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Terrible News


On a warm summer’s day four years ago my world changed for ever. Everything I had held dear, the little family I had seen grow up and start their own families, my hopes for their futures and dreams for my own – all this was about to be shattered, my universe turned upside down.


Like all terrible days, this one started in an ordinary way. My husband Alan and I had a quiet morning at home in Bingham, a town in Nottinghamshire, and spent the afternoon pottering around in the garden, dead-heading the roses, weeding a little, watering the dried-out pots of geraniums on the patio. We were expecting my daughter Lucy and her son Joseph, and when they arrived I went inside to make a pot of tea while Joseph watched Alan fix part of the fence that had fallen away.


Lucy followed me in, telling me something about what had happened that week at work. Then she stopped, saying she had bad chest pains and would lie down for a while. I also, uncharacteristically, started to feel strange. Sitting next to her on the sofa while she rested with her arms folded protectively over her chest, I suddenly broke out in a cold sweat. At that very moment, in a city thousands of miles away, three men we had never met were taking away something more precious to me than my own life.


The next morning I woke up feeling lethargic and tired although I had gone to bed early the previous evening. Alan was working in the garden again – it was a beautiful day, and I thought I’d join him. ‘Look lively, Margaret – can you grab the end of this hose for me?’ he called.


I sat down on a deckchair. ‘Sorry, love, I just don’t seem to have any energy today.’ I sat in the sun for a little, flicking through a magazine but unable to concentrate on it. At about midday I gave in to my exhaustion, saying, ‘I think I’ll pop in for a nap.’ I lay on the sofa, closed my eyes and pulled a wrap over myself. Ah, the sleep of the innocent. Time was running out for me, and someone half a world away was preparing to make the hardest call of his life.


I woke with a jerk. The phone was ringing.


‘Is that Margaret Davis?’ I could barely hear, the line was very bad.


‘Yes. Who is this?’ My heart started to thump.


‘It’s Martin, Steven’s friend.’ That’s strange, what’s he phoning me for?


‘Yes?’ Something bad is coming. I know it.


‘It’s Steve. He’s had an accident.’ Bang. A brick on my chest.


‘How bad?’


‘He’s dead, Margaret.’ Then the phone cut out.


I looked at the phone. There was something wrong with my hand – it was shaking. In fact my entire body was shaking. I was trying to process what I had just heard and it simply didn’t make sense. Inside I was screaming but no sound came out of my mouth. My son. Steven. My son Steven. Steven is dead. My baby. My son. No, it can’t be. No. I only spoke to him yesterday. How can this be? I sat on the sofa and buried my face in a cushion. From outside I was aware of the distant clackety sound of the mower and I waited, rigid, for Martin to ring back. This can’t be real, it can’t. I felt as if I was waiting, powerless to move, for a train to run me over. I must have sat there, totally shut down, for over an hour.


* * *


‘Who was that on the phone?’ Alan appeared by my side. Then: ‘What’s wrong, Margaret?’ He gently took the cushion I was clutching to my face. I stared at him, taking in his sun-weathered face, his torn gardening shirt. Why was he looking so normal? I couldn’t reply: if I don’t say anything it’s not real. Saying the words will make it true. He sat down next to me and took my hands in his. ‘Marg, my love. What is it?’


‘Steven’s dead …’ I blurted out. ‘Steven’s dead … Steven’s dead.’ Suddenly it was the only thing I could say, repeating the words like a mantra. I can’t remember what Alan said next because the phone rang again – Martin had found a landline. I found my voice.


‘What happened, Martin? Tell me, I have to know.’ How, what, why, where, who …? The questions rushed out of me and I could hear that Steve’s friend, a decent guy who I’d met several times, was trying to make it better for me, to tell me things slowly, to let it sink in. But I wanted to know everything, now, all the details – and Martin wasn’t going fast enough. I wanted to jump down the phone, I needed to be there, I wanted answers so urgently it hurt.


What I was able to understand was that Steven, my only son, had been sleeping in his bed at home in the Philippines the previous night. Three gunmen burst in, shot Steve several times, then left. Martin, who had been in the next room with his girlfriend, rushed to help him but Steven was already dead.


I was silent for a few moments while I took in this news, my brain working overtime. A tiny worm of a suspicion entered my mind, so small I could not even acknowledge it. So faint, it was no more than a wisp of a thought, and I brushed it away immediately.


