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			Introduction

			Who would have thought that a quiet young woman, dreaming only of a diploma, would find herself in a world of luxurious mansions, secret agreements, and a man more elusive than summer rain? Gabriela Navarro—a rebellious daughter, a defiant student, would become the center of an unusual story of sacrifice, freedom, and (surprise!) love.

			It all began with a contract she didn’t want, a paper she signed with a heavy heart, but accepted for the sake of her family. A decision she never imagined making. She thought that was the end of her dreams—to become a skilled accountant, to have a peaceful life free from worry, and to live without the fear of debt. But all that was shattered because Mr. Gordon de Guzman, a mysterious businessman whom you’d genuinely fear, had other plans—like your boss in a horror movie where you never know when he’ll jump out.

			She didn’t dream of this. She didn’t ask for this either.

			But one day, fate simply led Gabbi to a familiar yet foreign world—Gordon’s mansion. A world of deafening silence, secrets seemingly hanging in every corner, and questions that no one there wanted to answer. Like a grand asylum of mystery.

			A contract was put in place. A promise was made. Was there also a curse attached to it all?

			In a mansion where time seemed to stand still, where every minute felt like an hour, under lights that offered no warmth, began the story of a young woman and a man who never questioned what was right—because they were both too busy doing what they thought was wrong. Or was it right, in the end?

			We don’t know. But what we do know is that sometimes, the most important stories begin with things we don’t understand, with decisions that seem wrong at first, but lead to outcomes far beyond our expectations.

			ABMeneses

		


		
			Episode 1  
The Spine-Tingling Proposal

			“I don’t want to beat around the bush anymore, Gabbi. Let’s be direct about this — I like you. And before you wonder what kind of ‘like’ that is, here it is: I want you to be my... inamorata, ahem... mistress. If you want a more sophisticated term, let’s just call it ‘mistress.’”

			Gabbi felt like she’d been doused with ice water. She couldn’t respond immediately. She felt her hands grow cold and her heart beating rapidly. She understood what ‘mistress’ meant, but never in her wildest dreams did she imagine such vulgarity would come from a man she once held in high regard.

			“M-Mistress? Me?” Gabbi asked, barely believing what she heard. She placed her hand on her chest, as if trying to stop its pounding.

			“Yup, you indeed. And it’s just temporary anyway. Who knows, I might get tired of you quickly,” Mr. de Guzman replied, winking as if oblivious to the weight of his words.

			“Excuse me? I don’t think I heard you correctly,” Gabbi said, still giving him a chance that she might have misunderstood. “Maybe this is just a joke? Because if it is, it’s not funny.”

			“Joke? I’m serious, Gabbi. You know my wife is gone. And you... well, I’ve noticed you’ve grown up. You’re not the little girl I used to run into around the subdivision anymore,” Mr. de Guzman replied while looking Gabbi up and down.

			Gabbi backed away at what she heard. She felt like she’d been electrocuted by the audacity of the man in front of her. She could feel her cheeks burning with anger and shame.

			“How could you, Sir! Have you no shame? Aren’t you embarrassed by what you’re saying? You’re almost the same age as my father!”

			And Gabbi was right. There was a twenty-five-year age gap between them. Gabbi was only eighteen while Mr. de Guzman was forty-three. He was a widower—his wife had passed away a year ago due to a long illness. They never had children because of successive miscarriages.

			“Oh please, age is just a number, as they say. I’m more experienced, financially stable, and I know how to take care of a woman,” Mr. de Guzman replied, grabbing Gabbi’s arm.

			Gabbi quickly pulled her arm away. “Don’t touch me! You’re disgusting!”

			“(Snicker!) Come on, Gabbi, let’s be real. You’re wasting your time with guys your age who only know how to show off! What can you get from them? Probably just end up pregnant. Me? I can give you EVERYTHING — shopping, travel, gadgets, and whatever else. Don’t be choosy, as they say!”

