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			Introduction

			UNCONDITIONAL LOVE? The kind where you love without expecting anything in return. Really? Seriously now? Is that even a thing nowadays? Didn’t they say martyrs get shot at Luneta? I mean, in this day and age, is there a kind of love that doesn’t expect anything back? Maybe among relatives—it could still happen, although it’s pretty unlikely. BUT between a man and a woman… it seems almost impossible!  

			Meet Adrian. Handsome, oozing with sex appeal, a gentleman, a hunk, a certified ladies’ man, and the type of guy chicks can’t resist. He’s got girlfriends lined up, with more waiting their turn. And then, guess what…he meets a woman he falls head-over-heels in love with — and here’s the twist: Ta-dah! They can’t be together!  

			What? They can’t be a couple? Why? The bottom line, he fell for…drumroll…a happily married woman! Wow, how crazy is that? What happened? A certified playboy falling for a woman he can never have? But that’s exactly what went down. Adrian did the unthinkable. Imagine that! Even though there’s ZERO chance of being with her, she’s the one he wants.  

			And so begins Adrian’s complicated love story. Prepare yourself for one of the most intriguing yet heartwarming stories that will surely bring both joy and tears to your eyes.  

			Could this be what TRUE LOVE really means?  

			One final question: Will Adrian sacrifice his own happiness just to be near his one-true-love, no matter what?  

			Is this what LOVE is truly all about?  

			ABMeneses

		


		
			​The Best of Friends

			“Odeth, what kind of clothes are you making me wear? Look at me! I look worse than a has-been GRO!” Adrian complained.

			“Oh Adrian, sorry about that! Just bear with what’s available. You arrived here so dirty...you can’t drag my beautiful parlor into it. Just bear with it if you want me to give you a haircut.”

			Meet Odeth and Adrian. They’ve been close friends since childhood. Adrian is a certified lover boy, always pursued by chicks. Meanwhile, Odeth is a certified lover of boys and is always after the boys — a proud member of the LGBT community. They are two poles apart, but it has never been an issue for them. In fact, they think it’s better that way because they won’t be fighting over their lovers. However, take note, when it comes to money-making schemes, the two are partners-in-crime. They never let any opportunity slip away.

			Aside from being best friends and partners-in-crime, their families are also close to each other. Odeth often hides at Adrian’s house when he’s being chased by his creditors. Of course, his best friend hides him, no questions asked. Adrian does the same, of course. When he makes a disappearing act his ex-flavor of the month jowas, Odeth becomes blind, deaf, and mute when asked about his whereabouts. What are friends for, right? Two poles apart? Hah! More like two peas in a pod. For better or for worse, the two will never leave each other.

			When everything is back to normal, meaning nobody is hiding or running away, Adrian always hang out at Odeth’s parlor. Again, take note, he also eats and sleeps there, and on top of that, gets a free haircut., facial and whatnots. Odeth’s place is Adrian’s second home, whether he likes it or not.

			Just like today for instance. After playing basketball, still drenched in sweat and grime, Adrian went straight to Odeth’s place. 

			Odeth shrieked when he saw him coming in. 

			“Ahiiii, ahiiii! Noooo! Get out, get out!” he blocked him. “Don’t you dare to make my parlor dirty!”

			“You’re overreacting, Odeth. Just because I’m a little sweaty — I’m already dirty? And you screamed, like I’ve done something terrible to you...you almost punctured my my eardrums with your shouting!!!” Adrian said. 

			“This big creature! And he’s the one getting angry at me! Hmmmp! How can I not get mad...just look at yourself? Just a little bit sweaty? Eeeww, you look like a pig that escaped the pen! Then, you just appear here and wreak havoc in my beautiful kingdom come? No way, no way! Get out, get out, get out!” Odeth exclaims.

			Adrian smiled sweetly. “Come on, Odeth...are we not best friends? I just want to get a haircut before taking a shower. Please...pretty please, can you agree?”

			“Oh...and now he’s changing tactics! Hey, Mr. Adrian Llamanzares, don’t try to be cute — that won’t work! Do it elsewhere, and it won’t affect my beauty! Get out, get out...GEEET OUT!!!”

			“Odeth, please! I’ve gotten an earful from Mom when I went home without a haircut yesterday. She’s been pestering me about it since last week, so I promised her I’ll get one — or I’ll get grounded. Come on, pretty please!” Adrian pleaded, trying to act cute.

			“Oh, come on! You’re making me your scapegoat, and now you’re putting conditions on me? If it weren’t for your Mother Dearie...okay, fine, I’ll give in. I’ll cut your hair but on one condition!” replied Odeth.

			“Condition —what the heck?” exclaimed Adrian.

			“You don’t want to do it? Fine. The door is open; you’re free to evacuating,” threatened Odeth.

			“Sheesh! Okay, okay, I’ll do it. What’s your condition?” answered Adrian, trying to pacify his friend.

			“My condition is that you clean yourself up first!” Odeth replied while to the bathroom. “Go there and take a shower! I won’t have you dirtying my beautiful parlor!”

			“Can’t I just clean myself and change clothes here?”

			“Okay, suit yourself. GOOO, leave if you want to.”

			“Odeth, come on! Okay, okay, I’ll take a shower. But what will I wear? I don’t have any spare clothes.”

			“I have some clothes hanging in the bathroom. I just washed them. You can choose from there.”

			“Aren’t they cheap?” asked Adrian.

			“Lord, give me strength! I might lose it and kill this person!”

			“Just kidding! You’re too uptight, Odeth. Your blood pressure might shoot up!” said Adrian, trying to lighten the mood.

			“Do you really want me to...” started Odeth before Adrian cut her off.

			“Sorry, sorry, I’ll clean up now. Here I go...I’m going, I’m going...” Adrian hollered as he ran towards the bathroom.

		


		
			W​hat is This?!!

			“Odeth, what the heck are these?!” exclaimed Adrian when he came out a few minutes later. 

