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CHAPTER ONE

July, 1942.

Heaven runbl ed. The wi nd how ed.

Agitated fromits sound slunber, the South
Chi na Sea suddenly burst into a feroci ous nass of
bl ack nenace, trying, in a futile attenpt, to claw
at the imm nent danger that hung | ow above it.

Yet the dark clouds stubbornly challenged and
speared lightning and torrential rain into the sea.

W nd, in apparent connivance, |ashed across the
ocean and in one final act of retaliation, the South
China Sea rebell ed against the chaos in its m dst
and fought back, rolling into stanpede of raging
waves.

"Mommy! Daddy!" The shrill cry of a girl
escaped fromthe small fishing boat that got caught
in the tunul tuous battle of the elenents around it.

More like a tiny toy, the boat, just a speck in
t he expanse of darkness, struggled as it was
nercil essly tossed about.

"We'll survive." The man reassured hinself,
runni ng back and forth through the full |ength of
t he banboo outrigger of their boat as he naneuvered
to stabilize it. But the waves kept com ng, grow ng
bi gger and hi gher.

The woman clutched on to one side of the boat
forcing her full weight to counter the pull of the

water, to no avail. And one gigantic wave swal | owed
them . .then spat them out.

"Hel p.. .Mnmy. . .Daddy...!"

The woman turned to the shed. "My baby..." She

cried and braved the water that separated them Al
she could see were the white arns flailing



hel pl essly, struggling to reach her. Once nore, the
wave struck and the girl disappeared. "Joy Bell.
baby! "

"Hold tight." The man shouted and junped to the
struggling body, in conplete disregard for his own
safety. He swanp toward her. He was al nost there -
just an armlength when a huge wave caved over her.
And nore waves kept rolling, one after another.

"My God!" the wonman gasped and for a nonent
just stared - nunbed. She waited. Prayed. Endlessly.
For ever.

And the crest subsided. She opened her eyes.
Scanned the sea, straining for signs of life.
Not hi ng. "Pl ease God save them"

Once nore thunder and Iightning cracked through
the clouds. Then there was |light. She scanned the
sea but saw no one. She found herself all al one.

"Lota. . . Lota..." It cane fromthe nman
clinging to the outrigger. "Pull her up." H's right
arm hugged the white body of a girl.

"Thank you, God," she whispered as she sank to
her feet, stretched out and grabbed her.

For two nore days and ni ghts, the nonsoon rain
conti nued.

And there they were, still all together, cold
and hungry in their ravaged boat. The boat was stil
afl oat after they had patiently scooped out the
water fromthe boat that threatened to sink it.

How such a frail structure w thstood the brunt
of nature was beyond their conprehension, but life,
as they knew it could be one unpredictable enigm
No one could fathomits nystery. No one could know
what tonorrow holds. And no one could ever
underestimate the inherent capacity for survival of
anyone, or anything for that matter.

They were rem nded of the banboo - that tall,
pliant, resilient tree that seened to acknow edge
its being by | ooking up to the heavens, as in
prayer. That banboo that recogni zed when to fal
back. Swaying and hunbly bowing to the wind. Not out
of weakness, but of w sdomto know when not to
resist. Like the banmboo outriggers of their boat
t hat bounced back and forth wth the waves, ravaged
maybe, but not broken.

On the other hand, they thought of the strong
and najestic narra tree, always erect and proud,
confident as if arrogantly taunting the el enents,



yet the sanme force that rocked the banboo uprooted
and toppled down the narra tree. The story of life,
t hey t hought.

There was very little the wooden shed coul d do
to shelter themfromthe wnd and the rain. Besides,
the restless sea drenched themand left themtoo
sea-sick to even eat the boiled "cassava" roots and
dried fish, which they brought along. The woman
never stopped praying.

The girl, too, burned wth fever and there was
nothing to give her except the hone-made sal ve from
herbs. And yet, the woman never stopped praying.

On the fourth night, the sea was cal m agai n.
Finally, the three succunbed to sleep. But not for
| ong. They were awakened by the roar of the engine.
The man cautioned the two to stay quiet while he
crept out of the shed to see what was com ng. The
woman cuddl ed the girl close to her, covering her
with the quilt; her mnd cranped with fear.

"A notorboat,"” the man whi sper ed.

They had no way of know ng whet her the boat
bel onged to the Filipinos or the Japanese. But
ei ther way, they were in danger.

Escaping fromtheir hone province in the
Vi sayas, in central Philippines and noving from one
unfam |l iar place to another for safety, they braved
the treacherous South China Sea after |earning of
Japanese fam |lies canped together in a town in
Luzon. Their |lives were endangered by the increasing
guerrilla activities, for the man, being a Japanese
was |liable to be suspected as a spy.

The sound cane nearer. . . nearer and | ouder.
Suddenly it stopped. The glaring search |ight
pi erced through the black curtain that hung between
them Instantly their hearts stopped; their breath
suspended.

Finally, the man exhal ed, relieved when he
heard the command in Japanese. He stood up and bowed
his head. In the shed, the woman buried her head to
the trenbling body of the girl. "What if they see
her? What if they take her away? She is only
fourteen - just a child.” The thought stabbed her
heart |i ke dagger. She bl anked out her mnd afraid
that her fear woul d actually happen.

I n Japanese, the man expl ai ned that he was a
fisherman, caught in the storm with his wfe.
Unexpectedly, the Japanese sol dier junped into the



boat, barged into the shed and snatched away the
bl anket that covered the girl. The girl shrieked, as
her pal e face shone clearly against the black night.

"American girl... you guerrilla hide Anerican!"
The sol di er dragged the girl out of the shed. And
the woman stunbled trying to hold her back.

"Bring her here,"” the Corporal commanded,
brandi shing a bottle of whiskey and apparently
drank. The sight of his condition heightened their
fear.

"Pl ease | eave her alone.” The woman pl eaded,
sobbing and clutching on to the girl.

"We bring girl to garrison,” yelled the
Cor por al .

"Pl ease don't take her away. She is ny
daughter."™ The man begged, but the Corporal ignored
him He |ooked intently and incredul ously at the
girl.

"She Anerican.. .you Japanese..." he |aughed
then abruptly stopped and sneered. "You don't foo
me." He barked. "Bring Anerican girl here." The
soldier pulled the girl away fromthe nother

"Don't touch her.. .she has fever.. .contagious
fever."” The woman warned i n Japanese.

As if in answer to her prayer, the sol dier
junped back to their notorboat, cursing and | eaving
the girl behind. They were afraid of the fever.
There was an epidenmc at the tine.

The man and woman sank to their knees huggi ng
the girl as the Japanese notorboat sped away.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*

M. Mura' s hands pressed his eyes, in an
effort to obliterate the picture of those three
people. It had been two years, but the whole
incident still seened too recent to forget. It had
been a frequent visitor in the abyss of his sleep.



"I'"'mready, Daddy!" Joy Bell's voice broke
t hrough t he darkness that had haunted M. Mura and
brought hi m back to the present.

Turning fromthe w ndow, where he stood for
sonetinme, he wal ked toward Joy Bell's room And
smled. And smled again - his grin wder than the
first.

"It's too good to be true. If this is a dream
l et me not awake fromit." He thought |ooking at Joy
Bel |, immacul ate in her white bouffant dress, dotted
with prints of pink roses.

Today was Joy Bell's birthday - her sixteenth!

"Com ng, Daddy! Joy Bell chirped when she saw
M. Mura peep at the door.

"Hold on a mnute, Joy Bell, baby." Lota held
her back, gathering her I|ong platinumhair behind
her nape with a blue ribbon that natched the azure
of her eyes. M. Mura was anused watching her wife
trying to hold still a very excited girl. How could
one hol d back a bubbling spring? Joy Bell glided out
of the room her nother behind her. M. Mura
approvi ngly nodded at his wfe.

"Happy birthday, Joy Bell, sweetheart!" He
greeted her with a distinct Japanese infliction,
sonet hing he hasn't dropped fromhis accent. He
pl anted a kiss on her cheek and gathered her in his
ar ns.

"Ch, I"'mso thrilled, Daddy! It feels great to
be in this pretty dress."” She excl ai ned.

M. Mura nodded and smled follow ng Joy Bel
and Lota down the stairs. "She's right, poor girl."
He t hought. For al nost three years now she was
content wearing faded and patched clothes. He felt a
lunp in his throat. If only tinmes were different.
But this was war and not hing was the sane.

The Philippines had been in the throes of the
third year of the Second Wrld War. Every city and
ham et in this Pearl of the Oient Sea still snelled
of fresh blood. Countless lives, nostly of youths,
who were just beginning to seek their ideals and
pursue their dreans had been prematurely snapped
fromtheir buds. Civilians had undergone unbearabl e
and harrow ng experiences that nmade them shudder at
the nere thought of reliving those years again.
Children were left fatherless ...famlies rendered
honel ess.. . people robbed of their peace.



Amazi ngly, one famly survived all this.
Undoubt edl y, the bond of |ove proved stronger than
the forces of war. It had endured its tribulations.

Queerly enough this famly was conposed of a
Japanese father, a Filipina nother, and an Anerican
daught er!

Such was the Mura fam|y!

As the three wal ked through the town, M. Mura
gazed far out to the sea. Yes, a great change had
taken place in the town fromwhen he first visited
it before the war.

Thi s once peaceful haven of contented fishernen
was now an entrenched fortress of huge and powerf ul
cannons. Mortars lined its shores, unifornmed
Japanese soldiers marched along its streets.

Gone were the once quiet nonents when only the
maj esti ¢ waves dashed against the shore bringing to
the land the tranquility of its sea.

Now, the roars of cannons rocked the sea, the
sound anplified as it echoed back fromthe nountains
sending trenors to the earth that once yielded only
abundance of greens.

Fi shernmen no | onger ventured to the sea.

M. Mura stopped and stared at the distant
toweri ng bastion, its shadow spread |ike an eagle
closely watching its prey. "What a way to keep
peace, " he nurnured, sadly shaking his head.

The Japanese | nperial Forces had nmade a
stronghol d of this town - hemred in by the sea on
one side and wal |l ed by the nountain ranges on the
other. A strongly-barricaded fortress stood bare
breast ed agai nst the sky. Acres of thickly-walled-in
garrisons surrounded this seem ngly inpregnabl e
fortress, which three centuries ago served as a fort
against the fierce nmarauders fromthe islands south
of the Philippines, later reconstructed into a
church and now once again, converted back as a
fortress. Barracks now sprouted |ike nushroons al
over the grounds, sheltering its man-power.

At its outskirt was the town, where Japanese
and Filipino civilians stayed, for their protection,
they were advised. The Muras occupied a very
I nconspi cuous "nipa hut," the thatch house he built
hi nsel f.

To reach the chapel they had to go through the
public plaza and the nunerous checkpoints at every
street intersection. He sighed as they passed by the



town governnent building, a concrete edifice, which
was conmandeered by the Japanese and turned into
their garrison. The sane thing was done to the
school buil dings, a couple of blocks away. The only
pl ace still unoccupi ed by themwas the concrete

mar ket shed in the center of a clearing spattered
with a few nore snall thatch sheds used by the
vendors on Sundays - the town narket day.

They reached the chapel which was partly
damaged by the elenents. Its door had been cl osed
for years and no nasses were conducted under its
roof. The parish priest died shortly after the
out break of the war. But, the Muras had been devout
visitors to this | ong-deserted chapel.

Al'l three neekly bowed their heads before what
was once a beautiful altar.

"Qur gratitude is endless Ch Lord for saving
our daughter,” munbled Lota, "and for keeping us
safe together."

"I ask for Thy bl essings dear God, not for ne
but for ny Daddy and Mommy." Whi spered Joy Bell
pressing the cross of her rosary to her |ips.

"Make nme Thy instrunent, to keep peace where
there is war...to sow | ove, where there is hatred.
Whatever | may | ack in body, please let nme have in
spirit.” M. Mura's |ips quivered, his eyes closed
in prayer.

After closing the chapel door behind them M.
Mura put his arnms around Lota and Joy Bell, as he
deeply inhaled the cool norning air. They radi ated
joy on their faces and serenity in their hearts,
greeting civilians along the way. They were | oved
and respected by the townspeople. They bel onged.

It was so different fromthe tinme they first
arrived, two years ago. Passing the sane streets
haggard and worn out fromtheir |ong arduous sea
voyage, they were regarded with contenpt and
suspi ci on because of the nmake-up of their famly.
Joy Bell was al nost placed in the concentration
canp, but spared, not only because M. M ura pl eaded
but al so because the commander found his trade
useful to them "Quid pro quo."” He heard that from
the wealthiest man in town wth the politicians
before the war. It worked in peace. It worked in
war, as well.

The very first tinme people set eyes on them as
a famly before the war, they were eyed with



nockery, even sneered upon with malicious gossip;
the gossip that hel ped the town fol ks survive the
boredom of the day and nmade it a little nore
bearabl e. At their expense. Yet, they responded with
friendship.

"We nust try to avoid fighting hostility with
hostility. It seldomworks,” was M. Mura's mantra.

"How coul d you be so patient? Lota wondered.

And he always had a ready answer. "Is there any
ot her way?"

"Yes, but they seemto always end up in
tragedy. "

"Li ke what happened nmany years ago?" Joy Bel
cut in.

"The one that involved the town grocer and the
town cop?" Lota recall ed.

"Yes, Mommy. First they argued then there was
cursing, then groceries flying, then a fist fight.
The crowd becane bigger. | squeezed nyself between
excited feet so I could see better. Then a gun went
of f. The grocer never got up. And we attended his
funeral. My friend, Lita, never smled again. She
was the grocer's daughter.”

"An accident, | gathered. And for what?" Lota
sighed. "For an argunent, that started in a
di sagreenent about a shouting match between the
husband and wife, that they overheard the previous
night. They couldn't cone to terns as to which of
t he spouses turned unfaithful ahead of the other.

"How sonething as trivial as m nding other
peopl e' s business could escalate into a fight in
def ense of ones ego and pride or the so called "anor
propio." M. Mura pondered. "If only we can |earn
to hold back and think before we hurt one another."

"W won't let that happen to us, Daddy, would
we?

"No, we shouldn't. There are better
alternatives.” And so the Muras tried patience and
under st andi ng.

As they passed by the checkpoint, they greeted
the sentry in unison, "Chi-o!"

The guard sm | ed and bowed. Their appearance
becane a fam liar and an accepted sight to both the
Japanese and the Filipinos.

They had | ong passed the checkpoi nt when Joy
Bel | sensed the guard's eyes still on her. She



turned and waved. The guard grinned w dely which
made his eyes di sappear. But he jerked back at
attention when a group of soldiers passed him

Joy Bell skipped to catch up with her parents.
M. Mura whistled an old fam |iar Japanese nel ody
with Lota and Joy Bell singing the words in perfect
Japanese.

Reachi ng hone, M. Mura threw open the three
wi ndows, letting the sunlight flood their small
living room The banboo floor shone as this caught
the light. The whole day yesterday, M. Mura
scrubbed the floor. They | ooked forward to this day.
The vase on the small round table was fragrant with
"ilang-ilang" flowers and rich with the col orful
bougai nvi | | ea. The banboo rocking chair, the
favorite of M. Mura underwent a washing, too. The
banboo bench had been wi ped. And so with the three
chairs.

Joy Bell picked a flower fromthe vase and
tucked it in her hair. She turned around before the
small mrror that hung in a corner of the living
room M. Mura snmled then went to the kitchen were
Lota was preparing their food. Joy Bell hopped after
her fat her.

The rice cake was bei ng baked in a round
shallow tin pan between the flam ng charcoal s
beneath it and the glowi ng enber on a flat tin above
it. Lota poured the coconut juice into a pitcher and
M. Mura made hinself useful by scraping the young
coconut neat with a thin strip of tin. They | ooked
forward to a delicious coconut punch.

Joy Bell sat on the armof her father's chair
as he sang a Japanese song joined in by Lota. "Wll,
Lota, ny darling, you sing just |like a Japanese. He
wi nked at her.

"And you, "mahal” nore Filipino than I am"
Bantered Lota and smled at himw th an i npish side
gl ance t hat deepened her dinples. She |oved to cal
him "mahal ," the Filipino word for "love".

Joy Bell was sure she saw a hint of flirtation
bet ween her parents. She loved it. How t hey've
mai ntai ned their | ove and passion, awed her. "Wuld
she experience the sane, soneday?" She wondered. But
that day would not cone yet. Not for a |long, |ong
tinme.

When the cake was done, Lota carefully shook it
down on a platter, which she earlier garnished with
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"sanpaguita" petals. For icing, she dripped steam ng
nol asses on the cake and arranged si xteen snal

candl es. The day before, she |iquefied slabs of pork
fat, poured it into the small rolls of banana stal ks
with wicks in each center and allowed the |iquefied
fat to set overnight. And voila. Sixteen birthday
candl es.

They carried the cake to the round table. Lota
had al so prepared biscuits fromcassava flour, lots
of this. And boil ed cassava roots and sweet yans,
corn porridge and candi ed banana peels. And of
course, their favorite coconut candy. It was a
feast. But they didn't have this often. In fact they
only had one or the nost two types of food for their
daily neals. But today was special and not only for
t hem

M. Mura was proud at his wife's ingenuity and
Joy Bell could only gape in anmazenent as she sni pped
the cake and ran a finger along the dripping
nol asses and licked it. Just |like a child would.
After all she was still just a child. "It shouldn't
be the nunber of years that should count but how
young one felt.” M. Mura always rem nded
t hensel ves, whenever they felt down and bl ue and
wonder ed where the years have gone.

"Everything | ooks delicious! May | bring sone
of these to ny friends...to Mchi ko, Rosa, and

Mari o, Uneki and Nora and..." she rattled off
br eat hl essl y.
"Of course. . .why do you think your Mymry

prepared all these?"

"Ch thank you. .thank you. .thank you, Mmy,"
she showered her with kisses.

"Now, that that's settled, we have to nove on
to this special nmonent." M. Mura lighted the
candles, one at atinme, very slowy, as if in a
ritual .

Toget her, they sang the "Happy Birthday" song.
Joy Bell put out all sixteen candles in one bl ow.
Jubi | ant appl ause echoed drowni ng her silent w shes
that, "we may |live together happily and peacefully
for as long as God wills it." Her nother often said
that "we can wi sh and dreamto our hearts' desires,
but to ultinmately accept with gratitude, God's wll.
For not everything we want is what we need." Joy
Bel |l |earned well.

"Haven't we m ssed sonething, Lota dear?"



11

"We al nost did, didn't we?" Lota hurried to the
wooden trunk in the bedroom and cane back with two
wr apped packages.

M. Mura handed his gift to Joy Bell. Wapped
in dried pul ped banana stal k, thin as paper but nore
textured and ribboned with twi sted "abaca" fi ber.
After opening the gift, she refol ded the w apper
appreciating the work that went into its creation
and planned to treasure it. She was anazed at the
beauty of the carved wooden jewelry box with an
enbossed dove, a leaf in its beak, delicately etched
on its cover

"I wi sh everyone | oves peace as nuch as you do,
Daddy. " She hugged hi m

"We can start here, fill our hearts with peace
and reach out with it.

It was Lota's turn to hand her present. The
smal | box was wrapped in white Japanese paper,
topped with a single fragrant gardenia. What Joy
Bel | uncovered, teared her up. It was a two-inch
heart | ocket carved fromlacquered clamshell with a
butterfly nmetal clasp and a brai ded "abaca" cord for
chai n.

"It's so beautiful, Momy." Joy Bell gasped.

"It was a gift fromyour Daddy. And now, it's
our gift to you."

Lota glanced at M. Mura. He had tears in his
eyes. They both had. Both thinking of the same
thing. Their precious Joy Bell. And grateful to one
speci al man. How proud and happy he woul d have been.
But he was dead... thirteen years ago. He was Joy
Bel |'s father.

Joy Bell opened the locket. In it was a faded
photo of a famly - their famly of four. Joy Bell
Lota, Henry Howard. And M. M ura.

*kkkkkkkkk*

When Shiro Mura first came to the Philippines,
he was a young man of nineteen, with thick dark hair
that franmed his pleasant face and a pair of lively
eyes that seemed to shoot out sparks through the
thick straight long | ashes every tine he smled.

Whi ch was often and generous. Quiet, alnobst shy, he
had a cheerful outl ook that conceal ed an inner
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serenity. Al this gave himan aura of quiet charm
Over all he was a good-I| ooki ng nan.

He was an orphan. And poor. Yet through hard
work and the | ove for the trade, he turned out to be
a skilled carpenter and mason. The young M ura was
an adventurer. He loved to see places and neet ot her
peopl e. How he | oved people. Upon |earning of the
need for nen of his trade, in the Philippines, he
scraped his neager savings for the trip.

However, things did not cone easy for him
Knowi ng no one in Manila, he found hinself jobless
for a while. He accepted any work then, from
gardener, to cook, to house-boy. Anything that cane
along. This took himto many parts of the country.

Then in his thirties, he nmet M. Henry Howard,
a fortyish Anerican engi neer, who had a thriving
construction business that took himand his crewto
wherever the job was, all over the country. The
Anerican took an imediate liking for the Japanese
carpenter because of his honesty and sense of
| oyalty, besides being a hard-worker. And a jolly
conpany.

M. Mura, as Shiro was |ater called by
everyone, becane Henry Howard's right-hand man. They
had many conmon interests, which included admration
for the sane qualities and traits in people, and
especially in wonen.

Soon, M. Mura fell in love with a young and
charm ng Filipina teacher naned Lolita Ligaya, whom
he later on fondly called Lota. But he kept his
feelings to hinself, painfully shy to express it.
The nost daring thing he did was bri be one of
Mss Ligaya's pupils with candies just to send a red
rose on St. Valentine's Day. And anonynously.

They were of greeting acquai ntance, their
construction project at the tinme |ocated al ong the
teacher's route to and from school. But she never
knew how nuch she neant to him In fact, M. Mura
sensed that all the men in his crew were smtten by
her genuine interest in and kind regard for them as
she call ed out her nuch-antici pated "good norni ngs"
and "good afternoons.” Music to their ears! These
men who couldn't resist to whistle at any femal e
passer-by, never did it to Mss Ligaya. That's how
much they adm red and respected her.

Before Shiro could nuster the courage to nake
known his feelings, he noticed his boss' endl ess
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tal k about "the sweet young teacher,” who had asked
him for donation to their school |ibrary funds.

One evening, Shiro couldn't sleep. Looking at
the full noon through the wi ndow of his bedroom he
i magi ned hinself with Lota, strolling along the
grassy lane in the town plaza, with the full noon
above them

Henry Howard, too, couldn't sleep. "You know
Shiro," he turned to Shiro, who was on a bed across
fromhim in the small bedroom of their boarding
house. "I think I"'min |ove."

But Shiro was still strolling along the |ane
under the full noon.

"Did you hear ne?

"Uhumm You are in love... with your work."
Shiro was still strolling.

"No, Shiro. I'min love... with the teacher!"
Shiro froze. It was the nonment he dreaded.

"Hel p me out here, Shiro. 1'd like to serenade

M ss Ligaya but you know |l can't hit a note." Henry
want ed his intentions known by serenading her, this
bei ng the custom of the place.

There was silence. Shiro could hardly breathe.

"So, what do you say?" He persisted when he
didn't get a response.

Wthout turning to Henry, for fear his friend
m ght see the inmage now indelibly inprinted in his
m nd, Shiro nmunbl ed, "Have | ever refused you, ny
friend?"

Henry junped out of bed. "Then you'll do it?"

"OF course, you know, I will." Shiro joined in
the ent husiasm of his friend.

"I't's still an hour before mdnight. Let's do
it tonight."

M dni ght was the tinme when young nen woul d sing
to their |ladies, hoping to gently wake them up, but
praying that |ike them they, too, were unable to
sl eep.

Shiro was known for his nellow and soul ful
voi ce. Henry heard him sing during the afternoons
and the eveni ngs when he joined his crew celebrate
the conpletion of a project or during weekends, when
those far fromtheir famlies would unw nd, drinking
the native coconut wi ne acconpanied with the di shes
of raw de-veined shrinp and de-boned fish steeped in
spiced vinegar. He admred the sinplicity of it al
- everyone getting drunk, just nerrily drunk. There
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woul d be boi sterous |aughter, and singing and
danci ng anong thensel ves. Just pure, clean fun.
Their version of the happy hour.

St andi ng beside Henry Howard and a crew nenber,
who played the guitar, Shiro Mura sang fromthe
heart. Henry thought he noticed the dept of enotion
fromhis friend s voice, but dismssed it as Shiro
bei ng hinsel f, doing his best in everything he did.
The song floated through the night carrying the plea
of a heart aching for the love of his life.

Soon the w ndow creaked open and a kerosene
lantern it the serenaders' eager faces. M ss Ligaya
gave Henry Howard a demure acknow edgenent and a
qui ck gl ance at Shiro, who touched heaven, when she
smled at him

After the |ast song was sung, the goodbyes
said, and the w ndow cl osed, Henry patted his
friend, placed his arnms around his two friends, and
together, the three went honme. They did very well!

After a few nonths, Henry Howard and Lolita
Li gaya were married with Shiro Mura as the best
man. He prayed for their happiness. That day, Shiro
buried his lost love in the deepest recesses of his
bei ng and sealed it - never to be reopened - ever
agai n.

The couple invited Shiro to stay with themin
the first floor of their new y-constructed hone.
Again Shiro accepted. It was an agony he was wlling
to bear just to feel her daily presence.

A year passed swiftly and the Howards were
bl essed with a beautiful daughter, they naned Joy
Bell. She was indeed a joy to those around her. She
was all Anerican from her platinumblonde hair, to
her bright blue eyes and creany conpl exion. Her
cleft chin was unm stakably her father's. And the
two dinples, her nother's. She had Lota's sunny and
sweet disposition, her charm and her generous
heart. She was M. Mura's joy.

When Joy Bell was baptized, the Howards offered
M. Mura the honor to be Joy Bell's godfather - the
sol e godfather. Wth M. Howard's position in town,
Joy Bell could have had a couple or nore, even a
dozen godparents as was a practice at the tine. But
t he Howar ds deci ded, the honor was for M. Mura
al one. And he deserved it.

Watching M. Mura and Joy Bell was I|ike
wat ching a doting father with a bel oved daughter. He
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panpered her. Even boiled water for her bath, his
own version of the Japanese hot bath. The sight was
a pleasure for the Howards, who felt safe | eaving
their daughter wi th hi mwhenever they went out. From
the three of them Joy Bell had all the |ove she
needed.

The Howards, too, were a refreshing couple to
behol d. Many of their friends w shed they, too, had
t he Howards' kind of relationship. He was a devoted
father and a thoughtful, I oving and deeply-caring
husband as nuch as Lota was a wife to him Lota felt
bl essed for having a husband, who adored her and
val ued her opinion. She felt a sadness for her
friends, who she thought were short-changed in their
marriage; who were there mainly to serve and to bear
t hei r husbands' chil dren.

At an era, when nost narriages were arranged,
or when courtship, a period for know ng each ot her
was chaperoned and cl osel y-watched by the entire
nei ghbor hood; where even a kiss or a hint of
I ntimacy was considered imoral and a reason for
rush to marriage; where being a spinster was frowned
upon and becane a subject of ridicule, Lota felt
truly grateful to be where she was.

Their own courtship allowed themto see each
other in various situations and how they reacted to
these; really knowi ng their respective val ues and
beliefs and enabl ed them w thout pressure, to
mutual |y agree that they had a viable relationship
and the love to conmit thensel ves to marri age.

She was gl ad she took her tine and waited for
the man she could | ove and respect. To her marri age
was not a requirenent but a choice. And she chose
wel | .

*kkkkkkkk*

One particular norning, while Shiro waited for
Henry to go to work, he noticed himto Iinger |onger
than usual . Lifting Joy bell, sw nging her around,
ticking each other until they bent over from
| aughter. He ki ssed her and ki ssed her again and
agai n. Perhaps a dozen tines.

"Lota, sweetheart, renenber to pick up the
prettiest dress for our baby when you go shoppi ng
today. Only the best for this angel." He raised her
daught er above hi s head.
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"Sky's the limt?" Lota teased.

"No limt for our princess.” He playfully
pi nched Joy Bell's cheek. "And don't forget her
favorite chocol ate.™

"I wouldn't dare." She kissed her husband.

Once again Henry kissed Joy Bell and rubbed his
nose agai nst her cheek, and she did the sane to him
He hugged her tightly and she clung to him hesitant
to let go. The scene was noving but the |Iook in
Henry's eyes seenmed nuch stranger to Shiro, but he
dism ssed it as one of those father-daughter rare
nonents. He would have loved to capture it in print,
tuck it away and remnisce with it |ater.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

That afternoon, Shiro canme home running..

panting... catching his breath. "Lota, cone...take
al ong Joy Bell."
"I know...l know, Shiro. Henry must be planning

to work over-tine." Lota matter-of-factly answered,
now accustoned to her husband's habit of asking for
Joy Bell whenever he could not go hone before Joy
Bel | ' s bedti ne.

"No, there's no overtinme. But please hurry.” He
tried desperately not to appear frantic.

There was no further conversation as he drove
t hem t aki ng another route than the one that led to
the construction site.

As soon as they arrived at the hospital, Lota
rushed to Henry. He managed to smle but she knew he
was bei ng brave for Joy Bell

"Henry, darling, what happened?”

"Nothing to worry about, sweetheart." He
whi spered, notioning her to keep cal m

There was a confused | ook in Joy Bell's eyes as
Shiro led her to her father. She had never seen her
Daddy | ook weak and pal e. He had al ways been robust
and strong.

"H, princess." The effort nmade himgasp for
air.
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Shiro turned away unable to bear the sight
before him "Wat a nonent could do to change
peopl es' |ives." He pondered.

Earlier that afternoon, there was jubilation at
the construction site. They were ahead of schedul e
and they had anot her contract underway. M. Howard
announced a raise for everyone besides the customary
bonus, a practice he adhered to for years. He was
well 1iked by his nmen because of the fair way he
treated themand his generosity. In return his crew
del i vered and never failed him

They were to celebrate that evening - with
dri nks and "pork adobo,” his favorite Filipino dish.
As he went around handing out cigarettes, everyone
noticed the extra bounce in his characteristic |ong
strides. At one point he waved at Shiro and call ed
out - "Good job, M. Mura!"

Then the nmen screaned, warning in unison -
"Look out!" But there was no tinme for M. Howard to
react. The scaffolding directly above hi mgave way
and fell fast... very fast. . . crashing down on
him Yet he just grinaced in silence - this stoic
man.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

Joy Bell had a restful sleep that evening at a
friend' s hone, by the hospital. Lota and Shiro
stayed with Henry, who was in great pain. The broken
rib had punctured his |ung, which nmade breathing
difficult. Between gasps he asked for Lota to fetch
Joy Bell and for Shiro to stay behind.

Once they were left alone, Henry clutched
Shiro's hands. "Please take care of ny famly.
Especially Lota. I'mnot worried about Joy Bell. She
had already a big place in your heart. But Lota, she
is young and woul d need soneone to | ove her."

Shiro turned pale. "Did he give hinself away
with the way he felt for Lota?" He swore he was very
di screet.

"Come now, Shiro. No need to be enbarrassed. W
al ways admred the sane qualities... in wonen. No
guilt trip, ny friend. No apol ogi es necessary. |
know you | ove her as nmuch as | do. And | thank you
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for that and for your friendship.
prof usel y.

Shiro nodded silently and pressed his friend's
hand. He gently wi ped Henry's face now drenched with
tears and perspiration.

Weak as he was, Henry managed to hol d back nore
tears that have welled in his eyes, once he heard
t he sl ow opening of the door and the light tiny
footsteps. He had not cried in Joy Bell's presence.
He was a jolly fellow. .. that was how her daughter
knew hi m

"Daddy," Joy Bell often said whenever her
father let out his hearty chuckles, "you sound I|ike
that old fellowwith big tunmy and bi g blue eyes -
the fellow who cane to put dolls in my stocking
every Christms."

Toni ght, Joy Bell, unaware of what was
happeni ng, once again broke the silence. "I mss
your | augh, Daddy. The one that sounded |i ke Santa
aaus.”

And so, even in the hour of pain, Henry tried
to laugh. To Lota, it was painfully different but to
Joy Bell, it was the same full.. .loud | aughter.

"Look at ny new dress, Daddy. Momry bought this
today. Isn't it pretty?”

"Yes, darling."

“I"l'l wear this on ny birthday." She proudly
pi rouetted, her plunp hands hol ding w de the hem of
her pink pleated bouffant dress.

Her father nodded approvingly and gave her a
huge sm | e.

"Ch, Daddy, you are the nost wonderful Daddy in
the whole wide world!'" She showered himw th kisses.

He was sweati ng

"I promse, you'll have the biggest slice of ny
bi rt hday cake! And to show you that I"ma big girl
now... I'll put out the candles wth just one bl ow

You and Monmy don’t have to help ne."

"That's ny girl." Henry whi spered and reached
for her. Joy Bell hugged him "And you're ny dearest
Daddy! "

"Yes, you're a big girl nowand will grow up
just like your Momry.. .very beautiful and kind. Hs
eyes cl ouded.

That Sunday was to be Joy Bell's third
bi rt hday.
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Henry Howard's eyes | onged for Lota and sensing
this, Lota noved closer to him He cupped her face
between his two cold pal ns and ki ssed her |ips, ever
so gently. "I love you, sweetheart. Very nuch. Thank
you for your |ove. Thank you for enriching nmy life."

It was all he managed to whi sper but his eyes
wanted to say nore. Lota had to choke back the surge
of enotion that quivered inside her.

Joy Bell did not fully understand her nother's
pain for she broke the cold stillness in the room
and blurted out with child-Ilike enthusiasm "Daddy,

prom se you'll be home on ny birthday! Cross your
heart and hope to die. Ckay?"
"Ckay. I'Il be honme, ny princess..."

There was a tight enbrace and he reached for
Joy Bell's face. Then Henry Howard's arns dropped..
...linmply. Lota closed her eyes to force back the
tears and everything within her scream ng for
rel ease. She renmmi ned strong in the presence of
t heir daughter.

M. Mura knelt and nade the sign of the cross.
Seeing him Joy Bell did the sane then softly kissed
her Daddy, good night. She hushed M. Mura, putting
a tiny finger across her lips. "Don't nake any
noi se. Daddy is asleep.”

M. Mura took her hand and wal ked her out of
the room She, not knowi ng that, that was her | ast
talk with her dear Daddy.

In this cycle of life, the nonent nust cone
when people have to part fromthose they |ove. To
t he Howards, the nonent cane too soon. For M. Henry
Howar d had passed!

*kkkkkkkkk*

The nenories fl ooded back so intensely and so
fast, M. Mura and Lota only then realized that the
tears have flowed freely. Tears streanmed down Joy
Bell's face, too. They were all thinking of the sane
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thing. They've shared with her everything including
the tinme her nother finally decided to narry the
endl essl y-patient, ever-faithful, and devoted M.

M ur a.

"I have to share a secret with you, two." M.
Mura interrupted, in his jovial tone. He found it
the right time to intrude into their silent grief.

"I had planned to sing for you and put inalittle
dance routine, however, | don't think |I'd be able to
go through it without first, filling my gnaw ng
tummry with all this nourishment that had been
screamng to be devoured." He turned dramatic and
theatrical, which sent themreeling with [aughter

They left their tears unwi ped and al |l owed these
to dry on their own as they thanked their Creator.
Strangely enough, Joy Bell set aside a big slice of
her birthday cake...as he had al ways done...for her
Daddy!

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k
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CHAPTER TWO

Early the next norning, after a tepid bath,
whi ch as usual was prepared by M. Mura, Joy Bel

bounced down the stairs, through the streets.. .out
to the fields in the outskirt of town and up the
hill, her light blue balloon skirt flying behind

her; her favorite dress sprinkled with col orful
butterflies.

She | oved butterflies and often ronped in the
fields, her arnms fluttering high and w de, basking
in the warm sun; allow ng the fresh balny breeze to
wash over her face. It was a daily joy for her,
picking wild flowers fromthe field and the hill. As
her own private ritual, she offered fresh flowers on
their small altar for the Holy Famly; a wooden
statuette that M. Mura chiseled fromteak wood. It
had travel ed with them everywhere and had protected
them This they truly believed.

Singing a cheerful ballad, taught her by M.
Mura, Joy Bell pranced up and down the hill
pi cking the nost colorful of the flowers. She | oved
the song, for it was funny and lively. She loved it
so nmuch that she taught it to her friends, on the
afternoon of her birthday, when she brought all the
food to them They feasted, singing Japanese songs,
Filipino songs, Anerican song.

That was how she was brought up. Her know edge
about the United States, Japan, and the Phili ppines
was extensive. She appreciated the uni queness of
each country and its people, be it their love for
freedom nationalism culture, or conviviality. Thus
she treated people - all people equally with
conpassi on, respect, and friendship. Indeed her
parents bestowed on her the greatest gifts of all
Under st andi ng and tol erance, conpassion and | ove.

At sixteen, she was the picture of pure
i nnocence and an exhilarating spirit. Watchi ng her
was |i ke gazing at a placid |ake. . . cool and
serene when the full noon glided on its surface, yet
warm and bright once it reflected the glorious
nmorni ng sun. In her youth one could see the
bl ossom ng of nature's endowrents.. .her ripening to
t he enchantment of mai denhood.
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On the hill, Joy Bell paused, and standi ng on
her toes, she took a good serving of fresh air, as
the soft breeze whi pped her flow ng hair. She sat
down beneath the lone tree, cupping the wild flowers
bet ween her pal ns, her eyes closed, a hint of smle
on her |ips. Undoubtedly, she was weaving beauti ful
t houghts into her reverie.

How she w shed she could be |ike her nother.
Then, she would be as happy. And she woul d have a
man, |ike her father, M. Mura. If she could have
her man, then she would Iove himwth all her heart,
and m nd, and soul

And he woul d | ove her forever. He woul d work
and provide for her.

She woul d work, too, perhaps, as a nurse. And
be his nurse, as well. She would cook for him wash
his clothes, nmend his shirts. And yes, make coconut
candi es, too.

They will have long tal ks, endl ess talks. There
will be lots of kissing, hugging, and |oving. They
woul d have children, not one but many, maybe a
dozen, if God wills it. Like her nother, she would
sing lullabies for them tell stories - happy
stories, not the horror and scary stories Mario's
not her told her children during dark rainy nights.
Not those types of stories.

She woul d tell stories about fairies and
angel s, about the wonders of art, nusic and dance,
| ove and friendship, children and beautiful places,
huts and pal aces, princes and princesses, nature and
its animals, both big and small, birds that sing and
birds that tal ked, insects, those that crawl and
those that fly.

Yes, she w ||l weave stories about butterflies,
and dragonflies, fireflies and even houseflies. Then
she woul d nesnerize them about this enchanting earth
and the nystical sky. Winsical tales, biblica
par abl es. Just nice stories. Pleasant, uplifting
stories.

Her smle w dened, her dinples deepened. "I
wi sh, ny wish will all come true."” She tightened her
al ready shut eyes and crossed her fingers.

"Good norning!" A husky voice startled her. Joy

Bel | |eaped to her feet, pale and shaking,
unknow ngly dropping the flowers, and cl asping her
hands agai nst her chest. "Oh, I'msorry." The voice

was apol ogetic. "I didn't nean to scare you."
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Joy Bell |ooked at her intruder, enbarrassed at
her reaction. "You didn't scare nme. Ch no, not at
all. You just startled ne..."

"You're Joy Bell, aren't you?" He ventured, his

eyes fixed on her.

"Yes." She hesitated then stood up stil
cl aspi ng her hands agai nst her breast. "But, how did
you know ny name?" The col or had returned to her
cheeks and she | ooked radi ant when the sun blinded
her, sendi ng out sparkles from her eyes.

She never saw this man before. . . not one as
young and yet as big as he was. She only saw
Japanese soldiers, Filipino and Japanese chil dren
and ol d people. "Well?" She pressed hi mwhen she saw
the amused | ook on his face.

"I just know. You haven't changed a bit. Sane
ol d cl aspi ng of hands whenever you got excited or
scared. His smle broke into soft chuckles. "You're
still the sane cute and sweet Joy Bell | know. And
beautiful. But nuch, nmuch nore beautiful." H's eyes
mel | owed. Al nost dreany.

Joy Bell felt the heat rush to her face. No one
had tal ked to her this way except her father, who
was | avish in his praises of her. H's conplinents,
sincere and real. This nan seened to know her well,

i ncl udi ng her peculiar habits. She swore she didn't
know him yet there was sonething famliar. Was it
his smle, perhaps his eyes? She bit her i ps,
sendi ng winkles on her nose as she searched her

m nd.

"Of course, you're Joy Bell. That winkled nose
when you have doubts. It's you." He | aughed, show ng
a set of well-chiseled pearly teeth between pinkish
full lips. "Conme on Joy Bell. It's Ernesto, the boy
who used to pull your pigtail because it was silky
and |l ong and shiny like silver!"

Joy Bell's eyes grew big as she junped and
hugged hi m exuberantly, like a child of eight. "On,
ny goodness, Ernesto is it really you?"

"Phew, | thought you've forgotten ne." He w ped
of f an imagi nary sweat on his forehead and gave out
a nock sigh of relief.

"How could | forget you?"

"But you al nost did."

"Well," she stammered, "but you | ook so
different,” and continued with a child-1ike | ook, as
i f pondering, biting a nail, searching the air. "so
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unl i ke the once gawky, reed-1like, skinny, |anky boy
| renenbered. The one with the squeaky voice." There
was a hint of naughtiness in her voice. O course,
she was teasing; making |light of what just happened.

Joy Bell was enbarrassed. Suddenly, she felt
strange. She just hugged a man. No! In her m nd she
hugged a boy. Her friend, Ernesto. They were very
good friends, before the war. They were nei ghbors.
He was just a | anky boy of thirteen and she was
eight. He often joined themfor dinner every tine he
took her hone | ate after playing hide-and-seek.

"I"'msorry, | didn't recognize you
i medi ately."

"Don't apol ogize." He smled and gently held
Joy Bell's chin and slowy raised her face,
searching her eyes. "You still don't believe I'm
Ernesto.” He wanted so nuch to reassure her.

Joy Bell stared at him speechl ess. Sonethi ng
she couldn't quite explain, happened. Suddenly she
felt an inner strange sensation. A chill but a
wonderful chill. Yet, his touch sent sparks of heat
through her. She felt her face turn red. Like being
scor ched.

Bef ore she could react, he unbuttoned his shirt
and di spl ayed his chest. "Look!"

She gaped at the scar. Dunbfounded. Yes, indeed
it was Ernesto. She never forgot that scar. She nade
it. They were playing patient and nurse and she got
carried away and used a real knife on him Ernesto
didn't cry. Not a whinper. He was so brave. That
day, he becane her hero. She worshi pped him

"You are such a grown up man now." She sm |l ed
as she all owed her eyes to scan Ernesto fromhead to
foot and back. He stood tall and erect before her -
all five foot ten, naybe el even, broad shoul ders,
strong arms. The sun caught his shiny dark wavy hair
and shone on his conpl exion; snooth and evenly
tanned, reddish like a bronze statue, with his well-
scul pted face. She was drawn into his deep brown
smling eyes shielded by thick curled [ ashes. H's
feature nore Spanish than Filipino. He got his
finely-chiseled features from her "nestiza" nother
a Filipina of Spanish heritage. And his physique
fromhis well-built Filipino father. A perfectly-
carved statue and yet he was just twenty one, five
years her senior
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And now, here they were, face to face, both
grown-up, both radiant w th youth.

Joy Bell stirred and started to pick up her
flowers. Ernesto bent and hel ped her.

"How are M. and Ms. Mura?"

"Daddy and Monmmy are fine." She proudly
announced. "And your Mom and Dad?"

He | ooked down. Joy Bell sensed that he wanted
to avoid the subject.

"Conme, I'Il take you hone. |I'msure Momy and
Daddy would | ove to see you."

“I"d like that. But first, let's stay a little
| onger and tal k."

"Well...okay." She sat down beneath the tree.
"Sit down. It's nice and peaceful here."

"I ndeed, it is." He sat down beside her. The
town could clearly be seen fromwhere they were.
"You're right. The breeze is cool and the grass,
soft. Nice place. You cone here, often?”

"Ch yes. | like it here. | always cone here
every norni ng and whenever | feel |onely."

"Lonel y...but why?" He was curious.

"Oh | nmean | come here whenever | feel like
bei ng al one, and just to think...and dream" She
groped for the right words trying to avoid his
sear chi ng eyes.

"Do you think of any particular thing...or
person? | nmean...you nust be thinking of...
sonet hing or...soneone..." Ernesto stopped,
concerned that he m ght enbarrass her with such an
i nti mate question.

"No," she cut himshort. "I just think of
beauti ful things...of people. People are good, you
know. And of Daddy and Momry..." she was ranbling.

"How about nme? You didn't even think of ne, did
you?" He knew this woul d provoke her but he did it,
anyway, hoping they could be kids again, free to
t ease each ot her

"I didn't know you are..." she pouted.

"Now, that's nore like it." He | aughed
heartily. "As always, sane Joy Bell."

Joy Bell smled and realized they were no
| onger kids. This was the first tinme she talked with
a young man. And she was not even scared. In fact,
she enjoyed it. "Was this how being a grown-up woul d
be?"
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When they were children, they ventured to the
nearby fields on Saturdays. Ernesto would fly his
kite, especially, when the wind was strong and she
woul d tag al ong, running after him

One such afternoon, tired fromrunning and from
the hot sun, they sat under a tree, as they were
doi ng now. They shared their dreans. Ernesto wanted
to study at the Philippine Mlitary Acadeny and
becone an officer and she hoped to be a nurse.

In fact they often played wounded sol di er and
nurse, until Ernesto got that scar on his chest and
they stopped. Not that he was scared to get another
one but because he was reprimnded by his nother. He
had fever and Joy Bell cried and prom sed never to
do it again.

They al so dreaned of going to America soneday,
after they finished their studies. They woul d have a
stopover in Japan and visit the place of M. Mura's
chil dhood and on to San Francisco to neet, for the
first tinme, her father's famly - the Howards.

Once, they prom sed each other that they would
al ways be friends. Ernesto went further and vowed
t hat wherever he was, he'll always cone back to her.

"Like I prom sed, here | am ny dear friend."
Ernesto gazed at her round bl ue eyes.

"And like | promsed, I'mstill your friend."
She playfully bantered but when she noticed the
burni ng sun, she began to rise. "Conme on, let's not
make Daddy and Mommy wait." Ernesto hel ped her up
and hand and hand, they ronped down the hill.

Joy Bell took the longer route to avoid wal ki ng
through the town and its many checkpoi nts. They
passed the creek that sneaked beside the hill
rem ni sci ng about their chil dhood.

"Stop guerrillal™

They stopped. Petrified in place. Joy Bel
bowed and el bowed Ernesto to do the same. He threw
her a concerned side glance. She strai ghtened up.

"Ch no, he is not a guerrilla. He's ny friend..
when we were this high." Joy Bell explained in
Japanese, gesturing with her hand.

Ernesto heard many stories of Filipino
civilians m staken for guerrillas and sunmarily
puni shed. He kept still but alert. He felt the
sol diers squinting eyes pierce through him
scrutinizing himw th suspicion. H s stomach
ti ghtened. But he decided not to show fear.
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The two fierce eyes glistened and rel axed.
"Ckay... okay," the guard nodded and sniled. "You
friend Joy Bell, also friend Japan. Joy Bell good
girl. Father Japanese."” The soldier notioned themto
go on and executed a brisk bow, then continued on
toward the town.

Ernesto felt his nuscles relax. He took a deep
breath and t hanked Joy Bell. She reassured hi mthat
everything would be fine. He was safe with her.

It was al nbost noon when they reached the
Mura's home. Joy Bell ran up the stairs, panting
wi th excitenent, which concerned M. Mura and Lot a.
Ernesto was behind her. After she stanmered through
her hurried introduction, Ernesto politely greeted
them Sinultaneously, M. Mura and Lota hugged
Er nesto, overjoyed at seeing hi magain.

" Goodness, we hardly recogni zed you." They
chorused as they led Ernesto to a bench by the
wi ndow. "Now tell us, how are your father and
not her ?"

Er nest o paused and took a deep breath as if
preparing hinmself for a challenging task. Indeed it
was to be an enotional journey back to the chasm of
his menory.

He told themin between breaking voice, how his
parents died after the outbreak of the war. Four
Japanese sol di ers dragged them out of their hone
whil e they were having dinner. The runor about their
providing food to the guerrillas reached the
Japanese. Ernesto, just past eighteen, with a body
that shot up rapidly before he could be filled in,
survived when his father pushed himout their rear
wi ndow, just before the Japanese broke down their
front door.

From where he | anded he caught sight of what
the Japanese did to his parents. They beheaded t hem
right outside their hone and took their bodies away.
He didn't even cry. It was not real. There were no
tears. No tine to nourn.

That evening, he ran as he had never ran
bef ore. And escaped.

There was silence. The news shocked them They
had fond nenories of David and |Isabel. He was a
portrait painter with prom se and she was the
daughter of a | and baron. Instead of follow ng her
father's order to stop seeing David, |sabel el oped
with himand later with their four-year-old son
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ended in the same town with the Howards and M.
M ura.

It was Shiro Mura who hel ped himget a job as
a painter in Henry Howard' s construction conpany.
David was the guitar player Henry asked to acconpany
Shiro when they serenaded Lot a.

David, like M. Mura, |loved fishing and the
two enjoyed this pastinme together. Isabel ran a
smal | convenient store and dabbl ed in enbroidery.
She nade Joy Bell's baptismal gown and | ater, the
veil for Lota's wedding to Shiro.

They imagined their children getting married to
each other someday, but only if they fell in |ove.
They decided it was tinme to set the new generation
free - free to choose and to live their own lives,
wi thout intervention. After all, they agreed,
marri age was not a busi ness nmerger or partnership,
not a requirenent, nor a perfunctory ritual, but a
choi ce.

Their friendship survived through the |aughters
and tears of their lives. Fromthe Howards' weddi ng
and Joy Bell's birth, to Henry's death, and the
M uras' weddi ng, and their parting, years before the
out break of the war.

Their children were both grown-ups now but the
good coupl e was gone.

Lot a excused herself and went to the kitchen to
prepare lunch. Joy Bell followed her |eaving Ernesto
and M. Mura to thensel ves. He showed Ernesto al
the pictures he had of Joy Bell fromthe tine she
was ten. Before they could nove on to other
subj ects, Lota called themfor |unch

They had a hearty nmeal. They shared jokes as
they relished Lota's del ectable nudfish dish. And,
of course, her honme-nmade coconut candy.

After their hour-long lunch, they shifted to
ot her subjects, varied ones but they |ingered nore
on peace and brot herhood, a subject closest to M.
Mura's heart.

"I wonder how long it will take for man to
realize how utterly useless and tragic war is." M.
M ura shook his head in frustration as the three
listened. "War. What a way to deal with issues.” M.
Mura's |ament was deeply-felt.

"Yes, a tragic short-cut to manage human
di fferences. However, it appears that big
corporations seemto benefit whenever there's war.
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Doesn't that | ook a bit suspicious?" Ernesto
commented. He kept hinself abreast of world events.
"Greed. Selfish agenda. Power. Disguised
notivations. Could those be the other suspects?”

"In the end it's the civilians, especially
children who suffer. And for what? Material gains?"
Lota was upset.

Joy Bell | ooked enraged. "Do you know t hat
children are now doing their fathers' work because
their fathers have to escape to the hills?" Her
voi ce nell owed al nbost to a whi sper when she thought
of her friends. "Children no |onger have the tine to
act like children. They seemto have forgotten to
play...to laugh...to dream"”

This tagged at M. Mura's heart. "W're
killing the dreans of our children. And we're doing
it in the nost horrendous way. Their experiences
will forever be inprinted in their nenories and in
their nightmares."

"I have seen what they underwent." Ernesto
vol unteered, his eyes flickered between sadness and

frustration. "Yes, | have w tnessed the madness of
it all. It is a sight one couldn't easily forget. A
travesty."

"I't nmust have been a torture for you." Joy Bel
wi shed she had shared the sight and |ightened the
burden in Ernesto's heart.

"I have seen first hand, how the city folks
had suffered the nost. Unlike civilians in towns and
ot her rural areas, they don't have the sane
resources available to them Mst of the cities are
inruins. Gvilians live in makeshift hones of
crates and burned scrap netal sheets. There are no
pl aces left to plant vegetables, nor water to fish.
The peopl e, instead, scranble for food, rummagi ng
t hrough garbage and anywhere el se they can find
anyt hing edi ble. This burden have fallen on the
children, who are nore able to nove around
undet ected. The children are suffering from scabies
and mal -nutrition. They are the innocent victins."

The Muras listened to Ernesto with sadness.

"I don't understand why we have to resort to
war. Could we not at least try to get along?" Joy
Bel| was confused. It saddened her to think of the
fear inflicted in young children, when in the mddle
of the night they scurried into air raid shelters,
swanps or thickets at every runor of inpending eneny
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raids; when a girl, her age, in her panic stunbled
on a pointed tree stunp that gored through her thigh
and al nost bled to death. "By the way, who deci des
to wage war?" She was aching to find out. For if
only she knew she surely would Iove to talk to them
Ch yes, she woul d make them understand and see that
war was not a gane to be toyed wth.

"Head of nations have the wi sdom and the
capacity to settle issues without resorting to war.
If only they could, with humlity put thenselves in
each other's shoes and really try to understand what
each one is trying to say. Wthout m nim zing or
putting this down. And perhaps put aside their
machi snmo and ego to admit that others, besides
t hensel ves, have legitinmate reasons to be
addr essed. "

M. Mura heaved a deep sigh. "Man hasn't
| earned fromthe past. Not yet."

They all agreed. At the nonent that was al
they could do. Agree and pray in silence.

It was al nost four o' clock in the afternoon
when Ernesto asked perm ssion to | eave.

"Do you stay far from here?" Lota was
concerned. She had treated Ernesto |ike her own son.
She feared he might be m staken for a guerrilla.

"Yes, quite far."

"How did you know we were here?" Joy Bell was
curi ous.

Er nest o seened uneasy. "Wen | heard about the
three of you, | knew it was your famly. So |I cane."

"We're glad you did. You will visit us again,
won't you?" Joy Bell couldn't suppress her
ent husi asm at seei ng Ernesto again.

This pleased him "O course, of course. |l
be seeing you again, all of you."

"Joy Bell will acconpany you to the outskirt of
town." M. Mura added, after Lota handed Ernesto
sonme food to take with him

"You take care, Ernesto. Tines are not the sane
anynore." Lota rem nded him

"It's best that you stay away fromthe Japanese
soldiers.” Cautioned M. Mura. "But just in case
they m stake you for a guerrilla, tell themyou are
our friend and asked themto call ne."

Joy Bell and Ernesto didn't tell them about
their encounter earlier with a Japanese sol dier.
They didn't want themto worry.
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Er nest o t hanked t hem and hugged t hem good- bye.
He thanked Joy Bell, especially for the many things
he could not say at the nonent.

“"I"ll see you all again." Ernesto waved at M.
and Ms. Mura as he foll owed Joy Bell down the
stairs.

"May God be with you." Whispered both M. and
Ms. Mura as they followed himw th their sight.

Joy Bell and Ernesto took the path behind the
Mura's house, and retraced their earlier route. As
Ernesto and Joy Bell wal ked, they could hardly take
their eyes fromeach other, knowing that it would be
| ong before they could be together again. And as
they reached the outskirt of town, near the creek,
Ernesto cl asped Joy Bell's hands, tightly as if not
wanting to | eave her and she | ooked at himw th an
unspoken invitation to stay | onger.

