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Soft Drinks and Lust

He finds himself standing in the night, cold and alone, and a sharp wind punches at his chest.  He gazes as far as he can down the dimly lit road, and sees her standing there.  Almost impulsively, he desires to kiss her, to press her warm body against his, forever, to quench his feverish lust pulsating through each appendage.  He starts toward her, carefully at first as if to maintain balance, but then begins to take longer strides.  He can still see her far off, motionless, her longish hair flowing steadily to the right.  An incredible urgency shoots through his body.  He must hurry, he tells himself, so he accelerates his brisk walk to a jog.  The wind begins to pick up again, but he is determined to get there this time.  The streetlights and store windows along the streets stream past him, indicating that he is making progress, but the girl remains in the distance, still a long way off.  He pushes harder – his pants begin to stick to his legs, but he clenches his fists harder and pumps his arms relentlessly, struggling to gain ground towards the girl.  He can almost see her crystalline eyes glimmering in the distance, he tells himself, but she only seems to descend into the darkness of the night as he runs harder.  He sprints mightily with every spare morsel of strength available in his soul, but it’s already too late.  Her brilliant countenance quickly fades out of vision and into the darkness.

He hated that dream.  He hated the way he’d look into the mirror in the morning, seeing his glassy eyes strain to hold back the potential tears, his hair spun about his head from the intense slumber that night.  He hated the smell of the many plant specimen surrounding him there in the biology side room every time he woke up, searing through his sinuses and making him gag.  Most of all, he hated his dismal existence, his unfulfilled passions and aspirations to get out of school.  He wanted to make a break of it, somehow.

He didn’t want anyone to see him come out of the back room, even though it was only 6:30, so he ducked in an exaggerated fashion and padded his way through the door into the classroom, finding his clothes folded in the first row right next to the twenty dollars the professor left for him.  After dressing and pocketing the money, he carefully peered out the row of windows just over the lab countertop and scanned the parking lot.  Empty.  He slipped on his backpack and slipped out the door, casually inserting his hands into his pockets as if he’d just arrived, early as usual.

“You look like crap,” Gerald said frankly with his mouth full of food.  “You need to find yourself a girlfriend, dude.  Get you all cleaned up.”

“That’s hilarious.” Paul poked at his eggs with his fingernail.  It was probably the third time he had eggs this week, and probably the third time he wasn’t hungry in the morning, but he couldn’t remember.  “I had that stupid dream again.”

“Quit your whining, man.  It’s just a dream.  You get all freaked out every time that happens.”

“It’s horrible, I keep-“

“Running and running.” Gerald puts down his fork and stares into Paul’s eyes. “Paul, get a grip.  You’re going to wear yourself out trippin’ about that girl every day.  It’s ridiculous.”  He points his hand at Paul like a gun. “You’ve got to get that stuff out of your head before it kills you.”  He makes a subtle gunfire sound and kicks his hand back, then chuckles and shakes his head.  “Man.”

Paul bit his bottom lip hard until it hurt, then released it.  “What would it be like if you woke up every morning hating your life, feeling like you’re going nowhere?”

Gerald swallowed and cleared his throat.  “I’d find myself a real job and get out of here.”

“I do have a real job.  I help Professor Hughes with-“

“That’s not a job, man.  You can’t be a teacher’s pet all your life.”

Paul suddenly grew stern, but it just looked funny to Gerald.

“So where am I supposed to go, huh?  Where?  I don’t even know.”

“I don’t know either.  I’m not your daddy.”  Gerald wiped his mouth with his arm.  “Listen, I’m just trying to help you out, bro.  You’ve been at this school forever, and I think it’s time to move on.  I don’t know anyone else here with as many credits as you have.”  He pushed himself up from the table, leaving his empty tray.  “Eat your breakfast before class starts.”

Paul wiped his forehead with the palm of his hand, staring at his eggs.  They sat there, silent, just like he wanted them.  Silent was good.  Silence wasn’t insulting.  Paul hadn’t felt this dejected for a while.

After Gerald had left, Paul got up and shuffled to the back of the cafeteria, then sat down facing the entrance.  He checked his watch.  Four minutes.  He began to pretend to eat his food, making sure no one noticed his locked stare towards the sliding doors.  He wanted to make sure he didn’t miss a second.  

This became routine to him.  He would see the doors open, see her enter with the corner of his eye, then put his head down to look busy for a second as she scanned the room for seating.  Then he’d glance up quickly as she gave her right backpack strap a tug, then smooth out her hair as she zoned in on a seat at the right side of the room.  If there were fewer seats available than she’d expected, she’d softly purse her lips and let out a sigh, and he’d melt, as she strolled to the opposite part of the room.  And then he’d make his move.

