WHEN THEY SAWthe armed men in the middle of theroad,
blocking their way, it was already too late. Thejeepwasrun-
ning downhill and therewas no stoppingitintime. Theold
man driving thevehicled owedit down, but thearmed menhad
already aimedtheir guns.

Thefirst volley of firehit thewindshield, breaking the silence of
theearly morning. Thedriver changed gearsand drovethejegp
backwards. Another round, and theman Stting besidethedriver
dumped. Thenthedriver too. The shooting stopped only when
thejeep cameto a standstill.

“ Mangadye ‘ta (Let uspray),” thewoman sitting behind the
driver said. Shetook out her rosary. “ Let uspray becausethey
will kill usall.”

“No, let'srun!” another passenger, a young man, said.

“ Our Father in heaven, holy be your name, your kingdom
come, your will bedone,” thewoman started.

Theshooting started again asthe armed men marched toward
thevehicle. Bulletsfelled the young man who wastrying to

jump fromthejeep.
The otherscontinued praying.

Someonewas hit, then another. Thedriver, whowasstill alive,
shouted. “ Cover yoursaves” Therewasblood all over theve-
hicle

“ Let'skeeppraying,” thewoman encouraged her companions.
She used her body to try to cover a young woman sittingin
front of her. (The attempt worked; the young woman wasthe
massacre'slonesurvivor.)
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Thefiring sopped. Thearmed men peeredinsidethe vehicle. Thewounded pas-
sengersweredtill praying.

Theriflesspit fireagain. Thentherewassilence.

One of the armed men approached the vehicle. Hetook out abig bolo called a
barong and hacked away at the passengers. He wanted to make sure everyone
wasdead.

It was Valentine's Day, 1999.

ON THE NIGHT beforethe massacre, the woman who would pray therosary
asshelay dying sang theresponsorial psalmduring theanticipated Massintheir

village.

Afterwards, thepriest congratul ated her for the® great performance,” andteased
her about the new dressshewaswearing. “ Don't worry, Father. | will never
wear thisagain,” thewoman answeredinkind.

Shehad beenavillage catechist for nineyears. With her daughter, shehad hel ped
Chrigtiansintheir village preparefor baptism, confirmation, weddings, even
deaths. They al so hel ped other villagers, especially women, earnthrough liveli-
hood projects.

Thewoman needed to attend an Alay Kapwa seminar the next day in the city
and hadtotravel almost seventy kilometersover arugged highway. Her daughter
wanted to gowith her, but the priest said therewasno more placefor her inthe
vehicle.

“Don'tworry,” thepriest said. “ Theywill comebackimmediately.”

That night, after the Mass, the mother went to her daughter’shouse.

“Why did you come, Nanay? You have to leave at four in the morning. It's
alreadynine,” theworried daughter said.

“1justwant toseeyou,” themother said, hugging her daughter tight.

“Nay, you' reso sentimental!” Shewasnot used to her mother 'sdisplay of affec-
tion.



“1 don't haveajacket for tomorrow,” themother said.

“Youcanusemine,” thedaughter offered.

“No, don't worry. Yoursisnew. It might get ruined.”

“Nay, it'sall right. Evenifitgetsruined, | won't mind becauseit'syou usingit,”
the daughter insisted. She handed her mother a P100 bill for her to buy foodin

thecity, but the older woman did not accept the money.

“Don'tworry. | will bebackimmediately,” themother said.

EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, at around 5 a.m., the daughter passed
by her mother’s house on her way to church, where it was her turn to read
the responsorial psalm. When she reached the house, her father told her
Nanay had already left for the city with the other catechists. The daughter
decided to go back home, wher e she saw her husband preparing coffeein the
kitchen.

Shewent inside the bedroomand kissed her small daughter. Fromthewindow,
she saw awoman running toward the house. It washer aunt, crying.

“ Thepriest’sjegpwasambushed!” thewoman said, panting.

“ Butwhowill ambushthepriest’sjegp?’ thedaughter asked, unbelieving. “ Re-
lax, auntie.”

“It'strue. All the passengersaredead,” theolder woman wailed.

The young woman went out of the house and ran to the church to get more
news. Along theway she heard peoplesaying: “ You said shewaskilled? Whyis
sehee?

It wasthen that she started crying. People had mistaken her for her mother.
Sheheard peopletalking, saying everyonewasdead.

The Mass started, but she could not read the responsorial psalm. She was

cryinginacorner of the church when the priest fetched her and seated her in
front.
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“Shhh,” hesaid. “ If they survive, you arethe onewhowill die becauseyou cry
liketheresnotomorrow,” thepriest teased hisfriend.

Inthe middle of the Mass, just asthe priest rai sed the bread and the wine for
consecration, thejeep that had taken the dead bodiesfromtheambush sitear-
rived. The peoplelaid the bloody, muddied bodies on the ground, outsidethe
churchdoor.

Thepriest went onwith the Mass, even asthe peoplestarted crying and wailing.

Someone had survived the ambush, the rumor s spread quickly. The daughter
prayed and hoped that it was her mother. She continued paying attention tothe
priest, although peoplewere already standing and milling around the cor pses
outside.

“ Look at them! Look what they did to the bodies,” the young woman heard
peoplesaying. It wasthelast thing sheheard, before shelost consciousness.

\When shewoke up, her father washugging her. Shelooked around her. People
ingdethechurchwereall crying, includingthepriest.

“ 1 could not accept that my mother had died,” she said much later. Evenduring
thewake, shedid not go near her mother’scoffin. When shefinally sawthe jacket
shehad lent her mother the previousnight, it borebullet holesall over.

Outsidethe church, the young woman saw men laughing. She recognized some
of them. They wereher neighbors.



