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			Introduction

			It all started with a simple pact between two pals. But as time passed, they ended up on a crazy detour that wasn’t part of the original plan.

			Carlo, desperate to win back his ex-girlfriend’s attention, convinced his tomboyish friend Cassandra to fake being his girlfriend and make the ex-girlfriend jealous. Reluctantly, Cassandra agreed because she had a crush on Carlo’s younger sibling and didn’t want to miss her chance. But she made it crystal clear that there would be no cringeworthy mushiness or embarrassing public displays of affection between them. If Carlo slipped up, he’d face the wrath of Cassandra, and who knows if he’d come out in one piece! Once Carlo and his ex-girlfriend are reunited, their agreement would be over, and Cassandra would make a swift exit. Then it would be Carlo’s turn to help her pursue her romantic feelings for his younger sister. So very simple, right?

			But why did things became so darn complicated?

			Author’s Note:

			The story was originally written in Filipino and has been translated in English, but it still retains certain manners and quirks of the Filipino culture that is both funny and lovable. Additionally, certain words that cannot be translated accurately have been kept in their original form to maintain the authentic ambiance of the story.

		


		
			Chapter 1  
It’s Destiny

			“Did I hear you right, Carlo? Are you actually asking me to be your girlfriend?”

			“Come on, Cass, please help me!” Carlo pleaded with Cassandra. Cassandra is a friend of Rachel, Carlo’s younger sister. They live close to each other, so Cassandra often hangs out at their place. Cass, for short. She’s a tomboy, so that’s what she prefers to be called. They’ve known each other for a long time, so they’re somewhat at ease with each other. Carlo also knows that Cassandra has a crush on his sister. And because of this, he mustered up the courage to ask for her help.

			“What are you, crazy? Pretend to be your girlfriend? Do you even hear yourself?”

			“Yes, really! Just this once, Cass, I’m desperate.”

			“Seriously? You’re desperate, and you’re dragging me into it? Why don’t you just jump into the river instead? I might as well punch you!”

			“Please, Cass, just help me. Have mercy, please.”

			“Oh, come on! Do you even understand? Do you even speak Tagalog? I don’t want to, I don’t want to...I DON’T WANT TO! I’m leaving here! You’re just ruining my day, huh!”

			Carlo fell silent for a moment. He was thinking of what to do to convince Cassandra. She’s the only one he could think of who could help him with his problem. He and his girlfriend, Eloisa, recently broke up. To be honest, she initiated the break-up. She said they should take a break. Just for six months or so, she said. It’s good to look for someone else and maybe they’ll find the right one for them. If that happens... there will be no hard feelings. If, in the end, they’re still meant for each other, then they’re really destined to be together.

			“Destiny...pff, nonsense!” Carlo muttered to himself. “Just because she watched the movie Serendipity, she wants to do the same...damn it!”

			Carlo didn’t really want to agree to Eloisa’s request. But he knows her personality too well. When she wants something, that’s what she’ll do. He’s hopelessly in love with her. She’s probably the most popular girl in their school. An honor student, beautiful, and a lot of guys are vying for her attention. Carlo knows that he’s just lucky for being there at the right time. She broke up with her previous boyfriend at the school dance at the flimsiest reason — because he refused to change partners. That’s why she broke up with him and that’s pave the way for Carlo. So when she told him they should take a “cool—off” period, he reluctantly agreed. Just for six months, then they’ll get back together.

			Carlo snapped out of his thoughts when he saw Cassandra walking out of their gate. He quickly caught up to her.

			“Cass, from now on, please don’t come here anymore, okay?”

			“Huh! What do you mean? Just because I won’t help you, I can’t come here anymore? You’re acting like King Herod, huh? Are you going crazy?”

			“Cass, I’m serious. Don’t come here anymore.”

			“Who are you to forbid me? Rachel is my friend too, right? You can’t stop me from seeing her. Nyeh—nyeh—nyeh—nyeh—nyeh!”

			“I’ll tell her that you’re a tomboy and you just want to flirt with her. I’ll also report you to Daddy and Mommy.”

			Cassandra fell silent. She didn’t expect Carlo to go to this extent.

			“Are you really going to do that?” Cassandra uttered with a hint of anger.

			“I’m just being realistic, Cass. If you don’t want to help me, then let’s be fair about it.”

			Carlo was really desperate. He had used up his last card just to convince Cassandra. He knew that in a month, Cassandra and Rachel would be going to Baguio for a school team-building activity. He was sure that if Rachel found out, she would likely avoid Cassandra. And their parents would surely not allow Rachel to go or they would go with her and keep watch on Cassandra. And for sure, Cassandra would officially be off-limits in their house.

			“You’re being unreasonable, Carlo. You are making it personal!”

			“Well, if it’s personal, then it’s personal. Let’s just accept the facts.”

			Cassandra fell silent. Her frustration was evident on her face, but she didn’t leave.

			“So, what now...can we talk?” Carlo said. Cassandra let out a sigh, shook her head, but followed Carlo. Carlo chose to go to a burger house to have a proper conversation with Cassandra.

		


		
			Chapter 2  
Drawn by Fate

			Cassandra is undeniably drop-dead beautiful. You wouldn’t think she’s a tomboy. Even though she always wears pants and men’s clothing, you can see her feminine side. She doesn’t look like a tomboy. Maybe it’s because she doesn’t want her parents to know about it. Her parents are old-fashioned, and it’s taboo for them. It’s a well-kept secret, as only a select few know. However, Carlo found out about it when a friend of him tried to court her that resulted in a busted lip. His friend revealed it to him, and he was shocked.

			“Okay Cass, what’s your order? I don’t want you to think I’m starving you,” Carlo said.

			“Huh! So, you’re bribing me now! Never mind. Go ahead, tell me what you want to say,” Cassandra said teasingly.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll treat you, whether you agree or not,” Carlo replied.

			“Sheesh, and if I don’t agree, I’ll let go of my chance with your sister.

			“That’s why you should eat. You can make it up here,” Carlo said.

			“Alright then. I’ll order a big hamburger, 2-piece chicken, french fries, soft drinks, and a sundae. All in upsize, please!”

			“Whoaaa! Oh my, you’re really making up for it indeed!”

