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Dedication

 

To my wife Angelina, and my daughter Sarah,

 

It was a long, difficult, yet joyful journey…

 

and through it all, God made us a family. 

 

I love you both with all my heart.

 

 

And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to his purpose. 

Romans 8:28 (KJV)




Introduction

This book is based on a true story. Most of what you are about to read is true. Some of the names of the characters in the story have been changed, and some of the dates and accounts of events may not be 100% accurate. 

 

Monday December 23, 2002

It was my first ever trip overseas -- a trip to the Philippines for Christmas vacation. It was supposed to be a trip of a lifetime; 21 days in a foreign country meeting my wife’s family, vacationing and having a good time. We had planned this trip for the previous six months and there were five of us traveling. 

 

Aside from my wife Angelina and I, there was my sister-in-law Lisa, brother-in-law Dan and their teenage son Arthur. Lisa, Dan and Arthur lived in Reno, NV and we lived in Minnesota, so we flew to their house first before going on to the Philippines. I had been looking forward to this trip for a long time. Angelina and I were married in 1997 and five years later, I had only met her parents and just one of her eight siblings. The other seven siblings lived in either the Philippines or Middle East. 

 

The trip was well-planned in advance, but there was one small flaw that would turn out to be very consequential. I had made all the travel arrangements and planned for a 21-day trip – giving us until Monday January 13. However, Arthur was supposed to return to school on January 6. By the time I found out about this, the tickets were long purchased and it would have been too costly to change the dates. Arthur would have to miss his first week of school in the New Year. 

 

The events of our final week in the Philippines would shape our lives from then going forward. I went over there as a telecom employee going to college at night toward a degree in psychology. Things seemed to finally be taking shape in my life career-wise. In a little less than a year, I would finally have my college degree and would go on to continue studying psychology on the Master’s and perhaps even the doctorate level. 

 

I had also recently recommitted my life to Christ. Like many, I grew up in a Christian home, but I had wandered away from the faith during my teens and twenties. At age 35, I had been living for God once again and felt like I was receiving rivers of blessings in the process.  

 

The latest blessing was this trip; three weeks of the brutal Minnesota winter spent in the island paradise of the Philippines. The plan was to travel a lot, enjoy some parties and get to know Angelina’s family. However, during the third week of the trip, something totally unexpected came across our paths; an enormous opportunity that would involve far greater costs than we could have ever fathomed at the time. 




Chapter 1: The Trip that Changed Everything

The flight to the Philippines was like a dream come true. We flew out of LAX in the evening – we’d had a layover that day in LA, so we hung around with some friends who drove us to the airport in the evening. The only problem was – we had booked our tickets six months earlier, and I never bothered to check and see if there was a schedule change. This of course was my first trip on Philippine Airlines, so I was not aware of their notoriously poor communication issues. 

 

We arrived at the airport around 8:30 PM totally confident we were on time for our 10:30 departure…except that the departure time had been changed to 9:30. The ticket agents scrambled around to find us seats, then told us somberly that the only way we could get on this flight is if we sat in business class – as if that was a bad thing  I glumly looked back at the agent and said, “well okay, I guess business class will have to do”, before grabbing our tickets and heading for security. 

 

I had not been this pumped up for anything in a long time; here we were, headed to the Philippines for three weeks. We would land in Manila on Christmas Day and spend the next 21 days vacationing among family in the most perfect weather anyone could ask for. And on top of everything else, because of our own stupidity in not double-checking the departure time, we were now flying BUSINESS CLASS! How could life get any better? 

 

The flight was long – 16 hours – but I didn’t mind at all. In fact, I almost didn’t want it to end. We left on December 23 in the evening and landed on December 25 in the morning, meaning we had technically either missed Christmas Eve or spent it on the plane, I wasn’t really sure which. In any case, the flight had all the festiveness of a Christmas celebration, and when we landed, everyone was in a great mood and ready to go through customs. 

 

Wednesday December 25, 2002

Our family met us at the airport and drove us away in two rented vans. I could feel the humidity when the plane touched down, but now in the van we were really starting to sweat. Thankfully, the vans had functional air conditioning and the driver cranked it up for us. 

 

As we drove away, we witnessed some of the most desperate poverty I had ever seen. There were literally half-naked kids pounding on our vans with their hands out – asking for any little bit of change we could give them. We were strongly advised not to roll down the windows for our own safety, but I still felt really bad for those kids. I was later clued in about how so many of them are part of something called a “syndicate.”

