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Chapter 1

An Ancient Market
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“This place is very hot,” said Bert wiping the sweat off his forehead and the back of his neck with a small paper tissue, “I can’t believe you were able to convince me to go to this place, Otto.”

“It would be worth it, when I was young, my family used to shop here for cheap goods whenever we visit Manila.”

“I don’t get it Otto, why the fascination with this place? You can always get everything online nowadays without having to trouble with traveling, the weather and even possibly encountering pickpockets and muggers here.”

“Can’t you see the old vibe of this place, Bert? Just look at this place. It’s crowded with people all looking to get a bargain from the many stall and stores in this market area.”

“Bert’s right,” said another friend accompanying them, “this place is filthy, noisy, and very hot. I can’t imagine finding anything of importance in this place.”

“That’s because all of you have never ever been in this place. Let’s go inside the mall of this market. I bet you’ll find plenty of things to buy there.”

“That’s right, sirs,” said Oscar their local guide, “this place is filled with bargains and almost all stores in this country buy from this market complex.”

They all entered the air conditioned mall of Divisoria, Manila, the Philippine’s premiere trading commercial area filled with stores and stalls filled with all kinds of commercial goods you can imagine: from toys, clothes, personal accessories, personal care products, food... the list goes on and on.

Within just a few minutes Otto’s friends became believers of just what he said about the place. They were now carrying plastic bags of goods they have bought from the many stores and stalls in the place. Now, they’re currently at a jewelry shop nestled between shops of cheap and knockoff clothing as well as cheap and knockoff toys.

“You’re, right, Otto, I can’t believe this place. It’s like in Thailand but more cheaper and more westernized,” laughed Bert, “also the mall air con is refreshing. It makes shopping here relaxing. I’ve almost lost count of all the items I’ve bought here already.”

“But be careful, Bert,” smiled Otto, “this place is full of knockoffs too. You can’t be too careful about the items you’re buying from here.” 

“Relax, man, don’t forget we have an eye for spotting knockoffs. Remember, where product buyers ourselves.”

“Imagine us being hypocrites,” laughed Otto, “here we are product buyers for one of the largest supermarket stores in America yet we’re buying from a market in Asia that’s full of knockoffs.”

Everyone in Otto group laughed hard at the irony Otto just pointed out.

“Well, can you blame us?”, one of Otto’s friend replied, “The prices in this market are so unbelievably cheap. I’ve even been able to complete my anime figures collection on the cheap here. They may be knockoffs but they’re of good quality.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” said another of their friend, “the reason original anime figures are expensive is because they’re supposed to have a high level of quality but I found out many times that this is not always true. Most of the time, both original and knockoff anime figures are of the same quality but knockoffs at least are a lot more cheaper.”

“That’s because what you bought are actually knockoffs and not originals,” corrected Otto, “original anime figure manufacturers won’t dare ruin their reputation by creating inferior quality products.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Otto,” corrected Bert this time, “original anime figure manufacturers also create expensive but low quality products. But whenever a buyer complains about it, they’ll blame the buyer and say that what they actually bought was a counterfeit product.”

“Okay, guys, stop arguing,” said another, “the issue of product quality is a very complex things already without having to add counterfeit products. Let’s just enjoy ourselves here while we still can. We only have a day to visit this market and just a few days to stay in the Philippines before we go back to becoming just nobodies in the ol’ US of A” again.

“I guess I know now why a lot of foreign men wants to go to the Philippines and many parts of Asia: the local women seem to be attracted to us,” grinned Bert, “just look at the salesladies here. I see some of them casually staring at us from time to time. It’s like they can’t wait to know us.”

“You mean they can’t wait to rip us off,” laughed Otto, “because we’re carrying dollars and we might even bring them back with us to America.”

Everyone in the group laughed and it was clear they were having a good time in the mall. It was like they were kids in a candy shop.
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Chapter 2

The Robot Knockoffs
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Otto looked at his watch. He realizes that his group has been shopping for hours and it was now almost late afternoon. They were having such a good time that they all forgot that they were also supposed to eat lunch.  All they had was the occasional sip of water from the bottled waters they were carrying when they first arrived in Divisoria.