			Truth be told, Carlo knows very well that Cassandra has a big appetite. Despite her slim figure, she eats like a whale. He doesn’t even know where all the food goes.

			“Is this a bribe?”

			“No, it’s not!” Carlo replied, “but if you agree to my plan, I’ll double the treat!”

			“You’re so shallow, Carlo...so shallow! Fine, let’s get this over with...what ridiculous plan are you thinking of now, and why do you want to involve me in it?”

			Carlo was just starting to explain when their orders arrived. 

			“Hey!” Cassandra exclaimed, “let’s eat first...this is more important!” 

			“Huh? Cass, can’t we talk while you eat...” Carlo retorted. 

			“I told you this is more important! I might lose my appetite with what you’re going to say. Or do you want me to just walk out?” Cassandra threatened. 

			Carlo shook his head.

			“Alright then, just to be useful, please pass me the ketchup.”

			Carlo had no choice but to comply with Cassandra’s request and wait until she finished eating. After all, Cassandra ate fast. She had just given her the ketchup, and she was already halfway through her meal. Carlo knew that for Cassandra, food was sacred. She would forgive you for cheating on a drinking session, but not when eating, especially when she is the one eating.

			“So, are you done yet?” Carlo asked Cassandra with annoyance, “you’ve been eating for quite awhile!”

			“Is that so?” Cassandra replied teasingly, “I didn’t notice. If you’re getting impatient, then forget it...”

			“Oh, well (Grrrrr!)” Carlo sighed, “alright, alright, finish your feast, I mean, your food...”

			“Thank you,” Cassandra replied smugly, “I’m almost done. Just dessert left.”

			Cassandra deliberately took her time to finish her food. She’s not really comfortable in this situation. But she doesn’t want to look bad in front of Carlo’s family. Especially since she’ll be with Rachel at the seminar next month, and it’s an opportunity for her to make a good impression. 

			“Oh, this is one big problem Carlo got me into,” she said to herself.

			“Come on, Carlo...just tell me what kind of nonsense you want to happen so I can go home. I’m getting sleepy.”

			“Sleepy? You’re really something! It’s just like this, Cass, like I said earlier, you’ll just pretend to be my girlfriend.”

			“You’re really abnormal, Carlo. You know very well that I’m a tomboy.”

			“That’s not a problem. It’s just for show. I just want to show my ex-girlfriend that I’m cool with our setup.”

			“Huh? I don’t get it.”

			“Relax, can you just chill and listen first? My girlfriend, Eloisa, wants us to take a break. She wants us to find other partners for the meantime. Then after 6 months, we’ll get back together. It’s that simple.”

			“Oh, so that’s it. But why do we have to pretend to be a couple? We can just not do it, right? And why me?”

			“Like I said, just chill. You’re getting all worked up...Here’s the thing. My girlfriend already has a new partner, a new boyfriend. And even though I think I’m yummier than him...”

			“...in the eyes of the tsismosa and daldaleras, you still can’t move on. You still have hang-ups with her — and you want to prove them wrong,” Cassandra concluded. “Okay, I get it now. But why me?”

			“You know, I thought you were smart...turns out you’re dumb too,” Carlo said. “Don’t you get it? I just want to show off. So my girlfriend won’t think I can’t move on.”

			“Oh, I see now. You’re the dumb one...you’re not even answering my question. Why me? Why me of all people?”

		


		
			Chapter 3  
In or Out?

			“You know Cassandra, I really don’t understand why of all people, it’s you that God gave all that beauty. There are so many other much ‘worthy’ people who could have used it. What a waste! Uh, God, don’t be mad, okay? Sheesh, going back to your question, I chose you because, whether I like it or not, you’re even more beautiful than the other girls I know — even though you’re a tomboy.”

			“Is that so? You sing and praise halleluias to me, but now you’re completely bashing me. Fine, fine. Don’t you have any other lines? Even if it’s not about my looks?”

			“Oh, come on, you’re such a turtle. I don’t want a real relationship. Just for show. Girl might not be able to get over with a real relationship — with a handsome guy like me!”

			“Well, aren’t you bragging!”

			“It’s true, right? Anyway, I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. I’m not like that. Like I said, this is just short-term. To make a long story short, if you’re my new girlfriend, it’ll be more believable and likely that Eloisa will be impressed and come back to me right away! End of your mission, end of the story, everybody’s happy. Do you get it?”

			“I still don’t want to, I find it awkward. Ngiii! I’m feeling yucky already. Just find someone else. Sorry.”

			“Okay, as I said earlier, you’re NOT WELCOME at our place anymore, okay? I’m sorry too.”

			“You’re so confusing, Carlo...”

			“Look, Cassandra. It’s just for show. No lovey-dovey, no mushy-mushy. Just holding hands and arm. That’s it. I used to do that with you anyway, right Bro? Isn’t that right? And besides, I’m not into you. The moment Eloisa comes back to me, our charade is over.”

			“Ngiiii! So gross! I’m already getting goosebumps just thinking about it.”

			“So, are you in or out?”

			“Oh, dear, what am I getting myself into?” Cassandra thought. “Pretending to be his girlfriend when I really don’t want to. Disgusting! But what about Rachel? If he spill the beans with their parents, I will definitely lose my chances. What should I do?”

			“As soon as you’re okay with your girlfriend, then it’s over, right?”

			“Yes, I promise.”

			“No lovey-dovey, no mushy-mushy. Otherwise, I’ll rearrange your face.”

			“No, no. I won’t even try to think about it. I’m scared already!”

			“Ngiiii! So gross! But fine, fine, I agree. Just promise me, you’ll give me a lot of brownie points with Rachel, okay? Promise me!”

			“Yes, promise, promise. Are we good now?”

			“Huh! What do you mean good? Order me 3 more burgers, 3 french fries, and a bucket of chicken. You thought that was it, huh? This is just the beginning. You will pay big time for it my friend.”

			“Cass, have a heart, I’ve run out of allowance...”

			“Waiter, I’ll have more to order!”

		


		
			Chapter 4  
Auspicious Start

			The next day, Carlo called Cassandra. “Hey, Cass, this is it. Let’s start now. I’ll pick you up at your school.”

			“Huh? Right now? Can’t we start in a month or a year? Plus, I’m not feeling well, I keep going to the bathroom,” Cassandra replied.