"I''l'l be back. On the hill." He whispered. He
ki ssed her on the cheek and wal ked away.

Joy Bell called and ran after him He stopped
and turned around. She hugged him "I'mglad you
canme. "

*kkkkkkkk*

It was dark! The sun had | ong gone down the
di stant horizon when Ernesto arrived. It was quiet
al |l around except for the occasional sound of the
birds and crickets and the rustling of the | eaves in
the thicket. Ernesto wal ked strai ght through the
towering trees, passing a narrow zigzag trail that
cut beneath the cliff by a stream wal ki ng above and
bel ow fallen I ogs. The trail was danp and snel | ed of
earth long deserted by the sun, of rotten | eaves and
dead worns, of stale nuddy water. No sunlight
penetrated this place walled and roofed by the aged
trees.

Ernesto whistled softly as he passed through
the gl oony, eerie pathway, to divert his thoughts
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fromthe dreadful feeling of being suffocated in the
endl ess tunnel. After wal king for what felt Iike
forever he cane out to a clearing in the heart of
the forest. He had just wi ped the sweats fromhis
f orehead when he heard the warning.
"Hal t! Who goes there?" The voice rang |oud and
echoed back, but he remai ned cal m and conposed.
"Capt. Duran!" He answered then continued
wal king to the |lighted hut.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

That night, after dinner, Joy Bell excused
hersel f and went straight to her bedroom w ndow,
cuppi ng her chin with her palns, wstfully |ooking
up at the nyriad stars that seened to have suddenly
burst through the clouds, their sparkling lights
dancing gloriously for Joy Bell to relish. And to
nouri sh her dreans. Many dreans. But above all - of
Er nest o!

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k
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CHAPTER THREE

The ni ght had envel oped the area. Night always
came early in this place where the sun barely shone
t hrough. There seened to be no day tine, inits
pl ace there was only twilight. The banboo torch was
a necessity and it kept burning.

Ernesto's strides got slower and heavier, but
the nenory of his visit buoyed up his spirit. He
felt light and happy. He had just come down fromthe
clouds. It was a trip he would very nuch like to
repeat .

Wal ki ng straight to a hut, he knocked on the
door and a voice answered for himto enter. He
pushed the door open and the gush of wind from
outside made the light fromthe table lanp flicker.
He cl osed the door after him

"Capt. Duran, reporting, sir!" He saluted as he
stood in front of Col. Holt's desk. The table and
everything in the room including the two banboo
chairs and the bench were all nake-shifts from
bamboo and rough wood. The Col onel, an Anerican, in
his late forties, acknow edged himw th a salute and
signaled himto a nearby banboo chair beside his
desk.

Col. Holt | ooked older than his age. Deep |ines
were readily seen on his forehead and under his
eyes. The thick eyebrows that drooped at the sides
have further sagged down. Bl ack rings appeared
around his eyes, apparently fromlack of sleep. For
several nights he couldn't sleep. Besides his
problenms in his own group, he received news of the
hostile rivalry between the two | eaders of their two
operating units in the adjacent provinces. He knew
that such a situation would not be good for the now
weakeni ng norale of their nen. It was incunbent on
himto do sonething before the enem es could
capitalize on such dissension and disunity anong the
guerrilla units in his sector of responsibility. He
| ooked drained after he just wote an appeal for
har nony and cooperation to the two warring factions.
Yet, his deep blue eyes still projected his drive
and sel f-confidence that gave his nen courage and
hope.
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He threw Ernesto a searching | ook then cl asped
his fists together on his desk. "Wre you able to
enter the town, Captain?"

"Yes, sir!" Ernesto replied w thout hesitation.

Again Col. Holt paused then continued. "D d you
arouse any suspi ci on?"

"At first." he quickly answered with a faint
smle. "I found the girl, the one |I told you about.
Her famly stays in town."

"CGood!" Col. Holt |eaned back and rel axed. For
the first time that day. Then | ooki ng at Ernesto
again, this tine nore intently, as if trying to read
his thoughts... "The girl was your chil dhood friend,
| understand.”

"Yes, sir. She is now sixteen." Ernesto's voice
belied his thought as the imge of Joy Bell played
in his mnd. But his happy thought did not |ast |ong
when he saw the Col onel's serious face. Ernesto
straightened up and waited for the Colonel to
conti nue.

"A di spatch had reached ne today about the
rivalry between our two units in the adjacent
provi nces, which may prejudice our novenent. But |
recei ved anot her nmessage, too, that the rest of the
guerrilla units all over the country are
coordinating for a nost effective solidification of
forces in preparation for the comng return of Gen.
MacArthur. It is our responsibility now to prepare
for this by first of all, securing reliable
intelligence about the eneny forces.

Ernesto listened intently.

"Of course you are aware that our first concern
is to know for sure the exact strength and
capabilities of the eneny in that fortress in the
town. "

"Yes, sir."

"We need as nuch information as we can gat her
t hrough your friends." The Col onel continued w t hout
taki ng his eyes from Ernesto.

Monentarily Ernesto was silent, hoping that the
Col onel woul d nove on to another subject. Yet, he
nodded i n agreenent.

"The girl nmust be beautiful." Col. Holt
presuned. "But renmenber that your mssion wll
enabl e the landing forces to gain a strong foothold
in Luzon. It is of gravest inportance to us, for the
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resi stant novenent." He paused. "You need a good
rest.”

That concluded their talk for the evening.
After the usual salute, Ernesto left. He realized
the gravity of his m ssion.

That night, Ernesto could not sleep. He got out
of his hut for even its "nipa" pal mroof had not
hel ped all eviate the heat. The night was hot. The
rain would surely follow soon. He strolled around
the clearing, passing by the guards, w thout seem ng
to see them Casually, he went beneath the tree, sat
down and | eaned against its trunk confortably, arns
crossed. He took a deep breath. It was Joy Bell he
remenbered. "So | ovely and so sweet." He nused. A
noth alighted on his arm He picked this gently, "so
young and gentle and so innocent." He whispered
addressing the tiny insect. Then he let it fly away.
H s hand laid on the tall grass beside him He
pul led a blade and instinctively bit it with his
l'ips; his thoughts flying, following the noth as it
traced the light back to the torch. And once again,
he si ghed.

One of the guerrillas, Sanmy, just seventeen,
fromthe contingency of the Philippine Scout, who
i ke himcould not sleep that evening, strumed his
guitar, letting a soft, nostalgic ballad, a
"kundi man," softly fill the air. The tune was so
rem ni scent of a quiet evening in a peaceful
village; of lovely maidens strolling the green
fields, fragrant with the snell of ripe rice grains,
under the full noon; of tanned young nen trailing
behind them armed wth guitars, their mnel odi ous
voi ces singing of their plight and their young | ove.
The mai dens woul d start whi spering to one anot her,
gi ggl ing nodestly as each young man woul d approach
his | ady.

Ernesto smled. He could be one of those nen
and Joy Bell one of the lovely nmaidens. If only
there was a full nobon and the green fields and a
peaceful village. But it was war! And Joy Bell was
so far away!

Er nesto | ooked around at his conpani ons, nen of
vari ed ages, sone very young, the others winkled
fromthe burden of their many years. They were al
out fromtheir huts, maybe because of the heat. O
maybe, |i ke Ernesto, they could not help but
remenber the | oved ones they |eft behind. He could
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only guess what each one was thinking but he was
sure that each nursed a beautiful nenory, fromyears
back, with his wife, nother, children, sweetheart.

It was painful to be so far away from ones
bel oved but there was that certain feeling of pride,
of self worth, of comm tnent as each one thought of
fighting for his country and for those dear to his
heart. It was the thought of doing ones share in
restoring peace and bringing back the interrupted
tranquility of their life. It was this all-consum ng
patriotism which gave strength to these nmen, who
have cone fromall walks of life, to gather in this
forsaken thicket and called thensel ves guerrillas.

This resi stant novenent was willing and ready
to fight the invaders of the country they |ove.

They all dreaned of one comon goal, to see
their children free to roamthe streets, and walk to
school, to see their w ves happy doing their
househol d chores, to see their famly praying
together in church, to see young nen serenade their
mai dens and to see old people enjoy the bl essings of
their ripening years. They all wi shed to see their
| oved ones free again fromfear and abundant with
peace and joy. These were what they were fighting
for - these brave guerrill as.

The strumm ng fromthe guitar had stopped and
the nen slowy wal ked back to their huts, except for
one. He nust be reliving the nightmres that haunted
himfor years.

Ernesto knew himwell. Tommy was young and had
suffered much but in spite it all, he had a ready
smle for everyone. H's charmand [ove of life
remai ned i ntact and endeared himto all. Ernesto
remenbered when he first joined them Tomry was very
i1l. The canp had a hut for those who nmanaged to
escape fromthe death march, providing thema place
to hide and to recover.

In Tormy's case, his Battalion surrendered in
Mar avi | es, Bataan and barely survived the scorching
death march that ended in Goup 13, where one
hundred fifty prisoners were dunped in one
structure. Their group was in that 10,000 prisoners
in Canp O Donnel in Capas, Tarlac where half
perished fromtorture, starvation, and di seases.
Their exi stence was sub-human - served a bow of
thin broth once a day, filthy water, ravaged by
mal ari a, beri-beri, skin ulcers, tuberculosis. The
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prisoners dropped dead like flies. The sick digging
graves for the dead. Until only fifteen were left.
The Japanese found no use for them not even for
torture. There was nothing left to torture but the
st aggeri ng, gasping, gaping skel etons. The breathing
dead. More appropriately, the gasping dead. That was
what they were. And so they were rel eased. No!

Di scar ded!

Tears never failed to burn Tommy's eyes
whenever he related his story. Which was very
rarely. One had to force it out fromhim Wth
Er nest o, however, because of their devel oped
friendship, sharing it with him was quite
therapeutic. As crying - was to the cleansing of the
soul. One just had to believe in it.

He had enlisted with the USAFFE and was proud
of it. Despite the torture and assault to the m nd,
he had inprinted his identity into his soul and

could recall instantly, who he was, anytine, any
pl ace. He was Tomy Val ente, tag-115741. Sgt. D
Conpany Coll., 31st Med. Bn., 31st Div. He slept and

woke up with it. A week into training, Manila was
bonbed, sanme day as Pearl Harbor. Part of his duty
with the Medical Battalion was to collect dog tags
of their casualties, sonething that still haunted
him But his nightmare was of their Medic's brain
splashing into the patient he was attending to when
he received a direct hit.

Many of these nmen have their own stories. The
horrors that stuck like glue and refused to be
scratched off. Ernesto thought of sitting with Tomy
but he decided, that |eaving himalone to hinself
woul d do hi m nore good.

"Tito is back.. .Tito is back!" The | ook-out
announced. This was followed by the jubil ant
cheering fromthe guerrillas, who cane out from
everywhere to greet Tito. H's nane echoed through
the clearing as each man repeated it to the next.
The throng gathered to receive Tito.

Everyone had great expectation that norning
when Tito and three others left to neet with the
"teniente del barrio” - the Barrio Lieutenant
nearby. A sort of the village group | eader,
Abruptly the cheering stopped. Ernesto nade his way
t hrough the crowd.

"COh, no!" Ernesto gasped as he saw the bl oody
body of Tito.
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Tito sank to the ground. Hi s back showed a deep
wound. Bl ood fl owed every tine he noved. Ernesto
turned Tito around. Hi s face was bathed w th bl ood
froma head wound. "Fetch the doctor."” He turned to
one of the men. Ernesto cuddled the head of Tito on
his | ap. He | ooked around and found every nman wth
bowed head, bitter and heart-broken. They were
silent but Ernesto knew how they felt. Everyday
their hope was ebbing away; their strength and
spirit weakening.

By now Col. Holt appeared. The nen stepped
aside to give way to him Ernesto and Col. Holt just
exchanged | ooks and read what the other was

t hi nki ng.

"Tito.." the Colonel bent to talk to the man.
"\What happened?”

"Col. Holt..." Tito tried to speak although

bl ood oozed fromthe side of his nouth every tine he
spoke. "My three conpanions are all dead!" He
continued with effort. "I managed to escape." He
gasped.

"Go on." Col. Holt encouraged.

"We succeeded in getting the food fromthe
barrio Lieutenant, but...but before we could even
finish loading into the cart, a truckl oad of
Japanese soldiers arrived. The barrio Lieutenant and
his wife and their three children were shot and
killed. "Tito shivered. "But worst of all was what
they did to their four-nonth-old baby...Ch God...it

was horrible..." Tito sobbed. "A soldier tossed the
infant up into the air... right in front of her
scream ng nother.. .then. . .then caught himwth

the bayonet." Tito was now sobbing and covering his
face as if trying hard to erase the scene. Everyone
was silent but their fists were clenched and their

jaws, clanped. "I'msorry Col onel."
"You did your best. W will have anot her
chance. Sonehow we'll manage."” Col. Holt assured him

but he knew that everything would not be all right
fromthen on. No civilian would risk his life to
hel p them Their synpathizers were all brutally
killed, hanged and exhibited to the public to serve
as a |l esson. Fromthen on they have to | ook for
ot her ways and spare the civilians fromthe
retaliation of the Japanese.

Tito stopped. He lost so nuch bl ood, he was too
weak to even nove his hand. He closed his eyes. Then
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t he doctor came. He had been fetched from anot her
unit at a nearby hill. The guerrillas trailed behind
Tito's body and converged outside the hut, where he
was taken. He was placed on a banboo bench with a
flickering torch beside it. The doctor tore his
shirt open. On the nmakeshift table was a few

surgi cal instrunents.

Ernesto and Col. Holt joined the nen outside
the hut. For hours they waited as the doctor sweated
It out perform ng major surgery wthout the proper
instruments to retrieve the bullet that had | ugged
in Tito's left chest.

There was total silence as everyone squatted on
the ground, waiting and praying for Tito's life. It
was al nost m dni ght but no one had gone to sleep. No
one could sleep. Then.. .the sound of the surgica
i nstrunments stopped. There was a cold stony sil ence
as they heard the door creak open. The doctor stood
there, drenched in sweat, arns hanging down linply
by his sides. Col. Holt and Ernesto stood to neet
him The doctor shook his head.

"He's gone." W don't have the necessary
I nstrunment and nedicine to save him" The doctor's
words were said in al nost a whisper but everyone
knew what he said.

"Tito is dead." Col. Holt sol emmly announced.
"But he died a hero." The four of themdied heroes."
Then he entered the hut.

Slowy and quietly each one stood to pray for
the souls of the four guerrillas and the civilians
who gave up their lives trying to help their cause.

Tommy had one nore tag to coll ect.

Ernesto stood solemly before the body of Tito.
A torch flickered just above his head. He laid on a
banboo bench and a torn grey bl anket covered his
l'inp body. Although there were no tears in Ernesto's
eyes, his heart wept.. .everybody's heart wept for
Tito and the others. Ernesto's heart wept for his
own parents, who net the sane fate as the barrio
Lieutenant's famly for hel ping the guerrillas.

Tito was a young man full of life and vitality.
He was the live wire of the group. H's presence
meant | aughter and his enthusi asm was contagi ous. He
joined the guerrillas just a nonth after he nmarried
his wife... a dark-eyed beauty fromthe village.
Maybe, she woul d never know. ..maybe Celia that was
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his wife's nane would be waiting for him.. but she
woul d be waiting forever.

Col. Holt was | ooking down, too, at the
l'ifeless body of Tito and as he stared at his bl oody
face, a kal ei doscope of scenes played before his
eyes. There were the panicked civilians, the groans
of soldiers, both Filipinos and Anericans as their
bodi es stiffened fromthe hot |eads of the
machi neguns, the deafening sounds of the bonbs as
these dug into the earth around them the snoke and
the flames turning into an earthly inferno. And
slowy the kal ei doscope of scenes settled down into
one cl ear picture of thousands of captured Filipino
and Anerican soldiers, dragging their tattered shoes
agai nst the hot gravel and stones that cut their
| ar gel y- exposed feet, their enaci ated bodi es beaten
both by the scorching sun and the heavy rains al ong
the long road to the concentration canp of Canp
O Donnel in Capas, Japanese sol diers prodding them
all the way with beatings.

Col. Holt should had been one of those captured
sol diers of the Death March but he and a few of his
men who survived their |ast encounter defied the
order of Gen. Wainwright to surrender. They deci ded
to fight rather than surrender. And fight, they did.
Only for a few days. Utinately, they were captured
and forced to follow the thousands of Filipino and
Anerican soldiers in a march that prom sed no end.
He banded together with his nen, supporting each
ot her, when sone of them | agged behind. But at one
point, the sight of a river drove his nen nmad as
t hey stunbl ed and staggered to the river to quench
their thirst. He did not have the heart to stop
them But a barrage of gunshots fromthe Japanese
did. He ran after them and used his body to shield
t hem but one body was not enough. Even in death
their hands were reaching for the water that was not
even there. The river was dry for the |ast drop of
wat er was either swallowed by the cracked silts or
by the scorching sun.

Together with his nmen, he, too, was |eft behind
for dead. After the last man fromthe long Iine of
prisoners had passed him he craw ed as far away as
his body could carry him Wat he saw from where he
hid, reinforced his decision to escape and do
sonething. He saw Filipino and Anerican prisoners,
unarmmed and hungry, sick and wounded, beaten,
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ki cked, bayoneted and shot for being unable to keep
up with the long torturous march. He resol ved then
and there that he would continue to fight. After
days of hunger and hiding with untreated wounds, he
joined a group of unyielding Filipinos, who Iike him
went into hiding sonewhere in the nountains of

Luzon. These nen have now becone part of him They
have suffered together the cruelty of the elenents
and the constant bitter struggle for survival. Every
pain suffered by his nen becane his own, their every
| oss his agony. He died a little as each of his nen
met his end.

Col. Holt stood i mopbile staring down at the
still tense face of Tito. Even now the strain of the
war was nmarkedly visible there even in death.

Gently, Col. Holt pulled up the blanket and covered
Tito's face hoping to blank out the suffering that
war had inflicted on this young soul. "Capt. Duran,”
Col. Holt addressed Ernesto. "Assign a detail to dig
Tito's grave." Col. Holt's eyes were red and his
face tense.

Yes, sir!"™ Ernesto answered.

Then the Col onel wal ked out...in slow heavy
footsteps. His figure, all six feet and five inches
drooped heavily with the burden of his |oss and
responsibility. He was tired... very tired!

"May God bl ess his soul and the souls of
Ferm n, Mol ong and Joaquin. And may they find
eternal peace!" Ernesto silently prayed and wal ked
awnay.

The torch flickered as a soft wind blew The
ni ght suddenly turned col d!

*kkkkkkkk*
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CHAPTER FOUR

Every week at one in the afternoon of Sunday,
M. Mura went to the garrison kitchen and coll ected
the left-over of the food that his friend, Tanaka,
the cook, secretly kept and set aside for him M.

M ura even volunteered to wash the dishes so he
coul d sal vage every bit of food left in the plates.
Sunday was when Tanaka prepared hearty neals at the
garrison and |l eftovers were nore plentiful. M.
Mura placed all kinds of food into two big pails, a
m xture of left-over rice, chicken bones, fish
bones, mashed veget abl es, potatoes, or anything he
could lay his hands on. Happily he carried the pails
out of the garrison. "For our pig," he always told

t he guards whenever they got curious. They did not
question himagain after one | ook at the unsightly
mash inside his pails.

M. Mura was excitedly greeted by Lota as soon
as he reached hone.

"How is it, mahal ?" she |ovingly asked him

"Not as nmuch as | ast week's." He sadly
answered, showing his wife the two half-filled
cont ai ners.

"Food nust be really scarce even inside the
garrison." She shook her head. "But don't worry |
have sone boil ed cassava, which | was able to dig
out from our garden, to supplenent this."

"Don't you think this snells alittle? M.
Mura was a bit concerned.

“"I"ll do something. Don't you worry. 1’1l re-
cook everything that's safe to eat." Lota hurriedly
went through the picking out of the raw potatoes
fromthe m xture, separating the rice soaked in
broth, rinsing this fromits usual sweet-sour taste,
taki ng out the chicken bones to re-boil with the
hope of extracting flavor, if there was still any
| eft. She re-cooked the food with her hone-grown
herbs, giving the food a nmuch inproved taste.

From their garden, they were able to suppl enent
what ever M. Mura got fromthe garrison with green
bananas, yans, vegetables, cassavas. Joy Bell becane
an expert in wapping food. She was now part of al
this and enjoyed the opportunity.

The first tine Joy Bell w tnessed this unusua
undertaki ng of her parents, she did not have an
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i nkling of why they were doing it. "Daddy," she once
asked. "Where are you bringing this food?"

"To the poor and hungry children outside the
next city."

"But Daddy, do you think it will taste al
right?"

"I seeto it that it does.” It was Lota who
answered. "Your Daddy won't give anything to the
children that woul d nmake them sick."

"But they are just left-over," she reasoned
unabl e to conprehend how such ki nd of food coul d
still be good for the body.

"Yes," M. Mura answered with a sad [ ook in
his eyes. "But it is all we could afford to give."

"Who tells you to do this, Daddy?"

"No one." He replied while passing the banana
| eaf over the fire, to make it pliant.

"Then why do you do it?"

"Because | |love children, just as | |ove you."
He expl ai ned wi ping cl ean the heated banana | eaf.
"Those little children are hungry." He started to
cut the heated banana leaf into small portions.

"I see," Joy Bell sadly nodded. "W al ways have
food."

"Because we are outside the city and able to
produce our food. |I think you better cone with us.
Then you woul d really understand what | nean."

At first M. Mura did not want Joy Bell to see
the sufferings of children for he wanted to spare
her the sight but now he believed it was tinme for
her to really understand the neaning of charity and
the joy there was in giving.

"What a big heart you have...you and Momy."

"What good is the heart, if it could not fee
| ove and conpassi on? And charity?"

Joy Bell sighed as she | ooked at her parents
again, this tinme wapping their preparations into
smal | packs in banana | eaf. Each contained a slice
of boiled cassava, a half ladle of rice mxed with
veget abl es and pot at oes cooked i n chicken bone
broth, with salt and herb for flavoring.

She renenbered that first trip she made with
her parents. They rode a cart pulled by a "carabao,"
the water buffal o which her nother had borrowed from
Joy Bell's friend Mario's famly. It took them cl ose
to two hours to reach the fringes of the nearest
city, which was totally in ruins fromthe fire
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from occupying the buildings and finished by the
Japanese, who retaliated and burned down the rest of
the city, rendering the civilians honel ess. They

wal ked toward a group of children, who were
runmmagi ng for food through piles of flies-infested
gar bage danped in a nuddy ditch. They scoured the
rotting pile, digging frail fingers |ike chicken
searching for worns. They were in rags and reeked of
sweat. Their haggard faces begrined with dirt, their
arnms and | egs, scaly and dry and ravaged with skin
ulcers, their winkled skin, |oosely wapped their
vi si bl e bones.

As soon as M. Mura put down his basket and
called out to them "Cone, | have sone food for
you," the children, alnost as one, turned to his
direction, and their sunken eyes suddenly brightened
wWith excitenent. Then |ike a herd of cows they
st anpeded toward him pushing himout of bal ance as
they frantically dig their hands into the basket and
devoured the food, including the banana wrappers.

Joy Bell was later infornmed by M. Mura that
this was a new |l ocation they visited since the first
one was abandoned by the children, when dead bodies
wer e dunped there by the Japanese.

"No, don't touch that!" A chorus of frantic
voi ces cane fromthe direction of their nothers who
rushed toward their children, each one pulling her
child by the hand, snatching fromtheir nouth the
little food that was left there and throw ng those
to the ground in front of M. Mura, Lota and Joy
Bel | .

"Don't eat anything that he gives you." One
nother, so frail, she didn't have the strength to
pul | herself back fromleaning to her side, but
fired with enough anger to adnonish them "He is a
Japanese. He will poison you."

M. Mura was dunbfounded.

"He is a good Japanese. He is your friend."
Lota explained for it broke her heart to see her
husband treated this way.

"You are a traitor." Shouted another wonman at
Lota. "You befriended the Japanese so you coul d eat.
We are not your kind."

"He is ny husband. He only gives your children
food, which they badly need."
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"We don't need your food. W will die of
hunger, but we will die with honor. You nake us
suf fer because of your war." A worman stepped forward
poi nting an accusing finger at M. Mura.

"Pl ease, give ny husband a chance to hel p your
children. He is a Japanese but just |ike you he does
not like this war. Believe ne, we don't want this
war. And just |like you, we suffer, too, in ways that
you haven't." Lota could no | onger hold back her
tears as she held Joy bell close to her.

"We don't need your help. Go back to where you
bel ong." An enbittered woman pi cked up stones. "You
killed ny husband, you Japanese, you tortured him
You forced a pail of water into his nouth and hanged
his bl oated body at the public square for display.”
She was now sobbing. "Go, |eave before | kill you."
The woman was hysterical throw ng stones at M.

M ur a.

M. Mura tried to shield hinself fromthe
stones with his bare hands. "Lota, we better | eave.
It was M. Mura who calnmy took his wife and
daught er away.

Tearful, Lota glanced back at the woman not
wi th anger but with enpathy. The ragi ng woman was
now | aughi ng; | aughing hysterically and cradling a
pi ece of burned wood cl ose to her bosom Then she
was cal mand she hunmed a lullaby as if putting a
baby to sl eep as she wal ked away fromthe group.

"She nust have | ost her baby." Lota nunbl ed.

After throwng the Mura's a |last | ook which
was filled with contenpt, the wonen turned away
| eaving their children behind.

The Muras had not yet gone far when they heard
a sudden commoti on. Together they turned to | ook.
The children were conpeting with three skinny dogs
fighting over the scattered food on the ground, now
powdered with dust. And as they | ooked farther, they
saw the group of wonen, the nothers, |ooking back in
pain at the sight they just w tnessed.

It was a bitter experience for Joy Bell, but
she had | earned to adopt her father's phil osophy of
sowi ng | ove where there was hatred until |ove

repl aced hate. They did not stop. They understood
how the civilians felt about them They knew that it
woul d take tinme and patience, |ove and
understanding to nmake the civilians accept them
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The next time they visited the children, the
not hers were no | onger there to stop them Perhaps,
they deliberately did it to enable their children to
partake of the food that the Muras brought them
They were about to | eave, when they heard a noani ng
froma nearby sagging structure that was once a
public toilet, one of the children infornmed them
M. Mura peeped in, but stepped back fromthe
stench. Wat they saw shocked them Lota pulled back
Joy Bell but she insisted she could handl e what ever
it was. Yet she staggered back fromthe sight.

It was a man - an old man, his body nothing
nore than a skel eton wapped in gnharled scabi es-
rotted skin, half-clothed in tattered sack cloth
that nmust have stucked to his body for nonths,
curled in a corner, his head resting on the toilet
seat, flies picking on his body, his gaping lips
cracked, his sunken eyes bl ank but sonmething from
within was crying out for help. "Water....food..."
he whi spered, gritting a couple of blackened teeth,
as he struggled to nove his crunpled |eg.

"Who are you?" Lota was in tears.

The man tried to nunble, "Naaa. . .nooo."
"H's nane is Nano." A small boy behind Lota
answered. He is twelve years old, |ike ne. He was

the town water boy. Mdther used to pay him a nicke
for two pails of water he fetched fromthe well

"My God." Is all Lota could utter. He | ooked so
ol d, one could m stake himfor an old man. H s mangy
hair conpletely gray, becane the breeding place of
the buzzing flies. "Why do you stay here?"

Nano just pointed to his leg that was swol | en
to his thigh. Slowy he tried to pull the newspaper
he used as bandage over the skin ulcer that had
eaten his flesh to the bone.

Lota was aware of the affliction of the
civilians, especially of children; an epidemc
caused by malnutrition and poor hygi ene. No nedi ci ne
was found effective or even avail abl e except for
boi | ed guava | eaves, which, if it helped, did not do
much.

"Water.. .food. .." Nano noaned agai n.

But the Muras had given away all the food they
brought al ong. Joy Bell found a banana | eaf on the
bottom of their basket with norsels of food that had
dropped fromthe wapped packs. Wth hesitation, she
pushed the basket to Nano, hoping he woul dn't take
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it. But wth feverish speed and shaki ng hands, Nano
snat ched the banana |l eaf, ran his tongue all over it
and licked it clean, then proceeded to eat the

| eaves, as well - all of it.

The boy of twelve came back and pushed a rusty
can half filled with water that nust have conme from
the nearby ditch. But Nano gul ped it down before
Lota coul d protest.

"We'll be back wth food and water.”™ M. Mura
munbl ed.

Joy Bell was crying when they turned away.
Their hearts were breaking.

The next day, the Muras canme back with food
and water for Nano. There was no npani ng. |nstead,
they heard the buzzing of a swarmof flies hovering
over Nano's body. They cane too |ate for himand
before they could react, soneone snatched the basket
fromLota. It was an old woman digging into the food
meant for Nano.

Joy Bell had painfully Iived wth the nenori es.
She was determ ned to do her part, wherever and
whenever she coul d be of help.

"Well, we're all done." Lota announced, after
she finished wapping the |ast unfinished pack she
took over from Joy Bell' hands.

"Let's hurry. The children are waiting." M.
Mura' s voice jolted Joy Bell from her thoughts.

As the Muras continued to visit other areas of
the city fringes, they witnessed children doing, at
their tender age, work which were fornerly done by
ol der people, by their fathers who had fled to the
nmount ai ns to escape captivity and becane guerrill as.
The children helped their nothers build their hones
fromscrap wood and crates and scorched corrugated
nmet al sheets.

Later, the Muras avoided the city and
concentrated in the outskirt of their own town,
where they found children in houses which were built
either with "nipa" palns or "cogon" | eaves and
banboo, usually a one-room hut where everything from
cooki ng to washing, eating to sleeping was done, the
fl oor always snelling of dried fish. Sone |ived
under thatched roof with only the earth for floor.
An out house toilet was usually shared by severa
famlies and so with the comon ground well. People
woul d take a bath beside the well and the sane water
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woul d flow back into the well, yet people did not
seemto be bothered by it.

Babi es were born wi thout any assistance or on
occasion with the help of a mdw fe, who had to use
what ever i nprovi sed equi pnmrent was avail abl e. Babi es
had their first crawm on the danp earthen floor. It
was all God's will that they survived the hunger and
the col d nights.

Most fam |lies subsisted on just one neal a day
consi sting of corn porridge with salt or boiled
banana stal ks, a kind of food usually fit only for
pig's neals. These scenes spurred the Muras to do
even nore for them

Their desire to help grew stronger every day.
This was partly due to the experiences M. Mura had
when he was still a small boy back in Japan. He had
come froma poor famly. And | ater orphaned at a
very young age. Life had been hard but people in
their small fishing village hel ped one another. The
meager food seenmed to exponentially multiply when
shared. From those begi nnings, he took with himthe
val ue of neighborliness and sharing. That and his
marriage to an inherently generous Lota, nade it a
second nature for his famly to enbark in what they
consi dered a God-given opportunity to live their
lives for the highest good. This had been a way of
life for them In peace and in war.

The Japanese did not extend them any help
except for the cook, Tanaka giving himaccess to the
| eft-over fromthe garrison kitchen. And from Cku,

t he di shwasher, in exchange for M. Mura taking
over his dishwashing job and for a free haircut. As
al ways, "quid pro quo."

M. Mura tried to be self-sufficient wthout,
if he could help it, depending on others, especially
t hose who extended help only if they got sonething
in return. The "quid pro quo," "I scratch your back,
you scratch nmy back"™ kind. To him generosity was
outright giving and sharing w thout expectation for
returns.

Wth this in mnd, he created his own source of
food to share with those who needed the nost. So, he
pai nst aki ngly noved, in his makeshift wheel barrow,
the soil fromthe garrison danping place and
converted it into a fertile and productive garden of
veget abl es, yans, cassavas, banana plants and
herbs. He woul d have | oved to raise pigs or chicken
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but by doing so, feeding these would be taking away
some of the food neant for the children.

Having learned to fish, as a child in Japan, he
tried fishing at a nearby river. But after seeing
children catching fish that nonents before were
biting on human waste floating all over, apparently
comng fromthe previous night users at a nearby
bri dge, which served as the comunal |atrine, he
gave that up. Then he tried harvesting nushroons
that sprouted overnight after the rains, but that,
too, he had to |l et go. He found out no place was
spared being used as public toilet. Under bushes,
beneat h coconut groves, everywhere. And since paper
was not avail able, sticks, any stick and corn husks
becanme substitutes, which by necessity were used and
reused after a cleansing fromthe rain.
Unfortunately, those were the sites where nushroons
fl ouri shed.

Their giving of food to their neighbors
children was only one of the many nore kindnesses
whi ch the Muras practiced. He made toys such as
small carts, tops, yoyos, and kites for the boys and
smal |l nipa huts, pots and pans out of clay for the
girls. Lota sewed rag dolls, too. He hated to see
chil dren becone involved in the cruelty and ugliness
of war. He wanted them care-free and happy. Joy Bel
found new friends - many of them

The Muras taught the children how to sing.
They taught them Filipino, Anerican and Japanese
songs. The Filipino children began to get |ess
fearful of the Japanese soldiers as they were the
very first tinme they saw them They even started to
venture to the garrison gate and sang for the
guards, who handed them candies in return.

They becane audi ence to one Japanese soldier's
magi ¢, as he boasted to them holding a rolled
handkerchief in one hand and pulling wth another
the tip of the handkerchief. "Look... Anerica big,
tall,” and continued to pull up the handkerchi ef
until it bent over, "but weak and falls." Now he
pushed back the handkerchief and pulled up an inch.
"Now Japan, small, short,” the handkerchief remnai ned
erect, "but STRONG " He prodded the children to
appl aud. And they did, hesitatingly. Mario scratched
hi s head and | ooked up at Joy Bell, who sm | ed back
and nodded at him
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The children becane so confortable with the
sol diers that one dusk they overstayed at the public
square playing around when suddenly, fromthe ditch
at both sides of the street, soldiers junped up and
| unged at the opposing group, wth bayonets on
rifles' ends. Adrill that al nost gored one of the
children had Joy Bell not grabbed the girl on tine.
That put a stop to the children's sauntering in the
public square after dark.

In so many ways, the Muras nmade every effort
not to allow war to danpen whatever little joy there
was |left in the children.

*kkkkkkkk*
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CHAPTER FI VE

It was dusk and the Muras sat on their stairs
with eight children enrapt at M. Mura's story.
They were so engrossed that there was total silence
only to be punctuated by an occasi onal outburst of
| aughter at M. Mura's jokes. That was how he held
the attention of his |isteners.

This particular afternoon, he told the story
about three friends of different races, a story he
concei ved hi nsel f.

H's five-year-old listener could not hold back
but asked out of curiosity. "Is that why you | ove
Mari o, and Umreki, and Rosa, and Joy bell.. .and ne?"

"Yes, Dante, that's exactly why we should al
be friends. W are all brothers and sisters. W are
all the sanme human beings with feelings. M. Mura
was quite serious and convinci ng. He enphasi zed his
point by lightly touching everyone on the head.

"But why am | dark, Boy is pug-nosed while Rosa
Is nmestiza and very pretty?" Queried Nena unable to
conprehend their contrasting features.

M. Mura smled. He knew he shoul d be prepared
to answer the children's inquisitive mnds but he
wel comed how they thought. Nena was right. Before
himwas a variety of faces. Sonme pug-nosed, others
dark faced, |ight skinned, cross-eyed, hare-Iipped.
"Yes, Nena. Each one of us is different in
appearance. You see, if you | ook exactly |ike Rosa

and | | ook exactly like Mario or Boy, then how would
you know | am Boy or Mario? O whether you are Nena
or Rosa? If we all look alike, then we wouldn't know

one fromthe other."

The chil dren gaped, | ooked at one another and
nodded in agreenent. Lota smled inpressed at how
her husband could bring home his point in the
si npl est terns.

"Whuldn't it be ariot if Mario' s nother took
Boy hone and Boy's nother woul d be scream ng her
| ungs out searching for hinP"

There was an instantaneous |aughter. Joy Bell's
was the | oudest.

"If we're the sane, then why can't | run as
fast as Sato? Andy butted in.
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"But you could clinb the coconut tree faster
t han anyone of us." Placated M chiko.

" Hmm " Andy's smle was ear-to-ear.

"As you can see we each has a special talent
whi ch evens out things. Wiat we [ack in one thing we
have in another." Explains M. Mura. "So there's
no reason to feel less or nore than your friend."

"So that nmakes us even and the sanme."” Concl uded
Ben.

"Precisely. Isn't that wonderful ?" Joy Bel
chi nmed in.

"Sonmetimes we tend to judge others by how they
| ook. You see, we are nore than how we | ook. It's
how we treat each other that counts and that nmakes
us what we are. W can be kind, helpful, friendly.
We choose what we want to be."

Mari o, the tiniest in the group, about six but
smaller than a three-year-old, gazed up at M. Mura
with a confused | ook. He had been very quiet from
the start.

"Yes, Mario?" M. Mura ran his hand over
Mari o' s head.

Mari o had no hair. H s head was shiny and
snooth. Hi's nother shaved it just the day before due
to head lice infestation and subsequent head
scabi es.

"M. Mura, you are a Japanese, why are you not
a soldier?" Mario's curiosity was triggered when he
saw from a di stance a group of Japanese sol diers.

"I amnot a sol dier because | ama civilian.

What's the difference between a soldier and a
civilian?" asked Raul.

"A soldier has a duty to follow. They kill, if
necessary. Cvilians are not bound by that duty." He
dreaded to tal k about the subject.

"Don't you like to kill?" Mario persisted, eyes
wi de.

"OfF course not. Wy should I kill my own
brother?" M. Mura's response was i nstantaneous.

"I don't Iike war." Mario concluded. "The sound
of guns wakes ne up."

"Then throw away that gun you're holding." Nena
snapped at him

"I won't. My gun doesn't nake any sound." Mario
resi st ed.

Nena was about to snatch the wooden gun from
Mario when M. Mura smled at them shaking his
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head. The two kids sat back with heads | ow. Then
Nena | eaned over to Mari o and hugged him Mario
smled at her.

The children cheered but Lota hushed them when
a drumroll fromthe garrison was heard.

"The flag is being |owered." She stood up
facing the direction of the garrison. M. Mura, Joy
Bell and the children followed. "A flag stands for a
country and shoul d be respected."” Lota had
previously touched the subject with the children in
one of their sessions.

Monentarily, the children seened to forget war
and hate and fear. They accepted everyone as
friends, be he an Anerican, a Filipino or a
Japanese.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

"M. Mura. . .M. Mura!"™ A shrill voice
pi erced through the night

Lota, who was just about to sleep, got up and
lighted the lanp. M. Mura and Joy Bell, who were
both |ight-sleeper hurried to the w ndow and
checked. They al ways responded, with anxiety at
every noi se, especially the howing of dogs.

"What's the matter, Mario?" Lota opened the
door to let the child in.

"It's nother.. .please cone..." Mario blurted.
"She is in pain. She's going to have a baby."

Lota knew Mario's nother was pregnant but the
baby shouldn't come this soon. "I'Il go with you."
Lota hurriedly put on a shawl and a bandana.
“Mahal ," she turned to M. Mura. "Please go to the
garrison. Perhaps Dr. Kam ko coul d spare you sone
al cohol. "Joy Bell, bring along a clean bl anket and
ny clean white chem se.

"Yes, Mommy.. .but why?"

"We'l|l need those for the baby."

The three left, Joy Bell and Lota with Mario
and M. Mura for the garrison.
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The entire nei ghborhood have gathered in front
of Trina's shack, when the three arrived. Her
screans were heard as the Muras got inside the | ow
ceilinged hut.

"Boil sonme water.'
nei ghbors.

The nei ghbor poured water into a small earthen
pot and put this on top of three small rocks that
served as stove, just a few feet fromwhere Trina
| ay on a banboo floor a few inches off the danp
gr ound.

Lota felt the tightened nuscles of Trina's
belly while Trina dug her fingers deep into Lota's
hand. She tw sted and stretched scream ng out a
litany of conplaints, fromher husband fleeing to
t he nountains | eaving her two nonths pregnant, to
how she stunbl ed that afternoon while carrying a can
of water fromthe well.

At the top of her voice, she professed her |ove
for her husband but cursed himfor her sixth
pregnancy, while Mario and his four siblings huddl ed
at the corner crying as they witnessed their nother
in pain. Lota learned fromTrina' s wailing that she
was only in her seventh nonth.

"Easy now.. .the pain will soon subside."” Lota
appeased Trina, w ping the perspiration on her
f or ehead.

Lota i nstructed one of the

But Trina was kicking and yelling. "It hurts...
God help ne."
"Try to relax. Breathe. It will soon be over."

Lota coached her, while she washed her hands and
laid out the mat for the baby, that Mario handed
her. Before Mario could step aside, her nother
suddenly screaned and grabbed him digging his
fingers into the frightened boy. It took Lota and

t he nei ghbor great concerted effort to unlock
Trina's hands from her now hysterical son. "Now..
give it a push.. .a real good push!™ Lota coaxed her
knowi ng that the nonment had cone.

Trina pushed with all her strength until she
stiffened. Her nuscles tensed; her |ips clanped; her
fists clenched. Atiny cry rang through the night.
Trina stopped groaning.

"I't's a boy!" Announced Lota with excitenent
and relief, as she patted the buttocks of the baby.
Carefully, she wapped the soft red body with the
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chem se and covered himw th the bl anket. Joy Bel
stood besi de her nother, transfixed and amazed.

Just then the mdw fe, who was fetched by a nei ghbor
fromthe adjacent village, arrived. She took over
from Lota and proceeded to cut the unbilical cord
with a strip of sharp reed, with no benefit of
proper sterilization except passing it over a flane.
M. Mura was not able to procure al cohol for the
garrison clinic was closed and Dr. Kam ko was on
call at one of their barracks.

Trina smled as she gl anced at her baby and
cl osed her eyes. She was drained of all energy but
she was now cal m and rel axed.

Lota stood by the m dw fe who cl eaned the baby
with plain warmwater. Her job was done. She turned
to Mario and his siblings, who crowded around the
baby, huddl ed together by M. Mura. Joy Bell
overwhel ned by what she just w tnessed, hugged her
not her and Mario and her father.

There was a sense of pride in M. Mura as he
gui ded Lota out of the hut. She may not have given
hima child but she hel ped anot her nother deliver a
baby into the world. The Muras wal ked hone silently
sharing the deep joy of the experience. Especially
for Joy, who couldn't stop smling.

The foll owm ng day, Lota and Joy Bell rumrmaged
through their trunk of old clothes. They al so
prepared hot corn soup and boil ed yans, while M.

M ura watched, with amusenent, her excited wfe and
daughter. They couldn't wait to visit Trina' s baby.

"How s the mdwi fe feeling today? He teased his
wi fe.

"Great!" she waved high M. Mura's undershirt
before putting it in the basket with the rest of the
goodi es. “For the baby...to keep himwarm?”

"Take another one, | won't mnd." He |aughed.

They were ready to | eave when Mari o cane
panting just |ike the previous night.

"Pl ease cone, our baby....it's our
baby. .. pl ease cone!” Mario's words were incoherent
but they got the nmessage. Wthout hesitation, they
all ran down and joined Mario.

The m dwi fe stared hel plessly as Trina cuddl ed
her baby, munbling as in prayer. The baby was
burning wwth fever and the rapid but faint heaving
of his chest indicated his serious condition. The
m dwi fe had done all she coul d, robbing the baby
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with oil and salve from sone nedicinal roots and
her bs.

"He has infection.” The mdwi fe turned to Lota,
shaki ng her head. "I can't do anything nore to
hel p. "

"Ch no!" Lota gasped. "There nust be sonething
we can do."

Just then, Pedro, Trina's husband, arrived with
an old man. Pedro cane earlier that norning fromthe
nmount ai ns upon | earning of their baby's arrival and
i medi ately fetched a well-known "al bul ari 0" or
quack doctor fromthe adjacent barrio.

"There is a way." Pedro barged in. "Gve way to
Apo Lucas."

The nei ghbors who gat hered, stayed close to the
wal I s, crowdi ng the shack, leaving only a very
narrow space for the old man to pass through. The
old man sat flat on the floor, tied a red band of
cloth around his forehead, closed his eyes and
rai sed his arns upward, reciting an incantation of
I nconpr ehensi bl e words then bent down low to the
floor. Once nore he raised his arnms and pl aced his
right pal mover the head of the baby. "He's
bew t ched! " He announced, shaking his head.

"Ch no!" Trina exclainms. "Please do sonething,
Apo Lucas. Do sonething."

The ol d man stood and fished out from his pouch
atin plate and a short steel bar. He turned to
Pedro. "Bring me an egg and a chicken wth pure
bl ack feathers."” Pedro | ooked around himfeeling
| ost, not know ng where to secure the things asked
by the quack doctor.

"Cone with me, Pedro.” It was an elderly woman
who volunteered. "I have a pure black chicken at
hone. "

Pedro quickly left with the old woman. Apo
Lucas danced around the sick baby, chanting while
beating the tin plate. In a few nore mnutes Pedro
arrived with a bl ack-feathered chicken and an egg.

Apo Lucas sat before the baby and after a short
ritual, hacked the head of the chicken with his bolo
in one stroke. Hol ding the jerking headl ess chicken,
he let its curdling blood bathe the baby.

"Ch, God!"™ Joy Bell gasped and cl osed her eyes.

Lota hushed her. Again Apo Lucas danced around
the crowded shack, drumm ng the plate, as he crossed
wi th bl ood each post of the four corners of the hut.
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He broke the egg on the baby's belly and covered it
with a fan leaf. Brandi shing his arns, he commanded,
"Leave evil spirit!"™ He smled triunphantly.
"They're gone." Apo Lucas stood w th arrogant

confi dence.

"Thank you, thank you." Trina sobbed.

"Pedro, tonight I need sweet coconut wne, a
pot of rice and one whole broiled chicken. Put
everything together in an unused earthen pot. | need
to offer these at eight tonight on the anthil
besi de the creek.” Then he turned to Trina. "You
bathed in the creek while you were pregnant. Yes?"

"Yes, yes, | did, Apo Lucas."

"You see," he nodded, "the goblins did not |ike
your intruding into their space, the playground of
their children. Unless we give themthe offerings
tonight, they will take your baby!"

"No.. .please don't let themdo it.. .please."
Trina begged holding on to Apo Lucas' | eg.

"Keep calm" Pacified the mdw fe. "Getting
excited is bad for you."

"Be sure to prepare what | asked you Pedro.
["ll wait for you in the house." Then wth an
authoritative gait the stooping figure of Apo Lucas
di sappeared fromthe crowd.

There was whi spering all around. The wonen
began to tal k about witches, dwarfs, and the unseen
spirits.

"My baby.. .his eyes are rolling up, Pedro. |
can't stop himfrom shaking." Cried Trina.

Pedro reassured Trina that everything wll be
all right. "Apo Lucas will not fail, Trina. Qur baby
will be fine."

"No, Pedro.. .the baby has convulsion.” It was
the mdw fe who was alarned. "The infection has to
be stopped.”

"We have already done that." Interrupted Pedro.
"He will be well."

"He will die unless he is given the proper
medi ci ne. "

This time Lota could no | onger hold back. She
hustl ed through the crowd and faced the m dw fe. She
respected people's beliefs in superstition but the
baby needed nore than that.

"Tell me what we can do." She asked.
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"The infection should be stopped or this baby
will not survive. W need nedicine to counter it. It
is our only hope."

"Then let's | ook for nedicine. There naybe
sonme, sonewhere."” She turned to M. Mura. "Let's
bring the baby to the garrison clinic.”

"No!" Pedro cut in, upon seeing M. Mura step
forward. "The Japanese are our enen es. They
woul dn't help us."

Trina | ooked at Pedro and pl eaded. "Listen to
them Pedro."

"I believe in Apo Lucas. Wait until we give him
the offering tonight and our baby will be well."

"Apo Lucas nmay be able to help in cases which
are not very serious but not with infection. Not in
this case.” The m dw fe expl ai ned.

Pedro was about to answer but Trina held him by
the arm "Pedro |l et them help our baby."

"All right, take our baby but renenber this."
He pointed a finger at M. Mura. "If he dies,
you'll pay. I"'mnot |eaving, not yet. I wll wait.
And I'lIl kill you and all the Japanese. Pedro
shouted then enbraced his wife after she handed over
their baby to Lota. And like a child, the man wept.

The M uras brought the baby to the garrison.
They were stopped twice by the guards but with M.
Mura's explanation and Lota's pleas, they were
admtted in. Dr. Kam ko was just |eaving for the
barracks of sick soldiers so he instructed his
assistant, Mtsi, to attend to his friends. In
silence, Mtsi did what he had to do for the baby.

The next half hour was the | ongest that the
M uras experienced as they watched the baby fight
for his |life, trying to take in as nuch air as his
little lungs could hold. Mtsi gave the baby a
sponge bath. Fromthe way he handl ed the tiny body,
one coul d already sense that he was a gentle and
ki nd young nan.

The baby slept after Mtsi gave hima shot. The
four waited for the baby to wake up. Only then did
Mtsi notice that the three had been standing for
sonetinme. He offered a stool, the only one in the
room to Lota, but discretely glancing at Joy Bell

"Pl ease sit down, Ma'am"™ He spoke in soft and
measur ed Japanese-accented English, with a slight
bow of his head.
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"Thank you." Lota slunped down on the stool,
apparently exhausted from her experience. "Cone sit
with me, Baby." She offered and Joy Bell sat inching
close to her nother and feeling a little
enmbar r assed.

"I"'msorry, but it is the only one we have
here." He addressed M. Mura.

"Don't worry. W understand."” Answered M.

Mura without taking his eyes fromMtsi. "Have you
been | ong here in the Philippines?”
"No. | came just a week ago."

"Have you been to the front |ine?" M. Mura
asked wi th concern.

"Not yet." He hunbly replied. "I w sh they
woul dn't send ne there.”

"You don't |like being a soldier?" There was a
feeling of relief in M. Mura's voice.

"I was a nedical student when | was called to
the arny." There was sadness in his voice. "I |ove
nmy studies. My dreamis to help people live, not
kKill."

"I can see that." M. Mura nodded.

"But it is our country first."

"You | ook very young, son." It was Lota who
spoke.

“"I"l'l be eighteen a nonth fromnow. You know,
ny not her al ways baked nme a birthday cake back hone.
Del i cious cake." He smled making himl ook even
younger. "You see, | aman only child and ny not her
is a w dow"

"Why don't you visit us?" The nother instinct
in Lota took over. "Qur honme is just outside this
garrison. You can ask fromthe civilians and they
will tell you. Then maybe, we can have a little
party for your birthday and 1'I|l bake you a cake.
Maybe not as delicious as your nother's but it'll be
a cake nonethel ess. ™

"Ch, that's very kind of you, ma'am" Mtsi
threw a shy side glance at Joy Bell

"She's ny daughter, Joy bell." M. Mura
vol unt eer ed.

"Nice to know you, Mss." Again he bowed and
his face turned red as he glanced at Joy Bell. "My
nane is Mtsi, Mtsi Suginam San. Please call ne
Mtsi."

Joy Bell sm | ed.
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"May | be your friend, Mss?" Mtsi could
hardly | ook straight at her and his voice quivered

slightly.
"Sure, and you may call nme Joy Bell."
“Thank you very much, Joy Bell." He bowed
agai n.
"You will visit us, Mtsi?" Lota urged him
"Yes, yes, Ma'am . .| wll."

The baby gave out a soft cry and Mtsi went to
hi m and checked his vital signs. H's breathing had
returned to nornmal and his fever had gone down.

"He'll be just fine. But he needs nore nedicine and
good care. 1'lIl give you sone nedicine to take
hone. "

"Thank you, Mtsi. Don't you think we'll have
to wait for Dr. Kam ko?"

"He'll be back very late and it won't be good
for the baby to be out in the evening. He woul dn't
mnd. A baby's life is nore inportant.” He handed
the medicine to Lota. "Please give himtwo drops of
this three tines a day. He'll be fine."

"Thank you, again."

“I'"ll visit you Ma'am sir...as soon as | am
of f duty. He bowed again and gave a timd smle at
Joy Bell.

Wth Trina's perm ssion, the Muras had the
baby stay with themthat night. That gave Trina
sonetinme to rest and it assured the baby the
necessary care and nedi cati on.

The next day, Mtsi paid the Muras a visit. He
pronounced the baby well enough to be taken back to
his nother. For the half hour that he stayed, he did
not tal k nuch. Just smiled and threw shy gl ances at
Joy Bell. The cassava cake that Lota had baked for
hi mwas a wel cone treat and he seened happy j ust
being there with them

That afternoon, Lota together with M. Mura,
Joy Bell and Mtsi took back the baby to Trina.
Trina could only sob not knowi ng how to thank them
for saving his son's life. Pedro was silent as he
| ooked up at M. Mura and Mtsi and | ooked down
again. But as the four were about to | eave, he
rai sed his head. "Thank you." The voice cane |ike a
whi sper then he |owered his head again. He felt so
smal | before the two Japanese who have shown him
that people could still care and be nerciful in
spite of war
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CHAPTER SI X

"Banzai!" A dozen Japanese sol diers shouted in
uni son, facing the huge portrait of Enperor Hirohito
on the wall of Sgt. Manpbto's office after he
concluded his instructions with "in the nane of
Enperor Hirohito." The soldiers narched out of the
room stonping their heavy boots.

Sgt. Manoto sat back putting his legs on his
desk and lighting the cigar in his |ong pipe. He
grinned, confident that his every word woul d be
followed to the letter. He arrived in this garrison
just a few days ago and now he could sit confortably
as |long as he wanted, now that he was no | onger just
a private in the Japanese |Inperial Forces. He
I nhal ed and gul ped down the aroma of the first-class
t obacco he commandeered fromthe weal thy | andl ord
when he ransacked his estate after raping his wife
and only daughter. That was just before he was
assigned to this town. He felt great to be able to
snoke real vintage tobacco. Taking his pipe between
his fingers, he patted the ashes cerenoniously in
the ash tray, a Spanish porcelain he had al so taken
fromthe |l andlord. He | oved to own expensive
obj ects. This had been an obsession ever since he
was a nere private.

Just the thought of having been a private nmade
him sick, so making a swift and swirling turn of his
swivel chair, he spat into the nearby waste basket.
He swirled back and resuned his forner position,
| egs crossed on top of the desk. Again he inhaled
and bl ew out the snoke into a circular holl ow,
followng this with his sight as it slowy ascended
and di sappeared into the air. He raised his ring
finger high before him making the huge ruby stone
in his ring sparkle against the glow of his cigar
between his lips. "I never had this kind of ring."
He murnured. This, too, he took fromthat old
| andl ord. Now, he had this beautiful ring, a watch
with gold chain and the cigars - a dozen of these.
He opened the side drawer of his desk w thout noving
his | egs then took out a brown box. He lifted its
lid and relished the scent of the rows of aged
cigars. After another sniff of the special aroma, he
carefully tucked the box inside the drawer of his
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desk. "War is good." He nmused. He | ooked up the
ceiling and hunmed a Japanese nelody. "It's nice to
be a Sergeant," he thought. How he detested the tine
when he was a nere private. He was assigned to an

i nconsi derate, dom neering and egoi stic conmandi ng
officer. How he hated him No matter how right he
was, his conmander al ways won over him He stil
could not fully understand up to now, why the
Sergeant found hima very convenient target for his
tantruns. Sonetinmes he thought that perhaps he
envied his charmw th wonen.

