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Chapter 1
 
Twilight slowly set upon the vast horizon. Yellow colored incandescent bulbs inside the small homes have also lit up. The residents of one of the poorest areas in San Marco have come home one by one. Some of them, the slightly educated ones who were lucky enough to complete or at least pursue basic education, arrived. They have come from the small factories inside the town's only industrial park. Most of them, however, have come home after they have done odd jobs at the public market, begged for alms at public places, picked through garbage at the nearby dumpsite, or collected trash from other people.
Almost several meters from where most of the residents lived stood a majestic looking tree. Its lush leaves and strong branches were in contrast to the living conditions of the people nearby, especially in comparison to its rich fruits. Yet despite the abundant produce it had, most of them just fell off the tree and were left either to be eaten by animals or to rot on the ground. None of the residents dared to go near it, not even since the first of them came to settle near it. Although the reason was never fully explained, but generation upon generation passed on the advice, or sometimes threat, that no one should ever come near the tree lest they be punished by "he who is the guardian of the tree". Those advices have even expounded on the fruits of tree, which were claimed to be poisoned. Some people, especially the younger ones, would often question the truth of this thought which their elders passed onto them. But no one ever dared to test it out.
That evening however, a little boy approached the towering tree. Whatever he heard from his elders didn’t disturb him due to his overwhelming hunger. He looked through all the fruits which have fallen down. He took a bite on each one he found, but found them to be too rotten to eat. Unable to find anything good enough, he decided to totally defy his elders' rules and climbed up the tree. Fortunately, there was one low enough for him to reach where no one else could see him. He placed one foot on the tree's huge trunk, jumped up and touched the fruit. He jiggled it enough that the fruit to fell down on the ground after it swung on its branch for a few seconds. The little boy ran towards the fruit, picked it up then went back to the tree. Overwhelmed by the hunger he felt, he quickly took a big chunk out of the fruit and chomped away, unmindful of the stories told about the fruit being poisonous. Extremely satisfied with his first bite from the fruit and extremely proud knowing the stories were untrue, he slumped down on the ground, closed his eyes then whispered, "Thanks."
All of a sudden, a voice yelled out from behind the tree and said to the little boy, "What are you doing here?"
The little boy, who still munched on the fruit, never noticed it and so he didn't respond.
A young mustached man who wore a regal-looking suit emerged from behind the tree and asked the little boy once again. Startled, the little boy stood up and accidentally dropped the fruit he was eating.
"I'm so sorry sir." The little boy lowered his head and apologized profusely to the young man. But as he looked up and saw the young man, he could not help but smile at him, as he saw how elegant and well-dressed he was.
Expecting the little boy to be fearful, as he has heard all the stories regarding the tree, the young man was pleasantly surprised that he smiled instead. The young man asked the little boy, "Why are you smiling?"
The little boy smiled and immediately responded in his usual gleeful radiance, "Well, sir. From how you dress up, you don't look like you're from around here."
The young man immediately liked the little boy. He felt the sincerity and innocence in the little boy’s smile yet he had that smartness in how he responded. So despite his initial apprehension about even speaking to him, the young man smiled at the little boy and said "Well, little one, I am from around here. Just not really here... If you know what I mean."
The young man looked at the little boy. The little boy smiled cheerfully and blinked fast several times but drew a blank look. The young man smiled and said "I'm sorry. I forgot I was talking to a little boy... I haven't really spoken to anyone in quite a while."
The young man motioned for the little boy to sit down next to him upon one of the tree's powerful roots. Despite the evening already settling in the village, powerful streetlights still lit up the area around the tree, the only indication of the slow progress in that area. As the little boy settled in beside the young man, his eyes were still fixed upon the fruit which he ate moments ago. It was now soiled from the ground. When he saw this, the young man stood up, picked a low lying fruit from the tree and gave it to the boy. After saying thanks, the little boy quickly grabbed the fruit then chomped on it so speedily it looked as if he almost bit off his hands.
As the little boy finally finished the last remnants of the fruit, the young man asked the boy again, "So, let me ask my first question again... what are you doing here? Especially at night."
The little boy, licking off the extracts of the fruit in his fingers, looked at the young man and said, "Well, it’s because I've been very hungry since several hours ago. There wasn't enough food for all of us and I wasn't able to find any other food for myself from the dumpsters."
Appalled but still considerate, the young man asked further, "Didn't your parents provide food for your family?"
"Well..." the little boy scratched his head. He seemed to be figuring out what to tell first.
When he saw the hesitation in the little boy's face, the young man stood up, picked another fruit from the tree then told him, "Since it's almost late, you should probably go home first." He handed the fruit to the little boy and said, "Let me make you a deal though..."
As he grabbed the fruit from the young man's hands, the little boy listened intently.
"...Drop by here as often as you can around the same time as a while ago," the young man continued. "I'll let you eat as much as you can from the fruits, but in return you'll tell me your story. And nobody else should know about this arrangement we have except you. Deal?" the young man reached his hand out to the little boy.
The little boy eagerly shook the young man's outstretched hand and yelled, "Deal!"

