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			Introduction

			In the bustling and colorful heart of Manila, a story of love, secrets, and unexpected reunions begins to unfold between two hearts that never truly moved on—Denise Madrid Lauchengco, a bold and successful woman hiding a secret, and Dennis Geronimo Lauchengco, an artist trying to bury the past. Years after their lives took separate paths, fate brings them back together in the very building owned by Denise—a fact she’s carefully kept hidden while pretending to be just another employee.

			What seemed like an ordinary encounter quickly stirs old emotions. Dennis, who is supposedly married, finds himself unexpectedly affected by Denise’s presence. Meanwhile, Denise, playing the role of a humble secretary, struggles with feelings she thought were long gone. Each glance, each accidental meeting, begins to reopen a chapter they both thought was closed for good.

			This is a tangled tale of humor, romance, and hearts afraid to get hurt again. With every scene, the story explores how the past can come knocking again, and how even in the silliest situations, deeper truths are revealed—that love, no matter how much you resist it, has a way of finding its way back.

			This story is part 2 of the book “Double Trouble.” Although this is the continuation of the first book, you can read this on its own even if you have not read the first one. It’s a standalone story. Uhm, of course, it would be more “kilig-to-the-bones” if you will also read the first book. It will make you appreciate the love story between Dennis and Denise.

			It’s a romantic comedy that captures the bittersweet “what ifs” of life, the hope of second chances, and the persistence of hearts that refuse to give up. Between the jokes, misunderstandings, and hidden truths, blossoms a story sure to tickle your funny bone and tug at your heartstrings.

			ABMeneses

		


		
			Episode 1  
The Unexpected Eyeballs

			“ATSETSEEEE!!!” Dennis yelled and nearly jumps out of his skin when a woman — stunning and clearly out of his league — suddenly squeals in delight at the sight of him.

			“OMG, Dennis! Is that really you?”

			His brain short-circuits. “Who the heck is this gorgeous woman and why does she look so excited to see me? Did she mistake me for someone else? A helper? A delivery guy? Dennis does a quick scan of the area. Wala namang ibang tao rito. Oh no, baka isipin pa niyang magnanakaw ako?!”

			He sneaks a glance at her again. She’s oozing with class — the kind of beauty that makes you doubt your own worth — even with her oversized sunglasses covering half her face.

			“Wow, it really is you!” she squeals again. “Gosh, it’s been forever! How are you — kamusta ka na?”

			Dennis freezes. He blinks. Then blinks again, hoping the vision in front of him vanishes — not because he wants it to, but because it has to be a hallucination. But no. She’s still there, smiling at him like a long-lost bestie.

			“Hoy! Seriously? You don’t remember me?” she says, lifting her sunglasses and pointing at herself. “Denise… Denise Lauchengco. Your namesake, remember?”

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

			DENISE. Si Denise Lauchengco. Dennis feels something stir in his chest. How could he forget? His lips twitch into a small, disbelieving smile. No way. He might forget his own name on a bad day, but this girl? The one woman who carved her name into the deepest part of his heart? Not in this lifetime.

			He stares at her, struggling to process how after all this time, the universe suddenly decided to mess with him — or bless him — by bringing her back into his orbit. The past rushes at him like a jeepney with no brakes.

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

			They first met during school enrollment. It was chaos, of course — long lines, short tempers, sweaty bodies shuffling like zombies. Then she appeared. The first time Dennis saw her, his heart did a double flip. It was love at first sight, the kind that hits harder than ten arrows from Cupid’s extra-strength stash.

			But when their eyes met, she glared at him like he was a cockroach in her sinigang.

			Ouch.

			+ + + + + + + + + +

			Naturally, his ego — or as he liked to call it, his “pride chicken” — was deeply wounded. Even though she hadn’t said a word yet, he was already mentally rejected. So, to save face, he blurted out loud enough for her to hear:

			“Hmp! Ang taray ng irap! Akala mo kung sinong maganda… eh hindi naman!”