			“Wow, so that’s it? You think all women can be bought? That you can just dangle your money in front of me and I’ll follow everything you want?” Gabbi replied, unable to believe the vulgarity of her once-respected neighbor.

			“Not all women. But you? I know you, Gabbi. I see how you dress, how you talk to the guys in your group. You have potential,” Mr. de Guzman replied with a seductive smile.

			“Potential? As what? As your mistress? Sheesh! You’re so thick-faced!” Gabbi shouted, unable to contain her anger anymore.

			“Lower your voice, someone might hear. The whole subdivision doesn’t need to know about our conversation,” Mr. de Guzman said, looking around.

			“Why, are you embarrassed? I thought you were proud of your offer? Maybe you’d like me to announce it on Facebook? ‘Attention everyone, Mr. de Guzman, our subdivision’s once-respected businessman, is looking for a mistress!’” Gabbi replied with a bitter laugh.

			Gabbi tried to calm herself, but she could feel the blood boiling in her veins.

			“Sir, with all due respect, it’s not your problem if I want to flirt with guys I like. This is my life. It’s mine. And I’ll decide how I want to live it.”

			“Oh, you’ve got attitude! I like that. It’s more exciting when there’s a little resistance,” Mr. de Guzman replied with a laugh.

			“You know, Mr. de Guzman, I used to think you were kind. I used to think you were a respectable person. But now? You’re disgusting. Super disgusting. How can you look at me like that when you’ve known me since I was a child?” Gabbi asked, her voice trembling with anger.

			Gabriella — or Gabbi, as in Gabbi with two “b”s to be fancy — was beautiful in her own way. She had a charm and appeal that wasn’t easy to ignore. She was also intelligent; a consistent honor student before. But when she entered senior high, she seemed to lose interest in studying. She chose friends, outings, and endless parties instead. School? Ignored. Party-party first!

			“Exactly! I’ve known you since you were a child. I watched you grow up and mature. And now, I see how beautiful you’ve become,” Mr. de Guzman replied, glancing at Gabbi’s body.

			“You know, Mr. de Guzman, if your wife were still alive, I’m sure she’d be disappointed in you. She might even be shocked to discover who you really are,” Gabbi said, knowing the words she was about to say would hurt.

			Mr. de Guzman’s face darkened. “Don’t bring my wife into this conversation.”

			“Why, are you embarrassed? But you were the first one to be disrespectful here. You were the first to violate respect,” Gabbi replied, unable to hold back the tears in her eyes.

			But instead of being ashamed, Mr. de Guzman managed to insult her further.

			“Oh please, it’s obvious! Boys seem to be your weakness. Hahaha! With all the boys around you, I wouldn’t be surprised if you graduate from... motherhood before you even get your diploma! Hahaha!”

			“Haaiisst! You’re so rude! How can you say that? Just because you see me with my friends, you immediately think I’m like that? You’re terrible!” Gabbi shouted, unable to believe what the old man was saying.

			“Well, isn’t it true? I always see you clinging to all sorts of guys. I even saw you drinking at the bar outside the subdivision once. You’re only eighteen but your lifestyle is like you’re thirty,” Mr. de Guzman replied with a laugh.

			Gabbi winced. Then she remembered that this old man often saw her with her male friends. Wow. This old man was a stalker.

			“So, you’ve been following me? You’re really creepy! Aiiieee! Disgusting!” Gabbi shouted, hugging herself as if in disgust.

			“Not following. Just seeing you. Our subdivision is small, remember? Besides, shouldn’t you be flattered? A successful businessman is interested in you,” Mr. de Guzman replied with a smile.

			“So what?! At least it’s not you I’m with! Not like you — a disgusting old man!”

			“Now wait a minute, Gabbi. That’s just your feeling. If we’re talking about ‘pleasure,’ I can compete with your boyfriends! And I can offer much more than they can. Want me to show you my moves?” (perverted laugh)

			“Moves? What moves? Your arthritis moves? Or maybe your heart attack moves? Because at your age, you might not be able to handle it,” Gabbi replied with a mocking laugh.

