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			Introduction

			Can you relate to this? 

			Have you ever found yourself in a crazy, over-the-top love situation? Picture this: you’re head over heels, head over clouds, head over the moon in love, but guess what? The person you adore doesn’t even bat an eyelash in your direction. It’s like you’re rocking a beat-up jeep while they’re cruising around in a luxurious, top-of-the-line sports car. Talk about a major league mismatch!

			Now, hold on tight because it gets even juicier. The love of your life, the one who sets your heart on fire, is already committed to someone who’s way out of your league. It’s like they snagged a superstar partner while you’re stuck in the karaoke corner belting out cheesy love songs. Can you imagine the cosmic joke fate played on you?

			So, my dear friend, what’s your move? Do you keep riding the roller coaster of delusion, hoping that someday your love will awaken to your existence? Or do you put on your detective hat, grab a magnifying glass, and start searching for new prospects? It’s time to step out of the romantic circus and find someone who appreciates your beat-up jeep for what it is—a quirky and lovable ride.

			But hey, don’t lose hope just yet. Life is full of surprises. Who knows? Maybe one day, that sports car enthusiast will realize they’ve been missing out on the joyride of a lifetime. Until then, buckle up, keep your sense of humor intact, and embrace the hilarious unpredictability of love’s crazy rollercoaster. The world is your amusement park, my friend!

			ABMeneses

		


		
			*  1  *

			Rush Hour

			“OMG! It’s already nine o’clock! I’m going to be late for work!” Summer exclaimed when she saw the time upon waking up. It’s her first day as a service crew in a Makati coffee shop, and her shift starts at ten in the morning. Her cellphone’s battery is dead, so her alarm was of no help either. She only managed to wake up because of the loud noises outside.

			“Ugh! Why does this have to happen to me?!” she grumbled while rushing to get dressed. She tried to charge her cellphone so she can use it even for a short time. Luckily, she decided to take a shower the night before since many use the CR in the morning.

			She was almost running while heading to the bus stop. While on the way, she called her boyfriend.

			“Roger, I’m heading to work now. Oh, gosh, I’m so annoyed. It looks like I’m going to be late because my cellphone died. Don’t bother picking me up at home, just pick me up at work, okay? Okay? Hello...hello? Ugh, my phone’s dead again! Ahiiiii!”

			When she reached the bus stop, Summer got on the first bus that came. It was already packed, and she could barely squeeze in. She was accustomed to this daily ordeal, whether going to work or school.

			“Phew, at least I don’t have that much stuff to carry today,” she consoled herself.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer slowly made her way inside the bus. Inside, she noticed a man who seemed to be waving at her from his seat. She only caught a glimpse of him and tried to ignore him.

			“Hihihi! Looks like there’s a crazy person back there!”

			Because of the shoving and pushing inside, Summer didn’t notice that she was already getting near the man. She avoided eye contact, afraid that he might start bothering her.

			“Oh no, I hope he doesn’t mess with me! I’m already late and in a bad mood, I’ll hit him with my bag! Hmmp! Let him try...just let him try!”

			“Miss...Miss!”

			Summer heard him but pretended not to notice..

			“Oh no, here it is...I knew it, he’s going to make fun of me because of my appearance!” 

			“Miss, I think the man over there is calling you,” someone beside her said.

			Summer was irritated.

			“Aaarrgh! This is really annoying. Even though I’m trying to ignore him, he still very persistent.”

			Summer was forced to look at the man. When she did, he stood up and said, “Miss, you can sit here.”

			Summer felt embarrassed, as if cold water has doused her. She didn’t expect anyone to offer her a seat in a bus. There were only one or two instances when someone offered her a seat and one of them was even a woman! So she was very surprised when the man offered her a seat, even though she initially thought he was crazy.

			“Miss...Miss?”

			“Oh, thank you, but I’m fine. Besides, I’m getting off soon.”

			Only then did she realize that her destination was still far away.

			“Ahiiii! What am I doing? I still have two blocks before my stop...why did I say I’m getting off?!”

			To avoid embarrassment, she moved forward, as if  preparing from getting off the bus.

			As Summer tried to hide, she couldn’t help but be intrigued and sneak a glance at the guy again.

			“Hmmm, he seems decent enough,” she thought to herself. She still couldn’t believe what had just happened.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Luis was confused by Summer’s reaction. He noticed that she seemed shocked when he offered her a seat.

			“I wonder what’s going on with her? Hmm, wait, is that really a girl or a guy?”

			He was intrigued and subtly looked at Summer again.

			“Oh, she’s really a girl. Hmm, why does she seem so surprised when I offered her a seat? She declined, but she’s still here and she’s squeezing herself in front...but she’s not getting off yet! This is weird...really weird! Oh no, maybe she escaped from prison...or maybe from a mental institution! Yikes, she’s even looking at me. This is dangerous...I should avoid eye contact. She might bring me bad luck.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer accepted the fact that no one would offer her a seat because she consider herself unattractive more so ugly. She didn’t dress properly and wore anything, even if it didn’t match or suit her. Most of her clothes were bought from thrift stores. And since she was thin, she often wore oversized clothes. She even cuts her own hair to save money. Most of the times, people mistook her for a boy. Despite being a morena, her skin is almost black because of her prolonged exposure to the sun. She even thinks she was lucky that somebody made the mistake in courting her.

			She met her boyfriend at a former factory where she used to work. They got to know each other and when he pursued her, she immediately said yes. She was afraid  he will change his mind! That’s how insecure she was.

			However, if one should take a closer look, Sam is very much beautiful. However, she didn’t know how to take care of herself. She has beautiful eyes, cute pointed nose and attractive lips. And she also have cute dimples on both cheeks. She is also taller than most woman her age.

			She hails from Pampanga, where she grew up and finished high school. She was an only child, so even though her family was struggling, her parents encouraged her to study in Manila for college. She wasn’t really smart, so she didn’t get any scholarship. Because they didn’t have enough money to support her education, she took different jobs to make ends meet.

			Today is her first day as a waitress in a coffee shop. One of their employees gave birth early, so a replacement was immediately needed. It so happens that one of her classmates saw the ad and sent it to her.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer was still intrigued by Luis because of the way he offered her a seat.

			“Why did he offer me a seat? Maybe he has something bad planned...maybe he’s a pervert...and he’s planning to...”

			Summer was once again embarrassed when she saw that Luis offered a seat to a new passenger.

			“Ugh! I’m thinking all sorts of things...he’s such a gentleman. What am I thinking!”

			The bus stopped, and many passengers got off, so there was more space, and there were only a few people standing.

			“Oh no! The man is still here! I’m so embarrassed!”

			Soon, they were nearing the next bus stop. Summer saw that Luis had started walking towards the door. Sam panicked, not knowing what to do. She wanted to make a hole in the bus floor and slip through it.

			“Ugh! He’ll see me! What am I going to do?”

			Since the bus hadn’t stopped yet, Luis stopped near the door, almost next to Sam. But he didn’t notice or look at her.

			“What am I thinking? I’m not even yummy, yet I think all sorts of bad things about him. He didn’t even notice me,” Summer thought, feeling embarrassed. “Maybe it’s because...gentlemen are rare these days.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			When Luis walked toward the door, he immediately noticed Sam. He abruptly halted and pretended not to see her.

			“Tsk! Tsk! I forgot...the woman is still here. Uh, I’ll maintain some distance, she’ll might suddenly lose her mind and bite. — there’s no anti-tetanus for humans yet. Hmm, why is she staring in my direction? Ngiiii, her eyes are fierce. Oh, this is becoming a bit unsettling; I’m starting to feel nervous. Calm down, Luis...just stay calm. She’s not doing anything wrong. Don’t provoke her.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			As the bus continued its journey, Summer couldn’t resist sneaking occasional glances at Luis, who appeared to be oblivious to her presence. He didn’t even glance in her direction. Summer took the chance to observe him more closely. 

			“Hmm, he appears well off, but he’s simply dressed in jeans, sneakers, a polo shirt, and carrying a backpack. I wonder what’s inside? Perhaps something dangerous? Oh, why am I being so pessimistic? He’s even got earphones on, completely ignoring me. I bet he’s listening to Elvis Presley, Tom Jones, or maybe even Frank Sinatra. Hihihi! I’m being mischievous!”

			The bus arrived into Paseo de Roxas, where Summer is to disembark. She couldn’t help but notice that Luis was also preparing himself.

			“Wait a minute, is he also getting off at my stop? Is he actually following me? What if he’s a serial killer or a deranged bomber? What should I do?” 

			As the bus came to a stop, Summer hurriedly got off, stealing a swift glance at Luis. Her anxiety escalated when she realized they were heading in the same direction, and she became highly apprehensive when she noticed Luis was gazing towards her!

