“Sembreak”

Teejay


This October was peculiar, with it’s ingratiating heat. Instead of the usual rain-showers customary during this time of the month, the sun continued to burn relentlessly. The leaves of the Acacias scattered along the Org Building of the university were turning yellow, and even the vastness of the trees failed to provide solace to Aira, who was starting to feel a mild case of heatstroke.


But now it was almost twilight, and Aira heaved a sigh of relief as the heat became less imminent and the slight breeze started to dry his shirt, which, by that time, had stuck to his back, drenched with his sweat.


He and his girlfriend Lyvene, along with his two friends from Teatro, the university-wide theater organization, were sitting on the last bench near the entrance of the building. Lyvene was laughing over some stale joke Arnold was saying. Jon, the nicotine addict was silent, brooding over something, as he smoked his twelfth cigarette an hour and a half after they came to sit on the bench. 

Aira was spending the whole day with Lyvene because she was leaving for the province the next day, and would be gone the whole semestral break. They had both decided to skip their classes for the day to relish each other’s intimate company. Aira silently cursed himself for harboring the idea that a walk around the campus would be romantic. The scorching weather doused whatever passionate interlude he had been hoping to undertake. To make it worse, they had inconveniently bumped into their two friends near the parking area just when the day was about to be over. 


The news of Lyvene’s vacation totally crushed him. He was planning on spending the whole semestral break with her, going to movies, eating out, and maybe being alone for longer periods of time. He hadn’t had the chance at doing this since his parents were usually home and school had cut out so much work for both of them that semester.


A hundred lewd thoughts have been pervading his mind for the past couple of weeks, much to his embarrassment. By some funny sense of superiority, he had prided himself as above the meshes of Libido, what he considered to be Man’s Impending Downfall. He and Lyvene had been going out for scarcely more than a month, and he hadn’t had the chance to win more than a couple of kisses from her yet. Not that he ever had the opportunity to do anything even remotely close to it with anyone else. Lyvene was the first girl he’d ever had the guts to go after. He wasn’t downright hideous, but he wasn’t the type to be singled out in a crowd either, so he wasn’t so popular with the women. His features were generic: eyes that showed the proper amount of emotion but not distinctly, lips that were a little too wide, eyebrows with just the right thickness, and a pointed nose that was a bit too huge. He had a nice body though, which had the right angles and muscles without being too bulky or lanky, and a flat, muscled tummy. Arnold jokingly called Lyvene and Aira Mr. and Mrs. America. 


Another thing he had going for him was his eloquence. He spoke rarely, but when he did, no matter how quiet his voice was, the things he would say would compel everyone to listen.

Before Lyvene, women generally spoke Martian language, as far as he was concerned. Sure, they were nice to look at, but he never actually spent his time doting over anyone in particular. They were totally mysterious creatures whom, he thought, were too emotional and meddlesome for his own good.

The mere fact that Lyvene noticed him was a miracle in itself. She was one of the most sought-after girls in her college. She had a brilliant mind, if a little snobbish. She had a body that made the female-insatiate male species drool whenever she passed by. Her face was that of an angel. The combination was lethal. The only boy who never really showed interest in her was Jon. Accustomed to being noticed, she had borne an initial dislike for him because of his cool behavior, and that aversion had escalated to full-blown anger by the middle of the first semester after they’d had a couple of confrontations in varying predicaments. There seemed to be no love lost on Jon’s part, who basically ignored her, when he ran out of insulting things to say.

When he had met Lyvene, he had gone through his classic “damn-she-looks-great-but-can’t-risk-wasting-my-time-getting-dumped-by-her” routine.  But by some miracle, or so he believed, she had singled Aira out. She was his classmate in his Philosophy Class, and instead of bitching around when he sat on the empty space beside her, she had given him a warm smile. She went right out and initiated conversation. He initially didn’t think much of it, but when she invited him for snacks after school, Arnold went berserk and said he’d be crazy if he didn’t take that as a sign. So he accepted the snack invitation and, later, asked her out. He gradually found out how passionate and – surprisingly – insecure she was, and it wasn’t hard to fall for her afterwards. 