			“Hey, kid! Don’t underestimate my abilities. I’m still fit, I even go to the gym every weekend. And I’m experienced. Unlike those young guys who only know how to grab,” Mr. de Guzman replied, slightly offended.

			“You’re disgusting, Mr. de Guzman! As in disgustingly disgusting! Just your presence makes me want to throw up! To think, I used to look up to you. If only I had known back then...”

			“Known what? That I wanted you as my mistress? So what? It’s natural. I’m a man, you’re beautiful. It’s just chemistry,” Mr. de Guzman replied, shrugging as if there was nothing malicious about what he said.

			“Chemistry? More like biology! Because you’re just acting on basic animal instinct! No class, no breeding!” Gabbi shouted, pointing at Mr. de Guzman.

			“Oh please! Drama queen. If you don’t want to, then don’t! There are many more beautiful women than you who are willing to be my mistress! Your loss, not mine!”

			And he suddenly walked past her, as if nothing happened. Gabbi was left red-faced, furious.

			“Hey! Where are you going? I’m not done talking to you!” Gabbi shouted, but Mr. de Guzman ignored her.

			“Unbelievable! The nerve! How can he offer something like that to me? Me? A mistress? Never!” Gabbi whispered to herself as she watched Mr. de Guzman walk away.

			( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( Flashback ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) )

			“Hey! Is that you? You’re from the Navarro family, right? How are you?”

			As Gabbi was turning the corner of the subdivision, she suddenly bumped into the de Guzman couple. This was back then — when the wife was still alive. And Gabbi was super happy that they noticed her.

			“I’m fine, ma’am... sir!” she replied, proud but a bit nervous.

			“What’s your name again, dear?” Mrs. de Guzman asked, smiling.

			“Gabriella... but just Gabbi. It’s Italian! It means ‘woman of God.’ I researched it!” Gabbi replied with a proud smile.

			“Wow, that’s amazing! You know the meaning of your name,” Mrs. de Guzman said, impressed with the young Gabbi.

			“Yes, ma’am! It’s important to me to know who I am and where I come from,” Gabbi replied, standing straight to look more mature.

			“Wow, this kid is smart,” Mrs. de Guzman remarked.

			“Yes, ma’am! Actually, I’m the top student in our class!” Gabbi replied as if wanting the spotlight to revolve around her.

			“Really? That’s amazing! What’s your favorite subject?” Mrs. de Guzman asked, genuinely interested.

			“Math, ma’am! Because I want to be an accountant when I grow up. Like my Daddy,” Gabbi replied with a smile.

			“My goodness, beauty and brains! How old are you now? What grade are you in?”

			“Grade six, ma’am. I’m twelve years old!”

			“Oh, you’ll be in high school next year! Well, I’m sure the boys will be all over you,” Mrs. de Guzman said, like an excited aunt at a family reunion.

			“Oh no, ma’am! I’m not interested in boys. Studies first for me,” Gabbi replied with a shy laugh.

			“Really? That’s good. That’s how it should be, focus on your studies first,” Mrs. de Guzman said, looking at Mr. de Guzman who was quietly listening.

			Gabbi laughed, a bit embarrassed.

			But Mr. de Guzman suddenly interjected, “Focus on your studies first, okay? Your intelligence would be wasted otherwise.”

			“Hey Gordon,” his wife interrupted, “she’s still young. Let her enjoy first!”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! Okay, okay. But it would be a shame if she doesn’t make use of her talents. Bright kid, for sure!”

			“Oh, Mr. de Guzman, I’m not that smart. Just average,” Gabbi replied, bowing her head.

			“Don’t be so humble. I know you’re a top student. You should be proud of that,” Mr. de Guzman said, patting Gabbi’s shoulder.

			Mr. de Guzman brought Gabbi closer and ruffled her hair.