		


		
			*  2​  *

			Mr. Spokening Dollars

			Summer walked briskly while constantly looking over her shoulders, clutching her bag firmly with her hand. Luis walked quickly too. Suspecting he was going to harass her, Summer was ready to hit him with her bag. She was getting all worked up to strike, when suddenly Luis called out a man walking ahead of her.

			“Hey, John, wait up!”

			Summer stopped in her tracks.

			“Oh! He wasn’t following me,” she thought, feeling embarrassed. “It’s the American guy in front of me that he’s trying to catch.”

			The American turned and greeted Luis.

			“Oh, it’s you, Luis! I didn’t see you back there, where did you come from?”

			“I just got down from that bus,” Luis replied, pointing to the departing bus.

			“Are you going to the office?” the foreigner asked.

			“Yes, it looks like there are some matters I have to clear up with the design I made.”

			“Oh, I see. Okay, let’s walk to the office together.”

			Summer was left feeling dizzy from their conversation.

			“Lord, how embarrassing! here I am accusing him of being a killer or a mad bomber, and it turns out he’s a well-spoken professional with an impressive job. Meanwhile, I’m just a waitress, albeit a temporary job! Ugh, I’ve been so judgmental! Haaiisst! What’s the time? Oh no, it’s almost ten! I’ve gotta run.” 

			Exactly at 10 o’clock, Summer punched in her time card, gasping for breath.

			“Thank you, Lord! I wasn’t late on my first day of work!”

			“Tsk! Tsk! Just in the nick of time,” her supervisor commented. “Next time, Miss Reyes, could you maybe come a little earlier?”

			“Oh, yes, sir! I’m sorry, sir. My cell phone acted up. It won’t happen again,” Summer assured him.

			“I’ll be expecting that, okay?” the supervisor reminded her before leaving.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			As a new employee, Summer’s responsibilities included cleaning, sweeping, mopping, and taking out the trash at the coffee shop. Occasionally, she also serves customers as she was instructed to learn all aspects of the coffee shop’s operations. Fortunately, Summer was naturally diligent, so adapting to her new job was relatively easy, especially compared to her previous jobs.

			Occasionally, customers leave tips on the table. Summer collects them and puts them in a box on the counter. All tips collected are distributed among all employees at the end of the month, as agreed upon by management. Summer works quickly and doesn’t shy away from tasks. Their supervisor noticed this and praised her.

			“Hopefully, your good start in working continues,” the supervisor remarked.  “I hope it won’t just be a flash in the pan.”

			Summer’s shift lasts until six in the evening. At around five past five, she was cleaning a table when someone called her.

			“Miss, Miss, kindly clean this table.”

			She quickly responded  even though she hasn’t seen the customer yet.

			“Yes, Sir. In a moment please I’ll just finish this.”

			She almost dropped the rag she was holding when she recognized the voice. It was Mister Spokening Dollar! She quickly regained her composure and began cleaning the table.

			“Sir, would you like me to sit you over there instead? It’s already clean,” she suggested to Mister Spokening Dollar.

			“Ummm, thank you, but I want to sit at this table,” he replied.

			“Ah, okay, sir,” Summer said, muttering to herself, “Oh no! It’s Mr. Spokening Dollar, and he’s so picky.”

			“Excuse me Miss...did you say something?”

			“Hah! Uh, n-no...nothing, sir...nothing.”

			Summer quickly cleaned the table and left. She ran into Karylle, her colleague.

			“Hey, Sam, why the long face? It’s only your first day and you’re already like that. Be careful, our boss won’t like that!”

			“Hah...no, it’s nothing. That guy over there,” Sam pointed, “he’s quite particular! Imagine he insisted on sitting there even though there are plenty of clean tables! Hmmp! All the tables are spotless, but he chose the one that isn’t!”

			Her colleague followed her gaze. 

			“Where? Mmmm...Oh, is that him? He’s nice. He eats here regularly.  He just prefers that spot because he often works on his laptop there. It’s a two-seater spot. Even when it’s crowded, he’s alone there and can work undisturbed.”

			“Ahhh...I see. He’s a regular customer. That explains it. Ummm...does he have a hearty appetite? How often does he dine here?”

			“He eats here once or twice a week. Sometimes more often, sometimes he doesn’t come at all. His appetite is pretty normal. But he stays for a long time because he usually works here. That’s why he favors that spot,” Karylle explained.

			“I see...so that’s why. What does he do for a living?” Summer asked.

			“I don’t know. He’s some sort of design consultant or something.”

			“Mmmmm...so Mr. Spokening Dollar is a designer.”

			“Huh? Who’s Mr. Spokening...”

			Their conversation was interrupted when someone called Summer from the counter.

			“Hey Sam, it’s already 6 o’clock! Don’t you have a class to attend?”

			“Oh! Yes, that’s right. Okay,  I’m taking a time-out. Bye...bye, everybody!  I’m heading out!”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			While eating, Luis noticed two service crew members talking and glancing in his direction.

			“Mmmm, are they talking about me? Probably not. Why would they be talking about me? Wait, do I have something on my face? Perhaps on my clothes...or is there a hole in my pants?” he thought to himself while inspecting his appearance. “No, I look fine...there’s no hole in my pants. Maybe they’re not talking about me. Wait...wait, I think I recognize one of the crew members...Ahh, no...that’s not the one I was with. That person was crazy! Would they hire someone here who isn’t mentally stable? Of course not!”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer quickly changed her clothes and got ready for school. She said goodbye to her companions and left. As she was leaving, she deliberately passed by Mr. Marquez, trying to see if he would recognize her. She even greeted him as she passed by.

			“Have a nice day, sir!”

			But he didn’t even show any sign of recognizing her. He didn’t even look at her.

			“Hmmp! Mr. Spokening Dollar...Mr. Choosy...Mr. Arrogant! Who needs you anyway!” Summer muttered to herself in annoyance.

			At school, Sam couldn’t understand why she felt so furious. She bumped into her boyfriend and directed her anger towards him.

			“Roger, didn’t we agree that you were going to pick me up from work? Why did you cancel?” she asked, her tone full of frustration.

			“Sam, I couldn’t make out what you were saying on the phone. The signal was terrible, and the call disconnected before you finished speaking,” Roger explained.

			“You’re always like this. You’re so unreliable!”

			“Sam, calm down! Are you feeling too hot or something? Take it easy,” Roger suggested.

			“What...what do you mean...?”

			“Well, you seem to be boiling with anger. You might scorch me if you get any closer. Who’s your enemy?” Roger replied.

			“Hah! No one...no one! Sorry, okay? I’m just a little stressed right now. Sorry again. Okay, I’m heading into school now.”

			“Don’t I even get a kiss?”

			“KISS THE WALL IF YOU WANT!” Sam replied angrily.

		


		
			*  3  *

			Mr. Scrooge

			​One of Summer’s many sidelines is selling old magazines on buses. She offers them in sets of three, typically ranging from one to two months old, which she obtains from her friend who owns a magazine stand. To inform her customers, she attaches a small note to each set, indicating that the magazines are not brand new and that the proceeds from her sales will support her educational expenses.

			Summer usually sells in the afternoon, but due to her new job involving night shifts, this has become her only opportunity to sell them.  She does it on her way to school, and sometimes, she encounters acquaintances or classmates on the same bus. However, she makes an effort to maintain a low profile, because the money she earns from this helps her out. To avoid being recognized, she wears a hat, bonnet, or sunglasses even when it’s dark outside. Before making her sales, she seeks permission from the bus driver or conductor. If allowed, she proceeds to distribute the magazines among the passengers.

			She doesn’t bring a lot of magazines, so she chooses who to give them to. She gives them to those who she thinks have extra money or are well-off. After distributing the magazines, she returns to the front of the bus and introduces herself and the reason for selling the magazines. Afterwards she goes back to those she gave the magazines to. While there are occasions when she sells a lot, most of the time, she only manages to sell one or two, and occasionally, none at all.

			On that particular night, Summer was growing disheartened because she hadn’t made any sales yet. She had boarded several buses already, but her efforts had yielded no results. “Hayy, I’m almost at school, and I still haven’t made a sale. Even just one, just to have dinner money...I’m already hungry,” she sighed. “Alright, just one more bus, this is the last one...maybe I’ll get lucky.”

			After receiving permission from the conductor, Summer began distributing the magazines. To her surprise, Mr. Spokening Dollars was on the bus. “Hey, it seems like I might have some luck,” she thought to herself. “Mr. Spokening Dollars is here. He surely has money! Maybe he’ll be generous.”

