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Author's Note

This book happened. It happened to my family, and I lived beside it as it unfolded.

But it is a memoir, not a court transcript — built from my own memory and my brother's, years after the fact, and inevitably shaped by both. Where our recollections agree, I've told it as plain fact. Where they didn't quite line up — a date, an order of events, a detail neither of us was fully sure of anymore — I went back to my brother and told it his way, since it is, after all, his life to remember most accurately. What follows is our honest, good-faith account of what happened, as we both remember it today.

Out of respect for my brother's privacy, I have changed his name and a few identifying details. In these pages, he is "Juan" — a name that belongs to no one and everyone, the way "John Doe" stands in for any man in America.

I share it here the way we both remember it — his sister, and someone who watched him become the person he is today.
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Prologue

[image: ]


Some stories are about winning.

This one isn't.

This is a story about the day my brother lost the thing he wanted most — after doing almost everything right to earn it — and the one decision he made afterward that changed the rest of his life.

If you have ever done the hard part, the part almost no one gets through, only to lose everything on the part that was supposed to be easy — if you have ever come home and said the words "I'm done" and meant them — this story was written for you.

Because sometimes the moment we think our story has ended is actually the moment it truly begins.
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Chapter One
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Juan

His name is Juan — my youngest brother, the baby of the family, the one who got teased growing up for being so opinionated, the kid who couldn't just give you a simple answer without first walking you through exactly why he'd landed on it.

We grew up in the province, in a house where money was counted, not spent. My father worked hard. My mother stretched every peso further than it had any right to go. There was rice on the table, there was love in the walls, but there was very little room left over for dreams that cost money.

Juan's first dream wasn't law at all. It was the presidency.

Our mother used to threaten us, the way mothers in the province often do, that children who didn't do well in school would be sent away by the president himself — banished to some far island to cut trees, or worse, condemned to push an ice cream cart down dusty streets for the rest of their lives. Juan, maybe six or seven years old at the time, took the threat far more seriously than our mother probably intended, and worked out his own airtight logic: if he became president, no one could ever send him to the island. And if, God forbid, he ended up as the ice cream vendor instead — well, at least he'd never run out of ice cream.

That was Juan, even then. He always had a reason for everything.

It was that habit — always an argument ready, always able to explain himself — that got him labeled early. Relatives started telling him, almost as a joke at first, that he was "fit to be a lawyer." Somewhere along the way, the joke hardened into an answer. Whenever someone asked young Juan what he wanted to be, "lawyer" came out automatically, smoothly, the way you answer a question you've been asked so many times you stop noticing you're answering it.

He tells me now that he doesn't think he ever consciously wanted it. It had simply worn itself into a groove.

He did make it through his pre-law course with real distinction — Cum Laude. He's quick to correct me whenever I make more of that than he thinks it deserves. "I wasn't top of the batch, Ate," he told me. Some of his classmates graduated Magna and Summa Cum Laude, a tier above him. To him, Cum Laude was solid, respectable — not the story of a boy destined for greatness. Just a boy who worked hard and did well.

He had a second dream too, much smaller, and this one really was his own: steak. Not a philosophy about it — an actual craving. The first time he tasted it, a family friend had treated us to an upscale restaurant in the city, the kind of place we never went to on our own. He remembers loving it, and being quietly stunned by the price on the menu, doing the math in his head against what that same amount could buy back home.

Looking back now, I understand that steak was never really about the meat. It was about freedom. The freedom to work hard and actually taste the reward of it, without doing the math first. The freedom to say, I can afford this because I earned it, and no one can take that from me.
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Chapter Two
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Teaching Himself to Stand

There are two things Juan did for himself in his first year of pre-law that he still credits, decades later, for practically everything that came after.

The first was learning to type.

We didn't have money to rent a computer at the shop near campus every time he had a term paper or a reaction piece due, and his handwriting, by his own admission, was nothing to be proud of. What he did have was our cousin Val's old typewriting workbook, gathering dust somewhere in the house. Juan picked it up and followed it, page by page, drill by drill, for an entire semester. No class. No teacher. Just the book, a typewriter, and repetition.

By the end of that semester, he typed faster than Val — who had actually taken a proper typing course. Juan's papers started coming out clean, professional, on time. Something as ordinary as typing well became one small, steady advantage in a life that didn't hand him many.

The second was English.

Juan felt keenly that he was behind his classmates, many of whom came from schools with a far stronger English foundation than his provincial upbringing had given him. Instead of quietly resenting the gap, he decided to close it, using the only spare time he actually had: his daily commute to and from school. Five to ten new English words, every single day, memorized on a jeepney or while waiting for a ride. No app, no tutor. Just discipline, repeated until it stopped feeling like discipline at all.

He says that habit is the reason he passed the aptitude test for his very first job. It's the reason, years later, he passed the written portion of the UP Law Admission Exam — twice.

Whenever Juan tells this part of his story, he circles back to the same conclusion: self-discipline, not talent, is the thing that actually moves a person forward. He counts three proofs of that in his own life — the typing, the vocabulary, and, years later, quitting smoking through that same quiet, unglamorous, daily repetition. Whenever he starts something hard now, he says he goes back to those three memories, almost like evidence in a case only he needs to win: I've done this before. I can do this again.
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Chapter Three
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The Gap Year, By Choice

The UP Law Admission Exam is given early in the year, months ahead of graduation — which means most students who want to move straight from undergrad into law school actually sit for it while they're still finishing their final year, diploma not even in hand yet. Most of Juan's classmates did exactly that. Juan didn't.

It wasn't fear, and it wasn't a lack of readiness. Juan knew, even before he graduated, that there was no point taking the exam that cycle — he genuinely wanted to pursue law, but he also knew, with complete clarity, that he had no way to fund a law degree even if he passed it. So while his classmates sat for the exam that year, Juan let the cycle pass entirely, on purpose. There was no sense taking a test for a school he couldn't yet afford to attend.

Pride played its part too — the good kind, the kind that costs you something. I was already helping support our parents back home, stretching what I earned to cover what needed covering, and Juan couldn't bring himself to ask me to carry his law school expenses on top of that. He never told me this at the time. I only learned it recently, when he finally explained why he'd waited.

So instead of applying right away, Juan went to work. He landed a position as a Legal Researcher at the Philippine Department of Foreign Affairs — taken for the income, yes, but not
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