Chapter 2
 
For several days after that evening, the little boy left just after dinner then proceeded towards the huge tree. Although oftentimes, he went there before dinner when there was not enough food to go around his household. The young man would meet the little boy there and watched him as he climbed the tree and picked as many pieces of the fruit as he wanted. They sat down at the same spot under the tree and talked. For the first few days, it was all about the little boy's life and his family or how his day went. Then as the little boy's trust for the young man grew, he shared with him his dreams, aspirations and plans for the future.
The little boy was a six year old who was next to the youngest among four siblings. Their father abandoned them a year after his youngest brother was born. As such, his mother had to work several part-time jobs around San Marco. His eldest sister was supposed to be the one to help their mother. But she got pregnant at an early age and their mother had to work harder for his sister's baby boy and her jobless husband. After his older brother was jailed after he figured in a gang riot, the little boy was the only one who left to help their mother with work and to take care of his three-year old brother.
Unlike most of the working kids in their village who spent time outside the houses of rich people and asked for alms, he took on a job as a shoeshine boy, just as his father was before he left. With his father's shoe shine gear in tow, the little boy woke up very early in the morning then walked for several miles towards the public market. It was there where he waited for students and office workers on their way to the city. Sometimes he walked further to the passenger terminal for the buses which ply along the town's only industrial park. It was there where he got the additional one or two customers which helped his family get through the day.
When his mother got sick and was not able to maintain more than two jobs a day, the little boy helped her further by collecting trash from neighbors and the houses at nearby villages. After picking up their trash, he carried them towards the garbage dumpsite where he threw the trash himself. Despite the hardship he faced when he worked on shoe-shining in the morning till midday then collected garbage in the evening, the little boy was happy he earned a little extra to help out his family. Sometimes, kindhearted families from whom he collected garbage would give him food, toys and clothes. Instead of keeping them for himself, the little boy carried them back home and eagerly distributed what he got to his mother and his siblings, especially their youngest.
The young man's deep respect for the little boy grew up to the point where he talked to him like an adult. His affection for the little boy's innocence came back though when he made remarks which the little boy could not understand. The little boy just smiled at him then blinked gleefully as the little boy tried hard to comprehend what the young man said to him. Those who lived near the little boy never questioned him whenever he went out at the tree. Mostly because they all knew the little boy constantly tried hard to find food for himself in the evenings. They all knew the condition his family was in. So the friendship between the young man and the little boy grew. And as the little boy shared his dreams of one day owning a shoeshine shop where everyone can come in for free, the young man gave him advices on life and treated him as his own little brother, to the point where he sometimes scolded him for being naturally too generous.