			She brushed past the other passengers and went straight to Mr. Spokening Dollars. She presented herself confidently, hoping to catch his attention and left a magazine beside him. She even left with a sweet smile even though he didn’t acknowledge her.

			As usual, Summer introduced herself and her reason for selling. Afterwards, she eagerly returned to the magazines she distributed. She thought today was unlucky since no one had bought any yet. Mr. Spokening Dollars was her last hope, but her disappointment grew when she saw the magazine lying on the floor.

			This kind of situation wasn’t uncommon for Summer, and she usually let it go. However, due to her hunger and frustration, she confronted the man about it. 

			“You didn’t have to throw away the magazine. I would have taken it back anyway. I’m not forcing you to buy it.”

			The man looked up and saw the magazine on the floor.

			“Miss, I didn’t throw it. It just fell. It’s not my fault.”

			He didn’t pay any more attention to Summer and continued to look out the window.

			“I hope you could have picked it up at least!”

			The man didn’t even glance at her and replied, “Why should I? It’s not my fault it fell...I didn’t even notice it fall. Did I even ask you for a magazine?”

			Summer was so angry, but she just left.

			“Hmmph! Mr. Arrogant and Stingy, just ruined my day!”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Luis continued to watch the woman as she walked away, choosing not to engage in an argument. He empathized with the challenges these people faced. If he wasn’t preoccupied with work-related issues, he might have purchased something to support them. He was pleased to see young individuals finding ways to earn money for their education. However, his thoughts were elsewhere, and he didn’t even notice the magazine next to him, even when it fell to the floor.

			“Poor vendor, I didn’t even buy anything...and I got scolded. Tsk! I truly didn’t see the magazine. She just started arguing with me. Hmm...wait...doesn’t that resemble one of the servers from the restaurant I frequent? Nah, probably not...but it kind of looks like her! Oh, perhaps maybe she’s Supergirl? Juggling work, selling magazines, and pursuing her studies all at once? Could she be a supergirl?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer’s first few days at the coffee shop went smoothly. She quickly got used to the daily routine of the restaurant and worked hard, hoping that her contract would be extended even after the employee who went on maternity leave comes back.

			During her lunch break, Summer was chatting with Karylle. 

			“So, Sam, how are you finding work here?”

			“It’s okay, the work here is easy to get used to.”

			“Our supervisor is genuinely impressed with you. She mentions that you’re naturally hardworking,” Karylle remarked.

			“Really? That’s reassuring. Even if I don’t end up becoming a permanent employee here, perhaps they’ll give me with a strong recommendation when I apply for other jobs.”

			“Oh, for sure he will. So, what course are you taking?” Karylle asked.

			“Mass Communication,” Summer answered.

			“What’s that?”

			“Well...it’s a course that opens doors to opportunities with advertising firms, publishing companies, and even TV networks. You get to be involved in the entire process, from conceptualizing and project creation to packaging and advertising—anything related to communicating with people and convincing consumers to buy or like a product,” Summer explained.

			“Ah, that sounds fascinating! You have a lot of options,” Karylle remarked.

			“Yes...and I hope I can finish it. But, given how my life is going, it feels almost impossible.”

			“Why is that?” Karylle asked.

			“Well, I don’t have a stable job, only side jobs. My parents can only send me a little money, and they’re struggling too. Luckily, I’m residing with my dad’s relatives, who provide me with affordable rent. Apart from that, there’s nothing else...”

			“Why didn’t you just study there then?”

			“Oh my gosh, the nearest college from our place is quite far. When you factor in the time and money I’d spend on transportation, it’s even more bigger than staying to this town. Plus, it tends to flood there frequently. Even a little rain can lead to flooding right away. We’re pretty much in the countryside, so when it floods, we’re stranded. That’s why we decided that it’s better for me to study here.”

			“Wow, going to college in a flood-prone area in the middle of the countryside sounds like an uphill battle! I believe you made the right decision. Just keep praying, Sam and do your best. Who knows, maybe you’ll even become the next Steven Spielberg!”

			“Hah! That’s a laugh! Well dreaming is free. Anyway, I never get tired of praying. Of course, I’m hoping against hope that I’ll be able to graduate. But if not, I’ll accept it. I’ll just do my best. Let God take care of the rest.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer’s shift was almost over when she saw Mr. Spokening Dollar aka Choosy, Mayabang, and KURIPOT. The latter got stuck in her mind.

			“Ugh, there goes my day. Good thing my shift is almost over. I lucked out and managed to clean Mayabang’s favorite spot. Otherwise, he might call me to clean it.”

			Suddenly, her cellphone rang.

			“Hello...Oh, Lorna, why did you call? Hah, really? Lucky me. Thank you for calling me. Okay...bye!”

			Summer went to her supervisor.

			As she approached her supervisor, Summer couldn’t help but think.

			“Why does it seem like every office has a Mr. Spokening Dollars? Well, at least I managed to avoid a lecture from him today. And hey, Lorna just gave me some good news! Maybe my day isn’t so bad after all.”

			“Sir, our class is suspended because we’re having an earthquake drill. Can I maybe work overtime?” she asked.

			The supervisor looked at the schedule chart. “Hmm, perfect timing. Kevin will be leaving early. Alright, Sam, you are approved for overtime.”

			Summer was overjoyed. This meant extra income for her. However, when she spotted Mr. Stingy, her happiness waned.

			“Ugh! My day was going so well until Mr. Stingy showed up! He acts all suave and generous, but turns out he’s just a KURIPOT!” 

			Summer muttered to herself in frustration as she stomped towards the counter.

			“Hey there, Summer! What’s got you all worked up?” the cashier asked with a smile.

			“Oh, it’s nothing, just dealing with Mr. Kuripot over there,” Summer replied, rolling her eyes.

			The cashier chuckled. 

			“Ah, yes, your Mr. Kuripot. But he’s got a good reputation here. But stick around, maybe your luck will turn.”

			Summer couldn’t help but grin at the cashier’s joke. Maybe her day wasn’t ruined after all.

			“Sam, please bring this order to table 20. It’s only just been prepared now.”

			Sam went and took the said order and looked for table 20. He grimaced when he saw where it was. 

			“Destiny is playing with me. Can you believe that my order is with Mr. Stingy!” 

			Sam decided to remain professional and approached the table with a smile. “Here’s your order, sir! Is everything okay? Anything else you need?”

			“Ah, no, it’s okay...thank you,” Mr. Kuripot replied, his attention focused on his laptop.

			“You’re welcome, sir,” she answered as she walked away. “Oh, even Mr. Stingy knows how to say thank you.” 

			Unbeknownst to her, Luis, the man he had dubbed Mr. Kuripot (Stingy), was observing her with a furrowed brow, confirming his suspicion.

			“I was right, she’s the one selling magazines. Hmmm, she really is hardworking...but she seems masungit! Oh well, I guess that’s just how young people are nowadays.”

			Due to the heavy workload in the kitchen, it took a while before Sam could leave. It was already eight o’clock when he finished. As he stepped out, she saw that Mr. Stingy had finished his meal and was leaving.

			“Look at that guy, leaving just as I’m coming out. Sigh! Now I have to clean up his table!” Sam grumbled as she went to the table to start cleaning it. She was surprised to see a P200 bill and some coins left as a tip.

			“Huh, is this a tip or did he just forget it?”

			On his way back to the kitchen, she ran into Karylle.

			“Karylle...Karylle! The man at table 20 left a P200 bill and some coins. Is it a tip or did he just forget it?”

			“Oh, that’s a tip. He really gives big tips. What was his name again? Ummm...Ahhh! It’s Mr. Marquez...that’s his name! He’s really nice and generous to us here. Just drop it in the box.”

			“Okay, I’ll drop it in. What was the man’s name again?”

			“Mr. Marquez. I believe his first name is Luis...or maybe Lucio...and he has a second name...what was it again...Wilfred, I think...but I’m not entirely sure. I just overheard him talking to a client. Anyway, that’s him!” Karylle explained.

			“Ummm, Mr. Marquez is the name of Mr. Speaking Dollar a.k.a. Mr. Stingy, who’s not really stingy,” Sam thought to herself as she continued cleaning. “I feel embarrassed. I called him all sorts of things, and they were all wrong. I’m really too presumptuous! Hmmp! But he’s still mean to me for throwing away my magazine!”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Sam, it seems like you’re getting too busy with work, and we haven’t been able to go on a date,” Roger complained while they were eating.

			“I’m sorry, Roger. This is just a rare opportunity for me to have a regular income. You know that my other rackets are just sideline work, and my income is not certain.”

			“True, you’re right. By the way, when you get your first paycheck, will you treat me to a date and a movie?”

			“You’re crazy! You know that I’m saving up for my tuition next semester, and you’re asking for a treat.”

