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Preface

I thought about leaving the phone, complete with an entire story in text messages, on a seat at the airport. Perhaps some stranger would pick it up and have something to read on the plane. I thought about snapping that little sim card in two, as I had seen Fajar do in one of his sensational fits of rage. But, when I arrived at the airport, I just turned off the phone, put it in my bag and walked towards the gate. A sales assistant raced out of a souvenir shop and waved a set of postcards in my face, but I hardly glanced at her. I went through the boarding gate and got on the plane.


Chapter One

Fajar

It was early afternoon. I had suffered through all of my morning lessons almost screaming with pain when the teacher called me into his room and ordered me to sit on a plastic stool. My tooth was abscessed and swollen, and I felt like one side of my head was light as air, and the other side made of bricks. Even though my tooth was throbbing, I was curious. I had never been in a teacher’s room before. It was neat and bare, like the dormitory that I slept in at night with the other boys. A plaque bearing the ninety-nine names of Allah was hanging sternly on the wall above the bed, and there was also a washbasin, and a number of books were lined up along a shelf.

The room was not right for the teacher’s large body and kind face. I wondered if this man, whose name was Dedi, would not like a wife and perhaps a young son, and also why he did not have a television. He washed his hands at the basin and then shocked me by putting one fat hairy finger right inside my mouth.

Bite.

Against my beliefs regarding the biting of a teacher, but in accordance with the laws of obedience, I clamped down on his finger as hard as I could. A shock of pain was followed by a burst of warm, foul-tasting liquid, which I spat into Dedi’s handkerchief.

Bite again.

After that he tied one end of a piece of thread to my tooth and the other end to the handle of the door of his room. I felt the blood drain quickly from my face and I tried to tell him that I would ask my family to send money for the dentist, but his arm moved swiftly to the door and it was over. He gave me some medicine to take, and then he was showing me out of the room when the headmaster found us, approaching with his nervous, birdlike manner, head cocked to one side as if testing each word.

Your father has gone to Allah, Fajar.

Both men turned their eyes on me, thoughtfully, as if they were weighing up all of the consequences of that one piece of news – the way that each difficulty would now line up against the next and crash down on my small frame.

Within the hour, Teacher Dedi walked me down the road to the bus stop. His large hand rested on my shoulder for a moment before I got on and paid the driver and found my seat. I turned to wave, but there was only a square white back bobbing along the road in a cloud of smoke.

As the bus started moving, my tongue sought out the place where the rotted tooth had been so cleverly removed, leaving a satisfying new gap. Then I turned my attention to a rooster that was staring at me from its seat on the lap of a young woman. Rain began to strike at the windows of the bus, but then stopped as if changing its mind. I looked at the chicken and pretended not notice the woman, who had a large birthmark on her face and sat staring out at the grey, threatening sky. I was trying to think a clear path through the fuzziness of the medicine.

 My father has gone to Allah. But how? Is he in Paradise already? Doesn’t he know that he is urgently needed at home?

The concept of death had not taken a definite shape in my mind, although I had seen it before in the form of a motionless, doll-like form that had once been the next-door-neighbour’s baby. But I couldn’t see that my father had anything to do with that. A tiny voice crept in to offer some advice.

It might be a mistake, it whispered.

I watched the people getting on and off the bus with their children and animals and packages, as the journey passed slowly, with many stops.

 As we neared the centre of the city, the buildings grew taller and the sky became dirty with smoke from the traffic. I got off the bus on a side road. There were scraps of rubbish blowing around in the street as the wind was picking up for a storm. My eyes began to sting with grit and heat.

I crossed the high bridge over the motorway, which was swarming with beeping cars and motorbikes and people heaving carts through the murky air. I was home. I could hear the praying coming from our house as I went along the back alleys until I saw that some relatives of ours standing in the front yard. A flash of lightning gave them a strange yellow glow for a moment and then the youngest boy began waving and shouting to me. My father should be greeting them, I thought stupidly, and my mother, and they should not be standing there in the heat and wind with the storm coming.

In truth, our house is not large, and inside was full of other relatives. I could not find my mother, but my eldest sister came forward to greet me. I saw that she had been crying – but my own eyes stayed dry. Even when I saw the white shroud that tightly held my father’s body – when the thunder and rain came shouting, banging and smashing on the roof, and when we took him to be buried the next day and I watched my grown-up brothers carry him without stumbling to the car. Even now, so many years after, as I am remembering, it feels like it felt then. Inch by inch, I turned to very cold stone – the feet first, followed by the hands and chest. The cold feeling crept along the veins in my arms and ran like ice down into my fingertips. I became very quiet and still. I went through all of the prayers and rituals with the spice of incense burning at my nostrils. I did not want the green and pink cakes that my sister offered to the neighbours.

More than anything, I was disappointed to find that this is what happens in spite of everything, to change colour and shrink, and to be wrapped in white cloth like some terrible gift for the earth to receive. Even to men like my father, who had a reputation for being very lucky and was able to steer his large family away from trouble and into prosperity.

After most of the people had left, my mother made me a place to sleep on the floor by the window, next to my small cousin. I lay looking out at the darkness through a gap in the curtains, listening to the clatter of cups and plates being washed and stacked. The big rain turned into smaller rain and finally disappeared. The grown-up men of the family would take him very early, at first light, and then come back to help my mother receive visitors and to observe the three days of mourning. I wondered who would now catch and tend the doves that my father used to sell at the markets and who would raise the rabbits and chickens and go around buying and selling all kinds of useful things in order for us to live.

For the next few days it seemed that everything in our house had changed, but around us the streets continued their song as if nothing had happened. Children rose like ragged birds in the mornings and chirped and screamed and laughed on the roadside where they always played. Women carried baskets of cakes through the neighbourhood and men pushed their breakfast carts selling bubur ayam and coffee and fried snacks. The ojek drivers watched the street and smoked and gossiped and waited for customers.

I wanted to stay there amongst the cheerful noises and the quiet shadows of our house, where my father’s presence could still be felt in the corners and around the windowsills, but my lessons had already been paid for the next two years and my mother was anxious to begin honouring my father’s wishes straight away. So, a week after the funeral, she packed my things. This was not an easy task as I had made up my mind not to return to school, so as soon as she had finished packing the case, I took everything out again and returned the case to the shelf where I kept my things. After I had unpacked for a third time, my mother called two of my sisters to help her. At the sight of me standing there, glaring fiercely, in front of the neatly stacked clothing, all three of them started giggling. That was an insult I was not prepared to take. I was surprised to find my legs moving of their own accord, and a loud screaming noise coming out of me.

You think it’s funny! Why are you sending me away from my father’s house? I started kicking at the case and then picked it up and threw it across the room. Unluckily, it hit my mother’s shelf of special family things, including flowers and photographs of my father, which came crashing down from the wall.

Suddenly nobody was laughing.

Fajar, I thought you were a good boy, said my mother, in a shocked voice.

My eldest brother, Rhamat, came running downstairs to find me standing amongst the debris, breathless and defiant. He swiftly grabbed me by the shoulders and then pulled down my trousers and took off his belt.

My mother tried to intervene.

 Rhamat! No!

But Rhamat would not listen.

This kind of temper shows a very bad character, he said steadily, waving at them to stand back. Best to catch it early.

He pinned me down on the table with one hand and thrashed at my legs and buttocks many times with the belt, while my mother and sisters stood and watched him. That is the way it would be from then on: Rhamat taking over my father’s position in the family before we even had a chance to get used to his death, but unlike my father, Rhamat did not hesitate to use force. He would beat any of us, especially the boys, while the women would stand there like stunned deer, staring wide-eyed, and doing nothing.

I did not give Rhamat the satisfaction of crying out when he beat me. I kept silent, and afterwards walked out of the house without looking at any of them. That night when I returned, I lay awake with the red welts stinging, my skin itching, but I was determined not to show any feelings, even to myself.

The next morning, I ate the breakfast that my mother cooked for me, and then the two of us walked, without speaking, to the bus stop.

You must work hard and try to be gentle, she said, as she hugged me goodbye.

I did not answer. She looked small and worried as the bus the bus pulled away, but I did not return her wave.

On the way back to school, I stared out of the window, barely noticing the other people riding on the bus. I watched the sky change from dirty brown to pale blue and the tall city buildings dwindle into the distance. Nobody was waiting for me at the bus stop, so I walked down the laneway alone and found the latch on the gate at the back of the school grounds. I returned to my classes without any fuss – a cold stone boy, but nobody seemed to notice any difference.


Chapter Two

All that was more than twelve years ago. I am not a child anymore, but that’s not easy to explain to five older brothers and six older sisters. Rhamat is still the bossiest and the worst. Although my mother is the head of the family, and she still tries to do things according to my father’s directions, Rhamat argues with everything and always wants the best of everything for himself and his dog-faced wife.

He is twenty years older than me, and all of us hate him. We wish he had not taken the place as the first man of the family. My mother has said that perhaps one day he will be run over by a bus. When she said that I told her that he is our brother and we must try to love him, but in my secret heart I was glad to hear it spoken.

Our mother works very hard and watches over us, especially me because I am the youngest, and my next brother Satiya because he is lazy and will not settle down to a wife or a job. He is ten years older than me and we have four sisters in between.

Everyone says that Satiya and I are the handsome ones in our family and also that we could be twins, but I don’t think so. For a start, he is shorter than me, and he covers his face with a beard. I can see that his eyes are dark like mine and he has high cheekbones and curly hair that he grows long and ties with a red bandana. I keep my hair short and my face clean-shaven. Satiya stays out most nights and refuses to answer to anyone when he comes home in the mornings. He eats and then goes off to work, his eyes sullen and drooping from lack of sleep. He did not like school and cannot speak a word of English, whereas I still have the certificates that I won in high school for best English student two years in a row – the year my father died and the next year. After that I came back home, to Jakarta, as there wasn’t any money to keep me there.

Night is the best time for Jakarta. Our houses are small and hot, so we hang out in the street or down by the river, where there are a few scraggly trees and a warung that sells tea. We also buy snacks there, and sometimes a little vodka, and other things if the right person is buying. There are piles of rubbish along the street and clouds of insects rising from the river, and a straight stretch of road that is good for racing. Our motorbikes roar like stallions, kicking up dust over the oily moon. There are no women here – all wives, mothers and sisters are in the homes that they are constantly spinning for us, like spiders. When we return at dawn, wives will be sulky and silent, mothers will scold.

Everyone who has a bike comes down here to try to earn a little extra money by racing and betting at the balap1. We do this every Friday and Saturday night – unless the police come. Then they take whatever they can get out of us and send us home. Sometimes there is very big money to be won at the balap, and then the police will allow it, for a share of the prize money. If you want to win big, though, you have to put up top money. This is why you must be very careful about lending money to your friends. They will sometimes borrow from many friends on the same day, in order to do this racing. When they lose, they will have no way to pay anyone back.

One night I won three races, all of them against the second brother of my street enemy, who had cost me both my girlfriend and my job. My friend Budi was there, and he told me:

 Take this bastard, Fajar, and show him who is the winner and who will be the winner, always, in the end.

We had put two hundred thousand rupiah on the first race. They called the start and from the beginning I felt the bike rush out fast and straight and I beat him easily. His face was blank as he called for another race. We always double the money if another race is called for. I told him he would be very sorry to lose four hundred thousand more. I could still feel the magic coming from my jeans and the warm seat of my bike, so I agreed and again, I beat him easily. This time he was sweating and showing his teeth after the finish.