			As expected, she heard him. What he didn’t expect was for her to march back and face them head-on.

			+ + + + + + + + + +

			“Excuse me… EXCUSE ME?!”

			Honestly, Dennis had the chance to apologize, or at least introduce himself properly. But pride chicken said, Nope. So he turned his back and let out a dramatic, annoying laugh.

			“Hoy, mga mamang mayayabang! Am I the one you are making fun? If so, then be brave enough to face me!”

			Dennis’s barkada didn’t skip a beat. One of them tossed out the classic line:

			“Bato-bato sa langit, ang tamaan… huwag magalit! Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			And then — group laughter. The immature kind that feeds off each other’s energy.

			Next thing he knew, Denise was yanking him by the sleeve and throwing fire with her eyes.

			“Mister, who-do-you-think-you-are… you’re rude, arrogant, and obviously not raised well! If your life is a mess, don’t drag me into it, okay?!”

			They laughed again — mostly to hide their embarrassment. One guy elbowed Dennis, teasing, “Bro, amazona pala ‘tong chika babes! Ha Ha Ha!”

			“Chika babes? WHERE? Ha Ha Ha! Mga bro, pa-check up naman kayo. I think your eyes are broken!”

			+ + + + + + + + + +

			They were merciless. Dennis couldn’t stop himself either.

			“And seriously, walang pinag-aralan daw ako? HA! Who’s the one who got lost and walked into the wrong building, ha? Miss Masungit na Feel-Beautiful, this is the Fine Arts Building! Your Commerce Building is waaaay at the back of the main hall! Maybe you got lost because — surprise! — you can’t read!”

			Denise flared up. “Hoy, Mr. Bastos, I know where I’m going! I’m cross-enrolling here, okay? Or do you even know what that means?”

			“Oh wow. Not just masungit, but mapanglait din! So you think you’re some kind of genius now? You think we Fine Arts students have no brains? That we’re just good at drawing doodles?”

			Someone from the group chimed in, “Baka akala niya, nagpipinta lang tayo ng lapida sa sementeryo!”

			“Do we look like gravediggers to you? Hahahaha!”

			Dennis grinned wickedly. “Wait — you’re enrolling here? Miss, please… for the love of all things holy, pick another college. Don’t curse us with your masungit vibes! We don’t accept mataray applicants in this department!”

			More laughter. More teasing.

			And just like that, their “meet-cute” turned into a “meet-clash.”

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

		


		
			Episode 2  
This Heart Of Mine Jumped

			Dennis snapped back to reality when the person in front of him spoke again.

			“Hey, Dennis — what’s going on with you?!” she asked with a hint of concern, gently tapping his cheek.

			It was like electricity shot through Dennis when he felt her soft hand against his face.

			“Do I know you?” he said, forcing a joke to cover up the emotion stirring inside him. “Are you Catriona Gray, our Miss Universe? Or maybe Wonder Woman herself, Gal Gadot?!”

			She playfully pouted.

			“Hmmp! Dennis, ha… I’m starting to get offended here!”

			“Hahahaha! Denise — Denise Lauchengco in the flesh! Wooohh, of course, how could I ever forget you, I mean...,” Dennis quickly switched gears, brushing it off with humor.

			“I just got startled when you suddenly blocked my way. You popped up out of nowhere. I thought for a second... maybe you mistook me for a thief and were about to report me!”

			“Ngek! Do I look like a cop to you?”

			“N-No... you’re way too gorgeous for that... still are, even now...,” Dennis again tried to suppress the growing feelings. “…uh, I mean, we are in Makati, right? I figured maybe here, even the police look like hot babes. Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			“Asus! Still the same sweet talker, huh! Hi! Hi! Hi! So, what’s up with you?”

			“Here I am, still the same... handsome and irresistible!”

