the Halosahos 

Children’s Mission-Philippines (HCMP) in Manila. But I believe there is more to know about and 

learn from these reports. I took a closer look and here is what I found. 

T 
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“HCMP has a license to operate as an orphanage. But most of the children it supports are 

not orphans. Oddly, it also does not put up any of the children for adoption, which does not 

justify its license.  

“What HCMP does is send the children to school. It uses funds that are sourced from faith-

based charities in the United States. On surface it appears that our children are benefiting from 

American benevolence. Our people should be grateful for it. And the parents of the children, 

who pass on to somebody else their responsibility for the education of their children, are no 

doubt indebted to HCMP. And the government, who passes on its responsibility for the 

education of its citizens to other organizations, also does not seem to mind, even with negative 

reports staring at them in the face. 

“The reports that so far had become public knowledge show that the children, aged 7 to 17, 

numbering 30 more or less, are being used for online pornography. Not only are they 

hoodwinked to pose naked before the cameras that remote viewers pay for, they are also 

duped to perform sexual acts, again for a fee. 

“More despicable are sexual assaults by people who manage HCMP on the hapless children. 

I need not belabor you with the graphic details of how this criminal bent among the powerful 

is being inflicted on the powerless. Just think of it as rape of children at the hands of those they 

look up to as guardians, because that is what it is. 

“People who manage HCMP have been charged in court. The hearing court dismissed the 

charges because the witnesses who were the victims themselves failed to attend the hearings. 

They failed to attend because they were not informed of when the court was supposed to hear 

them. No notice of hearing reached them. In one instance, HCMP agents sent the victims on 

week-long vacations, all expenses paid, ostensibly to allow them to visit their relatives in the 

Visayas and Mindanao.  

“The tasks before us, Mr. President and honorable colleagues, are the following: 

“One, to find ways that enable government to better regulate orphanages and welfare 

houses; two, to seek solutions to age-old problems related to “normalized” practices that mock 

our judicial system; and three, to review the laws, with the end in view of introducing 

amendments, with respect to accreditation of orphanages and application of the rules of 

judicial processes.    

“I submit that there is need for the Committee on Social Justice, Welfare and Rural 

Development, the Committee on Women, Children, Family Relations and Gender Equality, and 

the Committee on Youth, to conduct an investigation, in aid of legislation, on the operations of 

HCMP from the time it started sometime in 1983 up to the time court cases were levelled 

against it and dismissed by the courts towards the latter part of last year. We need resource 
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persons from the Social Welfare Department and the lower courts concerned, among other 

government and non-government organizations.” 

Cosme: “Any interpellations? Senator Sotomayor?” 

Senator Sotomayor, a popular born-again Christian evangelist and another Makatigbas ally: 

“Mr. President, may Senator Labuya yield to a few clarificatory questions please? Actually, only 

one question.” 

Cosme: “Yes, by all means, if the gentleman from Spratlies so desires.” 

Labuya: “Willingly, Mr. President.” 

Sotomayor: “Would you agree to the suggestion that other orphanages be investigated as 

well?” 

Labuya: “Yes, Your Honor, Mr. President. I mentioned HCMP because obviously we need to 

start somewhere. However, just for the purpose of being organized, can you suggest names of 

orphanages that you suggest should be investigated? I mean, we cannot just pull somebody in 

randomly, on the spot and out of nowhere.”  

Sotomayor: “Yes, I will submit names to the committee that will be designated to lead the 

investigation.” 

Cosme: “Alright. Anything else, gentlemen?” Hearing none, we now proceed to tackle 

pending bills.” 

Sotomayor: “Thank you, Mr. President.” 

 

ALLIES OF SENATOR MAKATIGBAS planned not to directly drag Sir Dikomo to any controversy. 

Rather, the agenda was to plant landmines during the investigation where anything could 

happen, particularly when a witness or resource person would divulge information voluntarily. 

Thus, at this point there was no showing that a senator was attacking a fellow senator. 

 During the investigation, witnesses did not offer information that could be considered a 

substantial addition to what Senator Labuya had shared in his speech. They recalled how HCMP 

personnel got their way with the kissing, the mashing of breasts and about everything else that 

could happen under those situations. 

Present and former staff of HCMP were also subpoenaed to appear before the Senators, but 

they did not appear. Warrants were issued for their arrest. 
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Also subpoenaed were personnel of the Social Welfare Office and a couple of lower court 

judges. 

On the third day of the hearing, Ms. Ruby Damiana of the Manila Social Welfare Office was 

one of the witnesses who took part in the investigation. Thirty-seven-year-old Senator 

Sotomayor, Chairman of the Committee on Youth, asked Senator Flora De Yamat, sister of 

Justice Tomas De Yamat and Chair of the Committee on Women, Children, Family Relations 

and Gender Equality, the lead investigating committee, to be recognized.  

Senator De Yamat: “Senator Sotomayor, it’s your turn to ask questions.” 

Sotomayor: “Thank you, Madam Chair.” 

De Yamat: “Please observe our time limitations.” 

Sotomayor: “Ms. Damiana, do you recall having facilitated the adoption of an abandoned 

child in March 1976? 

Damiana: I have handled so many adaption cases already, I’m sorry, Sir, but I cannot 

remember about a particular adoption case in March 1976.” 

Sotomayor: “If I show you a copy of a newspaper that published the story of an abandoned 

child in Quiapo in that year, would you remember it?” 

Without waiting for Damiana’s reply, Sotomayor flashed a tabloid clipping for the cameras 

before giving it to her. 

Sotomayor: “Madam Chair, I am sharing a copy of the newspaper report to the witness for 

her perusal. Ms. Damiana, do you remember this particular case now? Kindly go over it. You 

will see that you were one of those whom the reporter had quoted.” 

De Yamat noticed that Damiana was taking too much time to respond, so she asked: “Do 

you have a lawyer with you, Ms. Damiana?” 

Damiana: “Yes Sir, we have one from our office. He advised me to check my case report on 

file first before I answer your question. Just to make sure I do not make a mistake.” 

De Yamat: “Please address the Chair when answering questions, Ms. Damiana.” 

Damiana: “Yes Ma’am, Ms. Chairman, Your Honor.” 

De Yamat: “Alright. Please attend the next hearing then. And bring your files with you. 

Anything else?” 



 

126 

Damiana: “Nothing more to say, Madam Chair.” 

De Yamat: “Senator Sotomayor?” 

Sotomayor: “Madam Chair, I will continue with my questioning at the next hearing. Thank 

you.” 

De Yamat: “This hearing is adjourned until Tuesday, June 15, 2002. Secretariat, please 

ensure that the witnesses and/or resource persons that have been called to appear or re-

appear are duly notified of this next hearing date.” 

In the next hearing, Ms. Damiana once again made herself available for further questioning. 

Sotomayor subjected her to a more extensive grilling. Below is an excerpt of the transcript of 

their verbal exchange. 

Sotomayor: “Can you tell us what happened on that day, please?” 

Damiana: “On that day, Sir, I and one office mate responded to a call from police authorities 

in Quiapo.” 

Sotomayor: “Let me interrupt, lest I forget this point. Who are these police authorities? Can 

you identify them?” 

Damiana: “I cannot identify them except the Quiapo Chief of Police. I remember he was the 

one who arranged the meeting with us and the one who found the abandoned child and two 

priests of the Quiapo Catholic church. His name was Chief Inspector Decoroso De Mozo, who 

is now the beloved Mayor of Manila. People in Quiapo used to call him Sir Dikomo.” 

Sotomayor: “Under what circumstances was the child discovered, then later deemed to be 

abandoned, and what is the name of the one who found the abandoned child?” 

Damiana: “Based on the stories we heard at the site, the abandoned child was found in front 

of a store in Quiapo near Plaza Miranda at about 2 AM of that day. The name of the one who 

discovered the abandoned child was Sylvia Monir, Sir.” 

Sotomayor: “Thank you. Please continue with the narration that you started.” 

Damiana: “There was an abandoned child. On trying to establish who the qualified 

custodians were, we learned that Father Andoy of Quiapo Church had come forward as 

prospective parent of the child. We decided there was no need to intervene further when 

Father Andoy confirmed that he was taking custody of the child.” 

Sotomayor: “Isn’t that odd, Ms.Damiana? Did you not at least try to determine if Father 

Andoy were the true parent—or one of the biological parents as they are more commonly 
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called—or to ascertain if Father Andoy would qualify as custodian, given the fact that Catholic 

priests supposedly have no experience in babysitting?” 

Damiana requested for a break at the prompting of her lawyer. 

Damiana: “Sir, first of all, I know from personal experience that priests have experience in 

babysitting.” Damiana stopped, somewhat surprised by the laughter from the gallery which 

she did not appear to expect. She continued: “Your Honor, there is presumption of qualification 

when somebody volunteers to take care of a child. Please note also that we have agreements 

with those who manage orphanages, and some concession is given to orphanages of good 

standing. In this case, we considered Father Andoy as a member of an organization that 

manages such orphanages of good standing. In fact, we have been working for a long time now 

with those orphanages. At any rate, there is the mandatory follow up with parents or guardians 

that have taken custody of abandoned children.” 

Sotomayor: “Did you make a follow up on what happened to the abandoned child after you 

granted his custody to Father Andoy?” 

Damiana: “Yes, Madam Chair. We learned that the child was kidnapped…” she stopped 

again, visibly distracted by hushed comments from the gallery.  “… or something to that effect. 

We did not intervene any longer because that became a police matter.” 

Sotomayor: “Do you know who among the police have taken over the case?” 

Damiana: “I’m sorry Sir, but there is nothing I know about further actions by the police.” 

Sotomayor: “That’s okay, Ms. Damiana. We can just invite Father Andoy and the police 

assigned to the area at the time for the next hearing. Do you know the full name of Father 

Andoy?” 

Damiana: “No Sir.” 

Sotomayor: “But you said you have a case report. How reliable that report can be?” 

Damiana: “A second, Sir. Yes, it’s here in my footnote. Father Andoy’s full name is Father 

Fernando Sabitsana. I was hesitant to ask him to sign his full name in my report.” 

This time the Senators joined the gallery in a round of laughter. 

De Yamat: “Order please. This committee does not tolerate attempts by anyone to make 

fun of another on account of identity, gender, age, ethnic affiliation, or beliefs.” 

Sotomayor: “I’m sorry, Madam Chair. Really, really, sorry. But no offense was meant 

whatsoever. I guess we just wanted to make light out of what has been a tense morning.” 
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De Yamat: “Ok. That is fine. Anything else from colleagues? We will then adjourn until next 

week, same date, same time. Secretariat, please prepare summons for Father Andoy, Sylvia 

Monir and Mayor Decoroso De Mozo for the Senate President’s signature. By the way, when 

did Mayor De Mozo retire as Police Director General?” 

Sotomayor: “I believe he retired in 1994, Madam Chair.” 

De Yamat: “Ok. Thank you very much Senator Sotomayor. Let me also thank the witnesses 

for coming over and my colleagues for making this hearing a truly productive one.” 

On the next hearing, the gallery was packed to the rafters. People expected more 

revelations from the lineup of witnesses. Some of them were earlier interviewed by media and 

they promised to reveal everything they knew. 

First to be asked by senators was Sylvia Monir.  

De Yamat: “First of all, I would like to thank you for making it to the hearing on short notice. 

Do you still live in Quiapo?” 

Monir: “No Sir, I live in Cavite now. But my former boss in Quiapo forwarded to me your 

letter.” 

De Yamat: “In that case, you should deserve more commendation for being a responsible 

citizen. But before we continue, please tell us about yourself. I am interested to know how this 

matter ended up with you being the finder of the child, among other things. Keep in mind also 

that you are under oath. You cannot skim or crunch the truth. So be honest with your answers. 

That will help us get the facts faster and also keep yourself out of trouble.” 

Monir: “I was working as a store attendant in Quiapo when one morning, actually about 

2AM or 3AM, I opened the front door of the store and saw this infant—I think not more than a 

month old—wrapped in a piece of cloth. I was both rattled—because I feared being held by the 

police for kidnapping—and just did not know what to do that I ended up calling for Father 

Andoy to ask him if he could take custody of the child. Obviously, it was not that simple until 

the Quiapo police called the Social Welfare Office to help us sort out the questions that we 

could not resolve by ourselves. 

“And if I may correct myself as quoted in the newspapers, it is not true that the child was 

perched atop the heap of a garbage pile. As I got ready to open the store for the day, I found 

him neatly wrapped in a box pressed right next to the front door. There I saw him as I unlatched 

the door.” 
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De Yamat: “Ok, I think we can flesh out more details when the senators take their turns to 

ask questions. Let me now recognize those who have manifested at the last hearing their 

intention to interpellate. Let’s call on Senator Boncaras first.” 

Senator Boncaras: “Thank you Madam Chair. Ms. Monir, do you know where the child is 

now? I suppose he is in his middle 30s now. Do you know what his name is?”   

Monir: “I was facilitating the legal adoption papers when the other party kidnapped the 

child. So I don’t know where he is now. We were supposed to likewise adopt the name given 

by the Quiapo priests when they baptized him, which was Deo Renato Moscavida, if I am not 

mistaken. 

Boncaras: “Let me ask Father Andoy then. What was the exact name you gave to the child?” 

Father Andoy: “Leandro Deo Renato Moscavida. We wanted to call him Anding.” 

Boncaras: “Damiana, who was one of our resource persons the previous weeks, told us that 

you consented to act as custodian of the child. Did you actually take custody of the child?” 

Father Andoy: “No, Your Honor, Madam Chair. A week or so after he was baptized, Ms. 

Monir and the child could no longer be found. We thought he was kidnapped or something.” 

Boncaras: “Thank you Father Andoy. Let me revert to Ms. Monir. Ms. Monir, were you 

kidnapped along with the child? Is it true you and the child both disappeared?” 

Monir: “When I facilitated the legal adoption documents, I was given a modest fee. But I 

had no idea the adopting party had planned to steal—maybe the correct word is take?—the 

child without going through the legal process. In my rattled state of mind, I followed up with 

my long-pending application for overseas work and, luckily, I got approved. I went to Hongcau 

days after I lost the child.” 

Boncaras: “And who was the adopting party?” 

Monir: “Unfortunately, Your Honor, I have lost all my documents related to the child. I could 

no longer recover them in Quiapo. The names of the adopting parties were in those 

documents.” 

Boncaras: “Do you at least know their address? I mean, how many times did you meet with 

these people that you call adopting party? Where did you meet? Did you by any chance meet 

at their residence?” 