He would get up, making sure he emptied his trash nearest to where she sat, taking every opportunity to examine her.  Then he’d sharply pivot around and corner around her table, just close enough to brush against her lightly, not to disturb her but to get her attention.  Then he’d nonchalantly swivel his head in her direction, and with a sly smirk on his face, humbly state “Excuse me,” in the most suave tone he knew how (somewhat like Pierce Brosnan) and look deep into her eyes.  And that’s when she’d fall for him, right there.

He’d been rehearsing the situation in his mind for weeks.  It’s foolproof, he thought.  No doubt.  And today was the day.  He was tired of criticism from Gerald.  It was time to grow up.

So he got up.  He carried himself over to the trashcan, not exactly looking right at her, but recognizing her position.  He hurried past her table, making sure he got a closer look at her eyes.  With his gaze locked, he effortlessly emptied his full tray of eggs onto the side of the trashcan and upon her backpack.  Then he sharply pivoted around, just like he had practiced before, and pushed into her shoulder, knocking his unclosed backpack into her back and effectively spilling all of its contents onto the floor next to her chair.  As she turned to glance at her scrambled egg-speckled bag, he craned his neck sharply and squeaked out “Excoose me” like a small child, then ingeniously located the outer leg of her chair and catapulted himself to the ground.  Perfect.

The room echoed with gasps and giggles as he froze there, sprawled out face first on the filthy cafeteria floor.  “Oh my God!” his muse shrieked, and he knew this was his cue.  He located the books closest to his legs, scooting them under his arms awkwardly, then scrambled to his feet and flung himself out of the cafeteria door.

Maybe she’d forget the whole thing, he thought.  Unlikely.  I’m doomed.

He thought of ways to perhaps make up for the debacle, in his mind listing every concoction of apology he might say to her, just after realizing he was headed to his political science class without his textbook.  He didn’t care anymore.

Professor Hughes inspected the air near Paul with his nose. “Paul, did you shower this morning?”

“Yeah.” He lied.

Professor Hughes glanced at the back doorway.  “I didn’t see any water in the emergency shower area.  Paul… you really need to start taking better care of yourself.”

Paul placed his focus back onto his open textbook.  He couldn’t really focus, but Hughes required him to study for at least an hour every evening.  Hughes’ last class ended at 7:30, but typically he stuck around for a while longer to check on his nephew.

“If you don’t take any initiative, you’ll never get out of here.  Did you research universities to transfer to like I asked you?”

Paul bit his tongue spitefully, but pretended not to hear.  “Huh?”

Hughes slapped the lab countertop forcefully, startling Paul.  “Are you serious?  You will never make progress in life if you never take any initiative!  I know it’s hard for you, but my sympathy is beginning to grow thin.  You need to take responsibility for your life, despite the circumstances you’ve endured.”

“What if I don’t care?” he mumbled.

“What?”

“I said,” he raised his voice, “what if I, don’t, care!?” Paul shivered at the intensity of his own voice.

“No, I heard you the first time.” He paced around the room.  He locked his knees out of frustration, his walk resembling a European military march.  “I cannot let you stay here if you don’t make a decision.  The department is already upset with me for allowing you to sleep in the back room, so… I don’t know.  Maybe you should consider moving back home.”

“Home is the last place I want to be right now.” Paul retorted. “That’s not happening.”

“Well, Paul, I can’t just let you squander the department funding because of your defiance.  I understand your situation, but my patience is running thin. With all due respect, your presence is beginning to take a toll on my career.”  He scratched his head solidly.  “I can only let you stay here for one more semester, Paul.  You need to find a school to transfer to.  Heck, I’ll pay for it if you want to.  But I don’t want you just stagnating here.  Okay?”

Paul perspired in his seat.  He was scared to move, afraid of change.  Enough of that had gone on in his life.  All he wanted was stability, some control in his life.  He couldn’t control his parents’ ugly divorce.  The thought of more change was frightening.

“Okay, I promise,” he appeased him.

“Okay.  Talk to me about any problems you’re having.  I want to make sure we retain family structure for you here.”

“Yup.”  At this point, he just wanted Hughes to leave.  Despite their close relationship, Paul still couldn’t refer to him on a first-name basis.  He couldn’t tell if it was formality or general intimidation.

“Get some sleep, okay?  It looks like you’ve had a hard day.” Professor Hughes pushed out the classroom door, leaving the lab silent once again.  