He slowly walked over to where his friends were standing and talked for a minute and then returned. He wanted to race for eight. I had already won six and Budi was telling me to stop, but I was looking at the sweat forming on his forehead and I knew I would beat him again. Give me two hundred thousand, I told Budi – I knew that he had some money, although he had lost his job at the same time as me. This time he wanted to double the distance but Budi said:

 No. He will run off the end if he loses. 

Leave my eight here, my opponent said, and nobody runs anywhere.

So we raced with two men from each side at the finish line and I beat him again. I was happy to take his money, although we never usually race for this amount and I surely knew he would have to borrow to live and would struggle to pay back his friends for a long time.

The next night he wanted to race me again, but I refused.

 You are three times the loser. I won’t waste my time racing such a rider.

His body stiffened and he glared at me for a moment but said nothing, and after a few seconds he got on his bike and drove away into the night.

My blessings to your brother, I called after him.

I was relieved to see him go. In truth, I couldn’t feel the magic in my body that night and I was sure he would have beaten me.

In the daytime and some nights I had been working as a security guard at KFC. I had a uniform and was earning one million rupiah per month. There is a trick to that job that not everyone knows: you can take your free meal, which you are given every day, and sell it outside for half price. You take the back lane, or the car park, and there is always someone who will buy it. If you can find a way to get two meals out, and nobody notices, it is even better. In this way you can increase your salary and that is how I could get a deposit for my motorbike.

Aryanti was my girlfriend at that time. I had told her that as soon as I paid the bike we would be married, but soon after that I became impatient and did not want to wait. Aryanti’s mother was the one who refused.

He can wait and pay the bike first, she told her. Have an umbrella ready before the rain.

My own mother was not in agreement because she did not want me to follow in Satiya’s footsteps. I was already twenty-four and she was anxious not to have a second son in his thirties with no wife, but she told me to respect the wishes of Aryanti’s mother without argument.

It was some time later that I lost the job. Remi, the brother of the man I later beat on the bike began telling stories about me and Budi. First he told them that we were smoking ganja when working, but he could not show any proof. We were called into the office, where Mr Iskandar, the boss man, looked into our eyes for signs of drugs. This was the same man who had squeezed our testicles at our job interview, in order to check that we were virgins. I had shaved all the hairs from around my penis and testes, as I had seen done in many porn movies, and he was very surprised to see this.

What is this for?! he demanded.

I was standing with my pants around my ankles with everybody looking at my poor exposed bird.

Do you have the crabs? Or are you some kind of perverted infidel?

I wanted to tell him that he was the perverted one to lay his hands on my private parts, but instead I told him about my terrible heat rash, from riding the motorbike and wearing jeans. I quickly showed him the bribe money and he told me to do up my trousers.

There had been three of us on that day and we all got a job, but the third man died soon afterwards in a traffic accident. He was run over on his motorbike on the way to work, and somehow never replaced. I wondered if Iskandar had continued to take his pay, because we had to cover three floors between two people, when it should have been one floor each. Budi and I had worked together like this for two years, when the same boss again called us in to the office. This time he looked into our eyes, instead of other places, to see if we showed any signs of smoking drugs. I could see that he had not gotten over his earlier dislike of me. He let Budi stand to one side and tried for some minutes to get a confession from me, but I held firm and he did not fire us.

The next day we brought cigarettes to his office, with Budi leading the way.

Please accept this small gift from my father.

Iskandar gestured for him to put the carton down on the desk and then turned his eyes on me as I produced an identical package.

Do not let me hear any more tales about either of you, he scowled.

We closed the door and immediately began mocking him as we walked away.

Please accept this gift from my father and please kiss my biji.2

Does this man’s mother have a penis? 

No, his wife does; may she smoke him while he smokes our cigarettes. 

The truth is, everyone takes a little ganja when they can get it, even Remi, our accuser, and especially when working at night. That first time we did not get fired, but some months later Iskandar began to complain about other things – twenty minutes late and such. It all ended in a bag search where he found some money, which had been placed there.

It is hard to prove you have not stolen money that is sitting right there in your bag, and if you make a fuss they can call the cops and then you have your hands in your wallet until they bleed. Iskandar told us we were fired. I had the feeling that only he could have placed the money there, because only he could have a spare locker key. This time I talked straight.

 Are you sure it was us, you old spider monkey? Do you want another look at our eggs before we go home? And then you can go and spank yourself! 

For the second time I stood before him with my trousers down, while Budi laughed hysterically and gathered our belongings.

Fajar, you are the craziest son of your mother, Budi spluttered, when he had pushed me outside.

And he was right. I am famous in my family for having a very hot temper that makes me do crazy things.

We got on our bikes, but did not go home. Instead, we rounded up some friends and three of my brothers and went to find Remi. We caught him by surprise – although he surely must have expected us to act against him, but perhaps not so quickly.

Our jobs were taken by his brother and nephew, but Remi himself found that he was unable to work for several weeks, as he fell off his bike that night and broke his arm and smashed up his face.

For the first month without a job I was looking everywhere for work. My cousin wanted to sell me a job as a ticket conductor on the train to Surabaya. He told me that I should pay two million rupiah. It is not permitted to buy a job in this way, but many places will not employ you unless you do so. We cannot ask for our money back if they decide to take the job away later; they will simply deny that any money ever changed hands. This time my mother said that we would not pay, as she had already laid out money for my first job and the man had seen fit to fire me anyway. So I kept looking. I still had a little money and I told myself that everything would be okay.

My father was the lucky one, who could do magic with money and animals. He could buy small things and sell them to people at a higher price. In his memory, I tried to do this myself with the raincoats. I drove a long way to the markets and bought ten raincoats at a cheap price. I tried to sell them to the other drivers in my street, but they all looked at me suspiciously and asked many questions. How much did you pay for this? Why do you want to go shopping for us like a woman? After that I tried at many places for every kind of job. I still had the bike but the payment was two months late. We should pay every month, and if we pay late, they will take extra interest from us. If they don’t get a payment for three months, they will come and take the bike.

One day, on the street, when I only had one week left until the third payment, I met an old friend from my high school. His name was Hidayat, and he was not exactly a friend, but someone who had been in the higher class than me. I only knew him from playing football a few times, but he was easy to recognise because he had a wide forehead and very large ears for which he had been teased by many of the boys and even some of the teachers. I noticed that his ears had not grown smaller with time, as he held out his hand in welcome.

Assalam alaikum, he gave me the greeting from our school times.

He was drinking tea and asked me to join him and after a short time I found myself telling him of my recent troubles.

What if I told you I have a way to give you one hundred thousand right now? he asked.

I protested that I could not borrow any money, but he stopped me before I could finish.

It is not a loan, he said. You will have to earn it, but it will only take a few minutes. We’ll take your bike.

So I drove, while Hidayat sat behind me and directed me to a money changing shop a few streets away. Then he took a twenty-dollar bill from the United States of America from his wallet, and handed it to me. I had never seen one before and I was turning it over in my hands when he said quietly:

Stop acting like a hillbilly or someone will notice. Leave the keys in the bike. Go and change the money and then come straight back.

For a moment, I thought it was a trick, and that he would run away on my bike. He looked at me with impatience.

What are you waiting for?

Hidayat had said that the moneychanger would ask for my ID and then give me the two hundred thousand and some small notes in exchange for the twenty and that is exactly what happened.

When I got back to the bike, he was sitting in the driver’s place with the engine running.

Get on! he hissed.

We drove back to the tea stall where he handed over my share as promised.

Come again tomorrow, he told me. We will try a fifty, but not at the same place.

I told Hidayat that I did not understand why he would want to give me this money. He looked at me for a moment and then spat on the ground and shook his head.

I thought you were the clever one in school, brother, he said. The money is not fucking real. My job is to give you this money, and yours is not to ask me where it comes from, and to get it changed. 

This information worried me, because I had used my ID to change the money. What if they found it was a fake later on?

They do not write it down like that, he said, on each note. There is no way for them to do anything now. 

We arranged for him to text me in coming days to try again, and I left.

I drove through the heavy afternoon traffic and went straight to pick up Aryanti, to take her for ice cream. I was eager to tell her the whole story, but she was not pleased.

Tell me, she asked. You were not good friends with this big telinga3 in school? Then why does he want to give you all this money? Are you suddenly a brother to him?

I do not know, I replied.

Well perhaps you can tell me this, she said, and she looked very stern, despite her tiny build and the glass of strawberry ice cream she was eating. Who is the person who will be caught with the fake money – you or him? 

I did not answer.

If they catch you, you will not find him anywhere. He will drive away on your bike. 

You are very clever, I told her, and it was the truth, especially as she was only nineteen years old.

Yes, I am clever, she said. Fajar, please don’t see this man again.

Hidayat sent me many texts the next week but I did not answer any of them, as promised, and after a short time he didn’t send any more. But time was marching past me and there didn’t seem to be any way forward.


Chapter Three

Another six weeks had passed without work when, on a steamy Friday afternoon, Aryanti came and asked for me. My heart jumped up when I heard she was there and I hurried outside to find her unsmiling at the gate. I was worried straight away because normally a young lady would never call at a man’s house, especially unaccompanied. She looked pale as she delivered the news: her mother had asked her to break with me because I still didn’t have a job.

I drove her to a place where we could talk without interruption and tried to get her to see sense. Her small brown hand held firmly onto the tea glass and her pretty face was quiet and sad, but she was insistent.

Finally I said: It is you who wants to break with me, not your mother. Lempar batu sembunyi tangan1 Why are you telling me these lies? Who do you want to marry instead of me? 

She began to cry a little but did not answer. Then I changed tack and told her I would not accept her request to cut our relationship, because it was a mistake. I would call her the next day after she had informed her mother of this.

Rhamat saw me come in that afternoon. Earlier he had seen Aryanti at the gate and I knew he would be full of questions. He can sniff out bad luck like a cunning dog and would be delighted to rub my face in it, while admonishing Aryanti for her lack of decorum. Only worse would be the kindly advice that would be given by his scornful wife who was holding his arm as I entered. They watched me together, like a vicious animal with four eyes and many claws waiting to pounce.

Even our hopelessly small house was against me as I tripped over an electric cord that someone had forgotten to put away and a plate came crashing down from the table and shattered onto the floor. I tried to find a reason not to smash it all down with my fists: the worn-out furniture and cracked dishes and the toys and clothes that had been carelessly tossed all over the couch where I slept. As soon as Rhamat began to scold me about the plate, I picked up a cup from the table and sent it flying past his ear and into the wall. Then I went out, quickly, kicking over a pile of sneakers at the door. The voice of Rhamat’s wife followed me like a chattering ape as I got on the bike and pulled out past a group of curious children. My throat was strained and tight and I realised that I had been shouting and my face was streaming with tears.

I drove through the traffic for several hours until I was tired and had to stop. I was nearly on the edge of Jakarta by then, at a small warung2 by a river. The people were speaking the language of the Jakarta tribe who were here before everybody else. These people are very rough and many are bandits, but I am curious about them. I smoked and drank coffee and tried to understand a woman who was barking out instructions to her husband and children through the thick smoke of fish grilling over coals. The moon was small and faraway in the sky when I finally arrived home. The house was silent, full of people sleeping as if dead.

The next day I called Aryanti, but her answer was the same. Four times that same week I asked her not to break with me. I begged her to believe in me. I would get a job and pay the bike and we could get married as planned. But she did not change her mind.

I had been working in the street as an ojek driver for some weeks, but the money was small. Every man who has a bike and doesn’t have a job will be an ojek, and so you must wait in line for the jobs that come in slowly. Wait and smoke and talk. Sometimes Aryanti would walk past while I was there. I did not offer to drive her as I had done in the past, and she did not turn her head my way.