			“Oops, oops, oops! Oh, Cass, stop with that. I know your style very well and it’s rotten. We have an agreement. Remember, you used up my allowance yesterday.”

			“I used it up? Hey, there’s still some left, right? Your transportation fare, hehehe! But seriously, Carlo, I’m really feeling sick. In fact, I won’t be going to school today. I’ll just stay at home.”

			“So, you’ll just stay at home. Can’t you move? Can’t you go to school? Oh, poor you.”

			“That’s right, my stomach really hurts — Ouch! Oh, there it is again...it’s rumbling, boiling...ahhhh, wait Carlo, I really can’t hold it anymore, I need to go to the restroom...Ouch!”

			“Is that so? Poor you, my friend. Okay, go to the restroom...umm, is there a restroom inside a bus now?”

			“Huh?” Cassandra was surprised.

			“How did that dummy know that I’m on the bus and on my way to school? I left early in the morning,” she thought. 

			Suspicious, Cassandra looked behind the bus. Caught! Carlo was there, waving and grinning like a fool.

			“Anyway, later, I’ll pick you up!” Carlo said firmly.

			Carlo knew very well that Cassandra would find a way to escape. She often did this, so he learned his lesson. Sometimes, Cassandra would invite Carlo to eat, with the understanding that each one will pay for their own meal. But when it’s time to pay, she would suddenly say she left her wallet and ask Carlo to pay. What else could Carlo do but pay? 

			She would frequently borrow money, always making promises to pay it back immediately. But the likelihood of that happening was slim to none. Even though Carlo’s eyes have turned white from waiting, she still hasn’t remembered to pay him back. And when you confront her about it, she conveniently suffers from sudden amnesia.

			One time, when they were cleaning their house, Cassandra volunteered to do it. She said she would take care of cleaning the house as long as Carlo treats her to a snack. Okay, no problem, more snacks coming! However, when his parents arrived, she still had not even started to clean. Instead of taking responsibility for it, she pointed the finger at Carlo and her siblings. “What? You didn’t say it was today? I thought it was tomorrow.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Carlo was waiting outside Cassandra’s building for fifteen minutes, wondering why she hasn’t come out yet. He saw one of her classmates and asked where she was. The classmate said it might take a while for her to go home because she’s finishing a drawing project for submission. It might take her another two or three hours.

			Cassandra caught a glimpse of Carlo as he was talking to his classmate. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Carlo leave. 

			“Yes! My plan succeeded,” Cassandra thought to herself. 

			“What excuse can I come up with tomorrow?” she wondered. “It should be something that won’t cost me any money. Sayang, it should be me eating the sandwich bribe I gave to my classmate for helping me out.”

			After fixing her things, Cassandra prepared to go home, too. She walked with a smirk on her face. She fooled Carlo again. Well, it’s his fault anyway. He chose her to be his accomplice in his mischief. If not for Rachel, his nose would probably be bleeding by now.

			There were a lot of people at the bus stop. Cassandra quickly prepared her fare. It’s difficult to fish out coins when you’re standing on the bus. She was startled when someone whispered behind her.

			“So you’re finishing a drawing, huh? Really? I thought you still had 2 to 3 hours left? Come on...” Carlo teased.

			“Oh, Carlo, you’re here. Hehehe! Oh, that’s true...because, because...well, all of a sudden our professor wasn’t feeling well, so he sent us home. He said we can submit our plates tomorrow...”

			“Huh! Your professor is not feeling well? Can’t hold on to his pooh-pooh, too? Maybe you infected him?”

			“Carlo, please...you are embarrassing me in front of people.”

			“Oh, look at you, tough guy, so you’re capable of feeling embarrassed too. Are you ashamed of people finding out that you kept going to the bathroom earlier? Look at them, they’re keeping their distance from you. You must smell.”

			“I’m sorry. I apologize.”

			“Hmmp! If I didn’t need your help, I wouldn’t bother. Come on, let’s go. We might catch up to Eloisa.”

			“Huh? Are we still going? What if she’s not there anymore? Let’s just do it tomorrow...”

			“Come on!” Carlo said, grabbing her hand.

		


		
			Chapter 5  
Start of a New Beginning

			Carlo almost dragged Cassandra as they walked. He wanted to catch up with Eloisa before she went home. While walking, Carlo would discreetly glance at Cassandra. He was debating with himself if he made the right choice. 

			Cassandra is really beautiful. She has a smooth and rosy skin and she didn’t need to put on makeup to look good. She had good height and knows how to carry herself in clothes. She was fashionable, even though she’s a tomboy. The only giveaway was the way she walked, which is something like a swagger. That was the only giveaway. Her hair was short, but she had a mix of Liza Soberano and Bea Alonzo’s vibes.

			“Mmmm, she’s looking great. Perfect. She’s even wearing her school uniform that makes her more attractive,” Carlo thought, “Eloisa will surely be impressed with me. Nice catch, as they say. Ha! Ha! Ha! If only they knew.”

			“Come on, Carlo, can’t we walk a little slower. You’re practically dragging me.”

			“It’s your fault. If you didn’t hide, we wouldn’t be rushing.”

			“Well, where else are we going to wait for your crush? Can’t I just come inside your school?”

			“At the snack bar near Recto. That’s where they meet before going home.”

			“Huh! How do you know that? Are you a stalker? Geez, you’re a jerk, Carlo!”

			“Oh, just keep quiet. Okay, we’re almost there. Take a deep breath...breath in, breath out...one, two, three...okay, are you ready? Alright, let’s go in slowly. Pretend that we don’t know they’re inside.”

			“Ugh, so corny!” Cassandra thought as she sighed.

			Before entering, Carlo held Cassandra’s hand, pretending to be a couple. 

			“Eww!” Cassandra felt goosebumps. She really wanted to back out. If it weren’t for Rachel, she might have just left Carlo then and there. “Alright, you can do this, kiddo!”

			Someone shouted from afar.

			“Hey, guess who’s here? It’s Carlo! Carlo, Carlo!”

			Carlo cutely turned to the direction where he was called. Even though he knew it was Eloisa, he pretended to have just noticed her. He even did a “beautiful eyes” gesture before responding.