Paul watched him exit, plod down the grassy slope to the parking lot and enter his car.  The moment Hughes pulled out, Paul jumped out of his seat and climbed onto the table, then pulled a wrinkled piece of paper from a small gap in the beaker rack.  He quickly opened up the tattered binder paper and read over its contents carefully.

He could probably memorize everything written on it, he’d revised it so many times.  He let the words he exquisitely scrawled out roll off his tongue carefully, under his breath. 

“Dear Rebecca.” He thought it was too formal, but he couldn’t think of another way to address her.  ‘Dearest Rebecca’ might be too much, and ‘To a friend’ would be too casual.  It took him a week to decide on it.  “You sat behind me in social science class last year, and I must admit…” Admit?  Was there anything to admit, really?  He may as well have told her everything right there in the cafeteria. “…I must admit, you’ve struck me with the arrows of Cupid…”  Pathetic.  He knew how absurd that sounded.  Writing was never his strength.  He pounded on the table, punching the defenseless paper until it hurt.  He was hoping the paper felt the majority of the pain.

He got up and poured himself a cup of orange soda.  That was the one thing that Paul missed about home – his mother consistently stocked the refrigerator with an ample supply of his favorite beverage.  Fortunately, every memory attached to glasses of orange soda at home were positive, permitting a memory block to form over the blackest and most horrifying memories of home he could conjure up.  The flavor of the beverage shot through his nerves immediately, forcing the images of broken beer bottles and the resonating sound of open insults to fade from the forefront of his mind.

But tonight it didn’t do anything for him.

“Aw man, it’s flat!”  He rolled his tongue around his mouth, searching for the flavor.  “Blech! What is this?” The soda tasted coppery in the back of his throat.  He promptly dumped the rest of his cup into the lab sink.  The bitterness of the drink surprised him, but perhaps it was a perfect ending to a perfectly bitter day.  He crumpled up the letter and dropped it into the waste bin, discarding his hope along with it, and promptly plopped onto the cot in the back room, allowing his conscious thoughts to quickly disarm themselves and disintegrate into a hard slumber.

Paul finds himself on a dimly lit street once again, shivering and drenched with perspiration.  She stands in the distance again, silhouetted by the streetlights behind her.  He doesn’t feel like running tonight.  Instead, he casually walks down the street, past the empty intersections, past the screaming light posts radiating from the sky.  The heat of the moment is intense; his heart races as he approaches her.  He can see her shining eyes now – he can feel their prominent gaze upon him, fixated, producing eternal smiles in his soul.  He can smell the scent of her countenance, tasting the jubilation deep in his neck.  Effortlessly, he approaches her smile, finds her lips with his mouth and softly wraps his arms around her back, and the warm wind billows her glossy blond hair across his neck.  Passion pulsates in their interlocking embrace for endless moments, producing heat as blaring as summer sunshine.  In fact, now it was daylight, and he finds himself laid across her body on a grassy slope, itching for another sip of her.  She gives him another drink of her tender lips, and he could feel her breath coating his senses down to his toes.  She gnaws at his bottom lip softly, causing him to arch his back in delight.  Her front teeth steadily dig harder into his lip, and he tries to pull away, but he can feel her jaw locking on.  He yelps in pain, but her grip is unwavering.  Struggling to escape only intensifies her clench, and he finds himself wriggling to escape to no avail.  He belts out a scream, and everything goes black.

Paul awoke saturated with sweat, finding himself on the floor five feet from his bed with a pair of potted plants lying across his bare back.

“Geezus, what was that?”  Professor Hughes flung open the door and grabbed Paul by the arms, pulling him to his feet.  “Are you okay?  I thought you had already left for breakfast this morning.”

What time is it? Paul thought.  He glanced at the clock, then flinched in terror. The glaring red digits clearly stated his grim situation. 8:25

“ I have a class in fifteen minutes.  Get dressed, please.” Hughes patted a few clods of soil still stuck to Paul’s back.  “I’m going to lock the door, okay?”  He frantically turned around and grabbed the handle to shut the door.

“Hold on.” Paul spotted a plastic bag containing a two-liter bottle on the counter next to his cot. “What’s thisth?” he groggily asked, pointing at it with his hand flung across his belly.  The complexity and effort it took to pronounce the brief question surprised him.

“Oh, I purchased that last night.  I noticed we were out, so—“

“We were out?” Paul still tasted the bitterness from last night’s beverage in his mouth.  “Then what the heck was that in the frizz-- fridge yestherday?”

“Oh… what?”  A ghastly expression struck his face.  “Paul, you didn’t drink that, did you?”