Monir: “We meet only once, Sir. At a motel in Rizal Avenue, Sta. Cruz, Manila.” 
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Boncaras: “Ms. Monir, that is quite a revelation. But the pieces of information that I am most 

interested in would include the identities of the persons with which you appear to have cut 

deals, and the kind of information that you have shared with me so far disappoints me. This is 

not your usual ordinary transaction that you perform as a store attendant. But even with 

ordinary transactions you keep receipts, don’t you? Be reminded that you are under oath. 

Madam Chair, how can we elicit a more forthright response from the witness?”  

De Yamat: “Ms. Monir, we can give you as much time as you need to recall the name or 

names of the persons you call as adopting party. What do you think?” 

Monir: “Can I answer the question in the next hearing please? I need to talk to a few people 

who may know the persons I am referring to.” 

She was hoping her former husband, Hussien Tho Monir, could help her locate her old files. 

She was also hoping he could offer her some advice on what to say in the next hearing. It was 

a long shot from her perspective because for years now she and her former husband were no 

longer on speaking terms. She thought maybe the publicity that the hearing generated could 

help at least rebuild their ties, if not their friendship. 

De Yamat: “That would be fine with me, unless there are objections from my colleagues. 

May I know what the committee members think? 

None from among the senators in attendance objected to Monir’s request. De Yamat had 

something more to say: 

“The chair wishes to make a manifestation. It has been months since we started this 

investigation on certain or otherwise alleged irregularities in orphanages. I believe we have 

enough information to make sense of what needs to be done and what legislation needs to be 

introduced to address the problems we have identified. While it is unfortunate that we were 

unable to hear the key persons who managed HCMP, we nonetheless heard the testimonies of 

workers and security guards who at one time or another worked for the said orphanage. 

“Unless something substantial comes up that would require a closer look, the hearing next 

week shall be the last session that this committee will convene. In the meantime, let me thank 

you all again for your cooperation. See you next week.” 

The senate hearing was beamed live by free television. It would have been fair to say that 

almost all Filipinos, especially those who lived in urban areas, and including those who lived in 

other countries such as the United States, Canada, the Middle East, and Europe that subscribed 

to Philippine TV channels, had followed the proceedings. One of those who watched intently 

from the beginning was Vida De Gracia. She felt she had something to contribute to the 

proceedings after she heard what Sylvia Monir had said in the last hearing.      
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When De Yamat convened the next—supposedly the last—hearing, she had something to 

announce. After she declared the session was resumed, she said: 

“The other day, I received a call from a former judge. Her name is Vida De Gracia. I assume 

many of you here know her. She had been a recipient of many awards for her integrity and 

competence. She told me she can add pieces of information that some of my colleagues were 

asking from another witness, Ms. Sylvia Monir. 

“Before we hear other witnesses, I wish to give Judge De Gracia the opportunity and time 

to say her piece. Are you ready with your preliminary statement, Honorable Judge De Gracia?” 

Vida De Gracia: “Yes, Madam Chair.” 

De Yamat: “Ok, thank you. Secretariat, please administer to the Honorable Judge the oath 

now.” 

De Gracia (reading a prepared statement): “Honorable Senators, I volunteered to appear 

before you to share some information and to contribute to the search for facts in relation to 

your ongoing investigation on orphanages and, in particular, on the abandoned child whose 

missing foster parents you are trying to locate. 

“Sometime in April 1976—on the 6th or 7th—somebody called me by phone to offer for 

adoption what she said was an abandoned child. The caller introduced herself as Sylvia Monir, 

the same person whom you have questioned in the previous hearing and who I see is again 

present today. Ms. Monir advised me to meet her at a drug store beside a motel in Avenida 

Rizal, Sta. Cruz, Manila. She also made the impression that I needed to hurry up, or else the 

child might end up in the hands of other interested parties. She mentioned the minimum 

amount of Php 175,000 for the deal, which she said could be completed on the spot. She gets 

the money; I get the baby—as simple as that. I do not know what Ms. Monir was thinking, but 

I can say with confidence that what happened was not in the nature of me stealing the baby 

from her. If her call sounds fishy to you, it also sounded fishy to me. But that did not stop me 

from finding out what she was up to.    

“I did not know how Ms. Monir got my contact number, and I had no opportunity to ask her 

then. I guessed she got my telephone number from one of the orphanages because when I lost 

my only child, a son—a Catholic Priest—to cancer in 1975, I inquired with orphanages in the 

hope of possibly adopting a child. But now that she is here, maybe we can ask how she got my 

number, just to clear up a few details.    

“At the meet-up location in Sta. Cruz, I met Ms. Monir briefly, but long enough for her to 

inform me that the child was already in somebody else’s hand. The lucky instant surrogate 

parents happened to hang around for a while as they shopped for baby items in the nearby 
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drug store. Ms. Monir approached them, then she just disappeared. My meeting with her 

lasted for less than a minute. That was the first and last time I saw her, until now. 

“I had no way of knowing what she told the surrogate parents—Jovy and Trudie, if I 

remember their names correctly—but the next thing that happened was that the three of us 

were talking about the baby. Then two, which became three—two males and one female—

people approached us with hardly our knowing it. One of them said we were under arrest for 

attempting to abduct the child. Just as surprising was their quick exit—almost stealthily—from 

what they judged as the scene of a crime when they saw a patrol car approaching us. Unlike 

the trio, the police in uniform did not accuse us of any wrongdoing. This left us puzzled about, 

first, who Ms. Monir was, then, second, about who the trio was. But I must admit that insofar 

as I was concerned, the joy of seeing the baby in our hands overshadowed whatever feelings 

of uneasiness that we experienced at that time. 

“Trudie and Jovy offered the custodian role to me, which I gladly accepted. Eventually I 

applied for his legal adoption which the court granted to me 6 months later. The papers are 

complete and open for verification, in case anyone is interested. Affidavits narrating how the 

search for the baby’s true parents had failed—largely because Ms. Monir could no longer be 

found—are on file. 

“In an earlier session I noted that a tabloid clipping was shown to a witness—I think she was 

one from the Social Welfare Office—for the latter’s comment. Because she identified Ms. 

Monir as the one who found the abandoned child, it became clear to me that the child she 

found, whom the Quiapo priests had baptized as Deo Renato, is the same child that I later on 

adopted.  

“The adoption papers will show a different name—Francisco De Gracia—and for the five 

years that he was with us we called him “Franco.” 

“Then in March 1981—I could remember it was Friday the 13th—the three people who tried 

to arrest us in Sta. Cruz in 1976 snatched Franco away from us in the shopping center in San 

Juan. I thought the kidnappers did it for ransom money. I did not receive, by phone or any 

means, any ransom demand. But I did receive reports that the kidnappers brought Franco to a 

safehouse or something in Quiapo. Neither the police nor the military were able to track Franco 

and his kidnappers down.   

“Since that day on 13 March 1981, I have not seen Franco again. 

“About a week or three days later, news broke out that an accidental killing inside the Lacson 

Underpass happened. Because all these things were happening in Quiapo, I could not help but 

think that maybe this accident at the Underpass was related to the abduction of Franco. 
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“It is my wish then, Honorable Senators, that you continue with this investigation until facts 

are known regarding the accidental killing of an inmate in March 1981. I believe Mayor De 

Mozo had been invited once in your sessions; I strongly suggest that he be called again to testify 

because he was the Quiapo Chief of Police when all these things happened. I confronted him 

once at the sidelines of a social gathering in Borbon Hotel years ago to seek information he had 

on these horrible crimes, because aside from being the chief of Quiapo police at the time, he 

also said on TV that he would lead the investigation about Franco’s abduction and the death of 

an inmate in the Lacson Underpass. He promised to call me as soon as he retrieved a copy of 

the report. He probably had forgotten everything about our meeting because I never received 

a call from him. 

“That’s all I can say for now, and I thank you all for giving me this opportunity to add 

information to your fact-finding inquiry.” 

De Yamat: “Thank you, Judge Vida De Gracia. Before my colleagues can ask questions—and 

many of them had already signified to do so—can we have a break first? No objection? Ok. We 

take a 30-minute recess.”   

The senators took turns in interpolating De Gracia, mostly on details that related to Monir’s 

own testimonies. Since Monir was also present, she was forced and relented to correct herself 

where her own testimonies contradicted that of De Gracia’s. One senator questioned the 

propriety of De Gracia’s dealing with Monir in the manner that she did, given her stature as a 

former judge. De Gracia replied that she had no time to figure out the transaction as it 

unfolded. She further explained that compliance with the adoption process, for which she said 

she coordinated with Social Welfare Office while completing the legal requirements, had 

effectively cured whatever defects might have tainted, in her own words, “the extra-judicial 

proceedings.”   

For the next hearing, De Yamat’s committee re-invited De Mozo and Father Andoy to 

appear. De Mozo and Father Andoy did appear. The latter was accompanied by Monsi Ubanon, 

who was now retired as Rector of Quiapo Church. There was also a surprise witness in the 

person of Gidaben. 

When the hearing started, the senators trained their questions at Monsi Ubanon, who 

earlier stated that on March 13 or 14, 1981, one Hijo discovered something at the back of the 

church, and that something turned out to be the boy that resembled the one described by De 

Gracia. 

Senator Vlad Vasectomas (not allied with either Makatigbas or Sir Dikomo): “Monsignor 

Ubanon, can you please provide us details on what happened after one of the Hijos discovered 

that something that turned out to be a boy inside the church?” 
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Monsignor Ubanon: “When we check the storeroom at the back of the church, we found 

the boy almost lifeless. The only sign that he was alive has his pulse. He could hardly move. 

When we untied him, he crumpled to the ground, prompting us to rush him to the clinic at the 

rectory. A couple of hours or so later, his vital signs were back to normal. He spent the night in 

the rectory. On the next day, we informed then Police Chief De Mozo about the boy. He agreed 

to present the boy in a press conference later in the day. The press conference did not happen, 

however, because the police who escorted the boy lost him in the middle of that melee at the 

Underpass. We have not heard anything about the boy since then.” 

Vasectomas: “Did it not somehow cross your mind that the boy you found inside the church 

was the same boy you baptized 5 years earlier?” 

Ubanon: “Nothing of that sort crossed our minds. Probably it would have been different if 

the information uncovered by this investigation was available at that time.” 

Sotomayor butted in: “Madam Chair, with Senator Vasectomas permission, can I briefly ask 

Monsignor Ubanon please?” 

De Yamat: “Senator Vasectomas?” 

Vasectomas: “Yes, Madam Chair. Senator Sotomayor may proceed. But after he is through 

with his questions, I would like to ask Mayor De Mozo next.” 

Sotomayor: “I have only one or two questions, Madam Chair.” 

De Yamat: “Carry on, please.” 

Sotomayor: “Monsignor Ubanon, can you please educate us on why you baptize a baby who 

in all likelihood does not understand yet about what’s happening to him?” 

De Yamat: “Excuse me, Senator Sotomayor. I hope you don’t mind. But how is that related 

to the kidnapping that has been the topic of this investigation for the last three or four 

sessions?” 

Sotomayor: “Because the baptism of one who probably was not even a month old could 

have made the identification of the child harder to facilitate. As it is, the abandoned child now 

appears to have two distinctly different names. I suppose any investigator would run into 

complications first before realizing that the two names would refer to only one person.” 

De Yamat: “But that still doesn’t make your question relevant to me. But ok, let’s hear what 

Monsignor Ubanon has to say.” 



 

135 

Ubanon: “As a popular born-again Christian evangelist, I assume that Senator Sotomayor 

shares a common belief with the basic Catholic teaching that, as the Bible says, unless we are 

born again, we cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. For Catholics, the rebirth happens during 

baptism. We know what happens if an infant dies without the benefit of baptism. So, we have 

a duty to baptize infants even at the time when we know they have little capacity yet to decide 

for themselves. At any rate we are all connected to the creator, and ourselves to others—we 

recite the Apostles Creed every day during the Holy Mass acknowledging, among other things, 

‘the communion of saints’; we can trace this link to as far back as the beginning of creation, 

when Adam and Eve fell from grace. By that link we can lift each other up, deserving of mercy 

and redemption, so that by baptism we may be re-united with God in his kingdom, who reigns 

in perpetuity. This link requires us to promote our understanding of this gift and mystery of 

rebirth in all stages of human existence, from infancy to old age, with guidance especially from 

parents and Godparents. And the best teacher that can guide us back to God’s grace by way of 

baptism is living a life that turns away from sin, and by doing something good for our fellow 

human beings and all the things around us.  

“Then there is another sacrament, called Confirmation, on which occasion the baptized child 

gets confirmed at the time when he or she is much older. Catholics at any age can also renew 

their baptismal vows every year during the Triduum, which is the highest point of our Holy 

Week celebration.” 

Sotomayor: “Thank you, Monsignor Ubanon, for that instructive homily. That would be all, 

Madam Chair.” 

De Yamat: “Senator Vasectomas?” 

Vasectomas: “Yes, Madam Chair. May I now direct my questions to Mayor De Mozo, 

please?” 

De Yamat: “Please proceed.” 

Vasectomas: “Mayor Mozo, what happened to the press conference? Was it aborted? How 

did you lose the child?” 

De Mozo: “Your Honor, Madam Chair, before I proceed, let me publicly apologize to Judge 

Vida De Gracia. There was no intent whatsoever to keep her in the dark on such a matter that 

undeniably was important to her, or to any parent for that matter. What happened was 

mishandling of miscommunication of its worst kind. I was no longer in command of the 

department responsible for archiving of records, and I failed to follow through. Again, I am 

sorry and really hope Judge De Gracia would find her usual wide path for charity to accept my 

apology.      
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“Now to answer the question. I will repeat what I have said countless of times before in 

various fora and in media interviews. Our investigation showed that a mob, quite unrelated to 

the press conference that had been planned for the evening, went after an inmate who rushed 

inside the Underpass at about the same time that my men were transporting the child from 

the rectory to my office across the Quezon Boulevard. The commotion went out of control; the 

inmate himself, who was in Plaza Miranda doing community service under the GCTA program, 

was shot by the prison guard, and the child slipped from police custody. We searched for him 

within the vicinity all night until the next day, but we could not locate the child.” 