			“Hey, Eloisa! You’re here!” he greeted, “nice meeting you here.” 

			“Yuck! Carlo is so cheesy. Should I just slap him silly?” Cassandra thought, amused. To avoid being caught, she pretended to cough and covered her mouth with a handkerchief.

			“Hey, come on, join us! The more, the merrier,” Eloisa invited them.

			“Hmmm, why...why sure! Why not?” Carlo replied, as he approached and sat down. 

			Nervously, he forgot to pull a chair for Cassandra, who was left standing like a clueless person. Fortunately, Eloisa didn’t notice because she was talking to someone beside her. 

			Cassandra discreetly tapped Carlo’s head to get his attention. He stood up and quickly prepared a chair for Cassandra. 

			“Sorry, but that hurt!” he whispered secretly to Cassandra. 

			“You’re really clueless, huh? Ugh!” Cassandra whispered back.

			“Carlo, why not introduce us to your friend?” Eloisa teased. “Oh, wait, I’m being rude. First, please meet Arthur, my boyfriend — for now...just kidding. Seriously, he’s the love of my life, my lovey-dovey. Is that a good enough introduction, Arthur?”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! It’s okay,” Arthur replied. But you could clearly see from his face that he didn’t like what Eloisa said.

			“Oh, Carlo, who’s your new catch? You’re really going for the beauties now!”

			“Well, of course. You know me, yummy, chicks chase after me!” Carlo answered. 

			“Ouch!” Carlo suddenly screamed as Cassandra intentionally stepped on his shoe. 

			“Hey, what’s wrong?” Eloisa asked, “what happened?” 

			“Nothing...uhm, nothing, my knee just hit the table,” Carlo reasoned, “Anyway, please meet Cass, my special friend.”

			“Wow, Carlo. You have another special friend now, huh? Cass, as in...?”

			“Yes, Cass, short for Cassilicious,” Carlo answered. 

			Cassandra stepped on Carlo’s shoe again. Despite the pain, Carlo endured it. 

			“Ahhh, ummm, well, seriously, Cass is short for Cassandra.” 

			Cassandra replied with a sweet smile while whispering to Carlo, “You should be more careful with your answers, huh!”

			While Carlo and Eloisa were talking, Cassandra secretly observed Eloisa. 

			“Hmmm, let’s see what Carlo sees in her? Okay, she’s really beautiful. Materialistic fuertes. Maybe I can steal her from Carlo? Ha! Ha! Erase, erase! I’m being naughty. Mmm, she looks like Kristen Stewart. Kind of flirty. That’s probably why she’s popular in their school. Anyway, just because she’s popular, does Carlo have to be all over her? Look at this guy, he can’t stop drooling over his ex-girlfriend. Eeeww! Ummmm, her boyfriend looks like Taylor Lautner, but as a wolf! Ha! Ha! Ha! I’m really naughty, indeed. Well, he looks rich. Super rich. He also looks arrogant,” Cassandra thought to herself while laughing silently.

			“Why are you laughing to yourself?” Carlo secretly asked.

			“Huh? Oh, nothing...nothing! I just remembered something. Have you watched the Twilight movie?” Cassandra replied.

			“Of course! I’ve watched the entire series. Kristen Stewart is my favorite.”

			“Ohhh, no wonder. So you like wolves too?” Cassandra asked with a giggle.

			“What do you mean, no wonder? Why are wolves suddenly part of the conversation? What’s the connection?”

			“Ha? Oh, well...nothing, nothing. Never mind what I said,” Cassandra concluded.

			“Uyyyy, they’re so sweet to each other,” Eloisa commented, “they’re whispering sweet nothings to each other! I’m jealous...”

			“Huh? Oh, come on, you know me, Eloisa,” Carlo boasted again, “nobody but nobody can resist my charm. That’s why Cass is so smitten with me. She always wants us to be chummy—chummy...” 

			“Ouch!” Carlo winced as Cassandra elbowed him.

			“Hey, why Carlo?” Eloisa asked curiously.

			“Ouch! Well...nothing, nothing. It’s just that something in me suddenly hurt...oh, maybe it’s just heartburn. I’m fine now,” Carlo answered. 

			He glanced at Cass and whispered, “Right, Cass? The day won’t end well if I become incapacitated!” 

			Cassandra replied, “You should really work on your answers!”

			“Oh, Cass, I hope you don’t mind me asking. How’s Carlo as a kisser?” Eloisa suddenly asked.

			“Hah? Kisser? Carlo? Oh, well...he’s okay,” Cass replied.

			“Just okay? Really? Carlo, don’t tell me your powers have weakened?” Eloisa teased.

			“Weakened? No way! Cass just can’t describe the supercalifragilisticexpialidocious feelings I give her.”

			“How about an actual demonstration?” Eloisa challenged.

			“Huh? Uh, well...” Carlo replied, glancing at Cassandra. He understood the fiery look in her eyes that says, “Go ahead, Carlo, and watch your lips explode.” He also noticed Cassandra clenching her fist.

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! No, I will not fall for that trap. We only kiss in private. And I don’t kiss and tell. Just be jealous, Eloisa,” Carlo retorted. He saw Cassandra’s hand relax, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

			“Aww, party-pooper!” Eloisa said, looking disappointed.

			Cassandra noticed that Carlo seemed entranced whenever he looked at Eloisa. She discreetly nudged him to snap out of it, and then asked to be taken home already. 

			“Carlo, let’s go home. It’s getting late, and I still have a lot of plates to finish. Sorry, Eloisa.”

			“Huh? Oh, okay then. Sorry, guys, we have to go,” Carlo added, “My mi amore wants some alone time too,” he added with a smirk. 

			“Ouch!” Carlo suddenly exclaimed as Cassandra kicked his shin.

			“Oh, Carlo, what happened again?” Eloisa asked.

			“Oh, nothing, just bumped my knee on the table again. Hehehe, clumsy me...It’s nice seeing you again, Eloisa...Arthur. See you around!”

			“Bye Carlo, bye Cass! Nice meeting both of you,” Eloisa and Arthur bid their farewells.

		


		
			Chapter 6  
Penalties

			“My goodness, Cass. My feet and sides are hurting so much. I feel like my feet are swollen. And you didn’t spare even my head. I feel like I just went through an entire UFC fight! Why are you so violent?”