Chapter 3
 
Evening came and went the next day. The dark rain clouds which brought heavy rain the night before had not yet stopped to drizzle but time already came for the little boy to walk towards the marketplace. Unfortunately, his family did not even own an umbrella. So to prevent himself from getting too soaked, the little boy's mother gave him a small piece of the tarpaulin they used in their window. As he trudged slowly along the muddy road, the little boy made his way to the market. Even with the small piece of tarpaulin above his head, the little boy still got soaked from the heavy rain. Despite this, he pushed through and just before he reached the marketplace, the rain has stopped. When the little boy arrived at his usual place, he was pleasantly surprised at a long line of people standing there. Apparently, they waited for him to arrive. Since most of the roads around the area were unfinished, the heavy rain caused most of it to be muddy. As such, a lot of the folks around the marketplace had to contend with muddy shoes. Office workers, students, shoe-wearing folk, they all lined up in front of the little boy who was the only shoeshine boy there at that time of day. When midday came, he had earned more than what he used to make in two weeks. Swollen hands, aching back and soaking shirt aside, the little boy was very happy with what he has accomplished. When there was no one else on queue for his service, he happily went home, an hour earlier than his usual time.
As he walked home happily, the little boy’s thoughts drifted off to what his family could buy with what he has earned today. He also told himself he probably doesn't need to collect garbage tonight. However, when he arrived home, there was bad news. His niece, his elder sister's young baby, was sick and needed medicine right away. Without any hesitation, the little boy quickly took out all the money he earned for that day and gave them to his sister. Even as his sister showed mixed emotions of overwhelming appreciation and guilt, she graciously took the little boy's money and quickly went out to buy medicine at the clinic several minutes away. A few hours later, the little boy stood up once again and prepared his sack to collect garbage for that evening. Before he left though, he approached his mother and apologized for not being able to give any of what he earned to her. Especially to his older brother, who has just been released from jail the night before, and to whom the little boy promised he would give some of his earnings to help him find a job. Moved by his young son's resilience to help his older siblings, his mother hugged him tight and cried.
The little boy hugged his mother, patted her on the back and said to her "Don't cry mother. Everything will be fine." He looked at his mother's teary eyes, smiled, said "I have a strong feeling all our family's hardships will be over soon. I promise."
As he said goodbye to his mother, the little boy headed out to work once again. Later that night, due to the presence of his older brother, the little boy's family did not have enough food once again. So instead the little boy went out and ate the fruits from his friend's abundant tree. While the little boy related his day, about how happy he was at having earned enough to help his elder sister, the young man found himself amazed and angered at the same time with the little boy's seemingly boundless generosity.
"Why would you do something like that?" the young man scolded him again. "Once again you thought about others but forgot yourself. Look at you! You've left yourself hungry and with no food again!"
But to this angry remark, the little boy just smiled and told him, "That is why I'm very thankful you're here, sir. At least I can allot what I earn for my family and yet still have something to eat for myself. Isn't that great?"
"Well, what if I'm not here?" the young man responded angrily. Then he pointed to the huge tree behind them, "What if this tree isn't here? What will happen to you then?"
Confused as to what he should respond, the little boy just smiled at him again and blinked. But somehow, the weight of the question seemed to bother the little boy as he was no longer gleeful in his smile.
"If you don't start taking care of yourself first, you'll only end up becoming hungry often, you will get sick, or worse you'll die. Don't they know how difficult it is what you do every single day? Doesn't your family even care about the hardships you have to do just for them?"
The little boy did not respond. He stopped looking at the young man but just stared somewhere, in the direction of his home. The little boy no longer smiled and looked as if he was on the verge of tears.
As he thought he finally drove his point across to the little boy, the young man tapped him on the shoulder and asked, "What are you thinking of?"
The little boy tearfully looked at him, breathed out a deep sigh and responded, "I was just thinking... Who would take care of my family if I die?" The little boy began to sob at the thought of not being there to care for his family.
Frustrated at the little boy's incessant caring for others over himself, which to the young man appeared as too idealistic to the point of being delusional, he stood up, put his hands on his hips and said to the little boy, "Okay then. I'm revising my deal with you. Until you learn to take care of yourself first over others, never again will I allow you to take anything from this tree."
Surprised as to why his friend was angry at him, he only muttered, "But... But... But..."
"No excuses." the young man began in his lecturing tone again. "This is for your own good. It's either you start listening to your own needs first or... Hey!" the young man suddenly realized the little boy no longer listened to him. The little boy stood up and, sobbing with his head down, walked home slowly.
The young man did not try to call out to the young boy. He just whispered to himself, "In time, you'll realize this is what’s best for you."
That night, the little boy was not able to sleep well. He sobbed silently while he slept on the floor of their tiny room. Thankful his brothers were not awakened, despite sleeping next to him, he slowly cried himself to sleep.