Sgt. Manoto was in his early thirties. He
bel i eved that wonen were sinply attracted to him
i ke bees to honey. O course, he was tall and well -
built, his dark hair kept in place with ponade. He
sported side burns and a big nole accentuated his
strong chin. H's conmmandi ng officer for one thing
was old and fat, who Sgt. Manoto called "the old
hog, " every tinme he was reprimnded for making so
much noi se. Manbto was an incessant tal ker. And he
was proud of it. He was never short of opinion in
everything. Now, he relished being an officer for he
could talk as nuch as he wanted. H s English was
fairly good, enough to be understood. Again, he
i nhal ed fromhis |Iong pipe and stretched his arns
hi gh.

From the di stance he heard the greeting of a
guard acconpani ed by the quick click of his boots as
he returned to attention. The greeting was repeated
fromone guard to the next. Sgt. Manoto junped up to
his feet as the door opened. He sneered.

"Why should there be a Colonel in this office?" He
mur mur ed.

"Sgt. Manoto!" the powerful voice rang. Manoto
stood, body erect. "I would like to talk in private.
Al'l ow no one into ny office."” He continued, his
bearing dignified as he wal ked to his office at the
adj acent room The nane on his door read - Col.

Hi r oshi .

Sgt. Manoto bowed again then wal ked out of his
room wi t hout any word, throwing a sharp |ook at the
young nman who had conme with the colonel. Sgt. Mnoto
cl osed the door behind himw th a disgruntled
attitude then wal ked al ong the corridor and down the
steep stairs, his face stern and body rigid as the
guards bowed. This gesture flattered him This was
the other reason that made arny life attractive to
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hi m Besides, of course, the |ooting of precious
things and taking of wonen at his whim

kkhkkkkikkhkk*

The col onel sat behind his desk, firm chest
out, his uniformcrisp and neat.

"Sit down, Lt. Dizon." H's voice was deep, as
he rel axed brushing his well-trimed noustache with
his ring finger.

The young nman wal ked forward and calnly sat
down facing the colonel's desk. He was in his early
twenti es, about five foot nine, robust and fair-
conpl exi oned. Hi s eyes have the slant but he was
unm st akably Fili pino.

The colonel smiled, the scar on his right cheek
deepeni ng. He was physically fit for one in his
fifties and showed he was a man of culture. "Your
training at our Intelligence Acadeny will serve you
well, Lt. Dizon." Col. Hroshi started, his face
very serious yet friendly. "You are well-prepared
for this inportant mission.” the colonel spoke in
fluent English with British accent, having studied
in England. In fact he could easily be m staken for
an Englishman whenever his oriental slants were
conceal ed by his dark gl asses, which he often wore.
"Wt need to procure intelligence of the guerrilla
novenent in this area of Luzon. Information have
reached us of the solidification of their forces now
that Gen. MacArthur had returned. W do not have a
definitive outcone yet of the encounter in Leyte.
Qur forces, I"'msure, would stop them at any cost.
But in any event we have to be prepared. W have to
get hold of their plans for their next target here
in Luzon.” There was determ nation in Col. Hiroshi's
Voi ce.

Di zon, his real nane Ronal do Di zon, sml ed,
noddi ng with confidence. He projected a serious and
di sci plined persona. A Filipino, he had stayed | ong
i n Japan before the war and had sone schooling at a
Japanese Detective Acadeny when his father was an
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Instructor there. Upon his father's retirenent,
their famly returned to the Philippines. Soon
after, his father died of cardiac arrest. H s nother
followed a year later froma broken heart.

Now, Di zon found it very convenient to work for
t he Japanese governnent, having the advantage of
Japanese education and the mastery of their
| anguage. His alliance wth the Japanese assured
hi m of protection and sustenance for his ten
or phaned brothers and sisters. aging fromfive to
twenty, who were in Manila. He wanted to spare them
fromthe poverty that his fellow countrynen were
suffering and fromthe torture which the Filipino
civilians and guerrillas were being subjected to.

"I understand from Capt. Taguri that he had
fully briefed you regarding the specific nature of
your m ssion."

"Yes, sir!"

"Here are your credentials and other necessary
papers.” Col. H roshi handed over the papers, al
bound by a rubber band. "Renenber, you are Lt.
Ronal do Di zon of the 12th Battalion stationed in
northern Luzon. The rest you already know. You wll
join these subversive el enents who call thensel ves
guerrillas. Be sure that you are beyond suspi cion.
You have to report here, through the various ways
and means taught you by Intelligence, on the
guerrilla Forces operating in the nountains. Any of
their plans for future attack should be reported to
this Headquarter at any cost. W should be alerted
of any reinforcenent and especially on their plans
for the exact site of the landing of Allied Forces
here in Luzon." Col. Hiroshi uttered every word
clearly and deliberately in a |l ow resonant tone. "It
is your responsibility to look for and infiltrate
those guerrilla units operating in this sector.”

"Yes sir." Dizon took the bundl e of papers then
went through every page.

"This password will insure your safety through
all our checkpoints.” Col. H roshi showed himthe
card in Japanese witing. Cormit this to nenory and
discard it.”

"Arigato." He smled after he was sure he had
menori zed his password.

"Now, you are on your own, Lt. Dizon." Col.

H roshi extended his right hand to D zon. Then a
quick smle flashed on his face. He grasped D zon's
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hand with his other hand and shook this briskly.
"CGood | uck."

Di zon bowed then turned toward the door. He had
the gait of a mlitary man. Col. Hiroshi regarded
himwth pride. Wth a big smle on his face, Col.
Hi roshi turned to the portrait of Enperor Hirohito.
Looki ng at the small Japanese flag on his desk, he
nodded, fingering his noustache. "He will not fai
us." He said as he | eaned back on his desk. Dizon
had been given several m ssions before and he never
failed. Col. Hiroshi knew that the Anerican fleet
was com ng and they have prepared for it, but he
al so knew that the guerrillas were by now preparing
to attack and neutralize their fortress in order to
clear the passage for the landing fleet. It was Lt.
Dizon's mssion to spoil that plan.

Ever since Col. Hiroshi was assigned to this
I nportant Japanese garrison in Luzon, the Japanese
have m nim zed the harassnents and sneak attacks of
the guerrillas around the area. The | ast attack was
when they were celebrating a National Feast Day of
Japan. Everybody was having a good tine, drinking.
The sentries were drunk. Col. H roshi was then
offering a toast with the other officers when
suddenly, gunshots rang outside the garrison. The
raid was fast and the guards caught unprepared.

Al t hough the encounter lasted only for |ess than ten
m nutes, the guerrillas wthdrew | eavi ng el even
Japanese guards dead and a big portion of the

garri son guardhouse damaged. It took them al nost a
week to have the ruins repaired.

That one incident inpacted the Col. Hroshi's
policy. Mich as he wanted his nmen to experience sone
sense of normal cy through occasional fun, fromthen
on, there had not been any cel ebration of any kind.
Not even his weddi ng anni versary which was a week
ago.

He renmenbered having stayed in his room and
neditated for sonetine, asking for good health,
clear mnd, right judgnent and a long life to spend
in peace with his wife and famly back in Japan. The
day made him nostal gic of home. His wife never
m ssed that special occasion, preparing a small
party for their famly. Their three sons, al
marri ed and have children of their own, who al so
studied in the sane school he graduated fromin
Engl and, al ways cane honme for their yearly weddi ng
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anni versary. Their twenty five years of marriage
woul d had been a grand affair - a happy famly
reuni on.

Col. Hiroshi blinked his eyes to force back the
thin m st that have forned there as he thought of
how t hi ngs woul d have been. He stood and wal ked
toward the wi ndow, his hand cl asped toget her behind
him He | ooked down at the well-barricaded garrison.
It was a strongly-secured garrison, surrounded by
twenty-foot high and six-foot thick walls. It would
take powerful guns to break through its walls. The
fortress towered at thirty feet based on a solid
rock beside the sea. It was a well-chosen garrison -
able to accommpdate its machi ne and man power. The
encl osed area al one was several acres and a | arge
portion of it was covered with barracks for their
soldiers. Air-raid shelters had been dug near the
walls for refuge in case of air attack.

The col onel turned and | eaned agai nst the
wi ndow adm ring the beautiful intricate designs at
the ceiling of his office. And frescoes of religious
images. He felt like being in a sanctuary every tine
he entered his office. This roomwas once used by
t he Spanish priests for this garrison was once a
huge church during the Spanish regine in the
Philippines. It was one anong the biggest and the
nost beautiful. The other four roonms in the rectory
wer e now occupi ed by the rest of the officers both
as living quarters and offices while the belfry was
used as a watch tower with powerful search |ights.
The church itself served as a neeting hall

Col. Hiroshi turned back to the w ndow and took
a deep breath. The air fromthe sea was fresh and
pure, unpolluted even by war.

"Forward march."” The command fromthe
commandi ng of fi cer made himl ook down to the far end
of the grounds. Rows of soldiers, thousands of them
mar ched and went through rigorous training.

"Hi yal" Choral growing filled the air as two
groups of soldiers sinmulated a fight with fixed
bayonets. Those were the daily activities of those
men who stood guard over this form dable stronghol d
of the Japanese | nperial Forces.

Col. Hiroshi |ooked at his watch. It was al nost
ten in the norning and time for his daily
I nspection. Pressing the crease of his pants and
fixing his collar, Col. Hroshi quickly walked to
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t he door, saluting back every guard as he wal ked
down the steep stairway | eading down to the church.
Looki ng around for a quick check, Col. Hirosh
nodded. He | ooked back at where the altar was once
and he smled as he saw the huge Japanese fl ag
covering the entire area - twenty feet high.

Wth well-paced strides, Col. Hiroshi wal ked
out of the big hall, the sound of his footsteps
magni fi ed by the huge done. He paused in front of
the Roman facade for a nonent and got a good ful
view of their fortress. Briskly but regally, he
wal ked down the stairs and got in the waiting car.
The Col onel sat erect and ordered the driver to
proceed. As the car passed by the soldiers at drill,
the officer-in-charge barked his order and the rows
of soldiers stood at attention and saluted the
col onel. He acknow edged this with his slow, precise
salute. The drill resumed as the car passed.

"Stop the car.” The Col onel ordered. He watched
wi th approval at the way the soldiers fired at the
firing range. He was a sharp-shooter hinself and had
won nedals fromthe acadeny where he attended. He
still did sone target-practice to keep himsharp
with his accuracy. Unable to resist the urge, he
alighted fromthe car and stood beside the |ine of
men. "Hand ne your rifle."

The soldiers turned to his direction. A young
sol di er handed himhis gun. They were all aware of
the strict discipline of the Col onel.

"Thank you." The Col onel took hold of the rifle
and before the nmen could resune their position, the
Col onel had fired. He shot a series of bulls-eye
which | eft the nen's nouths gaping both from
di sbelief and admration. He returned the rifle
wi thout a word and strode calnmy back to the car.
The sol di ers were dunbfounded renenbering to salute
himonly after his car had sped away.

The car sl owed down at every gun enpl acenent,
whi ch faced the open sea. Every cannon was guarded
by two soldiers in round-the-clock rotation.
Satisfied at the security all over the garrison, he
ordered the driver to return to the church through
its rear entrance.

The Col onel entered the church through a
concrete stairway then turned to the right where the
bapti smal font was situated. This area was separated
by steel bars. He entered an opening beside it just
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beneath the side altar and wal ked down the stairway
cut fromsolid rock. He turned right passing through
a hallway, solidly-walled on the left and filled
with old church ornanents and statues of Saints at
its right. After wal ki ng about a couple of hundred
feet, he stopped before a huge tw n-door guarded by
two sol diers. The guards were about to open the
doors but the Col onel signaled themnot to. He
already felt the heat and the |lack of fresh air. He
qui ckly retraced his way up, confident of the

maxi mum security at the basenent.

H s | ong inspection finished, the Col onel got
back to his car, flashing a smle that made himturn
pink with no effort at all. Fixing his uniform the
Col onel | eaned back, crossing his right |eg, folded
his arnms and rel axed. The car sped away, this tine
to the Oficers' ness hall. It was al nost twelve
noon.

*kkkkkkkk*
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CHAPTER SEVEN

It was Sunday norning - market day! Three
truckl oads of Japanese soldiers fromthe adjacent
town have arrived passing through the crowded market
square. Civilians fromthe outlying barrios and
vill ages have conme down to the market place bringing
their harvests such as corn, cassava, yans, fresh
fruits and vegetables, fresh and dried fish, and
poultry products either to sell or to barter for
second- hand cl ot hing, salt, sugar, and other
househol d necessities.

Cvilians in the towm who saved their
bedspreads, table cloths and curtains were |ucky for
the materials were readily altered into dresses and
shirts and fetched a | ot of noney and becane
excel lent trades for the farners' crops. However,
people preferred to barter instead of selling for
Japanese noney which they regarded as play noney.
They just had a mstrust in the profusion of the
Japanese paper bills. Food had rapidly becone scarce
for the Japanese were confiscating a |large portion
of the people's harvest while the guerrillas at the
same time relied on the farners for their food
suppl i es.

Everything cane in small neasures making it
very difficult for the civilians to save and store
for the ensuing days. Even dried salted fish, which
had becone the basic compbdity since it could stand
| ong storage was now nuch harder to obtain. Salt,
sugar and soap could only be had at very high
prices. Mdst of the people resorted to eating
roasted coconut neat in place of the mssing three
neal s a day. This had been the neager subsistence of
the civilians for the past three years. And it was
getting nmuch worse fromday to day.

Li ke the past Sundays, people canme to town.

Al t hough there was not nmuch anynore to buy or
barter, still they gathered as if their being
together in a crowd could bring back a senbl ance of
their peaceful and happy prewar days. Yet, wherever
they turned, fear was their constant conpanion.
Japanese sol diers marched al ong the streets and
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around the market place, just a clearing with
spattering of thatched sheds for the vendors. The
ol d concrete market place was no | onger avail abl e
since very recently, the Japanese used it as
concentration canp for the civilians who were
ordered to cone down to town. The Japanese were nore
strict and alert than the previous week, watching
the civilians and guardi ng agai nst the possible
infiltration of guerrillas into the town.

Lota, hustled her way through the crowd to
barter Sone of her used skirts and M. Mura's old
shirts. She readily acceded to having her two skirts
traded for a dozen eggs and M. Mura's two shirts
and a pair of pants for one chicken and one litter
of corn mll. She could have asked for nore since
these were the | ast clothing she could spare, but
seeing the old woman, her back bent from age, nade
her feel nore liberal. Putting the eggs in the
basket and carrying the chicken by its tied | egs,
Lot a wal ked back hone.

"Good norning Ma'am™" It was Mtsi who caught
up with her.

"Good norning, Mtsi." Lota was pleased to see
him "You | ook fine."

"Thank you. Not nuch work today." He shyly
smled. "May | wal k you hone, M' anf"

"Ch, of course, Mtsi. I'd love that."

"May | help you with that Ma' an?" He offered a
hand.

"Yes, you may. Thank you so nmuch." Lota handed
the chicken and the basket to Mtsi and together
t hey wal ked honme wi t hout nmuch exchange of words.

"Chi-o, Mura San." Mtsi bowed upon seeing M.
Mura wal k toward them

"It's nice to see you, Mtsi." He took the
chi cken and the basket fromhim "Dono arigato.”

Mtsi stood for a while | ooking around and
seeing that there was no one except for M. Mura
and Lota, he hesitatingly asked their perm ssion to
| eave.

"You are | eaving so soon?" Lota was surprised.

M tsi nodded.

"Where are you going from here?" There was
concern on Lota's face.

“I"l'l wal k back to the market."

"Thank you for helping Ms. Mura and for
wal ki ng her honme.” M. Mura acknow edged with a bow
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as Mtsi bowed and sadly wal ked away. He coul d have
asked Mtsi to stay but he had an inportant matter
to discuss with his wfe.

"Doesn't he | ook so sad and so al one?" Lota
followed Mtsi with her | ook.

"He certainly seened unhappy."”

"We shoul d have asked himto stay for lunch.”
"Next tinme, Lota. I'"'mafraid we have a
problem"” M. Mura sounded serious as he led his

wife away fromthe stair.
"What's the matter, nmhal ?"
"Sonmet hing's very wong, Lota.” M. Mura
hushed her to keep her voice low "It's Joy Bell."
"What about her?" Lota becane suddenly
concer ned.
"Qur girl seens very lonely, too. She hasn't
spoken a word since you left."
"I's she sick?" Lota was frantic.

"I don't think so, Lota. | guess, she nust be
m ssing soneone.” M. Mura explained as he patted
Lota's back. "I'mafraid our Joy Bell is no | onger a

child.”

"What do you nean? Joy Bell m ssing soneone? W
really should have asked Mtsi to stay.”

"No. | don't think it's Mtsi either that she
m sses. "

"Who t hen?"

"Ernesto, who else? He was the only visitor she
was excited to be with. | nean the only nale
vi sitor, whose conpany she really enjoyed."

"Poor child. But it's just normal. | mss
Ernesto nyself. After all, that boy was an old
friend and a very close one at that."

"Lota, you better do sonething. That's your
job, mana." He teased her.

"My job? You nean, our job!" Lota contested.

"Now. .. now...go ahead, talk to her. Tell her,

maybe Ernesto would visit us again.. .nmaybe today or
tonorrow or maybe soon. Tell her anything that woul d
make her smle again. | can't bear to see her this

way." M. Mura was worried. He |oved Joy Bell so
much that seeing her unhappy disturbed himno end.
He woul d do anything just to make her happy. But

now, he had asked Lota. He believed that in this
matter it should be a woman who should talk to

anot her. "A woman?" He just thought of Joy Bell as a
wonan.
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Lota braced herself as she wal ked up the
stairs. M. Mura stayed behind and squatted before
his garden, pulling the few weeds that have grown
overnight; his mnd in deep thought.

Even the sound of the opening door seened not
to draw Joy Bell away from her thoughts. She had
been sitting the whol e norning by the wi ndow, her
chin cushi oned by her folded arns on the w ndow
sill. Her thoughts far. Her eyes fixed at the far
hori zon. She woul d occasionally breathe deeply. Lota
shook her head as she passed by her. Hurriedly
pl aci ng her goods on the kitchen table, she went
back to Joy Bell and lightly placed her hand on her
shoul der. Joy Bell did not seemto feel her
presence. Lota kissed her hair. Only then did Joy
Bel | notice her.

"You are back, Momy?" Her question was
perfunctory and lifeless.

"Yes, dear. Got a dozen eggs for ny skirts and
a chicken and one liter of corn mll for your
Daddy's shirts and pair of pants." She reported
enthusiastically with the hope of diverting Joy
Bel | 's thought from whatever she was thinking of.
But this did not help for she did not even turn to
face her. Lota was again at a | oss on what to do.
This was the first tinme that she had noticed Joy
Bell to be sonber. She had al ways been spirited.
After an awkward silence, Lota brightened up and
hurried to her room She cane back, holding a pink
silk dress. "Look Joy Bell. | have a surprise for
you. "

"What is it Monmmy? She asked wi thout turning.
Lota was a little hurt, but she went on. "I nade
this for you." She continued sounding very excited
as she raised the dress. She made it from her old
| ong skirt she found while she was sorting out her
old clothes to be bartered the other week. She had
pl anned to give this as a surprise to Joy Bell for
Chri stmas which was yet nonths away. She decided to
show it now hoping to cheer her up. "Wuld you try
this on?"

Joy Bell touched the dress with one hand and
picked it up showing no delight at all. "It's
beautiful, Mommy." Not really looking at it.

Lota was a bit disappointed but she did not
easily give up. "Cone on, dear, put this on. I'm
dying to see you wear it."
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Maybe not wanting to frustrate her nother any
further, she obliged and wal ked to her roomw th the
dress.

Lota waited, hoping that the dress would perk
up Joy Bell's spirit. After what seened |ike
forever, Joy Bell energed fromthe roomw th the
pi nk dress on.

The dress was cut along the slimline putting
to advantage her youthful body; the first such dress
Lota made wi thout the balloon or shirred skirt. Even
its neckline was far fromthe usual ruffles or Peter
Pan collars. This one had a round neckline which
ext ended of f her shoulders. It | ooked very becom ng
to her. It showed off her swan-1ike neck and creany
shoul ders. She approached her nother in nmeasured
steps, her hands hangi ng down at her side, naking
her | ook even nore vul nerable. Lota was unable to
suppress her joy upon seeing her daughter so pretty
and | adylike. "Joy Bell, you | ook |ovely. See for
yoursel f." She took her hand and nmade her face the
mrror.

Joy Bell brightened as she saw her inmage, so
different... so grown-up. Light tw nkled in her blue
eyes.

Lota felt triunphant. She had succeeded.
Carefully, she gathered Joy Bell's hair at the back
and tied it with a pink ribbon fromthe dress
material. "There, that conpletes the ensenble. Now,
let me call your father. Let's show himyour new
dress."” She coaxed Joy Bell as she hurriedly wal ked
toward the door.

Joy Bell, carried away by the enthusiasm of her
not her readi ed herself for her father's viewing. M.
Mura had very good taste when it cane to art and
fashion. He liked elegance inits sinplicity. Lota
knew this and she never disappointed himin her
choi ces of materials, color and cut for her and Joy
Bel |'s dresses.

"Well, conme on mahal. You are in for a big
surprise." Lota called her husband unable to hold
back her excitenent.

M. Mura wal ked up and stood transfi xed before
her daughter, who smled at her father as she showed
of f her dress.

"Beautiful, beautiful. You | ook very nmuch |ike
your nother the first tinme | saw her." He kissed her
and hol ding her by the shoul ders, stepped back for
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anot her good | ook at her daughter. "You rem nd ne so
much of your nommy." Wth m sty eyes, he cuddl ed
Lota to his side.

"Wuld | be |like normy?" Joy Bell asked for
reassurance.

"Far nore beautiful." Cuts in Lota. "You are
young and fresh and vibrant.™

"Then, may | take a walk? I nmean nmay | go down
and just, just...be out there?" She tried to choose
the right words. She had suddenly becone self-
consci ous before her parents.

"Of course, you nmay go and enjoy the beautiful
Sunday norning." M. Mura and Lota answered in
uni son with the sane glee in their voices. "Take
your tinme."

Joy Bell hopped to them and after huggi ng and
ki ssing each, she ran down the stairs, waving at
t hem and di sappeared. M. Mura and Lota exchanged
very meani ngful | ooks. In deed, they did well.
...very well.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

Joy Bell reached the top of the hill, panting
and gasping for air. She had run the | ong distance
fromtheir house through the outskirt of town and up

the hill. She turned around, inhaling as nuch fresh
air as her lungs could take, raising her arns high
above her head, |aughing. Then she stood still and

| eaned back against the tree, |ooking down to the
t own.

Somet hing told her he would cone. Ernesto woul d
cone. They woul d be tal king nore and | onger. How she
m ssed his voice. A welconed reveille.. .the sweet
chirping of birds. She could hardly wait to see
Er nest o agai n.
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Ever since they saw each other, she always
t hought of him not know ng exactly why. She often
saw his face wherever she | ooked and especially at
ni ght when she opened her eyes in the dark. He
appeared |like an apparition; his light lifting her,
Its warnth wrappi ng around her. She even saw him
anong the cloud formations, smling at her;
beckoni ng her to join him Thinking of himwas |ike
waiting for the breaking of dawn with its glorious
colors transformng into a rai nbow. He would be at
the end of the rai nbow reaching out to her. She
liked the picture. It nade her feel... nice. No
wonderful . Exquisitely.. .nice. She could not
remenber having felt like this before. In fact she
had never experienced this wonderful feeling ever.
Never ever. But she never asked herself why. Maybe
it was always like that with good friends, she
reasoned.

Joy bell sat there under the lone tree for an
hour, waiting for Ernesto.

But the m nutes passed w thout any sign of him
She began to feel uneasy thinking perhaps he was not

comng at all. Maybe he did not cone to town to sel
his crops on Sundays. O maybe he was not feeling
well. Joy Bell imagined all sorts of reasons why

Ernesto had not cone. She sinply nust see himto be
assured that he was well.

After another hour of anxious waiting, Joy Bel
deci ded to go back honme. Her steps were heavy as she
retraced her way back but decided instead to pass by
the market. Suddenly, she heard screans and saw
peopl e scanper in all directions.

There was a commotion in the market area. She
coul d have run hone, but sonmething told her to go
and see what was happening. She ran as fast as her
feet could take her toward the market place. She was
shocked to find people cower in fear. Then she saw
men.. .civilians being herded by the Japanese
soldiers toward the center of the clearing. They
were ordered to kneel; their hands behind their
backs.

From behi nd the sol diers energed an arrogant -
| ooki ng Japanese officer, Sgt. Hroto, his eyes
fierce and bl ood-shot as he wal ked toward the row of
captured civilians. He was dark and stern-I ooking,
short and stocky with a bushy noustache.
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"You guerrillas we kill!": He yelled at the row
of nmen, brandi shing his swagger stick up the air.
Hi s voice was high-pitched and irritating and his
Engl i sh poor and heavily accented. "Take guerrillas
to garrison and ask questions. If not answer, kill."
He ordered then marched away foll owed by his
sol di ers.

"Wait!" Joy bell screanmed after she recognized
one of the nmen, running toward the center pushing
asi de one Japanese soldier who tried to stop her.
"They are not guerrillas. They are just civilians."

Ernesto was both surprised and relieved when he
saw Joy Bel |.

"Pl ease, believe ne, they are not guerrillas.
They are farnmers. | know all these people. They cane
to sell their produce.”

The crowd | istened dunbfounded by the
exceptional courage of Joy Bell who appeared
unafrai d of the Japanese.

"Yes, guerrillas kill." Hroto reaffirned his
or der.

"I"'mSgt. Manoto. I'min charge here." Sgt.
Manot o, who just arrived, stepped forward.

Sgt. Hiroto realized that he was a newconer in
town and Sgt. Manoto had seniority, so he backed off
and wal ked away in a huff.

Sgt. Manoto | ooked at the direction of Joy
Bell. Hs mouth twi sted, nodding his head slowy as
i f contenplating what Joy Bell had just said.
Actual |y he heard nothing that Joy Bell had said. He
only saw her |ovely face and her soft m |l ky skin.

Sensi ng an opening, Joy Bell lost no tinme. She
| unged toward Sgt. Manoto, faced himsquarely, and
spoke in Japanese. "I know you are a kind man. So

pl ease free these nen. They are your friends." Joy
Bel | pl eaded, praying that this Japanese whom she
had just seen for the first tine, would listen to
her .

Sgt. Manoto smled within hinmself, devouring
Joy Bell with his penetrating | ook but Joy Bell did
not waver. All she wanted at that nonment was to see
the nen go free. To see Ernesto free.

So thinking it mght hasten Sgt. Manoto's
deci si on, she stepped closer to him Then cl asping
her hands together as in prayer, her eyes pl eaded.
"Hope this works." She w shed.
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Manoto felt flattered to be approached by a
pretty young girl, much nore to be asked for his
nmercy. He stood erect, expanding his chest and broad
shoul ders and with hands aki nbo, he stood wth feet
wi de apart. He |loved to be | ooked upon as a CGod.
"You are an Anerican!" There was suspicion in his
| ook.

"Yes, but ny father is Japanese. He is Japanese
just like you." She |owered her hands.

"How do | know you are speaking the truth? How
woul d I know that these people are not guerrillas as
you cl ai n?" He denanded.

"I do not lie. My father tells ne always to
tell the truth. | repeat ny father is Japanese. W
stay just outside the garrison.” Joy Bell reasoned
with all the innocence of a child.

"You stay near the garrison?" Sgt. Manoto's
appetite for young beautiful girls was aroused. "Wy
had he not seen her before?"

He fixed his eyes on her full bosom A glint of

| ust shone in his eyes. "I nust have this girl." He
vowed to hinself. "I hate it when soneone fools ne."
He sneered. "I don't believe you."

"She's telling the truth.” A chorus of
children's voices penetrated through the crowd and
about six children, nostly Japanese cane forward and
faced the Sergeant.

"Joy Bell doesn't lie." It was M chi ko who
faced Manoto. She spoke in Japanese. "Her father,
M. Mura is a good and ki nd Japanese."

"Now you believe nme?" Joy Bell persisted.

"Ckay, okay. | believe you beautiful | ady.
kay, let these nen go free. | can't refuse this
beautiful |ady. "Manoto announced. "Rel ease them"”
He ordered.

"Sgt. Manoto." A Corporal stepped forward.
"Sgt. Hiroto's order is..." Before he could finish,
Sgt. Manoto cut himoff. He felt insulted by the
Corporal's interference especially in front of a
beauti ful | ady.

"I said... release them "™ He firmy reiterated.

The civilians cheered and the nen stood
relieved as they dashed to their famlies.

Joy Bell was so overwhel ned that she literally
junped up and held Sgt. Manoto by the hand. "Dono
arigato, dono arigato." She bowed tw ce and turned
to the children and hugged them "Thank you M chi ko,
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Ureki . Thank you all. Now go hone all of you." She
urged themto | eave.

Joy Bell tried to restrain herself fromrushing
to Ernesto, who before she could take a step, had
di sappeared fromthe crowmd. She was relieved for she
decided it was not wise to call attention to him
Especially if Sgt. Manoto saw her with him

Sgt. Manoto wal ked triunphantly and with an
arrogant gait marched through the opening in the
crowd that was paved for himwhile the crowd cheered
him for his benevol ence. He felt like a returning
war hero, wel coned by a grateful people.

Joy Bell caught up with Ernesto, who
surreptitiously wal ked away as fast as he coul d.

"Thank you, Joy Bell." Ernesto whispered when
Joy Bell held his arm

"Cone with me. We better get away from here
fast." Joy Bell led the way toward the hill.

Meanwhil e, Mtsi who had just arrived caught a
gl i npse of Joy bell. He smled and paved his way
t hrough the thickening crowd to reach Joy Bell. But
as he got near her, he saw her holding on to Ernesto
and |l eading himaway. Hs smle of anticipation was
danmpened and slowly, he turned away.

Joy Bell and Ernesto have just left the market
clearing and the people have resuned their
i nterrupted busi ness when the truckl oad of heavily-
armed Japanese soldiers returned. The soldiers
junped down fromthe truck. Sgt. Hi roto canme down
with his swagger stick in hand, | ooking around
sharply. "Gather all nen...guerrillas here. Fast!"
He yel ped.

This was followed by the horrified screans from
the wonen and children as the Japanese soldiers
roughly gathered all the nen pushing them down to
t heir knees.

"I amnot a guerrilla." Pleaded an old man, his
body shaking from fear

"He's an old man and he is sick." Sobbed an old
woman as she stunbled to hug her husband.

Sgt. Hiroto just stared at them unnoved, then
gave a signal to a soldier beside him The Japanese
sol di er pushed the old nan asi de.

"You lie. CGuerrillas here to buy food." Sgt.

H roto expl oded as he scanned the crowd. "You tel
where guerrillas, you free." He announced. "Wo
guerrillas here?" He shrieked but there was conplete
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silence in response. "All right, you not foo
Japanese. Cone!" He beckoned a hooded man fromthe
truck and the man stepped down and wal ked toward
Sgt. Hiroto. Arrogantly. Confidently.

He was of strong built and fromthe way he
noved he could be in his twenties. A woven palmtote
bag with two holes to see through, covered his
entire head.

"Al'l right, point guerrillas."” Commanded Sgt.
Hroto to the man - a Filipino spy.

The man wal ked del i berately in front of the
kneeling line of men |ooking intently at each one.
The nmen bowed their heads and prayed in silence,
hol ding their breath as the spy wal ked past each of
them Then he went back and stopped before a young
man of about twenty with long hair. He pulled his
hair up for a good | ook and with conviction pointed
at him "He is a guerrillal”

The word fell like a death sentence and in
desperation, the man stood up and grabbed the spy's
hood. As his face was exposed, there was a chorus of
shocked reaction fromthe crowd. They all recognized
t he spy.

The ol d man gasped. "Ch God. No! No! Luis, ny
gr andson!"

"Hang guerrillal™ Sgt. Hroto' s voice went
t hrough the roof. "Teach you | esson.™

The young nan was i nmedi ately hog-tied.

"Point nore guerrillas. You said three
guerrillas here.” Hiroto inpatiently demanded from
t he spy.

The spy wal ked back to the line of nen and
di sregarded the old nan.

"Luis, why do you do this?" The old man's voice
qui vered with both fear and anger.

But Luis was unnoved. He showed no recognition
of his grandfather.

The ol d man stopped him "Don't do this, Luis!
They are your brothers. Your countrynen.”

Luis pushed the old man toward the crowd
wi t hout even | ooki ng back and proceeded to the next
man. He was about to point to another young nan when
a teenage boy darted through the crowd and stabbed
the spy with a kitchen knife. The crowd gasped.

Bef ore them sl unped in a pool of his own blood, was
t he spy.
"Kill boy!" Screaned Hiroto.
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Li ke a caged animal, the boy struggled as he
was tightly held by the Japanese soldiers and his
eyes were full of hate as he | ooked at the prostrate
body of the spy. As the spy staggered to his feet,
he threw a | ook at the boy. He turned pal e; shocked
and speechl ess.

"Kill boy. Cut head!™ Ordered Hiroto and a
Japanese sol di er drew his bayonet.

"No!" The ol d man screaned.

The Japanese rai sed the bayonet and the crowd
held its breath.

"No.. .don't kill him no!" The spy cried but
t he bayonet |anded with full force on the boy's
nape. "You killed ny brother! You killed ny brother,
damm you." He was in hysterics and had to be subdued
as he lunged at the soldier.

Mtsi covered his eyes with his hands. He had
seen nore than he could stand of this horrible war.

Hiroto was unnoved as he continued. "Let this
be | esson to you." Then he turned to the spy and
sl apped him "You lie!" You said three guerrillas
here! "

But the spy was too shocked and di straught to
hear his words.

"Look for guerrillas.. .search everywhere..
every hone."

The Japanese sol di ers depl oyed and spread out
in all directions with fixed bayonets, toward the
houses and the outskirt of town toward the direction
of the hill.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

Ernesto hasn't said a word until they reached
the hill. "You should have not done it, Joy Bell."

"But why not? I don't want you or any civilian
killed."

"But what you did was very dangerous. You took
so much risk."

"Ch no," Joy Bell |aughed. "Daddy is Japanese.
The Japanese believed ne. They believed ny friends,
too. They will do nme no harm"”
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"Yes, but that Sergeant...what's his nanme?"

Sgt. Manpto. He is new here.”

"That Manoto...l don't |ike the way he | ooked
at you."

"Why?" Joy Bell chuckled. "What's wong with
the way he | ooked at nme?"

"Pl ease, Joy Bell, promse ne, you'll not go
near the Japanese sol diers again.. .ever!"

"But | can't understand. Daddy is Japanese.”

"Yes, but he is a civilian. Those Japanese are
soldiers. This is war. Things are different now "

"You nean, you don't want nme to get hurt." Joy
Bell felt flattered.

"That's right. | don't want anything bad to
happen to you. You see, ever since | knew you were
staying here, | couldn't help but think of your
safety. These are very dangerous tinmes."

"Don't worry, Mommy is a Filipino. W are safe
with the Japanese or the Filipinos or the
Americans." Joy Bell did not show any sign of
concer n.

"Ch Joy Bell." Ernesto sighed. "I wish | could
make you understand that this is war and things are
not the same as before.”

"I understand but don't worry. Everything wll
be all right."

"Very well." He paused finding it difficult to
say what he felt. "You are beautiful and you are a
| ady now. You should be nore careful with the

Japanese, especially with that. . .that Manoto. |
woul d be hurt if..." He found it very hard to
conti nue as Joy Bell |ooked at himw th innocence

trying to grasp what he wanted to say.

"Why do you worry so much about ne?"

"Look Joy Bell. Ever since we were small,
took it upon nyself to protect you. W were good
friends... very close friends."

"Ch yes.. .l haven't forgotten those days."

"My feelings toward you haven't changed. | |ike
you. "

"I like you, too." Joy Bell cut in cheerfully.

"But this is different...it is not just nere
liking. Believe ne Joy Bell.. .I nean...Ch listen to
me very well. This maybe the last tinme we wuld see
each ot her."

"What ?" Joy Bell was concerned as she | ooked up
at Ernesto's face.
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"But | would |like to see you again."

"It has becone nore dangerous now. Recently the
Japanese have becone nore suspicious of civilians."

"I understand but we can see each ot her

here...in this hill, if you like. Nobody would see
us here. This is far fromthe town and the garrison.
The Japanese won't cone here. That's why | |like this
pl ace. "

"God, Joy Bell, how!l would |like to see you
again."

"Real ly? Then I will wait here...in this hill."

"I wish it's possible. I only wsh tine
permts”

"Why? Why should tinme not permit? Maybe you
don't want to see ne again." Joy bell |ooked hurt.

"Joy Bell," Ernesto held her by both shoul ders

maki ng her face him "Heaven knows how much | want
to see you. How much I wi sh we could al ways be
t oget her."

"Then...if you really want that, we could see
each other as often as we want."

"But we can't." He was dead serious.

"You' ve made yourself clear." Joy Bell nunbled.
Then slowly taking off Ernesto’'s hands from her
shoul ders, she turned away. "You better go now "

"No Joy Bell," Ernesto held her back. "Not
until 1 tell you how !l feel."

"But you should go now. You shouldn't see ne
again. Isn't that what you just said? Joy Bell got

out of Ernesto's arnms and ran down fast.. .sobbing.
"Joy Bell.. .please wait, wait for ne." Ernesto
called racing down the hill after her until he

caught up with her. Swiftly, he pulled her toward
hi m and enbraced her, tightly, panting. "Joy Bell.
Joy Bell...l love you!" H's breathing gradually

sl owed down as he waited for her response.

Joy Bell was still sobbing but when she heard
what Ernesto just said, she felt her heart stop
beating.. .then resuned, this tinme nore rapidly.
Erratically. She felt a cold sensation running
t hrough her veins then a sudden warnth rushing to
her cheeks. She was stunned for, perhaps a second,
until she realized she was cuddl ed very close to
Ernesto, her face against his chest. She could hear
his heartbeat. She could feel his breath agai nst her
face.
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"Joy Bell, did you hear ne? I neant every word
| said. | love you!"™ Ernesto's voice quivered as he
uttered the words again. This tinme nore slowy. He
rai sed Joy Bell's face and gazed into her eyes
searching for any reaction. She was no | onger

sobbing but there were still teardrops on her
cheeks. Ernesto gently w ped her tears wth his hand
then held her chin up gently. "Joy Bell, | had to

tell you." He apologized. "Tell me, please tell ne
if, if I nmean anything to you."

"You are the only man | ever want to talk to."
Joy Bell was groping for the right words to say.
"You are the only man | |like to see.

Ernesto was still holding her by both shoul ders
and she |l ooking up at him their bodies close to
each ot her.

"I always see your face!" Joy Bell continued

I nnocently. "Everywhere | look, it is your face |
see... especially at night."

"Then you, too, |love ne. You |love ne!" Ernesto
was so overcone with joy, he enbraced Joy Bell, this

time even nore tightly.

She could feel the warnth of his body. She was
no | onger cold. She was on fire. Pleasant fire. Not
scorching fire. She had awakened to a new world. A
new dawn. The cl ouds had parted and the sun shone. ..
smling down at her. "Ernesto, Ch Ernesto!"” Joy bel
hugged Ernesto and rai sed her voice to the heavens.
"I |love you!"

Ernesto's heart was racing. Joy Bell's words
were |ike an aria that reached its crescendo. He
wanted to catch each note, each word and cupped t hem
i n her hands. Encl ose those three nost magi cal words
within the walls of his heart and nourish with each
breath he took. "Joy Bell, you've breathed |ife back
to me. You are the only one | ever |oved." And
gently as if handling a priceless fragile work of
art, he lowered his lips to hers. They both cl osed
their eyes, relishing every drop of the beauty God
all owed themto savor. And they stayed that way for
what seened |like eternity.

Joy Bell was notionless and when at |ast she
gazed at Ernesto's eyes, she saw herself swimmng in
ecst asy.

"I love you Joy Bell." Ernesto did not tire of
saying it over and over again.

"Then we will see each other again?"
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"Nothing will stop ne. I'll come back here in
this hill." He prom sed her.

“"I"ll wait for you here.” Joy Bell whispered.

They enbraced again and Ernesto flew down the
hill. Joy Bell waved at him Ernesto turned back and
threw her a kiss. Joy Bell |eapt and caught it.

G osing her eyes, she pressed her hands agai nst her
heart until every essence in that kiss seeped into
her every fiber to stay there forever.

When she opened her eyes, what she saw w ped
out all the magic fromher face. Panic took its
pl ace. A group of Japanese sol diers was headi ng
toward the hill. "Ernesto!" She call ed seeing
Ernesto, not far fromthe hill. She sprinted after
him "Ernesto, wait!" She call ed again.

Er nesto stopped and turned then ran back toward
Joy Bell, surprised. "Joy Bell, why? You | ook pale."
Ernesto hel d her.

"The Japanese are com ng. Run Ernesto. They
shoul d not see you.

"Don't worry. Go ahead. Go hone before they
find you here." Ernesto persuaded her.

"But | amafraid for you."

"Pl ease Joy Bell, | can not leave until |I'm
assured of your safety.” Ernesto' s eyes pl eaded.
Then he kissed her, this tinme passionately. . . both
of themclinging to each other. There were tears in
Joy Bell's eyes as Ernesto rel eased her. "Go hone

please. |I'll be safe. I'll see to that
"Prom se?"
"Yes. | promse with all ny heart.”

"I believe you. God bless you." Joy Bel
whi spered then hurried back to their house through a
di fferent path.

As soon as Joy Bell was out of sight, Ernesto
dashed toward the safety of the thick bushes to the
di rection of the nountains.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k
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CHAPTER EI GHT

The crystal clear water that streaned down the
rocks was just the relief that Ernesto needed after
wal ki ng under the burning noonday sun. Severa
pal nful of the cool spring water instantly
rejuvenated him H s thought was still of Joy Bel
and he preferred to linger in it. As he splashed the
cold water over his scorched face, he jerked back
when the sound of gunshot interrupted the silence
around him

Instinctively or nore as a sharpened refl ex
reaction Ernesto dived into the nearby bushes and
| anded flat on his belly. The thought that a
Japanese soldier had followed himfromthe town
concerned him "Had sonmeone suspected hin? O even
worst identified hinP" He waited and renai ned where
he was. Three nore continuous shots foll owed and
then silence. And another shot. Mnents of quiet
eased the tension. He was about to stand when from
afar he saw a figure suddenly appear at the top of a
hill, tunmbled down and qui ckly got up. The man
| ooked back and al nost sinultaneously with anot her
gunshot, rolled down the hill

Er nesto wat ched aghast at the man still rolling
down. He could not ascertain whether the bullet got
its target but he admred the man's agility and
qui ck reaction. Just as the man linply dived into
t he nuddy creek, another shot rang fromthe top of
the hill. A Japanese with fixed bayonet, stooped
down and | ooked around for his intended prey.

As Ernesto watched w de-eyed, hoping that the
Japanese woul d not go any farther, he suddenly felt
sonmet hing creep up his |eg; sonething cold and wet
snaki ng up high and hi gher. Fear gripped Ernesto
upon realizing that it could be a | eech. The
creepi ng sensation al nost made him junp but biting
his |ips served as a better alternative. Beads of
perspiration trickled down his forehead as he
t hought of the tiny slinmy thing sucking his bl ood.
But it was far |less deadly than the lead fromthe
Japanese's rifle. Ernesto held his breath. He peered
at the Japanese once nore. A few seconds |ater, he
saw t he Japanese survey the surroundings froma
vant age point. Apparently satisfied that he got his
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target, he replaced his rifle on his shoul der and
clinbed back up and down the other side of the hill
Only after maeking sure that the Japanese had al ready
gone far did Ernesto junp up to his feet,

simul taneously clutching with his two hands the
object in his leg. Twsting and wenching with al
his strength, Ernesto triunphantly pulled out from
under his pants the object which al nbst gave him
away to the Japanese had he reacted foolishly.

"An earthworm " Ernesto | aughed to hinself wth
great relief. "Poor thing, |I crushed its body to
death."” Brushing his pants and shirt with his hands,
Ernesto stood up quickly fromthe ant-inhabited
bushes. He was shocked to discover the ant bites al
over his arnms and |l egs. He realized that he had not
even felt a thing while he was being feasted upon.
He shook his head in disbelief, feeling funny at
what he had just undergone. He | aughed at how one
Japanese sol dier could scare one out of his senses
when one was unar ned.

Ernesto went straight back to the spring to
wash his hands. It was only then that he renenbered
the man the Japanese was shooting at. Wt hout
stopping to wi pe his hands, Ernesto ran as fast as
he could to the creek by the side of the hill. He
st ooped down to take a good | ook. The man nust be
dead as there was no novenent from where he fell.
But after another |ook, Ernesto smled, shaking his
head. "Hey, you, get out of there!" Ernesto chuckl ed
as he found the man still burying hinself in the
muddy creek.

Carefully and hesitatingly, the man got up, his
face covered w th nud.

"The Jap is gone." Ernesto continued trying to
get a good | ook at the man.

Upon hearing the reassurance from Ernesto, the
man stood, tidying hinself up, feeling a bit
enbarrassed at his condition. "That Jap al nbst got
nme." He expl ained. "You saw hi nP"

"Yes, | saw everything. Say that was a good
rolling feat you did." Ernesto jokingly renarked
trying to mnimze the tension.

"Ch, that, | alnost broke ny leg."

"Are you hurt?"

"Not nmuch | suppose. Just sone bruises." The

man answered as he exam ned his arns and | egs.
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"That's a big cut on your right leg." Ernesto
pointed to the blood stream ng down the man's | eg.

"It's not fatal. It can be fixed." Assured the
man, pulling out a handkerchief. He sat down and
proceeded to wap it around his leg. "This should
stop the bl eeding, | hope."

"That Jap...why was he after you?" queried
Er nest o.

"Say, would you tell nme where | could buy sone
coconut wi ne?" Diverted the man.

"Sweet or sour?" Ernesto retorted, this tine
scrutinizing the man nore cl osely.

"Either." Concluded the man.

"Well," Ernesto smled extending his right
hand. "W speak the sane | anguage." He chuckl ed.
This man knew their pass word. He was one of them

Briskly the man extended his right hand. "Lt.
Ronal do Dizon, fromthe 12th Battalion."

*kkkkkkkk*

Joy Bell was as white as paper. She coul d not
stop shaking as she related to her father and nother
the incident at the market place. It was only then
that her nerves gave way. A case of del ayed
reaction. And the outburst of accunul ated anxiety
consi dering everything that transpired that day.

"What you did was admrable, Joy Bell. Saving
those civilians took courage. You' re a brave young
girl." M. Mura was proud. And touched.

Joy Bell saw the pride in her father's eyes but
she did not tell himeverything. Not about Ernesto
being with the group. She could not tell himthat
she took the risk primarily because of him "O
coul d she have done what she did if Ernesto was not
t here?" She now wondered. "Wuld her father stil
consi der her courageous and be proud of her?" Her
father was a fair man. That she was sure. "But yes,
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i f the sane happened in ny presence, | would do it
agai n." She reassured herself and felt better.

"However, the new arrivals of Japanese soldiers
may be nore hostile. Besides, they don't know you or
our famly."™ M. Mura was concerned. "Please, child
stay away fromthe soldiers.” Lota could not concea
her fear.

"Don't worry. They won't harm ne. You al ways
told ne that if we treat people with respect and
val ue who they are, then there's nothing to be
concerned about." She rem nded her parents about al
that they had taught her. Not just in words but
above all, in deeds.

Her father did not argue with her. "She was

right. They taught her and she |earned well. Belief
in the goodness of people. Courage to stand for
one's conviction. Conpassion and willingness to

extend hel p where needed.” She did all this today.
"You did what you had to do, ny child.” He had to
commend her yet sonething inside was naggi ng hi mand
woul d not let go. "But how could he now tell her

ot herwi se? Because this was wartime?" The irony hit
him "Wuld he nake her change because of the war?

No." He still adhered to his belief in the goodness
of man, both in peace and in war. However, there was
sonet hing he could still say. "Please be careful.”

"I will, Daddy." Joy Bell just now realized how

her father westled with hinself and ultimately

deci ded that he was indeed his daughter's father. He
had shown her respect. She felt suddenly so grown
up. She was no | onger a child.

*kkkkkkkk*

"Capt. Duran."” Ernesto introduced hinself and
shook Di zon's hand.

"Aad to neet you, sir!" Dizon executed a quick
sal ute whi ch Ernesto acknow edged.

"Conme, you better wash your face." Ernesto |ed
the way to the spring. As they wal ked, Ernesto's
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curiosity was aroused. "Wiy were you chased by that
Jap?"

"Ch, that? He nust have suspected ne. | was
with sonme civilians fromtown. W were able to pass
t hrough the checkpoint. | thought I got through al
right. I was alone by the narrow trail when | found
nysel f being trailed by that Japanese. | had nothing
except this.” Dizon showed a hunting knife. "I ran

when he ordered nme to stop. It was a ganble but it
paid off." Dizon drank fromthe spring. "This is
refreshing.” He washed his face.

Ernesto watched himcl osely and |i stened
carefully to his every word. "If he cane fromtown,
why did he not see himanong the |line-up of nen? He
shoul d have noticed him And why didn't the Japanese
shoot himwhile they were still in the narrow trail?
Why?" So many questions. But he did not have the
answers. "Not yet anyway. O course in any given
situation, anything was possible.” He w tnessed how
t he Japanese pursued and shot at this nan.

Di zon finished washing his face and left it
with droplets of water sparkling against the sun.

"You should be nore careful next tinme." Ernesto
warned him "Were do you go from here?"

"Nowhere. Qur group had di spersed. W were out-
nunbered in our |ast encounter. Many in our unit got
killed, including Capt. Mendez. But luckily, | was
abl e to escape.”

"Yes, we heard of your unit. That was a
horrible incident.”

"I't was a massacre." Di zon shook his head. "I
would |i ke to get to Headquarters and receive

anot her assignnent. | want to fight. I'mdying to
have a chance to be in another encounter."” H's jaws
ti ght ened.

"Wl |l then, cone along. W need nen with your
spirit,"” Ernesto smled as he wal ked ahead, foll owed
by Di zon.

The trail was |ong and arduous but Dizon tried
to remenber their whereabouts and every detail al ong
t he way.

"When did you cone to this place?" Ernesto
broke the silence as they wal ked into the thicket.

"Yesterday.. .yes. . .that's right. | got [ ost
for a while. | heard of a group operating in this
area so | thought of joining it. The situation in
Mani | a and the adjacent provinces is quite dangerous
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now that Gen. MacArthur had returned. | don't want
to be left out of the action. | have to join a
group. "

"Well, | guess, you are in the right place. W
need nore nen, especially now "

"I's your Headquarter far from here."

"Yes, the Japanese haven't been successful in
zeroing in on us."

Agai n they stayed quiet as they ascended the
rising terrain; both of them going out of breath.
The trail was wi nding and carved by the nountain
side; the steep precipice belowit. Ernesto
intentionally took the nore intricate route - just
to play safe. He observed that Di zon had stopped and
was | ooki ng down.

"That's where the town is."” Ernesto pointed to
the far south. "See that tower? It's the garrison.”

"Yes, sir, | can see it."

Their long trip continued. They descended into
the danp path under the tall trees. The Headquarters
was not very far fromthere. Now and then they
tal ked about the terrifying experiences D zon had
with the Japanese and the strength and capabilities
of the enemes. But there was nore silence as they
conti nued.

"We're here.” Finally Ernesto announced as they
reached the clearing.

"This is a good place, sir. It's far enough and
not easily accessible." He took a deep breath.

"Come, follow ne."

Di zon | ooked around, observing several guards
posted at short intervals. Sonme were | ook-outs at
the top of trees. Guerrillas stopped and sal uted
Ernesto as they passed them besi de their nekeshift
hut s.

Al'l over the clearing, D zon saw the intensive
training the nmen were undergoi ng. There were groups
in hand conbat drills, others shooting arrows. Mny
wer e working on arrow and kni fe production. Dizon
was taking in everything very discreetly.

"That's the hut of Col. Holt. I'Il take you to
him™" Ernesto pointed to the one at the far end of
the clearing.

"Thank you, sir." Dizon followed Ernesto, fired
up i nside, which showed in his determ ned | ong
strides. "This is it." He thought.
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"Cone in," came the answer to Ernesto's knock
at the door. The voice was full and resonant.

Er nest o pushed the door open and saluted as he
stood in front of Col. Holt's desk. The Col onel was
relieved to see him "I have soneone with ne, sir.
He canme fromthe conpany of Capt. Mendez."

"Yes, | renenber, Capt. Mendez." Col. Holt
murmured. "Let himin."

Er nest o peeped out of the door and sunmoned
Dizon in. "Cone in, Lieutenant."

Di zon wal ked in with his inpressive mlitary
gait. He stopped beside Ernesto and executed a
salute. "Lt. Ronaldo Dizon, reporting, sir."

After acknow edging his salute, Col Holt
strai ghtened hinself and clasped his hands on the
tabl e before him |l ooking up at Dizon fromhead to
foot and back.

"How did you know about our place?" Asked Col.
Hol t .

"Capt. Mendez had briefed us about the other
guerrilla units operating in the nearby provinces,
sir. Wien our group had that |ast encounter, the
anbush, | was hoping to find a group around this
area that | could join."

"How did you conme to know Capt. Duran?"

"He saw ne while | was being chased and shot at
by the Japanese, sir."

Col. Holt threw Ernesto a | ook for
confirmation.

"He used our pass word, sir so | allowed himto
conme al ong."

"Your credentials, Lt. D zon?"

"I have them here, sir." Dizon quickly reached
for his right shoes and pulled out a snmall bundl e of
flattened papers. "My credential, sir." He handed
the papers to Col. Holt and stood back at attention.

The Col onel carefully went through every paper,
occasional ly | ooki ng back at Dizon. This did not
alarm Di zon in any way. He had been well-briefed and
prepared to answer any question about hinself and
the many encounters of their group. Finally, the
Col onel | ooked up at Dizon, this time nore rel axed.
For the first time, he smled at him

"All right, Lt. Dizon, since your group was
di sbanded, you are welcone to join us. You wll take
your orders fromCapt. Duran." Col. Holt handed back
hi s papers.
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"Thank you, sir."

"Capt. Duran, Lt. Dizon will be under your
command. Assign himhis own team as soon as
possible."

"Yes, sir." Ernesto replied.

"That's all." The Col onel acknow edged their
salute as they left the hut. He was pl eased to have
anot her officer in his group for they were badly in
need of good officers. He had heard many good things
about Capt. Mendez and his unit, their rigid
di sci pline and daring operations. Lt. Dizon gave a
good indication of this fromthe way he conducted
hi nsel f. "He could be a great asset to their unit,"”
t he Col onel thought.

Ernesto wal ked out toward the clearing with
Di zon. He pointed out to Dizon their guards, the
ness area and the guerrillas who canped all over the
pl ace. Ernesto went to a group of about twelve nen;
their ages ranging fromfifteen to fifty who stood
at attention and saluted as Ernesto stopped before
t hem

"Men, this is Lt. Dizon fromthe conpany of
Capt. Mendez. He'll be with us."

The nmen sal uted himthen stepped forward and
shook hands with him Fromthere, Ernesto took Di zon
to his hut. "You will stay with ne, Lt. D zon."

Thank you, sir. I'msure I'lIl like it here,
sir."” Dizon had just sat down to relax when he heard
the sound of a gong.