			“Huh, what do you mean beshie?”

			“Why are your clothes so teeny-weeny? Haaiist, this short of yours is really short — literally! One wrong move and my treasure will be exposed!” Adrian joked.

			“Hey, hey, hey, don’t stretch out my shorts, okay? Is it my fault that you’re taller than me? It looks so nice on you though.”

			“See, you’re even laughing at me,” Adrian replied while looking at himself in the mirror. “Ugh, I look so embarrassing. Don’t you have any other decent clothes besides this?”

			“Oh, sorry about that, Adrian. You’ll have to bear with it if you want me to cut your hair. Besides, no one will see you here...what’s the problem?” Odeth said.

			“AHHHH! Okay, okay! What else can I do?!” 

			“Come on, come on, nothing will happen if you keep whining there! Sit down and let me cut your hair,” Odeth said as he grabbed his scissors.

			As Odeth was cutting Adrian’s hair, he suddenly had an idea to prank his friend. He grabbed some rollers and started putting them on Adrian’s hair.

			“Hey, hey, Odeth! What’s that for? Why are you putting rollers in my hair?” Adrian asked.

			Odeth pretended to be serious.

			“Sigh, Adrian, I’m getting annoyed with you. You complain too much — getting a haircut is free! But your hair is so long...it’s hard to cut. I need to put rollers on it to cut it properly. Just stay quiet there and let me finish!”

			Adrian was about to complain when a loud crashing noise erupted outside .

			“BLLAAAGGG!!!! KRRRAAASSS!!!”

		


		
			O​pportunity Knocking At The Door

			“What was that?!” they both exclaimed as Odeth quickly ran outside to investigate.

			Odeth cried out in dismay.

			“Oh no! Que horror! My carinderia...hit...destroyed...shattered into pieces! This can’t be happening, this can’t be!” 

			Aside from his parlor, Odeth also have a small food cart where he sold various dishes, desserts, and drinks. But now, it looked like scrap metal in a junk shop. 

			He stopped his hysterics when someone tapped him on the shoulder. Surprised, he turned around to see an old man.

			“Are you the owner? I’m really sorry...I didn’t see it and unfortunately, I hit your cart a little,” apologized the old man.

			“A LITTLE HIT? Is that what you call it? It looks like a bulldozer ran over my store!” Odeth retorted.

			“I’m really very sorry...I apologize...it was just an accident...I was in a hurry. Ah...but don’t worry, I’ll pay for the damages...so you won’t be too disadvantaged,” said the man. He reached for his pocket and handed two thousand pesos to Odeth.

			“I hope this will settle any problem or inconvenience I have brought.”

			Odeth’s eyes widened upon seeing the money. In his mind, he thought, “Wowoweeeee, jackpot!”

			She was about to take the money when Adrian suddenly yelled from behind.

			“Two thousand? Do you think two thousand pesos is the value of the inconvenience you’ve caused?”

		


		
			P​artners in Crime

			“Adrian...that is two thousand already? What...,” Odeth couldn’t finish her sentence as he was suddenly pulled by Adrian who whispered, “Just wait, Odeth. Watch and learn...leave it to me to negotiate. Hehehe!”

			Adrian faced the old man again. 

			“Sir, ummm...I think you are underestimating the damage you have caused us. Don’t you realize the impact it will have on us? Do you even know the consequences of your actions?”

			“Excuse me...are you the owner of that cart?” the old man asked while looking at Adrian from head to toe. Adrian’s teeny-weeny shorts and colorful tank top, along with the rollers in his hair, didn’t escape his notice.

			Adrian cringed, remembering his appearance. 

			“Haaiisss! I look like an outdated hostess with this look!”

			He was about to back out, but he regretted the possibility of losing a lot of money. 

			“Hey you, Mister who-ever-you-are, whatever-you-are...don’t ever think that just because we are poor, you can treat us like that, look down on us and insult us? Is that how low you think of us? And to think it’s already the 20th century...but still, you don’t respect our equal rights in this society!”

			While speaking, he secretly studied the old man. 

			“Mmmm...the jewelry he’s wearing is extravagant...the clothes are of top-notch quality...the car is brand new. Wo-ho-ho, no doubt everything smells money. Not just any money, I’m sure...BIG MONEY!”

			Behind him, Odeth couldn’t help but smile. “Hi! Hi! Hi! My best friend can be the best actor. He really won’t let any opportunity to make money pass him by!”

			“No, of course not!” the old man defended himself. “Ah, ahhh...I was just surprised by your sudden appearance. Are you also the owner of this makeshift stall?”

			“Makeshift stall!!! Is that how you perceive...(sniff!) our livelihood that we’ve managed to put up through blood and sweat?”

			“Oh, e...no, no, no! That’s not what I meant. What I mean is...”

			“Say no more, Sir...you are just (sniff!) hurting us even more! Please don’t underestimate...our small business that supports us. Besides...don’t you know that I use the money I earn here to pay for my law studies!”

			“Ngiii, law studies?” Odeth interjected, “since when? Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“You’re taking up law?” the old man asked incredulously.

		


		
			Lawyer?

			“Oops, here we go again...it’s very clear that you’re judging me,” Adrian exclaimed with exaggerated emotions. “Just because I’m like this, do I no longer have the right to dream of a better future...to become a successful lawyer, a magistrate — or even a judge?”

			“Magistrate?” Odeth thought, “what’s that?

			“Definitely not!” the old man objected. “Ah, errr...that’s something to be proud of.”

			“That’s right,” Adrian continued. “I know we’ve been wronged and the money you’re offering is not enough for the damages you caused!”

			“Is two thousand still not enough...for something like that? It’s just a small...”

			“There you go again. Just because it’s a small eatery, you’re quick to judge it like that? Guess what? Maybe you don’t know how much we earn there every day — hmmp, for your information...thousands and thousands of pesos!”

			“Huh? Thousands and thousands?” exclaimed the old man.