			“Wow, you’re so stingy!”

			“What? Who’s stingy...?” Summer replied angrily before stopping.

			“Why did you suddenly stop? Did the truth hit you? Are you really stingy? Ha! Ha! Ha!” 

			“No, I was just reminded of the man eating in our coffee shop. I initially thought he was stingy, but he turned out to be generous,” Summer explained.

			“Huh! Is that so? Why are you suddenly interested in him? Is he handsome? I’m jealous! Ha! Ha! Ha!” Roger joked.

			“You’re ridiculous. I received a significant tip from him, which piqued my curiosity,” Summer replied, choosing not to mention that she had an argument on the bus with that man, which had sparked her interest.

			Roger noticed that his girlfriend fell silent once again. “Why did you stop again? Maybe what I said is true, and you have a crush on that handsome man!” 

			Sam playfully hit Roger with a book. “You’re so annoying. That man is much older. Stop it...you’re ruining my day!”

			“Well, I’m just joking. But if you want to replace me with an older man, it’s okay...go ahead! Ha! Ha! Ha!” Roger continued jesting.

			Summer didn’t say anything but felt upset. Roger frequently teased her because he knew no one else was trying to court her. She often catch him flirting with other women. When she confronted him about it, he just laughed it off, claiming she was insecure. She felt like he was just looking for a reason to break up with her.

			And to make things worse, he is right. She really is feeling sooooooo insecure!

		


		
			*  4  *

			Are You For Real?

			​Summer was super happy today. The school year was coming to a close, and she would soon be able to work full-time at the coffee shop. She sent word to  her parents that she wouldn’t be going home to the province for the time being to save money, and to earn extra income. Her parent reluctantly agreed.

			While Summer was mopping the floor, she noticed that Mr. Marquez had arrived. Just as before, after taking his order, he settled into his preferred spot at table 20. While discreetly glancing at him, she inadvertently bumped into her supervisor, who was inspecting the area. Luckily, he didn’t get wet or dirty

			“Oh, sorry, sir...I didn’t mean to. I was just trying to see which areas I haven’t mop yet,” she lied.

			“It’s okay, Sam. Just be careful. It would be troublesome if you bump into a customer later and they get wet,” he reminded her.

			“Yes, sir! Thank you, sir,” Summer expressed her gratitude, followed by a whispered prayer, “God, sorry for lying. I won’t do it again.”

			Summer was taken aback when someone suddenly called her out of the blue. 

			“Miss...Miss, can you please clean this area!”

			As she looked to see who was calling, she saw that it was at table 20.

			“Oh my goodness, here we go again. What is it, God? Are you punishing me right away for lying? I apologize. I said I wouldn’t do it again. Promise!”

			She approached table 20 and noticed that some soft drinks had been spilled on the floor next to it, which Mr. Marquez was wiping off.

			“I’m sorry, Miss. I accidentally bumped into the soft drinks left on the other table. It spilled...I apologize,” Luis explained.

			“It’s alright, sir. Just a moment,” Summer replied while mopping up the spilled soft drinks. After finishing that task, she was about to leave when she noticed that some of the liquids had also splattered onto the table. She reached for the spray bottle of water attached to her waist to moisten the table before wiping it. In her haste, she inadvertently pressed the spray nozzle, releasing water and spraying it onto Luis. 

			“Oh...oh! Sorry, sir...sorry, sir! I didn’t mean to. Oh...I’m really sorry,” Summer apologized.

			Just as the supervisor was returning inside, he noticed the commotion.

			“Sam, is there a problem? Ah...sir, is there a problem?”

			Time seemed to stand still for Summer.

			“OH NO!...I’M DOOMED!” she exclaimed, inwardly, struggling to breathe. She was sure she would be scolded, possibly even suspended if her incompetence will be revealed. She might even be fired if Mr. Marquez complained enough. She was about to apologize to her supervisor when Luis spoke up first.

			“No, there’s no problem. Actually, I needed some assistance from her that’s why she’s here.”

			Summer nodded silently. She looked at Luis, who was feigning ignorance to what happened. She breathed a sigh of relief, unable to believe that he was exonerating her.

			“I accidentally spilled some soft drinks on the floor, and I asked this young lady here to clean it up for me.”

			“Ah, I see, sir. Alright, Sam, make sure you clean the floor properly. We wouldn’t want anyone to slip there,” the supervisor warned before leaving.

			Summer remained stunned as her supervisor walked away. She was surprised when Luis spoke again.

			“Miss...Miss...? It’s okay now, you can continue with what you were doing.”

			Summer snapped out of her daze.

			“Sir...Sir, thank you, sir. I’m sorry for what happened...”

			“It’s okay, miss. It wasn’t your intention. Besides, it’s just water. It’s not like it’s going to kill me, right?”

			“Oh, yes, sir...you won’t die. I guarantee that! We have purified water here. Oh, wait, actually, it’s just tap water for cleaning...but...”

			“It’s fine, Miss...let it go.”

			“Thank you, Sir...okay then,” Summer weakly replied before leaving.

			Karylle greeted him.

			“Hey, Sam! I saw everything that happened. You accidentally sprayed and wet Mr. Marquez. Luckily, he didn’t report you. What did he say? Wasn’t he angry?”

			“N-No...he wasn’t. He said it’s okay...that I didn’t do it on purpose. And he said he won’t die from water!”

			“Oh, he can still make jokes! Well, if it were someone else, he might have yelled at you, caused a scene, or definitely complained to the boss. Hmmp! So, what now...do you believe me? I told you, Mr. Marquez is kind.”

			“Yes, you’re right. He’s actually kind...I mean, Mr. Marquez is really kind,” Summer replied, whispering, “he’s not arrogant and...mean.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Roger noticed that Summer was quiet when he picked him up from work.

			“Earth to Sam...Earth to Sam...hello, are you there?”

			“Huh! What, Roger? Do you have something to say?”

			“Nothing! I just noticed that you’ve been quiet for a while. It’s like I’m with a robot!” Roger angrily remarked.

			“Sorry...I’m just tired from work,” Summer denied. The truth was, he couldn’t get Mr. Marquez’s forgiveness out of his mind. It felt like she embarrassed herself once again. She had given such negative labels to him, but it turned out he is actually kind. Even though Mr. Marquez didn’t know what she had said, Summer couldn’t help but feel guilty.

			“Darling, um...when will you grant my request?” Roger asked affectionately, caressing Summer’s arm.

			“Hey, stop it, Roger. I already have a lot of problems, and you want to add more!”

			“Come on, babe! I’m not adding, I’m actually reducing. Perfect timing, you’re stressed now, don’t you want to...relax for a while?”

			Summer knows what Roger is aiming for. He has been suggesting they sleep together for a while now. Although she worries that her boyfriend might use it as an excuse to break up if she doesn’t give in, she still refuses. She made a personal commitment to herself and believes it’s the right decision—to only engage in intimate relations with the person she will marry. 

			“Roger, you know I don’t...I don’t agree with what you want. We’ve already had this conversation before. Please, don’t push it. Can we just not do it? Please?”

			Roger frowned.

			“You’re so annoying! I’ve been requesting this for quite some time, haven’t I? It’s truly frustrating. We don’t even act like a couple, honestly! I mean, you’re so reluctant. How many times have I kissed you...once...twice? And they were just friendly kisses! You really infuriate me. Hmmp, whatever! Don’t blame me if one day you wake up and I’m gone!”

			Summer didn’t respond. She knew their argument was going nowhere.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer was in a rush to get to work again. Because she stayed up late last night, she didn’t immediately wake up when her cellphone alarm went off.

			“Five minutes,” she said earlier before she turned off the alarm. She was surprised when she woke up again and almost half an hour had passed.

			The bus she boarded was crowded as usual. While on the bus, Summer kept looking around, hoping to see Mr. Marquez again. Her heart skipped a beat when someone tapped her.

			“Oh, it’s Mr. Marquez, he’s letting me sit,” she happily thought.

			But when she looked, she frowned. It was a man with a huge build who spoke to her.

			“Hey...umm...sorry...Bro, what time is it?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			It was Summer’s break time when Luis arrived at the coffee shop. As he ordered his food, Summer subtly observed him until she brought his order. She was surprised when Karylle teased her.

			“Hey, you might grow old just staring at Mr. Marquez!”

			“Huh? What...no! I just glanced when Mr....umm, who is he again?”

			“Mr. Marquez! Oh, come on, I can clearly see that you’ve been staring at him since he arrived,” Karylle continued, “maybe you have a crush on him, huh?”

			“No way! You’re disgusting...he’s way too old for me! Besides, I already have a boyfriend. I just happened to glance at him,” Summer defended herself.