I was making very little and spending it every night, drinking and smoking kretek3 on the street with my friends.

Two more months went by like this. I had borrowed heavily from my mother, and my sister, who had borrowed herself to help me, and still I had not found any work. Then, one day, Budi came to see me and he was very excited.

Forget about the raincoats – this they will line up to buy from you!

He had begun selling ganja, which he bought from a guy from our old workplace. At first I thought it was a crazy idea and I told him so. He was a very small fish, and would get someone upset with him. But after a while I could see that he was making a little money without anybody bothering him, and I started to think about it more seriously. The problem was that I would have to borrow in order to buy the first ounce. I was still making my mind up when the police came.

In the street, opposite the ojek stand, there is a small petrol shop where they will sell you petrol and also fix your bike. Budi was there drinking coffee while someone was mending his tyre. I was in line at the ojek stand when I heard the alarm ring out:

Plokis! Plokis! 

That is our name for polisi. Straight away I saw three pigs moving quickly towards the petrol shop. I was close enough to see a look of panic run across Budi’s face. The coffee was knocked from his hand, and then I nearly shit as I saw one of them push him onto the road, put his boot down on his face, and pull out a gun.

The street was suddenly electric watching the policeman scream and point the gun at Budi’s head.

Who told you to come here and sell that fucking shit on my street? 

He gestured to the two others to stand Budi up and search him. He didn’t have anything in his pockets but a wallet, which they threw on the ground, after removing his money. He was standing there with two cops holding his arms and the other pointing the gun straight at his face. That’s when the silence froze everything for just a second. The whole scene seemed to shrink and get very far away. The little toy policeman pulled back the hammer on the gun and then leaned forward and Budi crumpled to the ground, like he was only a pile of clothes with nothing to hold them up.

It took a minute to realise that the policeman had not fired the shot, and that Budi had only fallen down with fright. The three men laughed in surprise when they realised what had happened. The one with the gun put it back in his holster, and they all returned to regular size and walked, slowly and still laughing, back to their car. Budi was lying down on the road holding his head in his arms.

After that I forgot about the idea of selling ganja. Rhamat told me not to see Budi any more, but I told him to mind his own fucking business and see what he would do if he suddenly found himself without a job.

A man slips and the ladder falls on him.

After the trouble with the job and Aryanti and Budi, I wondered what would come next. It already seemed that my bad luck would last forever, but late one afternoon a small change did come. Like other times before and after, it didn’t seem like anything special. I really only notice it now that I’m thinking about it. The beginning of change is a narrow laneway that opens like magic onto a large field of rice.


Chapter Four

Vic

2 February

I’ve been upgraded to First Class. That never happens. I’ve tried to sneak in there before, though. A friend’s brother does it all the time. He just walks into First Class from Economy, finds a spare seat and sits in it. The only time he’s ever been moved back to his seat was when he complained about the food. After I heard that story I tried it for myself, the very next time I flew. They frogmarched me back into Economy so fast I didn’t have time to put my seatbelt on. I’ve never tried it again, although I’ve flown to a lot of places since. Anyway, the upgrade today is simply due to an error; somehow they have overbooked and don’t have enough seats. I am choosing to see it as a good omen.

Looking out the window, everything is as empty and clean as I feel. It’s one of my favourite places to be – on a plane at the beginning of a long journey. For once you can focus on one simple objective – getting there – and that’s really the pilot’s job anyway.

But there are still a few things that can go wrong. It seems my good luck has not extended to getting an empty seat next to mine. A man exposes his large hairy stomach as he reaches for the overhead locker, like he’s saying hello in gorilla, and then plonks himself down next to me. He doesn’t look like First Class material. I wonder if he is in on my friend’s secret, or if he just got upgraded as well. He’s wearing shorts and rubber thongs – as though the plane is going to Bali, not Jakarta – and has one of those noses that could be made of soft, red putty. I can tell he’s on for a chat and am happy to oblige, until he spies my unadorned hand and asks:

Are you married, or are you a career woman?

This makes me jump. I have been asked this question in exactly the same words before, by a work colleague.

Are you married, Victoria, or are you a career woman?

At the time, I thought he was trying to insult me.

I give this man a Mona Lisa smile and ask him:

Are there any other alternatives?

Unfortunately he takes my discomfort as a slight. His shoulders stiffen and he shifts his attention to his in-flight magazine. I could try to make it better, but, instead, I decide to look out the window for a while.

To answer his question, I couldn’t say I’ve traded it all in for a career, because, after all, teaching English as a Second Language is more of a joke than a career, especially when it comes to salary, and some of the other people who are doing it. Still, I tell myself, it is a good job if you want to travel. And I do. Want to travel. I love being in new countries and finding out about different people and writing long letters home to people that I dearly miss but don’t seem to be able to live around.

The single most common question I have been asked in the last ten years is that one. Are you married? I can tell you how to say that in five languages. I have been asked this question by taxi drivers, tuk tuk drivers, shoeshine boys, businessmen, women selling me perfume, students, strangers on the street. In South-East Asia the standard response is ‘not yet’, as if it’s just developmental delay or a run of bad luck standing in the way, and that soon, please God soon, one’s luck will change. Sometimes I say, ‘Yes, I am married’, just to avoid the look of disappointment that I know is coming my way, and the feeling that I’ve let the nice, friendly stranger down somehow.

Actually, my parents’ marriage put me off the idea for ever and ever, amen, till the socks do us darn, till the laundry floor do we accidentally flood, till the children do we humiliate and betray, till the hidden beatings and vivisections do we blow the whistle on, screaming, finally, plastic boiling suburban rage and tearing it all down while still in brown school shoes.

I was not like my little school friend Annette Hume, who, despite years of living with her mother’s sour disappointment, spent a portion of her time daydreaming about her wedding day and smiling a knowing smile as she promised to be a bridesmaid at mine.

First of all, I told her, I wouldn’t have that kind of wedding, even if I did get married, which I never would.

I thought having bridesmaids was a stupid idea and a crappy word, even. It sounded like some weird cow-milking virgin from times of yore. If I did get married it would be in jeans, and not in a church and not with all of the hideous frosting, the flouncy dresses, the bows and ribbons, the men standing around in powder-blue tuxedos, hands folded awkwardly over their balls for the photographs.

And that’s just the wedding. Then there’s the children. I have six aunts with an average of 7.4 children each. Curly-headed balloon women with cotton tent dresses. Hello now pet, how are ye? High, tense Irish voices. Pulling up in the driveway in Holden station wagons loaded up with bouncinettes and bassinets, big tubs of talc for the chafing, and each year another one in the oven, all respect and thanks to the great Holy Father, divinely inspired leader of the Catholic Church.

When I was young, I divided my many cousins into ‘reds’, ‘dark reds’ and ‘oranges’ – referring to their hair, of course. I’m a dark red, which made me a commoner in my family growing up. There was one blonde, who might as well have been the Queen of Sheba, and a few smug browns and blacks. The lowest of the low were the lemony-oranges, with their big square freckles that piled up on top of each other, and their inability to go to the beach. When I was seven, my mother had my dark-red curly hair cut into a boy’s crew cut ‘for the convenience of it’. I looked like a boy, and instead of ‘Victoria’, my brothers started calling me ‘Victor’, which eventually became ‘Vic’. There’s nothing else to say about that, except that my freckles disappeared in adolescence and, these days, my hair comes down to my waist.

Now that I’m writing this down, I can see that it’s possible that I have overreacted. Not to the haircut but to the other things. I ran away from two men who tried to marry me, and no matter how careless I was with my life, which was pretty careless, I never made the mistake of falling pregnant. When I was thirty-five, I started to panic a little, but told myself there was still time to seize the bull by the horns (so to speak) and have a baby. I was a bit averse to sharing it with anybody who might scratch his arse on his way to the kitchen, growing less and less attractive to me as the weeks rolled into months and into years. On the other hand, I could see the steep, narrow road of the older, childless woman stretching out in front of me and it didn’t look all that enticing. But I’m only thirty-five, I thought. No need to rush into anything.

One thing I’ve done is travelled a lot. I’ve lived in a lot of places, but strangely, I’ve never been to Indonesia, even though (or maybe because) Australians flock to Bali the way the British overrun Spain. But I’ve found a job that looks pretty good on the internet. So, finally, in my thirty-ninth year of not yet being married, I’m going to Jakarta, the capital city of Indonesia, to work for twelve weeks.

The first glimpse of the city is a shock, even at ten thousand feet. We are descending into a filthy grey haze with the light falling flat on a brown ocean that is choked with ships and prawn farms. It is a sunny day, but nothing shimmers or sparkles.

The plane doesn’t quite make it to a gate, but comes to a stop in the middle of the tarmac, and we pile on to a bus that crawls off towards the terminal. Outside, the buildings struggle up through the stifling air. Bougainvillea droops dejectedly over the gateway as the taxi leaves the airport. Welcome to Indonesia. Jesus Christ.

Something happens when you arrive in a place like this. It’s like meeting an old interesting friend that you haven’t seen for a long time and realising they are dying. You want to cry out: My God, what’s happened! Who did this to you? But everyone around is you acting as if the situation is perfectly ordinary and acceptable. The strange thing is, you can feel it even when you have never even set eyes on a place before. It has happened to me in Saigon, Delhi, Guangzhou, and here it is again. On arrival, the filthy sky and the sad trees tell the same terrible story.

A taxi driver takes me on some crazy rampage through the traffic, past depressed people sitting by dead rivers. When we stop for a red light, children rap at the windows trying to sell small toys and newspapers and foam aeroplanes.

I get to the hotel at sunset – the burnished light has softened the initial shock of smoke and I am in a tree-lined street. The call to prayer is ringing out across the city – it’s the first time I’ve heard it and I am enchanted. The hotel is a modest, three star affair – far superior to the noisy kost the company will shift me into the next day.

I get the money mixed up and tip the doorman and the man who brings me a coffee and some clean towels about twenty dollars each. This brings a string of smiling hotel staff knocking at the door at fifteen-minute intervals to ask if I need anything. Gado gado is the only Indonesian meal I know, so I order that and, after double-checking my calculator, tip a severely disappointed maid a couple of dollars.

The call to prayer comes back again at about eight o’clock. Next morning I am woken at five by the same call. I have never lived in a Muslim country and, before I even step out onto the streets, I have been reminded three times. After a few weeks, the call will be etched into my mind like a tattoo – the male voice proclaiming the greatness of Allah. The Arabic prayer ringing out over the Asian city, seeming to claim dominion over everything. I walk to the breakfast room where about fifty men are smoking clove cigarettes, and decide to go outside and find breakfast somewhere that I can breathe.

The first thing I notice is that the streets are dotted with clusters of shabby men, who stare at me as I walk by. I’ve been travelling a long time, but I still get a rush of fear and embarrassment when people are staring at me en masse, especially a group of men. I wonder what they see. Once, in Saigon, a man who had been watching me said:

You are quite nice, but not as beautiful as some Hollywood movie stars.

Is that what they are doing here? Comparing me to a movie star? Or are they just looking at my breasts, large by Western standards, bazookas over here in this country?

The only way for me to feel better is to walk up really close and smile and say hello. The men transform from a belligerent mob into some people that live nearby and are curious to find me walking through their streets. Handshakes all round. Contact.

What is your name? 

Nobody can say Victoria, and I will never answer to the little girl’s name Vicky, so I am surprised to find myself telling them, Vic, my name is Vic.

You want kopi, Vic? 