			“Thousand of pesos,” Odeth cried out silently, “since when?”

			“Yes! Thousands and thousands!” Adrian repeated.

			“Thousands and thousands...just for drinks, dishes, and rice cakes?”

			“Hmmmp! And what’s so surprising about that...S-I-RRR! Don’t you know how many of our customers are veeeeerrryyy loyal and keep coming back to enjoy our delicious food? Where will they buy their food now? Huhuhu! These poor souls who are dependent on us to supply them with our delicious dishes, rice cakes, and super-cold gulaman!”

			“Really?”

			“Well, if that’s how you feel about it...then let’s settle this in our barangay or even in court!” Adrian challenged.

			“DEMANDA NA! DEMANDA NA!!” shouted the people who had gathered around.

			The old man looked around and noticed the growing crowd around them and felt a bit uneasy. He didn’t want to make the situation much worse.

			He apologized.

			“No, no...I’m really sorry. Maybe we don’t need to bring this to the barangay or even to court. How much money do you want to settle?”

			“Um...maybe FIVE THOUSAND...that will do!” Adrian boldly replied.

			“FIVE THOUSAND PESOS?!!!”

		


		
			The Price Is Right?

			The old man was surprised at the price Adrian stated. Shell-shocked to be precise.

			“FIVE THOUSAND! For that...”

			“Well, if you don’t want to, that’s fine. See you in court. Perfect...I can practice my lawyer moves! Harrruumpp...your honor, I accuse this man of...”

			The people around cheered and laughed at the old man.

			“BAYAD NA! BAYAD NA! BAYAD NAAAAAA!!!”

			The old man knew that Adrian was taking advantage of the situation, but he didn’t have time to debate. He had an important meeting to attend, and he was already late. If they go to the barangay, the discussion would take even longer. He had no time for this.

			He was forced to compromise.

			“(Sigh!) Okay, okay...let’s just settle this, Mr. Attorney. Let’s finish this.”

			The man was unhappy as he took out his wallet and started counting the money.

			Adrian sensed a new opportunity, especially when he saw how thick the wallet was. He also realized that the person in front of him was in a hurry and wanted to leave.

			“Uhummm, not so fast, Sir. Add two thousand there...for the trouble you caused me!”

			“What...another two thousand! That’s plain highway robbery...it’s abuse!”

			“Abuse? Is that what you think? Well, Mister...you don’t know that I have an important engagement too...at the Court of Appeals! I have many trials to assist with today. Being ‘late’ will cause a lot of backlog — do you understand that??!!! If you don’t want to...we can add this case to...”

			“Hmmmp! Okay, okay...you win, Mr. Attorney. Here’s the five thousand and the additional two thousand, for whatever else you can think of, we’ll add it,” said the man as he handed the money to Adrian. “Now, can I go...your Honor?”

			“Of course, of course! The accused is therefore found...not guilty! Case dismissed, you are now a free man!”

			The crowd cheered loudly, and everyone congratulated Adrian.

			The old man left, full of anger.

		


		
			​If The Price Is Right

			Odeth is amazed by his friend’s actions. “Wow, you’re something else, my friend! I really can’t believe that you got the old man to pay seven thousand pesos just my old dilapidated run-down cart? Hahaha! It’s not even worth five hundred, even if you include the food there!”

			“Ha ha ha! You should learn from me, Odeth. When I smell an opportunity, I don’t let it slip away.”

			“But how were you sure that the man would pay? What if he didn’t bite, and we lost the 2K?”

			“That’s the problem with you, best friend. You don’t know how to play it smart. At first glance, I could tell that the man wasn’t just rich. He’s filthy rich, the type who owns a business or a big store. His watch alone is a Rolex, the latest model! That watch costs over a hundred thousand pesos. You see, he had no problem taking out two thousand pesos from his pocket. It’s like change to him. So when I saw that...a light bulb went off in my head, and I said to myself, “Adrian, this is a lot of money - DON’T LET IT SLIP AWAY! And the rest is history.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			From the car, the wife saw Adrian confronting her husband.

			“Gosh, just look at that guy...what is he wearing? Not even an ounce of decency...he’s not ashamed of his appearance. The nerve...he’s taking advantage of the situation!”

			She was strictly forbidden to go outside, so she could only watch as her husband was harassed. She was infuriated seeing them gang up on her husband.

			“They are ganging up on Josh! I hope they don’t hurt him!”

			She breathed a sigh of relief when her husband was left alone after she saw him giving money.

			The old man entered the car, seething with anger.

			“I’m fuming mad, Darling! I’ve just been bamboozled to the tune of seven thousand pesos because of that...that...whatever I hit!”

			“WHAT!!! Seven thousand pesos...for that thing?!! That’s too much! Didn’t you object?”

			“I tried, I tried...but you know how hard it is to reason with them...especially when you’re on their turf,” explained her husband as he drove the car.

			“Who was the owner? Was it the one wearing the tiny short and pink flowered tank top?”

			“Hmmp...yes! At first, I thought the other guy was the owner. He was the first one to come out. I could sense that he was willing to accept the two thousand pesos I offered...but then the other guy stepped in.”

			“And they ganged up on you.”

			“Haha, you said it. Knowing the situation...they took advantage of it!”

			“What happened?”

			“Well, he was the one who negotiated with me. He said he studied law...”

			“Law? That appearance? I don’t believe it! He looks more like a street thug!”

			“Exactly! And that’s not all! He said their store earns thousands of pesos...and he accused me of looking down on them because they’re poor and all that! He even threatened to take me to the barangay. Hmmp! If I didn’t have an important meeting today...anyway, just to end it all and leave, I paid the seven thousand he demanded.”

			“Oh, you poor, Darling. You must have been really stressed out. Fortunately, they didn’t hurt you.”

			“Yes, that’s the silver lining! Luckily, no one got hurt. I can’t imagine how much those two cunning scoundrels would have demanded if someone was injured.”