			“Whew! The air suddenly became strong — I almost got blown away! Hi! Hi! Hi! You really haven’t changed... still as full of yourself as ever! But in fairness... you do look good. It’s like you haven’t aged at all... just like back in college…”

			Denise suddenly paused, as if a memory flashed through her mind. But she quickly shook it off and continued.

			“So, why are you here? Where’d you come from... do you work around Makati too?”

			“Mmmm... kinda, kinda!”

			“What do you mean kinda, kinda? I don’t quite get what you’re saying.”

			“I’m a freelancer. The type that gets hired for specific jobs. Sometimes the pay’s big, sometimes... nada. But I prefer this setup. I’m not really the 8-to-5 type.”

			“Mmmm... okay, got it. So, you’re a freelancer... hired for special projects. Wait, if I remember correctly, your specialty is advertising and graphic design, right?”

			“Exactly! That’s it... companies hire me for certain jobs. No bundy clock, no time-in or time-out... no need to stay in an office for eight hours a day. As long as I hit my deadline with the client, it’s all good.”

			“Wow! So that means... they call you in for special assignments. You’re like James Bond... hired only for elite missions. That must mean you’re one of the best in your field!”

			“Haaiisss... James Bond? That’s a bit old-school. Can I be Tom Cruise instead, Mission Impossible style? Ha! Ha! Ha!”

			“Oh sure, Tom Cruise now, huh! Isn’t he also kind of old na rin? Isn’t Tom Holland more up-to-date? Hihihi! Fine, fine! Anyway, that means... you must be earning big bucks, right? Admit it!”

			Dennis just smiled in reply.

			Denise gave him a playful punch.

			“Ahiiiiii! You’re so full of yourself!” she giggled. “Your life sounds so nice. Chill mode but for sure... raking in the cash!”

			“Kind of! But of course, I still have to hustle hard. Can’t afford to slack off. If I do, I’ll get left behind by the competition.”

			“Oh yeah? So it’s cutthroat in your field too, huh? Why didn’t you just go for a regular job then, for a more stable income?”

			“Mmmm... I did the 8-5 thing before. But it bored me. Sure, the income’s stable... but for me, this setup is way better. I have full control over my time. And I’ve built a good client base, so work keeps coming in and my income’s stable.”

			“Plus... your pay’s probably higher too!” Denise concluded.

			“Mmmm... well, that’s a bonus! What’s important is I’m not tied down. No regular office hours. I think for artists like me... this setup’s ideal. I control my time, and as a perk, I earn more. I’m kind of my own boss. In fact, I’ve started setting up my own little advertising start-up... and so far, it’s doing well.”

			“Wow, you’re kind of a big deal now, huh — your own business and all. Maybe I can apply for a job with you!”

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! I don’t think I can afford your rate,” Dennis said as he looked at her carefully. “But seriously, where do you work now? What’s your job?”

			“Ha! Me? Uh... well... just a secretary... I work as a secretary here.”

		


		
			Episode 3  
Who’s Telling The Truth?

			“Just a secretary?! Excuse me... secretaries earn a lot these days. And hello — this is Makati! Companies here are high-end, and I’m sure their employee salaries match... especially yours, being a secretary!”

			“N-Not really. Actually, the only reason I got in... is because the owner of the company is my uncle. Lauchengco Realty... ring any bells?”

			“Mmmm... Lauchengco Realty... Lauchengco Realty? I think I’ve heard of that. Right, right... one of the top names in real estate and housing, right?”

			Denise nodded.

			“Yeah, the first time I heard the name Lauchengco Realty, I thought maybe the owner was related to you... or maybe I was the long-lost relative! Ha! Ha! Ha! Wishful thinking, I guess.”

			“Hi! Hi! Hi! Well, we do have the same last name! Nothing wrong with dreaming, right?”

			“Whoa, you’re teasing now! Ha! Ha! Ha! But it turns out I was partly right... the owner really is your uncle!”