‘I’ll be there in two days,’ I said and put the phone down.


‘He can’t be,’ Alan was saying. ‘I only spoke to him two days ago. He can’t be dead, not Steven.’ He was standing there, saying this over and over again. He must have been in shock.


I had to get to Steven, I had to bring him home, and I had to find out what had happened. And the children. My God, Steven’s children! What would happen to them now? I was shivering, and felt Alan wrap a blanket around my shoulders. I knew I was in shock too, I could read the symptoms as well as anyone, But I had to hold off my feelings for now. I couldn’t afford to fall apart.


‘Are you sure that’s the right thing to do, Marg?’ Alan said. ‘Let’s sit and think a while, make some calls. We’ve both had a shock – let’s not rush into anything. What can you achieve by going there?’


‘I don’t know, but I know I have to go.’


‘Well, I’m coming too, then.’ He could see my mind was made up. I sat staring at the wall for I don’t know how long, but I was aware that Alan was on the phone, booking flights to Manila, the capital city of the Philippines.


‘It’s done,’ he said, his voice unsteady. ‘We leave tomorrow afternoon.’ Tears were streaming down his face. Dear, kind Alan: he had been Steven’s stepfather for fifteen years and loved him as a son. He wrapped me in his arms. ‘Oh Marg,’ he blurted out. ‘Your wonderful boy. What are we to do?’


I looked around the room, focussing on the everyday details that seemed so pointless and tawdry now: a posy of flowers we had picked from the garden yesterday in a vase on the dining table; the remains of our sandwich lunch; bright scatter cushions on the three-piece suite, magazines stacked neatly next to the television. And photographs – oh God, photographs everywhere. Steven as a small blond boy learning to ride his first bike; Steven smiling awkwardly out of a school photo taken when he must have been about eleven; Steven and his two sisters on holiday in Morecambe; Steven graduating; Steven at his marriage to a beautiful Filipina girl. How happy he had been, how normal, how ordinary. And how special. How could he not be alive any more? Who would do this to him? Who could hate him this much? I couldn’t bear the pain of imagining him dying, with the knowledge that I hadn’t been there to protect him.


First things first, I thought, desperately trying to marshal my thoughts.


‘Shall I call Evelyn?’ Alan was asking. Evelyn was Steven’s wife.


‘Yes,’ I said. Then I realised he wouldn’t be able to.


‘No, you can’t. I haven’t got her mobile phone number, or their house number.’ That was true, I always spoke to Steve at work, or on his mobile. Their landline was often not working.


‘Well, I expect she’ll call you. Poor love is probably in a terrible state.’ Yes, she wouldn’t have a clue what to do. She did have my number – in fact she’d asked me for it the last time we saw her, as they waved us off at the airport.


‘Come on.’ I roused myself, feeling that a huge black shroud was just at the edge of my consciousness, nudging at my brain, wanting to envelop me. If I let it take me over I would be lost. I knew I didn’t have much time. ‘Let’s think. We need passports, birth certificates, all the important documents.’ I found the box next to my desk where I kept Steven’s birth certificate, copies of his marriage certificate, his children’s birth certificates, and his will – all of which he had given to me for safekeeping. I knew his bank details as I had invested some of my own money in his new business, so I sent a fax to freeze the account. It was as if I was on autopilot, but the shocking words kept floating through my consciousness. ‘Steven’s dead … Steven’s dead.’ It didn’t make any sense. The words didn’t fit together, the phrase wouldn’t sit still in my head.


As I was doing this my sister Gillian turned up on the doorstep. She lived opposite us and had been phoned that morning by our brother, who had seen a piece in the Sun. It was a small article, but the name leapt out at him: ‘Steven Davis, an expat living in the Philippines, was yesterday shot dead by a gunman. Local police are investigating.’ Unsure whether to call me – it’s not an unusual name after all, and I suppose he didn’t want to be the one to break the news to me if I hadn’t already heard – he had contacted Gillian to find out if it was our Steve. The moment she entered our house she can have been in no doubt whatsoever that it was, indeed, our Steve. The look on Alan’s face as he opened the door said it all.


Wordlessly Gillian hugged me, tears springing to her eyes. She so wanted to help, yet there was nothing anyone could do. Then I remembered my daughters.