Next minute I’m in a small shop with five men who are smoking clove cigarettes and watching me have coffee. Brown skin, brown eyes, black hair, thin, small. Right now, I feel like their new pet giant they’ve hauled in off the street. They order me a plate of fried rice and my hands swipe with the cutlery like a pair of bear paws.

Breakfaarrst, a young, skinny man tells me pointedly, baring his white teeth.

His friend jerks a thumb.

He English very good.

Yes, I agree. Very good. Thank you. 

Terima kasih. Thenk you, he says.

Oh Terima kasih means thank you? 

Terima kasih. Thenk you.

Everybody says it twice. We sound like a little flock of bilingual sheep. Terima kasih. Thank you. Thenk you. Thenk you. Terima kasih.

More kopi?

No. Thank you. Terima kasih. 

And off we go again. When the second round of bleating dies down, I set off back to the hotel. The clothes I have been advised to wear make me feel like a tired librarian, but they are still a bit racy compared to what the other women in the street have on. An old Chinese woman in stretchy acrylic trousers comes right up and walks around me, with her hands behind her back, looking me up and down as if I am a statue or an object in a curio shop. I wave my arms at her to stop, but she will not scare, so I walk across to the other side of the road again. At the corner I turn back. The woman has gone, but my breakfast buddies are still watching me, so I give them a wave.

Good bye Vic!

Later that morning I am driven to the office where I meet the boss, a pale Englishman who gives me a perfunctory introduction and then disappears. The Indonesian staff are all right – they seem very warm-hearted and friendly, helped along by the tradition of shaking your hand and then touching their hearts when they meet you – but the ex-pats’ office, which is where I will be stationed, has an immediate aura of musty resignation and defeat.

This year’s programme is all built on aid money – we are preparing people for overseas scholarships, with the belief that they can come back and make a great difference to their country. The female students are covered from neck to wrist and all the way to the toes. Their faces appear to be terribly exposed and vulnerable without the softening effect of hair. They sit on one side of the classroom and the men sit on the other. We survey each other with excitement and good will. This is the first Muslim class I have ever had and I see that I am also a very new thing for them.

There is no excitement backstage, however. Most of the teachers have worked here in the same office for more than twenty years. There certainly doesn’t appear to be anyone at all who would like to make a new friend. That’s all right. I’m used to doing it alone. Walking through strange cities by myself and taking photographs is what I do a lot of these days.

21 February

I wonder if anyone here has noticed that the materials are old. Not just the reading and research materials; the training videos feature people wearing burnt-orange shirts, long white socks and shorts, sideburns and moustaches. They look like Muppets. These, apparently, are the lecturers the students will be meeting when they get to their designated countries.

Will they be taking a plane, I ask anyone who will listen, or a time machine?

But most of the people here are as out of touch with things ‘back home’ as the teaching materials. At least, because of the bombs, the security is state of the art. We have fingerprint ID to get into the office and all bags and people are scanned at the entrance. The Bali bombings are the most infamous attacks in Indonesia, because of the large number of tourists killed there, but over the last five years there have also been several suicide bombings in Jakarta. The success rates have been relatively low so far, if killing foreigners has been the aim. The Australian embassy was bombed in 2004, with this message from the radical Islamic group Jemaah Islamiyah:

We decided to settle accounts with Australia, one of the worst enemies of God and Islam … and a Mujahadeen brother succeeded in carrying out a martyr operation with a car bomb against the Australian embassy … It is the first of a series of attacks … We advise Australians in Indonesia to leave this country or else we will transform it into a cemetery for them.

I had read all about this before leaving home. The suicide bomber had not even known how to drive a car until a couple of weeks before the attack. Someone had bought the little Datsun for him, and given him driving lessons. They had taught him how to blow himself up at the same time. All the people killed in the bombing were Indonesian: the driver of the car, of course, a gardener, a security guard and four policemen. The deaths of these people and the message on the website to Australians had disturbed me, as had the reports of the attacks on the Marriott Hotel, but now I am here I am even more disturbed by my colleagues’ lack of concern about the bombs. They roll their eyes when I suggest a fire drill at one of our meetings and when I find that one of the exits has been blocked off by boxes full of stationery, they think it’s funny.

5 March

The first thing you must do when you are settling into a South-East Asian city is organise your transport – I know that much from living in Vietnam – and while you are doing this, you have to be very careful that your transport doesn’t choose you. The terrible danger is that you can get stuck for several months with someone you do not like and cannot understand practically stalking you because they believe that you have an agreement. My preferred method of transport for short distances is motorbike taxi. Any closed vehicle has you inching along narrow streets in barely functioning air conditioning and will always get you there late. For the first two weeks, I commuted with a different motorbike taxi driver every day, and was careful not to be too friendly. But now, like a miracle, I have found a young man who speaks English and has a mobile phone, although it looked so decrepit he had to convince me that it worked. It had a matchstick wedged into the side of it and he had to hold it with both hands in order to make the text visible. I gave him my number and he asked if he could pick me up every morning, and upon phone request. He was very happy when I agreed, and rang me several times in the first week to check that I still had the same number and to offer me various services from other members of his family.

When my students saw me arriving on motorbike they were horrified.

You are grandmother! they exclaimed.

Actually, I don’t have any grandchildren, I replied.

But that is not what they meant. In this place, thirty-nine is thought of as old.

In fact, in this place I am having trouble with people’s thinking generally. It is a city of demonstrations, or demonstrasi, as they are called. They are a new-found freedom and an exhilarating expression of independence from the old regime. But I’m finding that this does not necessarily mean free speech, and certainly not free thought. The first demonstrasi I encountered on one of my walks was outside Indonesian Playboy, where people were throwing rocks at the windows.

I don’t agree with Indonesian Playboy either, I tell my students later. They seem very satisfied, until I add: But should we throw rocks at people’s windows when we do not agree with them?

The second demonstrasi I walked past was against Denmark. A newspaper in Denmark had recently angered the Muslim world by publishing blasphemous cartoons of the Prophet. There had been reverberations around the world. I suddenly felt like it was the wrong time and place to have red hair and blue eyes and be tall. When I started taking photos in the street a man came up to me, shouting:

Get out of Jakarta! Get out of Jakarta!

I sought refuge in a nearby mall.

Jesus, I didn’t draw the cartoons, I said to the kind woman who had seen what happened and bought me a cup of tea. It just doesn’t make sense.

The next week a Catholic nun was shot in the back in Somalia, which had some kind of link to the cartoon protest. This one I brought to the class and one of the students tried to explain:

 If I am a bee and you get in my way I will sting you.

They often seem to come up with a small, trite phrase like this one, as if a clever metaphor is all you need to back up any argument, and I begin to wonder if this is the way people are taught here at the mosque.

But you are not a bee; you are a rational human being with many ways of making a protest. A bee’s sting is a pure, irrational, defence mechanism. It kills the bee, actually, in the end.

Eyebrows are raised. I am a woman and a non-believer. They’re only going to give me so much credibility.

13 March

I teach one class of police officers who are happy to tell me about the culture here. My favourite is how the female officers are tested for virginity before they can be accepted into the police force. I can’t believe it.

How does that make you a good policewoman?

It shows you have a good character.

What if you are already married?

It seems that married female police officers are required to have a letter from their husband stating that they were virgins on their wedding night. The letter is kept on file and used afterwards as support documentation in applications for promotions and such. I feel the need to point out the double standard here, but am met with a reply that completely stops me in my tracks.

Teacher, unmarried men will also have their virginity tested before becoming police officers.

Now I’m on thin ice – I want to know how the hell that is possible, but I’m talking to a group of Muslim men. I decide to push ahead anyway, carefully.

Is anyone willing to tell me how this is done?

After a silence, the youngest student cups his palm and makes a squeezing motion.

I see. I see, I reply. And how does doing this indicate that the man is a virgin? 

It is what happens when they are touched. They will go back.

The student’s cupped hand makes a small contracting motion. No one has smiled, or even moved one facial muscle since the little story began. I have to go on.

You do know that this method is complete and utter nonsense?

Yes, of course. 

They are all nodding now.

Then why do you put up with it?

If we don’t do it they will say we are afraid to do. Because not virgin.

14 March

Over time I have found that the students and I have more in common than I had imagined, and even when it is clear that we are in disagreement, it is never really hostile. We marvel at the differences in perspective and the many possible ways that people can see things, or at least I do. This is more than I can say for the staffroom, which is a cesspool of petty grievances and power struggles and more than a splash of downright madness.

I’ve taught in a lot of places in South-East Asia, and all of them have the same unmistakable odour of excess and ruination. The availability of cheap sex and alcohol for men draws a steady stream of drunks, sex addicts, drug addicts, fallen school principals and fallen diplomats, men who are only there for the boys, and the odd one who fits into all of those categories. It’s so easy to get cheap booze and sex, and it isn’t hard to get a job as an English teacher: you can even buy a degree off of the streets if someone points you in the right direction. I’ve worked with men who have impregnated the students, teachers who curry favour by scoring drugs for the boss, men who can’t go home because of pending warrants, and also a couple of paedophiles. I had been expecting pretty much the same from this place, and I have not been disappointed. There are some people who, regardless of their predilections, I can talk to. But others, I have quickly learned to avoid.

The female teachers are a different story. For a start, while there is no end of sex available to white men in a country like this, it is not so easy for Western women. There are too many good-looking, poor, young females around. Who wants an old white bird with the financial resources to walk out on you at any time? Who wants an independent woman who will not tolerate infidelity, nor take care of all of your cleaning and cooking needs? Marion, the senior teacher on the staff, has already confided in me that she has not had sex for eight years. In fact, it was one of the first things she told me when I started and was I settling into my desk at the back of the room. At fifty-five, she has converted to Islam and then back again, and married and divorced a gay chauffeur. All to no avail. She is cast adrift in a sea of loneliness and anxiety, and this makes her dislike the women in the office, while fawning upon the men. They can say anything to her and she will take it with a schoolgirl’s giggle.

Where’s Gabriel today, Ricky? she will ask with a breathless tremor.

Up Jack’s arse picking strawberries!

Ricky the Pom is obsessed with vulgarities, as well as having a special interest in Cockney slang, although he has not been home for at least twenty-five years. Marion will listen eagerly and chuckle in turns as he trots out his lists of rhyming slang or his favourite insults from North America or Serbian translation, or as he ranges round the staffroom waving student papers, magazine articles and personal emails under everyone’s noses and demanding attention.

Gabriel was not up Jack’s arse picking strawberries on that particular day, but he could have been doing something along those lines with the security guard in the storeroom, where they have sometimes been known to retire. The office is divided into straight men, gay men and women (mostly, unhappy eunuchs). While the gays are usually talking amongst themselves, the straights are usually talking loudly about football. The women are either standing on the sidelines joining in where possible, or wearing headphones.

29 March

After less than two months in my new job, I have begun to wear headphones while in the office. I also wear them at night, to block out the terrible noise of the kost. It begins at eleven, right about when I need to go to sleep to prepare for a six o’clock start. It is mostly workers arriving home from evening shifts and maids playing and giggling in the next room. The traffic, of course, is another assault on the ears, but definitely the office is the worst by far – the sound of unlikeable, lonely people clamouring for attention in a wilderness of dust, smoke and disappointment.

The trees around the kost are tall and thin – they stand with their arms by their sides and when the wind blows, they wave their long necks around in the courtyard. There is a filthy dog that lies half-blind in the sun. The woman who owns the place is a sleepy Chinese with milky pudding arms who wears pyjamas all day long. She minds her own business. The servants are all from the village and are not trained. There are many of them but the place is always dirty. They spend their days burning shirts and shouting to each other across the yard or scrutinising me. The gateman watches me come and go, and the laundry girls, and the kitchen cleaners. I can never get the hang of being so closely monitored by people.