De Mozo was subjected to an intensive and sometimes heated grilling by Senators, whose 

collective disbelief over what the mayor has presented dominated the theme of their 

questions. Specifically, they found it hard to believe that the timing of the mob attack and the 

fetching of the child for the press conference was fortuitous or coincidental. They also asked: 

Did he not try to find out who the parents of the kidnapped child were, given that this crime 

has attracted so much media attention? They sought a more straightforward explanation for 

why they should not think that the mob attack and the subsequent pandemonium at the Lacson 

Underpass was staged. 

The blank wall that De Mozo erected before the Senators provoked the latter to call more 

witnesses, to the total but concealed amusement of Senator Makatigbas and his allies. On the 

next hearing, many witnesses who in previous hearings had testified were in attendance again. 

They included Monsignor Ubanon, Mayor De Mozo, Judge De Gracia, Sylvia Monir, among 

others. Then a bunch of volunteers also made themselves available, after making 

representations with the committee chair. They included Manila Vice Mayor Junie Justicador, 

who brought along with him his boyhood buddy Boy Deo, and Gidaben. 

When De Yamat banged the gavel to open the adjourned session, Senator Rodrigo Boloroton 

asked to be recognized. Along with De Labuya and Dayamante, Boloroton was one of 

Makatigbas’ trusted allies in the Senate. 

De Yamat: “Gentleman from Benham Rise is recognized.” 

Boloroton: “Thank you Madam Chair. May I ask the secretariat to flash the photo on the big 

screen please, the one I shared with you earlier?” Shown for all to see on the projector screen 

was an old photo of then Police Inspector De Mozo along with three other card players joining 

him on what appeared to be a casino table. “Madam Chair, let me ask Judge Vida De Gracia if 

she recognizes anyone in the picture.” 

De Yamat: “Judge De Gracia?” 

De Gracia: “The lady and the two men who are seated beside the younger version of Mayor 

De Mozo here, were the ones who tried to arrest us in Sta. Cruz in 1976 and the ones who 
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snatched Franco from us in San Juan in 1981. I would venture to guess that this picture must 

have been taken earlier than 1981, judging from the similarities of how they looked like when 

I saw them in Sta. Cruz.” 

Boloroton: “Just curious, Judge De Gracia, why do you seem so sure of the identities of the 

persons shown in the picture?” 

De Gracia: “One of the fingers of the left hand of the muscular man—to the right of Mayor 

De Mozo—is missing, as you can clearly see in the picture. He pointed the forefinger of his left 

hand to my nephew in Sta. Cruz (he must be left-handed by the way) and I saw the missing 

finger in that hand. It was the same hand he used to push Franco inside a Lancer that they used 

to kidnap the boy in 1981. The lady has a scar in her right eyebrow; and the third male 

companion has kept his moustache untouched from the time that picture was taken to the 

time they confronted us in Sta. Cruz in 1976.” 

Boloroton: “Thank you Judge De Gracia. Not to insinuate anything, the man with the missing 

finger was found dead supposedly from bullet wounds in a motel in Olongapo City in 1982. And 

the other two have been missing since 1983. Again, Madam Chair, I am not insinuating 

anything. I am just sharing some facts that this committee might deem helpful. I have nothing 

more to add, Madam Chair.”  

De Yamat: “Mayor De Mozo, this committee grants you the opportunity to comment on the 

picture.” 

De Mozo: “All I know is that the three persons shown in the picture were former 

policemen—well, a policewoman in the case of the lady there—themselves. They were 

discharged from the service for a variety of offenses. But this picture must have been taken 

when they were still in active service, and as far as I can remember, they invited me to that 

casino-hotel in Sta. Cruz to ask a favor from me. They asked me to vouch for their satisfactory 

performance as a way, I suppose, to mitigate the gravity of administrative charges filed against 

them.” 

As in the previous hearing, the senators ganged up on De Mozo. But for questions that he 

could not answer with convincing clarity, he invoked, on the advice of his lawyer, his 

constitutional right not to say anything that later might be used to incriminate himself. Or 

something to that effect. 

After another hour of trying to pin De Mozo down, De Yamat, on the motion of Senator 

Boncaras, shifted to the testimony of another witness.  

De Yamat: “Ladies and Gentlemen, allow me to address all of you, including those who are 

watching on television. The rate at which this committee has come across witnesses who 
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offered to testify is perhaps unprecedented in the history of congressional investigations. 

Today we have two more of these volunteer witnesses, and I am privileged to introduce our 

next witnesses: Manila Vice Mayor Junie Justicador and another one—a surprise witness if you 

will—who shall introduce himself to you later. 

“In the meantime, let’s now call on the Honorable Vice Mayor.” 

Junie Justicador: “Thank you, Madam Chair, Honorable Senators who comprise the 

investigating committees.” 

He took out a prepared statement which he jointly wrote with Boy Deo. “Ladies and 

gentlemen: I felt obliged to appear before the honorable senators when they asked witnesses, 

as they again ask our esteemed mayor today, about what happened at the Lacson Underpass 

in 1981. As mentioned earlier, somebody was “accidentally” killed in that melee.” 

Justicador appeared to gather himself; his voice cracked as he continued. “I will not beat the 

bush. But rather I will tell you now that the man who got killed on that day was my father. I 

also will not attempt to add to your doubts by raising my own questions to Mayor Mozo. I 

assure you I have asked him the same questions you asked him in this investigation. I had found 

his forthrightness wanting but, to his credit, his recollection of what happened has not 

changed.  

“So instead of beating what, to me, in a figurative sense, is a dead horse, I wish to talk about 

my father. Hopefully this will contribute to achieving the purpose of this investigation when it 

was launched about six months ago, which is to find ways by which government can better 

address organizational dysfunctions and social inequities.  

“My father was an orphan at five. His parents—my grandparents—were murdered at 

noontime on a day when the sky was clear. It was not hard for witnesses to come forward, but 

my family was not moneyed enough to be able to buy sympathy. What should have been a 

double murder case did not reach the courts; and even if it did, the HCMP case tells us that 

poor victims hardly get a fair hearing from some—and let me emphasize “some”—judges. 

“My father was later adopted by his uncle, whose poverty constrained his capacity to 

assume additional financial burden. For a pittance, his uncle shipped my father to a rice trader 

in Tondo, Manila, three years later. 

“At 8, my father worked and lived like a slave in his new Tondo home. One day, he was 

accused and found guilty of bringing bad luck to his adoptive family. A house help brought him 

to a crowded street in Caloocan City, and practically left him there alone, for dead. 

“He made the streets his home, begging for food to survive, until he was old enough to steal. 

Throughout his teen-aged years, my father built a reputation for being a sleight of hand artist, 
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earning tags such as Manila’s top theft and Manila’s finest ripper. That reputation introduced 

him to the rogue elements of the police. He thrived as a leading member of criminal gangs 

covertly ran by the police; he was into snatching, illegal gambling and, later, into the more 

lucrative illegal drugs business. 

“In his late twenties he married my mother and a year later I was born. My father renounced 

his criminal ways and, together with my mother, rebuilt a life away from the underworld. They 

coped well initially as a sidewalk vendor. But just as my father was on his way to a complete 

transformation, determined as he was to lead a fully reformed life, he was picked up along with 

former fellow gangsters. They were drugged and used as fodder in a staged shootout, allegedly 

in a police manhunt for kidnap for ransom groups. Miraculously, my father survived that 

massacre, although his three companions did not. The fifth one, designated as driver of the 

vehicle which transported the condemned former members of police criminal gangs, is also 

alive. And he is here today to tell his story. 

“The policemen involved in the manhunt operations detained my father without formal 

charges. Later, he was transferred to the Manila City Jail, still without charges. Two years later, 

he was sent out along with two other inmates to Plaza Miranda for community service. He was 

mobbed at Plaza Miranda and the prison guard, thinking that my father was trying escape, shot 

him. 

“Like his parents, my father was murdered. My family had long longed for justice. We have 

yet to get any. 

“Thank you, Madam Chair and Honorable Senators.” 

De Yamat: “I know my colleagues have signified their intention to interpolate Vice Mayor 

Justicador. But before we go to that, may I ask the surprise witness if his testimony is related 

to that of the Vice Mayor?” 

Gidaben: “Yes, Your Honor.” 

De Yamat: “Ok, so that my colleagues can minimize repeating the same questions for both 

witnesses, we shall hear your testimony first. You may proceed after taking the oath. 

Secretariat, please administer the oath now.” 

Gidaben (reading a prepared statement he and Junie and Boy Deo had jointly written): “My 

name is Foroylan Camuilagui. I am 47 years old. In the underworld, people called me Gidaben. 

Later on, when shabu became more profitable than jueteng, the police who ran our operations 

called me ‘El Chapo.’ 

 “The gangsters under the protection of the police in our area, which covered Recto, 

Avenida, Sta. Cruz and Quiapo, consisted of several sub-groups. I belonged to one of the sub-
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groups, while Yago, the Vice Mayor’s father, belonged to another sub-group. As far as I could 

remember, Yago’s group had five members. 

“In late 1970s, Yago and other members of his group alienated themselves to the police for 

being inactive in jueteng and shabu operations. As I now understand it, this was the time when 

Yago and his group had dropped their criminal ways and were on their way to transformation. 

The police thought, which was also the way I understood them then, Yago and his group 

members were double crossing them. The same group of rogue policemen were involved in a 

kidnap-for-ransom operation in March 1977. On the 23rd of that month, I was tasked, under 

duress, to find Yago and his friends. After I showed to the police where Yago and his friends 

were, the police picked them up, tortured and drugged them. Turned out they were going to 

be used as fodder for a staged shootout. 

“On that day, I was also tasked to drive a Ford Fiera from Intramuros to the intersection of 

Roxas Boulevard and Kalaw Avenue. On board the Ford Fiera were Yago and three of his friends. 

The only indication that they were alive was that they were breathing. 

“Upon reaching the Roxas Boulevard and Kalaw Avenue intersection, I leaped out from the 

driver’s seat, following the instructions given to me by my police protectors. In seconds I heard 

gunfire. I looked back and saw uniformed men strafing the Ford Fiera. From the news, I later 

learned that Yago’s companions died on the spot. 

“These rogue policemen themselves were involved in the kidnapping, and they made it 

appear that the murdered gangsters—who Vice Mayor Justicador had called reformed 

gangsters—were the kidnappers. The true kidnappers were gone before the police riddled the 

Ford Fiera with bullets.         

“I had no idea how Yago came out of it alive. But exactly two years later, when news broke 

out that the one who resembled his identity was killed at the Lacson Underpass, I had to believe 

that somehow Yago must have survived the 1977 massacre.  

“I may have been the best among jueteng runners and shabu pushers, but I have no record 

of being a violent person. I weep hard when people die young due to violence.  

“My conscience tortured me without let up after I learned that Yago was murdered in 1979, 

and that I could have helped him alter his fate if I only knew he came out of the 1977 rubout 

alive. I searched for the family—his wife and his son, who is now the Vice Mayor of Manila—in 

Nueva Vizcaya, in Tondo, in Caloocan, in Sta. Cruz and other places in an effort to mitigate the 

irreparable damage that I inflicted on them. In fairness to the rogue cops, I got my share from 

the ransom booty in 1977. They made it clear that the money was also meant to buy my silence. 
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“But—I will not stop repeating this—my conscience bothered me. If only to repay a debt 

that was beyond redemption, I was willing to part half of the amount I got with the surviving 

wife and the couple’s only child. And I was and am willing to help the family in any way I can so 

long as I had the means, and the request was reasonable. When Vice Mayor Junie asked me to 

testify today, saying yes to him was easy, even at the risk of my own security. My own life is 

not enough to compensate for the injustices that government and society have inflicted upon 

the Vice Mayor’s father.  

“Honorable Senators, that is all I have to say. Thank you.” 

De Yamat: “Thank you, Mr. Camuilagui. I understand my colleagues are again jockeying for 

their turn to ask questions, but the plenary will convene in a few minutes. Shall we adjourn 

until tomorrow, same time? Hearing no objection, session is hereby adjourned until tomorrow, 

11 February 2014.” 

The hearing resumed on the next day as scheduled. Senators lined themselves up for the 

chance to ask questions. Except for De Mozo, who notified De Yamat that he could not attend 

due to a bum tummy and an abnormally high blood pressure, all witnesses present during the 

previous day were again in attendance today. The committees spent almost four hours asking 

questions in relation to Justicador’s and Camuilagui’s statements.  

Perhaps most perceptive among the senators was Ruben “The Gadfly” Quemas, who asked 

Camuilagui how certain he could be that the shootout at the Roxas Boulevard-Kalaw Avenue 

intersection was staged. Camuilagui explained that before he proceeded to the designated 

rubout area, he was instructed to pass by a vehicle whose color, markings and build were 

identical to that which he was driving. He believed the ones on board the replicated vehicle 

were the true parties to the crime. 

Quemas: “What made you believe they were the true kidnappers?” 

Camuilagui: “The leader of that group asked me to unload a black bag—I later learned from 

the news on TV that it contained money—and I heard him talk to somebody over his walkie-

talkie.” 

Quemas: “And what did he say to somebody over his walkie-talkie?” 

Camuilagui: “He said “get the exodus ready.” 

Quemas: “What do you think did he mean by that?” 

Camuilagui: “I really don’t know, maybe it was a code, but somehow it prompted me to look 

at my rear mirror as I drove towards the Kalaw-Roxas intersection. And I saw the other Ford 

Fiera sped off towards the back of the Quirino Grandstand.” 
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Quemas: “Ok. On another point. You said the rogue cops—and I mean to wrap the words 

rogue cops inside quotation marks—gave you money as your share from the ransom. Was it 

part of the agreement when you falsely accused Yago and then drove one of the Ford Fieras to 

the Kalaw-Roxas intersection?” 

Camuilagui: “Yes Sir.” 

Quemas: “And the rogue cops honored that agreement?” 

Camuilagui: “Yes Sir.” 

Quemas: “Rogue yet honorable. Isn’t that a contradiction?” 

Camilagui could be seen searching for his words. 

Quemas: “Ok, you may not answer that question. It just shows once more that there is honor 

among rogues. But you also said that the money you received was also intended to keep your 

mouth shut? Are you not, by testifying before this committee, violating that agreement?” 

Camuilagui was again taking time to compose himself. 

Quemas: “That’s ok, you may take your time.” 

Camuilagui: “Sir, I guess there is a point in the lives even among the wretched where one 

gets the opportunity to decide which values are more important than others.” 

Quemas: “Yes. And what do you mean by that?” 

Camuilagui: “I have reached that point where to me the truth is bigger than my life.” 

