Bruises: Four Essays


1. Lamp Posts and Their Long Shadows


	Any passerby trudging along Manila’s pavements beside our main thoroughfares and in some inner walkways in narrower streets, if unhurried enough and sharp-eyed, will hardly miss these ubiquitous lamp posts, thin poles lined up specially for reasons other than to give light.

	The trouble with a city that has civilized itself in darkness owing to the prevalent brownouts in recent years and to the total national eclipse in centuries past, is that it refuses to embrace light and prefers to lurk in the shadows even if the very thing it is dealing with is—well, light in our streets.

	I can only shake my head as I waltz past the many posts that are now unlighted, many of whose lamps are busted and are left unattended by the city government’s engineering department. They look like scarecrows in the dark guarding both pedestrians and drivers to their potential doom. It was only some months ago when they were erected that San Marcelino Street and Taft Avenue along Kalaw which stretched a little farther to Santa Isabel College on one side, and Padre Faura on the other, that we saw the light of night and rekindled a glimmer of hope that one day, we shall be lucky enough to walk in lighted streets all around the metro and vanish from our mind some misgivings about the peril that is often dark-driven.

	But before we could even accustom our eyes to that faint light, so sooner do the posts die out and permanently make us grope again as usual as we wend our way and uttering some prayers that we don’t hit our head if we fumble to say, another post right beside the newly-built one. There are usually two or three posts close to each other like siblings abandoned by their parents who may have figured they would soon become scarecrows anyhow so why take pains in lighting their lives?

	The darkness that engulfs our streets at night and breeds all sorts of criminal activities informs us of the dubious character of our politics which cares nothing about providing light. Lighting our street is a big business to a contractor who has access to some shadowy souls in city halls; those who can light up even the darkest depths of the Pasig River if the price is right. Elsewhere one roams in the city, he/she sees posts whose absurd designs are equaled only by the ludicrous machinations of officials whose business it is to give light. No uniform design thrives anywhere. One is smart enough to surmise why. The entire metro is uniformly chaotic and is riddled with lamp posts that obstruct our walking rather than guide. Nothing new really. The order of the century has consistently been that: chaos as far as our urban planning is concerned. 
One wonders if a day shall come when honest people lead our institutions and bring forth that golden age rusting somewhere. Today, it is more of a wishful thinking than a realistic hope. Until such time that we see our streets lighted at night all the time and busted lights are replaced as they should and no unnecessary posts are erected, we shall not see the light of day in our communal activities.

The long shadows cast by the thin sheen from the posts are emblematic of our penchant for the opaque. Our silence and inaction in disavowing the dark make us complicit in this exponentially expanding culture of corruption even in the simplest of our affairs.

I shall ply my usual routes going to school or market via the narrow islands littered with lamp posts. Prayers will be thick on my lips to find my way through safely. I will also include in my silent supplications some plea to the effect that the eyes of these brave, bribed brothers in our government offices be one day stabbed by a flash to make them discern the difference between light and dark.








2. One for ‘Da King of D’ Road

If there is a mode of transport I most abhor, it is the jeep. It reminds me among many things of the self-disrespect that we have gotten accustomed to in the course of our long suffering as commuters and as a people.

	First, the sheer abundance of jeepneys seems compelling enough to force you into it. And because you want to save any conceivable centavo from your hard-earned keep, all the more that reason goads you that a worst-looking vehicle remains the best option. It is cranky most of the time and demands that you bow your head and bend your back properly to pay your respect. You hold on tight to a thin bar attached to the ceiling as you secure your footing. Meanwhile, the driver’s foot is busy shifting from brake to gas and then, as abruptly, back to brake that either pulls you forward or throws you backward. All these in an eternity of a moment when your universe gropes for balance and holds you in its orbit.

	Second, you take a seat. If unlucky, as is usually the case, you will find yourself sandwiched by two stout, unheavenly bodies who do not give a damn on your displeasure. And because silence has served you well in the past, you do not have the temerity necessary to tell them to nudge a bit. You do not assert either for your rightful place for fear of getting the impression of being triflingly scandalous. You then begin to fidget to force a part of your butt to fit into that space you pay for which is now being encroached by aliens who gaze at you disdainfully. Seeing your struggle, your fellow passengers simply look away as if to tell you: Grow bigger, buddy! They have other business for sure in mind and absolutely prefer imagining Les Miserable sung perfectly by Hollywood actors. Now seated awkwardly, you utter a simple prayer that someone from your row alight as soon as possible. Meanwhile, as you wait for your prayer’s answer, you can curse under your breath for the soonest demise of all these jeeps!