Paul began to shiver in fright, contemplating the worst.  “I didn’t know.  I guess I didn’t see anyfing on it.”  His words ran together, resembling one syllable as he spoke.

“That was a fermentation experiment.  Some of the students in my next class are supposed to distribute samples to the class for analysis this morning.  Oh…” His sigh sounded like his entire being had deflated within him.  “I don’t know what to do.  Oh…”  He leaned back out the door, letting his hand slip off the door handle noisily, and sat at the front desk, promptly dropping his forehead upon the surface violently and letting out a long moan.

Paul started towards him in order to console the dejected professor, but quickly hesitated as he spotted a fully dressed student pull open the entrance door and squeeze inside.  He reached for the door and successfully shut it with all his weight as he flopped to the floor behind it.  He couldn’t tell if the impact onto the tile floor or the horrible tinge of flavor on his tongue made him nauseous, but it was certain that his late night beverage had created a sort of hangover.  He groggily picked himself up off the floor and proceeded to slip on a t-shirt and a pair of pants, then shuffled out through the science department main office, dragging his empty backpack behind him.

The office sat in the middle of the department building, therefore representing an entrance to each classroom on that particular floor, and a single exit, obscurely marked but obviously leading to a deeper hallway.  Paul’s poor judgment and the sudden presence of several of the science department staff in the office prompted him to take the nearest exit, however.  He quickly ran a hand through his greasy hair and muttered a few excuse me’s to the onlookers at the passing parade, then blindly reached for the closest adjacent door and flung it open.

His action revealed a large classroom of occupied desks and a Power Point lecture projected onto the wall.  He unwittingly progressed through the classroom, anxious to find the quickest exit – a straight line through the rows of tables in the room.  He padded his bare feet past a number of chairs, creating a mild stir in the room.

“Excuse me?” a suited man at the front bellowed.

“Oh.”  Paul smirked.  “Excuse ME.”

The class giggled in response, and he poked out of the classroom before the professor could react.  He found himself laughing out loud as he stood outside in the dense sunlight.  The warmth of the dry concrete under his bare feet was surprisingly refreshing.

What I really need, he thought, is some grub.  I’m starved.

It struck him suddenly that his class would begin soon, but his urgent desire for food overcame the need for punctuality at his class.  He flung his backpack over his shoulder, hooking the loop with his forefinger and letting the flaps of its unzipped compartments flutter in the campus wind, then made his way to the cafeteria with the countenance of a street bum.

When he arrived at the automatic sliding door, he spotted Rebecca inside, seated at the right side of the room concentrating on eating a well-rounded meal.  The door began to slide shut in front of Paul, but he promptly threw a foot forward to activate it a second time.  At this point, the majority of the students took note of Paul’s shabby appearance in the doorway.  Half of them quickly returned to their business, but the remainder of his curious audience included Rebecca.  He decided to direct his stare at her.  To his surprise she stared back intently, examining his grisly unshaven face and the drool rolling down the left corner of his lip.  She then realized that the surrounding cafeteria inhabitants recognized this subtle connection between them, and she quickly dropped her fork and ran her fingers through her hair nervously, looking about and shifting in her seat.  

Paul could feel the burning sensation of the thirty eyes in the cafeteria zeroing in on him, creating a blinding effect.

The streetlights.

Rebecca suddenly appeared miles away from him, and the room began to tilt sickeningly, prohibiting him from successfully making any progress towards her.  The sight before his eyes made him nauseous as the dream he knew so well his pounded through his subconscious, overcoming the immense swelling of the mistakenly consumed substance from last night that caused his stomach to gyrate.  He felt a rise in his chest while standing there in the cafeteria doorway, but felt a rise in his mind as well – scrambled conceptions of his future, of Gerald’s warnings of folly, the instability of a marriage out of lust so beautifully exemplified by his broken family, the need to just get out of this school.  The culmination resulting from the mental bombardment caused him to hesitate.  The sea of faces began to blend, and the girl he had once fixated his gaze upon so many times faded into the waves of people in the cafeteria, faded into obscurity, becoming a silhouette in the distance once again.

He turned around, still shuddering, taking a few careful steps away from the door.  His attention fell to the ground and veered over to a patch of lawn a couple of yards off.  After staggering for it, Paul doubled over and flushed out the contents of yesterday’s meals and refreshments onto the ground, leaving a heap of steaming vomit right there.  Repulsed by this sight and the prospect of a girl recognizing, he efficiently wiped his mouth and the perspiration off his brow with the same forearm and headed back to the science building for some orange soda.