Quemas: “Ok. But it still does not add up. You said the rogue cops were in effect behind the 

massacre. On that account they certainly have the capacity to murder anyone, especially you, 

who knew you could be a witness against them, such as what you are doing now. So instead of 

giving you a portion of the ransom money, why did they not just do it—that is, kill you?” 

Camuilagui: “I don’t know, Sir. What I only know is something I learned from experience. 

Maybe they also grew a conscience.”  

Quemas: “Last question Madam Chair, Mr. Camuilagui. Can you tell us the names of the 

rogue policemen you are referring to?” 

Camuilagui: “Our lawyer has advised us to disclose their names only in an executive session.” 

Quemas: “That would be all for me, Madam Chair. Thank you, Mr. Camuilagui.” 
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Far from the noise, in the comfort of his sprawling living room in a New Manila home, Lee 

Tan was glued to the livestream of the senate investigation proceedings.  

He remembered that day when he got Pearlie back from the kidnappers. It now made sense 

to him why the kidnappers trapped themselves between the sea and the heavily guarded 

escape routes. They did a Moses as told by the Book of Exodus. 

For the allies of Makatigbas, what the investigation has done to demolish De Mozo’s 

reputation was beyond expectations. The fallout on their principal’s perceived rival for the 

2016 presidential elections was so devastating that they considered helping him to sort of 

redeem whatever might have been left of his political capital. Behind the scenes, their 

respective handlers have not made attempts to make the rivalry open, and so the Makatigbas 

group thought it would add to the charade if an attempt to rescue a beleaguered competitor 

was made public.   

During a break, Senator Dayamante told his allies that he has goods on one of the witnesses 

that made De Mozo look bad. He said it could help De Mozo recover from his shame if one of 

the witnesses were exposed as a fraud.  

Makatigbas agreed. It was time to unleash Dayamante, the entertainer turned politician. 

De Yamat: “Thank you Senator Quemas.” 

Dayamante: “Madam Chair?”   

De Yamat: “Yes, Senator Dayamante.” 

Dayamante: “Can I address the Honorable Vice Mayor please?” 

De Yamat: “Yes, that is what he is here for, after all. So yes, by all means, you may address 

him. Carry on, please.” 

Dayamante: “Thank you, Madam Chair. Vice Mayor Justicador, I notice the person beside 

you has been coaching you in these entire proceedings. Is he your lawyer?” 

Justicador: “He is more than a lawyer to me. His name is Deodatu Biradayon. He is one of 

my Executive Assistants.” 

Dayamante: “Can I ask him a few questions?” 

Justicador turned to his left, in the direction of Boy Deo, who nodded to him. He replied: 

“Yes, I think so.” 

De Yamat: “Administer the oath, please.” 
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Boy Deo swore to tell the truth and nothing but the truth. 

Dayamante: “Mr. Biradayon, I have an old copy of a magazine that carried a story on one 

named Deo Biradayon. The title of the article is ‘From the Eyes to the Brain.’ Are you the one 

being glamorized in this article?” 

Boy Deo: “Yes, Your Honor, Madam Chair. I was the one glamorized in that article in the 

same manner that Mayor De Mozo had been glamorized in this investigation.” 

Dayamante: “All right, Sir, I understand what you mean. Now, if I may quote portions of the 

article, it says here that people at Plaza Miranda in Quiapo once referred to you as “The Eyes.” 

Can you tell us what it was that you do to merit this “The Eyes” tag?” 

Boy Deo: “I lived with street children throughout much of my childhood days. I was always 

looking for food to eat. So maybe that was how I came to be known as ‘the eyes’ as you call it.” 

Dayamante: “Just so we do not waste time, let me just quote some portions of the article. 

It says here: ‘Before Boy Deo became the brain thrust of Manila Vice Mayor Junie Justicador, 

he earned various monikers such as the seer, fortune teller, and faith healer.’ Is this true?” 

Boy Deo: “I could not tell people what they wish to call me, Your Honor, Madam Chair.”  

Dayamante: “Apart from this article, I also asked around Quiapo, and legend has it that you 

could see things that others could not back in the day, when you were much younger. Can you 

tell us some of these you saw that others could not? Can you show us a sample of your extra-

ordinary powers now?” 

Boy Deo: “Your Honor, if you asked the Quiapo folks about it, chances are they would have 

told you that I could see things on a Friday only.” 

One could sense that Dayamante was determined to embarrass Boy Deo by proving that he 

was a fraud, a scammer, and on the lookout for whatever means to advance his personal selfish 

agenda. 

Dayamante: “That’s fair enough. It is unfortunate that today is a Tuesday. At any rate, can 

you tell us of a particular apparition or something that you saw on a Friday but others did not?” 

Boy Deo: “I can remember one, Your Honor. On December 2, 1977 I saw how you killed an 

infant at La Casta in Tondo, Manila. You were drunk and driving a Toyota Land Cruiser when 

you hit the infant. But instead of checking on your victim, you fled as if nothing happened. And 

instead of you going to jail, your wife sent your girlfriend at La Casta to prison. Until now that 

poor woman is still serving time at the Correctional Institute for Women for an offense that 

existed only in your wife’s mind. The name of the wretched woman is…” 
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Boy Deo was not yet done, but a high-end Blackberry cellular phone that was thrown in his 

direction almost hit him in the face. He was stunned. He stopped and pushed his microphone 

aside. 

Dayamante barked on the microphone: “You cannot just accuse a duly elected senator 

without any evidence!” And as he heaped more debris across the session hall, still in the 

direction of Boy Deo, De Yamat banged her gavel furiously. 

“Order please!” De Yamat pleaded. “Page! Seargeant at Arms!” 

It was only for the timely intervention by the Senate security personnel that Boy Deo was 

able to escape from physical harm.
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10 Rise of “The Eyes” 

 

 

rom far away Biringan City, Teresa’s neighbors had gathered inside her scant living 

room to watch the Senate investigation on live TV. She had earlier told them she 

recognized Vice Mayor Junie Justicador and whose mention of the melee at the Lacson 

Underpass that led to his father’s death had brought her reminiscing of a trying life of years 

ago. When Junie mentioned Boy Deo’s name, her heart jumped. When the senators 

unexpectedly called Boy Deo to testify, she found it hard to compose herself. Even before she 

saw him beside Junie, she thought she also saw him at the One Nation Workshop, but she 

remained unsure of Boy Deo’s identity until Junie mentioned his name.  

Teresa thought there was nothing else that Boy Deo could do to surprise her. But his expose 

on her sister Waday reminded her of how often she underestimated his resourcefulness. She 

remembered she told Katalina about seeing Waday at the Correctional before she left 

Novaliches for Biringan a week after Luzie’s death. Beyond that, there was nothing else by 

which Boy Deo could be familiar with Waday’s case. 

She did see Waday at the Correctional Institute; she found her able to somehow cope with 

her emotional burden. The problem was not so much about the putrid condition of the prison 

facilities as it was about nursing the thought that one was in jail for a crime committed by 

another. Dayamante’s wife had paid the parent of his victim to sue Waday; she also paid 

witnesses who testified that Waday was behind the wheel when the Land Cruiser rammed into 

the wooden cart where the infant was sleeping.  

Waday had already served 17 years of her 25-year sentence. Another 8 years would not only 

compound the injustice imposed on her. Teresa vowed that she would do anything within her 

means to ask the court to re-open Waday’s case. When Boy Deo brought it up in a forum that 

was followed by practically the entire country, she knew that Waday had a chance. But for an 

ongoing workshop she was facilitating for fisherfolks in Biringan City, she could have boarded 

the next flight from nearby Tacloban City to Manila. There were two very urgent itineraries: 

one, to see the Vice Mayor where she was certain she would be meeting Boy Deo for the first 

time since she left him almost twenty years ago and, two, revive Waday’s case. 

F 
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IT LOOKED LIKE city hall was having a fiesta. Banners—propelled to exuberance by an 

occasional breeze from the Manila Bay—hanged from its windows, extolling the Vice Mayor 

and his Executive Assistant, Boy Deo. Confetti dropped from nearby buildings. Music bands 

played live music at the quadrangle. Giant caterers and fast-food outlets offered free food and 

refreshment for city government employees and their guests. 

Today, 22 February 2013, was Junie’s 36th birth anniversary.  

Eleven days ago, he, Gidaben and Boy Deo rocked the Senate investigation with their 

explosive testimonies. Starting with the evening news on that day, until today, media could not 

seem to get enough of footages taken on that day of revelations at the Senate. 

Streams upon streams of distinguished visitors called on Junie in his office. Government 

officials, business moguls, entertainers, academicians, and politicians of all persuasions, 

congratulated and wished him luck. Ambassadors and diplomats broke protocol to hobnob 

with the latest Cinderella of Philippine politics. 

Monsignor Ubanon and Father Andoy, who also sought an audience with Boy Deo, also 

came. Ubanon said he wanted to hug both young men after they gave their testimonies, but 

the ensuing chaos prevented him to do so. He further said that linking Sylvia Monir’s testimony 

to that of Father Andoy got them excited; they entertained the idea that Boy Deo was the one 

the Quiapo clergy had baptized as Leandro Deo Renato Moscavida in March of 1976. But when 

the Vice Mayor mentioned his name as Deodatu Biradayon, they felt heartbroken. But just the 

same the priests found it awesome that Boy Deo had finished his high school education at the 

Quiapo Catholic School.    

Media networks encamped their transmission equipment within the vicinity of city hall. 

Reporters milled about in the hope of being the first to break stories regarding Junie and Boy 

Deo.  

Broadsheets and tabloids made a killing with headlines that screamed—like “Gidaben Dunks 

the Police into Dustbin of Shame”, “El Chapo’s Confessions”, “Senate Digs Up A 20-Year-Old 

Grave”, “Nation Mourns with Junie,” “Vinegar Boy Deo: The Man Who Exposed a Fake 

Diamond”, “From the Eyes to the Brain to the CCTV”, “Dayamante Gone Forever?”, etc.  

The fallout from the Senate investigation was quick and nasty. Makatigbas and his allies in 

the Senate did not object to a multi-party proposal for Dayamante to be investigated further 

by the Ethics Committee. The Justice Department pulled out Waday Biradayon’s folder and was 

quoted by the press the other day that there was basis to re-open her case, given Boy Deo’s 

sworn testimony.   
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Mayor De Mozo tried to weather what for him had been a turbulent week by downplaying 

the digressions of the recently concluded Senate investigation as politically motivated. 

He was right, of course. A year ago, the base constituencies of both he and Makatigbas were 

pushing hard to project them as possible frontrunners for the presidential derby in 2016. Now 

with a little over a year to go before the elections, they grappled with urgent questions of how 

to control the damage that had been inflicted on their principal’s respective reputations. 

Almost everyone knew that the humps erected by their unmasking were too high to overcome: 

De Mozo was unmasked by the Senate; Makatigbas was embarrassed by the police chopper 

crash. Hecklers in media had commented that the two of them might have seen the last of their 

happy days. 

While both De Mozo and Makatigbas had police and military backgrounds, it was De Mozo 

who enjoyed greater support from the military establishment. Makatigbas, on the other hand, 

had broadened his constituency among pillars of big business. Anything that debased the 

credibility of the police hurt De Mozo’s reputation more than it did Makatigbas’. So, yes, he 

was right: the Senate investigation reeked of political odor. At first, he could not sniff it from 

afar, but soon, even with Dayamante coming in as the fumbling knight with shining armor, as 

it were, he knew his rude awakening was coming. Ode to the elders, he berated himself, who 

had warned him of how rotten politics could be. 

While the investigation started with an expose of wayward orphanages and corrupt judges, 

it ended with rogue cops. By the inescapable inference that De Mozo was one of the rogue 

cops, if not the top rogue cop himself, his political future had been crushed to irrelevance. His 

efforts to mitigate the institutional damage by explaining through media interviews that rogue 

cops constituted but a very small minority in the entire police force sounded like he had never 

been a bad cop. But he merely pounded more nail on his political coffin. The more he opened 

his mouth, the more media came up with reports of his involvement in organized criminal 

activities. The greatest fear of all—that his OXD links could be exposed—hounded him towards 

the exit of an otherwise financially-rewarding public life.  

 

IT WAS AN EMOTIONAL RE-UNION, to say the least, when Teresa met Boy Deo inside Junie’s 

office. Surrogate mother and surrogate son talked for almost an hour privately, after which 

Junie offered to bring her to their Sampaloc home so she could also see his mother, Katalina, 

whom Teresa had valued like a sister. 

Joey Ty wanted to celebrate Junie’s rise in politics by donating his real estate property in 

Sampaloc. However, Junie insisted that he pay for it, even in several installments. It was 

therefore with reluctance that Joey eventually sold the property to the Vice Mayor. 
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Junie had the apartment renovated and expanded to accommodate the garage for his city 

government-issued vehicle. Quite an indication of what now appeared to be his unstoppable 

rise to the highest office of the city government were more offers of real estate properties from 

top developers; all he needed to do was grab them. The city mayor, after all, had the power to 

decide on the issuance of building permits for multi-billion shopping malls, hotels, and 

residential condominiums that were in the pipeline.   

Five of them—Teresa, Katalina, Guimo, Junie, Sarah, Boy Deo—happily recalled their Quiapo 

days. “Isn’t it a miracle,” Katalina said, “we could talk about our hardships with laughter?” 

“Yes, it truly is,” Teresa quipped, “we are not only alive—which is a daily miracle—but we 

are also thriving.” She elaborated on what she meant; she referred not only to the success that 

Junie and Boy Deo were having in their respective careers, but also to the expectant mother in 

Sarah, her second. 

Teresa shared stories of her personal life after Luzie’s death. Back in Biringan City, she 

entertained a couple of suitors. But her work as area and community development coordinator 

took much of her time away from romantic attachments, whether of the seriously committed 

or the fleeting just-for-fun kind. In time, she underwent formation, and eventually took vows, 

as one among the Theresian Sisters in Tacloban City.  

Before she could continue, Guimo butted in. “How about Boy Deo? Can we hear your love 

story?” Cheerfulness in Guimo’s banter had not disappeared in all these years.  

“Only politicians like Junie are under pressure to marry, I suppose, if it is true that politics is 

addition,” Boy Deo tried to match Guimo’s jovial mood. “But seriously, don’t be surprised if I 

become a priest or brother someday, just like mommy.” Boy Deo winked at Teresa. 

“Or a military general!” Junie brought up a rehashed news. “There is a standing scholarship 

offer from Joey for either of us to go to the miliary academy.” 