			“Well, Mr. Carlo Sandoval, for starters, stop being too childish. Ugh, it’s annoying! Don’t act too cute. Just chill, you’re the one getting nervous. You even forgot to offer me a seat! And you still want me to act sweet, ewww! Stop it, Carlo. Didn’t we agree, as I quote, No lovey—dovey, no mushy—mushy. It’s your fault for feeling sore all over! Remember that!”

			“Can’t we at least hold hands and put our arms around each other?”

			“Gross! Hold hands? Put our arms around each other? If you want, you can hug yourself and hold your own hand!”

			“Come on, Cass. Wasn’t that part of our agreement? Have you ever seen a couple who don’t even hold hands? How will Eloisa believe if we act like strangers when we’re together?”

			“Hmmp! Fine, but behave, okay? If your hand makes any inappropriate moves, I’ll break it.”

			“I promise, promise!”

			“Also, Carlo, watch your language. Think carefully before you open your mouth.”

			“What did I say wrong?”

			“Yummy, so many chicks running after you? Wow, you’re so arrogant, huh! Carlo, if Eloisa is really your girlfriend, she’ll be offended. Don’t brag like that, respect her feelings.”

			“Is that so? Sorry, huh...”

			“And Cass as in Cassilicious? Eew! Isn’t that a no—no? And...be thankful...be thankful that you didn’t go through with your plan to kiss me. Luckily, you understood my glare. Otherwise, you might be blind by now.”

			“Huh! Me? Why would I do that...I still love my life!” It’s like kissing a stone! Never mind, it’s a waste of my kissable lips. Ha! Ha! Ha! Just kidding. You’re always so serious. By the way, Cass, what’s your impression of Eloisa?”

			“She’s beautiful, of course...you really know how to choose. Can I try my luck with her once you break up?”

			“What?”

			“Just kidding, just kidding! Am I not allowed to joke? Besides, why would I do that? Hmm, maybe...maybe, it’s possible! Oh...oh, I’m just kidding! You’re so uptight! Anyway, Eloisa is beautiful. Smooth skin, carries herself well, uhm, just like a model. Are you sure you really dated? Maybe you just had illusions?”

			“You’re joking, right? Haaiisst! Yes, we really dated...how can she resist a super handsome guy like me! As I told you before, this is just a cool-off period. I’m sure sooner or later, she’ll realize that I’m the perfect guy for her and she’ll come running back to me.”

			“Hmmp, okay. But I have a suggestion to make you get back together faster.”

			“Really? What...what?”

			“Stop looking at her like you’re a Zombie. You look like you’re constipated. Stop drooling — you’re drowning in your own, yucky, saliva. I guarantee that if you keep doing that, she won’t get back together with you.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yes, you’re too obvious. O...B...V...I...O...U...S — OBVIOUS! It’s embarrassing!”

			“Cass, don’t rub-a-dub-dub it to me. You’re hurting my pride. He! He! He! I have some too, just a little... (Sigh!) Okay, I’ll come to your place tomorrow, since it’s Saturday anyway. Let’s plan what’s the best strategy for Eloisa.”

			“Ugh! Fine, since we’ve started anyway. Just remember your promise to me with regards to your sister, okay?”

			“Consider it done. Alright then, see you when I see you...bye!”

			“Hey, hey, you dummy, what do you mean bye? Are you feeling lucky? You didn’t even treat me to a meal earlier, after dragging me around, and now you’re saying bye?”

			“Cass, have a heart...my wallet is getting lighter...it’s thinning out...”

			“Hmp! Don’t talk about having a heart. I have no patience! If you want my help, you’ll have to pay! I’m hungry as of now, my stomach is revolting and it needs to be pacified — by lots of food!”

			“Sigh!”

		


		
			Chapter 7  
A Gentleman At Heart

			The next day right after breakfast, Carlo went to Cassandra’s place. Both their families knew each other for a long time and treated each other like a family. He arrived just as Cassandra’s father is leaving.

			“Good morning, sir!” Carlo greeted.

			“Oh, Carlo, you’re already here,” replied Cassandra’s father. “Cass told me you’re coming today. You need something illustrated, right?”

			“Huh! Illustrated? Me? Uh...ah, ah, y-yes, sir. I needed Cass to draw, uhm, ahh... s-some parts of...of the, uhm, uhm, the human body for me.”

			“Oh, I see. That’s what you need, huh. Wait, can’t you just pick up images from the internet and print them? Why do you need to have them drawn?”

			“Uh, because...because...uh...my professor said he wants it more detailed. He said the pictures on the internet are not detailed enough.”

			“I see. Okay...wait, where are you going to get the reference images?”

			“...(sigh) ...from...the internet too, sir...”

			“Huh! From the internet too? Wait, this is confusing. I thought...oh well, do whatever you need to do! I really can’t understand what schools are doing these days. (Don’t like the internet, but will still copy from it...what is this?) Alright then, I’m leaving now, Cassandra’s mom has been waiting for me at the corner for a while now. Feel free to eat when you get hungry.”

			“Alright, thank you. Take care.”

			After Cassandra’s father left, she came out of her hiding place. She was almost in tears from laughing. 

			“You’re something else, Carlo! Hi! Hi! Hi! I can barely stop myself from farting and laughing at your excuses. Your prof want a detailed drawing, but don’t want you using images from the internet. But, and here’s the fun part, you’re going to use images from the internet as your reference — Ah, Ha! Ha! Ha! Hilarious!”

			“Well, you didn’t tell me that was your excuse,” Carlo defended himself.

			“Well, I couldn’t think of anything else. Should I have said...Dad, Carlo is coming today because I’m going to help him win back the love of his life. Ha! Ha! Ha! Epic! And then he’ll ask me...why are you helping him? Well, because I’m pretending to be his girlfriend so that I can pursue his sister! Bwahahaha! It’s too hilarious!”

			“Look at you, teasing me like that. You’re so abnormal.”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Okay, okay...I’m sorry, let’s make peace.”

			“Alright, so, shall we start with the strategy?”

			“Sure, but just wait here for a moment. Let me check if my two siblings have taken a bath. And I have something to finish. Just watch TV for now. Oh, by the way, did you bring any food?”