	Third, you meditate on your seat. Mostly, commonsense goads you to focus on the transport system and why we are wanting of a convenient mass transport system, good enough to compel you to divert your meditative powers to other concerns while travelling. While the Chinese and Japanese commuters shout out their bullet trains, we decry our snail-paced trains that soon or late will inch their way to the junk shop. You wonder what sort of bureaucrats run the train fiasco. But if you are a believer of a verbiage that runs like: tell me what your trains are and I will tell you what corruption there is, then you surely know.

	Fourth, after inhaling massive toxins along the way, this dark, cloudy substance only a bit better than Hitler’s death-gas, you alight. You feel a certain kind of rapture uniquely induced by a jeep-ride. A sense of utter relief. But not after a near-hit by a vehicle that came a fraction close in the middle of the street where the driver, by habit, dropped you.

Fifth, you check your watch. It was a good one-hour trip that, by your meticulous calculation, should have lasted only for 20 minutes. But because time is forever trapped in traffic in this part of the world, it diminishes its significance and holds you hostage: you simply cannot will what to do with it except to meditate even more or pray that by time’s grace, the bureaucrats’ urgent sense of fixing our congestion is moved by a second.

Briskly, you move to the sidewalk, puzzled as usual. But you shove things from your head as best you can and delete them quickly. Before you know your troubled mind is free of any webby wire short-circuiting it, the barker’s voice stuns you to take a restful seat in an old, cranky, departing machine bound, at long last, for home.












3. A Fall

I must have been Duchamp’s figure descending the staircase in person. Only, I slid too fast and before I knew it, I saw unnamed stars yet to be discovered.

	It was a sunny Monday morning, I recall, the light streaking on my open window, warming my limbs and compelling me to be up and about. After a brief prayer, I hurried to the wet market, a rather filthy place that houses a gamut of fish, pork, chicken parts that are friends to ubiquitous buzzing flies. I left the market as soon as I paid and carried with me a bag of shrimp, a little less than a kilo for about 250 pesos or so.

	I promised my nephew we would cook and spend time together slicing onions and tomatoes as I am seldom home and am made busy by work and saving what little keep is left. What little time saved, I keep in the kitchen or wherever to enjoy the moment before it slips. When I found Karl still asleep at 10 am and obliviously forgetting his rendezvous, I had to call him from an open deck in the third floor of our house where a makeshift kitchen is, roofed and walled by corrugated GI sheets. I hoped that he takes over the cooking as his palate is, I surmise, better than mine. He can distinguish a degree of sweetness, saltiness or sourness in what to me passes simply for an acceptable taste, whatever it is. Moreover, the time I slice with him preparing the ingredients cuts a little distance, if any, so long stretched already by this bane-of-a-boon called cellphone/tablet.

	A steep, narrow stairway of about 10 ladders fit only for a person passing at a time was where I was yelling. Right at the top step, perched precariously, and holding at the railing without much grip. The ba(l)d sole of my slippers did the slipping a favor at my expense. Gravity pulled my body mercilessly as my butt and back bounced from one hapless step to the next. Mother, herself busy with the sinaing went calling after, wondering how my voice, at a moment so near her, suddenly seemed to have echoed from the abyss. The right side of my butt cushioned the fall, heroically aided by my left hand which, many years ago, sustained a bad fracture in a basketball game. I felt my body quickly, sensing whether I remained whole or what. I lingered at the bottom of the steps for a while nursing a sharp pain somewhere. When I stood up, the universe seemed abnormal and its bodies, out of orbit. Of all, I recalled two things: my morning prayer and T.S. Eliot whose lines in The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock read:

		Do I dare disturb the universe?
		In a minute there is time
		For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse.

Of a sudden, I forgot about the shrimp, the onions and tomatoes, cooking, and Karl. Epiphany came shooting from the numbness in my wrist and the aching of my limbs. I thought of life’s fragility. How in an instant, dreams can crash unceremoniously, helplessly out of recklessness as my inscrutable decision to unmount the stairs and disturb a dreaming boy. Petrified, I dreaded the what-ifs filling my head. Mindlessness has its prize, I surmised: that idea of wanting to cramp in a moment all the pleasures and necessities without regard for anything; like mortgaging the future in the words of Gilda Cordero Fernando. Life is such that in moments odd and surreal, when the mind lapses into inattention and balance sways to and fro, compromised by a sense of confusion as a result of either haste or indecision, it jolts you so abruptly you lose all the nerves to be the man that you are not. “Things happen,” I told mother later at a dining table while skinning the shrimp on one end, and myself, on the other. Accidents have a way of sending you to the bottom where you see yourself unfit for life’s greater adversities. Meanwhile, I enjoyed the company of Karl and my family whose presence reminds me to use my time meaningfully.

	There is utter nakedness in a free-falling descent on a staircase. It may have been a rude descent to borrow from a cartoonist. It strips off completely ego’s elegant cover to make you realize that indeed, we stand frail, fractured, falling, failing, and alas, absolutely vulnerable!