“Yes, Sir!” Sarah was quick to the draw, complete with a hand salute. “You can be the good 

cop.” 

Everybody was enjoying every one’s company. They shared such soul-cuddling rounds of 

laughter. 

Then Teresa opened herself up again. Although baptized in Biringan, Teresa said she 

developed her affinity with the Catholic faith in more than five years of hearing masses at the 

Quiapo Church. It is true the Black Nazarene had miraculous powers, she said, and she 

experienced them from the outpouring of love and support she and Luzie got from his 

devotees. “We barely survived, but until now, by God’s grace, we…” gently putting a hand on 

Boy Deo’s shoulders “are still alive. Isn’t that a miracle?”   
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On the next day, Boy Deo took a leave of absence from his work, which he could do anytime 

it pleased him. He volunteered to show Teresa around the new Manila. “It has been close to 

20 years,” Boy Deo talked as he drive, “you might want to see things that did not exist then.” 

“Yes,” Teresa replied. “But I would prefer we go to Quiapo first before anywhere else. Just 

to thank Mama Mary and the Black Nazarene. Besides, I have been in Manila a couple of times 

to attend workshops organized by the Peace and Development Foundation.” Then, with girlish 

gusto, she blurted out: “I think I saw you in that One Nation workshop! I was just too shy to 

find out if my hunch was correct.” 

“Where was that hunch coming from, if you don’t mind?” 

“The way you folded your hands behind your back was familiar to me,” Teresa replied. 

Boy Deo sort of remembered Father Revo, who remarked that he used those hands as pillow 

when he slept. 

Caught in the morning rush hour, vehicles from Sampaloc to Quiapo barely moved, so they 

had plenty of time for more probing. Teresa tried to mimic the Senators. “Your Honor, how did 

you know about Waday? You may have heard me telling Katalina about Waday, but you were 

too young to comprehend anything, I guess. By the way, that should be our next stop after 

Quiapo.” 

“At the One Nation workshop, I had a hunch that one of the participants was my mother! 

But I did not saw her on the last day. I checked with the workshop secretariat the attendance 

sheets for the previous sessions, and I saw your name. Your provincial address took away any 

doubt I had that you might be somebody else. I was not sure about your Metro Manila address 

though.  

“So, I looked it up and I met your relatives in Tondo. They told me you have already left for 

Tacloban before dawn that day. We chatted a little and they mentioned that you visited Waday 

the day before you left for Tacloban. I think that explained why you were absent in the last day 

of the workshop.   

“I went to the Correctional after that. I learned the complete details from Waday herself.” 

With a waggish smile, Boy Deo said: “End of story.” 

In Quiapo, they arrived at the Minor Basilica just as the 7:30 AM mass ended. As soon as 

they got inside the church, Teresa quickly noticed that it went through a physical make-over in 

the years that she was away. The ceiling had been raised and the posts along the aisles had 

been removed, providing a more expansive interior look. 
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They searched for their old spot at the back and found that the carriage, now bulkier, was 

still there. There was not much crowd today; many pews were vacant, but they sat at the metal 

base brace of the carriage. There was no particular reason for that. Mostly likely they just 

subconsciously wished to relive the old days. Less than two meters to Boy Deo’s left was the 

storeroom where the 5-year-old Boy Deo, then called Franco, was dumped by the OXD 

operatives. This was the same room where Boy Deo collected trashed Sampaguita flowers 

which he then recycled and sold as fresh. Both were keenly aware of Sylvia Monir’s and Judge 

Vida De Gracia’s testimonies, and finding them was next, after Waday, in their agenda. 

They moved to the Adoration Chapel, a few steps to their right. Inside, they knelt down.  

“My Lord and My God,” Teresa whispered. She was paying homage to the Holy Eucharist 

with the words of the doubting Thomas, who had to acknowledge Jesus when the latter 

appeared to the apostles a few days after his death at Mt. Calvary, showing him the wounds in 

his body.   

Teresa: “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”  

Boy Deo: “Amen.” 

They recited the rosary. 

They prayed in silence after that, then, about twenty minutes later, they went outside, into 

Plaza Miranda and, mingling with a sparse crowd, a pair of begging toddlers appeared in front 

of them. On the way out, Boy Deo had suggested to Teresa that they dine at Jollifoods first 

before proceeding to Waday at the Correctional. Would Boy Deo do what Father Revo did to 

him and four of his friends, who included Junie, about thirty years ago? Boy Deo scratched the 

head of the one who appeared to be the older of the two. 

Boy Deo asked: “Where is your mother?” 

Both toddlers replied: “She is in our home.” 

Boy Deo: “Where is your home?” 

The younger child, about four years old: “At the pier near Intramuros. On a sidewalk.” 

The older child, about six years old: “Sometimes our home is in Magallanes Drive.” 

Boy Deo: “Where is your father?” 

The younger child: “In the police office.” 

The older child: “He is in prison.” 
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Boy Deo: “Why, what did he do?” 

For a moment the kids said nothing. Boy Deo scratched the head of the younger child, who 

opened up: “He stole scraps from an old building in Intramuros.” He threw a glance at the older 

child, as if to check if what he said was correct. 

The older child got the clue. He said: “The old building was in Fort Santiago, not Intramuros.” 

Boy Deo smiled, almost chuckling: “Fort Santiago is still in Intramuros.” Then, turning 

serious, he addressed the older child: “What is your mother doing in your home?” 

The older child replied: “She is taking care of our youngest brother.” 

Boy Deo: “So the two of you are brothers?” 

The younger child: “Yes. We are three brothers, including the youngest one.” 

Boy Deo surmised that the two kids he was talking to were the breadwinners for the family. 

He tapped the shoulder of the older brother, and whispered to his ears something like “Ok, 

good luck. Work hard and take good care of your mother and brothers.” 

If the kids were disappointed that Boy Deo gave them nothing, it did not show in their faces. 

On the contrary, they looked pleased. It must have been the first time a stranger had talked to 

them the way Boy Deo did, and they appreciated it. 

Boy Deo went straight to Jollifoods, thinking Teresa has gone ahead of him. At Jollifoods, he 

looked for Teresa but couldn’t find her there. She slipped to buy something for the toddlers 

while Boy Deo was interviewing them. Boy Deo did not see her giving grocery items and some 

cash to the kids. Then she walked up to find Boy Deo waiting for her at Jollifoods. 

In between sips of hot coffee and bites of hamburger, they mulled the idea of seeing the 

rector first before proceeding to the Correctional. They eventually did try to see the rector, but 

the latter was out of town. 

At the Correctional, Waday told them that Justice Department lawyers had visited her twice 

already. They had interviewed her and shown her a draft of a sworn statement for her review 

and signature. Waday asked the lawyers if she could request Teresa to see the document first 

before she could sign it. The lawyers gave her their business cards. Call us, they said, whenever 

she was ready to sign. 

Boy Deo and Teresa read and re-read the draft document. Both of them thought the affidavit 

was fine. Boy Deo remarked that Waday had suffered too long that she should sign it without 
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further delay, although he also suggested that it might be prudent for him and Teresa to seek 

Judge Vida De Gracia first.  

However, Boy Deo also remembered that Teresa had mentioned in a previous conversation 

he had with her that pending work-related tasks back in Biringan needed her immediate 

attention. He did not wish to make it hard for her to leave Waday’s case to his care, so he 

assured her that he would be on top of it. 

 Feeling accomplished, Teresa went back to Biringan. With Boy Deo around, she had no need 

to see Father Andoy, Sylvia Monir, or Judge De Gracia in person. She thanked him for helping 

her family overcome its most trying hurdles. She told him Waday’s conviction for murder could 

have kept her in jail for several years more, even a decade, if it was not for him.  

Boy Deo in turn said he was what he had become because of her. He further said that Junie 

would likely vie for mayorship of Manila in the 2013 elections, something that was happening 

in just over a year. He hoped she could come over to help in the campaign. Teresa assured him 

she would make herself available when the need for it came up. 

Boy Deo visited Judge Vida—after a spirited search for her address—at her New Manila 

home. In her light-hearted mood, she told Boy Deo she was too old for litigation, but could 

recommend her nephew to help him as private prosecutor. She went over the draft affidavit 

and found it to be substantially complete. 

“Perfectly done,” she commented. Aside from the affidavit, it was important for him to try 

and track former employees of La Casta as possible witnesses. “Anyone who actually saw what 

happened would be helpful,” she advised him. 

Digressing, she asked: “Is she one of your aunts?” 

“Yes, sort of,” he replied. 

“What does that mean,” Vida persisted, with eyes aglow. 

“Her sister, Teresa, found me as a lost child, about five years old, and she took me under her 

care. Sort of adopted me as her son.” 

“When did this happen? I mean, when did Teresa find you as a lost child?” she probed. 

“On the day fellow witnesses—Mayor, Vice Mayor, Gidaben, among others—at the Senate 

inquiry said there was mayhem at the Lacson Underpass.”  

“I hope you don’t mind,” Vida sounded like she was inviting him to a day-long conference. 

“I wish to share with you some of my personal thoughts related to that Lacson Underpass 
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incident. I lost my own adopted son, about five years old, to kidnappers on the day preceding 

that tragic incident where Junie’s dad was killed. My friends in the military and police 

organizations could not locate my son—I had complete documents regarding the adoption 

which I keep to this day—nor determine with certainty if the kidnapping and the Lacson 

Underpass incident were in anyway related. His name was—is—Francisco De Gracia. 

“When I saw you attending the Senate hearing, first beside the Vice Mayor and then as a 

witness, the way you moved your head reminded me of my lost son. And, of course, the facial 

features may have changed, given that it had been what—thirty years?—but basic caricatures 

of them have not. 

“Again, I hope you don’t mind… and I wish you don’t get offended… I assure you I do not 

mean to be preposterous, but having heard you say Teresa found you as a lost child, I had to 

ask myself if the child she found was the one I lost in March of 1981? 

“How diplomatic of you, Judge Vida,” Boy Deo heard himself say, “when you probably mean 

to ask what I think of your thoughts when you say ‘I had to ask myself.”       

Vida had no ready reply. She just smiled. But after a while she said: “By the way, your own 

testimony at the Senate was a blockbuster, to say the least. Few people can mix drama with 

facts, and you certainly had it. That is one thing that baffles me—your wit and gift of gab is 

easily noticeable, which is quite unlike whatever talent the child I lost may have had. At five, 

the child I am referring to could hardly talk; he communicated mostly with facial expressions.” 

Her eyes suggested she would be happy to share with him more stories about the child’s 

early years, but he was edgy in his seat. She continued: “I wished to visit you in your office not 

only to congratulate you but to open up with you these thoughts that lingered in my head. I 

hesitated, though, for fear that I may end up offending you.” 

“Everything you said is much appreciated,” Boy Deo said. “I myself am interested in trying 

to find out who I really am. It’s just that this one,” tapping Waday’s papers, “is more urgent, I 

suppose. Hope you understand. We will see each other soon, shall we?” 

Vida in her frail condition tried to stand up from her seat. “Can I hug you?” 

Boy Deo helped her get up. He hugged her as she did the same. “See you. Thanks for 

everything.” 

Boy Deo was able to locate La Casta’s former floor manager. Mr. Dayamante’s wife bribed 

her and threatened her family with physical harm unless she testified against Waday in court. 

With Junie’s help, the floor manager recanted the initial testimony and signed a fresh affidavit. 

The floor manager also helped Boy Deo locate two more former La Casta employees and a 

balut vendor who witnessed the crime, who also signed affidavits in support of Waday’s case. 
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The court re-opened Waday’s case and, with an unprecedented pace, reversed six months 

later its earlier decision that convicted her. The Dayamante couple were arrested and tried for 

murder and perjury (lying under oath). 

But even before Dayamante’s court indictment, Makatigbas and his allies at the Senate had 

already disowned him. The Ethics Committee, which had been notoriously slow in passing 

judgment on members of the Senate, expelled him when news broke out that witnesses had 

recanted their statements on the basis of which the court convicted Waday. 

Before long, the election season was on. Those who filed candidacies for president 

included—surprisingly and seemingly against all odds—Senator Makatigbas; Mark Benaobra, 

son of the former president; and Bonggoy Kawatsing.   

There was speculation among political analysts that Lee Tan dropped Makatigbas and Sir 

Dikomo at the last hour in favor of Benaobra, largely due to ripples of uncertainty created by 

the Senate investigation. Makatigbas, however, continued to enjoy OXD’s endorsement as 

Manchurian candidate. And then, strange as it was, the endorsement for vice president did not 

go to Mascardo. It went to Cujaco.        

Incumbent Manila Mayor De Mozo, aka Sir Dikomo, who consistently led all pre-poll surveys 

among candidates for Manila Mayor, had to give way to Boy Deo on Vida de Gracia’s behest. It 

was Vida who earlier confronted Sir Dikomo about the latter’s complicity in the attempted 

kidnapping of Franco by OXD operatives. Showbiz icon Vinnie Iglesia, who was supposed to ran 

for vice president alongside De Mozo, carried on with her candidacy alone. 

Dan Mascardo, son of a former president, ran with Makatigbas as vice president. Rising star 

Polong Cujaco ran as Benaobra’s vice president, while Senate President De Yamat ran as 

Bonggoy’s vice president. 

Junie ran for Manila Mayor. His rivals included Robina Capablanca, wife of a former mayor; 

Rod “Tax” Escapador, a sitting Manila Councilor and son of another former mayor Pilanding 

Escapador; the ageless Huwan T. Burcio, grandfather of a former assembly member; Ruy Lopez, 

Jr., former congressman Ruy Lopez, Sr.’s son, and uncle of a sitting councilor; and Madis-ogon, 

De Mozo’s protege. 

One early evening during the campaign, armed motorcycle riders fired upon Junie’s and Boy 

Deo’s service vehicles along a narrow street in Sta. Mesa, Manila. The mayoralty candidate and 

Boy Deo, Nardong Sablay who three years ago had moved from the Ty household in Tondo to 

become one of Junie’s all-around errand boys, along with two of their security aides, were 

severely injured. Junie, Nardong Sablay, and one security aide died in the hospital; Boy Deo had 

to undergo surgery to remove a bullet in his spine and barely survived; and the other security 

aide also had to undergo multiple surgeries for various bullet wounds. 
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Nardong Sablay did something heroic for Junie. He tried to cover his boss from the gunfire 

but failed. 