The crazy thing in all this running away from Australian suburban-domestic bliss is that, almost as soon as I arrive somewhere, I start looking around for ways to make it more homely. I have friends who live like monks in these situations, which makes a lot of sense. You spend as little as possible on home comforts, or on anything else for that matter, and you work and save and then travel. But I don’t. I’m always looking for ways to make it more comfortable, buying knick-knacks, plants, linen and kitchen utensils. Not that I even have a kitchen where they have put me. But, of course, I will start looking for a nicer place to live immediately.

 

So the stage had been set for the great dark-red Victoria O’Halloran. Inedible food, hostile workmates, filthy poisonous clouds of petrochemicals piled up sky-high like dirty washing, constant noise, terrible heat. Reading back on this now, as the Indian Ocean stretches out below, I realise that this is basically what I do. I go to great lengths to place myself on some rocky, uncomfortable outcrop, and then, as if I have no intelligence at all, begin to build a nest. 

Aryanti

For six years our family has lived in this street. Every day I make the cakes and take them down to the factory where people may buy them at their break time. At first my father resisted this:

Why are we sending our daughter out like a common woman to sell at a factory? What else will she sell and who will buy from her?

 And he is right because sometimes the boys there are very rude.

 Do you have something sweet for me? they will ask, or:

Who is it you are coming to see every day? Is it me? Are you in love with me? 

At such times, I lower my eyes and keep silent, remembering that these are the cakes that keep our family with some extra money for food and medicine. My father has been sick for many years and cannot work, but he is a proud man and he would kill these boys if he heard them speaking to me in this way.

There is life in the house and life on the streets. The man appears to be head of the house but, from behind, the woman is really in charge. The streets are ruled by men, especially those who are looking for driving work, and also families with small restaurants and, of course, cars, which are constantly moving like a river through the houses and people. Wherever you go in the streets, there are men watching you. If they are sure there is no relative of yours around, they will mock you as you go past.

One day I was walking past the warung, where many men were sitting and smoking together. I was carrying the cakes and there was a big wind blowing my hair across my face. My eyes were stinging with dust and I felt foolish walking past all these staring men.

She is going to blow away. We must tie her down, one of them joked.

Although my face was burning, I tried to ignore them and walk straight past, but I stumbled and they began laughing and clapping as I bent down to pick up the basket I had dropped. I was furious at my face, which would not obey orders and calm its fire, and with this pack of cowardly fools who were amusing themselves in this way.

Someone stepped quickly through the little crowd and said:

Let me take them for you.

I looked up and saw Fajar, the brother of my friend Chitra, holding his hands out for the cakes. I used to see him at Chitra’s house before she got a job and we could not meet very often after that.

Where are you going, little sister? I will take you there, he said.

As I handed him one of the baskets, a young man shouted:

Look! They are Rami and Ramanya!

Only one second later he was picking himself off the ground and Fajar was standing over him with his nostrils flaring like a crazy horse.

Would you like to give me some more bullshit? he shouted.

The young man shook his head and rubbed some small stones from the heels of his hands while Fajar glared at the small crowd, which had gone very quiet. Then he walked over to me a picked up the basket again.

These are men with nothing to do, he told me very softly, without taking his eyes off them. You mustn’t let them upset you.

His face glistened with sweat as he put the cakes on the front of his bike. When we arrived at the factory, nobody spoke badly to me because they could see that he was waiting at the door. I was getting back on the bike when he surprised me by saying:

I am working tomorrow, but will you visit my sister tomorrow night?

I am happy to visit your sister if she will be home, I answered.

He wanted to drive me home but I asked him to drop me at the shopping centre. I did not want my father to see him driving me like that, and I was confused by all that had happened. I wanted to be alone for a while and not have to make conversation with anyone.

That night I listened to my brother arguing with my father as usual. That is something they always do in the evenings, while my mother and I talk and cook and watch the television shows. I felt very still and excited at the same time. In my mind I could see the road flashing along beside me as I sat sideways on Fajar’s bike holding my skirt on the way to the factory. I could see his checked shirtsleeves as he handed me the cakes and hear the warmth in his voice. He already knew my name, of course, but he said it slowly and carefully. Aryanti. I had a strange, pleasant feeling in my arms. It was like a lovely sound had been rung out, which only I could hear. It is the beginning – it is now, I was thinking. After all this time of nothing happening, suddenly it has begun.

The next morning I took the cakes as usual along the road to the factory and nobody gave me any trouble. I was thinking about the evening ahead and I was very afraid but also had an exciting chill running through me. When the time came to go to Chitra’s house, I had to remind my mother where I was going, and I was certain that she would see that something was different. But she only told me not to stay too late, and be sure someone would take me home.

Chitra opened the door with a smile that showed nothing at all, and brought me straight away to her mother who was making coffee in the small kitchen. We drank the coffee and began work on the cakes, which Chitra had asked me to teach her how to make. I felt like a quiet little doll under the eyes of Fajar’s mother, not kind but not unkind, and the small room was stifling. She was asking many questions about my family and I tried my best to answer. All the while my back was tingling, because I knew he must be coming soon. Then, without warning, he walked in the door.

I hope you saved some for me.

He seemed very tall standing under the low ceiling. He took a cup of coffee from his mother and some cake and sat down next to me. My face, which has been my lifelong enemy, betrayed me by turning pink and hot. Thankfully, almost straight after he had finished, he looked at the clock and said:

Thank you for coming to help my sister. May I take you home now?

Of course I told him that I would take an ojek, and, of course, his mother insisted that he would take me.

It was fresher outside and my face began to cool down in the darkness. As I got onto his bike for the second time, he said:

Call your father – tell him you will be home soon; you are still with Chitra.

I did as he said and then we drove to a small warung and got some green tea. Although it was quite dark inside, I was worried. This was the first time in my life I had been in a place without my father’s knowledge, and the first time alone with a man. I looked around to see if there was anyone who might know me.

What are you afraid of? he laughed. There is nothing for anyone to see. We are having a nice cup of tea and then I will take you home. 

We sat and he asked me some questions and he told me about his job, which was a security guard for KFC. He told me that someday he would like to get married, when he had paid for his motorbike. It was easy to sit there with him, not like the awkward moments at his mother’s house, and after a while I forgot that I should not be there and began to relax.

You have a very pretty laugh, he told me and smiled with his black eyes.

When we left, we did not drive in the direction of my house, but to a small park where he stopped under a big tree and switched off the engine. The silence came rushing up from the road and seemed to be shouting all around us, until suddenly he asked:

Do you want to kiss me?

His skin was very smooth except for the top of his lip, which was prickly, and he smelled of cigarettes mixed with some kind of perfume. We were at first on the bike and then somehow we were standing under a tree and then he was pushing me against it. I felt his hand moving upwards from my waist and started to panic and push away. I began to scold myself in the middle of panicking. Was I a crazy woman to be in the dark with a man I hardly knew? I had witnessed, with my own eyes, his uneven temper. Then I reasoned that he would not have invited me to his home if he had planned to take advantage of me. I started to ask him to take me home, but he kissed me again, softly, and this time only held my hands in his and pushed them backwards above my head. It was late when he dropped me home. I hurried to the door so that no one could come out and scold us, but only my brother was still up, watching TV, and he did not ask me any questions.

That night I wanted to pray before sleeping, but there were too many things to think about and remember. Each time I thought I had done something very bad and should repent, I would remember that mouth pushing against mine and the lips opening softly, and the blood hammering through me in panic and excitement. I could still feel his presence, and smell the delicate blend of cloves and tobacco and something else I couldn’t name; it was a man’s smell and I wanted to keep it somehow and wear it around my shoulders like a jacket.

I worried that he would think I was a fast woman. After all, it was the first time he had asked to meet me. I should not have allowed that kiss. Perhaps he was testing me and would no longer show any interest. But it was clear that he had talked to his mother. If he had already kissed me, surely it was time for him to talk to my father. I secretly wished that he would not do this. I did not want my mother and father and brother watching me each time I left and returned to the house. I wanted to keep this adventure for myself.

The next afternoon I returned from an errand and found Fajar’s motorbike outside our house and him sitting in the front room drinking tea with my father. He was sitting up very straight and respectful in the visitor’s chair, but he winked at me as my father reached down for his tea.

This young man has asked to take you on his bike to deliver the cakes tomorrow morning. What do you say? 

He may do so if you permit it.

My father’s eyes searched my face for a few seconds.

Well then, he may do so. 

Suddenly, it was moving too fast and I wanted to shout at him.

Who are you to walk into my father’s house and drink tea without my permission?

When my father gave Fajar the blessing, I looked down at my feet and did not look up again until the front door had already closed on him. I ran upstairs to the small room that I have had to myself since my sister was married. The afternoon call to prayer was coming from all directions, and for the first time this calling made me feel hunted and alone.

The next morning, however, I was glad to see Fajar waiting for me when I left the house. I noticed that his shirt was frayed at the collar and that he scratched his cheek a little nervously with the long fingernail of his small finger. I made up my mind to greet him first and noticed that my voice sounded strange, as if it were coming out of a tunnel. It seemed the whole street watched me get onto the bike and it took several slow minutes before everything was settled and we drove out past all the watching eyes into the traffic. After we had delivered the cakes, we drove straight to a grove of trees in the park across the road from the plaza and kissed for a long time.

Fajar

I was in the street, at the same petrol place the cop had pulled the gun on Budi outside, when someone yelled out to me from the ojek stand.

Fajar! Bule!1

A bule woman came walking down the road. She looked like a puppet, walking along on some sticks that were hidden by her long skirt. Nobody else on that street would be able to talk to her, unless she knew Bahasa, and that is why they were giving her to me, although I was not even in the line for a customer. She seemed to be new, she seemed a little unsure of everything, but her walking was strong and she was smiling and greeting people in a very strange accent: Selamat siang.

Straight away I stopped her and asked in English: Where are you going?

Oh, she smiled, looking carefully at my face and then scanning over the bike. Can you take me to Plaza Senayan? 

I was happy to take her there, but surprised that she could barter so strongly about the price, and hoped that no one nearby could understand the fare that we agreed on. She sat sideways in her long pencil skirt and took a helmet out of her knapsack and put it on, then we headed out into the traffic. When we got to Plaza Senayan I offered to wait for her and take her home.

No, she said, with blue eyes looking out from the square frame of the helmet. I might be a long time. 

Where are you staying? I asked her.

She showed me a card with the address of a kost very close to my house. I gave her my telephone number, and asked her to call me whenever she wanted a lift. My phone was only working sometimes, but I did not want to tell her that.

Where did you learn to speak English so well? she asked.

But I only smiled and said, Thank you. Do not forget to call me. 

As she walked away, she took off her helmet and the strap became tangled up in her very long red hair. I had never seen hair this colour before. I watched her struggling with it in the wind until she noticed that I was still there and told me to go. As I drove away, I made a plan to get her as a customer for every day.

Vic

26 June 

He was laughing a kind of high whinny with his eyes closed, his face inches away from mine. It had pulled me out of my dream with a slap of fright and then I realised where we both were and that he was actually still asleep. He had started talking loudly, in rapid Indonesian. I guessed he was dreaming about someone else, because when he dreams about me he speaks English. Usually it is about the time we went snorkelling together. He jerks his arms and legs around in the inexpert way that he did when we went to Bali and he says – snarkelling – I want to snarkelling – and he turns over and moves like a shrimp, feeling his way blindly around the bed. 	