			“NO!!!”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Just asking, don’t get too uptight! Just wait here, okay.”

			Carlo watched TV while waiting. Pretty soon, he got impatient when Cassandra did not return yet. 

			“Gosh, Cassandra is avoiding me again. She seems to be hiding. That girl is really unpredictable. I’ll have to go and find her,” Carlo thought. 

			He looked for Cassandra and found her at the back of the house, half-carrying, half-pushing a large box towards a small room used for storage.

			“Hey, Cass, what are you doing?”

			“Huh! Hey, Carlo, I’m just moving these piles of boxes. Do you remember the room we used as our storage space? I want to turn that into my own room. Our room is getting cramped for the three of us. Daddy agreed, he said I can take care of it. Sorry for taking long, those boxes are, uhm, a bit heavy. I’m out of breath. Just wait a little longer, I’ll be there...(Whew!)”

			“Ah, I thought you were giving me the slip again. Why don’t you ask for help from your two siblings?”

			“What? Are you okay? You know they’re small girls and I can’t have them carrying heavy stuff. They might even mess up the room. Besides, they’re upstairs studying. Mommy scolded them because their grades are low. They have to study all day today and tomorrow. No games, TV, video, or even computer. They’re grounded, even cell phones are not allowed.”

			“Is that so? Ha! Ha! Ha! Your Mom is really strict.”

			“You’re right! Okay, go back to the living room and watch TV. I won’t run away. It’ll just take a moment. Go away!”

			“Do you want me to help you?”

			“Huh? Oh no, don’t bother, I can handle this easily. You just wanted a free snack, don’t you? Scram! Leave!”

			Carlo was about to leave but then decided to peek into the room where Cassandra was working. 

			“Wow, Cass, there are a lot of boxes to move — and big ones. What’s inside of those?”

			“Uhm, old books, old appliances, clothes, and other stuff. Haaiisst! You know, you’re really bothering me. Just go away now that I’m almost done. You’re so annoying!”

			“Well, judging by the looks of it, I think it will take you another year or two for you to finish.”

			“Are you getting back on me?”

			“No, really, I’m serious. Why don’t you do this on another day when your Dad is here?”

			“You know, Carlo? Dad really wanted to turn this into his recreation room but cannot find the time to do it. He grudgingly agreed to my request because I kept on pestering him. And now you want me to ask for his help. What if he suddenly changes his mind? Did you ever think of that, Mr. Turtle? That’s why I’m hurrying so he won’t change his mind. Understand?”

			“Ah, I see. Okay, then leave everything to me.”

			“Huh? Why?”

			“I’ll be the one to move all the stuff.”

			“Hehe, really? What kind of joke is this, Carlo? Just go away! I might get irritated and change my mind...”

			“You know, Cass, sometimes you should hide your pride chicken or just swallow it. This is not a job for women, whether you’re a tomboy or not. I can handle this, so scram!”

			“You’re so arrogant! If you didn’t come here and bothered me, I would have been finished by now!”

			“Is that so? Okay, Cass, how many boxes have you moved so far? Come on?”

			Cassandra remained silent. She debated whether to answer truthfully or not. 

			“I-I’ve only moved this one,” she reluctantly admitted.

			“I knew it. Okay, Cass, I’ll take care of it. You know, call me old-fashioned, but for me, lifting heavy things is a man’s job, not a woman’s. Even if you’re a tomboy, you can’t beat me when it comes to lifting heavy things, a man’s strength is still different. So, I’ve got this.”

			Cass didn’t immediately respond. Honestly, she was really out of breath from moving the box. And she had only moved one so far! She was actually ready to give up, but was afraid her Dad will change his mind. Once the room was fixed, Daddy couldn’t back out anymore. 

			“Okay then, go ahead, but are you sure it’s okay with you?” she asked hesitantly.

			“If you don’t leave now, I might change my mind. Come on, go take a shower, you stink!”

			“Just one question. How did you guess I only moved one box?”

			“Well, how could I not know? Look at the room, it’s dusty. The only clean spot is where you removed the box. In short, that’s the only thing you’ve moved. Understand, Miss Turtle. Okay, go...scram!”

			“Alright, alright. I’ll prepare a snack for you after I take a shower. Thank you!”

		


		
			Chapter 8  
Frenemies?

			Cass smiled as she took a shower. “Who would have thought that dummy has a soft heart too. If he hadn’t volunteered, I really wouldn’t have been able to carry those boxes. I was already out of breath with just one box. Thank you, Lord, I’m finally getting my own room! Yehey!”

			It took a while before Cass came downstairs. She first checked on her two younger sisters if they were studying and behaving. Fortunately, they were behaving well. They must have been scared of Mom and Dad. She brought them snacks before returning to Carlo. She brought him a towel so he could dry himself off and a clean shirt to change into.

			Cassandra was pleasantly surprised to see that all the boxes and other items were already moved when she came back. Carlo had just arrived, wiping off the dirt from his body.

			“Oh, Cass, you’re here! I’ve already transferred everything. I also organized it properly in the room. I saw some pens and paper, so I labeled them to make it easier to find the things inside the boxes.”

			“Wow, I’m impressed. I didn’t know you were so organized!”

			“Well, that’s how it is when you’re as handsome as me. Ha! Ha! Ha! Don’t argue with me!”

			“No, I won’t, especially after you helped me. So, how about a snack? But wait, here’s a towel first, clean yourself up. You’re really dirty, to be honest.”

			“A snack? Oh, that sounds good! But wait. Let’s move your stuff first so you can start arranging your room ASAP. I’ll clean up later.”

			“Are you serious? Aren’t you tired yet? And why bother? It’s already okay, really. It’s my room now. Dad gave me his word.”

			“Who knows? Maybe if he sees that it’s clean, he’ll have second thoughts and still turn it into a recreational den.”

			“Oh yeah...I didn’t think of that. But wouldn’t it be too much for you. You’re already tired, and we haven’t even strategized our battle plan for Eloisa yet.”

			“It’s okay, Cass. There’s still tomorrow. I’m just protecting my investment.”

			“Really? I thought it was help from the heart, but it turns out it’s motivated by something else. Hi! Hi! Hi! You’re really serious, boy!”