			“(Sigh!) Anyway, why is Mang Baste absent today? It’s been a while since you’ve last driven.” 

			“Mang Baste asked for a day off because he’s not feeling well. So, I had to drive. The meeting I have today is really important, and it’s quite difficult to attend without a car. Yes, you’re correct. It’s been a while since I last drove, so I miscalculated and hit the store.”

			“That being the case, why did you still insist on driving me to school? I could have taken a taxi or a Grab. Look what happened, you ended up having an accident.”

			“Your school is along my way anyway. It’s just bad luck that I hit that store or whatever it is. It’s okay, at least no one got hurt, right?”

			“That’s true! Hmmmp! I’m still upset when I think about how those people ganged up and scammed you!”

			“(Sigh!) Let’s just consider it as a learning experience, Darling...forget about it. It’s over and done, and let’s be grateful that we won’t have to deal with them...ever again.”

			Tsk! Tsk! Don’t be too sure, old man!

		


		
			Karma

			Adrian and Odeth were still processing the events of the day. They couldn’t believe the kind of  “luck” they received.

			“Can you imagine, my friend...you went out looking like that. Hi! Hi! Hi! You might have been mistaken for being one of us!”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! That was really embarrassing! But if I had backed out...it would have ruined the moment, so I carried on.”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! You’re so talented. You even used spoke in english and made some classy moves earlier. Wait, did you really took a course in law or management?”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! I use to study management. Earlier, I just pretended to be a law student to impress the old man. It was just for show and tell!”

			“Wow, you even convinced me. Where did you learn those languages and moves?”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! You forgetful Odeth! Where else? From the K-Dramas we watched on TV. If you like, I can pretend to be a doctor too?”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Okay, I believe you, your Honor!”

			“But...wasn’t it embarrassing with all the people seeing me like that?”

			“Oh, Adrian...even if you dressed as a woman, the people here wouldn’t mistake you for a gay person. Everyone knows you’re a womanizer. You’re in the playboy category! Hi! Hi! Hi! And they could see that you were just trying to make money from the old man.”

			Adrian is well known certified hunk and playboy because of his good looks and flowery words. Any woman who meets him —whether single or married — are 100% bound to fall on him, if he gives them the full charm.

			“Playboy...you’re too much! I’m not the type to have multiple girlfriends. And I’m not a two-timer either!”

			“I agree with you on that. You only stick to one...but only for a short period! Haaiist! What’s wrong with you? Are you looking for the perfect woman. Are you searching for something like a miss universe’s beauty?”

			Adrian didn’t respond. What Odeth said was true. He doesn’t maintain a long-term relationship. Even if his intentions is honest when courting, he didn’t understand why he easily lose interest in the long run. And it even boggles him. But as he said, he never took advantage of women or dated multiple girlfriends at once.

			He currently had a new girlfriend — Carla Madrigal. She was beautiful, wealthy, and head-over-heels in love with him, even though they became a couple in only one day after meeting each other. They’ve been together for almost six months, and despite Carla’s subtle attempts to offer herself to him, Adrian never once considered taking advantage of the opportunity.

			He was raised in a well-being family and with fear of God. His parents taught him not to take advantage of his girlfriends. He clearly remembers his mother’s advise to him.

			“Adrian, always respect your girlfriend. If you truly love her, you don’t need to sleep together to prove it. If you’re meant to be together, you will be. And if not, it’s not right to take advantage.”

			When Odeth spoke to him again, Adrin is thrust back to the present.

			“Hey, Adrian...before we forget, give me my share!”

			“Huh! Oh, right. Here, four thousand for you, since you own the stall and three thousand for me, being your, uhummm, lawyer. Is it okay with you...is it a fair split?”

			“Yes, yes! Wow, four thousand! Even two thousand would have been a jackpot already...and you still managed to double it! You’re really one-of-a-kind, Adrian...I bow to you! Haha!”

			“I guess you can give me a haircut now, right?”

			“Haha, of course! One special haircut, free of charge, coming up!”

		


		
			The Game

			​Adrian stopped studying because of their financial difficulties. He is in his third year in college when his father died. His mother was forced to work again Being old and out of work for long, she could only apply on positions that only offers minimum wage payment. The meager salary is not enough for their needs.

			Adrian’s youngest sibling was able to continue studying because his tuition was free. Adrian has two other two siblings but they couldn’t be of much help because they have they have families of their own and having their own financial difficulties as well.

			Despite his mother’s objections, Adrian started working odd jobs to help. He was able to find jobs easily, but he could only work on contractual basis because he is an undergraduate. 

			He had the chance to be promoted to a regular position, but their supervisor unjustly gave it to his nephew. He aired his grievance to the management but the management sided with the supervisor. Worse, Adrian was fired from the job. 

			For the time being, Adrian is doing part-time jobs while waiting for another good opportunity.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Adrian passion is playing basketball. He’s good at it and often plays in leagues. He’s currently playing a three-on-three pick-up game against some visiting kids from the other neighborhood. The game is tight because there’s a bet on the line — two 1.5-liter soft drinks, pandesal, and more importantly — the bragging rights for the winner.

			The game is a race to 16. It has been extended thrice already and this will be the last of the extension. 

			The score is tied, and the last team to score a basket wins. Adrian’s opponents have possession of the ball, and he’s guarding him. His opponent is much taller and more bulkier. Adrian’s has sprained his left foot earlier in the game but still elected to continue playing. Adrian knows his opponent is going to take advantage of this. When the opponent bumped into him, Adrian pretended to be more than hurt and backed away a little to his left. His opponent tried to bumped him again to gain traction.

			“OUCH!” Adrian cried out and move back to his left again.

			Seeing Adrian hurting, the opponent dribbled the ball ungainly with his left hand. Adrian was waiting for this and immediately took advantage of the situation. In a split-second, he swiveled to his left and deftly stole the ball. The opponent, caught by surprise tried to give chase as Adrian goes for a lay-up and scores.