Snorkelling was one of many firsts. The first glass of red wine, the first plane trip, the first dive into a real ocean. He spent one afternoon collecting tiny, unremarkable shells from the ocean floor and showing them to me and laughing with delight. Then I taught him how to float as the sun was going down.

Again Vic! Show me again!

His long body struggled to stay on the surface of the water beneath the pink delicious sky.

When he talks in his sleep I usually try to fit into the conversation to see how long I can make it last.

Who am I? I asked in Bahasa, which brought another disturbing peal of high laughter. Then he turned over and began mumbling. I tried again for at least a short volley but I couldn’t get him on my wavelength, so I turned on the lamp. The sleep covered his face like one of those masks from the cover of an old Greek playbook from high school. His eyes opened briefly, but there was nobody behind them. I wondered if there was a lot of difference between the conversations we have when he is asleep and those we have when he is awake. We have some difficulties with language, and then there is culture and religion, so there are moments when it feels like I’m talking to a stranger from the bottom of a lake or a glass jar.

Talking, laughing and snorkelling are not the only idiosyncrasies in his sleeping. He is also impossible to wake up. This includes hitting him, slapping him around the face, holding his eyes wide open, shaking, shouting – those things only work for a second and then he’s lying back dead as a burlap bag. I’ve even tried rolling him onto the floor. The only way to really wake him up is to pour water into his eyes – which he instructed me to do once, holding each eyelid open and tipping the water in from a glass.

The snorkelling holiday was a secret from his mother, who thought he had gone to train at a packaging factory in the mountains. When he got back he told her he had failed the training, and the next time we went away he told her the same thing.

 They must really think you are a prize idiot, I told him. How can you fail at putting things in boxes? Twice?

He thought this was very funny, but I don’t envy his mother the burden of a stupid son. I imagine her heart sinking each time he returns home, cap in hand, looking at the ground.

It’s after three in the morning, which is as good a time as any to reflect on what the hell I’m doing here, especially as I can’t sleep, and he seems to be gearing up for another big night on the reef, or wherever else his dreams have taken him.

When we were in Bali there were some people who were unhappy when they saw us together. Middle-aged white men, to be precise, had glared at me and then looked away. I’ve used the same look on old white men who are with young Asian girls more times than I can count, but this is the first time I’ve been on the other end of it. If I could be bothered explaining, I would them that we did not meet in a bar or in any kind of sex industry establishment. We did not enter into any money-for-sex agreement. We are both surprised to have been together for longer than one night. I do not think I am causing this person any harm.

But I know it all sounds defensive. The truth is, I started it because it was too easy not to, and now I don’t want to stop. In the midst of all this moral righteousness, the prayers ringing out relentlessly in the street, the modest clothing, the demonstrations and the threats, the tired old ideas, almost anything seems all right. Another excuse. The truth is that after all these years of being outraged at old Western men parading around with their young Asian wives, girlfriends and whores, I have found myself in love with a very young man with no money. I can’t defend it.

I could say the same thing to the men at work who make snide, witless remarks when they know I am listening. To them I am Lady Chatterley gone mad and sleeping with the help, but most of them sleep with anything that moves: cleaners, bellboys, waitresses, students if they can get their hands on them. One of them is also sleeping with the boss.

In any case, do I have to explain to anyone about my lover with the large white teeth and electric black eyebrows? Smooth skin and dark eyes. A body that is sometimes lanky and other times solid. Tall. Apart from that high horsey laugh he does when he is sleeping, his voice is as sumptuous as silk. It is not so deep, but just right in a kind of chocolatey way. And stories are told with great earnestness.

No. Vic. Listen. It is like this. He tells me about men who are charmed by evil magicians – they are turned into black pigs and sent to steal from people’s houses.

Is it real or is it a story?

No, Vic. It is real. 

Can you find black pigs like that in Jakarta?

Can, yes, but not all of them are really men.

Well how can you tell the difference?

He looks at me with stern impatience.

From the eyes, Vic! From the eyes! 

Oh, I say. How do they carry the stolen things? In their mouths?

No. Listen. It is by magic. Like a mobile phone.

He closes his eyes and waves his arms around as he conducts the story of the enchanted pigs. I can see them sniffing furtively around the back alleyways of Jakarta. They sniff past the dead rivers and scraggly goats, which are almost hidden by the huge malls full of gold and glass and designer clothes. It is all built on sewerage and mud. The goats are for the hairy stew that the people who build the malls will eat, while they stay in little ply-board boxes and make these places, which they will never afterwards enter. The immaculate, uniformed doorman would not let them in if they tried, and in any case, a coffee there would cost them more than a day’s salary. While they are working, their children play in the dirt, with old nails and scraps of wood, and with the goats that disappear one by one until the last one is eaten. The houses are knocked down in the space of an afternoon when the work is finished.

As well as the supernatural pigs, Fajar has seen a jinni. When he was a child on camp in the mountains, he found it stretched out on a hammock between two trees, a giant in silk trousers, eyes closed, snoring loudly while grinning from ear to ear. If you are unlucky enough to attract jinn, they will make you miserable by taunting you and tempting you to do things you should not, and so Fajar ran away immediately, which caused him to get lost in the mountains and have to be rescued by the police.

 It is like this, he says. Jinn can be very tricky – they will pretend to be a human being and cause big mischief – even copy the voice of somebody who is already dead and talk to you in this voice all day and make you crazy.

There is other magic to be found here, but mostly in the villages, where city people will travel when they have saved enough money to pay a magician to put a spell on someone, buy a love potion, or have a curse removed.

I don’t argue over his beliefs in magic, but his ideas about men and women are something I can’t hold back on. Because of the clothing, it is hard to ignore the gender inequalities here. Many of the women do not wear headscarves, but in any case, it’s not really the enforced covering up that bothers me, so much as the sheer ugliness of the women’s clothes, especially the hideous flesh-coloured toe socks that seem to be made of wetsuit material. This is so no one can see the bare skin of your feet when you are wearing sandals. There are also horrible stockings that are like thick opaque tights so no one can catch a glimpse of lower-leg skin.

I have seen some women wearing beautiful headscarves in other countries, but here most of them are a cross between a nun’s habit and a baseball cap. They are hideously peaked and righteously functional and I hate them. I hate the frilly do-up-to-the-chin shirts. I hate the complete lack of sensuality that the women here are forced to display.

But then, I also hate the way young women are compelled to show their bodies in the West. When I get home after months away, I am shocked by how much women don’t wear.

I tried to explain this to Fajar but we went off down a rabbit hole, with him trying to justify women wearing burqas.

Well, Vic, she is saving her face for her husband.

Save – what the hell is wrong with someone seeing your face? When you get married do you want to be the only person who can see your wife’s face? It’s her FACE. She needs it for walking around and talking to people. 

No. Vic. Listen. It is like this …

What about your face? I’m not happy with you showing that sexy face around. Another woman might want you. 

Occasionally I’ll drop one out of the blue – most notably the time I corrected him for calling God ‘He’ because God is a woman. I have never seen a person more surprised. Ever.

No, Vic. Let me explain, he said kindly, on recovery. In Islam God is not a woman. It is impossible.

He uses that word – ‘impossible’ – a lot, and the other one he uses is ‘forbidden’. It is impossible. It is forbidden. To me, they are old words and up for very close scrutiny, but not for him.

In truth, I have never thought of God as a woman. I really just wanted to float the idea by him. I don’t think much about God at all, unless I am very worried about something and then I feel my scepticism melt away and I start making impassioned requests, a bit like a child travelling overseas – no postcard for months and then suddenly a collect call demanding money. God tends to look like a friendly old man when I do talk to him – he sometimes sits on a large boulder, looking out over the mountains. He is not overly concerned about anything I have to say, but usually appears to be listening.

Fajar has told me about the rock-in-a-hanky Muslims. These people hit their own foreheads in order to appear devout, like they have been praying with their forehead on the ground for such a long time that it has bruised. They hit themselves with a rock wrapped up in a handkerchief. We laughed together at that. We are never really on the brink of argument about religion – apart from small skirmishes, we mostly ignore it.

I want to know more about Indonesian politics, especially Suharto – someone told me that he stole an estimated five hundred billion dollars from the Indonesian people and I am trying to find out if it is true, or even possible. When I ask Fajar he thinks for a moment and replies in a near whisper:

It is probably true. I have heard that he had three hundred cows.

Whether Suharto stole all that money or not, he certainly did not spend any on railways or roads. The traffic is chaos – the craziest kind of impatient drivers honking and skating all over the roads and filthy exhausts and buses full of people packed in, poker faced, staring straight ahead. My section of the city is full of boarding houses, which are inhabited by business people from the country, students, travellers, drug dealers and one whore in my building who keeps me awake by clacking up and down the stairs in her high heel shoes talking on her mobile phone. The clacking stops just before the early morning call to prayer, when the caterwauling of what sounds like a hundred half-drunk, angry men bellowing into megaphones erupts across the city.

There are piles of garbage in the drains beside the roads and squashed rats slowly toasting in the screaming heat. The streets are lined with small warungs, selling mostly grey food fried in rancid oil. The place is insufferable. But the people smile out from every shabby corner with good will and good humour – Hello Vic; Hello sayang2; Hello sweetheart; Good morning Vic – and I walk down the road feeling a little like Yertle the Turtle – Queen of the Mud, often followed by ten or twenty children, sometimes stopping to drink coffee and canned milk on a small stool next to a drain.

The city doesn’t run – it grinds and bumps along on its bunions of poverty and ignorance, religious fanaticism, sexism, corruption. Beggars sit like buzzards, lining the footbridges. They are mostly women brandishing babies with the quiet confidence of having the right product, calling out to me in a staccato song of anticipation: Madam madam madam madam! I beam my friendliest smile and walk straight past them.

Madam, I babeeee!

That’s why I don’t give you the money, I want to say. Because you have your baby on a footbridge in the blazing heat, and somebody is pimping you out.

The news is passed down the line. The big heartless white woman who doesn’t care about babies has spoken. Their eyes quickly fill with hatred and scorn and their indignant calls chase after me as I make my way down to the street.

There is one particular woman I pass every day on the way to my office and I grow more and more agitated each time I see her. She sits on the concrete in the hot, damp weather with the faraway expression of cattle. If she meets my gaze it is with perfect blankness. A filthy baby lies on a square of cloth next to her and, next to that, a child scratches at an ulcerated leg. Someone has got her and the children in service. Those resigned shoulders could not have dreamed up this enterprise alone. One day I am surprised by my own sudden outburst as I walk by.

For God’s sake, get off the ground! Get Up! Get Up! Do something!

The woman looks straight through me, but the child moves forward, a little curious. There are people on the bridge and I am immediately ashamed and walk on. When I look behind again she is staring straight ahead – nothing just happened, nothing will ever happen. She doesn’t exist.

At the bottom of that footbridge there was a big accident once. Or I should say around three or four hundred minor accidents over twenty-four hours. What happened was some workers were building a busway station and, somehow, some oil was spilled onto the busy road. The workers didn’t clean it up or cordon off the area, they just left it there. A woman drove past on a motorbike and skidded through the oil and fell onto the road. The men kept on working without looking up. A young man was next, and then an older man. Eight people on motorbikes slid through the oil and toppled onto the road in the space of ten minutes. The next afternoon, coming out of my office, I was surprised to see that nothing had been done about the oil. I watched a motorbike take a big slide and woman come down hard on the asphalt. A few seconds later, another man skidded across the road and landed with a crack against a pylon. He got up and marched over to the workers, who were still oblivious to the fracas being created by their mess. The man grabbed one worker by the collar and started shaking him. A small crowd formed. A policeman appeared from nowhere and broke up the fight. He ordered the workers to put up a sign to block off the road and clean up the mess. I couldn’t understand how it had taken so long for the police to arrive and fix this problem.