 

Yes, these kids are dirt poor, but what they are really doing is collecting money for a big boss somewhere who will give them a cut of what they bring in that day. I guess it’s something like the mafia protection rackets we have in the major U.S. cities. 

 

After a short two-hour ride in the van, we arrived at the “farm”. This was Angelina’s home growing up and where several of her siblings still lived. It was a farm with about 30 acres of land about a 20-minute drive from Batangas City, a coastal town of about 300,000 people. 

 

The farm was not exactly what I had pictured. In America, our farms are wide open and spacious; with acres and acres of field (some with crops and some with animals) perhaps surrounded by some more acreage of woods. This was a farm, and it did have animals – chickens, pigs, goats and others, but it seemed really small. The roads getting there were very narrow and the final leg of the drive seemed endless. 

 

When we got there, it looked more like a compound with cement walls on the front, a few driveways for the five houses, and adequate space between the homes. The animals were mostly kept out back and there really weren’t any crops growing, though there was some open land out back where you could maybe plant a few things, but this land was mostly used to house the animals. 

 

The houses in the Philippines are quite a bit different from what I am used to in America. They are mostly cemented on the outside (I guess to keep things cool) and in most cases open windows – they apparently aren’t all that concerned about mosquitoes and other bugs. There’s not a lot of style to these houses either, and they are fairly small – except for the house we were staying in. 

 

Our house stood out among all the others in the neighborhood. It was not like them in any way. This house was huge compared to the rest – 4 bedrooms, 3 baths, about 2000 or so square feet. Also, it was newly constructed and had just been decorated; we were the first ones to stay in it. 

 

When we arrived at the farm, there were loads of relatives there to see Angelina and Lisa and to meet us. Dan and I were pretty tired and jetlagged since neither of us had ever been on an international flight before, so we went straight to bed. The girls stayed awake though – they had to so they could visit with everyone there. By the evening, I had woken up and was ready to go meet some people. 

 

It was Christmas night 2002 and after a good day’s rest, I was ready to start vacationing. There was a party going on outside with many of Angelina’s relatives gathered around drinking gin and feasting on pork, chicken, spaghetti and whatever else was cooking. In the Philippines (or at least within Angelina’s family), the women tend to congregate in the kitchen while the men are outside on the porch drinking the beverage of their choice. 

 

Gin is usually what they drink because it’s cheap, potent and you can mix it with just about anything. San Miguel is the national brand and the preferred brand for most everyone in the country. Dan didn’t drink at all (he had given that up years ago) and I was trying to stay away from it too. 

 

I had done plenty of drinking in the past, but since recommitting my life to Christ, I had only drank casually – like one or two beers at the most. I was never sure if it was sinful to drink even a little bit of alcohol; from what I could tell, Jesus had turned water into real wine, so I figured a little bit of alcohol might be okay. I knew for sure though that getting drunk is a sin; that message is all over the Bible. 

 

So since we were on vacation and Angelina’s family was encouraging it, I decided to drink some of their gin. Since I had slept all day, I ended up staying up till the middle of the night partying with Angelina’s brother Charlie, cousin Albert and Charlie’s driver Jimmy. 

 

Yeah, for some reason, Charlie had a guy there to drive his van. Jimmy was a nice guy and spoke the best English of the three, so I enjoyed talking with him during the trip. He was approaching elderly – maybe late 50s or early 60s and had been a cab driver most of his life. Jimmy and I bonded for a couple reasons most likely; we were both sort of “outsiders” to the family and Jimmy spoke good English. 

 

He was a devout Catholic and had a rosary over the mirror of his van. I was a Catholic too, but not so devout; the more I learned of the Bible, the more I doubted some of the teachings of the Church. But I never really got into that with Jimmy, I was just glad that he was devout in his faith. 

 

After the first couple days, the jetlag slowly went away and we started to take some trips. It was assumed that Dan and I wanted to travel while we were there; but the truth was, I was perfectly content to hang back at the farm and after a while I started to get tired of all the moving around from place to place. Dan felt the same way; in fact, he had problems with pain in his legs, which made it harder for him to endure the long van rides. 

 

Dan and I became as close as brothers on the trip. Of course, he was my brother-in-law and we got along just fine. But during the six years or so I’d known Angelina, we had mostly lived in Minnesota while Dan lived in Nevada, and we’d never had a lot of time to bond. During this trip, we gave each other what the other needed; another American to talk to. 

 

Dan shared his soul with me; from his troubles in his youth to his dreams of becoming a rock star to his adoring love for his wife Lisa. Some people didn’t like Dan all that much when they first met him and I have to say I never thought we had too much in common. But it’s amazing how your perspective changes when you really get to know somebody. Dan was really a great guy – and a loyal husband and father. 

