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  Samuel’s Bas-Uy

  
  




The unusually hot summer day hadn’t stopped the Vincenzos from their special Sunday treat. Pork.

No wonder Samuel’s smile was as wide as the mountain ranges behind him, wearing a pair of sparkling eyes full of delight. He worked hard to finally get a kilo of pork, which he knew would make his dear wife and four lovely girls happy. They’d been waiting a month for him to save enough money to get some because pork was a luxury in this part of the barangay. Like having a good beef steak in a five-star fine-dining restaurant. Inaccessible. You might have to befriend a butcher or a Don who owned pig farms to have it within reach all the time.

With excitement in his heart, he kept slipping in more wood to keep the fire burning. Wiping his sweat, he kept stirring the pot while enduring the thick white smoke coming out in all directions. He coughed in between as the smoke sneaked into his nostrils.

Still, the tears around his eyes didn’t stop the smile as he wiped his face with his forearm. Because, in his mind, he was up to cooking the best bas-uy for them. He’d collected the freshest vegetables he needed in the garden and cut the meat into the right portions. There was no way they would be disappointed to welcome Monday tomorrow. They might still have enough protein to endure the rest of the tough week. The toughest, actually, he conceded, glancing at the rice fields screaming for harvest.

That same excitement was brought inside as he carefully rested the steaming ceramic on the dining table, eyeing his wife, fresh from the salon. He didn’t even mind the charcoal on his shirt and a stain on a section of his cheek from dried sweat and dirt. All he cared about was this dazzling woman standing before him. Her fixed curls and distinct fruity perfume brushed his nose. His smile was eloquent.

“You look beautiful,” he said and got a distinct dismissal sound from her. A usual thing. Because Chantal wasn’t great at compliments. But he didn’t care. She was stunning in his eyes despite the weight gain. Even though petite, she had the curves you could only envy. A face that matched Elizabeth Taylor. A voice like Aretha Franklin when she hummed.

As she went on with her narrative, telling him how her Sunday morning went, his smile was genuine and generous, feeling his heart swarmed with butterflies as their eyes met before she headed out. In his mind, he couldn’t believe he was a lucky man to have found this wonderful, amazing woman who loved beauty and fashion. And to be chosen as the father of four wholesome kids, turning five, was more than honorable. He couldn’t wait for another month to welcome a newborn in his hands.

After all, he owed his life to her family, who kept him under their roof when the Japanese ransacked their homes, forcing them to leave Bohol and move to the South. The chaos was too much to think of familiar security when everywhere were bombs and explosions and sirens; houses burning, people screaming for help. With so much destruction around, he was left to survive with his mother and his siblings by his side, not knowing where his father might have gone. When they arrived in Zamboanga, her family welcomed him. The first community he found and learned to love and protect with all his might. Even later, even when he reunited with his Papa, they stayed there for good.

When her father passed away due to tuberculosis shortly after the war ended, he had no qualms about carrying on the responsibility of being the man in the house while keeping his role as a farmer’s son. Even though he was only in his early twenties, he knew how hard it would be for a widow to keep a household with five young children. It was a payback, after all. Years later, as these children went on with their lives, he moved on with his own with a decision to keep his father’s humble farm afloat.

Then, on a fateful day, he met Chantal again. This time, it took a wild turn. He fell head over heels with her, turning that one summer into a fairytale come true. Their relationship bloomed, and their future became clear. Clearer than the blue skies.

Now, almost twenty years later, he stood there, eyeing her through the jalousies, still wearing the same love he found. That same genuine smile he kept while preparing the plates and utensils. Admiration was apparent. There was no doubt he found a rare gem.

A woman who knew her stand, her worth, her value to the community. A woman who could sew clothes whenever and however she wanted, who could do artistic things when bored. A woman with no college degree but who successfully turned his father’s farm into a six-figure business like a pro.

Magnetism wasn’t a question, he mused. People flowed in and out of their home, like money, as if it were a job center, offering themselves the opportunity to work and help in whatever ways they could. Having money wasn’t a concern. Hiring more farmers wasn’t an issue. She once told him that if she were a flower, she would be a money maker because money seemed to follow her around. As if she were born with luck, and luck was her nickname.

Though oddly funny, he knew it was true. Despite having no millions in bank accounts, they had enough to buy farmlands around their home and to pay more people to work on the land. They were prepared to save sums of money for their children’s future and buy more land to house pigs. If they could—

“Samuel, where are the kids?” Chantal’s voice came through, snapping him from his senses. Her concern was a lightning strike, popping his dreamy bubble. His eyes rounded, his feet ran to the kitchen door, slipping half his body. He wanted to say, ‘I don’t know,’ but she already strode away with her friends in a rush to find them.

As they disappeared, he turned his attention to the steaming bowl of rice and bas-uy he had cooked. Prepared, he leaned against the door frame, waiting for the girls to come while letting his eyes meander over the vast farmland. His thoughts wandered, carrying with them his worries along the trip. But knowing the barangay, there was no way they would be lost. They would have been somewhere playing with friends.

After all, it was in the last week of March. And school was about to end. He wasn’t a domineering father who fancied helicopter parenting. The type who controlled his children’s schedule to fit his game. In his mind, let kids be kids. Let their feet take them wherever they went. Besides, they waited for ten long months for this. Free from schoolwork at last. No teachers, no homework.

No wonder the unusually warm day lured the four girls to run around the vast farmlands they owned, to cool themselves in the river. Beneath the mighty mountain ranges that crossed the Zamboanga peninsula, no child would refuse to have a walk and bask in the sun. To enjoy the green terrains of the Southern forest and climb its glorious mountains. Though he was born in the sea, the valley was his second home.

After a time, her distinct, punchy voice alerted him first before his ears caught the kids’ muffled chatter. Luz, the eldest, greeted him first with a groan. Her hands around a heavy basket full of freshly washed laundry. Vilma, the second child, followed her trail with her loud complaints with Mina and Dalia, still bickering behind her. As the five surrounded the dining table, the two-story hut came alive. The same life that touched Samuel’s heart, filling it with love, as he sat, gesturing for all of them to go and eat.

“Wow, bas-uy! We haven’t had this for a while. Papa, you’re the best.” Vilma winked, flicking her head in a gesture, leaving him blushing. Like Chantal, he wasn’t great at compliments, and Vilma was such a generous audience. She never failed to appreciate everything he did. Too vocal sometimes.

“Wipe your sweat. Clean up first before you sit here,” he said and got an easy ‘Yes’ answer, watching her rush to climb the stairs.

While Luz sat, looking prepared to take a deep dive, Mina cared for Dalia, who was only three years old and could barely reach the table. Satisfied, he went on, preparing Chantal’s plate with excitement that he couldn’t shrug off. He scooped a few ladles of rice and took a separate bowl for the soup.

“Here. You should eat. You shouldn’t starve the baby,” he
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