When I asked about it at work, they raised their eyebrows as if to say, Oh you new people don’t understand anything. And they are right; I don’t understand a lot of things about this place.

I especially don’t understand the casual, unaffected way that the rich people seem to trample all over the poor. I walked into a mall one day, which was decorated with banners bearing shopping quotes from famous people including one from Imelda Marcos that read: Win or lose – after the election we go shopping! Right next to that, behind the big glass windows, some girls were having their long hair blow-dried and their toenails polished. They were small and pretty, perched on fluffy chairs, with credit cards nestling in Louis Vuitton handbags on their laps. There isn’t much difference between winning and losing when you are already in a fortress on top of a mountain and you have everything that belongs to everybody else locked up in your own impenetrable vault, and down in the street, where there should be hospitals and schools, there are more of these malls going up. It is only a few years after the riots that caused the ousting of the Suharto regime, and yet its ghosts are living the life and mocking the little people who make their opulent lifestyles possible. Fajar is one of the many people in this vast city who have no future. He shows all the tell-tale signs of urban poverty – calloused, oil-stained hands, a terrible haircut, that phone with the matchstick wedged in the side, faded, high-waisted underpants with a sprinkling of tiny holes in them. In cafes and restaurants I notice people looking at him in that Asian way that is almost imperceptible to a Westerner – a tiny flicker of the eye as he pulls out his tattered wallet, a slight sideways glance that tells me he is being over-polite to the waiter. I look at his impassive face and think how brave he is to be there with me in this other world that he has only walked outside of before.

When you are young, of course, it is easier to get away with almost anything, because of the perfect body and flawless skin and the belief that the future might bring anything at all. Fate could strike like magic and there you could be in another life that you never even dreamed about. When you get older, it’s harder. The disappointment starts to show through the cracks, and cheap clothes do not forgive an ageing body. It is only youth that can outshine poverty.

After we had been together for a few months, I started to buy him things that he needed, the way you would buy for a child. I would notice that something was broken or old or torn, and the next time I saw him I would give him a new one. There wasn’t a plan, as such, to make him look any different. In fact, the transformation was so gradual that I didn’t notice, until the day I bossed him into going to the dentist and he had his teeth cleaned after getting a filling. The teeth looked good. We were going up the escalators in the mall and he turned to me with a beaming smile and said:

Oh Vic! I feel very confident! 

Keep them like that, I answered. When I am gone and you fall in love with an Indonesian woman you’ll have a nice smile to wear on your wedding day.

I was saying it for me as much as for him. We both needed reminding that this thing between us couldn’t last forever. He smiled back from the comfort of his white teeth and his new denim jacket, and I was startled to notice that he had movie-star good looks that had appeared out of nowhere, the same way a flower appears on a neglected plant after it gets a little attention.

I have to explain how it started – we didn’t share an umbrella in the rain or anything like that. I woke up one morning after a long time of not having sex and said, It will be today – I don’t care who it is. And then I rang up my motorbike driver and asked him to take me to the shops. An idea popped into my mind for a second as I was brushing my teeth but I caught my reflection in the mirror and told it sternly:

Forget it – you will not seduce the motorbike man. Don’t even think about it.

The thing is, I hate nightclubs. Especially in South-East Asia, where nightclubs are dotted with pimps and depressing old ex-pat men and younger men who think they are more handsome than they are and are going absolutely nowhere. But mostly, I hate the terrible sycophantic women who glare at me – white women should be home with the children, not encroaching upon their whores’ territory. The whole flavour is just sad sad sad. There is so much booze and ecstasy buzzing around and nobody seems real. It’s just not sexy. I wasn’t going to find someone in a nightclub. A work colleague was out of the question, and the only other way to meet people in Jakarta is to go to church. That was probably not worth it. The lousy singing just by itself is too much to put up with, let alone the shake ’n pour pancakes they use as a lure.

He could have said ‘no’, I guess.

He had innocently offered to help me carry my shopping.

May I accompany you upstairs?

He must have got that from a very old phrasebook somewhere. It made him sound as if he should be getting out of a carriage and retying his cravat. Instead, he was taking off his lime-green motorcycle helmet and kicking the bike stand down. I could have said ‘no’ also, and then he would not have walked behind me in those faded jeans with the fraying cuffs, up the tiled stairway carrying the new quilt I had bought. And then I would not have closed the door so casually on the quiet, white room that seemed to be waiting there for us.

And oh, I see. It will, indeed, be today after all.

We were tapping at each other suddenly in Morse code. This is your hand on mine, this is your leg – I thought it was real – just checking though – I have been watching this face – can you feel my hand – can you feel me now – what is this – are you holding me – and now we take our clothes off – oh God this is a scary part – will you see me naked and run off – no – so far so good. And then there are weird manoeuvres. You are a stranger again and we are doing some awkward dance that we don’t really know the steps to. And then we get into each other’s pattern.

Then he was sitting on the bed putting his shoes on, getting ready to leave.

Can you give me some money? He looked away, at the curtains.

What for?

He wanted to make a payment on his motorbike. If he didn’t pay soon, they were going to take it away.

I can’t pay you for sex, I told him. I don’t do that. 

I asked him some more about the bike, about how he got it and why he could not pay for it, and a small, sad story came out. From what he told me, it seems the people in Fajar’s world get by on a system of small personal loans from neighbours and prolonged pay-by-instalment plans from retailers. If you come by a spare one hundred dollars, you can loan it out to someone for a couple of months and make yourself a ten-dollar profit. A person might get stuck and not be able to pay you back, but then they will usually start a new loan with someone else in order to do so. The community is too close-knit for anyone to get away with defaulting on one of these loans. Instead, they will keep moving from creditor to creditor until they find a way to actually pay the money back. It is expensive, because of the interest, but it keeps the person in possession of their bike and their phone, and whatever else they need to keep going. It seemed Fajar had got into a cycle of debt to his family and neighbours that was turning into a spiral.

I really can’t pay you for sex, I told him again. But you can work for me. I’ll give you the money and you can be my driver for a month – and maybe help with some other things.

We drove to the bank and I took out the money that he needed, and told him to leave me there at the mall. He drove off into the traffic without turning back. I half expected that that would be the last I would see of him.

The next day, I was pleasantly surprised when he arrived to take me to work, bringing the receipt for the bike payment. He had, indeed, made two payments with the money.

He continued to do what he promised to do, picking me up in the morning and taking me home in the afternoon, but, of course, he did not just drop me home. Day after day, the same thing happened. We talked as well, and I asked him a lot of questions and started to understand the vast differences between his life and mine. I started to feel his absence, physically, when he was not there, and even missed him a little when he was sitting next to me. It would have all been very nice, if it were not for the nagging issue of the money. I was not sure if I was being used, or if it mattered. Or was it me using him? It was too easy to rescue him and he was very grateful.

Then one day when he came to pick me up he hugged me and did not let go. We were standing there, holding each other, for several minutes. I could feel then that he is grateful, but I realised that it is also something else. I am not just someone who can give him money, I am also a place for him to be accepted and not judged, to be cool instead of hot, to have room and not be crowded out by older siblings. At home, Fajar does not even have a bed, let alone a bedroom. He sleeps on a sofa in their downstairs living room, which is also the kitchen. My small apartment gives him a place to be a grown-up and to explore being a man away from the prying eyes and the harsh judgement of a poor Muslim family. There are no bed bugs and you don’t have to share the TV and there is beer and chocolate in the fridge. Above all, for him, I am uncomplicated sex. It isn’t easy for someone to have sex here without getting married. He can probably find a girl, here and there, who wants a thrill, but it isn’t so easy to have a girlfriend who doesn’t want to remain a virgin until married. She runs a great risk, if she does give in to her boyfriend’s demands, that he will dump her because she is no longer pure, or they will split up for some other reason, and then no one else will have her, because her virginity is gone. It isn’t just sex, though, either. There is something else that just now, today, we have decided to call love, but is probably more accurately relief. We have found something that has been missing for too long and will certainly do for a while.

The long night of watching Fajar’s dreams is over. Although it is a weekday, our school is closed for some kind of Muslim holiday. From the window, I can watch the children playing. They like to follow me, running behind the motorbike whenever I leave the courtyard. Fajar, in his suit of brown skin, has the timeless ease of a man who has just had sex with a woman and is drinking his morning coffee. Right now we are pinioned on this sea of energy, rising and breaking and then becoming totally smooth. Now, and every day, for just a minute or two, we don’t want anything. Can be like cats, blank and armchair easy. And there is nothing else to take off.


Chapter Five

Aryanti

My mother is not only good at making cakes. She can cook anything well. When I go to Fajar’s family’s house, I try not to notice that they have very poor food – they cook the fish together with the vegetables and they don’t properly mix the chilli and salt and sugar. They cook everything for too short or too long a time. The rice is not washed or stored properly. The food is not good quality, which does not help, but my mother says a poor workman blames his tools – you can cook any simple thing well. It is a matter of taking your time and having a clear idea about the final product before you start. In spite of saying this, Ibu1 never follows any recipe and only uses her hands and one old cup to measure things. I usually cook the rice and the vegetables while she makes sauce and sambal and uses oil for cooking tofu and meat. While she is cooking, she talks, and pays no attention to what she is doing, as if her mind and her fingers were staying in two different houses.

We always cooked in harmony and enjoyed shaking our heads at the daily bickering that went on between my father and brother, until the day that Fajar came to visit. My mother had been working that day, and she was not consulted before Father gave him permission to court me. As soon as she got home and heard the news she began complaining to my brother and scolding my father, but he stood up for himself that time.

You should trust in your husband’s judgements, he told her. Because my body is sick it does not mean I am no longer the man of this household.

At first this was a good sign for me, because it meant that he had decided to dig his heels in and Ibu would be unable to force him to change his mind. But then she tried another way. It was I who should tell my father that I had changed my mind. I told her no, straight up and no beating around the bush. Then she believed she had been disrespected and began to get impatient.

You are usually such a sensible girl, she complained. What has happened to you?

I was surprised by my own disobedience, but felt pleased and powerful at the same time.

What makes you so sure of him? He has not asked for your hand in marriage yet, she added.

He will, Ibu, I answered.

In fact, Fajar and I had already made many plans together for our wedding and our future family. It was I who had been pushing him to choose the right day to speak to my parents. I was unhappy that he seemed content to leave our future to wait as soon as he felt sure of my heart.

At first I thought Ibu’s objections were simply because the match was not her own idea, but later I suspected the problem was with Fajar himself, and I gathered up the courage to ask her about it.

That boy’s family has no father and the eldest brother is not liked, she said.

But I thought there was more to it. It was not her habit to blame people for their misfortunes and every family has its black sheep, especially if there are twelve children. I finally pushed her to tell me the truth.

She swallowed hard and looked uncomfortable, which is something I had rarely seen from her before, but her answer was even more surprising than her look.

He is very handsome, she said.

Do you think that’s why I want to marry him? I replied. I do not look at him for handsomeness.

It isn’t what you are looking at, but other girls, and Fajar also.

Is this the big problem, Ibu? He doesn’t look at other girls. He looks at me. 

How do you know what he does when you are not there?

Shall I ask Father to find me an ugly husband? 

Ugly or handsome is beside the point, she said, contradicting herself.