			The game is over. Adrian’s teammates whooped it up in celebration.

		


		
			Sore Loser

			“We won, Adrian! We won! Whhooooo!” Adrian’s teammates jumped around in celebration. It was a hard fought game.

			“Yesss!!” Adrian shouted and happily high-fived and hugged his teammates.

			“BAYAD NA! BLOWOUT NAAA!”

			However, the opposing team, especially Adrian’s nemesis, couldn’t accept defeat and was visibly upset.

			“Bro, you fouled me when you grabbed the ball earlier, so your shot doesn’t count! Let’s reset the game...the possession will be ours again.”

			“What foul? You didn’t even realize the ball was no longer in your hands...and you’re saying it’s a foul! Are you lost?”

			Adrian’s teammates and some spectators burst into laughter.

			“Oh, so now I’m lost, huh?” the opponent angrily retorted, then suddenly punched Adrian in the face.

			Adrian didn’t expect it, so he couldn’t avoid it. The punch knock him down. But the guy made a mistake. Adrian is used to fighting. He deftly kicked his enemy’s feet, making him lose balance and went down head first. Adrian jumped at him, and started hitting him, but stopped when he saw him bleeding.

			“Allan, Zandro, help me take him to the barangay clinic. He has a big cut on his head and he is bleeding.”

			Everyone quickly helped and brought the guy to the clinic.

			They were attended to quickly once they arrived. He needed six stitches to close the wound and stop the bleeding. Fortunately, there was no other injury and he was not required to be confined. 

			After being discharged, the two group all came out together.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Bro, thank you for helping me. I’m the one who started the trouble...but you still helped me. Sorry...I did you a sucker punch.”

			“Yeah, that really hurts and my mouth is still sore.”

			“Bro, sorry again! The thing is...we’ve been losing to you guys all the time and it kind of frustrate us. But, it’s no excuse for what I did. I lost my cool. Sorry for what I did, man.”

			“That’s okay. We also got hot-headed during the game. We’re both at fault...let’s forget it. At least, we’re buddies now. (Sigh!) My problem now is...I have a hard time speaking. I have this twang now when I speak, just like a woman. Haaiisss!”

			The group couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Sorry again, Bro.”

			“Hahaha! It’s okay. Good thing your wound wasn’t too serious! Let’s play again next time. Softdrinks and hopia naman ang pustahan! Ugh, what’s wrong with my mouth...!”

			The group laughed happily again and said their good byes before separating.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Tonyo, your opponent was very kind, right? Actually, he could have beaten you to a pulp, but when he saw your head injury, he didn’t hesitate to help you.”

			Tonyo replied, “Yeah, that’s right.”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! You really got annoyed because he keeps scoring over you. And you thought just because you’re bigger, you could easily overposer him,” the other guy teased.

			“It’s true, I got annoyed. I couldn’t accept that we have lost to them several times already. I thought at first that they were easy opponents, a patsies. Turns out, they’re really good at basketball. I really lost my cool back then and it is so embarrassing! Adrian is really one good guy and I’m glad we’re friends now.”

			“Yeah, that’s right! Instead of gaining an enemy, we gained new friends. Tonyo, next time we play them...I’ll be at their side! Hahaha! Joke!

		


		
			No Money, No Honey

			Upon arriving home, Adrian couldn’t avoid Mommy seeing the bruises on his face. “My child, what happened to you? Why do you have bruises on your face?”

			“It’s nothing, Mom. I just got sucker-punched by my opponent in basketball. He punched me because he got mad...we lost!”

			“Hah, maybe you just got into a fight...tell me the truth, son.”

			“No, Mom...what I’m saying is true. Our opponent got angry, punched me, and I fell on the street.”

			“Oh, my poor child! Did they gang up on you? Do you want me to complain to the barangay?”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! We already went there. Hep, hep! Easy there, Mom...don’t react yet. Let me finish first.”

			Adrian patiently recounted the incident to Mommy. 

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Oh, thank the Lord it ended that way. I’m so proud of you, son, that you didn’t hesitate to help that person,” she said.

			“Of course, Mom! You raised me to be good, right?”

			“Thank goodness. But, but...wait...why are you talking like that?” Mommy asked.

			“Yeah, Kuya,” chimed in Darryl, Adrian’s younger brother who was listening. “Did you join Ate Odeth’s association too? Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			“Oh, you’re making fun of me, huh! FYI, I have a wound inside my mouth caused by the punch. I thin it’s swollen, that’s why I’m talking like this. It hurts when I speak. I had it checked at the clinic and got treated already. But...my speech is still slurring,” Adrian explained.

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Is that so!” Mommy couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Asuss, Kuya, you’ve joined Ate Odeth already! Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			“Is that so? Come here you...,” Adrian jokingly replied, about to chase his brother who quickly ran away.

			Mommy stopped him. “Stop it! You might hurt each other. Oh, by the way, Adrian, I dropped by Odeth’s. He said might have some kind of work for you... a sideline job. He said to hurry because someone might apply ahead of you.”

			“I’ll just go there tomorrow, Mom. My sprained foot makes it hard for me to walk.”

			“Okay...it’s up to you, son. I already told you.”

			“Yes, Mom,” Adrian answered, limping his way to his room.

			Mommy noticed it and couldn’t resist making a joke. 

			“Oh, son, why are you making ‘kembot” while walking? Did you really join Odeth’s group? Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			His brother followed suit. “Ha! Ha! Ha! I told you, Mom — Kuya already came out of the closet!”

			“Haaaiiissss!”

		


		
			One Time Opportunity

			“Ahiiiii! Mama Mia, my friend...what happened...what happened to you, and why does your face look like something that Pacquiao practiced on?” Odeth exclaimed in surprise when he saw Adrian.

			“Well, in basketball! I got into a fight and got sucker-punched,” Adrian explained.

			Odeth paused for a moment and looked at her friend. After a while, she asked, “Adrian...is that you?”

			“Of course. Did something change on my face?”