			“Hey, Gabbi. I promise you — if you top your college class, I’ll hire you right away! High salary, full benefits, and even free coffee every day!”

			“Really? You promise?” Gabbi asked, looking at Mr. de Guzman as if she’d seen a superhero.

			“Of course! Why would I lie to you? Just study hard,” Mr. de Guzman replied with a smile.

			Gabbi was all smiles, even blushing with excitement.

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Maybe that’s just all talk,” his wife teased.

			“No, it’s not! She’s different! Special!”

			“That’s what you said about my niece before...”

			“Well, she couldn’t meet my expectations...”

			“Oh, they’re arguing! You two are so cute,” Gabbi said with a laugh.

			“This is how we are, Gabbi. But I love this husband of mine very much even though he can be very demanding sometimes,” Mrs. de Guzman said, putting her arm around Mr. de Guzman.

			“And I love you very much too, my love,” Mr. de Guzman replied, kissing Mrs. de Guzman’s forehead.

			And the couple slowly walked away, like a scene from a telenovela — sweet, playful, and perfect. Gabbi continued to watch them as they walked away.

			“(Sigh) They really are a perfect match. Like a fairytale couple!”

			Then she looked back at Mr. de Guzman.

			“Mr. de Guzman is really handsome. And he’s so kind to his wife. Mrs. de Guzman is so lucky! I hope I find a man as sweet as him someday...”

			As she walked home, Gabbi couldn’t wipe the smile off her lips. It was as if she had seen a real-life love story that she wanted to experience someday.

			“Ah, I wish I had that too. I wish I had that kind of love story,” she whispered to herself.

			The de Guzman house was a mansion with a resort-like garden in front, right across from Gabbi’s townhouse. They invited Gabbi’s family to almost all their gatherings — fiestas, birthdays, Christmas, even graduations.

			“Gabbi, dear! Help me with these bags,” Gabbi’s mother called from the gate of their house.

			“Yes, Mom! Coming!” Gabbi replied, running to her mother.

			“You’ve been out there for a while. Who were you talking to?” her mother asked as she handed Gabbi some grocery bags.

			“Oh, I ran into Mr. and Mrs. de Guzman. They’re so nice, Mom! They were asking how I was,” Gabbi replied, excited to share her encounter.

			“Is that so? They really are kind. Especially Mr. de Guzman, he helps so many people here in the subdivision,” Gabbi’s mother said as she opened the door to their house.

			“Yes, Mom. Mr. de Guzman said that if I top my college class, he’ll hire me at his company. High salary, with benefits too!” Gabbi recounted, placing the groceries on the kitchen counter.

			“See? That’s why you should study hard. Many opportunities will come your way if you’re smart,” her mother said, stroking Gabbi’s hair.

			And they weren’t just wealthy. The de Guzmans were also known for being generous and giving. They weren’t stingy, they didn’t discriminate — if you needed help, they would help you. Even though sometimes, people took advantage of them. But they continued to provide aid.

			“Mom, is it true that the de Guzmans helped us when we had problems with our printing business?” Gabbi asked while helping to arrange the groceries.

			“Yes, dear. They gave us a lot of help back then. If it weren’t for them, our business might have closed,” her mother replied, looking a bit sad.

			“Wow, they’re really kind,” Gabbi said, amazed at the de Guzmans’ generosity.

			There was always a line of people outside their house asking for help. And sometimes, Gabbi’s family was also a beneficiary — especially when their printing business hit a rough patch. They were truly grateful to Mr. and Mrs. de Guzman.

			“That’s why we should be grateful to them, Gabbi. And hopefully, when you grow up, you’ll be like them too — generous and helpful,” her mother said with a smile.

			“Yes, Mom. I promise, when I grow up, I’ll help those in need too. Like Mr. and Mrs. de Guzman,” Gabbi replied, determined.

			( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( 0 ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) )

			But now, as she thought about all of that... Gabbi clenched her fists in extreme anger.