4. Trip(ped)

	No excursion is a waste. Not even the seemingly absurd. To one who prefers to squeeze the juices, bitter or sweet, a cup shall surely run over.

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Such was so in my case when one sweltering afternoon, out of boredom, I slipped through my squarish room in Leon Guinto Street to wend my way to SM North via EDSA. By the (dis)grace of a relatively faster LRT/MRT ride, which cost me roughly 60 pesos back and forth, I clambered up the stairs in Vito Cruz. It was, as it had been months ago when I took my usual ride for work in a university in Makati. The coaches brimmed with listless passengers who at an instant, became expert contortionists who squeezed their bodies feebly in an effort to snatch enough space for maneuver while standing the whole trip long and gripping at a thin bar attached to the ceiling. At rush hours, this rectangular coach is worse than UFC’s octagon in that one has to wrestle his/her way in and out and is lucky enough to alight in one piece unbruised. I want to see the cityscape from where I’d sit and relish the progress the Metro has thus far achieved, I told myself. I got to EDSA station miraculously unscathed but had to climb a steep stairway and find my way to another turnstile going into the MRT to bring me straight to the north.

	I perched in a corner seat near the door. Huddling bodies kept coming in, sidling close to one another and leaving not a little space in between. The train sounded its slow tsug…tsug…tsug…after a while and gained momentum and was about to throw unsuspecting riders from where they stood. The clanking of the rails made me apprehend a looming disaster was to occur so I diverted my thoughts by trying to peer through the glassed window. But the most I saw were backs of people forming a formidable wall in front of me. I wondered what progress this sight represented. I sank to my seat, pondered on an apparent failure of this journey. The good thing about meditation, no matter how brief, is that it subdues your desire to protest unreasonably or burst angrily. It silently compels you to consider. In between EDSA and SM North, there was nothing much I saw except the rusting rails when I struggled to twist my body to the right and threw a downward glance at an unobscured window on my back.

	I reached SM North in less than an hour, sauntered about uneasily, and sat for a few minutes in a steel bench at the mall’s lobby. People came and went, hurried their way in and out of the building’s entrance. It was about 2 pm and the humid air made you fidget. I should be back in Leon Guinto by 4 and proceed to Paseo Palisoc, a stretch of cemented road extending about half a kilometer and slicing through the bay from the shore at the back of the Folk Arts’ Theater, I thought. There where I spent many lazy afternoons watching sunsets and listening to the roll of waves bashing the breakwater, I would tally the sum of this jaunt, weigh its absurdity against its utility, and conclusively resolve whether to do it over or never again.

	At about 5, the ripples of small waves combing the shore sent a sliver of serenity that soothed the spirit. I did my round trip as planned, I realized, and it was not completely fruitless as it looked. If it were any consolation, the ride confirmed solidly my observations about the chaotic if not barbaric character of our commuters who have less regard for discipline and even lesser consideration of other passengers’ welfare. They go about their affairs as they please and may break your limb obliviously and guiltlessly in the process. They have somewhere to get to. And get there they will the soonest time possible. Nevermind if it means stepping on your toe, fracturing your nose, or elbowing you fatally. Proper behavior doesn’t seem to interest them. Not in this messy juncture between work and home. If the measure of one’s character is his/her demeanor in the worst of circumstances, then we shall never pass the test. The sort of individualistic, me-alone-matters stance is a testament to a failed collective duty to grow a respectful, other-centered community who delights in the progress of many even at the expense of the self. Self-sacrifice for that matter, doesn’t seem to exist in our consciousness as disorder in public places permanently erodes what little we have of national discipline. Our collective indifference, sustained by our schools’ apparent neglect in value formation, public or private, seems to breed a generation of apathetic people unmindful of their duties to promote the common good.

	Once, jogging in Luneta, I was moved by a group of Korean tourists who deliberately deposited their trash in a large plastic can in a corner. It pained me to think that a day after public holidays as Christmas and the New Year, when people flocked in droves, the park transforms into a mere appendage to a pile of garbage littered everywhere. Had Lapu-lapu’s statue been endowed with a mythic power to become flesh a la Pygmalion’s Galatea, it would have grabbed our kababayans by the nape and hurled them all the way to the bay where they’ll float alongside some driftwoods, diapers, sachets, and filthy ufos (unidentified floating objects) among other pollutants.

	The wind wafted from the sea gently swayed me to look at the bright side. Sure. That side, in fact, of this puny excursion was that epiphanic moment when, though aghast at how poorly we conduct ourselves publicly in our daily commute, I was compelled to a firmer conviction to do better as a teacher in instilling values. This teacherly act constitutes an excursion of its own. It looks gargantuan and absurd an endeavor. But there always are juices to squeeze.
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