			“Yup... so, that’s how I got hired as a secretary... even though I didn’t have much experience back then.”

			“Hey, hey, Denise! Don’t act like I don’t know you! I’m sure you’re way better than all the experienced secretaries around here when it comes to skills and work ethic. I’m certain even if the owner wasn’t your uncle... they still would’ve picked you!”

			Denise smiled.

			“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dennis... that really means a lot. Even after all this time, you still believe in me.”

			“Of course! You know I’ve always thought you were my star when...,” Dennis stopped himself mid-sentence and changed the subject.

			“Anyway, so I was right! You are earning big now, huh?”

			“N-Not really,” Denise replied, “…just enough for my needs.”

			“Oh, come on, like I’d believe that! You probably just don’t want to treat me! Look at your outfit — so stylish, clearly branded... must be from some expensive shop or boutique. Even your watch...it’s Rolex!”

			“Shhhh! Don’t say that out loud... this watch is fake. And this outfit? I bought it in Divisoria. Remember? That’s where we used to shop… back then…”

			Denise suddenly paused and didn’t continue what she was about to say. She abruptly changed the topic.

			“Oh, here in Makati… you really have to dress well even if you’re just a secretary… if not, you might easily get fired.”

			Even Dennis seemed caught off guard by what she said. Trying not to show it, he scrambled for something else to ask.

			“Uh… ahhh… just wondering, where exactly is the office of the company you work for?”

			“Over there… that building right there,” Denise answered, pointing to one of the nearby buildings. “I work at a realty company.”

			“Wow! Would you believe… I used to do freelance work in that same building,” Dennis replied, suddenly deep in thought.

			“Wait… wait! If I’m not mistaken… Lauchengco Realty owns that building too! Ay, ang shunga-shunga ko talaga! I always see that name on the building’s nameplate — same surname as mine… and it never even registered in my brain! That’s right, it’s called Lauchengco Realty. Some big companies are renting space in that building!”

			“N-Not really. If they were really that big… shouldn’t the whole thing have collapsed by now?” she joked.

			Dennis froze for a second before the punchline finally hit him.

			“Ha! Ha! Ha! You’re really something… still the jokester I remember. That’s what I liked about you… your sense of humor and cheerful vibe.”

			Denise secretly smiled. “Of course! I’m just a secretary already, I can’t go around sulking too, right? That would be a total loss for me!”

			“You’ve got a point. So… how have you been? A-Are you married now… or still a lonely single?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			“Excuse me?! Still single… but not lonely, okay? I do have a boyfriend — and before you start teasing me… FYI… we’re getting married soon. Hi! Hi! Hi! And you? How about you, Mr. Lauchengco? Happily married? Or still handsomely single?”

			“Ha… uh, well… married. I’m married now… uhmmm… just got married… last year.”

			“Oh really? Congratulations!” Denise replied cheerfully. “So, who’s the lucky girl… I mean, lucky you! That was mean, wasn’t it? Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Ah, you don’t know her. Not from our batch… actually… not even from our school.”

			“Ohhh, is that so? That’s a shame! I hope I get to meet her someday though…”

			“Oh yeah… sure! Definitely. Well then, I better get going. It was really nice running into you again, Denise!”

			Dennis had already turned around and started walking away when he suddenly stopped, turned back, and called out to her again.

			“D-Denise!”

			She looked at him, puzzled.

			“Uhmm, Dennis… w-what is it?”

			“Ummm… can I… can I treat you to something next time we bump into each other? If that’s okay with you…”

			“Blowout… really?” Denise said, sounding a bit dazed, then as if snapping out of it, she quipped, “S-Sure… sure — why not? I’ll hold you to that. Mind you, I don’t forget… especially when it’s a free treat! Hi! Hi! Hi!”

			“Promise, Denise… promise. I’ll treat you… just like old times…” Dennis replied with a trace of sadness in his voice.

			“All right… I… I’m looking forward to it.”