			“Ugh! Who would have thought that behind such a kind appearance, he was hiding such cheapness and lewdness? Poor Mrs. de Guzman. Maybe she never knew the truth about her husband. Maybe that’s why she was taken early. Perhaps she discovered Gordon’s womanizing and couldn’t take it. How awful!!!”

			Gabbi sat down on a bench in the subdivision park, unable to believe what had happened. She felt like crying, screaming, and punching all at once.

			“How could he look at me like that? Me? Who, he’s known since I was a child? Who is a friend of their family? This is unbelievable,” she whispered to herself, wiping away the tears that were streaming down her cheeks.

			She took out her cellphone and scrolled through social media, trying to distract herself. But she couldn’t get what happened out of her mind. She felt like posting about Mr. de Guzman’s vulgarity so everyone would know who he really was.

			“But no, I’m not that low. I won’t stoop to his level,” she told herself.

			Suddenly her phone rang. A text message from her mother.

			“Dear, where are you? Let’s have dinner.”

			Gabbi sighed. How would she tell her mother what happened? How would she tell her that the person who had helped them before was actually so vulgar?

			“Arrrgh!” She screamed. “I won’t let this slide! I’ll tell Mom about this. You better watch out, you perverted old man! You messed with the wrong person. Big, big mistake! As in... MEGA WRONG MOVE!”

			Gabbi stood up and determinedly walked home. She wouldn’t let Mr. de Guzman get away with what he did. She wouldn’t allow herself to be a victim of his vulgarity.

			“Let’s see who loses in this battle, Mr. de Guzman. You don’t know me. You don’t know how strong I am,” she whispered to herself as she walked.

			Gabbi knew she needed to be strong. She needed to fight against Mr. de Guzman’s vulgarity, not just for herself, but also for other women who might become his victims.

			“Watch out, Mr. de Guzman. You don’t know who you’re up against. You don’t know how strong I am,” she whispered to herself, determined to face this battle.

		


		
			Episode 2  
The Wheel Of Fortune

			When Mrs. de Guzman passed away, the entire neighborhood mourned. Almost everyone, rich or poor, came to pay their respects—including Gabbi’s family. Even the mayor and several well-known politicians arrived to pay tribute. Gabbi was stunned by the number of people lined up to express their condolences.

			“Wow, it’s like all of Metro Manila is here,” Gabbi whispered to her mother as they waited in line to offer their sympathies to Mr. de Guzman.

			“That’s how it is when someone is well-known and respected, dear. Mrs. de Guzman, besides being wealthy, was known for helping many people,” her mother replied while adjusting her black dress.

			Gabbi noticed some of her former classmates, and of course, Belinda—her ex-BFF who used to be inseparable from her. But ever since Gabbi had strayed from the straight path, she avoided Belinda like she had rabies.

			“Oh great, there’s Belinda,” Gabbi whispered, looking away. “I hope she doesn’t see me.”

			“Why? You used to be friends, right?” her mother asked.

			“Mom, please. That was so high school. We’re different now. She’s still Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, while I’ve, well, evolved,” Gabbi replied, flipping her hair.

			“Evolved? If by ‘evolved’ you mean failing grades and cutting classes, then we’re using different dictionaries,” her mother said, shaking her head slightly.

			“Mom! Not now, please. Someone died, you know,” Gabbi responded with a pout.

			As they got closer to where Mr. de Guzman was standing, Gabbi noticed how sad he looked. The life seemed to have drained from his eyes, and exhaustion was evident on his face. She remembered how sweet he and his wife had been together, and she felt genuine sadness for the older man.

			“My condolences, Mr. de Guzman,” Gabbi said when they reached him. “We’ll miss Mrs. de Guzman.”

			Mr. de Guzman looked at Gabbi, and for the first time, she saw true sorrow in his eyes. The usual sparkle was gone, as was his usual energy.

			“Thank you, Gabbi,” he replied, his voice weak. “My wife was really kind, wasn’t she? She helped everyone.”