‘Alan, Gillian – tell the girls, would you?’ And together they took on the task of breaking the news to Steve’s sisters Lucy and Catherine, and the rest of the family: my three other sisters, my two brothers, a few close friends. I went upstairs, unwilling to hear the words.


I knew that as soon as they heard, the girls would come straight over, but I needed to continue my preparations. Telling myself to think logically, I moved around the house like an automaton, going through the motions but not allowing myself to feel anything. Alan says that now I was in overdrive. I packed my holiday clothes as I had so many times for our regular visits to Steven and his family in the Far East: flowery summer frocks, crush-proof jackets, light tops and skirts, flip-flops and sandals. Somehow they seemed garish and inappropriate, not at all suitable for a mother in mourning. I had no terms of reference for what we were embarking on: I had no idea what would face me, what I was going to do, or what I was going to need. The last thing I packed was a notebook.


It was Gillian who asked me if there was any official help available to someone in this kind of situation. So I phoned the Foreign Office.


‘My name is Margaret Davis. I’ve just heard that my son has been killed in the Philippines.’


A short pause, then: ‘Yes, we know about this one. I’m very sorry for your loss.’


They knew about it already?


‘What advice can you give me, please?’ I asked.


‘I can fax you a list of local lawyers who should be able to help you.’


‘Oh, yes, all right. I’m flying out tomorrow.’ I gave him the fax number.


‘When you arrive, make sure you contact one of our staff at the British Consulate there,’ and he read out a name and number. ‘Good luck.’ And that was it.


It didn’t occur to me at the time to ask for any more help, or advice, or support. I’m a pretty independent kind of person and I tend to get on with things by myself – so I felt they had provided me with some useful information to get me going. In my naïveté I was quite pleased to have these numbers. It was only much later that I realised I should have been given much more support: I was putting myself and Alan in great danger by rushing off to a foreign country where a family member had just been murdered. Why didn’t they warn me? Why didn’t they tell me not to go? Why, if they already knew about the case, had no one phoned me? I knew nothing about how investigations were carried out in the Philippines, what the cultural implications were, what to do about talking to the police, how funerals were conducted, what to do about the body. All these things I would have to find out by myself, slowly and painfully and with many false starts. This was my first brush with officialdom and, without realising it, I had already been let down.


The afternoon drifted past. Lucy and Catherine arrived, grief-stricken, staring wildly, asking ‘Why? Why?’ and crying continually. They needed explanations, just as I did, and I had no answers for them. Much of the day we passed simply sitting in silence at the kitchen table. I could see they weren’t sure how to handle me: I was so calm and organised, sorting out all the papers and getting my packing done. All my mother’s instincts were focussed on Steven; to my shame I was unable to comfort his sisters yet. One of them went to the bank to withdraw cash from all our accounts to help me in our first few days in the Philippines. Through it all, Alan was our rock, our anchor. He was able to set his own pain aside, hugging us, making tea, trying to make us all feel we would get through this.


I slept fitfully that night, despite having downed several vodkas before going to bed. Not that I was drunk, I just wanted to sleep and I wanted to keep that dark pool of pain at bay. Every time I woke I had just one thought in my mind. ‘Why?’ ‘Why was he killed? Was it a mistake, was it an accident, or was it cold-blooded murder?’ In my exhaustion and befuddled state I had the strangest feeling that Steven didn’t realise he was dead – that he needed my help to find out what really happened.


Much later I fell into a calmer sleep, and I dreamt about my son. He was calling to me, and I was running towards his voice. I knew he needed me, but I couldn’t find him. I glimpsed him in the distance, and ran like mad towards him – but it was that awful slow-motion dream running where you never get anywhere: like Alice in Wonderland. I was running just to stay still. ‘Mum, Mum!’ came Steven’s voice, insistent this time. Finally I caught up with him, but he had his back turned to me. I put out my arms to hug him. When he turned round, he put up his hand to his cheek and his face fell away like a mask, leaving a stranger staring at me.


‘Marg, Marg, wake up.’ It was Alan with a cup of tea. ‘Sorry love, you’ve been asleep all morning and we ought to get going soon. I’ve brought you a brew.’ I stared at him, unsure for a moment where I was supposed to be going. Then I remembered. Of course this is what it would be like, I knew, each morning of each day that I was to live on this earth without Steven. I would have to re-live every day the fact that he was dead, and I would have to face the day with the knowledge that I would not be speaking to him, texting him, emailing him. That I would never see him again, ever. Even in my dreams, it seemed, he would be lost to me. The thought, and the memory of my dream, left me weak and tearful.