"What's that, sir?" Dizon was fast on his feet
and | ooked out the wi ndow. He saw all the nen
hurrying toward one direction. He was sure it was
not araid for the men did not show signs of alarm
or panic.

"Time for lunch. W eat quite |ate here you
know, about two in the afternoon. Cone, you nust be
hungry. "

"I am" Smling, Dizon foll owed Ernesto to the
ness area.

One of the nmen handed D zon a hal f coconut
shell which served as his plate. He followed the nman
to the ness shed.

"All right...come and get it...food taste
good...nove on." Rattled off Rudy, the ness boy, a
young man of about eighteen, plunp and with a goatee
that hung down his chin. "You'll love this." He
| ooked up at Dizon, grinning as he slapped down one
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| adl e of npbngo beans soup with greens and one or two
small dried fish. "You nust be a new addition." Rudy
commented. "You |ike nongo beans?" He joked upon
seeing a hint of smrk in Dizon. Wth his left hand,
he put another ladle of corn mll. "Corn's good for
you.. .nove on." He sang on as Dizon sprightly

wal ked to a nearby tree.

Di zon sat down beneath the tree and feasted
heartily on his neal. He disliked the taste of nobngo
beans and dried fish but he pretended to like this.
He nmust show this guerrillas that he was one of
them He took extra care not to give any indication
that he had been used to the savory and del ect abl e
food of the Japanese especially the sweet-sour taste
of their nmeals served himwhile he was in training
at the Japanese garri son.

"How s the food, Lt. Dizon?" Ernesto sat beside
hi m

"Ckay, sir. It's good."” Dizon made every effort
to | ook genuinely pleased with the food. "It's a
feast for a hungry man |like ne."

"This is what we |lack here - food. W started
eating corn instead of rice for several nonths now
and we have had nothing to go with it except dried
fish or salted fish with sweet potato | eaves and at
times just salt. Sonetinmes we have only boil ed
cassava for breakfast and toasted corn for coffee or
gi nger tea drink.”

“The same problemwe had with Capt. Mendez,
sir. But we nanaged to buy other necessities from
the town, often disguised as farners or old folks.
I'd been assigned to that job several tines.”

"You're lucky. The Japanese in this town are
very suspicious. | alnost got trapped this norning.
We also find the civilians too scared and hesitant
to cooperate with us. The situation had becone nore
tense. "

"Quess so, sir. W had received nessages from
Mani | a about the recent Japanese order of mass
hording of civilians fromthe rural areas to the
towns and cities especially here in Luzon. For

centralized control over the civilians, | suppose.
But they just watch and see when Gen. MacArt hur
finally lands here. They'Il find no place to hide."

"Not here. The garrison had been the strongest
so far. It's a hard nut to crack." Ernesto offered.
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"I hope we could do sonething to neutralize the
Japanese Forces in the towmn." Dizon started to | ead
the conversation to the forces in town, which
Ernesto noticed. But he smled wyly and conti nued
to eat his lunch

"You seemnot to like the food, Lt. Dizon."

Di zon was jolted. He hurriedly gul ped down the thin
soup fromhis coconut shell. "Ch no, sir. | |love
this, very nmuch."” But he al nost choked. This had not
passed Ernesto' s keen eyes.

"Cone over here, Joe." Ernesto beckoned a young
American who was about twenty. The latter briskly
wal ked toward them His six foot built had the
casual and easy gait of a young boy but one could
sense that he was not only a bright young man but
one who had the street smart and fiery tenperanent.

"Hey, you have new conpany, Cap." He grinned as
he threw Dizon a scrutinizing | ook. Joe was young
but qui ck and good in judgi ng peopl e.

"Lt. Dizon here. He just joined us. Lieutenant,
this is Joe - Lt. Fern. He's our radio wz. In
charge of conmunications.”

Di zon was about to extend his right hand to Joe
but he was caught off guard by the casual greeting
of the young Anerican.

"H, there, Lieutenant! Everything here cones
in small quantities, so just nmake the best of it."
He wi nked at Ernesto and gul ped down the thin nongo
soup fromhis coconut shell. "See you, Lieutenant,
Captain!" He waved at them and wal ked away.

"Does he really operate the radi o?" D zon
seened doubt f ul

"Ch yes, he does and very good at it. He has
the talent and aptitude for anything electronic.”

Di zon was about to ask nore about Joe as his
m ssi on i nvol ved conmuni cation but before he could
do so, soneone interrupted.

"Capt. Duran, Col. Holt would like to see you."
The nessenger addressed Ernesto.

"Thank you." Ernesto stood. "I'Il see you
| ater, Lt. Dizon. Enjoy your neal." Ernesto wal ked
to Col. Holt's hut and D zon becane uneasy. He
t hought sonet hi ng nust be wrong.

"An i nportant nessage perhaps, or did they have
doubts about hin?" He could not just sit there and
pretend to |ike the food. He nust know what was
happeni ng. But then the guerrillas could readily
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suspect himif he noved around too nuch this soon.
"Alittle nore patience,” he told hinself.

"How s Lt. Dizon?" The Col onel did not waste
time as soon as Ernesto had settled down.

"I can't say much, sir."

"Hmm .. he seens all right. | don't see any
reason why we should not take himin. He appears
wel | -i nfornmed about Capt. Mendez' group.”

"Maybe, sir."

"You have any m sgivi ngs?"

"Ch no...no sir."

"As a matter of fact, it's best to make sure.”
The Col onel | eaned back on his chair. "W have to
make sure about who we trust. Especially during this
critical tinme."

"I't nmust had been an inpul sive decision on ny
part in inviting himto conme along, sir. Mist had
been our need for nen." It is only now that Ernesto
real i zed what he had done. He shoul d have been nore
careful. Now he nust really make sure that Di zon was
on the |evel.

"Don't let this bother you, Captain. Your
intention is good. | trust your judgnent.”

"Thank you, sir."

"Well, Captain, how was your trip to town?"

"There was a round up of male civilians today,
at the market place. | was one of them A Filipino
spy had tipped the Japanese.”

"The Japanese nust be getting very nervous. So,
how di d you get away?"

"My friend, Joy Bell, that's her name, vouched
for all of us being civilians comng to town to
barter our crops and goods."

"And the Japanese bought it?"

"She was very believable. Even the Japanese
chil dren, apparently her friends, all stood up
behi nd her. She took a big risk there." But what
Ernesto did not say was his concern over Sgt.
Manot o' s obvi ous interest in her.

"She is one courageous young girl." The Col one
was i nmpressed.
"I don't know, sir. 1'd call it naivety. And

courage, too. Her belief in the goodness of people
concerns nme. She doesn't seemto realize that we are
at war."

"Wel |, nmaybe she has a way with the Japanese
that gave her confidence to deal with them Which
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means that her father nust have sone clout in that
garrison."

"From ny nmenory of her father before the war
he is a peace-loving person.”

"But that was before the war. You know how war
coul d affect people's beliefs.”

"I don't think so, Colonel. My previous talk
with her father, assured nme that war had j ust
intensified his belief. He is still the sane man of
peace. He doesn't believe in this war."

"What ever the position of that famly with the
Japanese, saved you from di saster.™

"Not any of us could safely walk into town
anynore with this recent devel opnent of alertness in
the part of the Japanese. | noticed the arrival of
truckl oads of soldiers. Apparently they are
solidifying their forces in the town."

"That has to be expected. W can't be naive to
think that they are not preparing for Gen.
MacArthur's inmm nent |anding in Luzon. They are not
naive either to think that we won't infiltrate the
town to gather intelligence on them And that's
exactly why utnost care should be taken."

Ernesto was silent. H's thought went back to
Joy Bell.

"You nust be tired Captain. | guess that wll
be all for now "

As Ernesto stood up to | eave, a soldier cane in
hel pi ng another with bl oody face.

"Sir, Lucas is back." The soldier reported.

"Sir, we were caught by the Japanese. A hooded
spy recognized Bert." Qut of breath, Lucas
expl ai ned.

"And where is he?"

"He's dead, sir. They hanged him The spy was
about to point at ne when a boy stabbed him The
commotion that followed enabled ne to escape.”

"I didn't know you were in town." Ernesto said
in disbelief. He had not seen all of the nmen who
were rounded up. But, of course he did not even lift
his face, to avoid calling attention to hinself.

"I made them follow you.. .for cover." The
Col onel answer ed.

"But how did it happen?" Ernesto was curi ous.

"Bert and | saw how the Anerican girl saved you
and the rest of the civilians." Lucas answered.

"You di d?" The Col onel was i npressed.
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"And they killed Bert." Ernesto bowed his head
sadly. But how did this happen? I didn't hear about
it."

"As soon as you left with the Arerica girl,
sir, all the male civilians were rounded up again
even before we could get far."

Ernesto renenbered the group of Japanese
soldiers comng toward the hill. They nmust have been
| ooki ng for him

*kkkkkkkkk*

That sanme afternoon back in town, the runors
spread fast of the massacre of prisoners in the
concentration canp in the adjacent province, nostly
Ameri cans who were inprisoned at the outbreak of the
war. It cane about as a retaliation of the Japanese
for the guerrillas' anbush of their reinforcenents.
The condition had been tense the entire day as
Japanese soldiers in |arge groups depl oyed around
t he town.

Joy Bell and Lota were eagerly waiting for M.
Mura who went to the garrison for the |eft-over
food. They waited for hours until it was already
past their dinner tine. Lota and Joy Bell had
al ready finished their vesper prayers, a thing they
had never done without M. Mura. Lota becane nore
anxi ous when the children canme wonderi ng why they
were not visited. They | ooked hungry. A small boy
col | apsed not just from hunger but from beriberi, as
wel |l . He | ooked pale, yellow sh and bl oated. Wen
Lota pressed his leg, the flesh sank deep and
remai ned dented as she rel eased the pressure.

She gave himone raw egg to take al though she knew
that she had to stretch the remaining eggs to one
week, the eggs she had bartered that norning, half
of which she had al ready shared earlier with a sick
nei ghbor. After letting each child sip a couple or
nore | adl es of chicken soup, which she had prepared
for their supper, she asked themto go hone.

"Mommy, why is Daddy not hone yet?"
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"I don't know." She was anxious but tried to
cover it up. Something was not right, she could fee
it but she did not want to al arm her daughter.
"Maybe he net sone old friends fromJapan. | heard
there were sone new arrivals of soldiers fromthe
adj oi ni ng province this norning."

"Ch yes, Daddy loves to talk with old friends."
Joy Bell smled. "How he |loves to tal k about Japan.”

A few nonents nore and the tension becane
unbearabl e. Lota could no | onger hide her anxiety.

" Sonmet hi ng nust be wong. Stay here, Joy Bell. Il
go to the garrison and check."

“I"ll go with you, Mmmy."

"No you stay hone. I'Il be fine."

"But Monmmy | want to see Daddy. Please.”

"All right...let's hurry."

The two, nervous and worried, wal ked through
the night to the garrison. A guard who knew t hem
well, led themto a structure where they found M.
M ura brui sed and bl eedi ng.

"Ch Lord! What have they done to you?" Lota
hugged her husband.

"Daddy, why did they hurt you?"

An out burst of |aughter frightened them Sgt.
Hi roto stood before them hands aki nbo.

"Now, you can not deny this." He kicked M.
Mura. You traitor to Japan. You have American and
Filipino friends."

"She is ny wife and she is ny daughter.” M.

M ura expl ai ned hoping that Sgt. H roto would now
believe himbut also scared that he m ght harm Lota
and Joy Bell, as well.

"Liar!" Hroto slapped himagain and bl ood
oozed fromhis nmouth. This was foll owed by anot her
vi ci ous ki ck which knocked M. M ura unconsci ous.

A shrill shriek emanated fromJoy Bell. "Stop
it! my Daddy is a good person. Wiy do you do this?
You are both Japanese."” She sobbed.

Sgt. Hiroto | ooked at her intently and cl osely.
"You the sanme girl who lied to ne this norning. You
said those civilian farners. W caught guerrillas
anong them™

"Ch no, there nust had been a m stake.”

"And this another m stake?" The angry |l ook in
his face broke into a sarcastic smle. "You only
fool me once. Understand? | always right. This war



99

gane for w se and cl ever people |like ne. Gane of
wits. It Is gift to knowtruth fromlie. You still
very young to outsnmart ne."

"Pl ease, believe ne, ny husband is a good man.
He hasn't done you wong." Lota expl ained. "Please
set himfree."

"I not believe he good Japanese. He gives food
to the guerrillas.” Wth bl ood-shot eyes, Sgt Hiroto
yel ped at Lota brandi shing his swagger stick.

Joy Bell was shaking with angui sh as she
cradl ed her father.

"Pl ease, let ny husband go. He did not help the
guerrillas. The food was for the children.”

"I not pardon bad Japanese. He nust be
puni shed.” His voice rang with finality as he turned
away when Lota crossed his path.

"My husband is a Japanese but he is a good and
ki ndhearted Japanese. My husband is just doing what
he can to help his fell ow human beings, be it in
time of war or peace. Is it a crine to feed those
hungry children... those innocent children who
suffer because of your war? Is it a grave offense to
gi ve them what you throw away?" Lota becane
enotional . "You al so nmust have children back hone,
chil dren who have only | ove and respect for you. Do
you find yourself worthy of their |ove and respect?
If your children were hungry |ike those sickly and
mal - nouri shed children, would you not w sh other
people to feed them Wuld you not thank a man who
woul d defy danger just to relieve your children from
hunger? Can you understand how it feels to be a
parent?" Lota's voice quivered and broke into sobs.

Joy Bell was amazed and deeply touched by her
not her's words. She had never heard her talk this
way before, with so nuch passion. She had al ways
been serene and conposed. Joy Bell regarded her
not her with adm ration and respect.

Silence foll owed. They waited. Sgt. Hiroto was
still. H's face was tense, his eyes unblinking and
red. The strain of anger was no |onger on his face.
There was only the tightening of his nuscles, pulled
by his quivering tight lips. He stood there
notionless, after listening to the tirades of a
woman who had not hing but |ove for her husband and
the little hungry children.

He was silent but his thoughts were far, far
away, perhaps out to Japan, where his own children
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were. He was a soldier and his training and
di sci pline had been rigid and exacting to the
extent, unfortunately of robbing himof his
feelings. And nunmbing himthat he nust have
forgotten that he had a wife and snmall children at
home who were unaware of what war had done to him
Wt hout any word, Sgt. H roto wal ked away. Suddenly
he turned and still with a face devoid of enotion,
spoke. "Go honme you idiots." Then he strode away.
"Ch Mommy, Mommy, you saved Daddy. You' ve saved
him™" Joy Bell ran to Lota shaking and cryi ng.
"Help me with your Daddy." These were the only
words that cane out from Lota as she held her |inp
husband and gazed at his pale bloody face. In that
one split nonment, Joy Bell w tnessed an all-
consunmi ng | ove and devotion of a woman for the nan
she truly | oved.
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CHAPTER NI NE

Very early the next norning, Dizon wal ked out
of the hut after making sure that Ernesto was stil
sound asl eep. He | ooked around trying to appear very
casual , checking the guards, who were stationed at
short intervals all over the canp. He had made an
estimate of the nunber of guerrillas in that group
maybe over a hundred based on the nunber of huts and
what each coul d accommopdate - nost of these
overflow ng with occupants.

After pacing back and forth in front of the hut
pretending to do his norning exercise, he succeeded
in getting out of the clearing unnoticed and managed
to survey the canp's surroundi ngs, taking every
precaution not to attract the attention of the
guards who he knew were concealed in the thicket as
well as on top of the trees.

He commtted to nenory a nental picture of the
entire canp and its surroundi ngs, noting weak spots
for possible target of attack and possi bl e escape
route when the need arouse. He nenorized every
detail then retraced his route as casually as when
he went out.

Whi stling an unnel odi ous tune, he leisurely
wal ked straight to their hut. Ernesto was by now
standi ng by the door of the hut, hands aki nbo and
with a serious ook on his face.

"Good norning, sir." Dizon greeted Ernesto
throwing hima disarmng smile

But Ernesto just nodded and renmi ned silent,
his m nd obviously preoccupied with other matters.

"The air out there is refreshing, sir."™ D zon
continued trying to break the unconfortable silence,
indicating with one hand the direction outside the

cl eari ng.
"Be nore careful next tinme." Ernesto's face was
still serious. "The guards excuse no trespassers.

They coul d m stake you for one. Not everybody knows
you are one of us."

“I'"'l'l remenber that, sir." D zon apol ogi zed
then sat down on the log just in front of the hut.
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"I had to | ook around, sir. You see | al nbst got
| ost | ast night. Personal necessity pronpted ne to
go out there, sir."

Ernesto listened. "WAas Dizon lying or was he
just being too paranoi d?" But before Ernesto could
answer this hinself, a young man cane.

"Capt. Duran, Col. Holt needs you right away."

“"I"ll follow. " Ernesto dism ssed the man. After
tucking his pistol in his waist, Ernesto |eft.

Di zon was |l eft thinking. "Wiy this sudden
change in hin? He was no | onger the am able nman |
net yesterday. Does he have doubts about nme?" Hs
m nd was running wild. He was aware that he nust be
nore careful but just now he did not feel
confortable just sitting there while Ernesto and the
Col onel were having sonme kind of private neeting.
Bot hered by this situation, he was justifiably
restless. He desperately needed to secure as nuch
i nformati on as possible in the shortest tine.
Prolonging his stay in this canp where food was
scarce and all the nen on edge, built up his
desperation. He thought fast on how to get near the
hut of the Col onel w thout arousing the suspicion of
t he guards, one of whomwas in front of the hut and
the other just a few feet behind it. "But there nust
be a way." He insisted trying to nentally figure
out. "This is not going well."

Inside the Colonel's hut, the atnosphere was
gquite tense.

"But Colonel, it's not right just now Sending
Lt. Dizon to town is too risky." Ernesto argued.

"As a matter of fact, this is the best tine if
we have to test himbefore we take himinto our
confi dence. "

"I have ny own doubts, sir." Ernesto firnly
retorted.

"Have you got any concrete proof, Captain?"

Ernesto did not nmake any coment as he recalled
the incident that evening in their hut. At about
m dni ght the creaking of the banboo bench woke hi m
up. Standing close to the wall was D zon, peeping
t hrough an openi ng. Wthout reacting, Ernesto
pretended to be asleep and waited. Soon the silence
was foll owed by the soft opening and cl osing of the
door. Allowi ng a passage of tinme, he got up and
| ooked through a snmall gap by the door. It was dark
out si de except for the light fromthe torches. Dizon
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was not in the clearing. Ernesto had no idea where
he went. He wanted to search for himbut decided
against it. Anything that could led to a

m sunder st andi ng woul d not be to their interest.
That pronpted himto renmain inside. H's inmgination
was running wild over Dizon's strange behavi or but
he decided to lie down and wait. By the tine D zon
came back, he was al ready sound asl eep.

"Wl | ?" The Col onel waited for Ernesto's
response but he just shook his head unable to give a
categorical reply. "I'msending Lt. Dizon to town
this norning, in disguise. He will be assigned to
buy dried fish and sugar." The Col onel continued. He
woul d not know the way yet, sir. He'll get lost."
Ernesto tried once nore to dissuade the Col one
al t hough he knew it was not Dizon's getting | ost
whi ch bothered him but the fear that he m ght turn
out to be a spy for the enemes. It was common
know edge that some Filipinos, in their desperation
or in their hunger for power and easy access to
riches, collaborated with the Japanese. He found
Di zon's bravado a |ikely suspect. However, Ernesto
knew he could not just tell the Colonel of his
suspicion until he had enough concrete proofs, as
the Col onel hinself required. He renenbered, too,
the incident of the previous day. He had been very
accomodat i ng and unsuspecting all the way. In fact
he was too synpathetic of himon account of what
happened to their unit. Yet he was sure that what he
did was a good i dea as opposed to | eaving hi m out
there and taking the risk of his, perhaps
surreptitiously follow ng any of their nen and
giving away the site of their canp. "Wy was he, al
of a sudden being so paranoi d?" O course it never
dawned on himthat Col. Holt would give D zon this
assi gnnment or that he would have so nuch trust in
Capt. Mendez' man. "Well, he just had to keep an eye
on him"

And so Di zon was assigned to buy sone supplies
fromthe town. He was provided with a guide up to a
point and fromthere left by hinself to proceed to
town. On learning of this assignnent, D zon could
not help but feel the surge of adrenaline.
Everyt hi ng was happeni ng just the way he envi si oned
it. Fromhis sinulated escape fromthe Japanese
sol di er, his supposedly accidental encounter with
Capt. Duran, his acceptance into the guerrilla canp,
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his survey of the guerrilla hide-out and finally,
this trip to the town. Everything was going his way
- perfectly.

Attired in an old man's clothing, D zon wore a
pair of cheap eyeglasses and a "buri" hat over his
di shevel ed hair. He successfully passed through al
t he checkpoints along the way w t hout nmuch probl em
Feeling triunphant in being able to acconplish his
m ssion, Dizon was about to take the road | eading
directly to the garrison's gate when he noticed an
ol d beggar tailing him He already sensed that he
was being followed as soon as he entered the town.
The figure of the man al t hough appearing bent and
supported by a cane, renm nded hi mof soneone quite
famliar. Suddenly sonmething hit him O course,
regardl ess of the disguise he recogni zed sone of
Capt. Duran's mannerism He smiled. "He was stil
the smarter one.”

And now for the next nove. Snoothly and
casualty, Dizon stopped, acting confused and | ost.
He had taken the wong way and so he turned at the
next corner toward the market place.

It was only then that Ernesto was able to rel ax
and breathe a sigh of relief. "He nust had really
gotten lost.” He tried to justify Dizon's behavi or
Still he had not relaxed his vigilance. From where
he was, he saw Dizon walk to a stall, where sugar
and ot her food supplies were sold. The elderly put
toget her a nunber of goods into a jute bag. And away
wal ked Di zon.

After all the scenario he wove, Ernesto decided
it was just his over-active imagination playing on
hi m and foll owed D zon back to their canp w thout
any further incident.

As soon as Di zon had gone, the elderly vendor
| ooked around watchfully then turned over the stal
to his nine-year-old daughter. He hurriedly left for
the garrison.

In the office of Capt. Taguri, the elderly
vendor reported the information which D zon had
given to him Sgt. Manoto, who was behind his desk
was an attentive and interested |listener. The
Captain, a mddle-aged officer spoke in a | ow
pitched voice. "Go ahead."

"Lt. Dizon wanted you to know that he | ocated
the guerrillas' canp and was taken in as one of
them He wanted to report here personally but he
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suspected he was being foll owed. He did not want the
guerrillas to find out about his identity." The

el derly vendor continued. "He'll get in touch with
you soon."

"How about the plans of the guerrillas?" Asked
Capt. Taguri .

"He didn't tell ne."

"That's all." The Captain picked out fromhis

pocket several Japanese hundred bills and handed to
t he man.

"Thank you, thank you. Donb arigato."” The
el derly vendor grinned greedily snatching the paper
noney.

Capt. Taguri notioned Sgt. Manoto to | ead the
vendor out. He then | ooked at his desk seriously
pondering the report he just received.

"The Col onel should know this at once."” He
t hought and stood up and wal ked to the Col onel's
of fice. He was about to knock on the door when Sgt.
Manot o returned.

"The Col onel stepped out earlier.”

"That's all right." Then he wal ked back to his
desk, his m nd preoccupied with the report.

"You al ways gi ve noney to your spies? Sgt.
Manot o' s question cane as a surprise to the Captain.
The Captain nodded. "As a reward for their

cooperation.”

"And you believe thenf"

"They do not |lie. They need the noney."

"And that Lt. Dizon, do you pay him too?"

"H's brothers and sisters are taken cared of.
He is a disciplined and | oyal one.”

"But he is a Filipino."™ Sgt. Manoto
interrupted. "I doubt his loyalty in hel ping us,
Japanese. "

"What makes you say that?" The Captain
straightened up waiting for the Sergeant’s reply.
The Captain was aware that Sgt. Manpto often went
out the garrison so it was possible that he had cone
across sone information concerning Lt. D zon. "Well,
Sgt. Manot 0?" The Captain persisted.

"If he wanted to hel p the Japanese, why did he
not sketch the guerrilla canp?”

"You heard what the old man said. Lt. Dizon's
suspected that he was being foll owed. He was w se
not to conpromse his identity. | trust that he'l
be able to provide us with what we need soon.
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"He is a Filipino and he is betraying his own
country. Don't you think the day will cone when he
will betray us Japanese?" Sgt. Manoto enphasi zed his
point by spitting audibly into the nearby waste can
and proceeded to read the papers on his desk.

The Captain | ooked at Sgt. Manoto then
consi dered his words carefully. However he had
observed Lt. Dizon personally and had supervi sed him
during his training. He had faith in Lt. Dizon.

*k*kk k%
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CHAPTER TEN

A rough sketch on a Manila paper was carefully
laid on the table of Col. Holt. Wth himwere
Ernesto and Lt. Toribio. It was about ten in the
eveni ng and nost of the guerrillas have retired to
their huts except for those assigned as guards.

"This is the church-fortress,” Col. Holt
pointed to a square area on the paper. The sketch
was of the Japanese fortress in the towmn. "And this
is the tunnel." He traced the line ending by the
church inside the fortress.

"Tunnel ?" Ernesto repeated with amazenent.

"Yes, Capt. Duran. For about three weeks now,
Lt. Toribio had been researching about this tunnel."

"How did you | earn about the tunnel,

Li eut enant ?"

"Lt. Toribio, take over." The Col onel turned to
the Lieutenant, a short stocky fellow, barely five
feet, serious and scholarly. He was only in his md-
twenties but his hair had prematurely receded from
hi s forehead.

Wth a cracked voice he started with authority.
"Based on ny interviews with the old folks in the
area, who had their information handed down from
generation to generation, |long before the arrival of
t he Spani sh col oni zers, the natives built this
fortress for protection fromthe marauders fromthe
sea - comng fromthe neighboring islands south of
the Philippines. They dug the secret tunnel under
the fortress as escape route to the nountains in the
event that the fortress was not able to w thstand
the attack. Finding the fortress a suitable site and
this being well-constructed, the Spanish priests
built their church utilizing the existing
structure.” Lt. Toribio had apparently researched
t hor oughl y.

"And you personally saw it?" Ernesto becane
eagerly interested.

"I was able to |l ocate the nouth of the tunnel.
It was just about eighty yards outside of the
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garrison wall here." He pointed to the northern wal
of the garrison.

"Where exactly does this tunnel lead to?" The
excitenment in Ernesto was pal pable.

"That is what we are going to find out, Capt.
Duran." Col. Holt addressed Ernesto. "Lt. Toribio
here had been able to enter the tunnel one evening
about two weeks ago by tim ng and avoi ding the
search light that swept this area at night."

"The Japanese nust surely be aware of this
tunnel . "

"Absol utely not. The nouth had been well -
covered with rocks and soil and a few feet fromit
were thick bushes connected to the tall trees of the
forest leading to the nountains. It took ne severa
nights to |l ocate the entrance hel ped by the
description of the old folks I had interviewed. And
anot her five nights until | succeeded in clearing
the entrance and concealing it again.”

"Lt. Toribio had already entered the tunnel up
toits end." Col. Holt continued.

"The tunnel nust surely lead to the church.”
The possibility excited Ernesto.

"Right. But what lies inmediately behind the
end of the tunnel is for you to find out." Col. Holt
had the assignnent all planned for Ernesto.

Ernesto knitted his brows trying to conprehend
why the Colonel would find himjust the person for
t he j ob.

"The end of the tunnel was sealed with a sl ab,
a marble slab, its dinension enough to accommobdate
an average person. And in its center was a stee
ring, apparently for handling. During ny stay there
for alnost twenty four hours, | was able to get a
sort of clue. At exactly eleven thirty in the
evening | heard a draggi ng noise followed by the
uni son treading or stonping sound right at the end
of the tunnel. This went on for a few seconds then
foll owed again by the sane draggi ng noi se. But the
sound was quite nmuffled and faint." Toribio paused
and referred to his notes.

Bot h the Col onel and Ernesto had their ful
attention taking in every word of the Lieutenant
knowi ng that this nmay very well be the break they
had been hoping and waiting for.

"We're listening Lt. Toribio." Ernesto wanted
nore information.
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"There woul d be silence until after eight hours
which was 7:30 in the norning and again at 3:30 in
the afternoon. It was the sane noi se and the sane
sound all the time. At first it all sounded strange
to ne. | could not make out what it was. Then
observed using binoculars, fromthe nearest hill and
timng the changing of the guards. After several
ni ghts of continued observation | am positive now
that the sound cane fromthe stonping boots of the
guards as they marched on the concrete floor. As to
t he draggi ng noise | have no idea what produced it."

"What is your observation about the changi ng of
the guards." Ernesto was thinking.

"Let's take the evening changi ng of the guards,
whi ch was done at el even. The guards, all thirty six
of them started changing guards at the main gate at
exactly eleven in the evening. It took the detai
twenty mnutes to change all the guards at the
vari ous posts and gun enpl acenments. The remai ning
ten m nutes was used up inside the church and beyond
observation."

"This nmeans that at exactly eleven thirty in
t he eveni ng, wherever such group of guards were
mar chi ng was al so the exact spot where the tunnel
ends. " Concl uded Col. Holt.

There was silence. Ernesto considered seriously
the information. The tunnel was their only hope of
over powering through surprise attack, the superior
Japanese forces in that seem ngly invul nerable
garrison. But they have to nake sure where that
tunnel | eads and what was behind it in order to
infiltrate the garrison and have the el enent of
surprise work in their favor

"What are ny instructions then, sir? Ernesto
was anxi ous.

"Find out where the tunnel ends and what
exactly lies behind it. I"maware that it'll be
extrenely dangerous, if not inpossible, for anyone
of us to do this job."

The Col onel began wei ghing his every word very
carefully, clasping his hands on the table. "Wat we
need i s sonmeone who has access both to the conpound
and to the church.”

"Do you have anyone in m nd?" Ernesto w shed he
could read the Colonel's mind but afraid that his
fear would be confirned.
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"I have," Col. Holt nodded and | ooked Ernesto
in the eye. "That American girl in the town!"

"Joy Bell?" Ernesto | ooked shocked al t hough he
had suspected all along who was in the Colonel's
m nd.

"Yes, Captain.”

"But Col onel, Joy Bell is just a young girl."
Ernesto protested. "and she is an Anerican. It wll
be too risky for her and | cannot in conscience
allow her to be used this way." Ernesto's voice was
i ndi gnant yet |low and controlled as the vein in his
neck tensed but Col. Holt remai ned conposed.

"I know how you feel Captain. Unfortunately in
this time of war, sonetines we are forced to put
asi de our personal feelings... even forced to
di sregard rel ations, if necessary.” The Col one
sadly but authoritatively spoke.

"You are aware, of course, of all the dangers
that a young girl like Joy Bell would be subjected
to." Ernesto's concern was discernible.

"I am You nmust also be aware, however, of the
many |ives which had been | ost and would be lost in
the battle field. If one life could save the many
t housands who are presently suffering the slow death
of starvation and epidem c - would the use or even
| oss of that one life not be worth it? Even if it's
that of a young Anerican girl? O even a gir
friend?" Col. Holt's words were uttered in a dead
serious tone.

Ernesto was | eft speechl ess. He was inpressed
at the way the Colonel justified his decision and in
turn made Ernesto feel the burden of his
responsibility as an officer. Mdire than that he was
surprised at how the Colonel arrived at such a
concl usi on about himand Joy Bell

"Your mission will nmean just two things. The
Col onel's voice interrupted the thought of Ernesto.
"Two sharply contradicting ends. Either it will mean

the capture of the Japanese Forces in that bastion
and the bl oodl ess | anding of Gen. MacArthur's Forces
in Luzon or the massacre of thousands of both
Filipino and American sol diers when the day of that

| andi ng conmes. And saving the lives of those
hel pl ess and dying POWs and the civilians in nmany
concentration canps in the town. W all know t hat
the Japanese woul d not hesitate to use the civilians
and the POWs in the event of an attack of their
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fortress. Think clearly Capt. Duran. You are an
intelligent man but above all you are a brave and
dedi cated officer."

Ernesto listened in silence. How coul d he deny
the Col onel's 1 ogic?

"That is your mssion, Capt. Duran!" The
Col onel said with finality.

"Yes, Colonel." Ernesto saluted then exited.
Lt. Toribio foll owed.

And Col. Holt was |l eft alone. Sadness could be
di scerned in Col. Holt's face as soon as he was by
hi nsel f. He | ooked at a picture fromhis pocket; a
m xture of sadness and nostal gia cl ouded his face.
The phot ograph was that of a young Anerican girl,
about sixteen bearing a striking resenblance to the
Col onel's features, just softened by the girl's
youth. The strain on the Colonel's face broke into a
smle as he read the flowng and artistic
i nscription on the picture which read - "Darling
Daddy - you're a great guy. |I'mmghty proud of youl!
-Your darling daughter - Nida Gay."

Suddenly he | onged for hone. And with it cane
t he gnaw ng pang of guilt. How could he ever face
hi s daughter and still be the great guy that she
coul d be proud of after what he just ordered Ernesto
to do? While he would do everything to protect his
daught er back hone, here he was handi ng down his
deci sion to use an innocent Anerican girl to attain
their purely mlitary objective. That girl in the
town was as young as his own daughter back hone.
Just the nere thought of it sickened him This was
one of the many unpl easant and pai nful decisions he
had to nmake in this war and he knew that he woul d
never approve of doing this if only he had a choi ce.
However, being the dedicated officer that he was, he
coul d not spare one if to do so would nean the | oss
of thousands. Even if the girl in the town were his
own daughter he would still make that decision
knowing it would break his heart. For N da Gay was
the only one he had left of his famly - his wfe
having died at child birth. H's ol der son, Chuck,
was one of the first casualties in Pearl Harbor. The
strain of this conflict within himhad wei ghed
heavily on him For the girl, especially an Anmerican
girl was just |like his own daughter. H's heart bl ed
for maki ng such a decision but he had thousands of
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ot her people to think of, whose |lives depended on
this one inportant operation.

That eveni ng, Ernesto could not sleep. He knew
he coul d not back out fromhis responsibility and he
had no intention of doing so. The eventual capture
of that inpregnable fortress now | argely depended
upon himand the way he carried his mssion. It was
only now that he felt the heavy weight in his
consci ence. To use Joy Bell was killing him To
ganble with the life of an innocent girl was
unaccept abl e. What ever woul d happen to Joy Bel
woul d now be his sole responsibility - entirely his.
Had he not told the Col onel about the Mura famly,
Joy Bell would never be involved in this m ssion.
But he never expected this to happen. Fromthe start
he was under the inpression that he was just to
secure fromthe famly, in a casual way, information
about the Japanese novenents in the town. But never
this.

Keeping his real identity fromthe Muras and
especially fromJoy Bell at the outset was already a
betrayal of their trust for he had never lied to
them and to her ever since they were children. How
he woul d nanage to take up the subject with Joy Bel
about his m ssion was an even nuch harder task. It
woul d nean straining their relationship. Wrst of
all it would conpletely change how Joy Bell would
regard him She could rightfully accuse hi m of
making her fall in love with himwith the sole
pur pose of using her to acconplish his m ssion.
Convi ncing her of his pure and true intentions would
be |ike grasping for sonething that did not exist.
To nmake things even worst was his not telling her
that he was a Captain in the United States Arm
Forces O the Far East, the USAFFE and now one of
the organi zers of the guerrilla novenent. |If she
woul d accuse himfor lack of being forthright with
her fromthe start, he had no defense for,
obviously, it was true. H s predi canment was
suffocating him He was trapped. He felt hel pl ess.
And hopel ess.

Dawn canme and with it an idea rejuvenated
Ernesto's spirit. After so nuch soul -searchi ng he
arrived at an alternative that could spare Joy Bel
fromall this. Al though he had sone m sgivings, he
firmy decided right then and there to try this
alternative. So he faced the norning sun feeling
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energi zed and with a renewed hope that could nend
the i mm nent snags that could threaten his prom sing
future with Joy Bell.

*kkkkkkkk*

CHAPTER ELEVEN

"I had to talk to M. Mura." Ernesto had nmade
up his mnd. For over an hour he watched the house
of the Muras from behind the house across the
street, this tinme no |onger in disguise. But he took
all necessary precautions as he crouched behind a
pile of firewood. From where he hid, he saw Lota and
Joy bell |eave the house, the latter carrying a
basket. "They nmust be going for their afternoon
mar keting for it was al nost four," he thought.
Anyway, Ernesto presuned that they nay be just doing
that. This fitted his plan to see M. Mura al one.
As soon as the two were out of sight, Ernesto
surreptitiously reached the house.

M. Mura was both surprised and glad to see
Ernesto. He had enjoyed his talk with himat his
| ast visit. For he seened |ike a young man with a
good head on his shoulders. "You just m ssed them
Lota had made sone cassava biscuits and they were
taki ng those to our friends by the ruins by the
Muni ci pal building. But I could still catch up after
them"” He w shed they could enjoy Ernesto's visit.
Especially Joy Bell.

Ernesto handed M. Mura a bunch of ginger
torch flowers.
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"Joy Bell would surely |love these." He pl aced
the flowers on the table nearby. "I hope they
woul dn't stay out |ong."

"I canme to see you, alone.”

"Just nme?" M. Mura's eyebrows knitted. "Well,
sit down."

Ernesto sat on the bench and M. Mura pulled
his rocking chair facing Ernesto.

"Let nme serve you a cup of ginger tea. He stood
to go to the kitchen

"Thank you but please don't bother."

"Conme on, at least try Lota's cassava biscuit."
He i nsi sted.

"I can't stay long." This tinme Ernesto | ooked
serious so M. Mura settled back in his rocking
chair anxiously waiting for what Ernesto had cone to
talk to himabout.

"I canme to talk to you about a very inportant
matter."

"Are you in trouble, son?" M. Mura | ooked
concer ned.

"Not exactly. I'"'mafraid this is something nore
serious."

"All right, then tell me.” M. Mura pulled
hi nsel f nearer to the edge of his rocking chair not
wanting to mss any word Ernesto was about to tel
hi m

"I cane to ask for your help, M. Mura." At
| ast the words canme out, although not as freely.

"Way didn't you tell nme inmmediately.” He
chuckl ed. "You know I'Il never let you down. Now
what ki nd of help do you need from ne?"

"I...you may..." Ernesto groped for the right
word to say. "I need your hel p...against the Jap..
Japanese. "

"You nean..." M. Mura was too shocked to
continue. "You' re not saying that you' re a
guerrilla.”

"I"ma USAFFE Captain with the resistant
novenment, M. Mura."

"Ch no!"™ M. Mura felt like the whole world
fell on him He found hinself gasping for air, his
lung so tight, no air could pass through. He | ooked
pal e staring at Ernesto |ike he had suddenly turned
into a stranger. "You never told us this before.”

H s tone was nore hurt than accusing.
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"I wanted to but, but there was no need for it
yet. | thought, it was not the right tine. I, | had
to be sure where your synpathies are. And | know now
that it's not wwth the Japanese."

"That doesn't nean that | amtheir eneny,

either." M. Mura clarified. "I don't agree with
this war. This killing."
"I know how nmuch you val ue peace. | respect

that. But to have peace, to restore what we had, we
have to do sonething."

"By betraying ny own brothers?" The enotion
welled in M. Mura's voice." No, Ernesto. | could
never do that. Not against the Japanese, or the
Filipinos or the Anericans.”

"I understand. Pl ease hear ne out. You |ove

peace. | do, too. But we can't just sit down and
wat ch. "

"I don't sit down and just watch. | do ny part.
The best way | know how. The only way my conscience
would allow nme. | live by what | believe in. | live
nmy life in peace. | do what count nost, especially
to the innocent children. In nmy own small way, |'ve
done that and will continue doing as long as | can."

"I admire you for what you believe in. What |I'm
asking is not for you to fight or to use force. It
Is for your access to the garrison that | need ..
just that. Your access to the garrison.”

"Pl ease, Ernesto don't ask ne to do anything I
don't approve of." He was so enphatic, Ernesto was
sure there was no way he woul d change his m nd but
he had to try.

"Be reasonable, M. Mura." Ernesto's voice

becane enotional as well. "You can't just watch
people die. If you can do sonething about it, do it
pl ease. "

"Ernestol™ M. Mura stood and for the first
time the vein on his tenple bulged. Don't ever think

that | oving peace is unreasonable. | |ove peace yes
but I just don't watch the world go by. | just don't
dream | do it in ny own peaceful way. | do not

condone killing. | do not fight |ike you...
guerrillas.”

"Who |ikes to fight anyway?" There was pain and
bitterness in Ernesto's voice. "W are forced to
defend our country fromthe invaders. If the
Japanese could kill in their desire to domnate, in
their hunger for power, for expansion, then we
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Filipinos, we guerrillas have all the rights,
legitimate rights and the sacred duty to fight and
defend our Iand and die to preserve what belongs to
our people.”

"1 understand where you' re conmng from
Ernesto. Don't underestimate ny capacity to
understand the situation. My heart bleeds and | hurt
very deeply because | find nyself in a situation
where whatever | do would hurt people. My famly, ny
friends, ny neighbors, our people. Everyone. No one
wins. And the children. Right now, what | can do is

for the children. They need ne. | have work to do
for them | amsorry, | can't help you in whatever
m ssi on you have to do."

“If it is your life you' re concerned..." Before

Ernesto could finish M. Mura stop him

"I amnot afraid to die if it is for what |
believe in. If | accede to your request and I am
di scovered, both Lota and Joy Bell and the civilians
woul d be in danger, as well. You have heard of how
the Japanese retaliate. They take it against the
civilians. Let me nake this very clear. If ny death
woul d hel p end the war you don't have to ask ne

twice. But will it? Could you honestly answer ne
that it will? On the other hand, there will be
retaliation. More killings. There's no end to this.

My help will further fuel nore hatred. And
accel erate drastic action on the part of the
Japanese."” It broke his heart to think of the
conseqguences.

"I don't disagree with you but do you know of
any ot her way?"

"Now t hat Gen. MacArthur had | anded in Leyte
and the American forces gaining grounds, why can't
you wait for themto |liberate this town?" It was
obvious M. Mura was trying hard to convince
Ernesto that patience maybe the alternative.

"That's exactly why we have to act now before
the Anerican forces land in Luzon. That bastion wth
its powerful guns could annihilate the Forces before
they reach land if we don't neutralize it. This
i npendi ng huge encounter is making the Japanese very
nervous. You' ve seen what they've done to this town
and its civilians. They' ve gone mad and every hour
of delay neans | ose of nore lives." The i npassioned
wor ds of Ernesto was now t horoughly cl ouded with
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bitterness as he continued. "I thought friends
shoul d hel p one another. That's why | canme to you."

"We took you into our confidence, we treated
you |i ke a son and we never doubted your notives. If
your intention is to trade our affection for you
with what you want nme to do, if your sole purpose in
getting in touch with us is to use ne, you
di sappointed me Ernesto. | had only admiration for
you before this.™

"I did not plan this thing, M. Mura. Please
believe nme." Ernesto wi shed he could cut open his
heart and bare his soul for himto see. "If you can
only see how m serable this is nmaking ne. How
difficult this had been for nme to approach you for
your help. But ny duty to ny country conpelled ne to
do what is expected of ne."

"We each have our own burden of responsibility.

Mne is tony famly. |'ve done everything in ny
power to spare ny daughter the brunt of this war.
So, | repeat, don't ever make the m stake of seeing

nme again, especially ny daughter if it is for the
same purpose.”

M. Mura turned away from Ernesto, |ooking far
toward the hill. An unconfortable silence followed.
From where Ernesto sat he could see Joy Bell and
Lota coming home fromtheir trip. Ernesto's heart
pounded so fast as if racing to neet Joy Bell. And
abruptly the beating stopped. The sight of a young
man - a Japanese wal king with them whose conpany
she seened to enjoy descended on Ernesto |i ke a dark
cl oud.

"They're back, M. Mura. | have to go. |I'm
sorry, sir." Ernesto's heart was broken and he coul d
not mend it.

M. Mura nodded wi thout turning to | ook at
Ernesto; the di sappointnment still visible on his
face. Ernesto |eft wthout bothering to | ook back.
The visit with M. Mura was a disaster. H's heart
wept for the friendship he just lost. Yet the knife
that stabbed himand tw sted and sl ashed into the
very core of his dying heart was the | oom ng | oss of
Joy Bell to that young Japanese.

Mtsi silently wal ked beside Joy bell strunm ng
a Japanese love song in his ukulele. It gratified
himthat Joy Bell and Lota |ooked pleased at his
rendition. As soon as they reached hone, Mtsi
hesitated but had to bid them good- bye.
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"Wn't you stay a little longer?" It was Lota
who invited Mtsi.

"It's all right nma'am Thank you but |'m needed
at the clinic. Good-bye Joy Bell." Mtsi smled
timdly then threw a shy gl ance at Joy Bell who was
al ready on her way up their house.

"See you." Joy Bell cheerfully waved at him

Mtsi wal ked awnay with an extra bounce. He was
not touching ground. He was soaring so high he
t hought he was actually wal ki ng on cl ouds.

The smiles on the faces of Joy Bell and Lota
abruptly di sappeared as soon as they got upstairs.

"Why nmahal ?" Lota was concerned at the |ong-
drawn face of M. Mura. "Don't you feel well?" She
felt his forehead.

"I"'mfine."

"But you | ook tired."

Before M. Mura could answer, Joy Bell saw the
bunch of flowers on the table. She picked these up
and excitedly inquired. "Are these flowers for ne
Daddy?"

"Yes.. .yes Joy Bell."

"Oh, how beautiful. | know where these cane
from" She snelled the red ginger torch flowers.
"From Ernesto, right? Wiere is he Daddy?" Joy Bel
was beam ng as she waited for her father to confirm
her wi sh. But her father remained silent. "Daddy,
where is Ernesto?”

"Gone." He answered wi thout |ooking at her.

"But why?" There was no way Ernesto woul d just
| eave wi thout seeing her. "Never mnd, | know where
to find him" She turned to | eave when the voice of
her father stopped her. It cane so sharp it cut
t hrough her.

"No Joy Bell. You stay! You are not to see
Ernesto.” A spear hit Joy Bell. Straight to her
heart. For the very first time her father wounded
her. She was bl eeding. Profusely. Joy Bell stood,
frozen in place; stunned in disbelief at what she
heard. It was so unli ke her father. Slowy, she
turned toward him searching for the father she
knew. But he was not there.

"You don't want ne to see Ernesto?" Joy Bel
echoed the line tentatively, not believing that the
words actually cane fromher father and uttered in
the manner that it was delivered.
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"Yes, Joy Bell." The answer cane short and
terse. "From now on, avoid him”

"But Daddy, Ernesto is good to ne. We're
friends. What have we done to deserve this?" Joy
Bel I fought back.

"Fol |l ow what | say, child. It is for your own
good." The words cane firmand final.

"How coul d you be so sure? What do you know
about what is really and truly good for ne?"
Instantly she turned rebellious as she confronted
her father, sonething she had never done before.

"Joy Bell!" Lota was shocked at her daughter's
behavi or but the latter turned a deaf ear to her.

"She's just a child, Lota. She's hurting and
doesn't nean what she's saying." M. Mura was calm
and unenoti onal .

"I mno longer a child. | have feelings. | know
what |'mdoing!" Joy bell's enotion was now
uncontrol | abl e.

"I repeat, you are not to see Ernesto if you
still value your nother and ne." There were both
authorities and a hint of threat in his voice.

Joy bell stood transfixed, the words of her
father ringing in her ears. Her eyelids grew heavy
with tears. Unable to bear her agony any |onger, she
ran to her bedroom and sl ammed the door behind her.

Lot a wat ched hel pl essly. She could feel the
hurt of her daughter and the sorrow of her husband.
She knew her husband too well to understand that he
woul d never do anything to hurt their daughter or
anybody el se without a very good reason. She could
feel the turmoil in him He was gasping for breath
and he was drowni ng. Cently she placed her hands on
her husband's shoul ders as she stood behind him But
M. Mura seened so far way, so distant, so renote.
She wanted to talk to him to find out what had
transpired during the visit of Ernesto. But she felt
she nmust not trespass into his boundary. Not yet. It
had been her experience that to push sonmeone when
one was not ready, would just be counter-productive.
She found it wiser to give himthe space to be al one
with hinmself, with his thought, to think w thout the
added pressure of an intrusion. So she left him
al one and went straight to the kitchen to prepare
their dinner.

An hour passed and Joy Bell kept to herself.
Lota had finished her cooking. M. Mura asked her
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to join himfor a wal k. She got the nessage and

i mredi ately accepted his invitation. She had a
feeling he wanted to tell her sonmething away from
the presence of their daughter.

"Lota." M. Mura started as soon as they were
alittle distance fromtheir house. "I have
sonething to share with you."

Lot a stopped and | ooked at her husband. She
could truly enpathize with himfor the agony that
was torturing him "Is it about Ernesto?”

He nodded. "Ernesto is a guerrilla officer.”

"He is?" Lota gasped. Did he tell you this?"

"Yes, he canme to ask for ny help.”

"What ki nd of hel p?"

"To use ne against the Japanese. It's ny access
to the garrison that he needed.”

"And you refused him" Know ng her husband,
Lota was certain he would never do such a thing.

"I told himny own reason. But we seemto
bel ong to two different schools of thought." He
sighed. "I wsh he could read what's witten in ny
heart. Perhaps he did but refused to accept it. He
has his reason and | can understand that."

Lota kept silent. She did not know what else to
say. Her husband | oved peace and hated the brutality
of war and what it did to the innocent people. But
he was never a coward. This she knew. "Your
di sagreenment with Ernesto should not prevent him
from seei ng our daughter.”

"Do you think I like this? I know it would
break our daughter's heart. But if information about
Ernesto's affiliation with the guerrillas would
reach the Japanese they would surely torture himto
deat h."

"My God!" And he is only twenty one." Lota was
di st raught.

"And our daughter m ght be involved, too. Joy
Bel | should be spared this information."

"Now go ahead Lota, tell our daughter what she
I's supposed to know. |I | ove themboth. Joy Bell and
Ernesto. More than they realize.”

Lota | eft her husband al one and hurried back
honme. She knocked on the door of her daughter's room
but there was no answer. Slowy she opened it. She
found her daughter |ying on her bed, her face buried
against the pillow Lota sat beside her gently
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stroking her hair. Joy Bell, child..." She
whi sper ed.
"Ch Mormy. . . Mnmmy..." Joy Bell sobbed as she

turned and hugged her nother. "Daddy doesn't |ove ne
anynore. He has changed. "

"No baby, he | oves you, nore than ever."

"But he was angry at ne."

"He was just upset. But not at you."

"Why doesn't he want ne to see Ernesto? He
hates him"

"No Joy Bell. Your Daddy hates no one."

"But he told nme to avoid Ernesto. Wy?"

"Because he doesn't like himto get hurt. You
see child, the Japanese are becom ng stricter
especially to people of Ernesto's age. If they
should m stake himfor a guerrilla he could be
killed. And that woul d devastate us. Your Daddy
| oves you so nuch and he wants Ernesto to live."

"I amsorry Monmy. | was rude to Daddy!"

"You were hurting, child. But soon you woul d
learn to |isten and consider things before acting on
i mpul se. "

"Thank you Mommy. You know how nuch | | ove
Daddy. I'mso sorry." She enbraced her nother
tightly.

"I know. And he |oves you very nmuch. You'l
know what to do, darling." She kissed her and | eft
her to herself.

Lota was preparing the table for dinner when
her husband cane back. He went straight to his
rocking chair and gazed at the star-filled sky. From
her room Joy Bell energed with a towel w thout a
word, proceeded to wipe her father's sweat as she
had often done. M. Mura held his daughter's hand
and | ooked up at her wi th unspoken renorse. Joy Bel
smled and burst into tears.

"Daddy, OCh Daddy." She sat on his |ap and
hugged him "1'm sorry, Daddy!"

M. Mura patted his daughter. "Everything wll
be all right." He enbraced her, feeling nuch
relieved.

"Whay can't | be |ike you, Daddy? You are always
so wi se and under st andi ng. "

"Just be yourself. You'll know what you need to
know when the tinme is right. W may not be all alike
but we're endowed with the capacity for
understanding. All we need to do is open our hearts
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and m nd and take into consideration every avenue,
every possibility.
"But why can't | see your point? Wiy do | fee

so bad? Ch, | hate nyself for being so thoughtless
and so unreasonable.”
“In time you'll acquire the wisdomto

understand both the conplexities and even the
sinplicities of life. It's all part of grow ng up.

When | was your age. | used to blurt out whatever
canme to mnd wthout thinking about its
consequences. "

"How I wi sh we would not have this m s-
understanding. It breaks ny heart. How | w sh
everything would just be fine."

"As long as we live, there could be probl ens
and heartaches, small ones, big ones. But solutions
are always available if we're willing to seek these.
We just have to choose what works. You see, it's not
t he nunber of tinmes we fail but how we surnount
these that matters. But whatever the outcone, treat
yourself with kindness for trying and face life
again with courage and faith. W have to |learn and
profit fromour every encounter. And be forgiving.
To oursel ves.

"It is so good to hear that, Daddy."

"Conme on, w pe your cheeks."” He cajoled Joy
Bell, both of themsmling now Joy Bell w ped her
tears with the back of her palm

Lota who had all this tine been watching them
froma discreet distance, felt relieved of the pain
t hat had burdened her. They had proven once nore
that nothing could break that intangible tie which
bound themto each ot her.

And so at dinner tinme, the sanme ol d happy and
I ntimate atnosphere prevail ed. They took their
supper am dst jokes and lively conversation.

The ni ght being warmand bright with stars
scattered |i ke white sparkling sands all over the
sky, the Muras went out for one of their much-
wel come night strolls together, a practice they had
| ong been enjoying ever since before the war. Hand
in hand they sauntered along |lazily, noticing every
fl ower along the way, grateful for every upright
tree and relishing the sweet scent of the green
vel vet nmeadow around them This particular night
they lingered ong on the hill
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Wth child-like enthusiasmthey enbarked into a
guessi ng game figuring out the fast-changing cloud
formati ons, excitedly pointing out every discernible
shape.

"Look Daddy, it's a white cross this tinme." Joy
Bel | junped up directing themto the perfectly-
shaped figure. "And there's another one. Ch, it's
comng close to the first cross. And there's a
smal |l er one. How perfectly forned!"

"Just like us on this hill." M. Mura remarked
in alight tone. Yet there was wistfulness in his
voi ce.

"Doesn't that one | ook |ike an angel ? Lota
wi shed they did not |linger on those crosses and was
grateful for this new cloud formation. What she did
not say was that those fast-changi ng cloud
formati ons gave her a sudden chill creeping up her
spi ne.

And they found nmany other figures. They al
enjoyed it imensely, surprised at how enchanti ng
and yes, nystical cloud formations could be if one
just took the tine and concentrated on them As they
wal ked hone, Lota obliged to Joy Bell's request and
sang a sinple but nmelancholy Filipino [ullaby

“I"ll never forget that song, Momry. That song
is so you!" She praised her nother after she hit the
| ast note. It was the song that Lota used to sing to
her to lull her to sleep when she was a small child.
And every-tine Joy Bell had that whimof wanting to
enjoy a little bit nore of childhood, she al ways
asked for that song.

It was such a touchingly beautiful and
menor abl e evening in their lives that they all knew
it would stay part of them always to be cherished
and renenber ed.

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Col. Holt was restlessly pacing the earthen
floor of his hut while, a guerrilla stood at
attention nearby. Then he stopped and faced the
young man.

"As soon as Capt. Duran arrives, tell himto
proceed here immedi ately."