			“Have you come out of the closet?” Odeth joked.

			Adrian was momentarily confused, but he quickly understood what his friend was saying. “Hay, nako...it’s because of what happened,” he said and patiently narrated how he got punched and why he spoke like that.

			“Ahhhh, I see,” Odeth said, still managing to crack a joke, “Well then, welcome to the club! Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Stop it, Odeth, or I might lose my patience with you!” Adrian retorted angrily. “Oh, Mom said that you have a racket to give me, that’s why I came here.”

			“Oh, I told you to come over yesterday. You just came now and it’s already past noon! It’s already two o’clock in the afternoon, Mr. Adrian Llamanzares!”

			“(Sigh!) I’m sorry, Odeth, my body is in pain that’s why I woke up late. By the way, what’s that racket you were talking about?”

			“Driver! Family driver...for only three months, but the salary is 16k a month, with free food, plus allowance, etc. etc! A friend of mine told me about it. He said that the boss was very nice. If only he knew how to drive, he would have applied himself!”

			“Huh, is it okay even if he is gay?”

			“Well, I don’t know...but at least my friend is persevering! Unlike you...you’re like Juan Tamad — waiting for the fruit to fall from heaven!!!”

			“You’re exaggerating. It just so happened that my body isn’t feeling well. Tsk! But it’s a shame! Where is it located?”

			“It’s in Fil-Am Homes, near SM North.”

			“Wow, that’s very near us! (Sigh!) It’s such a shame. Haiisss, what bad luck that I got injured now.”

			“Wait, wait...what time is it now? It’s only two o’clock, right?”

			“That’s what you said! What’s wrong with you, Odeth...you’re getting all mixed up!”

			“The interview for the driver position will be open until 3 or 4 o’clock. If you go now, you might still make it!”

			“Right, why not!” Adrian was about to leave when Odeth stopped him. “Hey, Odeth? How will I make it if you’re holding me back?”

			“Oh, Adrian...just look at yourself! Your face is full of bruises. You look more like a hoodlum than a proper applicant! Do you think anyone will hire you looking like that?”

			Adrian looked at himself in the mirror and saw that his friend was right.

			“Right, I see it now. Tsk! Tsk! I have no chance of getting the job,” he said in a defeated tone.

			“You’re giving up too quickly. Don’t you have any initiative?”

			“Huh...what should I do?”

			“Sit in front of the mirror. Stop complaining, and let’s make up for lost time.”

			Adrian sat down like a meek lamb. He didn’t complain anymore and just let his friend do what she wanted with him.

			“Your problem is simple. With the right makeup and my expertise...voila! Like magic, the bruises are gone!”

			“Oh yeah, you’re right. Go ahead!”

			Odeth was good at doing makeup. In just a few moments, the bruises on Adrian’s face disappeared as if by magic.

			“Umm, the problem now is your lips. The part where you got hit is noticeably dark. Hmm...oh, I know!” Odeth said.

			He went to the dresser and took something to put on Adrian’s lips.

			“What is that, lipstick? No, I don’t want it!”

			“You’re so clueless...what do you want...lipstick or bruises? And this is just natural...it won’t be too obvious...and in your case, it’s perfect for hiding the cut on your lip! Come on...do you want it or not?”

			“O-Okay, fine!”

			After a few moments, Adrian’s face was all fixed up. He was ready to go home and check the time.

			“Oh no, it’s already two-thirty...I really won’t make it!”

			“Don’t go home. Just go now and you might still make it!”

			“But I’m just wearing a t-shirt and slippers!”

			“Oh Lord, why did you give me a friend who’s always giving me problems and headaches? Okay, here, wear my rubber shoes! They’re brand new, take good care of them! And take off your t-shirt and wear my polo shirt instead! It’s new too, still in plastic. Luckily, you’re wearing pants at least. Here’s the address too, in case you forget. It’s easy to find, it’s near the church. If you have trouble, just ask around. Hurry up now and don’t waste my efforts!”

			“Yes...yes,” Adrian said while hurrying to change.

			A little later, he was ready to go but still wasn’t moving.

			“What are you waiting for? Go now so you can catch up!” Odeth scolded.

			Feeling embarrassed, Adrian asked, “Uh, Odeth...can I borrow some...money for transportation?”

			“Ugh, I could scream with frustration because of you! Here, take this...go ahead, leave now...you’re making me really annoyed!”

		


		
			Uh-oh, Trouble!

			It’s almost four o’clock already in the afternoon when Adrian arrived at the house where he was to apply for a job. It was easy for him to find it because it was close to the subdivision gate and it was one of the largest house there. He was the last one to arrive and almost wasn’t allowed in, but he begged and was finally allowed to get inside. He was in such a hurry, that he aggravated his foot injury. Before, it would only hurt when he walked, but now he felt constant pain. He had a very hard time walking.

			When he entered, he found four applicants ahead of him. They were all sitting together and waiting to be called. A woman gave him an application form and told him to fill it out while he waited. Adrian was somewhat impressed.

			“Wow! This place is fancy. It’s a house but they even have a receptionist!” he said quietly.

			He also noticed that the other applicants were staring at the woman. Adrian laughed.

			“Hmmp! Look at those four, they’re eyeing the chicks like they’re about to eat them. Tsk! Tsk! They probably haven’t seen a pretty girl before.”

			When the receptionist left, the others greeted Adrian. He in turn asked if anybody had been hired already. One of the applicants answered, “Three people already went in ahead of us. One person is still talking inside. They haven’t said anything about selecting someone yet.”

			Adrian nodded and said, “Oh, I see. Thanks.” He approached a chair and sat down. He started filling out the application form. He noticed that the other applicants were glancing at him, secretly laughing and making snide remarks.

			Adrian inadvertently looked down at what he was wearing and felt embarrassed when he saw the words “GAY AND PROUD OF IT” on his shirt. 