			“He! He! He! So you won’t have any excuses. Let’s go. Let’s finish this.”

			Cass and Carlo helped each other move her belongings. Even though she was a tomboy, Cass admired Carlo. Truth be told, Carlo didn’t have to help her anymore. Cass didn’t believe that Carlo was helping her just to protect his investment. He was genuinely helpful, like a boy scout. 

			“Don’t worry, Carlo,” she made a promise to herself. “I’ll help you win back Eloisa. I won’t let you down.”

			Meanwhile, Carlo continued working, carrying more and more of her things. If he could do all the lifting himself then he’ll wave off Cassandra. 

			When they worked together, he made sure that the heavier load was on his side. Cass even felt like she was acting as supervisor, as she directed him on where to put the items. 

			He was a true gentleman. Sometimes, while carrying heavy boxes and they were pressed against each other, Carlo didn’t take advantage of the situation. When Cass dropped a flower vase, he shielded her and took the hit instead. 

			“Oh, is it still painful?” Cass asked Carlo as she put ice on the bump on his head.

			“Not too much anymore. You were being careless. Imagine being on the exact spot where the flower vase was falling.”

			“You’re the one who’s really careless, you’re the one who got hit.”

			“Well, look at you, ungrateful miss. How shameless!”

			“Oh, whatever, at least I have no bump in my head. Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Oh my, you’re really something, Cass.”

			Cass just smiled. Carlo earned some brownee points from her. “Alright, fine. Go clean up and wait here, I’ll serve you some snacks,” she said.

			“Wow, Cass, are you preparing snacks for me? Are you feeling okay? Did you win the lottery and now you’re giving me treats?”

			“Haha, you’re so funny! You better watch out, or I might change my mind...”

			“Just kidding! Okay, go ahead. Your mind might really change, this doesn’t happen often. By the way, whose shirt is this?”

			“Carlo, I assure you that is mine. And I guarantee you that it is clean and smelling nice. Also, you have to return it cause it has some sentimental value to me. I’m just lending it to you, understand?”

			“Huh? What kind of sentimental value? This shirt looks old already.”

			“It was given to me by Michael, my best friend in high school.”

			“Really? You mean you had a best friend? Joke! What happened, where is he now?”

			“Uhm, he went abroad to study. As far as I know, he’s staying there for good.”

			“Errr, will it be okay to you to let me wear this? You said it has a sentimental value to you.”

			“(Sigh!) It’s okay cause I don’t have anything else that will fit you. Anyway, it’s been years already since Michael left, its sentimental value has lessened. ”

			“Alright then, if you’re really okay with it. I’ll clean up now. I’m excited for the snacks you’re going to serve,” Cass said.

			Cass went to the kitchen. Little did she know, Carlo was impressed with her. 

			“Cass is actually pretty cool. I thought she was an ice lady, but she’s also funny. She has a lot of interesting stories. Even though she’s a tomboy, she’s not awkward. A genuine person. Never a dull moment.” 

			After a while, Cass called out, “Snacks are ready!”

			“At last, Cass finally treating me to a snack...Yes! I’m coming! I’m on my way there already!”

		


		
			Chapter 9  
The Uncanny Relationship

			“That’s unfair, Cass! You said you’d treat me to a delicious snack. But what is this?”

			“Why, what’s wrong? What’s wrong with what I prepared? Isn’t it delicious.”

			“Haiissst, this is the same food I bought last night, right? The one you made me buy for you. You’re cooking me with my own oil!”

			“Haha! Oh yeah, right? I forgot you’re the one who bought it. Haha! Well, it’s still food, and I heated it up. What do you want, this or the two-day-old ensaymada?”

			“Hmmp! Alright, fine. This is okay. You’re really stingy!” Carlo said, laughing.

			Carlo and Cass finished moving her stuff late in the afternoon.

			“I’m sorry, Carlo, we took so long arranging my room. We didn’t get a chance to strategize for Eloisa.”

			“Awww, quit pretending to be sorry, huh? Anyway, that’s okay. At least you have your own room now.”

			“Yes, at last...finally! Thank you, thank you.”

			Caught up in her joy, Cassandra hugged Carlo, who was surprised. When she came to her senses, she quickly pulled away.

			“You smell bad, Carlo!” she managed to say. They both laughed.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Don’t worry, Carlo, as a thank you for helping me, I’ll call one part of my room Carlo’s Memorial Side. Is that okay?”

			“Wait, wait. That sounds bad...Carlo’s memorial?...it sounds like a burial site! I’m still alive!”

			“Really? Oh yeah. Hmm, maybe...In memory of Carlo...”

			“Oh no, that’s even worse. Wait, it’s like you want me dead!”

			“Haha! Come on, don’t be so serious. Okay, let’s be serious. Um...let’s just call it Carlo’s Corner. CC for short. Um, wait...wait...I think I’m losing out on that. You have a corner in my room, but I don’t. That’s not fair. Maybe I should just go with...Carlo and Cass. Like Tango & Cash — that movie with Sylvester Stallone and Kurt Russel. They were enemies at first, but they became allies later. See, just like us? I’ll be Tango...Sylvester. Perfect, he’s always in beast mode. And you can be Kurt...Cash, because you have a lot of money. Haha! Carlo and Cass Corner — what do you think?”

			“Carlo & Cass Corner? Um, yeah, that works too. It’s good that your name is included. Otherwise, you might defile it if only my name is written. You might put up my picture and light candles in front of it. Haha! Um, wait, what if we remove the word ‘corner’...let’s make it CS2 to make it shorter and easier to remember.”

			“CS2? What’s that...Adobe Creative Suite 2? What’s the connection?”

			You know, Miss Turtle, if you haven’t figured it out yet, here’s how it is...Both our names start with C and S, Cass and Carlo, Sandoval and Sta. Maria. So it’s CS2. Like times 2, right?”

			“Ohhh.”

			“Oh, you’re really a turtle! And hey, what’s today’s date?”

			“September 2...Ahhh, I get it now. Wow, that’s clever! Why didn’t I think of that?”

			“Because you’re a turtle. I’m the rabbit,” Carlo teased.

			“Is that so? Perfect. Whenever I use Photoshop or InDesign, I’ll remember you.”

			“Huh? Why? How?”