			“Yes, sir. She was very kind. She always smiled at us whenever we ran into her,” Gabbi answered, her tone sincere.

			Because of the sad event, Gabbi’s family became closer to Mr. de Guzman. His lack of direction during the wake was obvious, so they voluntarily helped with everything.

			“Mr. de Guzman, have you eaten yet? We brought some food,” Gabbi’s mother offered, handing him a container of pancit.

			“Oh, thank you, Mrs. Navarro. I haven’t eaten since this morning,” Mr. de Guzman replied, accepting the food.

			“You should eat properly. The coming days will be long,” Gabbi’s mother reminded him.

			“Yes, you’re right. Thank you so much for your help,” Mr. de Guzman replied, clearly grateful.

			The old man was so thankful that he almost bowed in gratitude.

			“Mr. de Guzman, don’t worry. We’ll take care of the visitors. You should rest,” Gabbi’s father said, putting his arm around the older man’s shoulders.

			“Thank you, thank you so much. I don’t know how I can ever repay you,” Mr. de Guzman replied, his voice almost trembling.

			“It’s nothing, sir. This is how Filipinos are—we help each other in times of need,” Gabbi’s father replied.

			( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( ( 0 ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) ) )

			But fate seemed to pour cold water on them—less than a year later, Gabbi’s family was suddenly hit by disaster.

			One day, while Gabbi was at school, she received a text from her mother.

			“Honey, emergency. We’re at the hospital. Your Daddy collapsed at work. Come here right away.”

			Gabbi felt like she’d been doused with ice water when she read the text. She immediately ran out of the classroom without even excusing herself from the teacher.

			“Miss Navarro! Where are you going?” her teacher shouted, but she didn’t look back.

			When she arrived at the hospital, she saw her mother crying outside the emergency room.

			“Mom! What happened to Daddy?” Gabbi asked, still out of breath from running.

			“Honey, I don’t know. They said he suddenly felt dizzy at the office, then collapsed. Thankfully, his coworkers brought him here right away,” her mother answered, wiping away tears.

			“But what did the doctor say? What happened to him?” Gabbi asked, worried.

			“The doctor hasn’t come out yet. We’re still waiting for the test results,” her mother replied.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Gabbi’s father eventually recovered but he remained in a coma for almost a month.

			“Mom, why isn’t he waking up yet? It’s been a month,” Gabbi asked as they sat beside her father’s bed.

			“The doctors are trying everything, dear. But we need to be patient. Your Daddy will wake up,” her mother answered, though exhaustion and worry were evident on her face.

			“But what if he never wakes up? What will happen to us?” Gabbi asked, unable to hold back her tears.

			“Don’t say that, dear. Your Daddy will wake up. We need to have faith,” her mother replied, holding Gabbi’s hand tightly.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			When Dad finally woke up, he was like a vegetable—unable to move. It took six more months of treatment before he could finally come home.

			“Daddy, can you do it? Take it slow,” Gabbi said as she helped her father walk from the wheelchair to the bed.

			“I can do this, honey. Just need more practice,” her father replied, though he was clearly struggling.

			“Don’t push yourself too hard. Take it one step at a time,” Gabbi’s mother said as she arranged the pillow on the bed.

			“My recovery is taking so long. It feels so slow,” Gabbi’s father complained.

			“Daddy, that’s okay. What’s important is that you’re alive and with us,” Gabbi replied, hugging her father.

			They thought that was the worst of it. But nope, plot twist! Even though Gabbi’s father had recovered, he couldn’t return to work.

			“Ma’am, I’m really sorry. But in your husband’s condition now...” his doctor said, clearly embarrassed.

			“I understand. Thank you for helping us,” Gabbi’s mother replied, forcing a smile despite his obvious disappointment.

			“Daddy, it’s okay. We’ll find other work for you. Maybe something you can do from home,” Gabbi said, trying to comfort her father.