			“Alright, alright. So you just happened to glance. But why are you so interested in Mr. Marquez anyway?”

			“I already told you...”

			“Oh, come on...don’t deny it to death. You’re not in showbiz! And what’s wrong with being curious about Mr. Marquez? Just curious, right? You said he’s old and you have a boyfriend! Come on, spill the beans before you burst with your nonsense.”

			“It’s nothing...umm, it’s just that...I’ve been so mean. I’ve thrown all sorts of nasty things, false accusations, at Mr. Marquez. And then...and then, he still welcomed me back yesterday despite my mess with him. So, I feel really embarrassed. And you know, the other day, he even left me a P200 tip. It’s like I can’t believe there are still such kind-hearted people. Is he really genuine or just pretending?”

			“Oh my goodness, Sam, there are still good souls on this earth...and Mr. Marquez might just be one of them. Hold on...hold on...why did you even think he was a bad person?” Karylle asked curiously.

			“It started when I rode the bus with Mr. Marquez,” Summer began. And she narrated the events of her encounter with Luis.

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! So that’s what happened!” Karylle laughed after the story. “You’re so morbid and assuming! Maybe you need a shower. Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			Their conversation was interrupted when their supervisor called their attention and pointed to the time.

			“Oh, our break is over. Let’s go, back to work,” Summer said.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Since she was unable to work overtime, Summer decided to sell magazines that night.

			“I hope I can sell at least one or two. It would make a big difference in my savings.”

			But Destiny seemed to be against her; no one bought from her in the buses she boarded.

			“I’m tired...I guess no one will buy today. Hmmm, this is the last bus coming. Whether someone buys or not, I don’t want to anymore...I’m tired...I give up...I’m going home.”

			She informed the conductor before she started distributing the magazines. In the middle of the bus, she was stymied when she saw Mr. Marquez. He was staring out the window, appearing to be lost in thought. Thinking that he didn’t even notice her, she decided not to leave a magazine at his seat.

			“I won’t leave a magazine for him. It’s difficult; the same thing might happen again.”

			When she returned to the front, she began introducing herself and her intentions.

			Luis snapped out of his distant thoughts upon hearing Summer’s voice. Her voice sounded familiar, so he looked to see who was speaking.

			“Ahhh, I knew it...she’s a crew member at that coffee shop,” he said to himself. “Well, this young girl is truly diligent. Imagine, selling magazines after her shift at the coffee shop...and she’s still studying! Where does she get her energy? She’s like a supergirl...tireless.”

			Luis noticed that she didn’t leave a magazine for him.

			“Hmm, maybe she was annoyed with me last time...that’s why she didn’t give me one. Of course, she no longer expects me to buy now.”

			When Summer returned to retrieve the magazines, Luis pretended to be looking outside and didn’t notice her.

			Meanwhile, Summer was feeling very sad because she was not able to sell even a single magazine this day.

			“Sigh, when you’re unlucky, you really are. I don’t want to anymore...I give up. I’ll just go home...”

			She was heading towards the door to get off when someone called out to her.

			“Miss...Miss!”
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			Mr. Cheapskate

			​Summer was taken by surprise. She recognized the voice that was calling her. 

			“Oh my! It’s Mr. Cheapskate, again! I wonder why? He didn’t buy anything before...why would he buy now?”

			She heard herself being called again.

			“Miss...Miss!”

			She was startled when someone tapped her.

			“Hey! You’re being called by that man...looks like he’s going to buy something!”

			Summer felt a mix of embarrassment and pride. She was embarrassed about her past behavior and proud because she didn’t want to show that she desperately needed money. In the end, hunger prevailed. She turned around and looked at the person calling her. It was indeed Mr. Marquez!

			“S-Sir?”

			“Miss, I’ll buy some magazines!” Luis said with a smile.

			Summer approached Luis with hesitant steps. She still couldn’t believe that he was going to buy magazines from her. She reluctantly handed him the magazines.

			“Magazines, sir? Are you really going to buy them? These are old, you know...are you sure?”

			“Yes...why, don’t you want me to?”

			“U-Uh, no...no, sir. I mean...what I meant was, sure...sure, go ahead and buy them!” Summer tried to convince herself, saying, “What’s wrong with me? I’m acting like I’m so nervous, when he only wants to do is buy.”

			“Are these magazines good? Can I choose?”

			“S-Sure...yes, they’re good! Go ahead and choose what you want.”

			“Are these stolen, by any chance?”

			“Oh no, they’re not...they’re not stolen. I can even accompany you to where I get them. And loo...”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! Okay, I trust you...I was just teasing you!”

			“This guy, making jokes!” Summer muttered to herself.

			“Did you say something, miss?” Luis asked.

			“N-No! Oh, nothing, sir...I think I just saw a bee buzzing around!”

			Luis looked around and said to himself, “A bee?!! Mmmm, there’s no bee...and how could a bee get in here? This kid must be hungry, hallucinating!”

			He looked at Summer again and asked, “Are you okay?”

			“Okay? Me? Of course, sir. Why did you ask?”

			“N-Nothing...nothing! Uhh, where are we again? Oh yes...I’m actually buying magazines and I got a bit lost in my thoughts. Sorry for being absent-minded.”

			“It’s okay,” Summer replied, feeling nervous about the conversation. “Wait...what’s happening with Mr. Marquez? He keeps looking around...and his eyes keep darting as if searching for something. I wonder what he’s looking for here? Maybe he’s hallucinating or something.”

			“Mmmm, three from one set. Can I choose different ones, not just from one set?”

			“Y-Yes, you can. B-But the conductor might get angry with me. I’ve been on the bus for a long time.”

			As if on cue, the conductor approached.

			“Miss, you’ve been waiting for a while now. Maybe you just want a free ride?”

			“Oh no, sir! I just need to make a sale...”

			“Well, you got on at Rufino and we’re almost near LRT Buendia. This is an air-conditioned bus, so you should pay now!” the conductor said angrily. Normally, conductors go easy on street vendors like Summer, but today he was in a foul mood due to a shortage of funds.

			Summer was about to plead when Mr. Marquez handed the fare to the conductor.

			“Boss, this woman’s fare is covered until Buendia,” he said gently. The conductor immediately accepted it and gave them tickets.

			“Oh, sir...you didn’t have to pay for me. I think the conductor was just in a bad mood, maybe having some monthly thing. Hi! Hi! Hi!...that’s why he was asking me for payment. I used to ride here without any issues.”

			“That’s alright. I wanted to have a good selection from your magazines. Just sit there, since you’ve paid, while I browse. Is that okay?”

			“Yes, sir. It’s up to you.”

			Luis didn’t actually need to buy a magazine, but when he noticed the sadness on Summer’s face because no one had made any purchases, his heart immediately empathized. He called her over, sensing her fatigue, and feigned interest in the magazines to offer her a brief respite.

			“Sir...um, you can just deduct my bus fare from what you’ll pay me for the magazines,” Summer said.

			“Huh? How much is one set? It’s P25, right? That’s what’s written here,” Luis replied.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“If I deduct your fare here, you’ll only earn P13?”

			“That’s fine. Besides, it’s like I’ve already paid for the ride.”

			“Ah, what a kind young lady...honest and not greedy!” Luis thought to himself, then asked Summer, “Where do you live?”

			“Oh? Um...just past the LRT, sir.”

			“Isn’t it dangerous for you to go home...especially at night?”

			“N-No, sir. It’s not really a problem. Once I get off, it’s just a short walk and I’ll be home.”

			Luis didn’t ask any more questions. He focused on examining the magazines carefully, while Summer seemed fidgety in her seat.

			“What’s with Mr. Marquez...he even has a question and answer portion! I feel like I’m a contestant in a beauty contest. Wait...could he be from the BIR (Bureau of Internal Revenue)? I hope he won’t tell me he’s charging me just for P25? That would be so cheap! Oh, he’s taking quite a while to make a decision...I think he’s already opened all my stuff. It’s going to be a hassle to pack everything again. Oh no, we’re almost at Buendia, that grumpy conductor might ask me again for fare. Sigh! If that happens, I’ll only earn one peso from this trip. I’ll be in debt!”

			Finally, Luis spoke, “Mmmm, everything looks good. How many are there...six sets? Alright, I’ll take them all.”

			“Huh! You’ll take them all? Sir, it’s just one set, you know...There are only three pieces in one set, not six...and there are some duplicate...”

			“You don’t want me to buy?”

			“Haaa! Uhm, of course I want you to buy but...”

			“Then it’s settled. Here’s my payment.”

			Summer let out a groan. Luis handled her a crisp P500 peso bill.

			“D-Don’t you have anything smaller than that? I don’t have enough money for a change...”