			“Because those are programs of Adobe Creative Suite — CS2, in short.”

			“What’s the connection?”

			“Adobe! Isn’t adobe here thick and hard? Oh, that’s you! Your face is so thick and hard! Ahhhahahaha!”

			“Really? I’m the thick one? If I’m adobe, then you’re asbestos in coldness”

			“How? How did I become cold, tell me?”

			“Oh come on, don’t you always make me pay when we eat out? You order so much, then you make me pay. That’s just cold of you!”

			“Hey, that’s not being cold! That’s called being wise. Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Huh! So you’re saying that stuffing your face with food isn’t being cold?”

			“No, it’s called being greedy. Being cold and being greedy are different. Understand? And by the way, don’t you know the saying ‘The greedy outdoes the diligent’?”

			“Huh? That’s not a saying I know!”

			“Well, who do you think came up with that saying?”

			“Who?”

			“ME! Those are Cassandra’s words of wisdom. Don’t complain.”

			“Fine, fine. I’ll admit defeat to you.”

			“See? That’s how it is. Even though the rabbit is fast, it still loses to the turtle...do you get it?”

			“Fine, fine. I admit defeat. I’ll give up. After all, this is your room, even if I’m the one who shed blood to fix it.”

			“Geez, you’re still complaining! You’re unbelievable! Okay, CS2 it is, that’s the official name of that corner now. That will remind us of this day, when we shed blood together...take note, TOGETHER, to build this monument. Wow! It feels so real...intense! Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Okay. This corner bears witness, I promise to be a true and loyal friend, even though you’re stingy, greedy, and above all, irritating.”

			“Oh, you rascal!”

			“Just kidding! You know I’m joking, right? But our friendship will be stronger than the Rock of Gibraltar.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Oh, come on, GMT it, dummy!”

			“What’s GMT?”

			“Google Mo Tanga! (Google it, dummy!)”

			“Well, well, Carlo, you’ve fooled me twice!”

			“No, I’m serious. The Rock of Gibraltar means solid, strong, and indestructible.”

			“Wow, really? That sounds good. Okay, I like that. Alright, I promise you, I’ll help you with Eloisa as much as I can. I will do my part. I promise.”

			“Thank you. No more hiding, okay? Promise it here in our corner.”

			“Promise!”

			“Oh, thank you. I have peace of mind now. You’re really hard to placate.”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! Not anymore, I promise. There, cross my heart. Mmmm...it seems like you’re really serious about Eloisa, huh?”

			“Yes, of course. You can see how beautiful Eloisa is. She’s even famous! I feel like I’m walking on clouds when I’m with her. Everyone at school seems to be jealous of me.”

			“Well, that’s true...but, uhm...errr, it’s nothing...it’s just...nothing...”

			“Huh? What’s that? Why do you look like something’s not okay...?”

		


		
			Chapter 10  
The Uncanny Friendship

			The conversation between the two was interrupted when Cassandra’s parents arrived.

			“Oh, Carlo, you’re still here! How are you? Did Cass finish the drawing you asked for?” Dad said. 

			“Wow, wait...it looks like you’ve fixed your room, Cass. That was fast! Even the bed and cabinets have been moved. How did you do this? Wait, don’t tell me you helped her, Carlo? I thought Cass were going to draw something for you?”

			“Cass, my dear, it seems like you’ve been taking advantage of Carlo just because he’s helping you out. That’s not right and you should be ashamed,” said Mom.

			“Oh, it’s true, Ma’am, Sir. Your child has been making my life miserable. Too much of a sadist. I’m so tired, and yet he won’t let me rest. He has no mercy, Hu! Hu! Hu!” Carlo pretended to cry.

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Oh, you’re such a prankster! You’re already the best actor. It’s up to you, if you don’t tell the truth, both of us will be grounded by Dad and Mom.”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha, just kidding Sir, Ma’am! I’m the one who offered to help Cassandra. She’s pitiful, looking like a wilted sweet potato. She can’t even lift anything.”

			“What? Hey Carlo, you’ve gone too far now, huh? Hi! Hi! Hi! Just because you helped me, doesn’t mean you can insult me. You’re so arrogant! What if I beat you up right now?”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha!” Daddy and Mommy laughed. 

			“Hey, Cass, you’re not showing any gratitude. You can fight with Carlo tomorrow. Ha! Ha! Ha! Just kidding, Carlo. Anyway, thanks for your help,” Dad said. 

			“Yes, indeed,” added Mom, “Oh, I’m getting irritated with her constant nagging.”

			“Is that so? Oh, your child is really stubborn,” Carlo added. “I really don’t know where she inherited her stubbornness. Ha! Ha! Ha! Just kidding, Cass. But seriously, it’s okay with me to help her. After all, I often ask her for favors. We’ll just call it even. Um, alright then. I’ll go home now. It’s already late, they might be looking for me at home. Plus, Cass smells really bad, I can’t stand it anymore.”

			“Oh, really. Hey, you’re the one who smells bad. You’re already farting. At least I’ve already taken a bath, unlike you. Look at the dirt on your body. Eeewww! Yucky!”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! Alright, alright, Carlo. Go home before my Amazonian-like daughter beats you up. Thanks again for your help,” Dad said. 

			“Yes, Carlo, thank you very much for your help,” added Mom.

			Cass accompanied Carlo to the exit. 

			“You’re so arrogant now, huh? Just because you helped me, now you’re insulting me too much.”

			“Wow! Your terminology is impressive! So harsh. Are you on drugs? Ha! Ha! Ha! I’m just teasing you. I’m always at a disadvantage with you. I often get slapped on the head or punched in the stomach. Right?”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Oh yeah, that’s right. Okay, fine, you’re excused now, because you helped me. But next time, be careful. Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Nakupo, my pass is only for one day? I thought it was for a lifetime. I already have CS2, and yet it’s only for one day? Is there no extension or maybe it can be made unlimited.”

			“You’re really hopeless, Carlo. Alright then. If not for you, I still wouldn’t have my own room, so your pass can be unlimited for my beatings. Unless you become too abusive or violate our ‘No lovey—dovey, no mushy—mushy’ rule when Eloisa is around. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Don’t worry, I will toe the line. I don’t want your beast mode to come back again.”
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