Speculation flew fast and wide as to who ordered the killings and the motivation behind 

them. Political pundits commented that Boy Deo, and not Junie, was the target of the ambush. 

They also tagged, although without sufficient basis, that Dayamante was the mastermind. 

Sarah grieved with her two-month-old son, which the Justicador couple had named John 

Patrick Justicador. Katalina wept too, and Teresa, who just flew in from Tacloban, tried to 

console her, but often unsuccessfully. Katalina did not sleep nor eat for a week. She 

remembered Porferio, Junie’s uncle, who told her about Junie being in the line of a family curse. 

She gathered John Patrick in her bosom; she feared for his grandson too. Oddly, the feel of him 

in her embrace was like a wellspring of hope. Minutes later, Sarah found her mother-in-law 

and John Patrick soundly asleep. 

After an abbreviated judicial process, Hakbang Ng Mapayapang Himagsikan (Journey of a 

Peaceful Revolt), Junie’s political party, succeeded in substituting Boy Deo for the murdered 

Junie. Shocking turns of events after another, and the drama that accompanied them, had left 

the usually boisterous political analysts at a loss for coherence on which to frame their analyses 

and commentaries.  

There was just too much media stuff to cover: explosive revelations at the Senate inquiry, 

ambush of a leading mayoralty candidate and, most recently, the rise of “The Eyes” to contend 

for the highest office of the country’s premier city.  

It did not surprise many, but the celebration was unprecedented in the history of Manila 

and elsewhere when Boy Deo won the mayoralty race two months later. 

At the national level, Mark Benaobra and Polong Cujaco won as president and vice-

president, respectively. But for reasons that remained a mystery to all, Benaobra died after 

barely two months in office. Cujaco, the elected vice president, ascended to the throne. 
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11 Little Good Deeds 

 

 

oy Deo’s accidental rise to the top of local politics shocked many observers. The 

combination of media mileage he got from the Senate investigation, the shocking 

ambush in which Junie, along with his security aides, were killed, accompanied by 

old stories of him either as an orphan or an abandoned child, and then as one of Quiapo’s 

homeless children who demonstrated grit and resourcefulness to overcome adversity, and 

later on as a community organizer and champion of the urban poor, had edified his legend as 

the new Cinderella of Philippine politics. 

His popularity hit its peak just in time—on the last two weeks leading to election day.  

It soon became a little testy, however, a few days after he assumed office. 

It started with a newspaper blind item that said a popular mayor had no birth registry 

records. 

Boy Deo did not need new enemies to find his boat rocking from all sides. His competitors 

for the mayoralty contest filed falsification of documents charges with respect to the 

circumstances surrounding his identity. Unless defended to the satisfaction of the court, he 

risked jailtime and, of greater consequence, losing his electoral mandate. The ramifications 

could be far-reaching: people losing faith in him on account of a lie meant his fall from popular 

approval could be as sharp as his rise from relative obscurity. His budding political career was 

under threat and in doubt. 

Fortunately for him, the bad press he was getting stirred a nest. Like a hen defending her 

chicks with all her might from predator attacks, Teresa sprang to action. She sought Judge Vida 

for advice, who also sought Sylvia Monir. All three, along with Father Andoy, had gathered Boy 

Deo under their wings at various points in his life. The story pertaining to Boy Deo’s identity 

was now almost complete. Connecting the dots, they concluded that Leandro Deo Renato 

“Anding” Moscavida, Francisco “Franco” De Gracia, and Deodatu “Boy Deo” Biradayon were 

one and the same.  

The only detail that remained unknown was the identity of his biological parents. 

B 
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The publicity generated by Mayor Biradayon’s problematic identity sent newshounds in a 

frenzy. The internet and the so-called mainstream media tried to trip each other for the 

distinction of having churned out one exclusive inside scoop after another. A reporter quoted 

Father Andoy that only one remaining piece was needed to solve the puzzle. And this was for 

the biological parents to come out and positively identify themselves as the one who dropped 

the infant that Sylvia Monir found and picked up just outside of the merchandise store she 

worked for as attendant in Quiapo.   

The next day, at least eleven women, some of whom called from overseas, had admitted 

having been either the mother or the one who left the child in Quiapo. For Boy Deo, and 

probably for his true parents, the saga had zigzagged from tragedy to comedy. Father Revo felt 

Boy Deo’s pain. From his hospital room, he messaged Father Andoy to ask if the latter can 

arrange a visit by the mayor. 

Father Andoy told Mayor Biradayon that he was representing Father Revo, whom he 

described as too sick to call on the mayor himself. Father Andoy relayed Father Revo’s request 

for Boy Deo to visit him whenever the mayor was relatively free. It was a wish that Boy Deo 

could not ignore. 

On his way to Father Revo’s hospital room, Boy Deo tried to anticipate the aging priest’s 

reason, or reasons, for reaching out to him. While Father Andoy said Father Revo was seriously 

sick, Guimo had told him earlier that Father Revo was terminally ill. The question that 

percolated in his mind: “Was he going to die?” And, in his new-found jovial mood: “Was he 

going to pass on to me some magic Latin before he dies?”  

He tried to process in his memory the 20-25 years that he lived in Quiapo. He had been to 

many places—mostly in hell—in his youth, but Father Revo did not figure much in any of his 

low or high moments. Or, at least in those times that he did show up, Boy Deo could not 

remember anything dramatic in any of those encounters with him. 

The Quiapo days! He was young and carefree, wretched, and often feeling alone. He tried 

again to run through the events he shared with him. Conceding now that maybe because of 

the wow effect of his “healing exploits,” he must have forgotten about the less dramatic ways 

of Father Revo. 

However, on hard and long recollection, Boy Deo could now admit that Father Revo had 

saved him at least three times: one from his fellow criminals, two from the police, and three 

from his arrogance at being a celebrity with supposedly healing powers.  

“Mayor, I am extremely honored to deserve your visit, knowing how busy you must be,” 

Father Revo greeted Boy Deo as the latter closed the door of the hospital room. “I am not really 

sure if this has something to do with you, but I thought you need to hear my story.” 
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Having anticipated that everything ought to add something positive, Boy Deo was ready with 

repartees: “I also have stories,” he greeted Father Revo back. He pulled a chair and had himself 

seated next to Father Revo’s bed. “Just recently I learned that Quiapo Catholic School had 

decided to expel me before I graduated from Grade 6. And you were the one who influenced 

the reversal of that decision. Is that true?” 

Father Revo smiled but said nothing. 

Boy Deo thought there were more reasons to help in any way he could to lighten up Father 

Revo’s twilight days than for either of them to hear the other’s confessions. He was probably 

wrong. 

“I really have little time left, hope you understand,” Father Revo said, suggesting the reason 

he felt the meeting was important enough for him to disturb the mayor. “I will be dying any 

day now, Mayor Boy Deo,” Father Revo said it in a way that it gave him license to say anything 

he wanted to say. “But first, my apologies for the lack of courage on my part that I asked Father 

Andoy to have you send me here. Second, I wish to ask your forgiveness for the difficulties I 

may have caused you.” 

The confession preceded the news. 

“Somebody needs to prove this, but my theory is that I am your father, and you are my son.” 

Despite being tested in a variety of life and death situations, Boy Deo was genuinely shocked 

to hear what Father Revo just said. Not because to him it came out of the blue, but because 

Father Revo had his entire lifetime to tell him his truth. Why did he have to wait for the time 

when he was about to die? 

Boy Deo had been through tougher times, so it was okay. “How many among us mortals 

know this theory of yours?” 

“Only three of us—Father Andoy included.” 

“Did he know it from the very beginning?” 

“No. Only yesterday.” 

Father Revo recalled that Father Andoy wondered if he had staged that day when he met 

Anding. Father Andoy asked him if he got Boy Deo’s story from the start, starting with his phony 

tale of his encounter at the confessional with somebody he didn’t knew. Was Sylvia complicit? 

Father Revo did not comment on the first charge. Regarding Sylvia, Boy Deo’s mother may have 

staged it, but could not say anything further.  
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Father Revo continued: “I have no idea where your mother is now. You can call her Katilyn, 

I don’t know if that was her real name.” 

“Why would she choose you?” Boy Deo seemed to have added: “of all people” but for Father 

Revo, Boy Deo was barely audible. 

“Why me?” Father Revo replied with another question. Boy Deo could not miss seeing 

through the swagger in Father Revo’s eyes, as if to dismiss him as one with little faith. “I really 

don’t know. But let me ask you a question. You have opposite sex admirers, don’t you?” 

Boy Deo moved his head as if to nod, and replied positively although with some inhibition, 

not because he did not have admirers, but because he seemed unsure of what Father Revo was 

trying drive at. 

“And why do you think girls—or women—feel attracted to you?” 

“You of little faith!” this time it was Boy Deo’s turn to put on the swagger, with a laugh. “Of 

course, I got good looks. Do I really need to say what is obvious?” His laughter got louder. “Are 

you now saying this Katilyn chose you for your good looks?” 

Father Revo opted not to directly respond to the question. Instead, he remarked—smiling—

to the effect that most priests went to the seminary to hide from women. Boy Deo could not 

tell if Father Revo was jesting or not. Father Revo smiled again, so maybe he was joking after 

all. “Anyway, let me tell you my story.”     

“When we met—this Katilyn and I—at the picket lines, she had a lesbian boyfriend. Her 

boyfriend soon emigrated to the United States. After a few years, her boyfriend asked her to 

join him/her in the States, but both understood that they had to undergo a process that 

required a marriage contract, among other supporting documents. 

“When her lesbian boyfriend came to the Philippines to secure the marriage contract, she 

asked me to officiate the ceremony. I refused, of course. I think they got one from these 

evangelicals. 

“Anyway, a week after they got married, the couple came back to me with an unusual 

request. Probably surprising to many, but after having gone through lots of community work 

before where I heard thousands of stories about life and living, I just listened as they showed 

both hesitation and difficulty in trying to tell me their concern. 

“They started by saying they plan to have a “normal” family. I construed that to mean they 

were going to adopt a child. But instead of someone being randomly picked from orphanages, 

they hinted some preference for someone of their own blood.  
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“Very normal wish, I thought, but I could hardly understand that it seemed I was making it 

hard for them to just tell me what exactly it was that they wanted from me. Then this: 

“ ‘Father, can you help us by donating your sperm for artificial…’ 

“They found it even harder to continue. But I knew they correctly interpreted my body 

language as telling them I understood what they meant. 

“I was like ‘Do I break the virgin vow—one that has been wantonly violated by my kind 

anyway—less with this? Answers to questions about same-sex marriage are evolving even 

within the Magisterium of the church, I think it will take years for me to fully understand its 

moral context. And they want me to be part of a true-to-life case study? And yet another part 

of the story opens up an opportunity for one soul to take an earthly life that one day may 

commune with saints in God’s kingdom. Aren’t souls God’s greatest treasures?’    

“ ’But why me,’ I accosted them, rather sheepishly, finally breaking what has been an 

awkwardly prolonged silence. 

“The woman explained (during which time her lesbian boyfriend kept nodding after she took 

a pause in her narration): ‘You only have a rosary in your pocket. But you confronted those 

guys who had pistols tucked to their sides. You are the exact opposite of a bully, because bullies 

choose to fight only those who are not their size. I want my child to be as brave as you are, 

Father Revo, or at least partake of even just a portion of your genes. Our child will need that 

character in a social environment that does not have a high regard for a family such as the one 

we plan to build.’ 

“I think all three of us also understood the complex nature of the couple’s request that I 

would be justified to ask at least one year within which to ponder that over.  

“ ‘You do not have to decide now, Father. But we will be back to solicit your hopefully 

positive answer.’ 

“ ‘I can tell you now that I am open to your idea,’ I said, surprising even myself.” 

Father Revo looked Boy Deo in the eye. There was nothing there. Or maybe everything was 

in there. The whole 20 to 25 years of the world for him, all compressed for a minute of replays 

in Boy Deo’s mind. 

There was nothing to say. Father Revo got up from his bed with noticeable effort so he could 

tap and press Boy Deo’s shoulder as if to assure him that everything would be okay. 
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“The supposed marriage did not work. Your mother’s lesbian boyfriend coped out of the 

arrangement even before you were born, saying somebody else had impregnated her. Many 

things were going against her, even her own family did not like her marrying a lesbian. 

“As you can see, there is no way I can be sure if indeed I am your father,” Father Revo teased 

Boy Deo, “in the first place, you do not look like me at all.” Both of them had lush eyebrows, 

with about the same physical attributes, especially skin color. “If there is some semblance of 

similarity between the two of us, it is when you scratch the back of your head when you speak 

in public. I do that when I tell a lie.” 

This lightened up Boy Deo’s countenance, just as Father Revo expected it would. Boy Deo 

felt fine staying a little longer beside his sick but jovial alleged father. But soon his mobile phone 

shook again to announce an incoming message. He asked Father Revo to be excused, saying it 

was time for him to leave.   

“I have a question. Was it you who brought me to the hospital when I was dying from fever 

one stormy night? I was seven or eight at the time, and Junie and I were wrapped in a blanket 

together at one of the steps in the Quiapo Underpass.” 

Father Revo just stared at him, saying nothing. 

In almost inaudible words, like a whisper, Boy Deo continued: “You are like a God who does 

not answer his people when they suffer and cry for help.” Somehow, the son uttered the words 

in a way that they sounded more like a compliment than an indictment. 

Unknown to Boy Deo, Father Revo had saved him from physical harm at least thrice, and 

from serious conflicts with the law at least twice. And unknown to all, even to Father Andoy, 

Father Revo had felt the pain as he saw Boy Deo being consigned to a life where he—one who 

was hardly old enough to be called a boy—had to survive and fend for himself, denied of a 

family that could shield him from pain, from fear, from danger, from hunger and all kinds of 

physical and emotional suffering, a family that could hear his cries for help.       

Before he left, Father Revo gave him a rosary. “Please accept it to assure me that you will at 

least one day consider forgiving me.” 

Father Revo’s mother gave that rosary to him the first time he went to confession. That was 

about 58 years ago. That was the same rosary that Boy Deo’s alleged mother had referred to 

which she pressed into his pocket after a violent dispersal at the picket lines. He was 

manhandled by security guards of the company. The strikers responded by attacking the 

guards. A scuffle, then bedlam, followed. When the dust settled, one was dead on the spot 

from gunshot wounds, tens were injured, and Father Revo laid motionless on the concrete 
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pavement for several minutes. People saw a rosary dangling from his waist. When he came to, 

a woman (who would become Boy Deo’s alleged mother) shoved it back to his pocket.    