‘I don’t know if I can do this, Alan,’ I confessed. ‘I don’t think I’m strong enough.’


‘Course you can, Margaret. We’re together in this, you know – we’ll hold each other up and get through it.’ Poor Alan, he looked anything but tough that morning, unshaven and half-dressed, his soft blue eyes bloodshot from crying.


‘But Steven never did anything bad to anyone: nobody deserves that kind of end. It doesn’t make sense.’ I knew I had to go, there would be lots for me to do, even if it was only helping Evelyn by taking care of the children for a while. ‘Evelyn won’t know what to do, and the children will be so confused. Poor little mites.’ I knew I had to get to the children.


That morning Martin phoned again – he had promised to call to discuss plans for meeting up.


‘I was thinking of going to Makati from the airport,’ I said. ‘Can you meet us there?’ Makati was the business district of Manila, where Steven had rented a house – the house where he had been killed.


‘Don’t do that. Get in a cab and come straight to Angeles.’ Angeles was where Steve owned a house, and to where he returned at the weekends to be with his family. It was a three-hour drive from Manila.


‘Oh, all right. Why?’


‘I’ll tell you when we meet. In the meantime, don’t talk to anyone, keep your head down, and meet me in the lobby of the Oasis Hotel.’ His voice was staccato, urgent. I shivered, feeling the hand of fear on my heart. What could he mean?


I don’t remember the three-hour journey to the airport but I do remember suddenly finding myself at the check-in desk. It was horribly familiar. How often had I stood on this very spot, excited at the thought of seeing Steven, looking forward to the prospect of several weeks with him, Ev and the kids. But this was all wrong: we never went to the Philippines in July. How could this be happening? A queue of people stood in front of me, clearly in holiday mood, and the check-in girl looked unbearably cheerful as she flicked through passports and handed out boarding passes. We were not part of this holiday scene, we were marked. I felt myself falling as my legs buckled under me. Then Alan was there, holding me, talking to me softly, leading me aside to a plastic chair. I made no sound but the tears came then, fiercely and painfully, silent sobs racking my body. I’m a bit asthmatic, and I think I was hyperventilating. People were watching, pointing, but I didn’t care – and then we were surrounded by ground staff and ushered without fuss into a private lounge.


‘Come on old girl,’ Alan said, managing a smile. ‘This is for Steven. You can do it.’


The seventeen-hour flight that followed was one of the worst experiences of my life. Aeroplanes are places where emotion is always controlled – you may be terrified of flying, but you don’t let on. Turbulence may disturb you but you merely grip the arm-rests or shrug stoically at your neighbour. You sit next to strangers for hours and rarely give away any personal information. The air hostesses are beautiful and unruffled, acting as if it is normal to be handing out warm towels and champagne 37,000 feet up in the sky. But what are you supposed to do if your son has just been killed? Smile and be civilised, exchange idle chit-chat, pretend to be going on holiday? Having held myself together over the past two days while we prepared for this trip, the grief that had unleashed itself in the check-in lounge could be restrained no longer. I had nothing to distract my thoughts, and like a hideous film on a loop the imagined images of Steven’s last moments played themselves over and over in my mind. In vain did Alan try to coax me to watch a film, or eat – in fact even the sight of a chocolate bar placed on the plastic tray before me was unbearable. It was Steve’s favourite brand. I felt empty, sick, utterly bereft. Alan was solicitous, trying to help, handing me tissues and shielding me from the curious glances of passengers as they passed up and down the aisles. He never let go of my hand the whole while. The hours slid slowly by, and it seemed as if we would never get there. I almost wished we never would, that the plane would crash and wipe out my pain, taking me swiftly to Steven.


Night fell and I looked out into the deepening blackness. It seemed that this was what my world had become. A dark and lonely place devoid of meaning. The plane’s engines droned on, and up here in the anonymous blackness I felt as if I had fallen through a chink in time, caught between life as it had been and life as it would be. A face, swollen with crying, looked back at me from the tiny window: it hardly looked like me. If I wasn’t Steven’s mother any more, who was I?