"Yes, sir!" The young guerrilla saluted and
left.

Col. Holt was apprehensive over the | ong del ay
of Ernesto. He was concerned at what coul d happen to
him They all could not afford to | ose an officer
right now - nmuch nore one as val uabl e as Ernesto.

Al t hough at times they had di sagreed on sone matters
yet Col. Holt believed in Ernesto. He admred his
courage, intelligence, dogged determ nation,
undaunted spirit and sense of responsibility. Col.
Holt went over sone of the papers on his desk just
to take his mnd off fromhis anxiety.

It usually took Ernesto five hours to hike the
di stance fromthe town to their Headquarter, the way
back about an hour | onger due to the uphill clinb.
But this tinme it took himsix hours, his |egs
getting heavier not fromthe |ong journey but nore
fromthe strain of the incident which happened
earlier that afternoon. H's unsuccessful neeting
with M. Mura had left an inprint on him The
bitterness in M. Mura' s voice still clearly
bot hered him

Far nore painful, however, was the thought
whi ch seened to linger and to nag his consci ousness.
It was of Joy Bell and the young Japanese with the
ukul el e. Although his sight of the Japanese was
brief and passing and from a di stance, yet the
|atter's features were distinctly clear in Ernesto's
mnd. It was the face of an innocent boy gl ow ng
wi th the wonders of young |ove - that newy-

di scovered indescribable feeling. Ernesto sensed
that he was a truly good young man but he al so
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represented a threat to his own happi ness. The two
unpl easant experiences had sapped Ernesto of his
energy and spirit.

As Ernesto reached Col. Holt's hut he
practically slunped down on the banboo bench. H's
frustration did not escape the Col onel who guessed
instantly that Ernesto's trip was far from success.

"I's the girl uncooperative?"

"I didn't talk to her, sir."

"What ? You spent the entire day and al nost hal f
of the evening and tell me that you didn't talk to
her?" Col. Holt stood visibly upset and
di sappoi nted. "What's the matter Capt. Duran? Don't
you realize what any delay in the acconplishnent of
your m ssion neans?"

"I amaware Col. Holt. | talked with the girl's
father, instead.”

"That Japanese? Do you realize what you've
done? You can't entrust your top-secret assignnment
to a Japanese."” The Colonel's face turned so red
i ke every drop of blood in his system had rushed up
to his head.

"M. Murais nore Filipino than Japanese. He
maybe a Japanese by bl ood but he is really a
Filipino at heart."

"And in principle? And in m nd?" The Col one
was Vi si bly upset.

There was silence. Ernesto understood what the
Col onel neant.

"Did he accede to your request?”

Ernesto just shook his head.

"That is to be expected. You should have not
talked to himin the first place.” He was nore
al arnmed than disturbed. "No nmatter what you say
about him he is still a Japanese.”

"I only tried to spare the girl."

"You defied the order because of the girl. |
hope you understand the gravity of what you' ve done.
That Japanese could alert the enem es of our plans.
It's not |ike you to di sobey your superior's
instruction. I'msorry, Capt. Duran, you
di sappoi nted ne."

The jaw of Ernesto tightened. Tw ce today he
di sappoi nted two people. Many tines he had been
entrusted with delicate and dangerous assi gnnents
and had never failed. He had received prai ses. But
now, after all he had done, he was dimnished into a
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di sappoi ntnent to the Corps because he preferred to
act with conpassion. Ernesto could not help but fee
bitter at this turn of events. Although painfully
aware of his duty as an officer, nonethel ess he just
now realized what life in the arny demanded. It was
al ways one's duty above all others. Above oneself.

“I'"ll give you this one | ast chance. You know,
I"msure what it neans if you fail this tine, so
remenber it is either your mssion or the girl. |
want your answer, Capt. Duran."

"I aman officer and | shall do ny duty as an
officer, sir!”

"Good. That's nore like it." The Col one
rel axed back on his chair. The red flush on his face
had faded and his color returned to normal. The
bl ood have rushed back to where they bel onged.

Er nest o appeared stoically conposed. But inside
hi m was anot her story. One of chaos - of grief, of
| oss, of utter hopel essness.

Three consecutive knocks on the door crossed
the barrier of eerie silence between the two nen.

"Cone in." The Col onel straightened up.

The door opened and a Courier fromthe
guerrilla unit of the adjacent province cane in
foll owed by two Anerican officers. The Couri er
sal uted and handed an envel ope to the Col onel.

"A nessage for you Col. Holt. These officers
are here to see you, Colonel."

The | anky officer stepped forward and executed
a salute. "Captain Smth fromCentral Intelligence.”

The Anerican Lieutenant with the broad heavy
built followed. "Lt. Adans fromG 2."

After acknow edging their salute, Col. Holt
I ntroduced Capt. Duran to the new arrivals. He then
signal ed the Courier to | eave them

"Wel cone officers. Please sit down." Col. Holt
notioned the two Anerican officers to the banboo
chairs. They sat down and waited while the Col one
read the nessage handed to him After fol ding back
t he paper, he | ooked at the two officers. "You cane
direct from Gen. MacArthur's Headquarters?"

"Yes, Colonel. W cane by subnmarine | ast night.
We brought you new radi o equi pnent. It would speed
up comruni cation with you. Amunition and arns woul d
fol |l ow soon

Col. Holt smled with relief and suppressed
joy. Capt. Smith took fromLt. Adans a | arge package
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and handed this to Col. Holt. The Col onel's face
beamed as he opened the package on his desk and saw
the gleam ng new radio receiver-transmtter. It was
the first and npbst nodern equi pnent they had
received for along tine. Wth their old radio

equi pnent, their comunication with the Alied
Forces had been very limted.

"Bring this to our comrunication hut, Capt.
Duran. Have Joe install this inmmediately. W should
now be able to receive all nessages w thout
interference. W can't afford to mi ss nessages from
Gen. MacArthur's forces.”

Ernesto took the radio and left for the
conmuni cation hut. Col. Holt and the two American
of ficers continued to confer on the | atest
devel opnents on Gen. MacArthur's landing in Leyte
and the ongoi ng of f ensi ve.

"I can't offer you coffee but we have
"sal abat," a ginger drink, if you care.”

"No t hanks, Col onel."

"When is Gen. MacArthur comng to Luzon?"

"That's what we are here for. To help prepare
for the next |landing here in Luzon. W were sent to
assi st you coordi nate the necessary assaults on the
remai ni ng eneny defenses in the provinces in Luzon."

"We have been waiting long for your help. W
| ack nmen, anmunition and food and al nost everyt hing
needed to fight a war,"

"Very soon arns, ammunition and food wll be
here. "

"That wll help nuch in boasting the noral e of
our nen."

"I have a pack of cigarettes and sonme bars of
chocol ate. You may have these, sir." Capt. Smth
pl aced on the table the pack of cigarettes and a
dozen bars of chocolate, all with U S. brand or
bl ue-seal as was nore popul arly known.

Col. Holt's eyes brightened at the sight of the
items on his desk. Now he could feel the tangible
proximty of American aid and eventual I|iberation.
"Thank you. My nmen woul d wel cone these very nuch.”

"Col. Holt, we will be visiting the other units
at the other side of this nountain before norning."

"Thank you again for the hel p. Good | uck
officers."

The handcl asps were strong and warm and carri ed
with much reassurance and confidence. The two
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Anmericans joined their guide outside for their next
desti nati on.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*

Er nest o pushed the door of the conmunication
hut and wal ked to where Joe sat.

"For you, Joe!" Ernesto put down the package on
the table.

Joe unwrapped the package and his eyes
glistened with excitenent. "Baby, baby, you' re a
darling." He kissed the radio with | oud smacking
sound. "Thanks Cap."

"Shall we try her, Joe?"

"Ch boy! I'mdying to do that." Wth adept
hands, Joe handled the radio as if it would break
whil e Ernesto observed with admiration.

As soon as the new radio was installed Ernesto
decided to stay a little |onger hoping for incom ng
nessages, but the commotion outside drew his
attention. He went out of the hut to investigate and
saw Col . Holt surrounded by the nen, practically
bei ng nobbed by them Ernesto hustled his way
t hrough the crowd. The cheering of the nen was
hysteri cal and deaf eni ng.

"Bl ue-seal goods. chocolate... cigarettes...
US. -brand... boy this is heaven!" The shouting and
the dancing turned wilder. Al their nmen, nore than
a hundred of them were passing from one another the
bars of chocol ate, each one taking just a bite thus
all om ng everyone a taste of the precious nmanna
whi ch carried the prom se of inmnent aid.

"Easy nmen. Enjoy!" The Colonel tried to appease
them but his voice was drowned out by the maddeni ng
shout of his nmen. The pack of cigarettes was
di stributed, a cigarette for every ten or nore nen,
each one eagerly inhaling fromthe cigarette. It was
both a heartening and pitiful sight. Ernesto stood
silent as he pondered and witnessed this joyous yet
pat heti c scene.
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"Capt. Duran, cone, a nessage is comng." Joe
call ed Ernesto who ran back to the comruni cation
hut .

Joe listened holding his breath afraid his
breat hing would interfere with his hearing. He
scri bbled the nessage as fast as his hand could
wite and handed it to Ernesto. After a quick glance
at it, Ernesto hurried back to Col. Holt.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

"This nmessage just cane in sir." Ernesto handed
t he paper to the Col onel.

"Come with ne, Captain." The Col onel wal ked to
his hut followed by Ernesto. As soon as they were
seated, the Colonel read al oud the nessage. "A
reconnai ssance plane wll fly over your area of
operation at 800 hour tonmorrow. G ve cover. Pilots
are on inportant m ssion concerning |anding." Col.
Holt went over the nessage again and Ernesto

listened intently. The Col onel stood and went near

the old map on the wall. "Organize three teans,
Capt. Duran. You lead the first, Lt. Toribio wll
head the second and Lt. Dizon will handle the third.

Spread them around this area." The Col onel traced
with his finger the coastal portion of the town and
the perineter of the garrison. "See to it that these
areas are well-covered. Gve strict instructions.

The pilots nmust not fall into the hands of the
enemes at all cost."
"Yes, sir."

"Any question, Captain?”

"Regarding Lt. Dizon, sir, don't you think it's
too premature to let himlead a tean?"

"We badly need officers, Captain. He had
al ready passed the test. Anything el se?"

"That's all, sir."

"Organi ze the teans right away."

At the comrunication hut, Joe was intently
listening to the clear sound of his new equi pnent.
He brushed his palns against it as if it were his
baby. A rustling sound outside the hut interrupted
him He | ooked around trying to trace the source of
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the sound then quickly but quietly rushed out to the
back of the hut. There was a shadow of a man
standing very close to the back wall, his back
against the wall. As Joe approached, the man junped
out fromwhere he stood and hurriedly wal ked away.

Bl ood rushed to Joe's face and with |ightning speed
gave chase to the fleeing figure and tackled him

pi nning the man to the ground.

"Lt. Dizon?" Joe could hardly believe it was
Lt. Dizon as he got a closer |look at his face. "So
it's you?"

"So what ?" There was irked inpatience in Lt.

Di zon' s voi ce.

"You were behind the hut...why?"

"None of your damm busi ness. Let ne out of
here."” Di zon brushed Joe aside but Joe firmy kept
hi s hol d.

"Hey, Lieutenant, what gives?" Joe got nore
suspi cious of the reaction of the Lieutenant.

"Let go!" Dizon forcefully pushed Joe sendi ng
the American rolling on the ground.

Joe got up, furious at what the Lieutenant had
just done. "This will reach the Col onel."

"What the hell are you tal king about?" Di zon
faced Joe squarely, his face flushed.

"Why were you behind ny hut?"

"I can go anywhere | please.” He retorted
sharply.

"Not around ny territory, man. | saw you with
nmy own eyes. You were snooping behind the hut. And I
saw you run away. You surely snell fishy, and this
time | caught you in the act. This tine, man, you're
hooked. You're not getting away with this." Joe
pointed a threatening finger at him

"Put that damm finger down!" He brushed aside
Joe's hand fromhis face. "This is for playing so
smart!" Dizon gave Joe a swift upper cut straight to
his jaw.

And an exchange of blows foll owed. The guards a
few feet away saw what was happening and ran to
fetch Ernesto. Ernesto arrived at the scene and saw
a throng of nen already gathered around Joe and
Di zon, cheering themon and turning the inpronptu
boxi ng bout into one exciting anusenent.

"Attention!" Ernesto's voice rang | oud but he
had to bodily and forcibly separate the two. "Wat's
the matter men?"
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"That power-drank S.O B., sir, thinks he could
boss us around."™ Dizon pointed a finger at Joe.

"He poked his nose around too nuch, Captain.
That's what's wong wth that guy. | caught him
snoopi ng behind the comuni cation hut."

Ernesto was visibly concerned at what Joe had
just reported.

"He snelled mghty fishy, Captain!" Joe
sneer ed.

"That's a big lie! I"'mfed up with your know
it-all attitude. Lording over people and getting
away with it. You think you' re the only smart ass
around here. You don't have the nonopoly on that.
Thi nk about it. Dizon blurted the words w t hout
hesitation and with an air of injured pride.

"Stop it!" Snapped Ernesto. "Right now we have
nore inmportant matters to do than this bickering.
Lt. Toribio," Ernesto addressed the Lieutenant
beside him "Assenble the first platoon right away
at the conference hut."

"Yes, sir!" Lt. Toribio saluted and did what he
was told.

"Lt. Dizon, there are restricted areas in this
canp. | don't want this incident to happen again.
That goes for you, too, Lt. Fern."

The two Lieutenants stood at attention. "Join
the men. Lt. Dizon. I'lIl follow"

Di zon did as he was instructed only after
throwi ng a sharp disgusting | ook at Joe.

"Wl l, Joe?"

"I"'msorry Cap, but | don't trust that guy."

"Be nore careful, Joe. W don't have the
evi dence. Just be wat chful though. Protect the
secrecy of our conmunication.”

"COh, just leave himto ne, Cap. Traitors and
spi es have no place here."

"Easy, Joe. We can't afford to have trouble in
our canp just now. "

"You don't believe nme then, Cap?"

"I do believe you, Joe but we just can't do
anything right now. Wat we got is just not enough.”

"I"mglad you believe nme, Cap. Back hone, Mom
and Dad never believed in nme nor thought of ne as
sonmeone who coul d nmake sonething of hinself. | was
a good-for-nothing. That's how they | ooked at ne.
Mom called me a coward 'cause | refused to hit back
at Dad whenever he cane honme drunk. A hopel ess
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coward, they both said. But they never got to really
understand ne. But you haven't heard the best yet.
You know how they dealt with problenms? They got dead
drank. And | told nyself then that they were the
cowards, not nme. |I'Il show them..they'|l see. Il
show them |I'mworth nore than a penny! Put ne to the
front line, wll you, Cap?"

"Your tinme will cone, Joe. Go back to your
post. W can't m ss a nessage now." Ernesto patted
Joe.

Joe appeared touched by the gesture and wal ked
back to the comruni cation hut while Ernesto
proceeded to where the nen have gathered. Joe's
report bothered himbut he just had to put this
aside for now Wth an inportant m ssion at hand, he
needed every nman avail abl e.

Upon reaching the assenbl ed group, Ernesto
qui ckly made the announcenent. The nmen were all
eagerly attentive and Lt. Toribio and Lt. D zon were
intently listening to Ernesto's briefing on their
m ssion for the next norning.

Ernesto wal ked to the big sketch of the town on
the mani | a paper which hung on the only wall of the
conference hut, the three other sides left open in
order to accommodate the nen outside the hut.
Ernesto briefed themon their assignnents and
poi nted out on the sketch their respective areas of
responsi bility. "Lt. Toribio, you take the northern
nost area of the town along the coast. Take the
first squad with you. And Lt. Dizon, you |ead the
second squad. You will cover the southern side of
the town. And the third squad will go wth ne. W
shall take the central area. Take every precaution
not to attract attention along the way. Since we are
specifically to provide cover to the plane and
rescue the pilot if necessary, we nust use our
firearns only at any gun enpl acenent that target the
pl ane. W are not there to take on the entire
Japanese forces, therefore as soon as the plane had
safely turned around and left, |eave imediately and
be back here. Take as nuch rest as you can. W | eave
at 0002 hour in the norning."

"Yes, sir." Toribio and D zon answered in
uni son.

"Follow ne, nmen." Toribio signaled his squad to
follow himtoward the fallen | og. He sat and his nen
did the sane. He gave instructions in a | ow,
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del i berate and cl ear voice. "Take over your squad,
Lt. Dizon."

"Yes, sir." Dizon saluted Ernesto. Dizon | ooked
at his nen briefly then stood before themwth
confi dence. "Men, fromnow on you'll take your
orders only fromne." He started to eye each
intently and searchingly, wal king back and forth.
"Tonorrow, | want every man to follow instructions
and to do his job well. I want discipline in ny
group. That's all."

The nmen broke up and wal ked to their respective
hut. Dizon was left, half-smling and thinking.
"Tonorrow is nmy big day!™ He told hinself. "I have
to get hold of the plan. Even if | have to kill for
it."

That night Di zon could not sleep thinking of
the plan. He was restlessly thinking of a way to
slip out to alert the garrison about the next day's
operation. But Ernesto was always there at his side
- as if watching his every nove. D zon could sense
Ernesto's extra vigilance and this gave himno snmall
amount of disconfort. It was driving himcrazy.

At exactly two in the norning, the three squads
prepared for their trek to town, well-briefed on
their operation. They had rifles, three machi neguns,
and a few hand grenades and even hunting knives and
bol os, which were all concealed in nany different
ways; the rifles and nmachi neguns in jute sacks and
the rest in "buri" bags. The nmen were all disguised
as farmers and vendors. They all depl oyed around the
town by two's and three's.

Part of Ernesto's squad was to enter the town
inacart filled with coconuts. Two of Ernesto's nen
were dressed in wonen's attire. Ernesto hinself was
in old man's clothing conplete with glasses and
"buri" hat.

"Be very careful and al ways watch for your
signals. Avoid engagenent with the enemes in
popul ated areas.” These were the last instructions
of Col. Holt as the three squads left their canp.

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN

At the first crow of the roaster, Lota woke up
and could not go back to sleep for she felt well -
rested. She just |ay beside her husband, who seened
to enjoy his very sound sl eep. Lota knew he was
sl eepi ng soundly as his snoring had becone regul ar.
She got so used to his snoring that it served for
her as counting sheep or rhythmc breathing did for
others. An effective sleep inducer.

This norning, she felt content just being there
next to him- thinking good thoughts. Early nornings
were her best time for thinking, for neditation or
for counting her blessings. Gazing at the sonber
face of her husband, now lined with maturity and
wi sdom gave her that feeling of fulfillnment. She
had lived with himfor thirteen full years and she
coul d not renenber a nonent of bitter quarrel. They
had friendly discussions but never serious
di sagreenents. This they tried to avoid and
successfully did it for thirteen years. For her,
life wwth M. Mura had been marked only by
beauti ful nenories. She felt exceptionally
fortunate.

Noticing the beads of perspiration that have
formed |i ke pearls on her husband' s forehead, the
nor ni ng unusual Iy hot, she w ped these ever so
gently, so tenderly as she had | oved doing it for
thirteen years.

Thirteen years, a nunber dreaded by many, the
nunber believed to be associated with bad |uck, the
nunber that sawits dem se fromelevator floors and
roons and stores, before all of this were razed down
by the bonbs and fires. She did not have any opinion
onit. It was just a nunber. So whatever thirteen
woul d bring, she would welcone it and be grateful
for the life she |ived.

Ti p-toeing out of their roomlike a ballet
dancer, she floated into Joy Bell's bedroom feeling
so |ight and buoyant.

Fi ndi ng the room suffocating with warmair, she
carefully opened the wi ndow and all owed the fresh
air in. She thought she saw Joy Bell snmile in her
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sleep. "Is she sonewhere visiting enchanting
pl aces?" She sm | ed.
Joy Bell |ooked so restful, so angelic, so

I nnocent, so sweet, so exquisitely lovely - her
baby. Yet no | onger a baby. Her hair like silver,
framed her face now gradually turning oval. Soon she
woul d be a full-grown | ady and she would narry and
have children of her own. The thought gave her
butterflies in her stomach. But the idea of being a
grandnot her excited her. "How wonderful it would be
to be a grandnother."” She nused then sat down on the
bed beside Joy Bell. Even her daughter's soft and
light breathing snmelled |ike perfunme to her. Ever so
gently she snoothed her daughter's hair, brushing
aside a few strands from her forehead and planted a
kiss on her cheek then slowy rose and |ike before,
ti p-toed out of the room

Lota went on with her daily chores, washing
cl othes, she had quite plenty to wash that day,
havi ng ski pped four days as she was not feeling very
wel | . But today, she felt rejuvenated and unusually
cheerful, having regained her vitality. She went on
wi th her laundry, humm ng her favorite song. In
bet ween she checked the rice she was cooking. This
had been a habit with her; cooking while doing her
| aundry. By doing this, "I do nore things at the
same time and finish ny chores early."” She would
often justify to her husband who showed concern over
her giving up an hour or two of her sleep at dawn,
whi ch were her husband's best hours.

Lota was now hangi ng her laundry, still
hunm ng. The rice was done and the coffee brew ng.
She had roasted sone dried fish for breakfast.
Everyt hing was ready for her husband and her
daught er.

Knowi ng she had still tine before they woke up,
Lota took her bath, not hurriedly but taking her
time, still humm ng. At once, the bath refreshed and

reenergi zed her. Wiat el se would this beautiful day
bring, she wondered.

Returning to their room she pulled out from
storage and put on a |ight blue dress, actually a
| ong skirt and bl ouse ensenble. The skirt of thick
satin accented with a single huge | otus bl ossom and
the bl ouse, of thin, flinsy material. She nmade it
herself for their tenth weddi ng anni versary, | ust
before the outbreak of the war. She had not worn it
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since that day they heard nass to celebrate their
weddi ng anni versary. She put on her "tanbourine"
necklace, a gift fromM. Mura. They were fond of
giving gifts to each other, occasion or no occasion.

Still humm ng. Lota went out to their living
room where the small mrror hung on the wall. She
| et her long ebony hair fall freely down her waist.
She patted drops of coconut oil on her hair, conbing
briskly until it shone and sparkled. This would be
the first time in three years that she had | et her
hai r down. She got used to wearing this into a bun
on top of her head. More practical and easier to
manage. Al though M. Mura | oved her bun, which
rem nded himof his nother, Lota knew that he | oved
it nore to see her hair down gathered with a clip
just below the ear to keep this off her face. She
vi ewed herself once nore before the mrror and
smled with approval. She always |iked to | ook good
to his husband. But she |oved to pl ease herself,
first.

"Good norning, Lota, darling." M. Mura
greeted her. "Let ne |look at you!" He stood before
her .

Lota turned to face himand took a coupl e of
tentative steps. She suddenly felt shy, just Iike
the first time they | ooked at each other the day
they were married. That was thirteen years ago but
the years have not changed her reaction to the
admring | ook of her husband. The sane | ook that
made her heart nelt.

"Ch Lota, you take ny breath away." He
whi spered hol di ng her chin and ki ssing her on the
lips softly. "I |love you."

Lota enbraced hi mand | eaned agai nst his
shoul ders. They stayed that way for a while as if
reliving their years together.

"You are beautiful, Lota."

"I want to | ook beautiful for you. If only I
could do it everyday." Lota whispered, too. "You' ve
made nme so happy, nmahal. "

“I"ll never stop making you happy.” He ran his
fingers through her shiny hair.

"Good norning," Joy Bell cheerfully greeted
t hem maki ng t hem bot h bl ush.

Lota pushed her husband gently, w nking at him
to indicate Joy Bell's presence.
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"Mommy, you | ook gorgeous this norning!" She
vi ewed her nother with admration.

"Ch, cone on, you two flatter ne." Lota
| aughed. "Breakfast is ready."” She hurriedly turned
to the kitchen and Joy Bell and M. Mura foll owed.

"But Monmy, honestly, this is the first tine |
have seen you really dress up. | nean after the
out break of the war."

"I like to look nice, at least all right to
your Daddy." She w nked at her husband, throwi ng a
meani ngful smle, her two dinples |ike geysers
spewi ng out bubbling cheers. "Now, drink your coffee
while it's still hot."

"Hmm fragrant.” M. Mura closed his eyes,
enj oyi ng the sweet aroma of the hone-grown coffee
whi ch Lota had brewed.

"Monmmy, Ch | love the snell of the dried fish."
Joy Bell took fromLota the plate of broiled dried
fish.

"My favorite.” M. Mura added then took one
and took a quick bite. "Hmmit's crispy. | like it
this way."

"Monmmy, sit down. Your coffee is getting cold.”
Joy Bell took the rice fromher nother and placed it
on the center of the table.

The three went through their nmeal wth pleasant
conversation but this time nostly centered on Lot a.
They al ways enjoyed their neals. Everyone had
finished eating when Lota excused herself. Joy Bel
and M. Mura wi nked at each other know ng they had
a surprise comng. True indeed for Lota canme back
hol di ng a bunch of yell ow sweet-snelling, big and
| ong bananas.

"Ri pe fromthe bunch."” Lota beaned with pride.
"The first harvest fromyour |atest banana pl ant,
mahal . "

"Daddy, the first ripe fruit of your
plantation!" Joy Bell took one and quickly ripped
its skin open and took a big bite. "Yunmmy, it's
del i ci ous, Daddy! Thanks!"

"Well, let's feast on this.” M. Mura chuckl ed
wat chi ng her daughter swallow one big bite after
anot her.

Lota joined in the |aughter, amused at her
daughter's huge appetite. They finished a half dozen
ri pe bananas fromthe whole bunch. Still |aughing at
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the way they devoured their first harvest, they al
stood up, each one hel ping in gathering the dishes.

“"I"ll do the washing, Mommy." Joy Bell took
over the dishes from her nother.

Lota wi ped the table as M. Mura gul ped down a
big tall glass of water. Joy Bell was humm ng when
suddenly they heard the sound of an airplane. They
all rushed to the wi ndow and | ooked up.

"I't's an Anerican plane." Announced M. M ura.
"Thanks, at |ast they have cone!" Mirnured Lota.

Suddenly their excitenment was cut short by the
rattling of machi neguns and anti-aircraft guns. Joy
Bel | dropped the plates she was hol ding while she

stood still with her hands over her breast.
"They are shooting down the airplane!” M.
M ura exclaimed. "Quick Lota, Joy Bell, to the air

raid shelter.”

Lota quickly took Joy Bell by the hand then
raced down the stairs to the air raid shelter which
M. Mura had built behind their hut. Banana plants
were planted on its top. Just before reaching the
openi ng of the shelter Joy Bell stunbled through the
thick sweet potato plants. Lota turned back and
pul l ed her by the hand, practically draggi ng her.

“Mahal , conme hurry!" Lota got out and called
her husband who was still at the hut closing their
wi ndows. "Please hurry!" Lota shouted nervously."

M. Mura junped down the stairs and ran
crouching | ow, brushing aside the thick bushes which
surrounded their air raid shelter. Catching his
breath, he junped into the entrance as bullets rang.

Down in the air raid shelter, Lota was praying,
her hands trenbling as she cuddl ed Joy Bell close to
her. M. Mura was quiet, his hands pressed agai nst
hi s head, el bows on his knees. He hated the sound of
guns.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

Japanese sol diers flooded out of the big gate
of the garrison. A truck carried a powerful
machi negun and sped toward the center of the town
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square. The anti-aircraft guns at the garrison were
aimed at the plane. Screans were heard fromthe
frantic civilians as they panicked for a place to

hi de. Many dived into snelly and nuddy ditches. The
cart filled with coconut husks had reached the first
checkpoint. The guerrillas sprang out with rifles
and ran for cover.

"Aimat the checkpoint.” Ernesto comuanded.

The guerrillas opened fire as the two guards ai ned
their machi negun at the airplane. The guards fel
dead before they could fire. The truckl oad of
Japanese with the machi negun arrived.

"The anti-aircraft should be silenced. Foll ow
ne!" Ernesto led his group ready to anbush the
approaching truck. "Fire!" He shouted and gunshots
rattl ed. Ernesto pulled out a hand grenade and threw
it toward the approaching truck. The Japanese at the
machi negun fell but another soldier took over and
directed the gun toward Ernesto’'s nen.

The firing continued unabated. The anti -
aircraft unceasingly fired at the airplane which
expertly tried to evade their bullets. The airpl ane
was finally turning back to | eave, apparently done
with what it cane for, when its tail section got hit
sending a trail of snoke behind it.

From the way the plane waved from side to side,
it was obvious that the pilot had | ost control of
his plane. The engi ne roared and coughed and swiftly
the plane plumeted down. The shooti ngs stopped.

"CGet to the pilot!" The order cane from
Er nest o.

M. Mura peeped out of their shelter. "The
pl ane had been shot down." He gasped.

Lota and Joy Bell joined him

"Ch God, the poor pilot." Lota whispered.

"An Anerican pilot?" Joy Bell was concer ned.

They all got out of the shelter. They saw the
ai rplane crash land in the open fields just at the
outskirt of the town.

"Back to canmp!" Dizon shouted at his nmen but
| agged behind, nmade a detour and raced to the site
of the burning plane. One of his nen trailed him
"Stay back!" He ordered. "The damm fool s!" He
cursed. "They nust not stop nme fromreaching the
pilot. I have to get hold of their map." He panted
as he continued running. "I'Il kill themif
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necessary. |I'll kill any one of them who cones in ny
way. | nust get there first."

Di zon was the first to cone close to the
burni ng pl ane but the ensuing explosion threw him
back. Bl ack snokes and fl anes envel oped the pl ane.
He defied this and ran toward the burning fusel age.
A shot rang past Dizon and hit a Japanese sni per who
had his gun still directed at Di zon. The sniper fel
down. Dizon turned and found the one man who tail ed
himstill aimng at the fallen sniper. The man had
saved himbut he had no tinme for that. He pl unged
forward with just one purpose. To get to the pil ot
first. Before he could penetrate the thick wall of
bl ack snoke, another explosion followed and
agoni zing cries fromthe Japanese sol diers erupted.

Ernesto dived flat on the ground after he had
thrown the hand grenade toward the direction of the
approachi ng truckl oad of Japanese. Quickly getting
up, he sprinted to the Anerican pil ot who was
crawling away fromthe plane. Wth two of his nen,
Ernesto carried the pilot and scanpered away. His
nmen gave cover and exchanged gunshots with the
Japanese separated by the burning plane. "Take him
to canp, fast!" Ernesto ordered.

H s nen carried away the wounded pilot. Ernesto
remai ned near the plane to get to the co-pilot who
was still trapped inside the plane. But he saw t hat
t he Japanese had reached the other side of the
pl ane. Then anot her expl osion and thick black snoke
envel oped the plane. Whether the Japanese had taken
the co-pilot or whether he was trapped to death,
Ernesto had no way of know ng. "Get to the co-
pilot!"

At the town, having done what they cane to do,
Lt. Toribio' s group now noved away, back to canp.
But before the |ast three nen could get out, another
truckl oad of Japanese reinforcenent arrived. The
three nen were fired at. Civilians were caught
bet ween the nel ee. Screans and gunshots drowned out
each ot her.

*kkkkkkkk*
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At the site of the plane crash, nore truckl oads
of Japanese rei nforcenent were sighted.

Ernesto found the superior nunber of the
Japanese overpowering. He ordered all his nen to
nove out. "Retreat!"

The guerrillas wi thdrew | eaving behind their
casualties. Dizon joined themfrustrated at his
failure to get hold of the val uable map.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

Back at the town, the last three guerrillas
initially refrained fromfiring back when they saw
the civilians scanpering in panic. The Japanese
junped out of the truck and depl oyed, |eaving the
three nen very little | eeway for escape.

There was a short nonment of silence. Lota, who
got concerned at her husband, ran through the street
| ooking for him hoping he had sought shelter in one
of the ditches before the barrage of gunfire.

"“Mahal , where are you?" But there was no
answer. Just then Lota renenbered Joy Bell who did
not have tinme to run back to the air raid shelter
She turned to go back but firing resumed and she
docked into a ditch. As she peered out, she saw a
Japanese boy frantically crying, |ost between the
two wounded guerrillas and a group of advancing
Japanese.

The third guerrilla turned back to give cover
to his two wounded conpani ons and fired back.

Lota got out and ran to the little boy just in
time to push himdown as bullets rang and earth flew
all around them Lota suddenly jerked back and
st aggered down but succeeded in pinning down the boy
with her body. But a bullet fromthe guerrilla hit
her right through the forehead before she coul d duck
her head.

From where Joy Bell was, she saw what happened.
"Mommy, cone back!" She junped out from behind a
cart and raced to her nother. "Mommy!" She took her
in her arns but Lota just stared at her. Joy Bel
shri eked when the oozing bl ood drenched them bot h.
As she | ooked up she saw the shocked and renorsef ul
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| ook of the guerrilla whose bullet hit her nother,
just before he hinself was gunned down. Frantically
and in panic, Joy Bell wi ped the blood off her
nother's face only to be covered with nore that
seened to just keep on flooding. She forced her

not her up, her own body shaki ng.

M. Mura canme running and caught her wife's
l'inp body from her daughter. A scream so pri nal
foll owed, one could have m staken it as com ng from
an enraged beast. But it canme fromM. Mura. And
not just fromrage but froma pain so deep he could
not even reach it. "Lota! God help.. .please God!"
Wth shaki ng hands, he shook her, again and again in
a frantic and desperate attenpt to revive her, to
make her talk, to save her but Lota was notionl ess.
"Lota, please talk to ne!"

Lota | ooked up at him hel plessly. .
passi vely. Her nouth quivered and gaped but no words
came out; while he watched, waiting...breathlessly
wai ting. Her eyes blurred with tears | ooking at him
And the gaze stayed that way. Just staring -
bl ankly. Fixed. The light from her eyes flickered...
fading away. And di med. And was gone.

M. Mura' s screampierced the stillness and
echoed back but he did not hear it. Again his nouth
opened. The scream cane out soundl ess. And his nouth
remai ned open; painfully opened and | ocked for the
| ongest tine.

Lota was dead! Their world shattered into
shreds and they could not put it back together.
Their norning that started so blissfully, so
magi cal ly was gone with the now sil enced guns. A few
nonents of gunfire snatched Lota fromthem W?thout
war ni ng. Wthout good-byes.

M. Mura, his face begrinmed with dust and
sweats and tears, pain and | oss, his whol e body
tensed, every nerve knotted, his entire being
unhi nged, dangling, his jaws still fixed opened as
in a frozen soundl ess scream buried his head
agai nst her face. And finally a hoarse, holl ow,
gaspi ng voi ce nanaged to vent his pain - "Lota... ny
| ove! Lota, "aisitemasu"... "gosaimsu"..."

Wth eyes blurred with tears, M. Mura
struggled up carrying the linp body of Lota. Joy
Bell trailed himdazed as in a trance, tears
endl essly stream ng down her col orless face, eyes
bl ankly staring at an infinite di stance. Passing
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t hrough the ground spattered with blood and |ifeless
bodi es, a place suddenly engulfed in a deafening
silence as in an aftermath of a devastating storm
M. Mura wal ked unseeing - shocked to blindness to
notice a baby crawing...lost...searching for a

not her anong the dead.

Bot h father and daughter seened unm ndful of
the scene around them - nunbed and unfeeling as if
foll ow ng the hearse of a | oved one.

Lota was dead. They were in a procession of
two. His beloved wife was forever gone. Her dear
not her no nore. Both robbed of an irreplaceable part
of their lives. Both died inside.

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Several wounded guerrillas arrived in their
canp, sone just slunped down at the clearing where
they were hel ped with whatever treatnment was
avai |l able. Col. Holt and Ernesto sadly inspected
t hei r wounded.

"There are el even wounded."” Ernesto reported.

The Col onel shook his head. "And how many
casual ti es?" He asked.

"Two, sir." Ernesto could hardly say the word.
"The co-pilot was trapped in the plane. Not sure up
to now whether he died or..."

"Captured?" There was a tone of desperation in
Col. Holt's voice. He did not wish the Anerican co-
pil ot dead but he did not want him captured, either.
Very much aware of the punishnment and torture the
prisoners were subjected to by the Japanese just so
they could extract valuable information fromthem
he dreaded the thought. How |l ong the Anerican woul d
be able to endure the punishnment and how st eadf ast
in his silence he could not be sure. "I'll be in ny
hut, Captain. | would like to talk with the pilot as
soon as he is treated."

"Yes, sir!"

The Col onel wal ked back to his hut, greatly
devast at ed.

Ernesto remai ned - waiting and hopi ng that
Toribio's three men woul d be back just wounded and
not dead as he feared. This sad episode will have
great adverse effect not only in their nunber but
nore so in their norale.

From the hut enmerged a young and | anky
American, his right armwapped in bandages. Wre it
not for the bandages, nothing el se showed the
horri bl e experience he had just undergone. He | ooked
adm rably unshaken and strong except for a shadow of
sadness in his liquid gray eyes.

"How is the wound Lt. Moore?" It was Ernesto
who net him

"Not as bad, Captain." The Lieutenant natter-
of -factly replied. "Any news about Jimmy? | nean Lt.
Wal ter?"
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"None so far. But |I left two nen in town and
before the day ends, we will know "

"Say, thanks for saving ny life.” There was a
grateful tone in his nasal voice.

"Forget it. W failed to save Lt. Walter."
Ernesto still felt the guilt of not being able to
save the co-pilot.

"Ch, you did your best, Captain.”

"Are you ready to neet Col. Holt?"

“Sure."

The two wal ked to neet with Col. Holt.

"He's such a nice fella, Jinmmy." Lt. Moore
casual Iy opened the subject again. "And he was quite
young. Just twenty three.”

"Does he have a fam |y?"

"He's got a pretty wife. Blanche and two
darling kids. Never net them personally but he
showed nme their pictures and endl essly tal ked about
them He had plans of buying a farmand settling
down there when the war was over. He's such a
dreamer of a guy. | like himvery nuch."

"I"msorry about that. But as you've seen the
eneny forces are very nuch superior and better
armed. If we only have those arns we woul d at | east
have a chance and m nim ze casualties and prevent
great | osses.”

"Very soon you'll receive the arnms and
supplies.”

"We're here Lt. Moore, waiting and ready to
fight." Ernesto pushed open the door of Col. Holt's
hut and Lt. Moore followed him "Col. Holt, this is
Lt. Moore."

Lt. Moore saluted and shook the Col onel's
ext ended hand.

"We're sorry about your co-pilot, Lieutenant.
Pl ease sit down."

"Your nmen did their best, sir."

"But if he were captured?” Col. Holt's voice
was filled with anxiety.

"I doubt it if he survived the explosion but if
he did, he'll manage, sir."

"I"'mafraid the Japanese nay find a way of
extracting fromhimthe classified nature of your
m ssion. "

"Jimmy, Lt. Walter is a brave young nman and a
born soldier, sir. He'll die rather than give away
our m ssion.”
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There was a brief silence and then after
talking a little nore about Lt. Walter, Lt. Mbore
proceeded to render his reconnai ssance report.

"The fortress | ooked nenaci ng and form dabl e.
Fromthe aerial view, the garrison is well protected
and its manpower is staggering. W understand there
I's a huge nunber of prisoners. It won't be advisable
for an aerial attack."

"How soon woul d the Anerican Fleet conme?"
"Wthin a couple of weeks, maybe. The fina
deci si on woul d depend on our findings. I'lIl have to

get in touch wth Headquarters right away, sir."

"Captain, take Lt. Mbore to the conmunication
hut . "

"Fol | ow ne, Lieutenant."

Ernesto left followed by Lt. Mbore. He saw
Di zon briskly wal king away fromthe direction of the
hut and apprehension inmediately crept in. "But why
woul d Lt. Dizon eavesdrop?" He asked hinself. "He
must be quite a curious nman. But Ernesto was sure it
was not nere curiosity this tine. He prom sed to get
to the bottomof this. However, he had nore urgent
matters to attend to. "This way, Lieutenant."

Er nest o wal ked ahead cl osely foll owed by the
Anmerican pilot.

kkhkkkkikkhkk*k

Di zon had by now gone far fromthe canp. He had
reached the creek where the nen bathed. He took a
qui ck swim and casual |y checked around for the
presence of any guerrilla, dressed and |eft taking
the wi nding narrow path that led to the town. Punped
up and optimstic, it took Dizon three hours to
reach towmn. He could hardly wait to deliver to Col.
Hi roshi his newy-acquired information. Wth his
pass word, Dizon easily got inside the garrison. He
was instantly led to the office of Col. Hiroshi,
where a closed conference was held for him al one.
After sketching the site of the canp, Dizon
proceeded with his report. "The Anerican pilot had
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i nformati on of the landing of Gen. MacArthur's
forces in two weeks."

"And the site of the |anding?" The Col onel was
barely able to conceal his excitenent.

"This province." Dizon was positive. "The
reconnai ssance plane was in preparation for the
com ng | andi ng. "

"You have done a good job, Lt. D zon." Col.

H roshi commended hi m

Di zon felt proud and relieved. Now he coul d
stay in the garrison and enjoy once again the
bounti ful food and confort he m ssed during his stay
with the guerrillas. "May | visit ny brothers and
sisters in Manila?" There was happy anticipation in
Di zon's voice having m ssed them

"You'll go back to the guerrilla Headquarters.
Your job is not finished."” The Col onel's order
abruptly danpened Dizon's spirit.

He did not feel safe going back to the canmp for
he had sensed the grow ng suspicion directed at him
especially from Captain Duran

"Be sure to obtain the exact |anding site of
Gen. Mac-Arthur's forces. | need the information
fast."

"Yes, sir." Dizon was a trained and disciplined
man and he knew it was futile to argue with the
Col onel . "One nore assignnent and he's hone free."

The Col onel pushed a button under his desk. The
door opened and Capt. Taguri entered.

"Capt. Taguri send out your nen. Gather al
Filipino civilians and concentrate in the town. In
this crucial tinme we need conplete control of
everyone's novenent." The Col onel neant business.

"Yes, Colonel." The Captain saluted and bowed.

"You have other instructions, Captain Taguri.

VWait."

"Yes, sir."

"Lt. Dizon, | expect your report soon. Don't
fail me"

"I won't, sir."

"That's all Lieutenant and good | uck."

Di zon executed a salute and wal ked out of the
room

"Any report fromthe American pilot?" The
Col onel asked Capt. Taguri .

"None, sir. The American won't talk."
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"This pilot was here for an inportant
reconnai ssance m ssion. Lt. Dizon had confirned the
| andi ng by the Anericans within two weeks."

"Do we have the |location of the guerrilla
canp, sir?"

"Yes, but | don't intend to use it now until
Lt. Dizon had acquired details of the |anding
operation.”

"What woul d you want nme to do, sir?"

"Talk to the pilot. But do it gently. I don't
want any brutality toward our officer prisoners.”

Qutside the Colonel's office, Sgt. Manoto was
obvi ously bothered |long after Di zon passed his desk.
He had never been called to the Colonel's office for
a conference. How he hated to see a Filipino, an
eneny over-shadow him He detested the idea of
enpl oying Filipino spies. They took too nuch tine.
He believed in efficiency. In fast results.

Soon the Captain energed fromthe Col onel's
office. Sgt. Manoto coul d see the problemvisibly
lined on his face.

"Sgt. Manoto, | have a job for you to do." A
conpl ete defiance of the Colonel's order. But if the
Col onel needed it desperately, he, Capt. Taguri had
to do what would work. "Not persuasion. Not doing it
gently." And the Captain knew just the man to do it.
"I want you to extract information fromthe Anerican
pilot and fast. Do it your way."

"I't's done, Captain! The Sergeant grinned with
a feeling of exhilaration. Finally he could lay his
hands on the eneny - especially an Anerican. This
was his one big chance to have the eneny at his
nmercy.

"I want results at once!"

"Yes, sir." Sgt. Manoto fished out froma side
drawer of his desk a polished brass knuckl e,
strai ghtened his shoul ders and marched out speedily.
Passi ng through the guards stationed al ong the
corridor leading to the stockade for prisoners, Sgt.
Manoto was flattered by the salutes he received from
all of them

"Open the door to the Anerican pilot!" He
barked at the |ast guard.

The bol ted door was opened and Sgt. Manoto
proudly strode in. He wal ked to Lt. Walter whose two
hands were tied up to a steel hook on the concrete
wal | . The head of the American hung down. Wth the
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brass knuckles in his right hand Sgt. Manoto turned
the prisoner's head to face him

"Start tal king. When and where is the exact
| ocation of Gen. MacArthur's |anding here in Luzon?"

The American just | ooked at himsharply through
his hal f-cl osed eyes.

"Talk I said!'"™ He shouted but just |ike before,
Lt. Walter did not budge. He stared at himw th
contenpt. "You fool. Talk or you'll regret it right
this nmonment and not the rest of your life."

"Never!" Snapped Lt. Walter.

"You will tell nme the truth if you want to go
honme to your wife and children.” Manpto tried every
way he could but he saw an i nner strength and
determination in the Anmerican.

"It won't work Sergeant.”

"You will live if you cooperate but you wll
die if you don't."

"Suit yoursel f!"

"You nmake ne angry!" He sl apped him

"This wll get you nowhere." Lt. Fern spat at
hi m

"You hard-headed fool. You will suffer for
this.” Manoto hit himacross the face with the brass
knuckl es. An ugly cut oozed out blood. "Idiot!" He
struck himin his stomach in rapid successi on. Now
he was furiously shouting filthy words but Lt.
Walter stoically renmained silent gritting his teeth
in pain as the steely knuckles found its mark and he

crunpled into a ball. But not a sound escaped from
the Anerican. This further infuriated Sgt. Manoto.
"Tal k... Where is the exact |anding place? Talk!" In

obvi ous exasperation, Manoto struck Lt. Walter's
head and his cracked skull spurted bl ood. "Talk!"

But Lt. Walter just |ooked up at him bl ankly
and passed out.

"You will talk!"™ He grunbled. "Guard!" The
Ser geant screaned.

The guard entered. "Pour water!"™ Sgt. Manoto
paced the stony floor, his whole body shaking from
the fury of his frustration. He was given this

m ssion and he swore he would not fail. He never
failed. In anything. Never! And not now "I swear
it, you wll talk.” He cursed as the guard poured a

pail of filthy water over Lt. Walter's face.
As soon as Lt. Walter regai ned consci ousness,
Sgt. Manoto started all over again, interrogating
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and hitting the prisoner but just the sanme, he got
no answer. Just a weak shaking of the American's
head and a blank stare. Lt. Walter was hardly
recogni zable but his will was as indomtable as
ever. He remai ned unshaken.

Overconme by an uncontrol | abl e madness, Sgt.
Manot o ordered the guard to force open the
prisoner’s nouth. He poured water, an entire pail
into the gurgling nouth of the prisoner. Not
content, he stepped on his bloated belly and water
flushed out in streans.

*kkkkkkkk*

At the gate of the conpound, D zon was escorted
by the Japanese sol dier after having been served a
sunpt uous neal. He was being | ed out when a group of
suspected Filipino civilians were dragged in, one of
themresisting violently. The nman had been beaten
and was bl eedi ng but he kept on hollering back at
t he Japanese sol di ers.

"God forgive me for what I'll do as soon as |
get out of here. You beasts. My wife and children
are harm ess but you have inprisoned them too." It

was Pedro venting out. Hs wife, Trina, their son,
Mario and their three other children and the baby
were placed in the public nmarket herded together
with the rest of the civilians. Wthout thinking for
his own safety and the consequence fromhis act,
Pedro foll owed them and demanded their rel ease. The
Japanese had to drag himout and drove himto the
garrison for questioning. Now they suspected himto
be a guerrilla. "Let me go!" The sight of a Filipino
appearing friendly with the Japanese drove Pedro
crazy. He struggled and confronted D zon. "Spy!" He
yel l ed and spat on Dizon's face.

The Japanese escort of Dizon struck Pedro on
the head with the butt of his rifle.

Di zon wal ked out of the conpound, seething. As
soon as Di zon was out of the garrison he checked
around to assure hinself that no one had seen him
He hurriedly wal ked away but caught a glinpse of a
figure that quickly disappeared. He was not certain
i f the person was followi ng himbut that made him
suspi cious and alert.
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From where he was he saw trucks filled with
civilians who were herded then dunped into the
public market. He had to get out of there fast. He
could hear the wailing and cries of wonen and
chil dren packed |i ke sardines in the barb-wred
mar ket place with just the cold concrete for floor
and the roof over their heads. But the sight had not
touched Dizon. He just passed by and conti nued
wal ki ng until he reached the outskirt of town. Once
again he noticed the sane figure which seened to be
followi ng him Wen he reached the field outside of
town he caught a full view of the man - it was Rudy,
the ness boy at the guerrilla canp. Now he was sure
he had been foll owed. He was now sure that he wl|l
be in trouble as soon as Rudy reached the canp.

Di zon thought fast and a bright idea dawned on him
He continued to wal k very casually appearing not to
be aware that he was being foll owed. Just |ike
before, he could sense Rudy tailing him And as soon
as he got to the winding narrow trail |eading toward
t he nountains, he quickly turned and drew his pistol
and fired twice at Rudy. Hurriedly he wal ked back to
where Rudy had fallen. The bullets have pierced his
heart. But he was still breathing. Rudy |ooked at
Dizon with a | ook of contenpt.

"Who sent you to follow nme?" D zon questioned
him his right foot on Rudy's belly as he | ooked
down at him

"Damm you traitor!" Rudy coughed and bl ood
flowed fromthe side of his nouth.

Dizon fired another round this tine to his
head. Rufo jerked and stiffened, his eyes still w de
open, still looking at him as if nocking himfor
his treachery and warning himthat he would never
get away with it. D zon kicked himto nake sure he
was dead then hurriedly left for the nountains.

*k*kk k%
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At the Japanese barracks, Sgt. Manoto had | ost
his patience with the very uncooperative Anerican
| ieutenant. Walter had been so weakened by the
torture he was subjected to, that he could no | onger
| ook up fromwhere he was spraw ed on the filthy,
bl oody pool on the cold stony floor. During the
several hours of continuous and grueling
interrogation and torture, Lt. Walter had
steadfastly naintained his silence. But he was so
weak he could no longer lift his head. Sgt. Manoto
found this a good opening for him He grinned
confident that this tinme he will succeed. He had
drai ned the prisoner's resistance. "Just tell nme the
| ocati on and day of |anding of Gen. MacArthur's
forces in Luzon and you're free."

Wal ter | ooked bl ankly at Sgt. Manoto through
his hal f-opened eyes then turned slightly to one
side, his jaws clenched with rage.

"Conme on.. .just the day and the place and you
will live happily ever after.” He nocked him This
time Sgt. Manoto bent down and held the hair of the
American. "Now tal k..."

"You'll never get what you want from ne."
"Fool!" St. Manoto pushed the Lieutenant's head
then stood and ki cked himon the head. "You'll die

noron! " Then he ki cked himagain and again as nore
bl ood canme pouring out of his nouth.

"You'll never win a war through your filthy
barbaric tactic, you sonofabitch.” In spite of his
condition, Walter managed to spit out in gasping yet
unfaltering words his rage inside. "You can't win
this war through your treachery."

Infuriated, Sgt. Manoto humiliated himfurther
by spitting on his face. "You deserve that stubborn
Aneri can!”

“I'n our prisons, we care and protect our
prisoners, nuch nore an officer."” There was a narked
sadness in Walter's dry voice.

"You talk too nuch!" Sgt. Manoto pulled out his
bayonet and raised it before the Anmerican
Li eutenant. "This will shut you up!" He plunged the
bayonet through his body.
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"Stop it! The powerful voice made Sgt. Manoto
freeze in place. But the bayonet's bl ade had al ready
| anded on its mark through Lt. Walter's heart. The
voi ce cane from Col. Hi roshi who had just entered
the cell.

Sgt. Manoto pul |l ed out his bayonet, bl ood
dripping fromits shiny tip. He bowed and
si mul t aneously brought his feet together, the
bayonet by his side. Lt. Walter was now gasping, his
wound spitting out blood. Upon seeing the Col one
through his hal f-cl osed eyes, he opened his nouth
with great effort. He did not beg for his life nor
i nvoke his captor's nercy.

"Col onel, | thought we are fighting a civilized
war. |Is this your idea of war. . .your treatnent of
your POWP Haven't you heard of the CGeneva
Convention? He coughed. "My regret in dying in your
hands is that we Anericans all this tine treated our
prisoners with respect, decency and ki ndness.
It's..." The Lieutenant failed to finish his |ine.

Col. H roshi was dunbfounded for the Anmerican
spoke the truth. "Fetch the doctor." He ordered.

"It's too late.. .for that."” Lt. Walter finally
closed his eyes. At |ast he won over his agony. He
was faithful to his duty. And he did it his way.

Col. Hroshi stood transfixed before the dead
eneny realizing what this one Anerican's death woul d
nmean for him Japan may win this war but in Col.

Hi roshi's conscience, would forever live this one
big m stake - the death of this prisoner of war. He
just now realized that he was not the only
Commandi ng O ficer who shall suffer that guilt for
the m stakes and arrogance of every Sergeant and
Cor poral under their command. He bent to get the
identification tag of the dead Anerican. He stared
at it and hoped to send the tag back to the
Arerican's famly, if he was lucky to survive this
war .

"G ve hima decent burial."” He addressed the
guard. "Follow ne to ny office, Sergeant." The
Col onel wal ked out, his mnd heavy with the great
burden of guilt for the Anerican's death.

*kkkkkkkk*
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Di zon had reached the guerrilla canp, after
taking a quick swmin the creek. Now he could
breat he. Rudy was out of the way. He went straight
to their hut and fell asleep the nonent he hit the
bed. But not for long. He was awaken by the famliar
dull sound of the ness call for supper.

"Rudy!" He sucked in. H's last |ook haunted
him If Rudy nade it back then he was in trouble. He
junped up and | ooked out the door. The ness boy was
there all right but it was not Rudy. It was his
assi stant. Dizon exhal ed. Suddenly he felt the pang
of hunger but he did not want just now to join the
group or partake of the food. It would surely rem nd
hi m of Rudy. He took off his pistol and put it above
his head as he | ay down on the banboo bench. He
stretched his aching nuscles, his two arns crossed
above his head. It had been a nost trying day, from
his frustration at Col. Hroshi's decision ordering
hi m back to the guerrilla canp, to the dagger | ook
of Pedro which seened to penetrate his being and the
nmocking grin of Rudy even in death. That |ast scene
woul d always remain in his mnd, forever fresh and
vivid. Dizon forced hinself to sleep just so he
woul d free hinself fromthe haunting scene and
eventual |y he succeeded for his tired nuscles have
real ly taken a puni shnent.

The nmen were now scattered beneath the trees
feasting on the very scanty food prepared that
eveni ng. Ernesto could not eat. Sonething was
bot heri ng hi m

"Not hungry, Cap?" It was Joe who j oi ned
Ernesto, his coconut shell alnost enpty by now.

Ernesto just shook his head.

"A penny for your thought?"

"I't's our nen, I'mworried about. Those | left
back in town to find out the fate of Lt. Walter."

"You know, Cap, sonething is really fishy
around here."

"What do you nean, Joe?" Ernesto faced Joe
squarely, searching the face of the young Anerican
for an answer.

"Ch, the several incidents which have happened
here recently. The al ertness of the Japanese in town
every-tinme we have our nen there, their seem ng
prepar edness today. Just thinking, you know Well,
must be the presence of soneone.. .maybe a Jap
contact."”
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"Joe...!" Ernesto brightened up. "Wat do you
real ly nean?"