Aira often recounted the time they met, and asked Lyvene what made him tick. She said that it was because, unlike the guys in her other classes, he wasn’t falling all over himself trying to impress her. It made her want to impress him. She said it made him distinctly different. Those words made him feel just about ten worlds bigger. He had been trying to live up to that big “D” ever since they got together, and got so engrossed in it, he almost forgot to take heed of his manly needs. But he was beginning to discover how induced he still was with sex, contrary to what he supposed.

This sembreak could’ve been It. 'Looks like you need to make other plans, boy.


She had called him late last night, while she was out with her friends at a party. She had earlier told him that she was going out and Aira had felt very serendipitous just knowing about this since Lyvene wasn’t the type of girl who asked for her boyfriend’s permission that he didn’t even think about not letting her go. It hadn’t occurred to him that he could say no, and besides, earlier in the relationship she had expressed contempt over men who tried to rule over their women. Still, she felt compelled to inform him of her usual plans and he’d generally accede as long as she’d agree to call him up from time to time to keep him from worrying. 

He had been awakened out of a deep sleep by the shrill ring of the phone.  She had sounded nervous. 

Hi. Umm…well, I called because we’re leaving for the province this sembreak. Ow, stop it! God, the cat scratched my ankle. (Giggle) No, I haven’t told anyone. I wanted you to be the first to know. I love you. You’re the only one, sweet. Click. 

The call worried him. She had sounded drunk. But his mind had been too foggy with sleep to try to make sense of it then. He went back to bed, and picked her up first thing that morning to check if she was okay. She seemed sleepy, otherwise fine. She sadly confirmed what she said last night that their family was definitely leaving for Ilocos. He asked her where, but she didn’t seem to know.

“I’ve never even been there before,” She replied, blinking away the last signs of sleepiness. “It’s my parent’s province. I have no idea where it is, exactly.”

He had come in so early; he had caught her coming out of bed. They had eaten breakfast together. Her parents weren’t home, she said. Had to leave early for some meeting at the Methodist Church where they worshipped every Sunday.

He felt vaguely disturbed about her call the night before. Something didn’t seem right. But he’d had other things to worry about. There, in her flimsy pajamas, the two of them alone in the house, the wanton thoughts almost got the better of him again. But he had bitten his tongue and valiantly swallowed his Cornflakes.


Oh well, there’s always the Christmas break.


“…So finally, he cut his hand off to get rid of the shit stink he was smelling,” Arnold was saying.


“That desperate,” Lyvene commented.


“Yeah, well. But then he found he still couldn’t get rid of the damned fetor,” Arnold continued. “He’s crying now. So he goes and looks at himself on the mirror. And there he sees, through the haze of tears, a knoll of soft shit resting idle on his nose.”


Lyvene broke down, laughing.


“Honestly, Arnold,” Jon complained in his usual bored voice. “Where the fuck do you get your ideas?”


“It is funny too,” Arnold said with a guffaw.


Aira looked over at Arnold. With his gut shaking alongside every grunt of discomfort from laughing too much, his soiled polo unsuccessfully covering his overweight, hairy body, and that perpetually stupid grin on his plump, unshaven face, he was the picture of living ridicule. Aira began to chuckle as Arnold laughed even louder, his clothes flapping in the feeble wind. Jon caught his eye and smirked.


Jon was the exact opposite of Arnold. Always detached, his smile barely surfacing despite Arnold’s previous attempts at humor, he was the archetype of Bewilderment and Disdain. He had a knack for irony and tactlessness. You either hate him, or get mesmerized by him. His straight, dark hair was always impeccably combed, his shirt and jeans spotless and immaculate notwithstanding the toll of walking the whole day from building to building in between classes. His face was smooth and impassive. A contemptuous half-grin was enduringly plastered on his face, occasionally revealing perfect rows of pearly white teeth, and behind the Oakley shades, Aira knew, was the ever-customary impenetrable gaze rendered by his eyes which were deep, bottomless, limpid pools.