* * *


Steven was my first child, born 27 March 1970. His father was Joe, who worked as a maintenance fitter at Butlins holiday camp in Skegness – which was where we met when I was on holiday there with my mum and dad. We were still kids at the time, really: I was seventeen and he was nineteen. We moved into a little rented flat by the sea, and although we never had much money, I enjoyed bringing up our little family. After Steve came two girls, Catherine and Lucy. I worked at night to pass a social-work management degree, and once the children were all at school I got myself a management position in a home for the elderly not far from where we lived. Joe and I got married in 1979 and we moved to a bigger house in Nottingham. Life was good, but one day everything changed. How quickly life’s reverses come! Two days before Steven’s fourteenth birthday Joe was injured in a motorbike accident that left him brain-damaged for two years before he died. For the first few months, while he was on life support, I used to go to the hospital in the early evening and stay with him until the morning. I switched to working part-time and spent as much time at home with the kids as I was able to. But the children were amazing: Steven drew up a chore rota which they all stuck to, and the usual teenage arguments all but disappeared. He did the garden and the girls helped me take care of the house. I saw so many parents during that time at the hospital who lost young sons and daughters to illness and accident, I often had cause to thank my lucky stars my three were healthy. I’ll never forget, on the day Joe finally died, Steven saying to me, ‘I’m the man of the family now, Mum. You can rely on me.’ He was as good as his word, and helped me through those difficult first months as a depleted family. Together we learnt the skills of survival, resilience, and the importance of supporting each other. I sometimes wonder if my determination to survive catastrophe was moulded by those early years.


A few years later I got together with Alan – a former workmate of Joe’s – and he was very quickly welcomed into the family by my three children. Although we were only in our thirties we decided not to have any more children, and Alan was more than happy to be a stepdad to my three. He was never heavy-handed or distant, always solid and dependable, taking his lead from me on how I wanted them brought up. They grew to love and trust him, and I know how fortunate I have been in finding someone like Alan. I don’t think I would have been able to get through the past few years without him. We have been to hell and back together.


As a little boy Steven was mischievous, and enjoyed clowning around at school. I remember after his first day at school I asked the teacher how he’d got on. ‘Oh, he’ll be fine,’ she said, ‘as long as he stops trying to make the other children laugh.’ As he grew up he quietened down – perhaps as a result of his dad’s death. He became studious rather than sporty, not one of those tearaway lads always out on bikes, playing truant or always cheeking their parents. I was proud of his sensible attitude, his caring ways with his younger sisters, and the way he would pay attention to his school work. He and I were very close, partly I think because of the loss of his first dad, but also because he was a naturally loving, friendly boy. He didn’t keep secrets from me as I think his sisters did, we were always able to talk about everything. As he grew older he showed considerable flair at the computer, and when he left college he got a job developing programmes and writing software – he was still living at home and spent hours tapping away in front of his screen. Sometimes I would worry that he didn’t go out more – young men ought to be spending lots of time with their mates, going out with girls, going to pubs, clubs and gigs. I wondered if he had spent so much time trying to be a good boy for me that he had become too much of a homebody. But Steven didn’t seem interested: ‘I’m happy as I am, Mum,’ he used to claim. ‘Stop fussing!’ But he did join the local army cadets and a youth club, both of which led to various social and fundraising activities, and he and Alan used to go speed driving together. Eventually he did meet a girl, a nineteen-year-old student, and they soon became engaged. She was more interested in going to parties than in work, and when they inevitably split up Steven was heartbroken.


So it was that when he was offered a lucrative job with an IT company in Hong Kong, I encouraged him to take it. He was only twenty-one, but I knew it would provide a new focus for him, would help him get over the girlfriend, and would represent a fine challenge in a new environment. Like any mother I was sad, knowing he was leaving the nest – but I told myself that this was what parenting was all about: helping your children towards the courage and independence of spirit that would lead them to make positive choices for themselves. If only Hong Kong wasn’t so far away! ‘Don’t worry,’ he would say, ‘I can always find my way home.’ After we had said our tearful goodbyes at the airport, I went to the observation deck to watch his plane take off and soar up into the sky until it was no more than a tiny speck, wondering what his new life would hold for him. I cried all the way home. Of course I feel guilty now, knowing I had encouraged him so much to go. How I wish now I could turn back the clock.