			There was an awkward pause before Denise finally spoke again.

			“O-okay… well, I better go! Nice seeing you again. Bye now… I’m almost late for work — my boss might get mad. S-See you…!”

		


		
			Episode 4  
Enrollment Blues

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

			The gates of UST were packed when Denise arrived. 
She had been running around all morning, racing against time, but this was the moment she felt like giving up. The parking lot was far, the ride took forever, and even before she could step off properly, she stepped right into a puddle of mud. It was as if the heavens had conspired to turn her day into a full-blown MMK soap opera.

			“Haaiisst! Seriously? Today of all days?” she muttered as she tried to wipe off the mud with a tissue she had to dig out from the depths of her bag.

			She was in a foul mood. Exhausted and starving. And as she walked toward the Fine Arts building, her blouse was torn on a protruding metal wire from a vehicle she had hurriedly tried to squeeze through.

			“Great! Greeeaaat!” she said sarcastically, using her bag to cover the torn part.

			Her bad day escalated when she heard loud laughter behind her.

			“What’s that, a fashion statement?” teased a girl in an oversized shirt, flanked by two bored-looking guys clearly out to make fun of anyone they could.

			Denise turned to them with glaring eyes and clutched her bag like a weapon.

			“Excuse me, ha? I don’t have time for wannabe comedians who clearly don’t know the meaning of fashion!”

			“Whoa, feisty! Ate’s in a mood!” the trio burst into laughter.

			“Don’t test me today, I swear. One more shove and someone’s getting a coffee shower—never mind that I’m not holding Starbucks!” she barked, walking away and shaking her head.

			By the time she reached the Fine Arts office, she could barely breathe. Sweaty, sticky, and feeling like she reeked of public transport, she faced the secretary—only to hear something that nearly made her cry.

			“Miss, the slot for that elective is still available, but you’ll need a written approval from your college dean.”

			“What? I have to go back to the MassComm office?” she gasped.

			“Unless you can get it faxed here. Or call someone from your college—if you have a friend there, even better.”

			A hopeful smile crept onto Denise’s face. “Tanya! Hold on—” She grabbed her phone and started texting in a frenzy.

			Miraculously, the fax arrived before lunch break ended. A miracle! All her morning stress seemed to melt away the moment her name was confirmed on the class list. She smiled, despite the exhaustion pulling at her body.

			On her way out of campus, her steps were heavy, but there was a slight lift in her heart. The day wasn’t perfect, but at least she made it. 

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

			Denise’s mind came back to the present or more accurately to a question, or to put it in the right perspective, an invitation that soon echoed in her mind.

			“He said he’d treat me?” she repeated softly as she walked.

			It felt like a breeze brushed past her, though it might’ve just been her imagination. Her emotions were tangled—there was excitement, nervousness, a little annoyance. But above all... a question.

			“But... why now? He’s married... (sigh). Should I still... do I even have to?”

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Meanwhile, Dennis sat on a bench at the rooftop. He was holding a sketchpad, but nothing was being drawn. He’d erased the same line multiple times, sighing over and over.

			“Ahiii! What kind of blunder was that?” he muttered, lightly hitting his forehead with his pencil.

			“Why did I even invite her? To eat? Seriously, Dennis? Eat? You have no obligation to her anymore. You shouldn’t be bothering her again.”

			He slowly set the sketchpad beside him. Gazing up at the sky, he felt a heaviness in his chest. He couldn’t explain why, but it felt like something was missing. Like he had left something unfinished. Like a sketch without color.

			“She’s happy now, Dennis,” he told himself. “And she’s getting married. Accept it. Whatever you had—it’s over.”

			But no matter how he tried to suppress it, no matter how hard he resisted, a part of his heart kept knocking.

			* * * * * * * * * *

			Dennis and Denise. Two people who once loved, but because of the cruel twist of fate, never saw their love come to fruition. Now both are wondering... should they reopen the past—or finally let it go?
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