			“Oh, honey. At my age and in my condition, it’s difficult. But thanks for the encouragement,” her father replied, stroking Gabbi’s head.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Meanwhile, her mother took care of her father day and night, neglecting their small printing business.

			“Mom, why aren’t we going to the shop anymore?” Gabbi asked one day.

			“Honey, who will take care of your Daddy? I can’t leave him alone here at home,” her mother replied while cooking dinner.

			“But Mom, what about our business? We might lose customers,” Gabbi said, concerned.

			“I know, dear. But your Daddy’s health is our priority right now. When he’s a bit better, we’ll go back to the business,” her mother replied, though worry was evident on her face.

			Gradually, they lost their regular customers, and eventually, they were forced to sell their machines just to pay the hospital bills. Everything was running out—even their savings, gone like bubbles!

			“Mom, do we really have no choice? Do we really need to sell the machines?” Gabbi asked, looking at the printing equipment that had been their livelihood.

			“We have no choice, dear. Our hospital bill is huge. And your Daddy still needs therapy,” her mother replied, clearly struggling with the decision.

			“But Mom, how will we earn money? Where will we get money from?” Gabbi asked, worried.

			“I’ll look for a job, dear. Even if it’s just part-time for now,” her mother replied, determined.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Her mother looked for odd jobs, but because she was somewhat of a senior citizen, not even part-time positions were offered to her.

			“Mom, how’s the job hunting?” Gabbi asked when her mother came home one day.

			“Oh, honey. No one’s hiring. They said they prefer younger people. They acknowledged my experience, but they said they prefer someone with more energy,” her mother replied, clearly tired and disappointed.

			“That’s terrible, Mom! That’s discrimination! We should report them,” Gabbi said, furious.

			“Let it go, honey. That’s just how it is. I’ll look again tomorrow,” her mother replied, trying to smile.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			So there they were, borrowing money here and there. Until Mr. de Guzman arrived, like a fairy godfather.

			“Mrs. Navarro, I heard what happened. How can I help?” Mr. de Guzman asked one day when he visited their house.

			“Oh, Mr. de Guzman, this is embarrassing. We’re fine,” Gabbi’s mother replied, clearly embarrassed.

			“Don’t be embarrassed. I know what you’re going through. If you need a loan, don’t hesitate to come to me,” Mr. de Guzman offered.

			“Oh my, you’ve helped us so much already. We don’t know how we can ever repay you,” Gabbi’s mother said.

			“Don’t worry about that. When you can, then you can pay me back. No interest,” Mr. de Guzman replied with a smile.

			He didn’t ask questions; whenever Gabbi’s mother approached him, he would lend money. Occasionally, he even brought groceries!

			“Mrs. Navarro, I have extra groceries. Maybe you’d like them,” Mr. de Guzman said one day, carrying two large eco bags.

			“Oh, Mr. de Guzman, this is embarrassing. That’s so much,” Gabbi’s mother replied, surprised by the amount of groceries.

			“It’s nothing. I have too much at home. I live alone, I can’t consume all of this,” Mr. de Guzman explained.

			His excuse was, “I have too much stock at home, it might go bad.” But in truth, he just wanted to help without making them feel embarrassed. Because of this, Gabbi’s respect for him tripled.

			“Mr. de Guzman is really so kind,” Gabbi said to her mother after the old man left.

			“Yes, dear. He’s truly a blessing to us. We should be grateful,” her mother replied.

			“Yes, Mom. I hope we can get back on our feet so we can repay his kindness,” Gabbi said, her tone sincere.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			But despite Mr. de Guzman’s kindness, Gabbi still couldn’t accept their family’s downfall. She rebelled like a protagonist in a TV drama—absent from class, failing exams, and hanging out with friends at parties. No direction, just pure rebellion.

			“Gabbi, where were you again last night? You came home past midnight,” her mother asked one morning.

			“Mom, we were just having a group study. We have an exam,” Gabbi lied, when in reality, she had been drinking with her friends.

			“Group study? Really? Then why did your clothes smell like alcohol last night?” her mother asked, unconvinced.