			“Oh, Odeth...why did you lend me this shirt!” he said to himself, dismayed. He almost wanted to walk out, but he decided to continue. “Who cares what they think of me. I’m already here. Sigh!”

			He pretended not to notice and concentrated on filling out the application form. Because he was focused, he didn’t realize that the first two applicants had already been interviewed and left. He was the third to be interviewed. After he finished, a middle-aged man came out of the room and asked, “Who’s next?”

			The fourth applicant raised his hand, and the man nodded and led him into the room. Adrian was left standing unsure of what he saw.

			“Hmmm...that man looks familiar to me. Where have I seen him before? Is he Nicolle’s father? No, he’s fatter than him. Maybe I saw him in our church or in the market...no, no...it feels like it was just recent. Where could it be? Ugh, why am I even worrying about it? It doesn’t matter if I recognize his face or not! I’m just stressing myself out for no reason! Erase, erase!”

			Adrian still can’t relax. He feels it’s important to know where he saw the man.

			“I probably don’t owe him anything. Um, maybe it’s not one of those people that I gypped...” Adrian paused. His eyes widened. Suddenly, he remembered where he saw the old man!

			“Oh no, I’m dead! He’s the one we bamboozled for seven thousand pesos!!!”

		


		
			​Now I Lay Me Down

			Adrian didn’t know what to do. If he recognized the man, he sure as well recognized him as well, too. Various thoughts ran through his mind as he tries to figure out a way to escape the problem he’s gotten into.

			“Oh no, he might take advantage of this opportunity to get back at me. He could have me arrested and claim that I’m a thief and a member of a gang or a scam syndicate. He could also just make me disappear and no one would know what happened to me. Ngiiii!!!”

			“Lord, please no! I don’t want to disappear off the face of the earth. My good looks will go to waste. Many women will cry! Just kidding, Lord...just kidding! I’m just really nervous that’s why all sorts of things are coming out of my mouth! Odeth, you’re so wicked, you got me into trouble! If I die here, I will haunt you every day!!!”

			Adrian looks around but doesn’t see anyone. “Maybe I can still escape while no one’s noticing me.”

			He stands up, ready to make a run for it, when the fourth applicant walks in. “Hey, it’s your turn. They said you can come in now.”

		


		
			Into The Lion’s Den

			“Hey, it’s your turn. They’re asking you to come inside already,” said the man.

			Adrian followed the man out, using the excuse of needing to use the bathroom. Although the guy he was following was curious, they didn’t say anything and continued to leave.

			As they approached the door, someone called out.

			“Hey, where are you going? Aren’t you...I mean, aren’t you an applicant too?”

			Adrian recognized the voice of the elderly man.

			“Oh no, he caught me!”

			Without looking back, he replied while holding his breath.

			“Uh, I’m just going to...jingle! Sorry, it’s a call of nature...(Ahhh!)”

			The elderly man seemed to believe him and called out to him.

			“Oh, I see. Well, there’s no bathroom outside. Come on in, we have one near the kitchen.”

			Adrian insisted, “No, it’s okay. I’ll just go outside.”

			The man replied, “It’s not right to urinate outside. Come on, son, come inside.”

			Adrian had no choice but to comply. He walked inside with his head down, trying his best not to be recognized.

			“Go straight ahead and you’ll see the bathroom. I’ll be waiting for you in the room. By the way, where’s your application form?” the man asked.

			“Here it is, Sir,” Adrian replied, handing him the wrinkled form. The man took it without comment, turned around, and went back to the interview room.

			Inside the bathroom, Adrian didn’t know what to do to escape. He paced nervously, trying to think of a plan.

			“How did I get into this mess? Did the old man recognize me? Maybe he’s pretending, but he’s actually calling the police! No, I’m sure he doesn’t recognize me yet. I need to escape before I’m caught. Think, think! Brain, work...I need you now, please, work! Help!”

			Finally, he came up with a plan. “I know what to do. I’ll act like I’m going to the room and then, when there’s no one around, I’ll slip out. Perfect! He’s waiting in the room and won’t notice me!”

			He slowly opened the door and looked outside. “The coast is clear...Yes!” Adrian was overjoyed.

			He listened to the surroundings for a moment, made sure no one was around, and thought to himself, “YES! Perfect timing!”

			He quietly left the comfort room and walked out without making any noise. The beating of his heart was so loud, he felt like it could be heard throughout the entire house. Before he opened the door, he peeked outside until the gate. He didn’t see anyone.

			“Lord, thank you! Even though I am a troublemaker, You still haven’t abandoned me.” He endured the pain in his feet and ran towards the gate.

			“Thank goodness it’s not locked,” he said as he slowly opened it. “Almost there, almost there...I’m free!” As soon as the gate opened, he ran out.

			Adrian felt ecstatic and shouted, “Yes! Yes! I DID IT! Ha! Ha! Ha! I’M FREEEE!” But his happiness was short-lived because he encountered an old man on his way. AND TWO POLICEMEN ACCOMPANYING HIM!

		


		
			Caught In The Act!

			“WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING?” the old man’s voice rang out.

			Adrian was devastated and on the brink of tears. He thought he was safe, but he didn’t realize that the old man was outside with two police officers!

			“Ahiiii!!! I knew I was recognized and that the police were called to arrest me,” he thought, crying. He couldn’t think of a way to escape anymore. He was about to kneel down and beg when the man spoke.

			“Ahhh, maybe you thought the interview is over because I wasn’t there! I’m very sorry for that. Senior Inspector Marquez came here because I complained last week about the young people passing by at night and making a lot of noise.”

			“Don’t worry about it, Mr. Gonzales. We already apprehended the offenders and talked to them. They promised not to do it again. But to be sure, we will patrol here every night.”

			“Well, thank you very much, Inspector Marquez. Actually, the young people weren’t doing anything wrong, but they were disturbing. It’s better to nip it in the bud before the situation gets worse.”

			“That’s right, Mr. Gonzales. It’s better to prevent everything. Anyway, we’ll be leaving now.”