			“Keep the change,” Luis declared. “Oh, here’s your stop already. Better get off now, lest the conductor comes haunting you again! Hahaha!”

			Stunned at the sudden turn of events, Summer got off the bus still at a loss.

			“W-What did just happen? Did he really pay me 500 pesos for a hundred and fifty pesos worth of old magazines?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Luis got off the bus just a block past LRT. From there, he could walk home.

			Luis used to work at a large advertising company. Due to his excellent and unique concepts, various companies sought his services. Eventually, he became a freelancer. He preferred this setup because he had more control over his time. Moreover, the pay he received was higher.

			He wasn’t extravagant and had no vices. He was able to save money and had a significant amount in the bank. He planned to start his own design agency when the time was right.

			He was also practical. Despite having his own car, he chose to commute using public transportation. He only used his car for important appointments or when going out with friends.

			Before heading home, Luis made a stop at a neighbor’s house.

			“Pareng Manuel...Pareng Manuel!”

			“Oh, Luis, why did you drop by? What’s up, bro?”

			“I just brought these magazines for your son. I heard he needs them for his projects.”

			“Oh, perfect timing! We ran out of magazines here because my son kept cutting them up. Thanks!”

			“Here you go. I’ll just take these three so I have something to read. I’ll give them to you when I’m done,” Luis promised.

			“No problem, Luis. Thanks again!”

			“Alright, bro...I’ll go on. Say hi to Esmi for me.”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! Will do, bro. She’s there, cooking our dinner. Take care!”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer arrived at her place of stay still in a daze. She still couldn’t believe the generous amount Mr. Marquez had given her. Just as she was about to enter her room, her aunt called her.

			“Sam, can I talk to you for a moment?”

			“Oh, Auntie, I didn’t realize you were still awake. What’s up? Do you need my rent for this month? I can pay it now,” Summer replied cheerfully.

			“No...no. Just keep that, dear. You’ll need it.”

			Summer immediately sense a foreboding of bad things to come.

			“What? Why...I don’t understand,” Summer asked puzzled.

			“Well, here’s the thing. Mmmm...oh, how do I start? Ummm...your cousin Romeo, my eldest son, wants to get married...”

			“Romeo...getting married! Wow, he really managed to convince his girlfriend! So, Auntie, what’s the problem...is the girl pregnant?”

			“No...it’s okay, no problem. It’s just that...ummm, they don’t have a place to stay yet, so they’ll stay here for now.”

			Summer fell silent. She could already guess what her aunt would say next.

			“You know we don’t charge you much for staying here...just enough to cover your water and electricity. We don’t really rent out, but you’re practically family, my sister’s child. However, well...your cousin is getting married, and we’ll need your room for them to stay temporarily. I hope you understand our situation.”

			Summer couldn’t speak. She could only nod.

			“I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t like this either...but of course, he’s my son...I should take care of him.”

			Finally, Summer found her voice.

			“It’s okay, Auntie...it’s only fair...I understand.”

			“Oh, thank you. Romeo’s wedding is still two weeks away. You still have two weeks to find another place. Don’t worry, I’m sure my son won’t stay here for long. He’ll find a new place right away. As soon as he moves out, I’ll call you immediately.”

			“Thank you, Auntie. Umm, okay then, I’ll go to my room now,” Summer replied softly.

			“Okay...you’ll be the one to tell your dad, okay? Let him know not to worry, and I’m confident that Romeo will be leaving here soon, and you can return, even without paying rent,” Auntie added.

			In her room, a hundred thoughts is running through Summer’s mind.

			“He’s leaving right away! Romeo is leaving? That lazy bum. Allergic to work. I don’t think he’s ever experienced hard labor. He only knows how to fool around...and now, he’s leaving right away! Hah! Maybe after a hundred years!”

			“Tsk! Tsk! What am I going to do now? Where will I find a place to rent for only P300 a month? Sigh...just when I thought I could save up for my tuition, it looks like it’ll go to waste. Mmmm, what do I do now? Yes, I know! Roger...my sweetheart will surely help me! I’ll talk to him tomorrow, without fail.”
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			No Permanent Address

			Summer is feeling dejected as she tended her duties at the coffee shop. The weight of her situation bore down on her, and sadness would wash over her when she reflected on it. She woke up early to look for any available rooms for rent or even just a bed to share. She did come across some vacancies, but the rental rates were too high. The most affordable option she inquired about was priced at P2,000 per month, and this didn’t even include the costs of water and electricity. Furthermore, eight people would have to share a single room.

			She called Roger and informed him about her situation. He promised to ask around in their area. He mentioned that he would pick her up after work so they could discuss it more extensively. Summer didn’t like the tone of her boyfriend’s voice during their conversation. She was worried that he might take advantage of the situation. Nevertheless, she felt desperate and was willing to explore every available option. 

			She was currently clearing the tables when she saw Mr. Marquez approaching. She smiled as she remembered the generous tip he gave her. Summer was about to leave when she noticed two customers planning to sit at Luis’ favorite table. She quickly went ahead and pretended to clean the table, saying, “Oh, sir, please sit at the other table instead. Oh my, it’s really dirty here...I still need to clean it!”

			Although the two customers were puzzled, they had no choice but to sit at another table. Summer didn’t leave the table immediately. She pretended to clean it, waiting for Luis to place his order. As he was heading towards the table, she finally left and greeted him, saying, “Good afternoon, sir. Perfect timing, sir...your table is sparkling clean!” with a smile.

			The two customers exchanged glances. One of them remarked, “That waitress seems a bit odd. She told us the table was dirty...and now, with that new customer arriving, she’s claiming it’s perfectly clean! Even though she didn’t do anything!” 

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Roger actually didn’t even bother to search for a place because he had a drinking session with his buddies. Realizing it is already late, he headed straight to pick up Summer at the coffee shop.

			“Hmm, you smell like alcohol, Roger. I thought you were working overtime?” Summer inquired.

			“Hah! What are you talking about, sweetheart...umm, I really did work overtime. I just had one bottle of drink right after work. Just one! My buddies were having a drink at the corner, and when I passed by, they offered me a drink. Of course, I couldn’t refuse. It’s just for relaxation. Hmm...my darling smells so good...can’t we have even a single kiss, sweetheart?”

			“Hmph! Stop it...your breath stinks, and you still want me to kiss you!”

			“You’re something else...hmph...you always ruin my day, you know...”

			“So...have you found a place I can move to?” Summer asked softly.

			“Tsk! That’s where you’re good at! NO! Hmph! Because your budget is too small. Can’t you increase it?”

			“You know I’m saving up for my tuition, and in addition to that, I have my daily expenses - food, transportation, school supplies - all of it. That’s all I can afford. Can’t you help me...even just a little extra for the rent?”

			“What? Are you crazy? I’m barely making enough with my salary, and now you want to share it!”

			“Well, what if you cut down on your vices? Almost every week you go drinking. And smoking, you know it’s bad for your health, right? So why don’t you quit?”

			“Oh...oh! Even before we’re married, you’re already bossing me around? Wow, while I’ve been asking you for something for a long time, you still haven’t granted it!” Roger replied angrily.

			“Ugh, forget what I said. Just help me find a new place to stay. I still have a two-week grace period before I move.”

			“Fine...fine, I’ll try looking. I’ll ask my colleagues too,” Roger replied annoyed. “If you don’t have anything nice to say anymore, I’m out of here! Ugh! You really ruin my mood, seriously!” Roger stormed off, expressing his frustration.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			After the lunch break, Summer made sure to promptly clean table 20. If someone happened to sit there, she would immediately tidy it afterward. It had become her daily routine, even though Mr. Marquez rarely showed up. She felt it should always be clean and tidy just in case he did arrive.

			During her break, when the restaurant wasn’t too crowded, Summer often chose to sit at table 20 to rest. She couldn’t help but wipe the table down.

			Karylle noticed and approached her with a teasing tone, saying, “Hey, girl...I might go blind from watching you constantly wipe that table! It seems like that’s all you do! Earlier, someone had just finished eating there, and you rushed to clean it! But I don’t think it got dirty. Is there a saint hiding here that I don’t see? You should light a candle on this table. You’re almost treating it like an altar!”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! You’re exaggerating, Karylle! I clean all the tables. I just want them to be clean so that the customers won’t complain,” Summer defended herself.

			“Hmmmm, fool your bald-headed boyfriend! Alright, alright...why are you so fixated on Mr. Marquez?”

			“Huh! Fixated? On...on...Mr. Who? No way!”