			“Mom, come on! It was just one beer, promise. Just to help us relax while studying,” Gabbi replied defensively.

			“Gabbi, I know you’re struggling with what’s happening to us. But this isn’t the right way to face our problems,” her mother said, concerned.

			“Well, what do you want me to do, Mom? Just sit here at home and watch as our life slowly falls apart?” Gabbi replied, her voice rising slightly.

			“Honey, we’re all struggling. But we need to be strong. Especially now that your Daddy needs us,” her mother said, trying to reason with her.

			“Whatever, Mom. I’m leaving. I have class,” Gabbi replied, grabbing her bag and leaving the house without saying goodbye.

			But instead of going to school, Gabbi went straight to the mall to meet her boyfriend.

			“Hey, girl! You’re late again,” her boyfriend, Jake, greeted her while waiting at the food court.

			“Sorry, mother dear was giving me a sermon,” Gabbi replied, sitting across from Jake.

			“What’s the problem this time?” Jake asked while eating fries.

			“Oh, the usual. Why I came home late, why I smelled like alcohol, blah blah blah,” Gabbi recounted, taking some fries from Jake.

			“Just ignore it. Enjoy yourself. Life is short, right?” Jake replied, handing Gabbi a soft drink.

			“Exactly! That’s what I’m saying. Why should I stress about things I can’t control?” Gabbi said, taking a sip.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			One day, she ran into Mr. de Guzman at the mall while she was trying on a pair of rubber shoes. Without warning, he approached and smiled.

			“Hi Gabbi, why are you here? Don’t you have class?”

			“Uh, ah…ummm,” Gabbi stammered, having cut class to hang out at the mall with her boyfriend. “Our professor is absent,” she lied, thankfully her boyfriend had already left.

			“Really? For all your subjects?” Mr. de Guzman asked, his tone slightly suspicious.

			“Ah, well, not all. Just the last two subjects. The others are already done,” Gabbi added to her lie, clearly nervous.

			Mr. de Guzman looked at her as if he wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t say anything more. Gabbi couldn’t look him in the eye. To cover her embarrassment, she made up another story.

			“We have finals in PE... volleyball is my subject. The game is tomorrow—it’s part of our grade. That’s why I’m here... t-trying out shoes, because mine are worn out.”

			“Oh, you’re a volleyball player? I didn’t know that,” Mr. de Guzman said, somewhat surprised.

			“Ah, well, yes. I’m new to the team. Just a substitute,” Gabbi added, continuing her lie.

			Mr. de Guzman smiled.

			“So, do they fit?”

			“Yes... sir.”

			“Are they nice? Comfortable?” Mr. de Guzman asked, looking at the shoes.

			“Yes, sir. They’re super comfortable. And the design is nice too,” Gabbi replied, trying to sound enthusiastic.

			“Then you’re buying them?”

			Gabbi froze. She wasn’t really going to buy them—she had no money! So she tried to be cute and bit her lip.

			“Well... I left my money at home. Hihi. I’ll come back tomorrow with Mommy. Silly me!”

			“Oh, they might be sold out by tomorrow. They look like a limited edition,” Mr. de Guzman said, looking at the shoes.

			“Is that so? That’s too bad,” Gabbi replied, trying to sound disappointed.

			“But don’t you need them right away for tomorrow?”

			“Well, my old ones are still okay... they’ll do,” she said, letting go of the shoes. “I was just window shopping anyway.”

			“But you said you have a game tomorrow? Isn’t it dangerous if your shoes are worn out?” Mr. de Guzman asked, concerned.

			“Ah, well, yes. But I don’t have a choice. I don’t have money,” Gabbi replied, somewhat embarrassed.

			Mr. de Guzman was quiet. Then suddenly... he picked up the shoes and went straight to the cashier. Gabbi was stunned.

			“Sir! Sir! What are you doing?” Gabbi asked, surprised.

			“I’m buying these for you. So you
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