It was in Hong Kong that he settled first, living the high life with his young friends. He was shocked at how expensive it all was, but excited to be independent and living somewhere different and energetic. He lived in a tiny flat about fifty floors up, and spent all his money on socialising. He was working on the new airport, installing computers and working out the software – quite a big, complex job, and he was one of the project managers. To relax, he and his friends would spend weekends on junks – Chinese-style boats – visiting the outlying islands to swim and dive. Sometimes they would spend a day or so in the Philippines, which was only a short flight away, a popular destination for people seeking nightlife and beaches. It was there that he met a young Filipina woman and fell in love. They were so happy, and even invited us to join them on their honeymoon: how thrilled and honoured we were. After their wedding they moved to Angeles City in the Philippines, where they had two children and Steven set up his own software company.


He worked really hard, sometimes twenty-hour days – when we logged on to the internet in the morning he’d often be there, still online. He was wealthy, certainly compared with his contemporaries back in England, and appeared to be leading an exciting, interesting life in this very different culture. He knew how proud I was of him, both for his courage in making a new life in a different country, and for getting married and settling down before he started a family. Alan and I spent several months of each year staying with Steven and his young family, and we had been planning to buy a plot of land and build our own house there.


Like Steven’s life, these dreams were now over.


As the plane started its descent I looked down onto this foreign land of dense, polluted cities, vast open scrubland, dark jungles and jewel-like islands. This country so full of contradictions, that had at times enchanted and at others enraged Steven; this country that had claimed my son’s heart – and now his life. It was waiting for me.


Somewhere down there were the answers I was seeking.





2


The Funeral Parlour


We knew the drill well. Step off the plane. Get into rickety bus to go to airport building. Try to find trolley that probably won’t work while waiting ages for luggage to be hand-loaded from plane to carousel. Fend off all the local porters anxious for a few coins by carrying bags, make way through immigration. Look for Steven grinning and waving in the arrivals hall. Of course I knew logically that he would not be there, but still I scanned the waiting white faces, hoping like a mad fool that there had been some mistake, a practical joke – and there he would be as usual. I think this was where it started to feel truly wrong, out of joint. This was his city, we had come to see him, and he was gone.


Emerging from the air-conditioned airport to join the taxi queue, we were hit by a stifling blast of hot air, full of the strange smells of this country – diesel fumes mixed with something sweet and unfamiliar. It was a smell that for me had always been associated with the anticipation of several weeks’ holiday with my adored son. Now, inhaling it made me feel nauseous. No longer enticingly exotic, it seemed instead dirty, putrid: there was something rotten in the air.


We endured the three-hour drive to Angeles City in silence, both of us fearful of what lay ahead. The car was old, and the driver was smoking. I had never minded the uncomfortable journey before: after all, we were used to being picked up by Steven in his beaten-up old Kia – he used to laugh about it, saying, ‘It gets me from A to B, so why worry? I don’t want to set myself apart as a rich Westerner with a flash car – this does the job for me.’


That was Steve all over – he was very aware of the discrepancy in wealth between him and the locals he worked with and lived amongst. It always struck me how accepting he was that it was his responsibility to give something back to the people. He was incredibly generous with his money – always giving gifts and helping his wife’s family, who lived on a poverty-stricken island in a remote corner of the country. He had bought them a water-purifying system, a generator, medicine and food – even a boat to help them fish for their livelihood. He believed that if you give a man a meal he’ll eat it, but if you give a man the means to fish he will be able to feed his family for ever. It was well known in the Philippines that if you marry a local girl you take on responsibility for the family, and Steven was happy to do this. Fortunate for them that their daughter had found Steven. It was on one of his weekend trips to Manila with his friends for diving, fishing and partying that he met Evelyn, a pretty young dancer working in one of the bars. Steven fell for her instantly. He sent us email pictures of her, loads of them: he was really smitten. I must admit, when we met her I remember thinking that she wasn’t quite the sort of girl I’d have chosen for him – she was very young and totally uneducated – but I was won over like him by her politeness, her ready smile and her respectful attitude. And so beautiful! White teeth, flawless skin, shiny black hair: we decided she was a lovely little thing. When he announced their engagement I was delighted. ‘I’m rescuing her, Mum,’ he had said proudly.