Girls who didn’t know him personally went crazy over Jon, as opposed to Arnold, who was always the clown and the butt of all pranks wherever he went. Arnold didn’t seem to mind. He had this need to make a jape out of everything. His puns, however, had a precarious edge to them, as if he was trying desperately to laugh at the absurdity and despondency of life around him.


Jon never went for any girl on campus, as far as Aira could tell. Arnold, on the other hand, was constantly flirting, and being dumped by some girl he was going for who was totally out of his class.


“What,” Arnold was saying to Jon. “What is it between you and laughter? Jeez, do you have to carry on like the world needs to fathom all the freaking mordant things inside you? Like who gives a flying quack about your deal anyway? You can go on wearing that smirk on your face, and pass up every chance of a good lay that comes your way, and no one in this cursed world would worry about it. So I’m happy. So, sue me.”


“Right,” Jon murmured sleepily. “Keep telling yourself that.”


“What the hell does that mean?” Arnold piped up. “You think I’m deluded? I’m perfectly ecstatic drawing smiles from ravishing women like her.” He pointed to Lyvene, who winked at AIra. “Women are my mortality. I am primed to answer to their every beck and call, provided that they award me with some sexual favors. Right, babe?”


“Of course, honey,” Lyvene said in an exaggerated drawl.


“See,” Arnold grinned triumphantly.


“What’s the deal about you not having a girl, anyway?” Lyvene asked, taking on a teasing mode. “Lots of them would just about die to go out with you. My friend from Comparative Literature said she’d give her tongue just to give you a hand-job once. She said maybe it would set you off and get you to notice the women here.”

“I’d take the hand-job, if she pleases.” Interjected Arnold.


“Oh, come on,” I said, laughing.


“If you should know,” Answered Jon. “I think the women here are all hormones. They haven’t even gotten past their puberty stage. And, Christ, a lot of them smell. Fucking gross.”


“Well, my friend, she thinks you’re gay,” Lyvene said in a low voice. Arnold smirked and burst out laughing.


“That figures!” Arnold cackled.


Jon ignored Arnold’s crack. “I’m bringing a girl over to our rest house in Baguio over the break,” He said.


“Oh really,” Arnold said mockingly. “So who’s the lucky broad?”


“Someone who, I’m most assured, can’t stomach the thought of carousing around with you,” Jon retorted.


“So there is a girl,” Aira exclaimed, amazed at Jon’s revelation. He’d never heard Jon talk about a woman before.


“Don’t get me wrong,” Jon warned. “It’s nothing big. Purely physical. You know I’m commitment-phobic. We’re just getting holed up out of town for some time, is all. She sticks because she plays with danger. That, above all things turns me on.”


“What kind of danger?” Arnold wanted to know.


Jon paused reflectively, then smiled cryptically. “You won’t even begin to understand.”


“Is she in love with you?” Aira asked.


“I would think so. But hey, hell if I know. Hell if I care!”


“Have you had sex with her?” Arnold asked.


“Yeah,” Jon replied. “She’s fine. She just needs a little self-control. And she has to keep the volume down lots, though I doubt we’d need that all holed up in my house.”


Lyvene sat, appalled. “Oh God, you are such an a-hole,” she muttered.


“Hey,” He said with an evil grin. “You asked.”


Lyvene huffed silently.


“The women in school stink,” Jon continued. “Fucking them would be like fucking Arnold. That, I can do without.”


Aira had to laugh at this. “You’re sick.”


“Who’s sick, man?” Jon countered. “I ain’t the one dating one of them, campus bitches.”


Lyvene was really getting pissed. “Aira, shut him up.”


“Why don’t we get some burgers instead?” Arnold suggested, in an effort to help AIra smooth things out. Aira gave him an appreciative glance. Getting Jon and Lyvene together was like mixing ingredients for Hydrogen bomb.


“Fine, whatever,” Lyvene muttered, getting up. She turned to Aira. “Want anything?”


“Maybe a burger and milkshake,” he said. “Hold the onions.”


She deliberately ignored Jon and walked ahead towards the concession stand at the other side of the building.