"Well, | saw someone.. .suspicious novenents,
you know. "

"Lt. Dizon?" Ernesto wanted a confirmation of
hi s doubts, too. He knew he could trust Joe. They
had been close friends since they got together.

"There you are. That's the nman. Well, it's not
just the incident |ast night. | had been observing
him He really pokes his nose around. And | don't
nmean just twice or thrice."

"But we can't just point our finger at him"

"W will soon. You'll see." Joe gul ped down the
remai ning thin broth fromthe coconut shell
"Capt. Duran. . .Capt. Duran!"™ The frantic cal

came froma guerrilla carrying on his shoul der the
l'inp body of a man.

"Hey, Cap, l|ook!"™ Joe pointed at the nen around
the new arrival. Ernesto rushed with Joe to the
crowd.

"Why...it's Rudy!" Ernesto gasped as soon as
the body of Rudy was laid on the ground. Ernesto
bent and |istened to his heart but there was no
novenent. "He's dead!" He nmurmured. Three bull et
hol es riddl ed his body. Ernesto was quiet but his
m nd was busy. Now this was sonething concrete. He
was sure Di zon nust have sonmething to do with Rudy's
death for it was he who assigned Rudy to foll ow
D zon that day. If D zon killed Rudy, it must had
been to hide an inportant secret. Ernesto's eyes
were burning with hate as he gazed at their hut.
"Traitor!"™ He nurnured to hinself.

"Any news about Jinmmy?" There was anxiety in
Lt. Mbore's voice as he struggled through the crowd.

It was only then that Ernesto renenbered the
assi gnnment he gave his nen.

"What's the news about Lt. Walter?" Ernesto
addressed the two guerrillas who had brought Rudy
back.

"He was captured by the Japanese, sir, and
brought to the garrison.” Reported one of the
guerrill as.

"Ch no!" Ernesto closed his eyes as if shutting
out the thought of the tortures which the
unfortunate Anmerican nust surely be undergoing. "I'm
sorry, It. Moore. But there's nothing we can do
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now." He sadly shook his head and patted Lt. Mbore
on the shoul der.

"Well," Lt. Moore sighed. "Jinmmy's famly sure
woul d be proud of him" Lt. Modore turned to Joe.
"Let's send a nessage to Headquarters, Joe."

"The brutes! Let ne lay ny hands on those
Japs."” Joe struck his right fist against his open
|l eft palm "Just give ne the chance.”

"Let's go Joe." Lt. Mbore cajoled Joe to go
back to the comrunication hut.

"Prepare a grave for Rudy." Ernesto gave the
order to the guerrillas then wal ked to his hut, his
mnd in a whirl pool of anger and suspi cion.

Fromthe crowd Tonmy energed to do his job. One
nore dog tag for himto collect. He would m ss Rudy,
the one bright sun who coul d make hi m | augh.

Er nesto pushed the door to his hut. He found
Di zon there, very sound asleep. Wth a sharp
piercing | ook he stared down at him trying hard to
control hinself frompouring his wath on him Then
seeing Dizon's pistol lying just above his head, he
pi cked this up and snelled its barrel. The barre
snel l ed of gun powder. It had been fired recently.
Wthout mssing a beat, he pulled out its magazi ne
and found three bullets m ssing. But of course he
coul d have used it earlier that norning during the
cover operation. Ernesto westled with hinself. But
they were supposed to use their rifles. There was no
need really for the use of his pistol unless he ran
out of bullets in his rifle. Just the same it was
hi ghly suspicious - the nunber of mssing bullets
coinciding perfectly with the wounds in Rudy's body.
Ernesto instinctively pointed the pistol at Dizon
and the urge to pull the trigger was very tenpting.
Br eat hi ng deeply, he returned the pistol. The sound
of the pistol striking against the banboo bench woke
up D zon.

Upon seei ng Ernesto | ooking down at him Di zon
rose with a quizzical |ook. He sensed the
seriousness on Ernesto's face but tried to hide his
anxi ety. He conposed hinself and very casually broke
the very unconfortable silence. "I nust have
overslept." He stretched his arns high.

"You were out the whole afternoon, Lt. Dizon.
Where were you?"

"I was out to the creek for a swm After our
operation this norning, I needed to unw nd."
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"And it took you the whole afternoon?" There
was still the suspicious expression on Ernesto's
face.

"I took ny time, sir. O course you don't m nd
your men resting for a while after a harrow ng
experience this norning?" There was skepticismin
Di zon' s voi ce.

"Not if they follow regulation."

"I can't renenber going against any regul ation
here, sir. Unless swmmng is one."

"You fired your pistol?" Ernesto’'s | ook was
sear chi ng.

"Ch that?" Dizon grinned, |ooking very rel axed
but could already feel the heat rapidly building up
in him "I shot a wild pig, sir. | mssed it. Wuld
had been a real good feast for all of us.”

"Three tines?"

"Yes, three tines, sir."

"Next tinme use your bullets only when
necessary." Ernesto neant business and his
frustration could no | onger be hidden fromhis face.
Wthout waiting for an answer from Di zon, he wal ked
out .

"That was a close call.” Dizon w ped the
perspiration dripping fromhis eyebrows.

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER FI FTEEN

The crippling venom of war had i nvaded the
Mura honme. It had robbed it of its priceless and
i rrepl aceable jewel. The days that followed were
dimed with the shadow of the cruel incident that
snatched the life of Lota. The once happy hone was
not hi ng nore than a grave. For the | oss of Lota had
created a void - an enptiness that was there to
stay. It had drowned their once bright and |ively
hone into a bottom ess darkness. No | aughter was
heard fromwhere it once contagi ously rang.

Two days had passed after Lota's body had been
laid inits final resting place on the favorite hil
of their famly. Tinme stood still for M. Mura and
Joy Bell and everyday was that day when the sharp
cruel claw of war snatched away fromtheir mdst the
worman who had been their source of faith and

strengt h.
M. Mura could only weep silently in his
rocking chair as he gazed far toward the hill where

Lota now |l ay. "She | oved people. She |oved her
countrynen yet she had to die fromthe bullet of her
own brother.” He could only sob at such ironic
reality. But as he turned to the other w ndow where
Joy Bell was, he nustered all the remaining life
that was still his for he realized that he still had
a daughter who needed him How he felt for her.

For two days he had not heard her tal k. She
just sat there by the wi ndow, |ooking at the hill -
that hill where she used to gather flowers. For two
days they had not tal ked - they just | ooked at each
other - feeling lost and hel pless - with nothing to
tal k about. Even their m nds had been drained of the
beauti ful thoughts that once flourished in
abundance. They could no | onger think of anything
el se except the loss of Lota. But |like the truly
devoted father that he was, he forced hinself to get
out fromthis strangling grief that choked him
Though it was painful and extrenely difficult for
himto forget the naggi ng nenories, he becane
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acutely aware that his daughter had nobody else to
turn to but him M. Mura tried to take hold of

hi nsel f and decided to be strong. He had to set an
exanpl e for his daughter to have faith by his
acceptance of Lota's death and by being his old self
again - jovial and attentive to their daughter's
every needs. This, however, did not seemto do her
any good for she had inposed upon herself a period
of deep nmourning. She was really too young to
under stand and accept the neani ng of death. Too
young to face the sad reality of parting from her
bel oved nother. She refused to be weaned fromthe
confort she | avi shed her.

M. Mura did the things that Lota did for
their daughter. He cooked her favorite dish, even
conbed her hair - sonething Lota always did.
Gradual |y but passively Joy Bell accepted the
efforts of her father.

One norning M. Mura took Joy Bell for a
stroll to the hill, a thing they used to do together
when Lota was still alive. Mssing her nother so
much, she asked her father to sing for her. He
obliged by singing the lullaby which Lota often sang
for their daughter. Wth his sole desire to console
Joy Bell, he went through the song, although every
line was |i ke knife slicing his heart to pieces.
This was how nuch he | oved and cared for their
daught er.

And that afternoon, they went together to visit
their neighbors but only the Japanese famlies were
left in their honmes. Al the Filipino civilians were
pl aced in the market place together with the
civilians fromthe barrios outside of town and al
its surrounding villages. The Japanese had i nposed
the "zona" or herding of the population in
concentrated | ocation. And worst of all, the
Japanese had enacted the "Juez de cochillo" or
literally, "justice by the knife." Just another term
for martial |aw.

M. Mura was no longer allowed to get the
| eft-over food fromthe garrison kitchen. So today
all they had canme fromtheir garden. They al so
brought two pails of water.

The sight at the market place shocked them It
was overcrowded and the stench was suffocating.

Chil dren, wonen and old folks lay on the cold, danp
filthy cenent, alnbst one on top of the other.
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Packed |i ke sardines. Cries and groans of agony and
pai n from hunger and di sease was all the sound that
could be heard. Beri-beri, malaria, skin ulcers,
lice infestation, diarrhea, dehydration had
afflicted nost of them The condition was

dehunmani zing to say the least. A total travesty.

"Why nust they do this to the civilians,

Daddy?" Joy Bell was so disheartened by the sight.

"This is the ugliness of war, ny child. Reason
and conpassi on have no nore place in man's heart."

"They nust be terribly hungry.”

"They are. Let's see if we will be allowed to
enter.

M. Mura and Joy Bell approached the guards at
the barb-wired gate and explained their desire to
give sone food to the civilians. They found it
difficult to convince the guards, especially those
who have just arrived. They were nuch nore strict
and nore hostile than the ones who had stayed | ong
in the town.

"No you can't go in there." Snapped the guard.

"I"ll just give this food."

"No. We can't allow that. Knives and guns coul d
be conceal ed. And we could have a riot. You don't
want us to shoot themall, do you?" Expl ained the
ot her guard.

"Then see for yourself. But please, give the
food and water to the civilians. They are hungry.
And thirsty."

"I know him?" Another Japanese guard who knew
M. Mura intervened. "Let's exam ne the basket."

And so the slices of boiled cassava were turned
over and over and crushed and nmashed.

"This is okay. W will give these to the
civilians." Assured the guard.

"Thank you. God will be kind to you." M. Mura
was profuse in his gratitude.

The basket and pails of water were taken by the
guards to the civilians in the market structure.

What happened next was sheer pandenonium A sudden
rush of people - like a bursting danmm foll owed. The
young and the ol d screanmed as they got tranpled by
the stronger ones who by now were all fighting for a
slice of boiled cassava. They pushed and shoved

wi t hout regard to anot her human being. The animal in
t hem energed. Shouts, curses, screans, cries filled
the air as the wild struggle for survival went on. A
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dozen soldiers wwth rifles entered the encl osure and
randomy struck anyone in their way. The npb, now
cowered together like tamed wild animals. The sight
from behind the barbwi re was al nost unbearable for
Joy Bell. She turned away to her father, sobbing.

"Daddy, we did not help. W should have not
cone. "

"I know. If only we have enough food for all of
them"™ M. Mura could just shake his head for he
knew t hey could no | onger help. The basket of boiled
cassava had not appeased their hunger. It had only
magni fied their want for food. Wrse, it becane so
di sheartening to see how hunman bei ngs coul d forget
basi ¢ consi derati on and conpassion for the weak and
the sick for a slice of boiled cassava and a drop of
wat er .

The sane guards who brought the basket to the
civilians cane back and returned to M. Mura and
Joy Bell the basket - now conpletely torn. And the
pails flattened. "I'msorry but they had destroyed
your basket."

M. Mura could just finger the unrecogni zabl e
obj ect which was once his basket. How ironic that
t he guards woul d apol ogi ze for a torn basket. But
not for broken bodies and human spirit.

"I't's best if you do not cone back." The guard
advised himin a | ow voice. "The sol diers who have
just arrived are very strict and suspicious. They
may not spare your daughter. Keep her away." The
guard hurriedly turned away before M. Mura could
thank him for his concern.

"What is it, Daddy?" Joy Bell was curious at
t he al nost inaudi bl e conversation between her father
and the guard.

"Let's go quick." He whispered.

"But, why?"

"It is dangerous for you. Cone!"™ M. Mura held
Joy Bell by the el bow and they hurriedly left the
pl ace. He felt uneasy along the way as groups of
Japanese sol di ers marched through the streets. The
M uras avoided the main road and took the side
streets to their hone.

"What woul d becone of them Daddy?" Joy Bel
was in tears as they wal ked.

"I don't know. | don't know anything anynore."

"WIIl they kill the civilians?"

"Only God knows, child.”
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"But what have the civilians done? Renenber
what the Colonel told us and all the civilians when
they canme to town? That the Japanese were here to
free the Filipinos fromthe clutches and dom nation
of the Anmericans? That they will restore freedom and
equal ity anong the peopl e? Renenber, Daddy?"

"Yes, of course |I do. The people believed them
But I had my msgivings then. Now all ny doubts are
confirmed. It's the sanme pattern that every
col oni zer always prom se the natives and the
citizens of every place they control."

"So why are they treating the people with
brutality and inconsideration?"

"I, too would Iike answers to the sane
guestion. They asked the people to cooperate but in
return they haven't shown respect or conpassion or
ki ndness. Yes, they nade many pronises so they could
get the people to submt. At the beginning, fromthe
town where we cane from they even put up a
senbl ance of normalcy by enticing the town mayor and
other town officials to collaborate with themand to
stay in the position they held before the war. Those
who stayed enjoyed many privileges but lost their
lives when they did not accede to the Japanese
agenda. The ot hers who had doubts about the notives
of the Japanese were forced to run to the hills.™

"Is that why we |eft our town?" Joy Bell was
starting to understand why they had to | eave their
friends and their hone.

"That was part of the reason.” Wat he did not
tell her was that being a Japanese, he was no | onger
safe with the Filipino underground group so that
they had to nove fromone place to the next until
they canme to this town with a concentration of many
Japanese civilians.

"But nmany of our neighbors seened happy and
stayed. "

"Not just happy. Excited. The busi nessnen who
junped at the opportunity to enrich thenselves, the
col | aborators as civilians called them who gai ned
special favors. They are the ones who benefit from
this war."

"Why are the Japanese suddenly becom ng nore
mean?"

"Because they're nervous. And scared. They know
that very soon their domnation will cone to an
end. "
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"Then they should be nore kind so that the
people will testify that they are indeed good people
as they prom sed they would be. Now they are killing
peopl e who haven't done anything to them™

"They're doing it as retaliation for the many
surreptitious activities and sabotages, the anbushes
and raids of the guerrillas; of the resistant
novenent. And so for every Japanese killed in those
anbushes, they kill ten civilians."

"That's not fair. The civilians are innocent
here. "

"That's not the way they think. They believe
that the civilians are helping the guerrillas and so
they're teaching the civilians a | esson. Thus
they' re preventing themfrom synpathizing with the
resi stant novenent. And even hate the guerrillas.”

"Then the guerrillas should be nore responsible
in their activities because apparently their effort
is nore damaging to the civilians than their help.
Isn't it kind of useless and futile? How could they
over power the Japanese with only their bol os and
crude arns?"

"You're right but child, what they're doing
gives themreason to live. Fighting to protect their
country, our country fromthe oppressors is the |ast
remai ni ng power they could exercise."

"I wish we could be of help so this war w ||
end soon and peace will be restored once again." Joy
Bell was touched deeply by what she heard. For the
first time her father opened up to her - conpletely.
Now he was treating her as an adult. Not as a child
to be protected. Especially fromthe truth

"We're doing our part in our own way. Everyone
has to do what one believes in. These guerrillas are
trying to do what they can because they' ve been
abandoned and have to fight on their own."

"I can't understand why they were abandoned. |
t hought the Philippines is a compnwealth with the
United States. That's what we |earned in school.

That neans the United States is supposed to be
protectors of this country and to provide them
support until they are ready to be on their own, as
an i ndependent country." Joy Bell renenbered what
she | ear ned.

"You're a good student, Joy Bell. You've
| earned well. Yes, and the Filipinos have proven
that they're worthy to be on their own. They fought
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hand in hand with the Americans. They're stil
fighting."

"But they left them al one. Wy did Gen.

MacArt hur abandon t henf”

"It was not his decision. As a good sol dier he
had to foll ow what he was told to do."

"And who told himto do that?

"The governnent."

"But they're not here to see that they're
needed and the people are willing to fight. Don't
you think the ones who see the actual situation
shoul d have a say?"

"You're so right. And I'm sure Gen. MacArt hur
did all he could to convince them otherw se. He
| oves the Filipino people. He didn't forget this
country and its people who' ve wel comed and treated
himand his famly with | ove and respect. But Gen.
MacArt hur had returned as he promsed. Alittle late
for the many who lost their lives.” M. Mura w shed
Gen. MacArthur had not left, in the first place.
Then Lota would still be alive. He w shed there was
no war at all.

"It"'s really awful, Daddy. It's |like you and
nme. | depend on you to help nme but when the tine
comes when | need you, you wouldn't raise a finger
and instead |l eave ne to fend for nyself. O vice-
versa. Wuldn't that be sad?"

"And | would never do that to you. O vice-
versa. You know that. You don't even have to ask ne
for help. I would know when you need it and I'IIl be
there."

"Ch, Daddy, | know I'msafe with you. I know it
in ny heart that you will support nme in things I
believe in."

"Anything you do I'Il help you to the end. And
that's a prom se to you and to your nother and
father. 1'Il never abandon you and whatever you do."

"Just like Gen. MacArthur who prom sed - "I
shall return. And return he did. Now that Gen.
MacArt hur has returned, do you think that war wll
be over soon?"

"Yes, and with the help of the Filipinos, hand
in hand, they'll recapture this country. That's the
reason for the guerillas. They can help facilitate
the operations by clearing the way for the Anerican
forces in reaching us here in Luzon."
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"They better hurry before all the civilians in
all the canps are killed."

"Let us pray for that."

"Oh'l wll. I"ll pray not just for the
Anericans and the Filipinos but also for the
Japanese that they won't do anything drastic to the
civilians before they're over-powered. | pray that
everyone wil|l exercise kindness. And | pray that
everyone will be able to return back to their
famlies. | really, really hate this war!"

"So with ne. But let's be nore discreet with
what we say." M. Mura whi spered and warned her
upon seeing a group of Japanese sol diers eyeing them
with suspicion. "It's not safe to tal k about the
war . "

"Yes, Daddy."

And they wal ked honme wi t hout sayi ng anything
nore to each other. But M. Mura was in deep
t hought. He was thinking of what the future hol ds
for himand Joy Bell. He had fears as to what fate
awai ts those poor and defenseless civilians. He
could foresee the big fight that had to take pl ace
in this town on account of the great concentration
of Japanese mlitary power. If Gen. MacArthur woul d
land in Luzon, it would not be easy. It would be at
the cost of many |ives. There would be a | ong and

bitter fight and how many lives will be lost, only
God knows. M. Mura felt a chill as he thought of
the probable fate of the whole town and all its
peopl e.

And |ike M. Mura, Joy Bell was thinking, too.
But not much about the battle that would take pl ace,
but nore about how soon she would be able to see
Ernesto again. The sudden | oss of her nother and her
exposure to the sufferings of the civilians have
j ust conpounded her need for soneone to be close to,
soneone |i ke Ernesto. She craved for himand | onged
for his voice.

As they reached their hone, still silent, each
quietly went to a wndow. M. Mura in his rocking
chair and Joy Bell on the bench. She | ooking out to
the hill, picturing Ernesto waiting for her. How she
wi shed Ernesto were there to confort her. And how
she wi shed Gen. MacArthur would soon cone to this
pl ace and |i berate them Then she renenbered her
father's promse. M. Mura wll be there to be with
her to the end.
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CHAPTER SI XTEEN

The hours that passed within three days of
nmour ni ng have created an inexplicable restlessness
in the grief-stricken Joy Bell. Her young and tender
heart was now rekindled with a strange | ongi ng which
seened to consune her . That feeling that energed
after the nunbing shock of her nother's death, was
totally new and unfam liar. Every cell of her being
was charged with sone intense need - sone craving
for sonethi ng unknown.

Fi ndi ng her father engrossed in tending his
garden, Joy Bell carefully sneaked out of the house.
There was a sudden urge for her to visit the grave
of her nother on the hill but instead of telling her
father she decided not to, in this particular visit.
Joy Bell passed by the bushes and the w nding trai
that led to the hill as she avoi ded the guarded
streets where al nbst every intersection has a
checkpoi nt. She was aware of the tense situation in
town for even their closet friends in the garrison
stayed di stant and al oof.

As Joy Bell wal ked t hrough the untrodden path
| eading to the outskirts of the town, her desire to
be at the hill becane al nbst an obsessi on, her steps
progressively faster and her strides bigger. Even
her heart was w ldly beating. She was panting and
catching her breath as she clinbed the hill. The
cross on top nade her freeze for a nonent but
sonet hi ng nystical seened to cast a magnetic force
drawi ng her closer. This nysterious force was far
beyond her power to resist. She continued running,
her whol e body driven by an unknown power to reach
the top of the hill.

Once Joy Bell reached the top, she slunped down
before the cross and before she realized it, she was
uncontrol | ably sobbi ng before her nother's grave.
She felt so guilty and so sorry for not renenbering
to pick sone flowers for her

"OCh Mommy pl ease forgive ne. | can't understand
nyself. Even the flowers skipped ny mnd. Wuat's
happening to ne, Momrmy? |I'm so confused. Pl ease help
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me. help ne." Joy Bell hugged the cross as if it was
aliving thing... as if it was her nother. "I need
you Monmy." She remained in that position as she
grieved.

Somet hi ng warm and | ovi ng engul fed her.

Sonet hing reassuring. In fact she heard her nother's
voi ce. She snelled her. And she kissed her. She was
smling. Together they soared up so high, she nust
have touched heaven.

Ti me passed. Her tears have dried. She opened
her eyes. And she felt rested and at peace. She was
somewhere so beautiful she wanted to stay - forever
Wth her nother. She nust have dozed off. Perhaps
she had a dream And yet she still snelled her
not her .

A light touch on her hair and the distinctly
war m br eat h agai nst her nape startled her and she
| ooked up.

"What does this nean?" A husky voi ce whi spered
in disbelief. "This can't be true."

"Ernesto!" Was all that Joy Bell could utter as
her heart suddenly stirred with excitenent. "Thank
God, you're here." She whispered as she linply clung
to Ernesto who enbraced her so tightly there was
barely space for a shaft of hair between them
"She's dead, Ernesto. Mommy is dead." She began to
sob agai n.

It was a shock to Ernesto. He, too, felt the
great loss and the enptiness left by the untinely
death of their beloved Lota. For the next few
m nutes, they stayed in each other's arnms hoping to
fill the vacuumthat seened to suck every ouch of
life fromtheir being. Ernesto's eyes blurred with
the mst that forned there. H's heart wept for Lota,
the not her he considered his own. And for Joy Bell

They were both drowning, grasping for life.
There was no need for words. And only they could

restore it. When finally Ernesto kissed Joy Bell, he
ki ssed |ife back into her ebbing heart. And his, as
wel | . Rapid beating of hearts. Then sil ence.

"How did your nother die? How did it happen?”
Ernesto wanted to know.

"Everyt hing happened so fast, Ernesto. It was
all so sudden that it's hard to believe that Mnmy
IS gone. She was so happy that norning. Ch it was
horrible."

"But how did she die? How?"
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"It was the bullet froma Filipino guerrilla.”
The words were bitter and Joy Bell's voice even nore
poi gnant when she nentioned who did it.

"Ch no!" Ernesto could only gasp as he once
nore hugged her closing his eyes refusing to see the
scene that materialized before him "My God. She was
an innocent victim" Ernesto could only nunble his
feeling of qguilt.

"Yes, | have no one left except Daddy and you.
| need you Ernesto. | want to be near you - al ways.
Pl ease take me with you." There was a passi onate
urgency in her voice.

"Joy Bell, darling, how!l wi sh I could always
be with you. But | could not do that just now It is
I npossible even if | want it nore than anything
el se.” Ernesto felt like sinking fast in a qui cksand
with no way out.

"But we | ove each other. Wat coul d probably
cone between us?"

"I don't know howto tell you how nuch | need
you. But we can't be together. Not just yet."

"I's it Daddy?" Her eyes were begging for an
answer .

"Did your father tell you?" He | ooked at her
searchingly, although he wi shed she was not aware of
what transpired between M. Mura and him

"He didn't want ne to see you anynore. But |
can't do that, Ernesto. | can't.”

"You shoul d obey your father, Joy Bell."

"You, too, would not like nme to see you?" There
was a sudden flare of disbelief in her eyes.

"It's not just what | want. It's the only right
thing to do at this nonent.”

"Ri ght thing?" She was stunned regardi ng him
with disbelief. "Is it right that we don't see each
ot her now, now that we know how nuch we | ove each
ot her, how much we need each other? How coul d t hat
be right?"

"G rcunstances want it that way. That's why
this will have to be our last neeting.”

"Qur | ast neeting?" She stanmered through the
words, unwilling to believe what she had just heard.
Fear gripped her as she searched for answer from
Ernesto who could only gaze down at her | ooking | ost
and unable to explain further. "W wll not see each
other again, is that it? Answer ne please."” Tears
clung to her eyelids.
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"I wwsh it were not so. | don't want to part
fromyou."

"But why?" There was both exasperation and
grief in her voice.

"Because | have ny solem duty to perform™" He
wi shed he did not have to do this but he had to.

"What do you exactly nean by duty?”

"I aman officer of the USAFFE and i nvol ved
with the resistant novenent - with the guerrillas!"
Ernesto's face was dead serious. Waiting for Joy
Bell's reaction was |like waiting for a death
sentence to be handed down.

Joy Bell could only open her nouth not know ng
whether to cry, to scream to talk or just die.
Ernesto coul d see the quiver of her lips and the
tightening of her jaw. The color left her face. And
then returned this tinme nore red - intensely red.
Very slowy she rel eased herself from Ernesto and
st epped back, her eyes, now strained with tears,
fixed on him Ernesto watched Joy Bell but he did
not make a nove to stop her.

"Whay did you lie to nme?" Joy Bell asked as she
kept backing off, her eyes now blazing wth fury.

"I wanted to tell you but I was afraid.”
Ernesto stepped forward and tried to hold her but
she noved away further from him

"Because you were not sure if you could trust
me? O you wanted to be sure first that | would
trust you conpletely and give ny heart to you. You
m ght have successfully fooled ne before and ny
Daddy and Monmy as well, but you have only succeeded
In destroying ny trust in you." She was now sobbi ng.
"How coul d you ever nake ne believe in you agai n?"

"Pl ease, Joy Bell, let ne explain." He reached
for her but she brushed hi m away.

"Don't touch me. First you |ied and now you
want ne to listen to what you want to say." There
was sarcasmin her voice.

"I know." He nodded in resignation. "But I

didn't foresee this would happen. | never realized
that nmy being a guerrilla would nmake a | ot of
difference. | didn't know that you would take it

against ne. Qur intention is to help our people.”

"Your guerrilla killed ny nother. \Wat good is
your help to nme and to ny father? What has ny nother
done that she should die in the hands of her own
peopl e?"
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"I know how you feel. It is not only you who
suffer the pain of her |oss. But you know and God
knows that that guerrilla never intended his bull et
for your nother."

"That's a lie. He saw ny nother. He should have
not fired."

"I really don't know what happened. But | am
sure that guerrilla didn't intend to kill her."

"Al'l right defend your fellow guerrilla. You
can say anything. But what good is that to ne? It
doesn't help anynore. | don't want to hear anything
about the guerrillas anynore." She was too filled
with bitterness to listen to reason.

"I respect your opinion. | don't blane you if
you hate nme. Now that |'ve told you everything |I'm
relieved of the burden which I had been carrying al
this tinme. At last |I've done what you expect of ne -
tell the truth.” He was finally resigned.

"Now | know why Daddy didn't want ne to see
you. He was right. | shouldn't be involved with a
guerrilla like you. He knew what it would bring us."
She was beyond anger. Her face was beyond fl ushed.

"Yes, Joy Bell. Your father was right. | should
not see you anynore for it would only endanger your
life and I wouldn't like that. Before | |eave | want

you to know that | tried to talk to your father into
hel ping the guerrillas. He refused to and he was
right. He loved you so nmuch to get involved with our
novenent . "

"I don't want to hear about it anynore. You may
| eave now. And don't ever see ne anynore, Ernesto.
My only regret is that | have allowed nyself to fal
in love with sonmeone |ike you." There was so nuch
bitterness.

"I have loved you truly and | have no regrets.
| still Iove you. Not death or this war could stop
me fromloving you. My only consolation in all of
this is having this |last chance to see you one nore
time before I go on this mssion of entering the
Japanese garrison." Ernesto | ooked at her with a
lingering and tearful | ook then turned away to
| eave.

"You nustn't enter the garrison! You nust be
crazy to do that."

The frantic voice of Joy Bell was |ike thunder
that cracked through the dark clouds. O was it a
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gust of breeze across his face?. Ernesto stopped and
i ncredul ously turned.
"It's extrenely dangerous."

“I"l'l have to take the chance. | only |ose ny
life if I fail, but if | succeed | would save
t housands of other lives. It's still worth the try."

Ernesto briskly wal ked away | eavi ng her behi nd.

Joy Bell was in a state of shock and confusion at
what she heard. Ernesto was ready to die to be able
to save thousands of lives. The realizati on woke up
the reasonable part of her. As if awakened from a
ni ght mare, she ran after himand bl ocked his path.

"No, | won't let you go. It is nmadness."

Ernesto stopped in his track and faced Joy Bel
with conviction. "It is ny duty and I wll do it! It
is expected of a guerrilla officer. To fight as |ong
as the eneny treads this land. | trust you

conpletely that I had to tell you what | am about to
do. Does that not say something to you? | am putting
ny life in your hand. But | trust you that you would
never let this reach the Japanese." He paused and
sadly continued "Now | can go with a lighter heart
for you have shown ne that you still care. That's
all 1 need to know. Thank you, my love. | repeat, |
never regretted loving you." He turned to | eave.

"No, Ernesto. Please listen to ne. You nust not
doit. It wll be suicide.”

"I don't fear death now - for w thout you ny
heart is dead, anyway."

"No Ernesto, that is not true. | |ove you.
| ove you very nmuch." Joy Bell hugged himand cried.

"Thank you!" He was breathless and was bursting
with joy. He felt her love breathe life back into
his fading heart. He lifted her chin and crushed his
lips to hers enfolding her in his arns. They both
let go of all that was surging inside of them The
passion in that all-consum ng kiss drowned themwth
the magi ¢ and the wonders of their | ove.
Hesitatingly she rel eased herself and | ooked up at
hi m

“I will help you, darling.” It was al nost a
whi sper but to Ernesto it was a glorious
announcenent. Like all the angels in heaven with
their trunpets heral di ng dawn.

"You nean...?" He could hardly believe what he
hear d.

"Yes. | want to help you."
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"No, there is nothing you can do to help ne
except to pray."”

"I could enter the garrison, for you. |I have a
much better chance. The Japanese know ne."
"Not all of them Not the new arrivals. | won't

allow you to put yourself at risk again."

“"If you love ne as you said you do, you won' t
begrudge ne this privilege of doing ny part.

"No. I'll never forglve nyself if anything
shoul d happen to you.

"Not hing will happen to nme. |'ve nore chances
of succeeding than you. | could enter the garrison
wi t hout bei ng suspected of anything. Please |let ne
do this for you."

"If you feel you nust go, just renenber, you
will be doing this not just for ne. It is for a nuch
greater cause, for our country and for our people. |
know how you feel about the guerrillas and | don't
want you to do anything against your will - even if
it is for ne."

"I"'msorry if I said all those things. | felt
so lost and confused and bitter. | didn't know who
to blame for Momy's death. Now everything is clear
to me. This war, this killing, all the sufferings
and the starvation will not end as |long as the
enem es are here. | have seen what war has brought
to our people, to innocent children, to wonen.
Maybe, |"'m not as strong as you are, or as
courageous as the guerrillas but I want to do ny
part to help put an end to this war." Joy Bell was
determ ned and spoke with conviction.

"I"mvery proud to know your true feelings

about this war but | need you. | don't want to | ose
you. "
"Il take care, | assure you. I'll be much
safer than you."
"But that Sergeant, | don't like the way he

| ooked at you."

"Ch you shouldn't let that bother you. | can
take care of nyself. Please, darling, let ne do
this."

"Are you very sure about this?"

"I amvery sure. Trust ne. | can do this."

"All right then if this is what you want."

"Thank you, thank you for giving nme this
chance. For trusting ne. Tell nme what you want ne to
do. "
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"Now listen. It is a very difficult m ssion.
Just tell me if you can't do it. You need not go
ahead with it."

"Just tell me. I'"'msure | can do it."

And so Ernesto explained to Joy Bell with the
hel p of a sketch in a small piece of paper, the
nature of their operation and the need for
pi npoi nti ng the exact |ocation of the guard det ai
in the garrison at exactly eleven thirty in the
evening. He also briefed her on the tine she had to
| eave her house, the tinme all owance she shoul d give
her trip to the garrison and the other m nute but
i nportant details.

"Just indicate on this sketch the position of
the guards and the sentries to the place. Believe
nme, you are taking a great risk."

"I can do it. But I will need a tine piece."

"Here, take this." Ernesto offered her a pocket
wat ch. "This is synchronized with our tinme at the
canp. "

"Thank you." Joy Bell took the watch and the
smal | sheet of paper with the sketch and tucked
these in her pocket.

"When woul d you be ready?" Ernesto was anxi ous.

"Whenever you need the information."

"Toni ght ?"

"Yes, tonight."

"Are you sure you could do it?" Ernesto wanted
to reassure hinself.

"Yes, darling. | can. Definitely |I can."

"Then | shall see you here on this hil
tonorrow at noon."

"I will be here with the sketch and the
I nformation."

"You're really sure?" He could not restrain
hi nsel f fromworrying but she stopped him

"You will have what you need."

"How could | ever thank you?"

"Love nme, Ernesto. That's all | want of you."
She | ooked at hi m pouring out everything she felt
for him

Ernesto gathered her in his arns and once
again, their enotions surged through every fiber of
their body, passionately pressing her against him
not wanting anything to cone between them She clung
tightly and felt himburning, her hands entw ned
around his neck, her lips hungrily receiving his.
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They could not |let go of each other for every tine
they parted, their eyes would irresistibly draw t hem
into each others arnms, expressing all the pent-up
longing in their hearts. They were in their own
wor | d.

That worl d was suddenly intruded and shattered
by a gunshot. Together they | ooked toward the
direction of the sound, still not parting from each
other. Fromthe field, they saw a group of Japanese
soldiers comng toward the direction of the hill. A
second shot followed. In a split of a second,
Ernesto tightly enconched Joy Bell in his arns and
tunbl ed down the side of the hill. Wth their bodies
securely | ocked together, they kept rolling and
finally stopped in the crevice at the bottom of the
hill. Ernesto covered her with his body. They were
bot h panting as they | ooked at each other in total
silence except for the rapid beating of their
hearts. Her shaki ng body was wel | - pi nned down
agai nst the earth. They kept very quiet as they
awai ted the arrival of the Japanese, which seened
like eternity. Very carefully, Ernesto turned his
head to | ook up at the hill and his eyes w dened as
he saw the fam liar features of that young Japanese
who was with Joy Bell one afternoon - the young
Japanese with the ukulele.

"Mtsi!" Joy Bell whispered his nane.

They could clearly see Mtsi placing flowers on
the grave of Lota. Ernesto and Joy Bell watched with
respect and admration as Mtsi |ooked down at the
grave, his face sad. His eyes closed as if in silent
prayer. But their short nonent of silence was
di srupted by the frantic and angry voi ces of the
Japanese sol di ers.

"Where is guerrilla?" Demanded one Japanese who
| ooked up at Mtsi from halfway the other side of
the hill. "W were inforned a guerrilla is here. W
saw soneone here. Were is he?"

Mtsi | ooked confused at the interrogation of
t he Japanese. He had not seen anyone, not even this
group of Japanese soldiers. For he passed the sane
path that Joy Bell used. He had dropped by at M.
Mura's place and was told that Joy Bell m ght be at
her nother's grave. But he saw no one there. Then he
| ooked around and caught sight of Ernesto and Joy
Bel|. The di stance was quite far but they could see
one anot her very clearly.



175

The | ook of fear on the faces of Joy Bell and
Ernesto and the shock and disbelief on Mtsi were
clearly and vividly nmarked as they exchanged | ooks
for a brief nonent.

"Where is he?" Again the Japanese sol dier
demanded for an answer. "Did you see the guerrilla?"

Cold sweats instantly bathed Mtsi while his
mnd turned into a whirl of confusion and great
turnmoil. He loved Joy Bell but another man was with
her. Mtsi's eyes narrowed, his brows knitted.

"You saw guerrilla, where is he?" The question
was nore inpatient now and Ernesto and Joy Bell were
petrified as they waited for Mtsi to point at them

"There is no one here except nyself. "He calnmy
replied but feeling greatly anxious that the
Japanese soldiers would clinb up to where he stood.
They woul d surely see Joy Bell and Ernesto, still in
each others enbrace, as they lay down at the foot of
the hill. It was only then that Joy Bell and Ernesto
rel axed their hold of each other, but just the sane
the fear lingered for the Japanese could still 1ook
around and find them

Joy Bell and Ernesto could see the tension in
Mtsi as he stood i mobile not know ng whet her he
succeeded in convincing the soldiers for they
conti nued to check around perhaps not fully
convinced. Mtsi could hardly breath watching the
sol diers brushing aside bushes with their guns. They
were just a few feet away fromthe crevice when
Mtsi stopped them

"I repeat, no one is here." Mtsi tried to
sound irked.

The Corporal |ooked up at Mtsi first with
di sbel i ef then nodded.

"I't nmust be you who the informer saw." He
bowed and Mtsi did the sane.

"Let's go!" Ordered the Corporal and the
soldiers followed himback to the field leading to
t he town.

Once nore Mtsi threw a gl ance at where Joy
Bell| and Ernesto were and found themstill there in
the sane position the first tine he saw them Sweats
now dri pped down Mtsi's face and drenched his whol e
body. He turned his face, his lips quivering from
the enotional stormhe tried to repress. The sight
he had just seen struck himlike a poisonous dart,
| eaving its venom deep down into his heart,
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strangling every vein that had given himlife
however briefly. Monentarily he felt faint and his
breathing faltered. Whether to cry or to screamfrom
the gripping pain was no | onger a choice. |Inside he
was al ready screanming. H s |lungs raged and screaned
but no sound canme. He could not nove from where he
stood, feeling lost and confused not nmuch fromthe
incident with the soldiers but nore fromthe torrent
of enotion choking the life fromhim He had | oved
Joy Bell with all his heart, his first love. A |love
that remai ned unspoken. To himit was al nost a
sacred vow. Sonething he kept carefully inside unti
the tinme was right for them He had woven such a
beauti ful dream for them which he had secretly
nurtured in his heart. A dreamto be uncovered when
the war was over and he coul d have the courage to
ask M. Mura for the hand of his daughter. That
beauti ful richly-woven dream had been so suddenly
torn into unnmendabl e shreds. The broken pi eces of
his life.

The fog in Mtsi's eyes had now forned into
droplets, too heavy to be kept within the rimof his
eyes. Like a child who has just lost his favorite
pet, Mtsi sobbed silently, as he wal ked with heavy
steps down the hill... repressing the strong urge to
turn and throw a | ast glance at the lovely girl of
his dream The | ove he cradled so gently was
slipping fromhis grasp. Snipped so prematurely...so
unfairly...so nercilessly before it had a chance to
bl oom Those precious nonents with Joy Bell which
had been his hope.. .his light.. .his life... were
slowy fading away with every step he took. Now
gone. Lost to him Never to be recovered.

Tears have forned, too in Joy Bell's eyes as
she saw M tsi disappear. Her heart grieved for such
a dear and loyal friend. She had a feeling that it
woul d be her |ast sight of the gentle, ever-

t houghtful and faithful Mtsi. Her heart was
boundl ess with gratitude for what he just did - for
saving her life and that of Ernesto's.

"Ch Ernesto!" Joy Bell tightened her hold
around Ernesto burying her cheeks agai nst his chest.

"He's such a good man." Ernesto whispered. It
was a sinple line yet filled with unsaid admration
for a brave and decent young man. Ernesto knew it
took nore than courage and strength of character and
lots of love to do such an admrable act. He sal uted
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Mtsi for what he just did not just for Joy Bell for
he | oved her but for him- an eneny and his rival
for the girl they both | oved.

"We can't neet here anynore tonorrow. |'ll wait
for you instead by the twin rocks by the creek."
Ernest o was suddenly very concerned.

“I"l'l be there. Wth the information you need.

Oh | need you Ernesto. | need you nore than ever.
Pl ease don't |leave ne. | |love you." Her pleas ended
as sobs.

Joy Bell was now soaked with the scanty water
that ran fromthe nearby spring to the ditch and the
col d sensation of her wet body only enhanced her
want for the warmth of Ernesto. She clung tightly to
him She could only close her eyes as Ernesto
hungrily set his burning lips to her waiting and
eager lips. They kissed with all the fire and
passion of two nortals clinging to life only through
the kiss that sealed themfor eternity. They were
determined to hold on to all the beauty of their
di scovered |l ove, kissing as if it was the only act
that could give peace to their angui shed souls and
appease their unquenchabl e need. That overpowering
need for each other drowned theminto the swft
ecstatic fulfillnment of their dreans!

They have reached their heavens and touched the
face of God!

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

At exactly ten thirty that evening, Joy Bel
got up. She had not slept a wi nk. For several hours
her m nd had been occupi ed by nothing el se except by
what she was about to undertake. She had religiously
wat ched t he hands of the pocket watch which now
indicated that it was tinme for her to start from
t heir house.

She donned a sem -bal | oon faded bl ack skirt
with a secret side pocket where she had tucked in a
short pencil and the small sheet of paper with the
sketch. For the top, she wore a dark green cotton
bl ouse. Her outfit was appropriate for the nature of
her m ssion, as Ernesto had earlier advised her. She
al so wrapped her black scarf around her head
covering her blonde hair from sparkling against the
light. Ernesto had al so rem nded her about this.

Slowy and very carefully she tip-toed out of
her room and |istened. Everything was quiet. She
stopped by her father's room and the inpul se to open
Its door and rush to her father was al nost over-
powering but she stopped and resolved to take a grip
of herself. Aware that her father was a |ight-
sl eeper |ike her, she was extra careful as she
proceeded to the kitchen, opened the back door very
quietly, stepped down the stairs and wal ked through
the tall banana plants under the bl anket of the
pitch-dark sky.

Now safely out of the vicinity of their house,
it took her just a few mnutes to reach the first
sentry at the street intersection. Before passing
t he checkpoi nt, she paused to steady her nerves.

"Hal t!" Shouted the guard as he strained his
bayoneted rifle toward Joy Bell

Joy Bell felt her stomach tightened into a knot
and her throat choked. "Friend!" She stammered as
she bowed.

The Japanese pointed his flashlight through the
dar kness between them and as he saw Joy Bell, a
smle flashed on his face. He lowered his rifle,
st epped forward and sized her up fromface to foot
and back. It then dawned on Joy Bell that the guard
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di d not recognize her. For if the guard was one of
t hose who knew her she woul d not have any problem
They had gotten used to her and Lota coming to the
garrison especially in the evenings to check on M.
M ura when he was called to do carpentry and mason
repair work. And because of that access, she was
acquainted with the area. She felt a sudden dryness
of her throat and nouth. Nervously she groped for
sonmet hing to say.

"I just want to check on ny father who's doing
some masonry works in the church basenent.”

The Japanese ran his eyes once nore all over
Joy Bell's body, relishing her. H's sml|e w dened
into a grin. He held Joy Bell by the shoul ders which
made her freeze but his grip tightened and his
lustful stare becane intense and sinister. She was
paral yzed but she tried to think fast.

"Col. H roshi had always allowed ne to cone
when ny father was working here."” She threw the |ine
with authority. Her trick worked for the grip
| oosened and the eyes w thdrew.

The guard junped to attention and | ooked
strai ght ahead. Joy Bell wal ked briskly away and
cl osed her eyes in relief. But as soon as the
dar kness swal | owed her fromthe guard's sight, she
doubl ed her speed, alnobst running and barely
catching her breath. She was now in the area of the
garrison, after she had traversed the w de grounds.

Faci ng not just one but several nore guards,
who may not know her, made her shake. She knew she
could not just give the nane of the Col onel again
for any of the guards could check this although she
was al nost sure that no sol dier woul d dare wake up
the Colonel at this tinme of the night for the
presence of a girl who seened to know her way
ar ound.

How coul d she give the sane alibi she had
earlier prepared if those assigned that eveni ng were
not the ones who knew her. She had to think of a
nore convi nci ng reason - and fast.

As she neared the gate of the garrison, her
m nd turned nunb on her fromfear. And before she
could think, the two guards at the sandbags j ust
out si de of the big gates of the garrison barked
almost lifting her whole body fromthe ground.

"Stop!" The sound paral yzed her for a brief
nonment and she followed the order |ike a nmechani cal
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doll, her feet firmy planted on the ground. The two
guards wal ked to her with rifles nenacingly pointed
at her. "Guerrilla?"

"No! Friend!"™ Joy Bell forced the words out of
her cl anped throat.

"Friend!" Repeated the short guard with a
naughty grin as he wi nked at his conpani on.

"Friend, she said!'"™ Chuckled the taller one as
he now put his arm around Joy Bell's waist. The
touch was like ice which chilled her entire body.

She stiffened but her teeth chattered. The
ot her guard ran his fingers up her face, pushing
down her bandanna and caressing her neck. She held
up her head, her neck tense. She was now trenbling
and her knees were knocking each other. "Please
| eave nme al one.™ She managed to pl ead pushing her
head away as far as she coul d.

"No, you are beautiful lady." Echoed the two
guards who were feasting their eyes on the shapely
figure of Joy Bell. "Night very cold. W need you."
They dragged her asi de.

"No!" Joy Bell struggled, her word choked but
she was nonet hel ess heard by the other guard behind
the gate. The guard inside the garrison stepped out
and checked.

"Stop." He warned the guard in Japanese. "If
Sgt. Manoto catches you, you are in for trouble.”

"He won't mnd. He likes beautiful |adies,
too." Answered back the short guard who has started
sniffing the nape of Joy Bell

Joy Bell suddenly strai ghtened and conposed
hersel f. "You would not want Sgt. Manoto to wait for
me this long. You have del ayed ne already."” The
words were |ike hot bullets that hit the two guards
who ran back to their posts alnbst as one. "This
will reach the Sergeant." Joy Bell had gat hered
enough courage to threaten them and w t hout waiting
for anyone to answer, she nmarched briskly past the
gate and past the other guards who were by the
guar dhouse gate inside the conpound. They foll owed
Joy Bell with their leery | ooks and wi nked at one
anot her.

The two guards who were by now back at the
sandbags outside the gate just shook their heads in
frustration.

"So she's Sgt. Manoto's girl. She's so pretty
and so young." Remarked the short one.
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"He prefers themfresh and young." Added the
tall er guard.

"Next time be careful .’
at the guardhouse.

Joy Bell had now crossed the barracks which
l'ined the vast ground. She had taken the narrow dark
all ey between the rows of barracks and the thick
wal | . Her way around was long and difficult but she
took good care not to hit anything that could
produce any noise. Only the wall of the barracks
st ood between her and the hundreds of sl eeping
Japanese sol diers. She could hear their sonorous
snores in varied pitch and tenpo. She reached the
rear portion of the ground.

Looki ng at the pocket watch she held in her
pal m she found that she had used up about twenty
m nutes of her time. She had only thirty m nutes
| eft before the sound was supposed to be heard at
the end of the tunnel. She was to know where exactly
that sound was coming fromat that precise nonent.

At eleven thirty. She stopped and |listened for any
noi se. Faint but heart-tugging groans cane fromthe
barracks a few yards from her

St andi ng behind the barracks, she peeped
t hrough a gap and was shocked at the pitiful sight.
Skel eton-11 ke and m serabl e-1 ooki ng Ameri can
prisoners lay on the cold earthen floor of the
barracks with nothing but tattered clothing and nany
wi th none at all

As brief as that exposure was to Joy Bell, she
found the scene nost painful. The cruel treatnent of
her fellow Anmericans ripped her heart. Wat she did
not see was their shivering not just fromthe cold
but frommalaria. The disease that had inflicted
nost of them Their feet chained which dug deep into
their neager flesh. Their |ong enaciated figures
arched as they lay side by side packed as if
prepared for burial. How Joy Bell wanted to free the
pri soner but she realized that it was totally futile
for even if she succeeded in opening the door and
rel easing the prisoners, still they would not have
the strength to fight their way out. They woul d not
be able to stand on their own. She could only pray
in silence for all of them Her famly were not
aware of the presence of these prisoners. Even her
fat her who was summoned occasionally to do sone work
for the Japanese had not known of the prisoners. The

Warned the stocky one
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Japanese were able to keep their presence a secret.
They just | angui shed there with no one outside of
the garrison aware of their existence.

Just then, the sound of the heavy rhythmc
treadi ng of heavy boots nmade Joy Bell instinctively
dunk down. She | ooked toward the direction of the
sound and her eyes bul ged as she saw a formati on of
soldiers, thirty six of them marching briskly toward
the gun enpl acenents besi de the barracks where she
was.

It was the detail of guards who were replacing
those on duty and who have started fromthe nain
gate at exactly eleven o' clock. They have already
repl aced half of the guards around the canmp and
after rounding up the other half of the garrison,
they woul d proceed into the church at exactly el even
twenty, as Ernesto had briefed her.

The first inmpulse of Joy Bell was to cross the
wi de di stance fromwhere she was to the church in
order to get into the church ahead of the guard
repl acenents. In a crouching position, she ran
across the open area, but an outburst of boisterous
| aught er nade her dive on her belly, held her breath
and listened. Luckily she fell under the shadow cast
by the rows of barracks a few yards away. She
determ ned the | aughter to have cone from one of the
barracks of Japanese soldiers at the other side of
t he conpound. Again Joy Bell propped up and ran
toward the rear of the church

Upon reaching the church, Joy Bell stopped to
catch her breath and recalled the instruction of
Ernesto. She had to enter the church through the
rear entrance for the direction of the tunne
indicated that it ended sonmewhere in that vicinity.

She stealthily clinbed the church stairway with
her back against the wall. Stopping at the top of
the five-rung stairway, she turned to listen for any
guard behind the cl osed door. Everything was quiet.
So she pushed the door open - very softly yet its
creaki ng sound sent jitters to her nerves but she
kept herself steady, got in and cl osed the door
behi nd her.

Now she found herself by the altar with a |ight
emtting frombehind it. Again she |listened but
not hi ng seened to nove. She | ooked to her right.
There was the baptisnmal font and a side altar - a
door beside it. She concluded it nmust open to the
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basenment where the tunnel may probably | ead. Sensing
no one, she very carefully noved toward the door,

her eyes alert as she scanned the surroundi ngs that
was famliar to her during those visits to her

f at her.

Agai n she stopped and |istened but there was
only silence. Wth |inbs shaking, she stepped down
the lighted stairway. She kept praying as she
descended each rung not know ng what awaited her.
After what seened an endl ess choking ordeal, she
finally | anded on the concrete floor - with the
hal | way al ong one side where old church statues of
Sai nts were stored.

Fear suddenly gripped her for at the end of the
hal | way, stood two guards before a cl osed huge
doubl e-door. She lost no tine. Swiftly she hid
behi nd the statues. Fromthere she advanced by
wal king in a stooping position between the statues
until she reached a point where she could clearly
see the guards. It was only then that she was able
to relax as she stared in awe of the enormty of the
doubl e- door.

Once nore she went over her mssion. It was to
deternmi ne the exact area where the guards were at
exactly eleven thirty and to indicate on the sketch
what coul d be found in and around the area. She was
di stracted by the rhythm c stonping of boots above
her. Suddenly she felt her heart rise to her throat.
Instantly she | ooked at her watch. It was just a
mnute and a half before eleven thirty. Her heart
pounded wi I dly as the sound got | ouder and nearer
and nearer. Then her heart stopped. Thirty six
sol diers canme nmarching along the hallway toward the
two guards stationed in front of the huge doubl e-
door. She could hardly keep herself steady but she
kept praying.

Now t he two guards pushed the heavy doors to
the sides, creating the dragging sound as the wheels
rolled on the rail. She estinmated the doors to be
about ten feet w de each panel and eight or so feet
hi gh and nade of netal and steel. The draggi ng sound
was what Ernesto had described to her. Her eyes grew
big at the unbelievabl e sight.

The doors opened exposing the brightly-lit huge
room Joy Bell's eyes grew big at the unbelievable
sight that |ay naked before her. An eerie sensation
crept to her linbs as she discovered the roomto be
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a cataconb with all its three walls covered with

t onbst ones one on top of the other. But it was the
manmot h pile of arns and crates of amrunition at the
center of the room which caught her attention. For
there were racks and racks of powerful guns. It was
the garrison arnory!

Soon the guards - all thirty six of them
mar ched into the roomand around the well -arranged
arnmory as in a cursory inspection. The stonping
sound was on. Instantly Joy Bell |ooked down at her
watch - it was exactly eleven thirty. She had
acconpl i shed her m ssion. For she had pinpointed
what was at the end of the tunnel. The cataconb that
was now t he arnory!

The sol di ers marched out and the huge doors
were pulled close on their rollers. Again the
draggi ng sound. And the stonping boots as the guard
detail, all thirty six of them marched out the
arnmory, up the stairs and to the church. They have
left the two replacenent guards behi nd.

Wthout wasting any tine, Joy Bell hurriedly
but very carefully indicated on the sketch every
information that Ernesto needed. She did not mss to
i nclude the location of the stockade where the
Anmeri can prisoners | angui shed.

Joy Bell finally felt relieved and tri unphant
as she hurriedly folded the sketch. She was about to
put it inside her side pocket but she deci ded
against it. The fear of what m ght happen to her
bet ween now and her exit fromthe garrison suddenly
dawned on her. But whatever woul d happen, the sketch
had to be protected and kept safe. It had to reach
Ernesto. At all cost.

She now felt the panic as she thought of a
place to keep it. And as she pressed her hands
agai nst her breast, a habit with her whenever she
was nervous, her hand brushed agai nst her | ocket.
Wth unsteady fingers she opened the | ocket and
nervously tucked in the sketch which she had fol ded
several tines to fit it in.

Carefully she crawl ed between the statues
farther and farther away fromthe two guards until
she was al nost near the foot of the stairway.

Agai n she stopped and waited. C osely watching
the two guards until they settled down and started
to fight the boredom by tal king to each other and
with one swift nove, Joy Bell sneaked up the
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stairway |like a gazelle, swift and snooth, out of
the baptismal font and finally out of the church.

Now she had only the w de expanse of dril
ground to cross and the dark alley between the back
of the barracks and the high wall of the canp and
she woul d be out of there - m ssion acconpli shed.

At last, Joy Bell had reached the rear of the
barracks but as she stopped, closing her eyes to
catch her breath, a firmhand suddenly covered her
nmout h. She tried to struggle but she could hardly
nove and no sound escaped her throat. It was too
dark to see the face of the man. She was briskly
dragged into a room and the door slamred behind her.
The dimlight fromthe electric bulb above her head
hel ped her see the roomclearly and as she heard the
door lock clicked she turned. It was Sgt. Manoto
grinning as he | eered down at her.

Joy Bell stepped backward but Sgt. Manoto
advanced, hungrily devouring her with his bul gi ng
bl oodshot eyes.

"So you are the girl." Sgt. Manoto hel d Joy
Bell by the hair pulling this back to give hima
full view of Joy Bell's pale face.

"Pl ease, please, let nme go." Her broken voice
was al nost i naudi bl e.