The journey seemed to be taking forever. I looked at my watch: it was late afternoon and I had eaten hardly anything. Perhaps I’d be able to force myself to eat something at the hotel – I realised I needed to keep my strength up, but the very thought of food made me feel ill. I wondered if Martin would be expecting us to go out for a meal. He was a nice guy, was Martin – a Canadian who had set up the software business with Steve about two years earlier. Full of jokes and fun, Martin also had a serious, kind side. We had often seen him at the offices.


By the time we got to Angeles it was early evening. Dusk was falling, and with it the intense heat of the day subsided. It never gets cool in the Philippines, though, and walking towards the entrance of the hotel we were hit again by a wave of warm, sickly air. I felt Alan’s steadying arm in the small of my back guiding me inside, and we scanned the lobby for a familiar face. Three of Steve’s colleagues immediately came forward to greet us: Martin, Brian and another Steven – a friend of his from his flying club. There was also a Filipino guy we had never seen before. I guessed he was a security guard. Their faces were kind, but I could see pity and something like fear in their eyes. Martin in particular kept looking about nervously. We checked in, and left our bags to be carried up to the room later. Without saying much, the four men led us to the lifts and up into one of the rooms. The guard stayed outside the room.


We sat down and Martin poured us all glasses of water, his hand a little unsteady. He apologised for having been the one to give me such bad news two days earlier – already it seemed like a lifetime away. He was talking so fast we could hardly catch what he was saying: he was in a dreadful state. I realised he needed reassurance and I put my hand over his. ‘It’s a very hard thing to do, I know. I’ve lost a son, and you’ve lost a good friend. You were quite right to phone me, and I am grateful for your support today. We have come here because it seemed like the right thing to do, but we are not quite sure what we ought to be doing. First, if you can, could you please tell us exactly what happened that night?’


Martin composed himself and began. ‘Of course. I’ll tell you everything I know. Steve and I had both spent last weekend working in the office here in Angeles. On Monday we drove to the main Makati office as usual, and worked non-stop until Wednesday, when we were both exhausted. We decided to rent a DVD and get some take-out pizzas to eat at the house in Makati where the two of us stay during the week. Steve went to bed at about 11 pm and I went to the airport to pick up my girlfriend Jennifer, who was coming over from Hong Kong on business.’


I sat staring at Martin, drinking in the words. These were the last hours my precious son spent alive – I had to know everything.


‘We came back at about 2 am.’ He stopped to pour himself a large shot of whisky – I could see it was taking its toll on him, having to recount the grisly story.


‘OK Martin, take your time,’ I murmured.


‘Jennifer and I had just gone to bed, around 2.15 am, when two Filipino guys burst into the room. They were waving guns and were holding cushions over their faces so I could not see them. Then one of them, the smaller one, shouted “Move!”, waving his gun and torch at me. I could feel Jennifer’s whole body freeze. They shoved the gun at her and told her to get up, so she wrapped the sheet around herself and they pushed her into the bathroom. They hissed at her to be quiet, then they demanded my wallet and car keys.’


‘You must have been terrified,’ said Alan, voicing what we were all thinking.


‘I thought I was going to die. I was sitting in my bed naked, I had my hands up, I was shaking, begging them not to kill me. I just couldn’t stop shivering. I’m ashamed that I didn’t even think of Steven, I just didn’t want to die.


‘Then the bigger guy forced me to stand up, which I could barely do – my legs were like jelly. He said to a third guy, “Ito ba? Ito ba? Is this him, is this him?” The third guy said, “No, no,” sounding panicked, and they pushed me back into bed and told me to stay quiet. A moment later we heard one of them say, “In here, now, quick!” and two shots rang out. Then two more. Suddenly there was dead silence, then we heard them say, “Go, go,” and then they were gone – they left the way they had come in, through the front door.’


‘They came in through the front door? How did they do that? What happened next? Did you go to find Steve?’ I didn’t want to sound accusing; I just wanted to know that he wasn’t left to bleed to death alone.


‘When we dared to – remember we were in shock and we were half-expecting the men to come back to finish us off – I let Jennifer out of the bathroom and we dashed to Steve’s room. There was blood all over the place, and Steve …’ Here his voice broke. There were tears in his eyes, which we wiped roughly away. ‘Steve was just lying staring up at the ceiling, not moving. I thought he was in shock, so I tried to give him CPR and Jen rushed out into the street to call for help. But I realised he was gone. When the paramedics arrived they pronounced him dead at the scene.’