“Get me a milkshake, ol’ fart-face,” Jon called towards the general direction of Arnold, who was hurrying to catch up with Lyvene.


Arnold has this major crush on Aira’s girl. He doesn’t mind. Arnold has lots of crushes. He’s told Aira a couple of times how he’d fantasized humping Lyvene. She flirts with him all the time, but Aira knew she couldn’t seriously mean it. No one takes Arnold seriously.


“Lay off on Arnold, man,” Aira told Jon. “He’s pathetic enough. He’ll go on being what he is no matter what you do. Arnold’s just Arnold.”


“Don’t undermine him,” Jon murmured, lost in a cloud of smoke. “It’s just like you to believe so much.”


“Huh,” Aira said distractedly, lighting a cigarette.


He continued. “You ought to know better. But you don’t. You believe that people are generally good. You’d like nothing more than to believe that the world is basically filled with righteous people, but they’re not. They keep you wrapped up in that cloud, trying to figure out what they are. All the rest depends on you, man. You create a notion that no matter how rotten the package is there’s something unsullied inside of it. And just when you’ve totally come to believe in it, they go and pull the rug from under you.”


“Oh, come on,” AIra said, laughing. “What are you implying? Lyvene won’t go for Arnold. I’d bet my balls on it. Furthermore, Arnold won’t even conceive of an idea like that. He is what he seems to be. There’s nothing more. He may be kind of stupid, but one thing that he is, is safe.”


“So what’s taking them so long, man?” Jon asked.


“The line’s probably long,” Aira said. He looked at the concession stand, but there was no line, and it’s been five minutes.  They waited in silence some more, and each minute, Jon’s grin seemed to broaden. He touched his crotch and chuckled. 

“You bet your balls!”


Suddenly Aira had an image of the four of them sitting on the bench, except the skies were darker. Lyvene was laughing that throaty laugh of hers, mingling with Arnold’s goofy ones. Lyvene was wearing a skirt, leaning on him. Her smile was unusually wide. He looked over at Arnold. Arnold’s eyes had cast a sinister, maniacal look, which had replaced his puppy-like expression. His left hand was at a weird angle. It was moving, up and down, rhythmically, lost somewhere inside the folds of Lyvene’s skirt.


“Oh, honey,” She moaned loudly at Arnold, then turned and winked at him.


Aira gave a start almost toppled over the milkshake Arnold was handing over.


“What’s with you?” Arnold asked, standing in front of him. He was carrying two paper-bags that smelled of burgers and fries. Somehow, the smell nauseated Aira.


“Are you ok, honey?” Lyvene asked, looking at him worriedly. “Sorry I took long. You must be starved. I just had to go to the ladies room. Mr. Big Man here accompanied me.” She gestured towards Arnold with her milkshake.


“Yup, Mr. Big Man. That’s me,” Arnold said, taking a huge, sloppy bite out of his burger.


“Has Jon the Pill been egging on you, baby?” She said, frowning.


“I’m ok,” Aira managed weakly. “Just the heat, I guess.”


“I’m leaving,” Jon said, as he stood up. “See you next term. Have a great time at the province, babe. Call me sometime.” He laughed at his invitation, then turned and walked away without another word.


“You’re leaving?” Arnold asked, his mouth spewing bits of burger. “Province? I didn’t know you had one. You said you parents were born in Manila.”

Aira turned to look at Lyvene. 
We’re leaving for the province this sembreak.

(Giggle) No, I haven’t told anyone. I wanted you to be the first to know.

 Ow, stop it! God, the cat scratched my ankle. I love you. You’re the only one, sweet. Click. 

I’m bringing a girl over to our rest house in Baguio over the break.

She has to keep the volume down lots, though I doubt we’d need that all holed up in my house.


She sticks because she plays with danger. That, above all things turns me on.
You’d like nothing more than to believe that the world is basically filled with righteous people, but they’re not.

They keep you wrapped up in that cloud, trying to figure out what they are.

Lyvene was still staring after Jon, long after his car had moved out of the parking. Her eyes looked lost. 

“Asshole,” she mumbled.