			“Okay, Inspector Marquez. Thank you again.”

			Adrian couldn’t believe it. What he thought was his end turned out to be false. But could he still escape?

			“Come on, son, let’s go inside and finish your interview.”

			Adrian planned to run as soon as Mr. Gonzales turned around. He wouldn’t stop even if he was called back.

			“Hmmp! Let him try to chase me if he can!”

			But when he turned around, he saw that the two police officers were still there. They were inside their patrol car and seemed to be staying there for a while. He had no choice but to follow Mr. Gonzales inside.

			Adrian walked unsteadily, and his legs hurt because of the force used earlier. It felt like something was pricking his legs every time he took a step. He noticed that Mr. Gonzales saw it, but he didn’t say anything.

			Inside the interview room, Mr. Gonzales left Adrian for a while. Adrian couldn’t run away even if he wanted to because of the pain. in his leg He is also worried that the police officers might still be outside. He just waited for Mr. Gonzales to come back.

			He didn’t know that Mr. Gonzales and his wife were talking about him in the next room.

			“Hon, why are you laughing?” asked his wife.

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! I can’t help but be amused with that guy. Look at him, squirming in his seat. He can’t sit still because he’s guilty!”

			“I think I recognize him. He’s the gay one, isn’t he?” she asked. “The one who forced you to give seven K?”

			“Yeah, that’s right! He’s one of the two guys who ripped me off for seven thousand pesos.”

			“I don’t get it. Why do you still want to talk to him? Why bother? It’s just a waste of your time to deal with him — it’s better to just let him go and be done with it!”

		


		
			K​arma Back At You

			When Adrian arrived at Mr. Gonzales’ house, the old man immediately recognized him. There was a two-way mirror inside the room, so while he was interviewing applicants, he saw Adrian. He called his wife and confirmed his suspicion.

			“Ahah! As fate would have it, we crossed paths again. Hmmmp! And right now, I have the upper hand. Maybe I should just call the police and have him arrested. No...no, he might just think of a way, considering how cunning this guy is. If I just confront him, he’ll just wiggle his way out.”

			“So, what do you plan to do, Hon...if he can still get away with it?”

			“I will just get even with him. I will play around him....make him think that he has a chance of getting hired,” Mr. Gonzales replied. “I will discuss with him the various benefits that we will give, aside from the high salary, to make him more eager. When his hopes are already high...when he fully believes...then that’s the time I will burst his bubble and send him away!”

			“But, Hon...that’s not like you, and I don’t agree with it...even if he fooled you...”

			Mr. Gonzales tapped his wife, “I know what you mean, Honey. Okay, okay...I will not go to that extreme. I’ll just pretend to interview him, then tell him that he’s not accepted.”

			Mrs. Gonzales looked at Adrian again.

			“(Sigh!) Look at him — he looks so meek and humble, but behind it, he’s despicable. Gosh! I have gay friends but they are decent...not like him. I really don’t know what to say.”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Mmmm, what’s your name again? Adrian Llamanzares, correct?”

			“Yes, Sir.”

			“Ahhh...is it okay if I just call you by your name, Adrian?”

			“Okay lang, Sir.”

			“So, you’re already in your fourth year of college. Why did you stop? It’s a shame, you’re almost finished!”

			“Financial reason, Sir. My Dad died. At that time, my mother was just a plain housewife, so she couldn’t afford to support my studies anymore.”

			“Mmmmm I see you’ve been working ever since.”

			“Yes, Sir! Being the oldest, I needed to help, to make ends meet. I have a younger sibling who still needs to continue studying.”

			Even though Mr. Gonzales was angry with Adrian, he couldn’t help but admire the young man.

			“And what have you been doing in between?”

			“Hmmm, let me see...aside from working odd jobs, I’ve been doing household chores, cooking, and handyman work in our area.”

			“Are you okay with doing that kind of work? I mean, most people your age hate doing that,” Mr. Gonzales asked.

			“Sir, whatever will help my Mommy, I’m okay with it.”

			During their conversation, Mr. Gonzales’ perspective on the young man slowly changed.

			“Uhummm, the information in your application form looks good. No criminal records, no brushes with the law, and good credentials. I assume all of this is true?”

			“Yes, sir. You can verify that if you want.”

			“Okay, okay. Now, I just have one hypothetical question for you. It won’t affect my final decision. It’s just to give me an idea of your true character. Is that okay?”

			“Sure, Sir.”

			This wasn’t part of the interview, but Mr. Gonzales decided to ask anyway.

			“As I said, it’s just a hypothetical question, so just answer it honestly. There’s this guy who sideswiped a food cart. He’s willing to pay for the damages, but the victim is demanding more than ten times the amount of the damage. Did the victim’s actions seem fair to you? Wasn’t it highway robbery and exploitation? What’s your opinion?”

			When Adrian heard the question, he was sure that Mr. Gonzales had recognized him. There was no doubt about it. This wasn’t a hypothetical question but an accusation.

			“I knew he recognized me,” Adrian thought, “and he’s just playing along. (Sigh!) This is where our conversation was headed, and he’s just dragging it out.”

			“Son, do you understand my question?”

			“Huh! Yes, Sir,” Adrian answered, trying to figure out how to respond. “Mmmm, at first glance, we might think that the victim’s actions were unfair and exploitative...”

			“Yes, yes, especially since the offender was willing to pay. Go on, go on,” Mr. Gonzales interrupted.

			“But objectively speaking, there’s nothing unfair about what the victim did,” Adrian continued.

			“What? How is that not taking advantage...,” Mr. Gonzales started before stopping himself. “Ahummm, okay...go on, go on...as you were saying?”

			Adrian took a deep breath. He knew where the conversation was headed. He was clearly exposed. With the situation as it was, there was no point in pretending or being careful about what he said.

			“Mr. Gonzales, I’m sorry...but can we stop with the hypothetical bull!@*#@! or whatever you’re saying. I know you’re just playing me!”
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