It was 30 minutes past noon. On his way to city hall, he passed by Quiapo Church. The next 

mass would be in three and a half hours, so there were not many people inside the church. He 

alighted from his chauffeur-driven car at the Quezon Boulevard side of the church and slipped 

inside. 

He chose a pew on the back row to sit on and spent the next half hour just staring at the 

Black Nazarene.  

Would he become what he is now if his mother, or Father Revo, had not abandoned him? 

He remembered a local wag, or sage—depending on whether one believed or not what he 

said—whom Quiapo folks called Pilong Tasyo, telling him why parents were actually serving 

the long-term interests of the child if they leave their children fending for themselves at least 

half of their waking hours.  

But the closer he was to condemning his self-confessed father, the easier it was for him to 

rationalize that overcoming endless odds in life was the result of going through harsh 

conditions that, at a very young age, he was forced to cope with. 

He knew that Father Revo, now Revo to him, ironically, was merely trying to console him 

when the priest assured him that his experiences better prepared him to become the best 

people-centered and God-fearing Mayor of Manila. 

He ran through that thought over and over again. If all the pain, injustice, and hunger that 

he went through was meant to help him serve his Manila constituents better—with courage, 

competence, and character—then he was fine, ok, and even feeling better. Somehow, he could 

find order in his chaotic world; and that its overall design had prints of the hand of God who 

without doubt was hard at work.  

He wandered through time a little farther. 

1) Was that elaborate—but seemingly unnecessary and ultimately boring—brokering by 

Sylvia Monir that led to Vida De Gracia, including the run-ins with the OXD operatives 

that eventually led the judge to expose the scheming side of Sir Dikomo, was a way to 

ensure that he would get the support from the police and the military from the time he 

ran for public office up to this point where he is frantically searching for his identity? 

2) Did God slap him with pictures of all the misery he saw in the lives of Yago and Teresa—

not counting his own miseries—to rouse him up to imagine a better world that he hopes 

a Citizen’s Congress would be able to facilitate? 
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3) Did God really mean to imply that Junie’s death was a way for his rise significance? And 

what was Nardong Sablay’s death for?      

Like Solomon, Boy Deo prayed that God grant him wisdom to understand even just snippets 

of human nature and how concupiscence, which often results in tragedy, can sometimes lead 

to something positive, providing occasions for regeneration, transformation, and growth. 

On the wall inside his office hangs a reminder for him to check daily with the public 

prosecutor handling Junie’s murder case. He knew he needed more than human effort to get 

the work done.   

He took out the rosary in his pocket.   

For another half an hour he fixed his gaze at the altar. He had lived for more than 22 years 

within the vicinity of the Quiapo Church. But he had not stayed inside the church itself for 

longer than 50 minutes, except during the time when he was hiding from the police.  

Then he knelt down and crossed himself. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit.” 

Back in his office, the mayor’s secretary told Boy Deo that three women purporting to be his 

lost mother wanted to see him. He instructed the secretary to send the three to the City Legal 

Officer with a note that a determination of facts be established and, if necessary, charges for 

misrepresentation be levelled against impostors. 

The mayor further instructed the secretary that henceforth, all visitors with the same 

agenda should first be vetted by the legal officer.  

Next caller was Reg Makatigbas. Although he lost in his presidential bid, he kept his job as 

senator. Half of his 6-year senatorial term remained unspent that he could revert to. Boy Deo’s 

senate appearance had wedged a gap between him and the senator, but now that the heat of 

election-related tussles seemed to have cooled off, relations could be heading back to normal 

for the hawk and his protégé.     

Makatigbas and Sir Dikomo also appeared to have reconciled. The former mayor had 

confided to his rival for the presidency that he might be able to locate the birthing clinic where 

Boy Deo was supposed to have been born and thereby help untangle his successor from the 

identity mess he was in. Almost everybody understood that Boy Deo had nothing to do with 

that mess, but he was being pilloried for it. 

Boy Deo thanked Makatigbas for the latter’s courtesy visit. He also suggested a plan for all 

concerned—Makatigbas, Sir Dikomo, General Dimas Uy, Lt. Joey Ty and wife Olivia, Judge Vida 

De Gracia and David, her nephew, Sylvia Monir, Father Andoy, Teresa, Katalina, among 
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others—to come together and celebrate his electoral victory. Makatigbas knew there was 

another agenda—to help Boy Deo sort of fill in his parentage vacuum—which he himself 

proposed. 

At Boy Deo’s New Manila home, people gathered in what truly was a victory party. It was a 

food fest. Red wine, tequila, and San Miguel beer flowed freely. Everybody was present—

including the frail Judge Vida—and were having a good time. It was a night of fun… and a night 

of serious talk. There were surprises as well, especially for those who were seeing each other 

for the first time, such as Makatigbas and Katalina. 

Also, it was open secret among guests that Vida remained at odds with Sir Dikomo. “I have 

forgiven you and asked God’s mercy for our peace of mind,” she replied when Sir Dikomo 

approached her for a handshake, repeating what he said in the Senate investigation: “I’m 

sorry.” 

To help set a happy tone for everyone, Boy Deo broke the news that he had an idea of who 

his father was, but could not disclose names until he was a hundred percent sure of his 

information’s veracity. He suggested that nothing less than what his missing mother could 

substantiate was needed to erase all doubts. 

Makatigbas and Sir Dikomo agreed that finding the way that would lead to Boy Deo’s mother 

was next on their agenda. They may have felt humiliated by their loss in the last election, but 

they lived, so to speak, to fight another day. And Manila’s Boy Wonder could be an ally in the 

future that no one would wish to be at the side of his opponent.  

There was something even more compelling for both Makatigbas and Sir Dikomo. If helping 

Junie had become a personal mission for Joey, helping Boy Deo had also become personal a 

personal mission for Sir Dikomo, largely because of Vida, and for Makatigbas, all because of 

Teresa, and to some extent because of Junie and Joey. 

Makatigbas felt he has not done enough to compensate the Biradyons for what happened 

to Paloma. During the election campaign for the presidency, he made it a point to visit the 

Biridayons in Biringan City. He arranged the visit to make it appear private, lest media would 

dig dirt and make a controversy out of it, but public enough to satisfy the need for recognition 

that his hosts expected. Careful not to offend the sensitivity of Teresa’s family, Makatigbas 

offered financial help not as a philanthropic gesture, much less a dole out, but in the nature of 

mutual help. When Boy Deo appeared in the Senate and introduced himself, Makatigbas asked 

him if he was related to the Biradayons in Biringan City. Boy Deo told him he knew one 

Biradayon—Teresa—who adopted him when he was five years old.  
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For her part, Judge Vida pledged her support for the rectification of all legal documents 

related to the mayor’s identity. She could not stay long for the rest of the night, though. She 

soon asked herself to be excused. Father Andoy also left.   

 Buoyed by drinks, talk wandered on misadventures of their youth. Boy Deo volunteered 

some of his thoughts. “Those were the days when intervening factors bigger than us get in the 

way to change the course of history, I suppose.” 

As he himself expected, Boy Deo didn’t quite made himself clear. Makatigbas wondered if 

the mayor was referring to his Biringan adventures. Sir Dikomo thought Boy Deo could be 

referring to allegations of his links to kidnappers. 

Dimas Uy joined in; he reminisced his field exploits in Mindanao. He said he always liked to 

brag about the professionalism of his men. He mentioned Makatigbas was one of his more 

trusted lieutenants, whose idealism he could now see in Joey. “I was there when Reg started 

as a field trooper. Being caught taking missteps in their personal lives is a risk that troopers like 

him are exposed to. The field manuals help us navigate through enemy territories, but they 

hardly shield us from storms that batter our personal lives. That is not an excuse, of course, for 

whatever indiscretions that we, like anyone else, make.” 

Minutes later Teresa and Katalina also asked to be excused. Boy Deo ushered them out, 

leaving the military icons to themselves momentarily. 

Joey seldom talked; he was visibly in awe of his superiors. This time he found his voice, 

addressing General Uy: “Sir, you are as popular as anyone out there. Why have you not joined 

politics?” 

The question deserved to be responded to with equal daring. “I really don’t think joining 

politics is necessary. The military can always grab power from the civilian government any time 

it wants to.” 

Everyone thought the revered general was having fun. He was taking liberties at all kinds of 

jokes he could crack. This one included: 

“I suppose the likes of Reg and Dikomo join politics simply for the funds of it.” He was not 

done. “Come to think of it, maybe there is even no need for the military to grab power because 

civilian government bows to the military anyway. Why attract screaming headlines when a little 

body language is enough to get what you want?” 

Sir Dikomo felt obliged to respond in any way; after all, anything that made noise, as the 

saying went, was satisfactory to a crowd. He opened up as Boy Deo rejoined them. “General, if 

your theory is correct, then why don’t Joey’s communist friends just send their young recruits 
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to the military academy? These recruits could be generals someday. Then communists could 

launch their revolution from within government, like trojan horses?” 

Boy Deo, whose association with Joey through his wife Olivia and Teresa had been attributed 

to, felt slighted. “I think we already have trojans in OXD, if the gossips are something to go by.” 

Boy Deo had stunned the military men with his Senate testimony. He just did it again, 

probably prompting them to ask: what else does he not know? 

Being the most senior, experience and age-wise, General Uy felt obliged to defuse the 

simmering tension among his friends. “I think Dikomo’s idea had been tried before. But it has 

yet to succeed. There had been one or two who received the rank of a general. You see, the 

point here is it takes more than that number of warm bodies to command a following big 

enough to ensure a successful revolution with the necessary support from an insider. And I 

think there is one frontier in the human being that remains beyond the reach of ideology, and 

even of technology. 

“Conscience.” 

General Uy paused, took a deep breath, paused again, then continued: 

“From the perspective of an organization, a group (and that may include crime syndicates), 

a nation (and that may include its police or military organizations), or a group of nations, man 

can rationalize, even justify, the murder of his fellow man.  

“That is why we tend to dismiss the transgressions committed by fellow men and women in 

uniform because we know that while we have weapons and the license to kill people, we do so 

to keep the government and the State it represents alive. 

“But on the individual level, a murderer must go through the wringer of what his own 

conscience asks. Not many can bear the noise of the silent soul. Often a man’s heart is too 

weak for that. And that explains why the communist infiltration of the military did not work. 

Same thing with OXD, if ever that one exists at all. 

“The violence that persists today is no longer about ideology. It is hardly even about money. 

It is about conscience driven by anger. It is about revenge. Military men who lost friends and 

family decades ago continue to hunt the rebels, on the pretext that military actions are all 

sanctioned by government. Rebels—communists or Muslim separatists—who lost friends and 

family decades ago continue to hunt state troopers, on the pretext that this is what their cause 

demands. 

“At the end of the day, there is a need for our country to have a leader whose vision and 

representation our people can believe in. One who can break this self-inflicted cycle of anger 
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and violence among our people. And I am looking at our friend and host here, Mayor Boy Deo, 

who evidently is charismatic, idealistic, and competent. It would do us well if we rally our 

support for him, now and in the future.” 

Acknowledged to be uniquely having moral suasion over everyone else, no one dared 

question General Uy’s monologue. 

 

SIR DIKOMO REMEMBERED Tho Monir having told him the latter had possession of Sylvia’s 

documents. He tracked Monir in Malate where he was renting an office. He asked Monir to 

locate the old Sylvia documents.  

Earlier, Sir Dikomo sought Sylvia for information when controversy over Boy Deo’s identity 

broke out. Sylvia told him she also tried to determine the parents of the abandoned child 

before she sold him to Trudie and Jovy. She said there might have been clues in the documents 

she left with Tho Monir but added the two of them were no longer seeing eye to eye. She 

further said she could not fully recall but suggested there might be contact details of the 

birthing clinic where the child was born. She hoped Tho was able to safekeep the documents. 

At the top shelf of the storeroom where Tho kept his old files, he found Sylvia’s 25-year-old-

something folder. He gave it to Sir Dikomo. 

Sir Dikomo scanned every paper in the folder. He did not find anything of consequence, 

except probably a one-fourth sheet of bond paper with notes that roughly indicated the 

address of a birthing clinic in San Miguel, Manila.  

At the birthing clinic, the former mayor surprised everyone when he told them he was 

looking for old records. The clinic staff were more than happy to help him. After an hour of 

searching, they were able to locate the file of a patient that delivered a baby on March 16, 

1976. The name of the patient was Katleya Ramos. Her address was in a compound in Aguila 

Street, near Mendiola. They called Sir Dikomo on his cellphone to tell him they found 

something. 

Sir Dikomo did not lose a minute in looking for the address. When he reached the address, 

he found that a townhouse had replaced the compound in which Katleya was supposed to have 

rented an apartment. On further investigation, Sir Dikomo was referred to old residents at the 

corner of the street where they might have had information about renters in the old 

compound. 

Somebody told him he knew of someone named Luzviminda De Masinloc who worked with 

Katleya. His informer said Katleya helped organize anti-government rallies in Mendiola 
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involving students and labor union members, adding the compound was once raided by the 

Metrocom because of her. 

De Masinloc once lived across Aguila Street. Her former neighbors informed Sir Dikomo she 

had transferred to a condominium unit in Paco. When Sir Dikomo finally found De Masinloc in 

a condominium in Paco, he found out that she was living all by herself. He surmised that De 

Masinloc was a lesbian. From De Masinloc he also learned that Katleya was arrested by the 

police five days after she gave birth to a son.  

“As she was frisked away by the police, she asked me to take care of the child,” De Masinloc 

said. “But she knew I go to the United States every six months, hence it was impossible for me 

to babysit the child. I guess she understood my predicament when I shook my head. Then she 

hastily added—‘can you find a way for one of the priests in Quiapo Church to take custody of 

him?’. So, one day in March—I think it was in 1976, if I am not mistaken—I dropped him in 

Quiapo in the middle of the night. I marked the box he was in with big black letters ‘Please send 

this boy to a priest in Quiapo Church.’ 

“A week later I visited Katleya in Camp Crame. She was not there. Somebody in Camp Crame 

told me she went Sisa; they sent him to the mental hospital. I feared she might have been 

summarily executed. So, I went to Mandaluyong just to make sure. I found her there, but there 

were intervals when she did not recognize me at all. You can go there yourself and check if she 

is still there.”  