Chapter 4
 
Despite lacking much sleep the night before, the little boy eagerly woke up early, ready to start a new work day. From morning till night, he tried his very best to double his work effort. Unfortunately, when he went home that night, his earnings were not enough to buy food for all of them. Once again, the little boy gave up his share of the food for his family and quietly walked out of the house in search of his own food. As he wanted to continuously give everything he had for his family, the little boy knew not to go back to the young man who could be waiting for him by the tree. As he knew it was not polite to beg from others, the little boy slowly walked around the village searching for food, until he finally arrived at the garbage dump.
He saw some of the neighborhood kids as they scoured the trash. He also noticed how one of them rummaged through a portion of the garbage, saw something which still looked edible then picked it up. The kid bit down on what he found and gave a soothing sigh of satisfaction. Eager to quench his own hunger, the little boy followed the other kid's lead and rummaged through the same section of the trash. Suddenly, he found an unfinished hamburger still covered in its plastic wrapper. As the irresistible look of the hamburger and his hunger overwhelmed the little boy, he quickly picked up the food he found and munched on it. In spite of the obvious foul things in it, he found satisfaction in every bite he made on the hamburger. He felt as if he had gone to a blissful place where there was no hunger. What he failed to realize was that the food he ate was so rotten it had already poisoned his body. The poison was so strong it already ate into his strength, then into his body.
At the morning after, the little boy already felt the effects of the poisonous food he took. He ignored the nagging pain in his stomach and never told anything to his siblings or to his mother. But as he stood up, the little boy quickly felt nauseated then threw up. His mother immediately asked him if he felt anything bad. The little boy responded to her and said he was probably just tired and only needed to rest. Assured by what the little boy said, his mother agreed he should rest for the whole day. Moments later, his elder brother checked up on the little boy and told him since he has no job yet, he would take over the shoe-shining job for his little brother temporarily. As the little boy peaked through their open window, he smiled cheerfully when he saw his elder brother carrying their father's shoeshine tools as he walked off towards the marketplace.
The family did not have enough to eat that day but the little boy saw how his elder sister added a bit more from her ration to his. She said their little brother would need to eat more for him to get well. However, unbeknownst to all of them, the little boy's condition worsened. The following morning, his stomach pain had gotten much worse and he could not even stand. However, he stayed steadfast and did not show how much pain he was in whenever people were around him. When his mother asked if he felt anything bad, he continued to say he just needed rest. Secretly though, he was in an almost unbearable state of pain.
Beyond the little boy's home, beside the huge majestic tree, the young man stood there. He still waited for the little boy but was overly worried. It had been the second night the little boy did not turn up. He now felt overly guilty for the challenge he put forth for the little boy as he knew it was in his true nature to be a good, helpful kid. Fearing the worst may have happened, the young man left the comfort of the tree for the first time in a long while and visited the little boy in his home. The young man went along the path unnoticed. He peaked through the small window of a small house and saw the little boy. The young man was relieved to see him awake, but it was short-lived. Moments later, he saw the little boy writhing quietly. The pain the little boy experienced had become more unbearable. He stirred left and right as he lay down. However, the young man noticed that when the little boy's mother would come into the room, he summoned up strength and pretended he wasn’t feeling bad at all...just tired. The young man also overheard the little boy's mom asking him if he wants to be taken to the clinic several minutes away to which the little boy just shook his head and smiled. The moment the little boy's mother went out, the young man quietly went into their house and into the little boy's room. He planned to scold him for pretending to be well. But deep inside the young man, he just wanted to see his young friend again. The moment the little boy saw the young man, he smiled gleefully again, although the pain could still be seen through the child's face.
The young man tried to make a stern look at the little boy but could not bring himself to be angry. So instead he just asked, "My young friend, why won't you tell your mom about the pain you're feeling. Don't you know it's unbearable to look at?"
The little boy tried to make out a smile and said, "Please understand. I don't want to be taken to the clinic nor the hospital. I would prefer them not to spend whatever they have left for food on me."
The young man finally understood the deep sense of the little boy's unselfish and giving nature. He didn’t say anything against him but just smiled at him and encouraged the little boy to be strong. As the young man knew he could not stay away from the tree for long, he walked towards the little boy, patted him on the shoulder and said, "I hope you'll be well soon. I miss our talks under the tree." Despite the pain, the little boy managed to smile at him reassuringly.

Chapter 5
 
On the following night, the young man anxiously waited by the tree. Sometimes he sat upon the trunk where the little boy and him enjoyed several good talks together. At times he just stood by the tree and eagerly held the fruit his young friend loved to eat. As he impatiently stood by the tree, he overheard commotion from nearby. He looked over to the little boy's home and saw a noisy crowd gathering outside. There were confused noises all around.
Moments later, he saw the little boy's mother, older sister and youngest sibling as they ran out of their door and cried bitterly. Extremely worried at what he saw, the young man walked over unnoticed to the little boy's home. As he drew closer, he finally saw the little boy. His eyes were closed and he shivered as his older brother carried him. When he heard from the crowd he had been taken to the public hospital further down from the village, he followed them.
When the little boy's family finally entered the crowded hospital, the older brother quickly laid him on a nearby seat. While all the family members rushed off to look for a doctor, the young man walked over towards the little boy and sat near him.
With his slowly fading strength, the little boy slowly opened his eyes. He faintly looked at the young man and smiled when he saw the man has brought his favorite fruit with him. Despite fighting hard with his gleeful stance, the little boy's light slowly faded away, as did his happy smile. As the little boy slowly closed his eyes for the last time, the young man placed his hand on the little boy's hand and said "I'll be waiting for you, my young friend."
The young man drew closer to the little boy's whitened face and whispered "From now on, you'll never be hungry again, Anxo."
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