 

I mean, this guy never wanted to go anywhere without Lisa. He could have cared less if he had any other friends in the world; as long as Lisa was there, his whole world was complete. Dan’s dream was to someday make it big in the music business; at which point he would (you guessed it) buy Lisa and his son Arthur a big mansion in which to live a life of luxury. He also promised to buy one for me and build a few in the Philippines for Lisa’s relatives. 

 

Bottom line was beyond the seemingly selfish exterior was a guy that really didn’t care that much about himself; everything he wanted to accomplish in his life had one overriding purpose; to make Lisa happy. 

 

Dan and I talked till all hours of the night – yes, even after a week being over there, we were still getting up for a while in the middle of the night. After a while, it wasn’t so much the jetlag as the fact that this was the quiet time, when no one else was up and we could talk about anything and everything. It wasn’t that we planned these red eye meetings. It was more like we both just happened to wander out of our rooms about the same time every night. 

 

Dan was raised a Mormon and he still believed a lot of what they taught. For some reason, he saw me as some kind of religious authority, so we ended up talking a lot about spiritual things. He talked about how he wanted to take the place of Jesus and fight Satan – this idea was about as foreign to me as the native language in the Philippines. 

 

I found out later that this idea is rooted in Mormonism; apparently, they believe humans if they are good enough can become just like Christ and have their own planets and galaxies to reign over. This I guess is why the devout Mormons strive to live such holy lives; no drinking, smoking, swearing, they even stay away from drinking coffee! Dan was definitely not a devout Mormon, but he still believed much of this teaching. 

 

When Dan talked about his goal of going to battle against Satan, I would tell him my belief that Jesus did not need a replacement; He is God and He alone is able to defeat the devil. I told him I would never try to fight Satan on my own; he is too powerful. He was after all created as Lucifer, the most powerful of God’s angels before his pride made him want to be God – at which time he fell and took one third of the angels with him. 

 

I have always believed that there is a spiritual war going on between the spiritual beings in the invisible realm. The war is primarily for human souls; the devil and his angels (demons) are continually trying to destroy God’s people in whatever way possible, so they will be ineffective and not be able to win other souls to Christ. He does this by attacking individuals and their families – leading them into temptations and trying to destroy their credibility. 

 

Satan knows that once someone is born again, their eternal fate is sealed in Heaven and there’s nothing he can do to change that. What he can do though is make their life miserable and throw whatever roadblocks he can in their way so they are too distracted to lead others to Christ.

 

As we stood there talking one night, I could sense a spiritual battle going on with Dan. I knew he was longing for assurance that things would be okay with his life. But I also could see that many of the “demons” from his past were still controlling some of his actions. I knew I couldn’t fix all of that, but there was one thing I could do:

 

“Dan, do you want to ask Jesus Christ to be your Lord and Savior;” I said sheepishly. I was kind of nervous because the question was sort of out of left field and I didn’t know how he would react. 

 

“Yes” Dan said softly and with tears in his eyes. “That’s exactly what I want.” 

 

I led him in a prayer that night to ask Jesus into his heart and become born again. We cried together and hugged each other; it was a powerful moment. 

 

Dan and I were getting along very well and having a great time. Dan’s son Arthur? Not so much. I felt bad for Arthur; he was 13 and had no one else to talk to. Well let me rephrase that – he had people to talk to, but no one who was his age and also an American. 

 

Arthur was like a rock star to the rest of the kids in the area. Most of the people within a couple miles of where we were staying were related to Angelina and Lisa, so they were all our cousins. Whenever we walked anywhere with Arthur, the other kids would follow us around. And whenever Arthur went in the house to play video games (one of his favorite pastimes), the kids gathered around the TV to watch him. 

 

I supposed that this rock star status must have been wearing on Arthur and he probably looked forward to days when we could travel somewhere and get away from the madness. Fortunately for Arthur, we did do a lot of traveling. 

 

During the first week, we went over to Manila to visit some of the sites. I was particularly interested in the People’s Power monument from the ousting of President Ferdinand Marcos in the mid-1980s. The story always fascinated me; it was one of the few known peaceful protests in history that led to a dictator being deposed. 

 

Okay, so Marcos was not “technically” a dictator, but he was President of the Philippines for over 20 years, imposed martial law, rounded up enemies and had them mysteriously “disappear”, and somehow he managed to get re-elected every term with a sizable majority of the vote.
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