Sir Dikomo lost no time informing Boy Deo. He dialed the mayor’s cellphone number. He 

asked the mayor if he could come over. Just to make sure that there would be no surprises, Sir 

Dikomo told Boy Deo what he just found. He advised Boy Deo to hear first what De Masinloc 

had to say. He added: “Try not to disclose that the boy she dropped in Quiapo was now the 

mayor of Manila so that she would have no reason to alter her story in any way.” 

Minutes later, the lobby of the condominium teemed with people. Some of them were 

carrying TV cameras. It was rare for a place like this one to be visited by a mayor; in this case, 

the visitor was not only the mayor but also accompanied by the former mayor of the city.  

De Masinloc could not hide her excitement when she saw Boy Deo and Sir Dikomo. Sir 

Dikomo asked De Masinloc to tell the present mayor what she had narrated to the former 

mayor. De Masinloc repeated her tale with gusto. 

The thought that she was unable to help Katleya in her time of desperation had been a 

burden she needed to unload, De Masinloc confessed. For two decades she had suffered the 

fate of being a prisoner of her own conscience. Truth be told, she had shared Katleya’s story 

with acquaintances several times before. She didn’t feel relieved then. It was totally different 
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talking to Boy Deo and Sir Dikomo about Katleya. In her excitement, she could not help but ask 

Boy Deo what his birthday was. Boy Deo smiled but said nothing. 

De Masinloc tried again: “By the way, how old are you, Mayor?” 

Boy Deo joked that his age was half her age. De Masinloc thought how foolish it was for her 

not to think about Katleya when the much-publicized identity crisis hit the mayor several 

months ago. At the spur of the moment, she rushed inside her room. When she re-emerged, 

she gave Boy Deo a picture of a mother and her child. 

“That one is Katleya,” De Masinloc pointed at the mother in the picture. Boy Deo thanked 

her. He pushed the picture inside the left pocket of his jacket. 

When Boy Deo and Sir Dikomo left for the mental hospital in Mandaluyong, the TV camera 

crews and tens of reporters followed them. 

Boy Deo did not show any emotion the first time he saw Katleya. If De Masinloc’s story was 

true, then all the pain he suffered as a child and as teen were nothing compared to what Katleya 

had gone through. For her part, Katleya was non-committal, behaving as if nothing unusual was 

happening to her surroundings, despite the sudden surge of onlookers. She did not look 

different from the wretched and homeless women he saw every day when he was a child 

grinding it out in Quiapo. 

Boy Deo asked the permission of hospital management for him to bring Katleya home, 

saying she was a member of his family. The hospital had no record of her family members, so 

the staff considered it a breakthrough that somebody came forward to claim her as one of their 

own. The mental hospital staff suggested that Katleya be transported in a separate vehicle. But 

Boy Deo insisted that she sat beside him. A hospital doctor and a nurse accompanied them.  

Katleya remained expressionless the whole time she sat beside Boy Deo in the vehicle. When 

the convoy of vehicles arrived at his New Manila home, Boy Deo studied Katleya’s poise. She 

answered questions thrown at her, even from among the press. Often, she sounded sensible 

to him. 

He decided not a ask her about anything for as long as he did not feel confident enough to 

kind of break the ice with her. The doctor explained to him her condition, saying a family 

environment could help her recover her sanity. 

Boy Deo next dialed Father Andoy. He asked the priest if it was possible for him and a guest 

to see Father Revo at the hospital. It was Friday the 13th  in June of 2014, the feast day of Saint 

Anthony of Padua, patron saint of lost items. Father Andoy ushered Boy Deo and Katleya into 

Father Revo’s room. It was the first time the three of them saw each other.  
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Boy Deo could tell from Father Revo’s facial expression that the priest had recognized 

Katleya. But her own usual non-committal behavior did not encourage the ailing priest to offer 

any gesture of greeting or salutation. Boy Deo did everything to help Katleya feel relaxed. He 

helped her took a seat opposite Father Revo. Boy Deo also sat down, next to the priest. 

Boy Deo understood what kept the surprise meeting awkward. He offered Father Revo an 

explanation. “She is Katleya Ramos. We just fetched her from the mental hospital.” 

When Father Andoy and the hospital doctor left the three of them alone, Boy Deo fished 

the picture out of his pocket and showed it to Katleya from a distance of about seven feet. Boy 

Deo and Father Revo could see every muscle that moved in her face. For the first few minutes 

she did not show any interest in the picture. But Boy Deo kept showing it in front of her. Then 

she stared at it, initially with hesitation, until she got so engrossed with the picture that she 

seemed to be oblivious to anything and anyone else. Then tears started to roll down from her 

eyes. 

Boy Deo could no longer take it. He got up and hugged Katleya. She sobbed in his chest. 

 

A MONTH LATER, there was jubilation as Boy Deo announced to the media that his name had 

been changed legally from Deodatu Biradayon to Leandro Francisco Deodatu Ramos Calasanz. 

He carried Father Revo’s family name. 

“Call me Deo!” he said.          

Media had another bountiful season. Heap upon heaps of stories about Deo’s life, now 

dovetailed to those of Sylvia Monir, Father Andoy, Judge Vida, Teresa, Father Revo, Katleya, 

Katalina, among others, headlined TV, radio, and print media broadcasts. There was a picture 

of Mayor Deo beaming proudly with his mother, savagely captioned “Basilio’s Pride.” There 

was another picture of Mayor Deo flanked by Senator Makatigbas and General Uy to his right 

and Sir Dikomo to his left, captioned “The Leader We Need, Says General Uy.” A reporter who 

highlighted his being an abandoned child had called him the “New Moses,” not fished from a 

river but picked up from the dump.  

For the remainder of his term as Manila Mayor, Deo lived in relative peace. His detractors 

retreated to neutral corners, disarmed of weapons with which to attack him. His administration 

had been cited not only for being corrupt-free but also for its innovative approaches, bannered 

by Citizen’s Congress. This governance model has started to excite international organizations. 

A globally acclaimed author had suggested that Citizen’s Congress can be used to re-create the 

constituency of the United Nations. 
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At the domestic front, Katleya had not returned to the mental hospital. Deo hired private 

mental care specialists who attended to his mother on a regular basis. Even Father Revo had 

been discharged from the hospital but had to be confined again in December of that year. 

The following month, January 2015, Monsignor Discotero Rasonable, the rector who 

replaced the now-retired Monsignor Ubanon, invited Mayor Deo to deliver a talk at the 

conclusion of the mass preceding the Traslación.     

In his homily, Manila Archbishop Cocopatre Cardinal Calaveria talked about miracles. He said 

that while God can perform miracles by himself, he preferred showing them to us with 

participation of human hands. Thus, he needed five loaves of bread to feed a multitude. He 

needed buckets of water so he could transform them into wine. Even in the Old Testament, 

the Israelites had to paint their doors with the blood of a sheep to fend off the curse that killed 

the first-born males in all of Egypt. 

He added that the miracle of the Eucharist, which happens every day in the Holy Mass, was 

like the blood of the sheep; it shielded us from the curse of the fall of our parents from God’s 

grace in the story of creation—the Genesis. But for that miracle to work, God needed our 

participation. We must turn away from sin and do things that pleased him.  

In his speech, Mayor Deo stayed close to Calaveria’s theme—that is, about everyday 

miracles.  

Below is an excerpt of Mayor Deo’s speech. 

“I practically lived in the vicinity of Quiapo Church for 22 years. I made Plaza Miranda as my 

home for at least ten years, from the time I was 5 years old until 15. I lived those precious 

growing-up years with my friend Junie, the one who should be standing up now before you. 

Junie and I went through the grind, eking out a living from the sale of recovered scraps as well 

as from alms, from the kindness of others. Before us, his father himself scavenged to survive 

for 20 years in that same place, two years of which under the bridge near Sta. Cruz—over there 

(pointing northeastward), just over two kilometers away from here. It was a habitat shared 

with flies, ants, and spiders. 

“Many times, I heard the priests in Quiapo and in Sta. Cruz say that God is good; that he did 

not leave anyone hungry, etc. 

“I did not believe them. For how could I believe them if all around me there was hunger? 

“But you know as a kid, even in our wretched conditions, Junie and I had time to play with 

spiders… and you know how creepy spiders are, how they scare people away and get whacked 

in return. We made pets out of them. There was a time I spent a couple of hours just watching 

one of my pets build its web, and I could not believe how beautiful a spider’s web is if we only 
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allow it to complete its work, instead of pitting them against each other until one or both of 

them die from exhaustion or injuries just like we did when we were kids, or when we drive 

them away with brooms or sticks because we think they are unsightly and fit to be condemned 

for blighting our surroundings. 

“God’s work in our lives is like that of a spider’s web. We can only appreciate its beauty if 

we allow him to complete his work with our cooperation. In this context my life story can never 

be dissociated with that of Junie. 

 “Yago—Junie’s father—was left for dead when he was eight. Nobody knew how he survived 

the next five years of his life. What we know is that he managed to keep not only both his body 

and soul together, but he also kept his sanity while experiencing the lowest ebb of his life. In 

fact, he managed, in the end, to raise a family from which a generational leader like Junie 

emerged. 

“And I think the dramatic part of Junie’s story evolved the way it did because of Nardong 

Sablay. The latter was the one who left the 8-year-old Yago in the sidewalk of a busy street in 

Caloocan, alone and without any resource to help himself survive. Of course, Nardong Sablay 

acted on orders of his lady boss, and should be blameless. But he made it a point to make life 

harder for Yago than it already was for the kid. 

“When Junie started to attract a following as chair of Sangguniang Kabataan, then as 

member of Barangay Council, you can imagine Nardong’s horror (who remained as one of the 

trusted hands in Mr. Ty’s Tondo household) when Joey (who by the way is now a colonel in the 

military), brought him to his parent’s house in Tondo. On learning from Joey that Junie was 

Yago’s (aka Golek) son, Nardong Sablay (who was already 60 years old at the time), asked Junie, 

with Joey’s permission, to hire him as an all-around errand boy. 

“‘I wanted to mend the irreparable damage I inflicted on his father,’ Nardong Sablay 

pleaded. Joey acceded because he knew his own mother was also blameworthy for what 

happened to Yago.    

“The point I am trying to say is that there is always hope for redemption, regardless of how 

compromised one is, if only we allow God to complete his work for us. Who would have thought 

that it would take two generations—from Yago to Junie and myself—for us to see the beauty 

of a completed masterpiece, like a spider’s web, which started, in the case of Nardong Sablay, 

in betrayal that was driven by envy and hate, but ended in redemption and reconciliation.   

“You would think that Nardong Sablay, after his role in dumping Junie’s father, would be 

worthy of condemnation in the way we swat spiders away from our homes. But he redeemed 

himself by asking to be part of Junie's household; in the end, he even tried to heroically save 

Junie’s life on that tragic night that we got ambushed in the campaign trail. 
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“Also, let me share with you something which I don’t think I have ever mentioned in public 

speeches before. As a kid, I followed the ants. I watched how they scavenge for crumbs, and 

how they bring their food to their colonies which I found to be hosted by trunks of trees or 

damaged concrete buildings. One time there was flood that either submerged or carried heaps 

of things away—push carts, scraps, trash, merchandise goods, construction debris, and even 

cars. There I saw the ants floating above the water. Whole colonies wrapped themselves up as 

one like a ball. Floodwaters rushed towards the river, and the floating colony passed by the 

shed where myself and two or three of my friends, soaking wet, were waiting for the rain to 

stop. 

“The ants looked like they were tied to each other through their limbs. The ants showed 

their commitment to each other, helping themselves to create air space that enabled the 

colony to float. Each one helped the other survive the flood that swept them from their homes. 

“From the spiders that taught me to wait for the completion of God’s creation, to the ants 

that taught me how one depended on the other to survive, I come here today with the message 

to suggest that there is beauty in an ugly world, that there is love for one another even if it 

seems envy and hate everywhere are pulling us down.     

“Spiders can help change our views as individual persons. Ants can help us transform our 

views as a community. 

“I remember the first time I experienced the Traslación. Maybe I was 6 or 7 years old. I saw 

this boy, maybe even younger than myself, who was crying because he lost her mother. Then 

somebody told him to just stay where he was because his mother would look for him in the 

last place where the two of them stayed together. That good little deed of assuring him was a 

miracle; he stopped crying and, sure enough, his mother found her way back to him. 

“The message of ‘just staying where you are’ has not left me as I grew older. Staying where 

you are, to me, means keeping the faith. As we struggle, God will come back to us, in the person 

of somebody who we might not even know. In instances that I cannot count, I also experienced 

the Black Nazarene’s miracles in my life. The miracles came in the form of food when I was 

dying of hunger, and of mothers—I had at least 5 of them—who found their way back to me. 

“Staying where you are means keeping alive the hope that life will turn for the better for as 

long as we put in the effort to make a living, with determination and dedication. It means doing 

little good deeds for our neighbor. It means helping to put the smile back in those who need 

our help. To be of service to others is the last place— “the communion of saints,” as we hear 

the preachers explain in their homilies and as we pray the Apostles Creed—where we need to 

stay together. That is where God, I suppose, will come back to us. Cardinal Calaveria has 

reminded us of how the Holy Eucharist works for us. It is an assurance that God will keep 

coming back to us, fulfilling his promise that he will not leave us alone.  
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“The Traslación is an occasion for the recollection of how our lives have experienced the 

outpouring of love from our brothers and sisters. The Black Nazarene performs his miracles 

through them. He heals the sick through our doctors and other medical professionals. He wipes 

the tears away from our eyes through our mothers. He brings laughter in our lives through our 

friends. And he keeps us humble through our enemies. 

“It is just fitting that we strip ourselves of our sandals or shoes because we are walking on 

holy ground. This ground is holy because it supports our bond with God and his creation. Our 

bare feet feeling the earth symbolize the acceptance of our responsibility for each other, 

including those generations that will come after us. We need to spare the ground of our trash. 

We do not need to step on somebody else’s shoulder just to be able to touch the Nazarene.”   

The transformative power of Deo’s words manifested itself an hour or two later. 

While the estimated number of devotees had increased by more than a million, the 

Traslación that year was in many ways different from the previous years. This one was orderly; 

only a handful of devotees got injured. There were but few litters on the streets. The procession 

was completed in 12 hours instead of the 48 hours that the Traslación took to complete in the 

previous year. 

Mayor Deo’s cellphone vibrated in his pocket. It was a call from Father Andoy. He reported 

that Father Revo watched the live coverage of the mass from his hospital bed, and that he 

closed his eyes after Mayor Deo’s speech. An hour later, his father breathed his last. 
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