	FRITZ GASTON DIVISION 
	
	


	TEAM AQUINO, (7-2, 2)
	78-67
	Team Panaguiton (6-3, 4)


MVP

	Marco Valencia, AHS 4E 97


BEST DEFENDER

	Marco Valencia, AHS 4E 97


MYTHICAL FIVE
	Marco Valencia, AHS 4E 97

	Miggy Dimalanta, Team Panaguiton

	JP Pimentel, Team Aquino

	Raymond Escutin, Team Panaguiton

	Jerome Santos, Team Panaguiton


An ABL Fairytale: Team Aquino ‘97’s Journey to the Championship

By Anabelle Unson
Basketball season 2009-2010 brought out the best in Team Aquino ’97. They were reborn; and it all started with a devastating loss to Team Dimalanta at the semifinals last season. Originally named Team Guidotti, they were finished off by Team Dimalanta by a 1 point margin at the semifinals last season held at the Blue Eagle Gym. It was so painful and shocking that Team Guidotti changed their name – the name that they have had for 8 years in the ABL, to represent a new beginning. The new team name was Team Aquino ’97. 

Lo and behold, the new life that had breathed Team Aquino ’97 back to life led them to the championship at the MAAI basketball league last September. It boosted Team Aquino ‘97’s confidence and even motivated them more to wanting to clinch the ABL Gaston Division championship. And after all was said and done, they did. Finally. After 9 long years.

The road to the championship was long and difficult, but was quite promising with the addition of new players Emman Nazareno and JP Pimentel, along with the veteran team members Paolo Mendoza, Marty Aquino, Mark Morales, Bistek Rosario, Erik Johnston Chua, Joey Puno, Mico Kintanar, Atoy Tayag, Mico Racelis, Carlo Borbon, Jop de la Cruz, plus players that returned to Team Aquino ’97, Don Don Abalos and Jomike del Rosario. 

Team Aquino ’97 had their fair share of hardships this ABL season. The elimination round pushed Team Aquino ’97 to prove that they were worthy to be in the final four. Their first game was against 4E which was a struggle. They lost to 4E by 11 points. Undaunted by their first game loss, Team Aquino ’97 moved forward with a five game winning streak against Team Macaraig, Team 4BD ’98, Team Gonzales, Team 4H ’98, and Team Panaguiton, respectively. But, like any suspense story, there was a twist. Prior to Team Aquino ‘97’s game against Team Panaguiton (formerly Team Dimalanta – the team that eliminated Team Aquino ’97 last season), Team Gonzales was disqualified due to fielding in an ineligible player. Due to this change, the standing of all the teams was suddenly so close that the game against Team Panaguiton became the most crucial one. 

The game against Team Panaguiton proved to be quite challenging, due to the fact that Team Aquino ’97 did not have two key players at the time – Joey Puno and Atoy Tayag were missing in action. Team Aquino ’97 led almost the whole game, with players pushing themselves, trying to break away from Team Panaguiton. But it was a close fight till the end – to the point that we all thought it was going to be another replay of last season’s final four elimination round. Team Aquino ’97 was down by five in the last two minutes. They made crucial stops to escape narrowly the nightmare of last season’s loss. It was a victory, but it was only one step towards the ultimate goal, which is the ABL Gaston Division Championship. 

Next stop was the final four elimination round. Team Aquino ’97 (second seed) employed the man-to-man defense, which caught Team 4BD ‘98 (third seed) off-guard as they struggled to keep up with Team Aquino ‘97’s zest all throughout the game. Their defense was strong and solid which led them to be victorious against Team 4BD ’98. At the other end of the spectrum was Team Panaguiton versus Team 4E – fourth seed versus the first seed, respectively. Team Panagiton won by a mere 1 point against the top seed. It was perhaps fate that determined this predicament. And what a predicament this was.

Then came the one game, the one shot that the hard climb to the top two brought – the finals, the championship, held at the Blue Eagle Gym last March 20, 2010. This was the first time ever that Team Aquino ’97 had made it to the ABL finals. And we all thought it was indeed fate – they were playing against the very team that eliminated them last season – Team Dimalanta, now named Team Panaguiton. Victory against them would be sweet, but Team Aquino ’97 had to step up to make it happen. 

The first three quarters was close. Both teams traded having the lead at several points of the game. Team Aquino ’97 had to boost their defense and offense and kept up with Team Panagiton’s energy on the court. At the fourth quarter, however, Team Aquino ’97 started to veer away slowly from Team Panaguiton. When the three minute mark hit, Team Aquino was leading by 17 points, and Team Panaguiton started showing their desperation to make the margin smaller. They committed fouls in order to stop the clock, but Team Aquino ’97 never backed down, not once. They had the heart and the determination to win. A few seconds were left and Team Aquino ’97 still enjoyed a relatively great lead of 9 points, and when the clock counted down to zero, fate had done its part. Team Aquino ’97 had finally captured the dream – the ABL Gaston Division Championship. 

A flurry of smiles, laughter and joy was seen at the winning team’s bench. Clearly it was a collective team effort that led them there, which was evident. The camaraderie, teamwork and cooperation that Team Aquino ’97 showed this season is admirable, and was the key to their success. After all the hard work and prayers – the championship was finally theirs. Even if each player had different priorities in life, and at times, couldn’t make it to the games, the effort, desire and heart never perished. 

In one year, this is what Team Aquino ‘97 has accomplished – clinching the MAAI Championship, then the ABL Gaston Division championship. Indeed they have proved that failures can only make you stronger, with patience, determination and heart. And after 9 years in the ABL, it can’t get any sweeter than this.

ABL Gaston Division Awards: 


Champion: Team Aquino ’97




2nd Place: Team Panaguiton



MVP: Marco Valencia, 4E ‘97

Mythical 5: Marco Valencia (4E ’97), Miggy Dimalanta (Team Panaguiton), JP Pimentel (Team Aquino ’97), Raymond Escutin (Team Panaguiton), Jerome Santos (Team Panaguiton)