			“Geez...you’re trying to fool even me? There’s nothing wrong with being curious about someone, right? You were the one who said it yourself...he’s old, disgusting, and you already have a boyfriend! So just be curious about him. If you don’t say anything, you might fart all day!”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! You’re quite something else! ...Well, you know, it was about two weeks ago when Mr. Marquez bought something from me. Can you believe he paid P500, even though all my items only cost P150? ‘Keep the change!’ he said. That’s why...I still can’t believe there are kind people like him. And like I told you before, I had all sorts of negative thoughts about him. So, I wanted to make up for it...and as you said...I became even more curious about him,” Summer explained.

			“You know, I’ve been observing Mr. Marquez for a long time. I was curious too. Of course, he’s handsome! Hihihi! He might be old, but I don’t think he’s really that old! Mmm, maybe he’s considered old by our standards. How old are you, Sam? I’m already 24.”

			“Nineteen, I’m turning twenty soon...”

			“He’s probably around 30-35 years old. He’s eleven years older than me...fifteen years older than you. Mmmm...he’s still within my range! Oh, if only I were single, I might flirt with him. Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Oh, you’re so malandi!”

			“Just kidding, but it could be true! Hi! Hi! Hi! But seriously, Mr. Marquez is genuinely kind. You can often gauge a person’s character by their actions, right? Whether they’re kind or rude. In Mr. Marquez’s case, I haven’t witnessed any signs of bad behavior from him. He’s not demanding when giving orders; he’s considerate with the crew, always saying ‘please’ when making requests. You know, there’s a saying...even if you attend church every day, if you’re rude to waiters, you’re not a good person. Mr. Marquez has never been rude to us! Well, I could be wrong, but to me, he’s a kind person. Plus, he’s known for leaving generous tips! Hi! Hi! Hi! And that’s what matters most!”

			Summer simply nodded. She smiled, remembering their first encounter with Mr. Marquez. She thought, “I mistook him for a crazy and perverted person! Hihihi!”

			“Hey, why are you laughing there all by yourself? Assuus! Oh, come on, get back to work, you seem to be losing your mind!” her friend teased.

		


		
			*  7  *

			Informal Settler

			​A week had passed and Summer still hasn’t found a new place to move into. She called Roger on her cellphone.

			“Hello, Sam, why did you call?”

			“Hellooo? It’s been a week and not a word from you! Have you found any rental place that I could move into?”

			“Oh, that? Tsk! Sorry, babe...I forgot! We had a blast last Wednesday...it was Pareng Castor’s birthday, and I completely forgot. Sorry, love. I got really drunk...and I still feel like I have a hangover.”

			“You know my situation is already precarious, and still you’ve forgotten. If I could search on my own, I wouldn’t be bothering you,” Summer’s voice carried a hint of disappointment.

			Roger’s temper flared up immediately.

			“Hmmp! It’s not my fault that your aunt is kicking you out! Don’t blame me, blame her! Ugh, you’re so frustrating...my day was going so well...!”

			“Okay...okay. I just called during my breaktime. Hmmm...just try again, maybe you’ll find something. We still have one more week. Thanks.”

			Summer ended the call without bothering to hear her boyfriend’s response.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Hey, what did your arrogant boyfriend say?” Karylle asked curiously.

			“He said he hasn’t seen anything yet. He claims he forgot because it was his kumpare’s birthday celebration,” Summer replied.

			“Hmm, he’s already acting like a brat even though he’s just your boyfriend. Imagine if he were your husband! I better not say anything. But if I were you, I’d consider breaking up with him!”

			“He said he’s looking for it. He apologized...saying it just happened to coincide with his friend’s birthday.”

			“I don’t know about you. But starting now, you should think about what I said! Come on...let’s get back to work.”

			Summer and Karylle stayed in the pantry. When they came out, they noticed Mr. Marquez was already there.

			And he was with a woman.

			The faces of the two nearly bumped into each other as they hurriedly looked at Mr. Marquez and his companion.

			“Ouch! Ouch!” they exclaimed with a weak cry, followed by giggles.

			“Wow, a new face!” Karylle remarked.

			“Huh? What’s new?” Summer asked.

			“That’s not the same lady who used to be with Mr. Marquez. She had long hair and was slightly fuller, just a bit.”

			“So you mean Mr. Marquez is a player? Changing girlfriends all the time?” Summer inquired.

			“A player? Hmm...I don’t think so. He was with his last partner for quite some time, maybe around a year. It seems like things didn’t work out, and now they’re exes, and he’s with someone new. I wonder why?”

			“Ahhh, maybe you’re right,” Summer replied, while observing the woman. “She has a curvy figure...fair and smooth skin...beautiful and looks classy.”

			“Hey, you might grow a wart from staring at them too much! Hi! Hi! Hi! Are you jealous or what?”

			“Huh? Are you crazy? Why would I be jealous? What reason do I have to be jealous? None, right? Just curious...getting jealous now? FYI, for your information, I’m not interested— not now...not ever! And I don’t like him! Clear enough for you...clear...understand? I’m JUST curious, okay...JUST curious!” 

			“Just curious? Really, why are you so super-defensive then? Hi! Hi! Hi! Fine then! If that’s what you say...so be it! ...Anyway, don’t worry. I don’t think he’s interested in you either. He likes them healthy and with fair skin— not a skinny and negra like you! Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“So what? I don’t care either way! Huh! Come on, let’s go back to work before our boss catches us gossiping again,” Summer ended, walking away. But she couldn’t help but glance at herself in the mirror as she passed by. She was indeed dark-skinned and thin.

			“Well, what’s the big deal...I don’t care!” she muttered angrily.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Roger, did you find any place I could stay?” Summer asked her boyfriend on the phone. “Today’s my last day at my aunt’s place. My cousin has been tidying up the room. She kept yapping, so when I left earlier, I took all my stuff with me. Now, after my shift, I won’t have anywhere to go.”

			“Oh, really? Has it been two weeks already? It seems so fast, huh? Tsk! I still haven’t found anything. I’ve been asking around everywhere...but still nothing.”

			“Is that so? I wonder what to do later. Maybe I can leave some of my things here in the store and stay here until it closes. But once it’s closing time, I’ll have to leave.”

			“Hmm, let’s do this instead. Why don’t you stay at my place for now while you still don’t have a place to go? What do you think, is that okay with you?”

			“Hah...I thought you and your siblings couldn’t fit in your house. Didn’t you say you sleep in the living room? What about that?”

			“I’ll handle it. All you need is a place to sleep for now. Well, you can even sleep in the living room. It’s better than sleeping on the streets or anywhere else,” Roger convinced her.

			Summer wasn’t comfortable with Roger’s offer, but she didn’t know any other options.

			“Okay, if you think it’s fine with you and it’s possible.”

			“Alright, please wait for me at the coffee shop. I have a bit of overtime today, but I’ll be there before ten in the evening. Isn’t that your closing time?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay, wait for me. Don’t worry, darling...I won’t leave you,” Roger said mischievously before laughing.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Hey, Luis, how’s it going...how’s the design? Did you implement the client’s new requests?”

			“Yes, but their changes were really abrupt. It’s almost a total revamp of the entire design. But it’s okay...that’s what the client wants, so that’s what we should deliver,” Luis replied.

			“That’s why our clients love you, Luis...you never complain. You’re very professional. Even when the client’s requests seem unreasonable, you make no bones about it and...you still smile!”

			“Hahaha!! Isn’t it said that the customer is always right?”

			At that moment, one of the top honchos of the company passed by and noticed Luis. “Hey, Luis, you’re still here! Isn’t it a bit late for you already? It’s past 10 o’clock in the evening. Is something wrong?” he asked.

			“Well, nothing we can’t handle. Your client insisted on some new revisions for the campaign ad. I just implemented the changes. Nothing to worry about, I finished it all. I’m also on my way home now.”

			“Well, it’s good to hear that. Do you need a ride home?”

			“No, no...I’m good. It’s just a short walk to the bus bay, and the fresh air will do me good.”

			“Well, okay, see you!”

			Luis turned and talk to his colleague again.

			“Oh, how about that, Bro...I’ll go ahead. You take care of wrapping things up here, okay?”

			“No problem, Luis. Maybe I’ll just stay overnight here. Go ahead, carry on. I’ll handle things here.”

			“Alright, Bro...see you later!”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Summer’s eyes grew tired from waiting for Roger’s arrival, but he still hadn’t shown up. It was almost eleven in the evening, and there was no sign of him. She tried calling him on her cellphone, but no one answered. She sat outside the coffee shop, carrying her belongings. Thankfully, their supervisor agreed to let her leave the rest of her things inside. She only had a few pieces of clothing with her for the next day.

			“Sigh, Roger...where are you? We had a clear agreement earlier, and now...you’re still not here,” she muttered to herself, feeling down. “Roger, please...just come already!”