Sgt. Manoto just grinned as he lusted at the
petrified girl. She could no | onger control the
shaki ng of her whol e body.

"You |ike nme?"

"Yes, yes, | like you.
l et me go now. "

"You cane to see ne. The guards told ne." He
chuckl ed flattered that a beautiful young girl
desired him H's eyes scanned her then pulled her
face closer to his. Joy Bell could snell the strong
| i quor as he breathed heavily. Only then did Joy
Bell renmenber the alibi she gave the guards at the
gate. She shuddered at the inplication. "You know
beautiful girls can't resist ne." He proudly
announced then greedily grabbed Joy Bell but she
instantly turned her head away thus frustrating
Manot o' s nove. This drove himcrazy. Like a beast
circling its prey, Manoto tried every sly nove he
coul d maneuver but Joy Bell was fast in evading his
clutches. In spite of the uncontroll abl e shaking of
her entire body she tried so hard to wi thhold her
breath for fear that even the slightest heaving

She stamered. "Pl ease
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woul d cl ose the gap she forced between them She
dreaded his touch and everything associated with
him But everything happened so fast that before she
could act Manoto's entire body | anded agai nst hers
i ke magnet to steel. Her frantic effort proved
futile for Manoto's frenzied grasp prevented her
fromnoving an inch as he feasted Iike vulture
digging into the flesh of its prey.

Finding a brief nonent of opportunity, Joy Bel
swiftly raised her knee with all her strength
sending Manoto reeling in pain. She was nonmentarily
stunned as she stood staring down at the Japanese
Sergeant coil ed before her. Like a caged aninmal, she
spun frantically searching for an escape. Hopel essly
cornered, once again she had to ward off the
i npendi ng onsl aught. For Manoto had recovered, his
eyes inflamed with maddening fury. Joy Bell's heart
raced to her throat as she desperately braced to
t hwart Manoto, now advanci ng with outstretched arnmns,
his fingers twisting and ready to claw on her. The
nmenaci ng figure | ooned before her as she kept
backi ng away.

"Bitch!" He spat the word with a deafening slap
on her face. Bl ood oozed from her nouth and her
cheek burned. "Playing hard to get, eh?" Once nore
Manot o | anded a heavy hand agai nst her other cheek
and overcane wi th nadness, he used his brass
knuckl es on her until she fell down - half
consci ous.

She tried hard to hold back the tears beneath
her Iids, resolved that however nerve-wacking this
encounter with an ogre, it should not unhinge her.

"I could take you to the stockade and torture
you as a spy." He sneered as he towered above her
prostrate body. "But that would be a waste."” Manoto
grinned lustfully, peering through half-closed |ids,
eyes fired up |i ke an enraged dragon.

Joy Bell tried to extricate herself but was
hel pl essly pinned down agai nst the floor. Wth
i ghtni ng speed, Manoto tore away her bl ouse and the
| ocket dangl ed before himbut Manoto had eyes only
for this elusive trophy. His arns fell heavily Iike
bl azing iron, his breath |like scorching wind on her
skin. Joy Bell's last consciousness blurred into a
whi rl pool of blazing eyes, grasping hands, sharp
fangs, black wall as she felt herself falling..
faster...fastest into deliriumof panic. Her cries
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wer e drowned out by the heavy rain which had all too
suddenly poured down |i ke uncontrollable tears from
an angui shed weepi ng sky.

*kkkk*

The chilly early norning wind awakened the
rai n-soaked Joy Bell. She opened her eyes still in a
daze and found herself caught in a clunp of uprooted
bush by the ditch. Every inch of her body ached,
pul ped into swol |l en mass, the bl ood caked her hair
and face. Bl ackness whirled endlessly as she tried
to focus her sight. Everything was a total blank. No
recoll ection. No flashback. The harrow ng i nci dent
conpl etely bl ocked out. The one | ast ki ndness that
life had bestowed on her.

After the entire travesty that Sgt. Manoto had
wr ecked on Joy Bell late that evening, the |east of
the cowardice act he did was bribe Col. Hiroshi's
driver and used the Colonel's car to transport the
unconsci ous Joy Bell out of the garrison. Finding a
| east trodden path, he perfunctorily dunped her
body, like a discarded object, into a ditch that had
turned into a raging stream

For over an hour Joy Bell was at the nercy of
the wind and the water that threatened to carry her
away. She fought the water and clung to the branches
that tangled around her. One clear picture cane
back. The conpletion of her m ssion. The nmenory
stopped there. Frantically she reached for her
| ocket and clutched it, relieved.
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"Thank you, dear God." She whi spered as she
convul sively sobbed, pressing the | ocket against her
aching flesh, guarding it as one would an only
remai ni ng treasure. Mdre than anything else, it was
the sketch in the | ocket that gave her the strength
to pull herself out of the ditch. She tried to prop
hersel f up but staggered back. She had nothing |eft
in her. Except the will to finish a job started.

Stirred with the determnation to reach hone,
she craw ed, digging her fingers into the nuddy
soil, grabbing at any object her hand coul d grasp,
pul I i ng, draggi ng her body inch by inch.

Finally, Joy Bell reached the stairs of their

hut, barely conscious. "Daddy..." her voice was just
above a pai nful whisper - hollow and drowni ng.
"Daddy..." She stretched her arns and gripped the

stairs then pulled herself up but her weak |inbs
gave way and the thud echoed fromone step down the
next .

The noi se woke M. Mura up and hurriedly he
lighted his oil |anp and opened the door. As the
i ght shone on the crunpled body of Joy Bell, M.

M ura gasped. Hastily putting down the |anp, he
hurdl ed the stairs in one stride and gathered Joy
Bell's linp body into his arns.

"My God!" H's mnd pani cked as he carried her
upstairs. Carefully and ever so gently he laid Joy
Bell's body on the floor.

Unprepared for the inpact of the realization of
what befell her precious daughter, M. Mura' s world
whirled into a |inbo and an unforeseen force ripped
his heart out and with it, his breath. H's bridge to
life. "My God... ny God." Was all he could utter as
he stared at the bruised wet body of her bel oved
daughter. Her exposed body bl udgeoned into a pulp.
Wth the hemof his shirt, he w ped off the bl ood,
and prayed, that he also w ped off her pain. He
pul | ed together her torn blouse to protect her from
all the ugliness that would dare | eer at her.

Sobbi ng uncontrol | ably he hugged Joy Bell's
shaki ng body. She was shivering fromchill and high
fever. He raced to his room grabbed a bl anket and
covered her. Her breathing cane in short, hard and
heavy gasps.

"Joy Bell, darling, who did this to you?" H's
voi ce quivered. "Tell nme baby tell ne." He begged
wai ting for her answer but nothing cane but the
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pai nful munbling. He listened nore closely as Joy
Bel | opened her lips with great effort but the words
wer e i ncoherent and inaudible.

She slowy raised her hand ainlessly then
finally succeeded in holding the | ocket. She opened
her heavy eyes and tried to say sonething with nuch
difficulty. M. Mura listened closely, waiting,
wai ting for any word.

"Gve...locket ... to..." she gasped for air
and continued with nore effort. "give... to...
Ernesto..." Tears flowed from her bl ood-vei ned

fading eyes, her eyelids slowy closed, her I|ips
slightly opened. Al becane notionless. Still. Her
grip of the locket was firmonly to finally, alnost
hesitatingly | oosen, |eaving the | ocket dangling.

M. Mura gazed at her now calmface stil
wai ting but the weak gasps had stopped. "Joy Bel
baby, talk to ne. Talk to nme ny darling. My God
pl ease | et ny baby live." He pl eaded watching. ..
waiting for any sound, a whisper, any sign of
life ... a mracle.” But there was none. Everything
had suddenly turned silent.

Reality hit hard. M. Mura's tears began to
fl ow, unabated. Cuddling her body, he stood slowy
as if in atrance. He wal ked to his rocking chair
and sat there cradling her daughter, his sobs
rocking the chair. He kissed her nmany tines, hoping
in vain that death would | eave them al one. H s head
sagged down, weighted by the grief that had engul fed
hi m

For several solitary nonents, everything
st opped except the endless flow of tears falling on
Joy Bell's blonde hair. Tine passed with himsitting
there on his rocking chair which was now still. H's
arnms cradled his daughter's lifeless body. The
chilling gusty wind fromthe open wi ndow jolted him
He raised his face; the tears have dried; his eyes
unbl i nki ng.

Slowy and still in a state of shock, he stood
and carried his daughter's body to her room placing
her carefully on her bed. Al nost nechanically, he
cl eaned her fromthe nud and bl ood that had now
dried and dressed her with her favorite pink silk
dress. Sitting by her bedsi de, he conbed her hair
wi th unsteady hand, allowing this to hang down her
shoul ders.
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There was a sense of awe as he touched her face
- once vibrant with [ife and the sweetest smle that
woul d never appear ever again - now devoid of col or.
He was face to face with a future that prom sed
not hi ng but enptiness. There woul d be no nore
cheerful norning greetings and prayerful good
ni ghts. The |aughter which had been jingles of nerry
bells to his ears not to be heard agai n.

Fond nenories flooded in - the norning rituals
of preparing her hot bath which he had done for her
for sixteen happy years. It was a chore he | oved.
How wel | he renenbered the tinmes Joy Bell would
cuddl e close to himand listen to his stories of
Japan and its Fujiyam, of the United States and its
skyscrapers...of the Philippines and its nusic - the
sentinmental flow ng “kundi man” and of the
conviviality of its people and insati abl e passion
for life. How well he renenbered the tines he sang
for her.

"How coul d she be so silent.. .and so cold."
Hs words stilled in his throat. "How coul d she be
gone.. .this little angel ? How coul d anyone do this

to her? How?" The excruciating pain pierced so
deeply it was beyond himto extricate it. "Dear Cod,
pl ease help nme." The plea was so noving in its
sinplicity, there was no need for nore. M. Mura's
cries waned into inaudi bl e noans.

Wth resolute and determ ned al nost nechanica
notion, he raised hinself, put out his carpentry
tools, pulled into the Iiving roomthe hand-carved
canphor chest which he had nade for her daughter.
After enptying the chest of all her bel ongings he
took out and put aside the hand carved jewel ry box
where he found the sixteen birthday candl es
carefully preserved and wapped in the thin textured
banana stal k wrapper.

He proceeded to make the nost beautiful coffin
ever to be created by one grieving nortal for a
| oved one, sending through the silent chilly dawn
t he sound of hammrer agai nst wood. The sound becom ng
faster and | ouder as he assenbled and nailed the
wood piece by piece - like the scattered broken
pi eces of their |ives.

The incessant rapid knocking at the door of his
house had becone inpatient but M. Mura was too
engrossed with his work to hear. Loud bangi ng of
rifles against the door foll owed.
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"Qpen!" Ordered the voice outside but the
hanmeri ng continued. The door was finally broken
down and two Japanese sol diers barged in angrily.
"What's the matter?" The soldiers confronted M.

M ura who remai ned unshaken as he continued what he
was doi ng. Hamrering ... pounding ... nailing ..
hanmeri ng.

"Stop this noise.”" One Japanese sol di er roared
as the other grabbed M. Mura by the shoul der.

M. Mura slowy and calmy | ooked up at the
two Japanese. Their faces were unfamliar. He never
saw them before. The soldiers did not know him They
were new in the towmn. He | ooked at themw th that
passive and cold | ook then turned his head very
slowy to the direction of Joy Bell's bedroom

The soldiers followed his gaze with suspicion
What they saw pul |l ed them back. They stood still -
at attention.

On the bed lay the lifeless body of a young
girl, serene and peaceful like an innocent child -

I mmacul ate and angelic and pure in death. Sixteen
candl es arranged on a small table by the head of her
bed, illum nated her with the flickering lights
danci ng over her face.

The two Japanese sol di ers stood notionl ess.
They bowed their heads in respect and perhaps in
prayer.

After all maybe they, too, may have their
famlies, even children - yes daughters back hone
in Japan. Yes, they stood, solenmm as if in prayers.
Toget her they withdrew and as they passed by M.
Mura, they bowed their heads. Wthout any word,
they quietly left, slowy replacing back the door
behi nd t hem

The look in M. Mura' s eyes deepened with
bitterness and his fists tightly clasped the hamrer
until they turned white. The hanmering resumed and
t he sound echoed once nore through the quiet of the
early dawn as he | abored on, hoping sonehow, with
futile effort, to drown out his inconsol able grief.
He was groping through a | abyrinth of darkness
...sinking deeper into the abyss.. ...dying...!

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

Al one by hinself, M. Mura sat on his rocking
chair, the chair steady now. He just sat there, not
novi ng, just staring, not thinking. H's m nd had
grown tired fromthe strain. It had becone nunb from
the shock. The realization of Joy Bell's death
started to sink in.

Fromthe tine he buried his daughter on the
hill beside Lota's grave that norning, M. Mura had
done nothing but sit there - totally detached from
the rest of the world. The tragic incident [eft him
so suddenly |l ost, deserted. It now cane back to him
like a dark cloud engulfing himinto a kind of
| i mbo... he hanging to nothingness, suspended
indefinitely in md-air not know ng when the | ast
t hread woul d break and plunge himdown into
obl i vi on.

Pai nful reality was tearing himapart, gnaw ng
into his heart. He now hesitatingly grasped its ful
i npact - that Joy Bell was gone forever, lying cold
there in her grave, still and quiet never to return
to hi m agai n.

Now his whol e world seenmed no | onger to form
part of him his mnd no | onger conprehending his
perceptions. H's heart had nonentarily becone
cal |l oused and unfeeling. H's eyes drained dry from
tears, the eyes have sagged down, his face suddenly
wri nkl ed. Even his shoul ders which had al ways been
firm broad, and erect had shrunk and drooped. He
had aged overni ght.

That norning, he was al one, carrying on his
shoul der Joy Bell's coffin. He told no one about his
great loss. For he did not want to all ow anyone to
intrude into his grief. Yet, in spite of his self-

i nposed isolation, a child who saw himin that
heart-rending act trailed behind him One by one,
they fornmed a procession - the children and soon
their elders, nost of them Japanese; nany of the
Filipino civilians had al ready been horded at the
mar ket pl ace. Soon the hill darkened with bowed
heads. They all cane to bid Joy Bell good-bye and to
offer their prayers.

Even in the mdst of the crowd M. Mura was
al one. He just stood there, seemng not to sense the
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presence of friends. H s face was pal e and tense,
his eyes red and hollow, his jaws clanped and his
fists tightly clasping together as if squeezing out
all his pent-up enotions that had been resisting to
| eave him

The sobbing of the wonen and the wailing of the
children only then made hi m aware, that others were
grieving, as well. He raised his head and | ooked
around stopping at each face, capturing the grief
that was painfully etched there. And as his eyes
returned to the cross on Joy Bell's grave, his grief
burst out |ike a dam and he screanmed and cried
unashanedl| y.

Only then did he realize once again how death
had robbed hi m of everything dear to him He plunged
hi nsel f over Joy Bell's grave, calling her, asking
her to rise and go home with himand pl eading to her
not to | eave him al one.

Mtsi came after the rest of the civilians had
gone and M. Mura was left alone. He cane with
flowers and his ukulele, the only thing he possessed
in which Joy Bell found a childlike fancy. Like his
silent love for Joy Bell, Mtsi wept silently for
her. He and M. Mura did not tal k. They just | ooked
at each other with synpathy and unspoken grief. He
stood there for sonetine, praying fervently. Perhaps
hoping to please Joy Bell for the last time, he
started to strumhis ukulele. Every note seened to
weep for the girl he deeply |oved. But before he
could finish the nelody, he turned away and ran down
the hill... sobbing.

M. Mura renenbered that scene vividly. He
felt the great loss of Mtsi for he was once young
i ke himand had | oved secretly as Mtsi had.

For several hours, M. Mura stayed at the
grave alone until his body was parched by the
scorchi ng heat of the noonday sun.

*kkkkkkkk*
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The sun was directly above Ernesto and he cast
no shadow. He | ooked at his watch. It was twelve
noon. He had his rendezvous with Joy Bell. Hiding
hi rsel f behind the twin rocks, he could not help but
feel a knot in his gut. Joy Bell should cone anytine
now. And she woul d have the information they needed.

The new devel opnents in their plans nmade
Ernesto even nore anxi ous. Just before Ernesto |eft
the canp, he was summoned by Col. Holt for an
enmer gency conference on the nessage they received
from Gen. MacArthur's Headquarters asking for their
cl earance that evening for the projected nmass
| anding of the Allied Forces at the beaches of Luzon
early the next norning. Ernesto knew that until they
took hold of the sketch, they could not give such
cl earance nor could they hope to pave the way safely
for the | anding forces.

He had been waiting for over an hour and the
tension was alnost killing him He refused to be
pessim stic about their m ssion but the delay of Joy
Bell gave himno small anobunt of apprehensi on about
its ultimate success. Unable to wait any | onger, and
wanting desperately to find out for hinself what had
happened to Joy Bell and her mission, Ernesto
decided to alter their previous arrangenent. He
woul d get close to the Mura's house and hopefully
ask soneone to deliver a note to her. He suspected
that the situation in the town nust be that tense
for Joy Bell to mss their appointnent.

Hurriedly Ernesto left the twin rocks and
followng a rarely trodden trail toward the town, he
wal ked the distance, his mnd in a state of
confusi on and anxiety. Upon entering the town and
sneaki ng beneath the seem ngly enpty houses, he
sensed the eerie silence pervading all over the
pl ace. There was an obvi ous absence of civilians and
i ncreased nunbers of checkpoints which nade the
house of Joy bell inaccessible wthout passing
t hrough t he checkpoi nts including the road behind
them There was a drastic change in the Japanese
security since the Sunday he was there. The town
| ooked deserted except for the nenacing presence of
Japanese soldiers all over. Suddenly the place
becanme a ghost town.

He decided to continue on crouching under and
around the huts until he reached a point where he
could see the Mura's house hut but there was no way
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he could reach it. Not with the vigilance of the
sol di ers.

Fromthe direction of the market, he heard the
groani ng of what sounded |i ke hundreds of voices. He
real i zed what the Japanese had done to the
civilians. Now the fear that Joy Bell and M. Mura
wer e anong those in concentration gripped him

A soft treading sound on the asphalt road nade
himturn and he was relieved to see a snall Japanese
girl getting nearer to where he was. The girl was
skipping and rolling a ball made of woven pal m
| eaves. He hurriedly wote on the small sheet of
paper he had with him Then he waited. As the child
got nearer he softly called her attention. The guard
heard the sound and | ooked around. Ernesto lay fl at
on the ground. The child had not heard him Again
Ernesto tried by throwing a small pebble in her
direction. The child turned only to step back upon
seeing him

He was sweating, concerned that the child m ght
call the guard. But instead she just stood there
staring at him Ernesto fished out fromhis pocket a
coupl e of Japanese paper bills and showed her. Still
the child just stared. Ernesto notioned for the
child to come, smling and showi ng the noney. After
| ooki ng back at the checkpoint, she finally noved
toward him As soon as the child neared him he
pul l ed her away fromthe sight of the guard at the
same time hushing her to keep quiet. He took her
behind the hut and in a | ow gentle voice asked her
i f she could do hima favor

“I"ll give you this noney, if you'll help ne."
Ernesto expl ained slowy in Japanese.

The child brightened, her eyes focused on the
paper bills. "You give nme noney to buy food?" She
asked hi m excitedly.

"Yes, yes, Al this noney | give you if you do
sonething for ne."

" Sonet hi ng? What sonet hi ng?”

"Listen. Listen carefully and renenber
everything I say." He was holding the child by the
shoul ders. The child nodded.

"You give this paper to that house."” Ernesto
pointed to the hut of the Muras. "You see that
house wi th banana pl ants?"

The chil d nodded agai n.
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"All right then, you bring this paper and give
it to lady." Ernesto decided not to give Joy Bell's
nane for fear of the consequence in case the guard
got hold of the child and questioned her. O worst,
got hold of the note.

"G ve nme noney." The child' s eyes did not |eave
the paper bills.

"Here. 1'Il give you this noney as soon as you
conme back. Now listen. You give this paper and stay
there. You wait for answer then cone back here. Then
| give this noney to you. Understand?"

The child at first |ooked at himw th knitted
brows then smled and nodded. She grabbed the paper
and was about to skip away when Ernesto pulled her
back.

"Why? The child stamered suddenly caught with
fear.

"I"'msorry if I frightened you. But you can't
just carry this in your hand.” The child | ooked at
hi m wi t hout sayi ng anyt hi ng.

Ernesto smled and the child sm | ed back. "My
| borrow your Ball ?"

The child first hesitated but as Ernesto showed
her the noney, she handed himhis ball. "I'IIl pay
for this." Then Ernesto parted the woven pal m bal
and inserted the folded paper inside it then
snoot hen the ball again. "Here, take this ball to
that house. Tell lady there is sonething inside the
bal | . Okay?"

The child nodded. Ernesto kissed her on the
forehead. Twi nkl es appeared in her eyes as she
ski pped away.

Er nesto nervously watched the child skip back
to the street, rolling her ball once again. But the
ball rolled instead toward the checkpoint. Ernesto
hel d his breath. He | ooked back for a possible
escape route, in case the note was discovered and
hi s hi di ng pl ace pinpoi nt ed.

The guard picked up the ball and gave it to the
Japanese child and patted her head. The child bowed
and continued to skip, rolling her ball until she
reached the Mura's house.

That entire norning and afternoon M. M ura had
not left his rocking chair, just sitting quietly,
not thinking. He had not eaten at all. He shut close
his hut wanting to be alone with the nenories of his
| oved ones in that snmall hut they called honme. He
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had i nposed on hinself a period of deep solitary
nmourni ng for the successive |oss of the two people
dearest to him

He did not hear the first soft knocking at the
door. Several nore rapid knocks followed and it was
only then that M. Mura blinked his eyes, stood and
al nrost nechani cally, wal ked to the cl osed door. He
opened it without any sign of anticipation nor
concer n.

"For lady." The small child handed her ball to
him He just stared down at her still with a passive
face. "For lady." The child insisted. "Sonething
i nside. Look." The child pried open two strips of
t he woven pal m

M. Mura' s eyes widened as he saw a sheet of
paper inside the ball. He suddenly becane
interested. "Gve it to ne." He practically snatched
the paper fromthe child and hurriedly read it. "Wo
gave this to you?" Anxiety was visible on his face.

"Man there." The child pointed to the direction
of houses across the checkpoints. He pulled the
child inside the house and cl osed the door. The
child nust had been newto the town for he hasn't
seen her before. Apparently part of the new Japanese
famlies that were noved in fromthe adjacent
vicinities.

"WAait here.” He told the child then read the
note again, this time nuch nore slowy. "Place
sketch inside the ball. It will reach ne. WIIl use
it tonight. Don't cone to ne." A drawi ng of a heart
and an E. "

M. Mura felt |ike he was hit by |ightning
with the realization that the note m ght have cone
fromErnesto and presumably nmeant for Joy bell. The
note was for the lady, the child said. It was for
Joy Bell. He suddenly recalled the |ast word of Joy
Bell. To give her |ocket to Ernesto.

Hyperventil ating, he took out the | ocket from
hi s pocket and wi thout delay opened it. There he saw
the fol ded paper and unfolding it, he found the
sketch of the cataconb of the church and its arnory.
Thi s di scovery shocked him Now he knew what
happened to Joy Bell. She risked herself entering
the garrison and the church to hel p Ernesto.

"My God. What have | done to ny daughter? |
refused Ernesto but she defied ne to help him" Now
he was certain that it was a Japanese, maybe one of
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the new arrivals who ravaged and nurdered her
daughter. The truth was strangling him

Her daughter kept all this fromhim She nust
have figured that by helping the guerrilla novenent,
it may hasten the end of the war. He was blind. He
was a coward. Joy Bell showed nore courage and
conviction than him She took the risk because no
one else was wiling to do it, including her own
f at her.

Hs mnd was in a turnoil. Was it because of
the death of her nother that she decided all of this
had to end? "Yes, this war had gone too | ong. And
taken countless lives that even a young girl had
deci ded to do sonething at all cost, including
giving up her life." He nmunbl ed between gritted
teeth. "If an innocent girl of sixteen had seen this
truth, why can't he?" He clenched his fists. He
t hought of the death of Lota in a Filipino' s hand
and the fate of Joy Bell in the Japanese's. Finally
he saw the urgency for action.

H s thought was disrupted by the rattling of
machi neguns foll owed by hair-raising cries and then
silence. He raced to the window. A chill ran through
his veins. "My God. They have killed the civilians!"
M. Mura could hardly hear his own voice.

A few hours ago, sone of those civilians were
present at the burial of his daughter. The scene
suddenly fl ashed back.

The coffin of Joy Bell was just being covered
with soil when a truckl oad of Japanese sol diers
barged into their mdst and w thout further cerenony
gathered the few remaining Filipino civilians, wonen
and children | eaving only the few Japanese civilians
and hinself. Their screans shattered the nournful
silence as the civilians were dragged away and
dunped into the truck.

M. Mura closed the window as if shutting off
the ugliness he desperately wanted to bl ock fromhis
mnd. But this time he knew he could not run away
anynore for everything in that little hut rem nded
hi m of Joy bell, the horrible way she died and the
nobl e and selfless sacrifice she did for the sake of
peace. He saw how this once beautiful world which
Joy |l oved so nuch was breaking into thousands of
unnmendabl e little pieces because people like himdid
not Iift a finger to try to do sonething about it.
Much as he | oved peace, there canme a tine that one
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had to fight in order to have peace and freedom from
t hose who sought to destroy these.

He had decided to help. Not to fight and kill
But to help so people could live.

He woul d continue and finish what her daughter
had started. And give neaning to Joy Bell's death.
He could not allow her dying for nothing. A fire was
rekindled in M. Mura's heart - the | ong-subdued
yet innate fiery sentinments of a true sanurai

Once nore M. Mura | ooked at the sketch and
studied it carefully. Now he renmenbered the tunne
and he was sure he could be of great help to the
guerrillas. He still vividly recalled how he was
sumoned to the garrison just a week after they
arrived in that town al nost three years ago.

News reached the Japanese top brass that he was
an expert in masonry work. And so |ike any |oyal
Japanese, he accepted the job entrusted to him He
was assigned to reinforce the cataconb beneath the
church for it was to be used as the arnory. Toward
the conpletion of the job, he noticed a beam of
light comi ng out fromone of the tonbstones on the
wal | of the cataconb. He still renenbered where that
particul ar tonbstone was. For he seal ed around the
mar bl e sl ab after he explored what was behind it. It
was a long tunnel that |ed towards the outskirt of
the wall ed fortress. He knew exactly where its
entrance was, for he got out of it after breaking
through the thick bushes that conceal ed its opening
for years. He was sure then that no one has found
what he inadvertently discovered. He decided that no
one el se has to know of its existence. And just to
reassure hinself that it renmained a secret, that
eveni ng he went back to the |ocation and seal ed the
entrance by blocking it wth a noss-covered boul der
and replaced the aged bushes that he had earlier
di sturbed. At the time, it never occurred to him
that one day this piece of information could enable
himto finish his daughter’s conmmtnent to the early
restoration of peace.

M. Mura' s decision was final. He would help
the guerrillas and acconplish what her daughter had
started. He renenbered having prom sed her that "he
woul d be there for her and vice-versa.” This was
their |l ast conversation a few days back, as they
wal ked honme fromthe debacle that resulted from
their help at the market concentration site.
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He knew what the guerrillas intended to do with
the tunnel. Wth everything set in his mnd, he
wote a note at the back of the sketch and affi xed
his signature. As nuch as he wanted to inform
Ernesto of Joy Bell's passing, he thought it unw se
to burden himw th the news before undertaking an
I nportant and dangerous m Ssion.

Carefully, M. Mura replaced the sketch inside
the ball. He approached the child who was squatting
on the floor and playing with an imginary friend.
"You are a good child." He spoke to her in Japanese.
"Now go back. Gve this ball to your friend." M.
Mura patted the child' s head and told her to go.

The child ran down the stairs and |ike before
ski pped through the street playing with her ball
M. Mura, anxiously peeped through the wi ndow and
wat ched as the child neared the checkpoint. A |oud
screech froma speedi ng truck al nost made M. Mura
scream For the child was on the path of the truck
and were it not for its tinmely braking, the child
woul d had been run over. He uttered a prayer of
t hanks as he saw the child safe with the ball stil
in her hand. The frightened child scanpered away as
fast as she could toward the direction of the shack
where Ernesto was hiding. Only then was M. Mura
able to take his eyes off the child and foll owed the
now speedi ng truck. His hair stood on end as he saw
the pile of the dead civilians in the truck. He
could only close his eyes and pound his fists
agai nst the wi ndow sill

As soon as Ernesto got the paper fromthe
child, he gave her the noney and anxi ously unfol ded
the paper. Ernesto's face brightened upon seeing the
i nformati on they needed.

Everything was just perfect. The tunnel led to
t he underground arnory and no guard was stationed
inside the arnory itself except for the two outside
its door. They have a good chance of entering the
tunnel undetected and a sneak attack could catch the
enem es by surprise.

As Ernesto fol ded the sketch he saw the note
which read - "You may use the tunnel. 1'Il clear the
way for you tonight, after the changing of the
guard. Watch for ny signal at entrance around
m dnight - M. Mura."”

Ernesto went over the note again and again and
wondered why it was M. Mura who had sent it
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i nstead of Joy Bell. He was still confused why M.

M ura had decided to help after he had vehenently
refused him But with tinme running out, Ernesto had
no interest to debate the issue. He figured it was
possi bl e that Joy Bell could have convinced her
father, considering how nuch M. Mura | oved her.
And maybe because of his wife's death he finally
acceded to extend his help. R ght now, however,
Ernesto did not want to second guess. He got what he
want ed and that was good enough for him

*k*kk k%

Ernesto' s pace had never been this fast,
sprinting through the winding path to the nountain.
He felt very light and elated at M. Mura's help
whi ch he considered his acceptance into their
famly. He could not help but smle with excitenent
just thinking of asking for the hands of Joy Bell in
marriage fromM. Mura when the war was over. He
woul d not have to deal with in-law problens, nor
foresee any. It would be a perfect happy union. Joy
Bel| would be an ideal and loving wife to him What
they had the previous day woul d al ways renain a
cherished part of their I|ives.

Er nesto knew down deep in his heart that he
could only I ove and nmarry one woman - the wonan he
wanted to be the nother of his children - Joy Bell
He felt something very sacred in the |ove they felt
for each other.

Ernesto' s beautiful thoughts of Joy Bell had
made his long trek seened so nuch shorter. She had
provided himwth the nagic that nade himfly. He
eagerly anticipated the final acconplishnent of
their one last inmportant mssion for it would nean
the early end of the war and the end of the war
meant his reunion with Joy Bell - for lifel"

** k%
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CHAPTER NI NETEEN

A top-secret conference was i medi ately
conducted in the hut of Col. Holt as soon as Ernesto
arrived in the canp. The Col onel had undergone the
greatest tension and anxiety fromthe nonent Ernesto
| eft the canp until his arrived. Col. Holt did not
hi de the urgency to hear Ernesto's report even
before he could settle down in his seat.

"You got the sketch, Captain Duran?”

"Yes, sir. Here it is!"™ There was both
reassurance and quiet pride in Ernesto's face as he
handed t he paper to the Col onel.

Wt hout wasting any tine, the Col onel unfol ded
the paper and put it flat on the desk before him
wi t hout blinking an eye. He studied it carefully,

I npl anting every detail into his m nd.

Somet hi ng magi cal happened. The lines on his
forehead, which had deepened by the anxiety of the
|l ong wait, gradually relaxed and di sappeared. He
| ooked up at Ernesto, a smle tightening his lips. A
sigh of relief was heard as he inhaled and rel eased
the air fromhis chest.

"This is just perfect, Captain.
Congratul ati ons!™ The Col onel was not fond of |ong-
wi nded prai ses and Ernesto knew that everything in
Col. Holt's heart was said in that one short |ine.
Ernesto smled as his heart was filled with pride
for the heroic deed of his girl. The Col onel | ooked
down at the sketch. "We will launch a real surprise
attack on the superior manpower of this bastion." He
spoke with resolute confidence. "Getting into the
arnory," he continued, pointing at the cataconb with
his finger, "will shorten the fight. W wl|l
over power the enemies with their own arns, the thing
we | acked all these years. This norning the first
delivery of arns and ammunition from Gen. MacArt hur
had reached us. This, too, will be a great help for
starter.” Col. Holt's eyes gleamed with the fire of
courage and the assurance of victory. He could
al nost taste it. "We will not fail!" He nodded his
head. He stood fromhis chair and wal ked toward the
big map of the town that hung against the wall. "Now
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that we have all the necessary information, |let us
once nore go over our plan of attack. | need an
advance teamto clear the end of the tunnel - | nean
break through its opening to the arnory. And that's
where | need you and your nen, Captain.”

The Col onel faced Ernesto who was sitting on
t he bench secretly anused at the Col onel's plan.
Ernesto had already a better plan in mnd. "You
start on your mssion at 1800 hour. That will give
you sufficient tine to break through the arnory.
Have your supper early.” Col. Holt threw Ernesto a
confi dent | ook.

"That won't be necessary anynore, Col onel."
Ernesto spoke with authority.

The Col onel knitted his brows as he stepped
cl oser to Ernesto. "Wat do you nean by not
necessary anynore? | could not risk all our nen in
entering the tunnel w thout an advance team cl earing
it first for them"

"An advance teamis not necessary, Sir. Someone
had al ready volunteered to clear the tunnel for us."

"The girl?" Col. Holt asked incredul ously, his
m nd revolting vehenently agai nst the thought of
having to use a young Anerican girl take so nuch
ri sk again.

"No, sir. The girl had already acconplished her
job."

“She will be duly recognized for it. Who then
Is the volunteer this tinme?"

"The girl's father, sir."

"What ?" the Colonel's eyes reflected shock,
di sbel i ef and anger. "You nean, that Japanese?"

"Yes, sir. Here is his note."” Ernesto turned
over the paper wth the sketch. Col. Holt snatched
the paper fromhimand after throwing a sharp
suspi cious | ook at Ernesto, read the note. H s eyes
wi dened and closed with repressed fury.

"Do you know what this neans, Captain?" He
uttered the words between gritted teeth as he | ooked
at Ernesto through the winkled lids of his eyes.
"We are about to launch a major and all-inportant
operation and you entrusted this Japanese with our
pl an?"

"He is in a position to help us beyond our
expectations.”

"Yes, beyond our expectations, Captain." Col.
Holt ground his words between his teeth with sarcasm
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and repressed anger. "For that Japanese will|l open up
the end of the tunnel where our soldiers will surely
neet their death. It would be a massacre, Captain. A
total gruesone massacre of our entire unit. The
tunnel opened, the guerrillas trapped inside and the
Japanese machi ne-guns rattling to neet them Have
you not thought of this, Captain?"

"I have, sir, but M. Mura is a truly sincere
and | oyal friend."

"After he refused to help you with the sketch,
he now vol unteered to clear the tunnel, through this
note? He will help, just like that? It is highly
suspicious, to say the |least, Captain. Bluntly put,
he is being used by the Japanese to trap us. Mybe
hi s being a Japanese got to him"

"That is inpossible, not with M. Mura."

"I'n what way did this Japanese differ fromthe
rest? In the degree of his clever tactics? Ch, they
are all the sane, Captain, believe nme. And | would
not risk the Iives of ny nen by trusting a highly-
suspi ci ous Japanese."

"We can't postpone the entire operation, sir.
Gen. MacArthur's fleet would be com ng tonorrow at
dawn. "

"I amaware of that, but that is not enough to
stanpede nme to risk ny nen. This |anding could wait
for another time, if needed. I will send the nessage
right now. "

"Yes, sir, this landing could wait but the
lives of the helpless civilians and the prisoners in
that town could not, |I'msure. How about the
American prisoners inside the stockade? You saw the
sketch. "

"Yes, | noticed. Everyone's life is precious.
That goes for the guerrillas, too." Col. Holt
sounded final. "I will not ganble with the |ives of

nmy nmen. The | andi ng nust be postponed.” He pounded
the table with his fist.

A gunshot rang and both Col. Holt and Ernesto
rushed out of the hut. A throng of guerrillas were
gat hered twenty yards away beneath the trees and
many nore were converging toward the direction of
the cromd. Col. Holt and Ernesto briskly wal ked to
the scene and hustled their way through the thick
crowd.

"That's the matter?" Col. Holt queried but his
question was | eft unanswered as they pointed at the
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body of a Japanese, his arns wi dely spread on the
ground, his |legs wide apart and his back pierced

with a bullet hole where blood was still freshly
fl ow ng.

"What's the neaning of this?" The Col onel faced
Lt. Toribio. "We don't kill our prisoners.”

"He was tied up in the hut, sir. But he managed
to escape. The guard shot him" Lt. Toribio
expl ai ned. "The Japanese prisoner was entrusted to
himearlier."

"Escaped?" Col. Holt becane suddenly suspicious
and Ernesto scrutinized every man that had gathered.

"The guard coul d not say how it happened for
the prisoner was tied to the post.”

"I was guarding him sir. Then | heard novenent
behind the hut so |I stepped out and checked and when
| returned, he was gone. The rope used to tie him
was cut." The guard, a m ddl e-aged guerrilla
expl ai ned. "I am sure he had no weapon to cut the
rope."

Ernesto's mnd grappled with the nystery. He
turned over the Japanese and found himto be stil
alive. "Who hel ped you?"

Di zon who was anong the crowd was tense for he
knew that in case the Japanese was forced to talk,
his position in the canp was in jeopardy. He was the
one who created the novenent behind the prisoner's
hut and he was the one who untied the prisoner. He
gave himthe instruction to alert the Japanese
garri son of the inpending |anding of Gen.
MacArthur's fleet, a nessage he was able to
surreptitiously gather.

"Who hel ped you?" Again Ernesto's voice rang
but the Japanese coughed his | ast.

Di zon was able to breath.

"See ne in nmy office after you are through
here, Captain. Col. Holt spoke and then turned away.

"Where did he cone fron?" It was Ernesto who
asked for this was the first Japanese they had in
their canp. "An intruder?”

"No, Captain?" Lt. Toribio answered. "One of ny
men captured himat the creek at the adjacent
village."

" Al one?"

"Yes, alone. He nust had been |l eft behind by
the group which rounded up the civilians fromthat
pl ace. "
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"Probably taking a bath?"

"No, Captain. He was raping a young girl at the
creek."

Ernesto stared down at the dead Japanese with a
sharp | ook then gazed far. Hi s thought suddenly flew
back to Joy Bell. "The brute!™ He nmurnured. "Finish
your job Lt. Toribio." Ernesto ordered then turned
to foll ow the Col onel.

"My men will take charge here, Lieutenant."

Di zon volunteered. Toribio nodded and thanked hi m
t hen wal ked away, too.

Di zon i mredi ately bent down and turned the dead
Japanese but in the process he swiftly and
surreptitiously picked with his other hand a smal
sheet of paper in the Japanese's pocket. "You
deserve this."” He turned himover again then stood
up and gave the order to his nen to dig a grave for
t he eneny.

Just as soon as Ernesto was about to get into
the hut, another commotion erupted. This tine, a
guerrilla arrived carrying a bloody figure - bruised
and swol l en. Like before, a crowd i medi ately
gat hered. The Col onel had al so cone.

"Pedro, you're back." Ernesto was both
surprised and alarnmed to see Pedro return. For he
had asked perm ssion to visit his wife in the town
when he heard that she had delivered to their son.
And he had not returned since then. For an answer,
Pedro frantically noved his arns in a futile attenpt
to tell themof his horrible experience in the hands
of the Japanese at the garrison and his subsequent
escape. The sound he produced was i ncoherent and in
war bl ed syl | abl es. Bl ood acconpani ed his every
effort to speak. The agony on his face clearly
showed the suffering he had undergone.

"H s tongue had been cut, sir." It was the
| ook- out who expl ai ned.

"This is awful."” The Col onel spoke in a bitter
tone just a little beyond a whisper.

Pedro who was still brandishing his arns trying
to say sonet hing about what happened to him what he
had overheard fromthe Japanese guard when they took
himfromthe garrison to the concentration area at
t he market place and how he escaped al ong the way.

Ernesto tried to nmake sonething out of Pedro's
words and his gestures. "Attack? |Is that what you
are sayi ng?"
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Again Ernesto was able to guess the right
nessage for Pedro nodded his head successively.
"When? How?"

Pedro shook hi s head.

" Toni ght ?"

Agai n he shook his head and forced the right
wor ds out his nouth.

" Tonor r ow?"

Pedro's eyes brightened as he nodded.

"But how did they know about this place? W had
been successful in keeping the |ocation of this canmp
a secret."

Pedro notioned with his hand as if indicating a
square sheet of paper w th sketch.

"What ?" Ernesto was shocked. "They have a
sketch of our canp?”

Pedro nodded. Pedro went on to uttering
syl | abl es and gesturi ng when suddenly he stopped,
dunbf ounded as his eyes darted at a direction, in
di sbel i ef .

Ernesto instinctively foll owed Pedro's sight
but saw not hing except the crowd of guerrillas. Wuat
he failed to catch sight of was Di zon who was abl e
to sneak out of the crowd. Ernesto bent down to
listen closely to Pedro but nothing was audi bl e.

"What is it?" Ernesto held Pedro by the
shoul ders.

Pedro tried to munble as he strained to foll ow
a direction but his eyes suddenly froze as he gasped
and breathed his last. Ernesto put down Pedro's
head, stood and wal ked to the Col onel who notioned
himto follow They were both tense and furious.

As soon as they reached the hut, no one dared
say anything, both of themthinking of the incident
that had befall en Pedro.

"Col onel, we need to nove tonight. You saw what
Pedro relayed to us. The Japanese will attack us
tonorrow and they have a sketch of our canp. W
can't wait for them here. W either nove out or go
ahead with our plan before they get wind of it."

"W still have an advantage here. They won't
reach this canp. W can anbush them on their way
here. Going ahead with our plans to get themat the
garrison is suicide. And not with the know edge of
the Japanese in town. No we have to think of a
better way. | can't afford to | ose ny nen."
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"That Japanese, sir, is helping us. Let's take
the chance if you call it that. But tonight is the
tinme, not later. As a Filipino, | beg of you to
attack tonight before it's too late for all the
civilians who are encanped in the town and for the
many Anerican prisoners in their stockade. | saw the
sudden transformation of the town into a nass
concentration canp. The town is under nartial |aw
now and just this afternoon, | saw a truckl oad of
dead civilians, who took it upon thenselves to fight
their way out fromthe concentration area and were
massacred. It nust had been their feeling of
hopel essness that spurred themto resort to such
madness. They were all nercilessly machi ne-gunned
and many nore could be killed tonight or tonorrow if
we delay any further."

"I't's not you al one who want to save the
civilians. And I'm aware of the many POWat the
Japanese garrison,"” Col. Holt spoke in a | ow,
controlled voice. "My concern can not be less for
Filipinos than for the Anericans. | saw you stand
side by side with us. I saw you fight and die with
us. My feeling is no different fromthat of a
Filipino. But in war, it's not one's feelings that
shoul d decide for wars are not won through enotions
but through right judgnment and planning."

"Yes, Colonel, but | assure you M. Mura is
one Japanese who sinply could not do what you
suspect himto be capable of doing."

"And if he does?"

"He will die fromny own hands. | assure you
that, sir."

The Col onel was silent, thinking and
del i berati ng what Ernesto had just said.

"Col. Holt, this is our biggest opportunity.
Soneone will break the end of the tunnel for us - a
Japanese. If it is the risk of losing many |ives
whi ch concerns you, | will be the first to get in
and the rest of our nen can wait outside. And in
case ny judgnent is wong and M. Mura is used by
t he Japanese to trap us - then our entire unit can
retreat in safety. You will only be risking ne."

As Col. Holt | ooked at Ernesto, he could see
the sincerity and the urgency of his plea. "All
right, Capt. Duran, we wll attack tonight!"

"Thank you, sir." The joy and relief of Ernesto
was over whel m ng.
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"I"l'l send the nessage imedi ately to Gen.
MacArt hur's headquarter. It's a go for their fleets
passage tonorrow norning. Gve out the order to
assenble all the nmen. See nme here after you' ve done
that."

"Yes, sir." Ernesto wanted to fly out.

Col Holt found the determ nation and
aggressi veness of Ernesto quite typical of the
Filipino zeal and fire which enabled themto |ast
for alnost three years in the mdst of an al nost
hopel ess battle. The courage and undaunted spirit of
fighting as long as an invader tread their [and were
to Col. Holt's mnd, strong Filipino virtues which
were their proud heritage froma noble history of
ceasel ess struggle for freedomand dignity.

After sending the urgent message to Gen. MacArthur's
headquarter giving the "all-clear” signal for the
passage of their landing forces, Col. Holt buoyantly
and spiritedly hurried back to his hut to prepare
for the briefing of his officers on their plan of
att ack.

Ernesto, after giving the order to assenble al
their men, raced back to Colt. Holt, who stood
before the huge map on the wall of his hut.

"At exactly 1800 hour tonight, we start.” Col.
Holt began. We should reach this point before 2330
hour." He pointed the area near the entrance of the
tunnel. "And fromhere we wait for the signal to get
into the tunnel. Capt. Duran, you will enter the
tunnel with one platoon.”

Er nest o was punped up

"Lt. Toribio wll lead the diversionary unit to
this area.” The Col onel pointed with his stick, the
vast area fronting the main gate of the bastion.
"Sgt. Cruz and his nmen will proceed directly to the
concentration building of the civilians in the town
while Sgt. Leon shall take charge of freeing the
American and Filipino prisoners at the barracks
inside the garrison. Assign a teamto take over the
gun enpl acenents facing the sea.” The Col one
briefed Ernesto with the aid of the map on the wall.

"The rest of the men will stay with ne in this
area." He pointed to a point slightly farther from
Ernesto's position. "W will follow you as soon as

everything is cleared. Renenber, bows and arrows
first should be used by Lt. Toribio's and Sgt.
Cruz's units. Everything should be done to assure a



210

truly surprise attack. Assenble the nmen. | woul d
like to speak to them after you' ve briefed them"

"Yes, sir." Ernesto saluted. "Right away, sir."
And | eft.

As soon as Col. Holt was al one, |oneliness and
t he heavy burden of responsibility shadowed his
face. Wiether his decision was based on reason or
enotion, nothing el se could be done now except to
hope and pray for the success of their operation. He
had I ong been in the mlitary and decisions |ike
this are studied intensely but he knew he coul d not
just disregard the opinion of an officer like
Er nest o.

The great difference is he could not decide
agai nst the use of M. Mura for his judgnment of him
was based purely on a general prejudice against an
eneny while Ernesto's was based on a nore intinate
and personal relationship. The conflict was there.
But he had made the deci sion.

He now turned to his desk then gathered all his
papers and put these inside a knapsack. He then
threw a sad rem niscing | ook around his hut - the
hut that had beconme witness to all his decisions,
hi s anxi eti es and apprehensions, his grief and tines
of pain, his victories and failures over their many
anbush operations and his many beautiful nonments of
recol l ections of hone. It was the hut that had now
beconme witness to a soldier's hours of seening
hel pl essness and renewed determ nation. It could be
his last tine in this hut that had becone his |onely
refuge through all the past three years of endl ess
m sery and struggle. The Col onel had now cl eared his
desk of all his personal effects. He wal ked toward
t he door and stood there scanning around the
clearing that had been their canp for years.

Ernesto, now in his uniform stood before the
assenbl ed nen, nore than a hundred of them They
have gathered at the clearing facing the three
exposed sides of the conference hut.

"At exactly 1800 hour tonight we start for the
town. "

There was a wave of excitenent anong the nen
"Qur mssion is to clear the passage of Gen.
MacArthur's Fleet en route to their |anding
destination."

Cheering erupted.
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"This operation is to disable the gun
enpl acenents of the Japanese fortress in the town."
Ernesto saw t he sudden anxiety on the faces of the
nmen. Whi spers of concern reverberated in the crowd.

Lt. Toribio, Lt. Dizon, Sgt. Cruz, Sgt. Leon,
and Sgt. Manuel were in their uniform too, that
canme with the arns and ammunition that norning. They
have joined Capt. Duran inside the hut. Capt. Duran
stepped up to the huge nmap on the wall.

"Lt. Toribio, you and your nen will concentrate
around the area of the fortress. Bows and arrows
have to be around this wall and the main artilleries
facing the sea.” Ernesto pointed the areas in the
map for everyone to see.

There was conplete silence as they |istened
with full attention.

"Sgt. Leon, assign sone of your nen to disable
the searchlight and the sentry at this tower and you
and the rest of your nmen will follow nme across this
field between this area and this point. Once inside
the fortress, your job is to protect and rel ease the
prisoners in this barracks. Entry to the fortress
shoul d be as qui et as possible. Assign one of your
men to be in charge of the torches. These have to be
lighted only at ny signal." Ernesto did not nention
t he existence of neither the tunnel nor the arnory
at its end. He planned to divulge this at the
appropriate tine only to the designated group. The
tensi on was pal pable as Ernesto turned from one
group to the next.

"Sgt. Manuel, you take care of the gun
enpl acenents at this side of the fortress.” Again
Ernesto indicated it on the map. "And assign nmen to
take out the guards at the concentration of
civilians at the market structure. And take charge
of their rel ease.”

The nmen were starting to be ani mat ed.

"Sgt. Cruz, your nen should cover all this
area. You are to take down every checkpoint with
bows and arrows and take over their machi neguns. Be
prepared for any incom ng reinforcenent. These
machi neguns here should be directed imediately to
t he nuni ci pal governnent buil ding and the schoo
bui | di ngs, which are being used as barracks of the
Japanese sol diers. W have to catch them unprepared.
Watch out for the signal from your conmandi ng
of ficers and team | eaders. Hand grenades shoul d be
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used into these barracks and be prepared to use the
machi neguns agai nst the Japanese who will| be
scanpering out unless they raise a white flag and
surrender. Then it is your duty to round them up and
secure them"

Now Capt. Duran turned to Lt. D zon who had
been waiting inpatiently for his assignnent.

"Lt. Dizon, assign half of your nen to this
area in front of the garrison gate and you and the
rest of your men will join Col. Holt."

Di zon was not too pleased with his being with

Col. Holt. That will limt his access to the
garrison. But he would find a way.
"Details of your respective assignnents will be

given to you by your commanding officers after this
briefing. Oficers, when you are through with your
men, reassenble back here for Col. Holt.

*kk k%

When Col. Holt, in his full regalia, faced the
men there was a burst of jubilation. Wiat they saw
punped up their spirit.

"Before the sun is up tonorrow, you will be
fighting side by side with your Anerican brothers.”
Col. Holt started in a boom ng voice that raised
everyone's adrenaline, way beyond the limt.

"Mabuhay!" They cheered raising their arns high
in the air. "Long live the Philippines.. .long live
Anerical"

The Col onel relished the energi zed at nosphere
and w th added vigor continued. "W had waited for
so long for this nonent to cone. If we fought with
sheer courage and determ nation before - this tine
we fight not only with courage and determ nation but
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with anmunition and we will fight with assurance of
victory. We will fight to victory!"

The nmen were now beyond reinvigorated. Each one
was raring to fight. They had been preparing and
waiting for this big offensive.

"And after this engagenent, when we each pursue
our own destiny, let us not forget that we had once
shared a big part of our lives together - our nost
nobl e and chall enging tines. Let us renenber our
conpani ons who have fallen along the way w t hout
havi ng been afforded this opportunity that we are
about to have. Let us renenber that their spirit and
courage shall be fighting side by side with us - for
peace. "

Enoti on noved the Col onel to pause and his nen
responded with the silence so pregnant with
adm ration and respect. The guarded enotions of the
men that had been kept dormant had been awakened by
the soul-stirring speech of Col. Holt, the first and
perhaps the last for every sol dier knew that every
encounter was either a beginning or an end.

After the inpassioned speech, the Col onel
continued, this tine in a | ow, subdued tone.

"I cane to your country to help defend it
agai nst the invaders and here | amstill fighting
but this tine | amstronger with the greatness of
the Filipino indonmitable spirit and heart. It is a
rare privilege for me to have had the opportunity to
fight side by side with nen of your heroi sm and
guts. Wherever | shall find nyself after this war, |
shall always be proud to say that | had once fought
with a group of small people who fought |ike giants.
My |last breath shall always carry nmenories of you
and your beautiful native |land. Good |uck and may
God bless us all." Col. Holt ended his tal k and
stood erect emtting pride and confidence for al
the nmen to see.

"Mabuhay!" Once again the cheering bl ared
t hr oughout the canp.

"Three cheers for Col. Holt!" Soneone holl ered.

Instantly and in unison, the nmen junped into
the air. "H p hip hooray! H p hip hooray! Hip hip
hooray!" Heads and arns popped up and down I|i ke
waves.

After the frenzied exultation, the nen as one,
stood at attention and saluted the Col onel. Col.
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Holt acknow edged and quietly strode back to his hut
with a full heart. And rejuvenated spirit!
"Men, you have an hour to eat your dinner and
get ready." Ernesto broke the silence. "D sm ssed!"
The guerrillas slowy wal ked away, each to his
own quiet corner, with his |ast fond thoughts of
| oved ones. And those who just gazed at the now
yel |l owed and torn pictures of those they |eft
behi nd. And still others, who just sat and stared
bl ankly. But all in prayers. And |i ke the rest,
Ernesto wanted to be alone. He settled beneath a
tree and stood there - his mnd occupied with
fragnents of thoughts. Their mission, Col. Holt's
m strust of M. Mura, the heavenly yet courageous
Joy Bell. He even dared venture to the years after
the war when all this was over and he and Joy Bel
woul d be living under just one roof, with their
chil dren, perhaps half a dozen of them scanpering
around their home; he proudly watching, his wfe
cheerfully chasing them What a perfect couple they
woul d be. H's love will nove heaven to earth, an

of fering of one nortal who will vow to continue

| oving her to eternity. She with all she had - her
heart, her soul, her mind, will be his constant
conmpanion - the air that will sustain him Hs life.

These were his thoughts - so beautiful and
i nspiring. Thoughts that noved nen to fight wars and
to die if need be!

*kkkk*
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CHAPTER TWENTY

The hours seened to stand still for M. Mura
He had been ready with all the things he needed as
soon as the | ast rays of the sun have bid good- bye.

He had on the table before him two small | anps
filled to the brimwth coconut oil, a match,
chi sel, hamrer and hunting knife.

The long wait had sharpened all his senses. Not
once but several tinmes he checked his tools and
rehashed his nenory of the cataconb, the | ocation of
the | oose tonbstone that he once cenented and the
direction of the entrance of the tunnel. He knew
exactly where to start and where to end.

Now he had a very good idea of Ernesto's
mssion. It was to enter the fortress through the
tunnel, take over the arnory, and catch the Japanese
forces unprepared. Wth the arnory no | onger
avai l able to them the Japanese woul d have no
alternative but to give up and should be wise to
surrender, especially now that Gen. MacArthur had
returned, as he promsed. Utimtely, the
i npregnabl e bastion shall be disabled and fal
wi t hout bl oodshed. All would be able to return to
their famlies and their homes and their countries -
the Filipinos, the Japanese, the Anmericans.

This is the only scenario that he could live wth.
He had to succeed. For he was not in this to kil
but to help save |lives.

But above all, he was doing this for his wife
and his daughter - the two wonen who truly enriched
himand gifted himhis paradise. It will be the
acconpl i shnment of a young girl's daring attenpt to
put an early end to all these wanton killings and
cruelty.