My mind was racing as he told me all this. A terrible aching sadness for my poor Steven, exhausted after several days’ hard work, sleeping peacefully in his own bed. I remembered tucking him up as a child, and how he loved the comfort and security of clean sheets and a soft pillow. Fierce anger, too, that he had had no way of defending himself: I imagined him waking up, and realising in a split second that he was going to die. Was there a struggle? I wondered if he had cried out, if he had recognised any of the men, I wondered what his last thoughts were of: his two beautiful children, his wife, perhaps his mother? Then logic kicked in. I knew there was a question I had to ask.


‘How do you think they got in?’


‘They could have picked the lock, I suppose, but Steven said last week that he’d lost his house keys. I was going to get my set copied for him – I think he assumed his kids had been playing with them. He could have dropped them at work, I guess. Or anywhere.’


Lost his house keys? This sounded suspicious.


‘Were there any problems at work, anyone you can think of who might have had a grudge against him?’ said Alan. ‘It sounds to me as if it could have something to do with a business deal that went wrong.’


‘Rubbish, Steven didn’t have any enemies,’ I cut in.


‘I know,’ said Martin. ‘I’ve been racking my brains about that one, but I just can’t think of anyone. He was so popular; all the staff are devastated. They used to call him “Sir Steve”, he was such a gentleman. I can’t think of any deals that had gone sour, or any shady characters we were doing business with. We’re pretty careful.’


We all sat in silence for several moments, absorbing the horror.


‘What about the police? Did they arrive?’ I asked eventually.


‘Oh yes, and they took us both in for questioning, we were suspects at first – and for all I know, we still are. So they took fingerprints and so on. I was in no fit state to be questioned, but Jennifer was more useful. She’s a Filipina so she had understood all the Tagalog the gunmen were speaking. The next day we both went to the station and gave statements. I tried to describe one of the men I had seen so that a photofit picture could be drawn up.’


‘Money is a big motivator over here – can you think of anyone he owed money to?’ asked Alan.


‘Steve? No, he was incredibly honourable, as you know. I did know that his ATM card wasn’t working that day – he’d tried to get money out for the pizza and I ended up buying them both because his card wasn’t accepted.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘At least I was able to buy him his last meal.’


‘Have you spoken to Evelyn?’ I asked, wondering how she was coping in all this mess. She still hadn’t called me, which was odd, but we really should go and see her at once.


‘I tried to call her the morning after Steve was killed, but there was no answer.’ He paused, then continued. ‘Margaret, I’ve got to say that Steve and Evelyn had not been getting on too well recently – there were household bills that hadn’t been paid and he was worried that there wasn’t enough food in the house for Jessica and Joshua. I don’t feel comfortable saying this, but I feel she may know something …’


His words hit home.


‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ burst out Alan. ‘Evelyn may be ignorant, she may be arrogant even, but she isn’t a criminal. She’d never have anything to do with something like this. We know she had been lending money to her relatives, and we know Steve understood that. Surely you can’t be suggesting …’


‘No, no.’ Martin backed off. ‘Look – I don’t know what to think. I do think Steve was unhappy about something at home, though.’


‘If the police are doing their job they’ll find out what happened,’ I said, ‘and I’m going to go and see them myself as soon as I can.’ Martin’s words had struck a chord with me. I knew Steve had been having problems with Evelyn, and the tiny seed of doubt that had entered my mind the moment I heard he was dead started to germinate. I needed to think.


We then discussed what to do the next day. The first awful duty was to go to the funeral parlour, three hours’ drive away. Martin had discovered from officials at the morgue in Makati that after Steven had been identified his body was released by the police and sent to the funeral home in Angeles, presumably at Evelyn’s request. Brian offered to pick us up and drive us there: they all felt we should not leave the hotel without an escort. After that we planned to go to Steve’s home and see what we could do to help.


As the three concerned friends and their silent minder left, Brian – who had lived in the Philippines for many years – advised, ‘I don’t want to scare you, but I feel I ought to warn you to be careful. If someone had a reason to kill Steven, that someone might also have a reason to kill Steven’s parents. Whoever stood to gain from his death may feel you are in the way. If you need to go anywhere just give me a call and I’ll come and get you.’
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