			She heard footsteps approaching, and thought, “Huh, could that be Roger?” But when she glanced up, she saw Mr. Marquez coming towards her. Summer quickly squeezed herself into a corner and lowered her head, hoping not to be noticed or recognized. She felt embarrassed for Mr. Marquez to see her in this situation.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Luis noticed a person sitting by the side of his favorite coffee shop from a distance. It appeared like a statue, unmoving. It was something new to him, so he observed it. At first, he thought the coffee shop had a new life-size mascot. But he realized it was actually a real person when he noticed the movement of clothes when the wind blew.

			Luis kept a distance as he passed by the coffee shop, thinking, “Better keep my distance, this might be a holdaper or thief.”

			Summer remained unfazed in her seat. She didn’t want to be noticed and hoped Mr. Marquez would leave before she made her move. Mr. Marquez had already walked a fair distance when suddenly, Summer sneezed.

			“HA...HA...ACHOO! Oh no, what the heck!”

			Luis was taken aback. The voice sounded familiar to him. He turned and looked. Just then, a passing car illuminated Summer’s face.

			Summer tried to hide her face and ignored Luis, while he continued to gaze at her. She hid her head in her chest and arms, saying in annoyance, “Alright, Mr. Marquez, please go on...please, stop staring and being nosy. You’re so nosy...just go already...go!” Summer said in frustration.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Luis recognized Summer, “Mmmm, isn’t she a waitress at the coffee shop? Why is she still there when it’s late and the store is closed? I was about to go back, but maybe it’s better not to...this could be a big problem...better not get involved. I’ll pretend I didn’t notice,” he said to himself.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			When Summer saw Mr. Marquez walk away, she breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t want anyone else to see her pitiful situation. There was nothing they could do but pity her. And she didn’t want that to happen. On the other hand, she couldn’t help but worry about her safety. The night was getting darker, and she had no certainty about where to go.

			“Roger, where are you...why haven’t you arrived yet?”

			Summer couldn’t hold back her tears. She didn’t like relying on other people in this situation. But given her circumstances now, she had no other choice. She was truly desperate. She buried her face in her hands and broke down completely.

			“MISS...MISS? WHY ARE YOU CRYING...?”

		


		
			*  ​8  *

			No Turning Back

			Despite his reluctance, Luis went back to Summer. As he approached, he scolded himself.

			“Oh, you’re really something, Luis,” he muttered angrily to himself. “Always meddling in other people’s problems. Just ignore her and go home!”

			He hesitated as he made his way back. To his surprise, he found Summer still sitting in the corner of the coffee shop, silently crying.

			“MISS...MISS? WHY ARE YOU CRYING...CAN I HELP YOU WITH ANYTHING?”

			Summer was startled when she heard the voice. She hadn’t realized someone was nearby. When she regained her composure, she felt a sense of disappointment as she recognized Mr. Marquez. She hadn’t expected him to come back and inquire about her well-being.

			“Huh! Oh, Sir...it’s nothing. I just sneezed...I wasn’t crying,” Summer lied.

			“Hmm...why are you still here...it’s very late, isn’t it? Don’t you work at this coffee shop? It’s already closed, and it’s late at night...aren’t you in danger here?” Luis asked, one question after another.

			“Well...I’m just waiting for my boyfriend. He’s supposed to pick me up. Maybe he got stuck in traffic, that’s why he hasn’t arrived yet. I’m fine, really. Don’t worry. Besides...it’s not dangerous here. Hi! Hi! Hi! This is Makati...thieves are scared here,” Summer reasoned.

			“Even if it’s Makati, no place is safe from thieves. You shouldn’t be so sure. Anyway...are you really okay? Your boyfriend is coming to pick you up, right?”

			“Yes...yes! Please don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll come to pick me up. He’s macho, you know. Thieves would be afraid of him. Thank you! Please go ahead,” Summer assured.

			“Hmmm...alright then. I’ll be on my way. Take care!” Luis replied and continued on.

			Worry returned to Summer’s heart as he left. The truth was, she was getting more nervous as time passed. She knew that even in Makati, there were thieves, robbers, and various unsavory characters.

			“Roger...where are you? I thought you were so macho...even if it’s not true.”

			She tried to contact her boyfriend again on her cellphone but still couldn’t reach him.

			After a while, she heard another noise approaching. Loud and rowdy. When she looked, she saw two drunken men coming.

			“Oh, what bad luck. Now here come two drunkards,” Summer sighed.

			Just like before, without batting an eye, Summer sat in a corner and waited for the two drunks to pass.

			Luis was waiting for the bus when he suddenly remembered Summer. He knew that she didn’t tell the truth, but he just shrugged it off.

			“Hmmp! I asked her, and she said...she’s doing fine. Why should I...worry about that? It’s probably for the best. It’s difficult to get involved in her problems. Besides, she mentioned that her macho boyfriend will come to pick her up. Hmmp! She even boasted about it to me.

			He couldn’t help but glance at his own arm.

			“Why...I have muscles too, you know!”

			“Haaiiss! Why is the bus taking so long to arrive?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Contrary to Summer’s expectations, the two drunks didn’t walk straight. They stumbled and wobbled as they made their way. When they reached where she was sitting, one of them tripped and rolled down, pulling the other along. They both burst into laughter while sprawled on the pavement. Just as they were about to stand up, they noticed Summer.

			“Oh...‘dude, there’s someone here,” one of them said, pointing at Summer.

			“Huh? Oh yeah! Come on, let’s go closer, maybe we’re both drunk too. Ahhahahaha! Ha! Ha!”

			“Yeah...the more, the merrier!”

			It was too late for Summer to move away. She silently prayed that the two drunks wouldn’t bother her.

			However, fueled by their drunkenness, they had ill intentions toward Summer upon realizing she was a woman.

			“Oh, ‘dude...looks like we have a chick here. Maybe she’s looking for some romance that’s why she’s out late? Perfect timing, we’re here! Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			The two drunks sat next to Summer and started harassing her.

			“Please, sir...I’m just waiting for someone. Please, just leave me alone...” Summer pleaded.

			“Oh, come on...don’t be so resistant! We’re here, no need to look for anyone else.”

			The two started to force themselves on Summer when suddenly, someone intervened.

			PRRRRRIIIITTTTTT!

			The two drunks were startled.

			“Oh no! It’s the police! ‘Dude, let’s get out of here!” one of them shouted and ran away.

			“’Dude...wait for me!” the one left behind yelled as he chased after him.

			Summer was left trembling in fear.

			“God, thank you...you didn’t abandon me. Thank you, God! I love you!”

			She turned to thank the police, “Officer, thank you...”

			Summer couldn’t finish her sentence because it wasn’t a police officer who had arrived...

			It was Mr. Marquez standing in front of her!

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Luis boarded the bus, but he still couldn’t calm down. The pitiful image of Summer sitting in a corner, crying, wouldn’t leave his mind. He also had doubts that her boyfriend would come to pick her up. Ultimately, he made the decision to go back for her.

			“Ugh, Luis,” he scolded himself, “you’re going to bang your head against a wall again. You never learn.”

			He quickly signaled the driver to stop and got off. He ran back as fast as he could. He found Summer being harassed by two drunkards. He took out his whistle and blew it loudly.

			PRRRRRIIIITTTTTT!

			As he expected, the drunkards mistook the whistle for a police signal. He knew the inebriated men would scatter in fear of being apprehended. Without hesitation, he rushed over to Summer, and he observed the surprise in her eyes as she saw him.

			“Mr. Marquez...how...why...why did you come back?” Summer asked in astonishment.

			“You can ask me later. Let’s get away from here before those two idiots decide to return!” Luis said abruptly, pulling her along.

			Summer hesitated.

			“Excuse me?...Can you stop acting cute? You were nearly in danger, and yet you’re still so concerned about your own pride! Come on, let’s go before those idiots come back!”

			Summer was slightly shaken. She quickly gathered her belongings. She was about to follow but again hesitated.

			Luis confronted her with frustration. 

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake...you young people never consider what’s right and wrong! Ahh...you didn’t think about the fact that if your boyfriend was planning to pick you up, he should have come earlier. It’s almost midnight now, which means he likely won’t be coming anymore. You still don’t want to leave, and you’ve almost found yourself in trouble.”

			When Summer still didn’t budge, he gave her an ultimatum.

			“Sheeesh! Fine, do whatever you want. But as for me, I’m leaving! If you don’t want to come along, so be it. I’ve done what I can do. My conscience is clear. The choice is yours.”

			With that, he turned around and walked away.

			Summer was left behind, still uncertain about whether to follow or not. She looked around and saw that most offices and buildings in the vicinity were already closed. It was getting very dark. She imagined the two drunkards returning with more companions. Fear gripped her.
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