Earlier that evening, M. Mura prayed, not
al one but in the conpany of his two beloved in the
hill. They were his two silent witnesses to his
t houghts. "Your deaths are not in vain. |If death was
i ntended to nove nme to act w thout renouncing ny
belief in peace then it had succeeded. My only
regret is that I woke up too |late. Had | acted
earlier you my still be by ny side. However, fate
has its own way. | could not fathomny destiny but I
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shall do everything humanly possible to do what |
was placed here to do. My faith assures ne that we
will be together again. This is our privilege that
even death coul d not begrudge us. W will finally
find a place where our happi ness would go on

uni nterrupted; where there no | onger exist the
concern over differences as race and creed and
religion. God, our Creator, Allah, Yahweh, the
Force, in its various fornms and nanes, prom sed us
t hat place.”

The peace and solitude of that intimte nonment
with his bel oved cl eansed and purified his mnd and
heart and soul. The turnoil raged no nore. Like the
dew t hat vani shed when the sun burst through the
cl ouds.

Finally, M. Mura was ready and prepared to
face the task he had voluntarily inposed on hinself.
He had finalized his own plan. To open the tonbstone
after the changing of the guards to insure non-
interruption. By then there would be only two guards
left in front of the huge arnory door. If anything
shoul d happen he had a good chance to overpower them
by surprise. H's know edge of "judo" and "karate"
woul d cone in handy, he was sure of that. At |ast,
one qui ck glance at his pocket watch showed that the
time had cone.

Gazing back with a long lingering | ast | ook at
his honme, flooded his mind with all his treasured
menories. H's whole life.

Qut si de, the night was warm and the sky bright.
The full noon hung |ike a huge |anp that seened to
have magi cally appeared just for M. Mura. To guide
himand illum nate the path he was about to travel.
M. Mura traversed his route through every
unexplored trail until he reached the outskirts of
the town where the thick bushes bl ended with the
nount ai nsi de. Recal ling the entrance of the tunnel,
he prepared hinself to negotiate the path of the
roving searchlight fromthe watchtower. And so he
waited for the |long searching beamto pass his
position then swiftly went for it in a sem-crawing
position until he reached the | ocation of the
tunnel's opening sone thirty yards fromthe wall ed
fortress. It did not take long for himto |locate the
openi ng, which he conceal ed years back. He noticed
that the boul der had been noved and repl aced and the



217

bushes appeared to had been di sturbed but carefully
put back in place. Wth inspired agility, he cleared
t he bushes and pushed the rock aside. The tunnel's
nmout h was exposed in all its prom se.

Upon entering the dark tunnel, M. Mura
i mredi ately lighted the small oil lanp, left the
ot her unlighted | anp and proceeded to grope his way.
It took him several anxious mnutes to reach its
i nner end. He strained to listen for any sound and
checked his tine piece. It was already el even twenty
five and anytinme now the detail would be conm ng down
the basenent to replace the guards. M. Mura
squatted down to wi pe the sweat that had drenched
him He shielded the lanp with his hat to nake sure
that no light fromthe | anp would seep through the
crypt at the cataconb when the guards entered and
i nspected the arnory.

As he waited, he recalled the masonry worked he
was called to do in the basenent. The cataconb was a
series of marble slabs of tonbstones one above the
ot her and covered the entire cataconb fromfloor to
ceiling and fromwall to wall. This nust had been
the burial place for the priests and nuns and ot hers
who were entonbed there centuries ago. The top brass
want ed the basenent reinforced and so he was
sumoned to seal each tonbstone slab. But there was
one slab that emtted Iight and when he peeped there
was no tonb. Just a marble slab Iike the rest. He
figured that this tunnel nust have served as an exit
or an entrance depending on how it was intended
then. "Did it serve its purpose well? Have |ives
been spared fromintruders who threatened the peace
of those who occupied this sanctuary? WIIl this sane
tunnel now save lives? WII| his presence here
tonight do just that? To save lives?" H's
t houghts vehenently refused to entertain anything
el se but to believe that he was there to save |ives.

At long last, the treading stonping sound was
heard. He instinctively held his breath. This was
foll owed by the draggi ng noise. He was not quite
famliar with the sounds heard behind the tunnel but
he renenbered the huge iron doubl e-door and
concl uded that the draggi ng noi se nust be produced
by the doors being pushed open to both sides. The
sound cane to a halt. The door to the arnory was now
opened and thinking fast M. Mura bl ocked the oi
lanp with his body. He could not take any chances.
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There m ght be a small hole left around the fornmerly
| oose slab and any light inside the tunnel would
surely show t hrough.

Then as he |istened, the treadi ng sound cane
nearer and louder. It |lasted for several seconds and
the sound noved farther. Again the draggi ng noise,
then followed by the treading sound, and finally -
si | ence.

M. Mura stood fromhis bendi ng position over
the | anp, the heat al nost scorching his chest.
Slowy, he wal ked close to the end of the tunnel and
listened for any sound. There was none.

After hastily making the sign of the cross, he
proceeded to work with chisel and hamrer in hand. He
must start now and work fast if he was to clear the
tunnel for the guerrillas on tinme. He figured the
guerrillas were now sonmewhere in the outlying area
waiting for his signal. He nust not fail them M.
Mura started to hammer the rectangul ar marbl e sl ab.
He exercised care to mnimze the noise for any
sound could be a deadly signal to the guards
stationed just behind the huge arnory door. He held
the steel ring handle at the center of the marble
slab, and tried to push but he found the slab well -
sealed with cenent around its edges. He knew he had
to do a ot of hammering and chiseling before he
could | oosen the cenment but he woul d have to
progress very slowy. Wth every restrai ned poundi ng
of hanmmer on the chisel, beads of perspiration
poured out his forehead. Every pore in his body was
dri ppi ng sweats.

After each stroke he stopped to |isten for any
novenent of the huge door. Little by little he could
hear the cracking of the cenent at the other side.
He continued to hamrer until his chisel broke
t hrough, producing a sharp sound. He stopped -

I robi | e.

The noi se reached the two guards - and al t hough
dull and renpote yet it did not fail to alert them
The guards quizzically | ooked at each other as they
listened intently. But only dead silence foll owed.
The guards dism ssed it as the usual noise of sone
rats and went on with their ani mated conversati on.

M. Mura was now drenched with his sweat as he
held on to his chisel wedged into the cenent. The
silence encouraged himto carefully pull out the
chi sel and repeated the process. This tine he
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progressed nmuch faster as the cenent had cracked al
around the edges of the slab. He held the steel ring
wi th one hand and pushed the slab with his shoul der
and ot her hand. It produced a cracking sound and
very slightly, it noved. A quick smle crossed his
face. Wth a stronger push he was able to break the
sl ab open but cenment particles dropped on the floor
produci ng | oud cl ear sound. He once agai n stopped as
he sensed the two guards suddenly stop tal king. He
clearly heard them stand al nost sinultaneously. His
eyes grew big and his breathing nonentarily
suspended as he saw t hrough the openi ng the huge
doors bei ng pushed open. Holding the steel ring with
his two hands and repl acing the heavy marbl e sl ab
into its proper position, he remained notionless.

The draggi ng sound of the huge doors was
foll owed by the heavy steps as the guards entered
the arnory. He could hear them getting nearer and
stoppi ng now and then as if inspecting the area. H's
knees were knocki ng agai nst each other, his whole
body shaki ng. As the boot-steps got nearer, M.
Mura could feel his al nost-nunbed arns about to
give way fromthe weight of the slab that seened to
doubl e every second. Although every vein in his arns
were strained fromthe effort and the tension, he
cl osed his eyes and focused his strength to his
arnms, hoping he could hold on. Wthout realizing it,
he was praying fervently - praying and sweating and
not breat hi ng.

He | ost his heart when he heard the guards stop
just a few feet fromthe | oose tonbstone he was
hol di ng onto. Fear engulfed himlike a tidal wave. A
l'ightning bolt struck and jolted himwhen the guards
ki cked an enpty box nearby. Sinmultaneously shrill
squeaks and scanpering of tiny feet followed.

"Dirty filthy rats!"™ Cursed one of the guards
and ki cked the box again. Their boot steps receded
foll owed by the dragging of the double door and its
final interlocking.

"Thank you God." M. Mura gasped as he rel axed
his hold and without |osing any tinme, he pushed the
slab with his shoulder while tightly holding on to
the ring. As the slab gave way, he caught its bottom
with his hand then slowly lowered it and laid it on
the floor of the arnory - as if handling a fragile
relic. In one quick nove he slipped in and stopped
to |listen.
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Choosing a box filled with bullets, he
carefully and very quietly lifted it and put it down
right at one end of the door. He carried anot her box
with its unbelievable weight and placed it at the
end of the other door, hoping that the weight of the
boxes whi ch he coul d not believe he was able to
lift, would not budge when the doors were pushed to
the sides. To reinforce his blockade, he positioned
two rifles as braces between the floor and the
doors.

Assured that the arnory was now secured for the
guerrillas, M. Mura exited the cataconb and sped
through the tunnel with the oil lanp in hand.

**kk k%

Col. Holt and his nen had now reached the
desi gnat ed point where the nen will deploy to their
respecti ve assigned area. At exactly 2400 hour, they
woul d stage their attack.

The fire and ent husi asm generated by the Col.
Holt's speech back at the canp was clearly
noti ceabl e on the faces of the nen but deep wthin,
not di scernible to anyone, was that naggi ng anxi ety
when death naybe near at hand. The Col onel tried to
assuage this by appearing confident and assured
al t hough even within hinself he knew that this was
one operation the outcone of which was beyond his
power to predict. He could only pray for the best.

The fast approaching hour of the attack on the
form dable fortress was now slowy casting its
shadow on this intrepid group of men. Col. Holt
faced Ernesto, shook hands and nodded.
"Capt. Duran proceed.”

Ernesto saluted the Colonel and in that brief
nonent when their eyes net, a common feeling of
mut ual concern over the other flashed between them
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The signal was given and each officer led his
men, except for Dizon who stayed behind hoping to
provoke Ernesto into allowing himto join Lt.
Toribio's at the garrison gate instead of rejoining
Col. Holt. Ernesto was determ ned to prevent Dizon
fromjeopardizing this operation, that he
intentionally altered Col. Holt's assignnent for
Di zon. He was aware of his insubordination but he
was prepared to face the consequences for his
deci si on.

"Your nmen are waiting Lt. Dizon. Proceed to
your assignnent. That's an order." Ernesto coul d not
be di ssuaded. His gut confirmed that D zon was a
t hreat.

Di zon executed a nock salute, turned and strode
away in a huff to the direction of Col. Holt's
position. He could not do anything now. Not just yet
anyway.

"Maur o, keep an eye on him He is not to be
anywhere near the garrison gate. At all cost."
Ernesto spoke to the stocky guerrilla in a | ow yet
authoritative tone.

"Yes, sir." The order puzzled himbut he
pronptly followed D zon.

*k*kk k%

As soon as Ernesto and his nen left, Col. Holt
hurriedly went back to his radio nan, Lt. Joe Fern
and resunmed his conmuni cation with Gen. MacArthur's
Forces and reported the progress of their operation
before the final assault to clear the way for the
| andi ng forces on the beaches of Lingayen.

*k*kk k%
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"All right men listen up to your instructions
carefully."” Ernesto gave the final briefing to his
men once they were by thenselves. "W are here to
penetrate the fortress through the tunnel bel ow the
church. "

The gasp reaction was to be expected. This was
the first time that the nen were informed about
t heir engagenent.

"The tunnel ends at the arnory. Armyourself as
much as you can handl e and proceed up the church and
into every nook and cranny of that fortress, as
quietly and stealthily as situation dictates."

Dunbf ounded was not enough to describe the
men's faces. It was beyond stunned and then sone.

"As soon as | receive the signal, | wll cut
t hrough that clearing between here and where the
light will appear at the entrance to the tunnel.

Once | reach the tunnel, a lanp will be waved for
you to follow Renenber if at that tinme the
searchlight had not yet been di sabled, proceed with
caution. However, once Sgt. Leon's nen have taken
out the tower guards, nove on fast. Cardo you foll ow
after me with the torches.™

"Yes, sir." WAs the sinultaneous respond.

"Good | uck."

*kkkk*

M. Mura reached the entrance of the tunnel.
He waved his lanp three tines, left another |ighted
| anp and raced back in, hoping that the guards have
not attenpted to open the door and di scovered the
tunnel .

From about a hundred yards away, Ernesto saw a
light flicker three tines.

"That's our signal, nen. Renenber, one at a
time. Avoid the search |ight and stay as | ow as you
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can. Wen we get to the arnory, armyourselves to
the hilt."

Ernesto crawled to the field and as the search
light rolled past his path he stood up and dashed to
the entrance of the tunnel. Cardo who arrived next,
lighted the torches and foll owed Ernesto through the
tunnel leaving the torches at short intervals.

One after another, the nen carefully avoi ded the
path of the search |ight aware that one m stake by
any of them woul d jeopardize their operation.

*kkkkkkkkk*

Qutside the fortress wall, three of Sgt. Leon's
men were crouched | ow under the brush. They both
aimed their bows at the tower guard and at the
searchlight. Sinultaneously they released their
arrows and each hit its target. The guard tunbl ed
down fromthe tower w thout a whinper. Just a holl ow
thud on the ground. The searchlight blacked out.

Ernesto's nen, darted in droves toward the
tunnel. He had a |last m nute rem nder for Sgt. Leon,
who was charged with | eading all the nen after him
and sending a signal for Col. Holt to follow

At the agreed time, concurrently as the arrows
got the tower guard and the searchlight, Sgt.
Manuel's nen's arrows hit their marks at every gun
enpl acenent above the fortress wall including the
artillery and cannons fronting the sea.

Sgt. Cruz and his nen have sinultaneously
silenced the guards at every checkpoint. They
executed their order as quietly and as cleanly as
the arrows flew and hit their targets, elimnating
any resistance and sound that could have alerted the
Japanese forces at the fortress.

Al'l machi neguns at every checkpoi nt had been
taken over by the guerrillas and directed to the
Japanese barracks at the municipal governnent
bui l ding and the two school buil dings. Bows and
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arrows were used as well at the guards. They were
ready to stop any eneny reinforcenent.

The rest of the group of Sgt. Cruz had depl oyed
around the market structure, where they found two
guards at the gate and four nore around its
perimeter. At the signal, they took out the entire
sentry with their arrows.

"Men nove as quietly and as fast as you can.
Renenber, take as nmany anmp as you can carry when we
reach the arnory." Sgt. Leon had di scharged his
duty. "Let's go!"

The nmen foll owed hi m gui ded by the torches
t hrough the tunnel.

After the agreed tine interval, one of Sgt.
Leon's nen sent the signal for Col. Holt and his
men. Wth the searchlight disabled, Col. Holt and
his men covered the distance to the tunnel in record
tinme.

*k*kk k%

The synchroni zed ti m ng and execution of each
team s assi gnnment worked out perfectly as planned,
wi t hout any loss of life.

Lt. Toribio's unit was, as well, at its
position sonme twenty yards fromthe garrison nain
gate. Undetected. His nmen were all crouched flat on
the ground, waiting for the signal. The first group
with the bows and arrows were already in the firing
position. He raised his hand and gave the signal.
Arrows whi zzed through the air landing on their
targets - the guards at the southern watch towers
and gun enpl acenents. Eerie silence filled the night
as their bodies plunged down to the ground. The
search lights abruptly stopped m dway their sweeping
pat hs.
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After Dizon had deployed half of his nen,
instead of following his order to rejoin Col. Holt,
he evaded Mauro and bl udgeoned hi m when the |atter
tried to block his way. He scurried away then took a
fast detour for the garrison gate. Crazed by his
desire to warn Col. Hroshi and be greatly rewarded,
he defied his order and was prepared to take every
ri sk necessary.

At the sane instance, the two guards j ust
outside the main gate of the garrison were sil enced
by the arrows. Wen they fell back, the guards
i nsi de the guardhouse stepped out to check with arns
dr awn.

Lt. Toribio was about to give his nmen the order
to advance when they saw Lt. Dizon sprint the
di stance between them and the garrison. It was too
|ate to stop himfor he went straight toward the
partly opened gate where he cane face to face with
the guard' s rifle ainmed straight at him

Lt. Toribio' s man rel eased an arrow and the
guard fell. D zon had just barely enough tine to
| ook back at his savior and back at his attacker,
when Sgt. Hiroto materialized froma distance.

"Don't shoot! Lt. Dizon here!™ Dizon yelled in
Japanese flagging down Hroto. "I have cone to warn
you!" He panted but Sgt. Hiroto's | ong-suppressed
hate for spies was evident all over his face.

"Traitor!" Doubl e-faced spy!" Hroto shrieked
and fired at D zon who was stunned. "Fire!" He
screeched at the sol dier manni ng the machi negun at
the gate, when he saw the stanpede of Lt. Toribio's
men rapi dly advanci ng toward the gate.

The unexpected turn of event struck Dizon with
instant clarity that he would always be a Filipino
to the eyes of the enemes. The reaction fromHiroto
proved that. Swiftly Di zon drew his pistol and shot
t he sol di er behind the nmachi negun before he coul d
follow Hiroto's order. His next target was Hiroto
hi nsel f.

The first shot that Dizon's action triggered,
foiled the seam essly executed surprise attack of
the guerrillas.

Now totally unhinged and fired up wth rage and
frustration, Dizon dived into the sandbags, pushed
asi de the dead guard and turned the machi negun
toward the hal f-asl eep and bew | dered Japanese
sol diers scanpering out of their barracks in their
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underwear. The fusillade from D zon's machi negun cut
t hem down before they fully realized that the firing
came fromtheir own weapon. This threw theminto
conpl ete confusi on and chaos.

Col. Hiroshi, who had been awake all ni ght
perusing over his strategy in their planned raid of
the guerrilla canp that norning was jolted by the
vol l ey of shots. Drawing his pistol, he hastened to
the wi ndow and was f| abbergasted by the sight that
greeted him In spite of the distance to the main
gate, he readily identified the man behind the
machi negun. His jaws stiffened. It was his own spy,
Lt. Dizon; the man he trai ned; the man he trusted.
Wth fury in his eyes he ainmed his pistol and pulled
the trigger. H's marksmanship once nore did not fai
himfor Lt. Dizon staggered fromjust one bullet and
he sl unped agai nst the machi negun.

"To the arnory!"™ Col. H roshi's voi ce booned
above the din of the confusion below his wi ndow, his
sol di ers disorgani zed and running in panic into the
gr ounds.

Oficers fromthe quarters of the rectory
sprang out teetering into their uniform and
bel |l owi ng out orders to their nen.

"Man your stations! Hold your ground! To the
arnory!"™ But they were too distant to hear.

Sol diers were scranbling into the church for
the arnory. From his vantage point, Col. Hirosh
W t nessed his officers galloping out into the
grounds to execute sone order to their nmen who had
depl oyed i n di sorgani zed directions.

The siren was blaring throughout the fortress
and the grounds teamng with the Japanese soldiers
armed with only what they had in their sleeping
guarters.

Lt. Toribio' s nmen have penetrated the gate,
nore arned than their enem es.

As the gunshots at the bastion were heard, Sgt.
Cruz gave the signal for the use of hand grenades.
Si mul t aneousl y, hand grenades were thrown into the
Japanese barracks. A barrage of explosions rocked
t he t own.

*kkkk*
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At the arnmory, M. Mura was still alone for
the group of Capt. Duran was still negotiating the
|l ong tunnel. Wth the entire garrison prematurely
alerted by Lt. Dizon's act, the operation had | ost
its elenent of surprise. Al one and unprepared for
t he unexpected disruption. M. Mura waited
anxi ously as the doubl e-door to the arnory were
bei ng forced open by a nob of hands - poundi ng,
br eaki ng, pushing.

The crates of bullets at both ends of the two
doors crunpled and forced out . . .the rifles
cracked. The doors creaked against the rails.

M. Mura was petrified in place. Wat now?
This was not what he volunteered for. Not the actua
fighting. He was hoping that after he had done his
part and upon the arrival of Ernesto and his group,
he woul d wal k away and out fromthe chaos of this
encounter. M ssion acconplished. Conplete and snooth
take over. No shooting. No killing. That's what he
of fered to do.

But he had to hold the arnory for the
guerrillas. He had to. O herw se, what was Joy
Bell's death for. He had to hold fort or it would be
the total annihilation of the guerrillas if the
doors opened and the Japanese got their hands to the
limtless supplies of arnms and amunition. A
massacr e!

The huge doors were budgi ng, the poundi ng, and
t he heaving of the push, deafening - the stanpede of
running feet ranmbling fromthe di stance. He was
caught between two factions - both his brothers and
his countrynen. This was madness. A total
cat ast rophe.

Then the doors flung open and as hundreds of
fiery eyes loonmed toward him M. Mura went for the
machi negun and nmanned it w thout a second to think.
The rapid-fire rattled and echoed. Screans m ngl ed
with the groans and noans and falling bodies piled
one on top of the other, as the bullets swept
t hrough the rushi ng Japanese soldiers. Like rice
stal ks ranmpaged by the wind. And fl attened.

M. Mura could not stop firing, his fingers
stuck in place, his eyes glued to the blurring of
bodi es. The Japanese were razed down before they
coul d get anywhere near the arnory door. Hi's m nd
raced wildly. The guerrillas nust be on their way.
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They have to be. Then he would be through with this
madness...this craziness... this killing.

Suddenly he felt his body stiffen with one,
two, then three burning | eads. He staggered back but
he held on to the machi negun and just kept firing.

From t he openi ng where the marbl e sl ab once
was, Capt. Ernesto Duran energed. And his nen
trailed behind himlike a |ine of disciplined
soldier ants. The sight of the superior fire power
now avail abl e before themwas |ike a burst of
adrenal ine that shot up into their veins. There was
no hol ding them back. Starved for so |ong they
rushed to the bounty of arnms and amp, and grabbed
everything they could carry. Now they were ready for
their enemes. The real encounter had just begun.

Capt. Duran's nen were relentless as they nowed
down the incom ng unarnmed Japanese. The tabl e had
been turned. Japanese soldiers were rushing in and
falling in front and over M. Mura and guerrillas
pushing from behind him The stanpede of running
feet of eager nen rushed in from behind. Men
scanpering all over the arnory and frantically
getting to the arns and the ammop, nowi ng down the
Japanese who were desperately westling for their
arnory.

The fighting turned into a frenzied hand to
hand conbat but the greatly boasted norale of the
guerrillas was unstoppable. A mx of foes against
foes grabbing from one anot her what had now becone
the very contention of the encounter.

When col. Holt and his nmen poured in fromthe
tunnel, Capt. Duran's nen have overpowered the
enem es and taken over the arnory, providing Col.
Holt's nmen an easy access to all the arns and anmo
t hey needed. Before proceeding upstairs into the
church, Duran caught the nod of gratitude and
acknowl edgenent of the Col onel. Yes, he was w ong
for questioning Capt. Duran and for doubting the
| oyalty and prom se of his Japanese friend, M.

M ur a.

In the mdst of the chaos no one noticed the
absence or whereabouts of M. Mura. Not Capt.
Ernesto Duran, nor Col. Holt. But fromtheir brief
exchange of | ooks they both knew that they thought
of him They acknow edged him They were grateful to
him There was no need for nore words. M. Mura was
their hero.
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Ernesto and his nmen hurdled up the stairs to
the church leaving Col. Holt and his group that now
filled the basenent arnory. Mre nen, nore feet,
nore arns grabbing the precious comodity.

"All right men, let's go!™ Col. Holt turned to
his men, all energized not just in their noral e but
with arnms and anmo as wel |.

"How about ne, Colonel." It was Joe, Lt. Fern
still backpacked with their radio equipnent. "I want
to fight, too, sir." Joe tingled with the urged to
be part of the action.

The Col. faced Joe squarely, pleased and proud
of his fellow American. "Sure, Joe, give them a good
beating. It's all yours, Lt. Fern."

Joe brightened and |ike a child grabbed the
nost powerful gun he could find and equi pped hinsel f
with as nmany belts of ammp as he coul d grab.

"Yi peee, watch out. Here |I cone!" He outran everyone
el se up the concrete stairs taking three rungs at a
tinme.

The guerrillas have secured the basenent.
Guerrilla guards were posted above the church door
that led to the arnory. They were determ ned to give
it their all before any eneny could pass through
them The arnory was theirs. It was their air. Their
sust enance. Their lifeline.

*kkkk*

Suddenly, the racket and the bl oody scene that
I nvaded the basenent, turned quiet; eerily silent.
Its peace hushed the di snal cataconb back into what
it once was. Just a cataconb.

*k*kk k%
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In the stillness of death, M. Mura dug
hi nsel f out frompiles of bodies until he nanaged to
prop hinself up, staggering; his right hand firmy
pressing his mdsection, trying unsuccessfully to
stop the spurts of bubbling reds. Slowy, alnost
unw I lingly, he allowed his eyes to scan his
surroundi ngs. He was paral yzed. Hi s whol e bei ng
nelted into tears that seeped through his eyes;
endl ess flow of tears as if emanating froma
bottom ess source, sonmewhere deep down from i nside
hi m

Wth heavy unsteady hand he nmanaged to nake the
sign of the cross and nmunbl ed what coul d had been a
prayer. But his m nd knew there was no coherence.
Hi s thoughts drowned by the unceasing and deaf eni ng
sound of the guns that rang above him Hi s |ips
twisted into a bitter smle as he caught sight of
the solitary broken marble slab on the ground
beneat h the opening of the tunnel that was supposed
to had been a tonb. But there was no tonb. Just an
enpty space, an opening, an entrance or perhaps an
exit way back when it was built as a way out, an
escape, to save lives fromthe narauders.

However, at the present, on this particular
dawn, the sanme openi ng becane an instrunment that
made all these cruel slaughter and nerciless killing
possi bl e. And he hel ped nake it happen. He served as
the catal yst!

The guilt was suffocating him the tears
blurring the profusion of red puddles com ng from
hi s Japanese brothers. He had done his job. He had
finished what Joy Bell, her sweet and innocent Joy
Bel |, her precious daughter, started; who in death
showed himthat there conmes in one's life a nonent
to choose, to act upon one's conviction, to unravel
and prioritize conflicting issues, regardl ess of how
one dreaded it. Joy Bell did it for him

Wth one last |ook around him M. Mura
dragged hinself, leaving a bloody trail, out the
arnmory and into the tunnel.
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At last, M. Mura could get out of this
ni ght mare; bathed with the m ngling of both his
brothers' blood and his own. Al he wanted now was
to get out and drown out from his consci ousness the
din of the fighting, the rattling of gun shots, the
groani ng of the dying. To himthere were no victors.
Just | osers. For even the survivors would forever
see the images of this cataclysmlong after all of
this was over. Yet, M. Mura saluted both | osers
and victors. For they were players who perforned
their roles.

And hin? He was just a dreaner.

Stunbling and crawing through the dimy-
lighted tunnel, M. Mura felt his consci ousness
ebbing. "Fast.. .faster. .." he prodded hinself.
"Crawl , push, nove, go before all senblance of |ight
di nmed out."

*k*kk k%

"Follow ne!" Col. Holt turned to his nen as he
signaled themto cross the grounds of the bastion.
Team ng froma distance barging toward them were the
Japanese soldiers in their undergarnent, awakened
from what ever dreans they were having. Now turned
into nightmares. What arns and amunition they held
were those they slept with. Their arnory was no
| onger theirs to run to for replenishnent.

Now, it was only themand their indomtable
fighting spirit, of which they nust have an endl ess
supply. Their barracks were spitting out hundreds
and hundreds of them all lunging forward. No one
was backi ng away. These nen steeped in discipline
and the | arge dose of kam kaze spirit. They woul d
not run away.

From where Lt. Duran and his nen were, the
fighting was at its peak. Bullets criss-crossed the
air and the snoke fromthe guns addi ng darkness to
the gl oony garrison. The greatly outnunbered
guerrillas were fighting |i ke thousands agai nst the
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thick mass of surprised Japanese sol diers. However,
the determnation to fight and the bravery of both
sides were just as strong. They were fighting as if
it were their last. The dead Japanese were scattered
like flies all over the vast area of the compound.

The fighting inside the church had | ong been
ended by the ranpage of Capt. Duran's nen, who were
the first to emerge fromthe arnory and to overcone
the disoriented Japanese waking fromtheir sleep.

Col. Hiroshi, and sone of his guards were
barri caded at a reinforced roomat the rectory.
Capt. Taguri, who was able to escape the onsl aught
of Capt. Duran's nen in the church, had joined Col.
Hi roshi. The Col onel remai ned unshaken and was
indomtable in his determ nation to keep their
resi stance. He had transmtted his order to his nen
who have solidified their |ast forces at the
farthest rows of barracks in the conpound.

Many of the Japanese sol diers who have utilized
the air raid shelters along the walls of the
fortress had been routed out by dozens of hand
grenades that had becone available to the
guerrill as.

When Capt. Taguri directed his binoculars at
t he unguarded POW st ockade, he saw that the guards
were all engaged in conbat. A brilliant idea crossed
his mnd. "Col. Hroshi. . .Let's use the Anmerican
pri soners hostage and denmand for the surrender of
the guerrillas.”

The Col onel's | ook of disbelief and di sgust at
his Captain's despi cabl e suggesti on nade Capt.
Taguri recoil.

"Never! " He rebuffed the Captain.

But Taguri was not to be deterred. "Then give
me the order to kill the prisoners!”

Col. Hiroshi was shanmed by his Captain's
cowardi ce. "W shall fight |ike soldiers. A real
sol di er does not fear death. Fight! That's an
order!"” He had called for reinforcenment and was
hol ding fort until their arrival.

*k*kk k%
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At anot her portion of the conpound, a grinning
maddened Sgt. Manoto energed froma bullet-ridden
barrack, carrying a box of gunpowder. He was headed
for the stockade of the prisoners.

"Death to you all. I, Sgt. Manpto will free you
fromyour msery. ...you are all dead anyway. So
here | cone. To free you fromyour hell!" He was
cursing and shouting that he would kill all their

Anmerican prisoners if it was the last thing he would
do.

Mtsi who was desperately treating their
wounded saw Sgt. Manoto and heard his diabolica
ranting. Wthout regard for his safety he darted
after Manoto and hel d hi m back.

"Sgt., please stop it. Think. Gve up your
pl an."

But Sgt. Manpto was too intoxicated with hate
and power and ranted. "Wth this gunpowder "Il turn
that stockade into an inferno and anni hilate those
dyi ng Anerican PON They'll join us all in hell!"

The arrogance and sneers on his face stunned
Mtsi as the Sergeant shoved hi m down and trudged
on. Mtsi redoubled his determnation to stop the
Sergeant at all cost for he could not allow such
dastardly and cowardly act on hel pl ess prisoners.
Wth just that thought in mnd, Mtsi chased after
Sgt. Manoto and plunged into his back the bl oody
surgical knife he had in his hand all al ong.

Sgt. Manoto crunpled and fell down with a | oud
thud, still tightly clutching the box of gunpowder.
As Mtsi | ooked down at Manbto, who was gurgling in
his own bl ood, Manpbto's voice, steeped in arrogance
kept ringing through his head.

Earlier that evening, Manoto had bragged to the
guards about his conquest of "the beautiful and
young Anerican girl." Wthout intending it, Mtsi
was destined to take justice into his own hands. He
had avenged Joy Bell's death. And the rape of her
I nnocence.

Mtsi was shaken as bullets hit all around him
He docked. An expl osion rocked the earth behind him
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and as he | ooked back at where Sgt. Manoto had
fallen he saw a colum of fire and bl ack snoke

engul fing the Sergeant. The horror of the sight

di stracted Mtsi and before he could distance

hi nsel f fromthe scene, bullets caught up with him
He withed and coiled to the ground. Wth his ebbing
consci ousness, he struggled to crawl toward the
clinic.

Just a few paces away, Lt. Joe Fern was in his
el enments, firing his gun swftly fromleft to right
and at all directions, cheering at his every fallen
target. Hi s unquenchable thirst to be part of the
action, coupled with his fighting spirit turned him
i nto one unstoppabl e destructive force, as he
covered the ground | eaving deaths behind him Hi's
great agility and extraordi nary courage gave him
that feeling of invulnerability, forging forward and
never | ooking back. H's boyish grin suddenly turned
into a grimace as he jerked back. This did not, in
any way, stop himfromfiring.

The fighting in the open area of the conpound
had di ed down but the encounter between the farthest
rows of barracks had becone the fiercest, where the
Japanese had solidified their forces for their |ast
st and.

Bull ets whistled as these ricocheted agai nst
the concrete walls. The Japanese continued to fire
back at the guerrillas led by Col. Holt. He signal ed
his men to spread out and sneak behind the enem es
as one group continued firing. The nmen noved around
the rows of barracks picking off the Japanese one by
one.

*kkkk*

The vol Il ey of grenade expl osions roused the
sl eepi ng Japanese in their barracks at the nunicipa
governnment edifice and the two school buil dings.
Sgt. Cruz's nen threw hand grenades one after
anot her into the barracks and routed out the
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Japanese |i ke scanpering rats fromtheir underground
hol es. They fl ooded out from each barrack, dazed and
unprepared and still in their underwear. Sone have
hastily put on their uniform Before they were fully
awake they were gunned down by their own machi neguns
fromtheir checkpoints.

Just then, the ground shook followed by the
runbl i ng sound. A parade of truckl oads of Japanese
rei nforcenent have arrived. But the guerrillas were
prepared for them The engagenent did not |ast |ong.
Hand grenades, dynamtes, nachi neguns and power f ul
artilleries have elimnated the | ast hope of Col.

Hi r oshi .

The radio transm ssion to Col. Hiroshi of the
total annihilation of his reinforcenent together
with the weakening of his |ast stronghold at the
compound drove himto nmake a drastic decision. He
was a soldier and would die fighting |Iike one. On
his face was a resolute resolve to fight. He could
have chosen to put an end to the needl ess prol ongi ng
of the hopeless fight and waste of lives but there
was a tradition he had to uphold. A samurai nust die
rat her than surrender.

*kkkk*

At their last stronghold, Col. Hroshi's forces
fought tenaciously and fiercely up to the |ast
nonment. These stubborn but brave breed of fanatica
sol diers seened to have made a comon and
irrevocabl e decision to fight to the end. Not one
had surrendered until the last man had fallen.

*k*kk k%
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Col. Hroshi, arned with his pistol and
foll owed by his arnmed guards stepped out of the
reinforced quarters and with dignity faced the
guerrillas stationed inside the church and into the
ground where they fought ferociously until all his
men fell dead.

Capt. Taguri pointed his gun to his head and
took his own life. An act of hara-kiri without its
sacred ritual

St andi ng al one and surrounded by the enemn es,
Col. Hiroshi fought until bullets nercilessly
riddled his body. H s |l ast thoughts took a flight to
Japan where his wife was reading the final letter he
wote. In his neat cursive witing, he prom sed he
woul d breathe his |ast by her side. And he did. In
spirit.

*kkkk*

The fighting ceased. Every gun enpl acenent
behind the thick wall of the vast conpound was now
securely guarded by Filipino guerrillas. On their
faces shone the indescribable feeling of joy and
gratitude for having survived their fiercest
encounter which nmay, perhaps and hopefully be their
| ast. Hope and pride gleaned in their eyes gazing
far toward the sea waiting for the | anding forces of
Gen. MacArt hur.

When Sgt. Leon's nen broke through the
st ockade, they were confronted by a sight so
horrendous it literally immbilized them These
batt| e- hardened nen, who fought and killed, were
crying unashanmedly as they unchai ned the stunned
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POW many of whom just stared blankly at their
|iberators. OQthers clutched tightly |ike babies as
they were gently carried out. The few managed to
wobbl e out with the remaining strength of their
emaci at ed bodi es, grasping to breathe the air of
freedom for the first time after a |ong period of
sub- human exi stence. Sone fell before they could
take their first step. But they kept on trying to
prove to thenselves that they were still alive. Yet
t hey appeared nore dead than alive. The scene |eft
no man unnoved.

*kkkk*

Bat hed in his sweat and bl ood his shirt
crunpled and torn, Lt. Ernesto Duran energed from
the | ong harrow ng experience. He had just returned
to the arnmory to | ook for M. Mura but he was
nowhere to find. Frustrated and anxi ous he kept
| ooki ng for him

In the mdst of the encounter, he did not have
the opportunity to thank him He felt rem sed and
ungrateful. He had to | et himknow how big a role he
played in their victory. And Col. Holt had to neet
hi m and personally thank himfor his heroism
Per haps apol ogi ze even just in his thoughts for ever
doubting M. M ura.

Searching for M. Mura in the church, outside
the church turning over dead Japanese bodi es, hoping
agai nst hope that he was not one of them Ernesto
kept | ooking; scanning the w de expanse of the
garrison scattered with corpses all spattered with
crinmson... thousands and thousands of them As he
wal ked t hrough the havoc of the sneak attack, and
the fierce hour-long encounter, Ernesto felt drain
and enpty. After running fromone barrack to the
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next; from one stockade to the next - all now enpty
of their occupants, Ernesto stopped at a roomt hat
| ooked like a clinic.

H s attention was caught by a ukul el e dangling
on its wall. He recognized that ukulele very
vividly. It was sonething he could not ever forget
for it stabbed his heart; not the ukulele itself but
t he young Japanese who was holding it. That sight on
that particular afternoon stole away precious hours
of his sleep wondering if the young Japanese had
stolen his Joy Bell fromhim But he al so woul d
never forget that young Japanese who lied to his own
people to save Joy Bell and him He entered the
clinic and took the ukulele fromthe wall then
| ooked around but no life stirred anong the lifeless
bodi es.

Fearing the worst, he paused and just then
noticed the witings on the ukul el e which was
inscribed with Mtsi's nane. "Mtsi. It's such a
good nane. An innocent and pure nane." He concl uded
that Mtsi could had been working at the clinic.
Sonmeone who was there to save lives and not to take.
He was decided to find him He could vouch for him
and his goodness. Hi s kindness and his sense of
decency.

As Ernesto checked each of the bodies near the
clinic, he spotted a famliar face. It was pale and
the features were his. He recogni zed the fine and
delicate innocent features of the man. Actually not
of a man but of a boy.

"Mtsi...it is Mtsi!" Ernesto knelt down and
touched Mtsi's cold face. He nade the sign of the
cross and said a silent prayer. It would be
difficult for himto give the sad news to Joy Bell
Ernesto was sure that Joy Bell loved this boy as a
friend woul d | ove another. Ernesto called one of his
nmen. "Take Mtsi to the church. He is a good
Japanese." After saying goodbye and throw ng a | ast
grateful ook at Mtsi as his body was carried away,
Ernesto wal ked away with a heavy heart for the death
of an innocent and undeserving victimof a crue
war. He wal ked away carrying the ukulele of Mtsi -
a Japanese he considered his savior... his ange
a friend.

Al ong the way, Ernesto net Col. Holt, who was
checking their casualties, giving orders to his nen
to gather all the dead, both theirs and the
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Japanese. Wth Col. Holt was Tomry gathering the
tags of the casualties. He took his duty seriously
and did it with reverence, aware that he was hol di ng
in his hands, the |ast proof of these nen's

exi stence. Sonmething their |oved ones could hold in
their hands and treasure their essence left in that
smal|l col d piece of tag.

At the garrisons there were no Japanese
prisoners. No one surrendered. They cane across Col.
Hi roshi. The American Col onel, took the insignia of
t he Japanese conmmandi ng officer of the bastion and
ordered his body taken to the church. He saluted his
Japanese counterpart then went on foll owed by
Er nest o.

"Col. Holt, all gun enplacenents are secured.
And manned by our nen." Sgt. Manuel reported.

"Excel l ent, Sgt. Manuel. Lower the Japanese
flag," Col. Holt gave the order but it sounded nore
like an invitation. "Raise both the Filipino and the
American flags."

"Yes, Col. Holt. It's nmy honor and pl easure.™
Sgt. Manuel grinned fromear to ear and sprinted
away to fulfill what seenmed to be his |ifelong
dream To see once again his country's flag flying
side by side with the Anerican flag. And hopefully,
one day to fly alone up there - proud to stand on
its own. This was one order he hungered to perform -
hi s proudest nonent.

From the guards at the gun enpl acenent that
faced the sea, they heard the joyous shouts.

A guerrilla reported to the Colonel. "Col.
Holt, the fleet of Gen. MacArthur had been sighted.”

"Thank you." Col. Holt patted the man and gave
a big smle. "Good job!"

The man grinned and |ike a boy yelled at the
top of his voice announcing the arrival of Gen.
Macarthur's forces. Hysterical cheering erupted al
over the conpound.

Ernesto heard the news but his attention was
drawn to a famliar voice, a groaning just a few
feet fromhim He scanned the ground and finally
found the source of the voice. The man, an Anmerican
was still noving. He dashed to him

"Joe, thank God." Ernesto was frantic at the
si ght of Joe who | ooked seriously wounded and
drai ned of color. "Col. Holt, I've found Joe."
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The Col onel strode to where they were and the sight
of his radi oman nade himstop mdway. "Joe!" Was al
he could utter.

"Col. Holt. Thanks for the chance to fight."
Joe whi spered. "How did | do?"

"You did well, Lt. Fern. We're proud of you."

Joe was too weak to nove but he still nanaged
to smle at his Colonel and Captain. His famliar
naughty boyi sh grin which had won Ernesto's
friendship the first time they net, saddened Col.
Holt who had held a soft spot in his heart for his
| oyal radi oman.

"Hold on Joe." The Col onel reassured him as
Ernesto cuddl ed Joe's head.

The silence between them was abruptly broken by
the whizzing flares fromthe Anerican Fleet. The
American and Filipino flags flying proudly at the
Japanese stronghold with its silenced guns, signaled
the clearance for their passage. They were safe to
proceed to the beaches of their destination.

Joe | ooked up at Ernesto, the effort making him
knit his brows. "Hey, what's that, Cap?"

"The flares from Gen. MacArthur's Fleet.

They' re here Joe. We've cleared the way for them
You did a good job"

Joe grinned but his stare was bl ank and devoi d
of |ight.

"Do you hear nme Joe? The Anmericans are here.
Gen. MacArthur fulfilled his promse.”

Joe renmained smling and a hint of |ight

twnkled in his eyes. "You see.. .Anerica fulfilled
its promse. Tell.. .tell ny nother and father.
.I"mnot a coward. | haven't told themthis but I

| ove them" And Joe closed his eyes. H s face
radiated the joy he felt before life left him

Ernesto ki ssed Joe's forehead. There were tears
in his eyes. He had just lost a dear friend. He said
a silent prayer and stood up beside Col. Holt, after
taking off his tag. This he wanted to personally do
and Tommy under st ood.

"He was a fine and brave boy!" The Col one
murmured. A couple of guerrillas |ifted Joe's body
while Ernesto and Col. Holt proceeded to the gate of
the garrison where cheerful chaos was happeni ng.

Tomy followed Col. Holt and Capt. Duran having
conbed the grounds for their fallen nmen. In his
hands were a few dog tags. Their casualty was
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mnimal. It could been nmuch worst but just the sane
every tag was a |ife he nourned.

As Col. Holt and Ernesto reached the sandbags
where the machi negun was still directed to the
garrisons, they | ooked at each other. Ernesto
qui ckly turned the head of the man who was sl unped
agai nst the machi negun and what he saw stunned him
The man was Lt. Dizon. He could hardly believe what
appeared to be Lt. Dizon's last attenpt at heroism
Sonet hi ng he never expected from him

"He died a hero, sir.” It was all Ernesto
managed to utter and once again Col. Holt smled and
nodded at himin agreenent.

They were both m staken. But they were both
very much aware that many unexpected acts happen in
times of crises. People did things out of character.
One coul d never be sure about what anot her woul d be
capabl e of doing in tines of war.

M. Mura did it. And now, so did Lt. Dizon.
Each with his own personal reason

*k*kk k%

Just then the hundreds of released civilians
fromthe market place led by Sgt. Cruz and his nen,
surged into the gate of the garrison. Jubilation and
weepi ng m xed as the just released civilians turned
into hysterical nob rejoicing and running toward
their liberators - kissing their hands, their faces.
The children junped up to hug their fathers, w ves
reunited with their husbands. The guerrillas who
have left their famlies were finally reunited. The
young guerrillas cried |ike children as they
reunited with their parents.

Sgt. Leon's nen escorted the weak and sick
prisoners fromthe garrison stockade. But they al
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cheered and wept, rejoicing with the crowd,
forgetting nonentarily, what they had gone through.
Filipino and Japanese civilians were huggi ng and
dancing wildly to the unceasi ng bonbardnment fromthe
artillery of the Anerican Fleet. Their fusillade now
directed at the beaches of their intended | anding
site.

Col. Holt was caught in the mdst of the
hysteria, his uniformtorn and ripped as the
exulting civilians gave himand the guerrillas a
wild reception and adoration accorded to war heroes.
He was bei ng pushed and pulled to every direction
i magi nabl e |i ke an i nani mate object am dst grateful
and rejoicing people. He allowed hinself to be
tugged, and ki ssed, and hugged. He stood in their
mdst, his smle drenched in tears, his arns
outstretched as far as he could to shake hands and
reach out to the hundreds of waving quivering hands
- sonme firmand hard, others gnarled and shaki ng.

Thi s boundl ess and sincere adul ati on which
acconpani ed victory overwhel ned him Yet he did not
mnd. Not at all. Was this not what this camnpaign,
this operation was all about? The fog in his eyes
blurred the beautiful and pitiful sight of the
survivors of the sufferings and the starvation and
the di seases. And this war

Al so caught in the mdst of the cel ebration was
Tomy, crying like a child. He renmenbered how far he
had conme. He was once one of them Like them he
survived. And who knows what his future would bring.

The beautiful thought of hone, of his own
daughter, N da Gay, now overshadowed the jubilation
around Col. Holt. He |longed for peace and quiet and
the days of long rest for his tired body. He just
wanted to go hone!

*k*kk k%
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Er nesto had successfully passed through the
t hrong who nobbed himat the gate. He was now
runni ng through the surging crowd, craning his neck
for a glinpse of a face in the cromd - the only
face, at the nonent, that he longed to see. Al he
ever wanted to see was Joy Bell. He had so nuch to
say. To thank her for what she had done for the
novenment. And to tell her how much he m ssed her and
| onged for her and | oved her.

Then he thought once again of M. Mura. He had
so much to tell him too. A thousand "thank yous"
for his invaluable help - a great sacrifice in his
part. To thank himand apol ogi ze for his intrusion
into the peace and quiet of his famly. But to
reassure himthat his intentions were pure and
sincere and true.

Ernesto's call for Joy Bell was drowned out by
all the rejoicing. And after a futile search through
the crowd | eavi ng hi m hoarse from scream ng her
nane, he decided Joy Bell and M. Mura nust have
preferred to wait for himat their hone.

So losing no time, he negotiated the distance
fromthe garrison to the Mura hone in the fastest
record tinme ever done by anyone. He nust have broken
all speed record. For when the heart willed it, al
systens went. No obstacle could stop it.

Taking the stairs all in one giant stride, he
called out with all the love his heart could nuster.
"Joy Bell, sweetheart |I'mhere. |I'mback. |'ve cone

honme. W have won. We are free. Cone and see for
yoursel f." Ernesto was practically shouting at the
top of his |ungs.

Hearing no response, Ernesto knocked at a
cl osed door with uncontrollable excitenent, his face
glowing with great anticipation of seeing Joy Bel
again. "Joy Bell, ny love, open the door. It's ne,
Ernesto.” Still there was neither an answer nor
novenent. Not able to wait any |onger, he pushed the
door open only to be net by a total darkness.

Anxi ety could have crossed his m nd but he was too
overjoyed to entertain anything renotely near it.

He figured, she nust be at the hill. Perhaps
with her father, M. Mura sharing the good news
with Lota. Wio el se to share such a profound event
than with the woman they both adored?



244

And then the soft whisper cane like a flash in
his m nd. She was at the hill waiting for him The
hill where he found her. The hill where they
reunited after so nmany years. She nust be there
waiting for himfor the nost precious nonent of
their lives. "Joy Bell, here | cone!" He screaned
out like a child and junped down the stairs.

Li ke a gust of wind at dawn, Ernesto whizzed -
no flew through the winding trail am dst the nost
verdant greens of the field gloriously high-Ilighted
by the lingering full noon.

A marvel ous vi sion was beckoning him- the two
of them up there overlooking this whole fascinating,
magi cal , wonderful, challenging world offering them
a prom sing begi nni ng.

Ernesto found hinself floating on air with only
his heart guiding himto the hill. So great was his
excitenment that even the tree on the hilltop and the
cl ouds above becane not hi ng but hazy mi st.

G owi ng wi th exuberance, Ernesto dashed up the
hill. And..

Everything whirled into a blur once Ernesto
reached the top of the hill. The world stopped. So
abruptly. So suddenly. He staggered, his mnd in a
di zzying spin as if | ooking down into a bottom ess
I i mbo, a darkness so bl ack, nothing existed. Just a
vacuum - no air... just nothingness. A blank. Not
white bl ank. Dark.. .ebony black blank. He was
beyond shocked. Beyond di sbelief. Beyond stunned.
Even beyond unfeeling. He was conpl etely nunbed.
Col d, frozen, hardened, stiff nunb. Was this what
death felt?

He did not think of asking hinmself but the
guestion was before himin bold letters. He knew he
died in a wink of that nonent. He knew...not just
aware... knew. .. he died.

As his consciousness thinned before him he did
not even grasp for it. He did not want to hold on to
it. For it was nore nerciful to let go. Let the I|ast
thread of consciousness just snap, break, and | et
go. Down...down far down into that chasm he coul d
not see...that abyss that could be wel com ng when
the eyes ...and the m nd fathoned nothi ngness.

How fast and how qui ck a beautiful dream could
di e. How sudden...how final things could change. How
the world could turn ugly - and the dream
vani sh...Wiere did he go? In that split of a nonent,
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of no tinme, where was he? He did not want to be
anywhere. He felt, yes, he could feel hinself... saw
hi nsel f reduced into an iota of dust...a speck of
dust floating before him Lost in space. And the
dust expl oded i nto not hi ngness and vani shed. Gone.
When the whirling blur tightened and focused into a
form a shape, he touched earth. He found hinself

st andi ng wobbly, unsteadily but standing on top of

the hill, before Joy Bell. Before a nanme carved on
wood, a white wood, a wood shaped into a cross. Joy
Bell in letters so artistically carved, only the

hands of one with the heart of a true, pure, |oving
artist could have carved.

A dart, two darts, a dozen darts, a hundred, a
t housand, nyriad darts pierced Ernesto's heart again
and again and again. The pain, exponentially sharp.

sharper... sharpest...The nost agonizing and
power ful scream of the sharpest pain erupted
reaching far and hi gh breaking the clouds into a
turnmoil of indistinguishable shapes. And the pieces
di sappeared into oblivion.

Ernesto fell to his knees, his body crunpled
huggi ng the white cross. H's screamreduced into
sobs choked so deep no sound could be heard. H's
body shook convul sively. He | onged to encircle Joy
Bell in his arnms, it hurt. He hugged her, he hugged
the white cross. And | ooked up to the heavens so
high and so far away he could not reach it. How
cruel could the world be to himand to Joy Bell?
Unkind to two people so in |love. But Ernesto's m nd
was too nunb to conprehend what fate had dealt them
H s heart too ill to accept the scene before him

Ti me passed. Ernesto had not kept track of it.
But in the in-between of that tinme, he experienced
t he nost magi cal and amazing feeling. He had Joy
Bell in his arnms. The beautiful, enchanting,
nmesneri zing Joy bell. She welconmed himw th her |ove
so giving, so unselfish there was nothing left to
ask for. She gave himher all. How beautiful their
| ove was. Their |love endured all. It was eternal.
Everl asting. Forever alive. In their hearts. In
their minds. In their souls. For eternity.

The smle lingered. It was still there on
Ernesto's lips. the smle left there by the warnth
of Joy Bell's kiss. He will always keep it there for
the world to see. To share. To spread out. Their
|l ove did well. Very well, indeed.
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And so Ernesto opened his eyes, the smle stil
on his lips. The tears have dried up. He was
caressing the white cross that bore Joy Bell's nane.
Joy Bell had acconplished the job he had asked her
to do for the guerrillas. She did it successfully.
And not because he asked her but because she wanted
to do her part for peace, a subject closest to her,
to her nother Lota, and to her bel oved father, M.

M ura. They had adhered to their strong convictions
and allowed it to guide themthrough the needs of
times. And they stood by it to the end.

Now that the world cleared once again, his eyes
was able to see what was before him A poi gnant
scene. A nost tender and touching sight. It was only
then that Ernesto noticed what |ay before him

It was M. Shiro Mura - his body cold and
lifeless. Silent and still. H's two outstretched
arnms hugging the two adj acent graves of his wfe and
hi s daughter. His bloody fingers had left their
mar ks on both Lota and Joy Bell's white crosses when
he clutched on tightly until life left every fiber
of his being and drained himof the strength to hold
on. Now the bl ood had dried but his marks renai ned
as his love would stay with them..forever, beyond
death. For the M uras knew no goodbyes.

M. Mura' s |ast nonent of consciousness was
hi s nost el oquent expression of his |ove and
devotion to the two people he treasured in his
heart.

Ernesto could only stare down at this admrable
Japanese with an inpeccable heart of gold and a
truly enduring and boundl ess |love for his wife and
daught er and an i nnate passion for peace and
br ot her hood anong nen.

As Ernesto stood on that hill, he could see the
Filipino and Anerican flags proudly wavi ng over the
bastion - the reveille fromthe bugle echoing
through the air, floated above the din of the
cheering of the freed civilians and rel eased
prisoners. And as he | ooked farther to the sea, he
coul d see the horizon back-dropped the parade of the
Aneri can Fl eet speeding toward the beaches of
Li ngayen.

A smle appeared on Ernesto's lips only to
qgui ckly di sappear for even the prospect of the
forthcom ng peace no | onger held nmuch neaning for
him Al he could feel was utter enptiness as he



247

noved his eyes fromthe horizon to the two white
crosses and to the rigid cold body of M. Mura -
just enptiness and nothing el se.

"What has war done to then?" Was all that
Ernesto could think of. "And what can victory offer
me now?"

He had no answers to both. Just the drops of
tears on the hardened face of this |onely war
survivor!

*kkkkkkkk*
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EPI LOGUE

The snoke of war had | ong gone. It now remains
just a nenory and, to sone, a nightmare. Peace now
reigns and if transient eyes would happen to | ook up
fromwhere the garrison once stood, these would see
the hill. It still is there - that hill - with three
white crosses, tine-dulled, weather-beaten -
standi ng defiantly against the elenents, marking the
graves of three people - three different races - a
living and tineless testinonial of the GREATNESS OF
LOVE. . .THE EMPTINESS OF VICTORY. . .AND THE
FUTILITY OF WAR!

*kkkkkkkk*
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EPI LOGUE

The snoke of war had | ong gone. It now remains
just a nenory and, to sone, a nightnmare. Peace now
reigns and if transient eyes would happen to | ook up
fromwhere the garrison once stood, these would see
the hill. It still is there — that hill — with three
white crosses, tine-dulled, weather-beaten —
standi ng defiantly agai nst the el enents, marking the
graves of three people — three different races — a
living and tineless testinonial of the GREATNESS OF
LOVE ... THE EMPTI NESS OF VICTCORY ... AND THE
FUTILITY OF WAR!

And the survivors live on!

Hopi ng...w shing...praying that man woul d
finally learn its lesson so that their children and
their children’s children and all the com ng

generations will not go through the horrors of their
ni ght mar es.
Fervently, they pray and will continue to pray

that the Universe may live in harnony... brotherhood
peace. And... LOVE!

*k*kk k%
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