“Okay guys, It’s getting late. We need to head home soon,” he said, “if you guys have anything to buy, buy it now. At most we’ve got only about two to three hours left before we need to go.”

“I think everyone’s got what they wanted,” smiled Bert, “everyone has been able to buy clothes, shoes, toys and jewelry as well as accessories. I can’t imagine anyone needing anything anymore from this place.”

“Okay, last round,” said Otto, “is there any shop here that you can see you wanted to check out?”

“How about that one?” Pointed Bert to a bigger than usual toy shop which seemed to be in business for a very long time already, “Maybe we’ll find some more toys. They’ve got a lot of big robots displayed.”

Within a few minutes, Otto’s group was checking out the toys and child related products in the toy shop. The shop indeed stocked old toys and some were even dusty and damaged. It seemed that the shop had seen better days when once it sold high quality toys, but now it was just like any other toy shop in the market mostly selling cheap knockoff products.

“Here’s a nice one,” said Bert, holding in his hands a high quality knockoff toy, “it could almost pass off as an original if not for the bad English, poor surface plastic material and very inferior packaging. But at least the price is good enough for its quality.”

“I don’t think there’s anything worth buying here,” said another in the group, “these are almost all knockoff toys intended for child’s play and not for collecting.”

“Isn’t that the purpose of toys,” smiled Otto, “to be played with? Its just us adults who want to commercialize the entertainment and delight people get from toys.”

The group started to argue about the merits of collectible toys and might even have had a heated argument over it if not for the intervention of the old female shopkeeper who seems to be delighted with the presence of grown foreign men in her shop arguing over toys.

“Is there anything you want from my shop, young men,” she said with a big smile in her face, “you don’t seem to be the kind of shoppers who would buy toys just to play with them, are you after collectors items?”

“Yes, we are after collectors items, ma’m” said Otto in a polite voice, “We’re looking for old toys like Transformers, GI Joes, Barbies and similar stuff. Do you have any with you?”

“Yes, I do,” smiled the shopkeeper, “I have those toys you’re referring to. Wait up, I’ll be right back.”

Otto and most of his group almost wanted to shout with joy. To them, they have just lucked out big. They waited in anticipation for the return of the shopkeeper.

When she finally arrived, she was bringing with her an already opened medium sized carton box. She dropped it gently in a small wooden stool. 

However, the group’s happiness turned to disappointment when they held the toys in the box.

“These are not originals,” sighed Bert, “these are just knockoffs and you can readily see it. We shouldn’t have hoped for so much.”

“Are these the toys you wanted, young men?”, asked the shopkeeper, “As you can see, they’re brand new. They just arrived from overseas a couple of days ago. I haven’t even had time to display them in my shelves.”

“I’m so sorry, ma’m” said Otto trying to not let down the shopkeeper as much as he can, “but these are not what we’re looking for. Yes, they’re brand new but they’re not the kind of toys we want. We are looking for old toys maybe from the 80s and 90s.”

“You want really old toys? I do have some but I don’t think you’ll like them. They’re dirty, some of them have their box or even the toy itself damaged. They’re so old and dirty that I can’t even dispose of them. I’ve even marked them off as bargain items but they still won’t sell.”

“C’mon, Otto,” said Bert as he tugged Otto’s shoulders, “there’s nothing here. I bet even what the old shopkeeper is saying as her old toys are also nothing but junk as well. We might as well try other shops. Maybe we can still get lucky.”

“I’m sorry, ma’m, but we’ve got to go,” apologized Otto, “as much as we want to check out your old toys, we really don’t have any more time to spare.”

“I understand, young man,” said the old shopkeeper trying to hide her sadness for the lost big sale she could’ve made selling to Otto’s group.

Otto and his group started leaving the shop, as they exited the shop, Otto did one final scan of the place. There were also toys hanging in the ceiling of the cramped toy store just like fruits hanged in baskets in fruit shops. Otto can sense just how primitive was the shop. It must have existed way even before he was born. He just can’t believe his group found nothing worthwhile to buy from this old shop. 

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw him: “Optimus Prime,” the leader of the Autobots in the ‘Transformer’ cartoon series, Otto winked and rubbed his eyes trying to make sure that his eyes weren
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