You need a good husband. One who does not have all this debt to worry about. 

The discussions went around and around and father and brother had to listen to our squabbling for a change.

In the end everybody got tired of it. We struck a deal with Father in the middle, keeping the peace. When Fajar had finished paying his bike then I could marry him.

He has not even asked yet, I reminded them.

Only two days later, as fate has a way of driving everybody crazy, Fajar suddenly decided that he must speak to my parents about our marriage as a matter of urgency. He was disappointed when I told him about the deal I had struck with my mother, but not put off. At that time, I did not tell him the reasons for our arrangement, so as to avoid trouble between them later on after we were married. Nobody wants to be the unhappy meat in the sandwich of son-in-law and mother-in-law.

In my head, I had begun to prepare our future the way my mother prepares the food ahead of time. Where we would live was the biggest problem, as I did not want to live with Fajar’s brother, and also not in their very small house, but I did not want to insult his family by asking Fajar to come and live with my parents. We decided to rent our own house and live together without parents. It would cost money, but we would both work and we could afford it if he had already paid the bike.

Again fate came to laugh at us, because very soon after all this was agreed and everybody was calm and peaceful, he lost the job.

He came to my house and I could see straight away that something was wrong. There was a small bruise on his cheek and a big scratch down the side of his face. He told me the story, waving his long arms around in fury.

My mother has never seen this temper of his and she would certainly not approve, as nobody gets angry like that in our household. I told her the story but left out the parts where she could blame him.

Ibu surprised me at that time by saying:

I don’t want to make you unhappy. Let us give him some time to find a new job. 

But three months later he had not found a job and she was very upset to walk past him one day, laughing and smoking, in the line with the ojek drivers.

 This man does not have any way to support you. It will be up to his mother and your own parents to feed your child after you are married, while he stands idle in the street. Is that what you want? she asked.

Ibu, what do you want him to do – stay home and cry, or try to find some driving work? I answered.

I could see that this time there would be no fighting with her. She wanted me to call Fajar to a meeting with my father, but instead I went over there to see him alone. A meeting with my parents would make it final and there would be no way to fix it later, if a way could be found. I wanted my parents to believe that I was obeying them, but I told him:

Let us break and wait until later when you have found some work. Then you can visit my parents and we will marry quickly.

He refused the plan. He did not want to break with me at all. I said no to him many times before he stopped calling me.

In truth, I did not want to marry a man without a job, but I did not want to break with him either. I was tired of everybody always telling me what they want – what Ibu wants, what Father wants, what Fajar wants, and, of course, we also had to consider his mother, and his eldest brother, and then his eldest brother’s wife would like to add her unwanted opinion.

My mother and I stopped fighting aloud, but we were mostly silent when we were together in the house.

Fajar

Suddenly I felt that I was really a man. This woman became a drum beating inside me. She did not have shame about anything. She would even take my penis in her mouth like some kind of special sweet, which no Muslim girl will ever do for any reason, even after she is married. She spent her sex and her money, and did not save it or deal it out in modest portions, and she would stand before me naked and sleepy and touch my face, eyes, lips, softly, like a blind woman.

At first I told myself it was for the bike, and then to make me feel stronger, because Aryanti had broken with me. I was a little afraid to be with a woman who worked for the government and thought it might cause me some trouble, but she laughed when I told her that. She was very calm and sure about everything and sometimes I wondered if she was laughing at me.

She would also give me money. I told myself again it was for the bike but then I was thinking about her all the time and began to go to see her when I had not planned to.

One day my mother asked me to paint the house and I told her:

I have no time to do this. I must work.

She looked at me sideways.

What kind of work do you do for this woman? 

Driving. Shopping. Many kinds. Is it better I don’t bring home money? And is it better I don’t pay my bike, like before?

She looked at me carefully and then said:

Leave the painting. Only go and buy the paint now, and bring it back. Then you can go.

But I went to Vic’s first and brought her rose apples and chocolate. It was hours later when I remembered the paint, and rushed to buy it and bring it home. My mother was very angry and began to watch me very closely after that. A few weeks later I fell asleep and Vic couldn’t wake me up, so I had to return home in the morning; this time my mother and sister and older brother were waiting for me. I told them I had stayed at Budi’s house because I had eaten some bad food and was too sick to return. My mother only said:

 Do not forget that it is Friday, to remind me to go to the mosque.

It was clear they had been talking, and they would watch me together. I wished I could be like Satiya, and ignore all of their questions, but for some reason that doesn’t work with me. Perhaps because I am the youngest.

I decided it would be easier to see Vic less often. I was still working ojek in the daytime, when she was at work, and going down to the river with Budi at night, but not as often as before. I had started to put bigger money on the races, which Budi had been pretending not to notice, but when I pulled out my new phone he couldn’t help himself.

What the hell is going on with you, man? Did you rob a bank? What kind of money does she pay you? 

I looked off into the stars.

It depends on how much work I do, how much she pays me. Anyway, the phone was a gift, not payment.

And what kind of work did you do last night at eleven o’clock?

I just brought some food to her.

What kind of food?

Budi, have you been making cakes and talking with my mother? I brought her some food! 

But he knows me better than a brother and he wouldn’t let up until I told him everything. In truth, it was a relief, and I was proud of his excitement.

You have got to be kidding me! A bule! You should marry her, man – get the hell out of this shitty hole!

She says she is too old for me to marry.

How old is she?

She is thirty years old, I told him, and he whistled through his teeth. But I was not telling the truth. She is older than that.

In fact, she was just as shocked as me when we revealed our ages to each other. It was when she showed me a picture of her friend and I asked her:

How old is she?

Well, she is one year younger than me. She is thirty-eight, she replied carefully.

My first thought, after the panic subsided, was that this woman would be too old even for Satiya, and then I realised she was the same age as Rhamat’s wife. Although his wife is a little younger than him, Rhamat is twenty years my senior – it was impossible!

Then it was her turn to be surprised. She would not even believe me until she had seen my identity card. After that we stared at each other closely for a few seconds. I leaned forward to kiss her but she moved away asking:

Aren’t you afraid to kiss me now? 

She looked thoughtful and worried.

I thought she would not want me to come back after that, and the next morning I stayed away, but the phone rang as I was taking coffee with my mother.

Where the fuck are you? I’m late for work!

I drove her to work and later home again. She asked to stop and buy some fresh limes on the way home and when we got back she filled two glasses with ice and cut-up limes and then poured and mixed something from a blue bottle that smelled like perfume and handed it to me.

Bottoms up, my friend.

What is it, Vic?

It’s an old-lady drink, honey, called a gin and tonic. 

I traced the line of her soft, pretty mouth with my finger and said:

Vic, you are a beautiful woman, not old.

And not a lady, she laughed.

No, I said. You are a naughty woman.

Why thank you, Imam.

I did not know why she would call me that, which is the name for a priest in our country.

It’s a little thing called sarcasm, she explained. Like a joke.

At that time I didn’t understand, but I said:

You are a very funny woman also.

Yes, I’m hilarious, she replied, which means very funny.

Write it down for me.

Not now. Drink your gin.

We didn’t talk about age again after that for a long time.

The way she looks at me is the way she looks at animals sometimes – like the monkeys and the dogs in Bali: she would look at them sternly and casually pick up a stone and they would scatter immediately. Then she would laugh at me for being afraid.

There were dogs everywhere in Bali, and also the disgusting sight of roasting baby pig could be found on the street. Even worse, on the last night the villagers killed a pig right next door to us in the middle of the night. At first it was squealing and screaming, but then its throat filled up with blood and it was gurgling, dying in the rain. She was very sorry, both for me and the pig, but I was simply disgusted with the Hindu ways.

When it was time to go back from my first real holiday, I was happy for that because I had heard the pig. I wanted to go back where everything was not new and where I could sit and smoke and make conversation with my friends. But when we got home I missed the clean blue water and the strange calls coming from the jungle at night.

On her birthday, Vic told me to meet her and that I must bring chocolate and a flower. I bought a large bunch of flowers and was getting on the bike when I saw Aryanti standing with her sister on the other side of the road. I was wearing a new shirt, which Vic had given me, a soft check that fit my body well and the sleeves reaching all the way down to clasp my wrists. I knew she could not cross over to me because it would be too shameful, and so I covered the pink flowers carefully with my jacket and drove away without looking back. It had been some months since she had broken with me and I was glad that she could see that I still had the bike.

A few days later Aryanti called me and asked me to meet her that day. I was waiting to go shopping with Vic, who was in the shower, and I felt a great wave of victory rushing up from my feet.

I am very busy, I said, reminding myself of my something my friend Budi had said: 

What kind of girl will leave you at the first sign of bad luck? Is this the woman you want by your side in life?

She asked me to meet another time.

Why you are so impatient to meet a man without a job? I asked.

Never mind about job. I still love you, that is all.

I became confused and told her:

 I have begged you not to break with me and now you see I still have the bike and you love me again. Ini melayani anda benar sayang! It serves you right my darling!

She began to cry: I don’t care about bike or job. I just want to be with you as we planned.

It was hard to believe that it could be happening like this – that she could be calling me and I could be refusing her and telling her not to call me again.

A few weeks later my mother invited Aryanti to our house for the cutting ceremony of my nephew. His penis was cut at the same time as his smaller brother. Both boys cried, but we laughed because the oldest one cried harder and longer. We gave them sweets and drinks to cheer them up. The nephews and nieces all wanted to know about the bule I had been driving. My mother frowned and clucked at them, but they wanted to know everything.

What does she eat, this bule? Hamburgers?

Not hamburgers. She eats soto ayam, and for breakfast bubur.

This made them laugh, so I chided them.

Why is it so strange that a person eats rice?

Vic is a very good cook – but I didn’t tell them this because they wouldn’t understand. Why should this rich bule woman without a husband know how to cook?

Actually, I could not tell them about the food. They would not believe the price, and, of course, they would be even more suspicious than my mother already was. We have been to so many restaurants and eaten food that makes me soft and sleepy. She likes to order, but always checking with me first. We eat slowly, sometimes Indonesian food, but also many other kinds – a special kind of duck rolled into pancakes with soup (which we ate on Valentine’s Day), and also rich creamy Italian food, and sweet and spicy Thai. Any food has to be taken with wine. I never had wine before I began driving for her, but I liked it straight away – a delicious drink that was completely new yet strangely familiar. We go to these expensive places but as often as not we will get rice or gado gado from the street and take it with tea or water. People are always looking at us because, whichever kind of place we go, one of us doesn’t fit in.

She is very tall. How much does she weigh? How much does she pay you? 

Trust in God but mind your own business, I growled.

I stopped the talk about the bule by showing them a new game on my mobile phone. Aryanti was helping my mother to give food to the guests but had been listening to everything. She came towards me with a tray of sweets and asked me very softly:

Are you loving another woman now, Ahmad Fajar? 

But I declined the sweet and walked away without speaking with her further. I reminded myself that she had refused me four times. How could she ask me such a question when she no longer had any right to know?

The same week as the cutting ceremony there were three funerals in our street. Two boys from our street had been drinking arak, which they had made themselves from scratch in their bedroom; they were later found lying in the street, unconscious. They were taken to hospital and seemed to get better, at first, but the first boy died two days later and his brother the next evening. The young husband of a neighbour also died after going to hospital for a problem with his stomach. They wrote the same thing on all three death certificates: Cause of death – ‘komplikasi’ .

When I told Vic that three of my neighbours had died of komplikasi, she would not accept the idea. She was sitting at the dressing table and I was standing, brushing her hair. She stared in disbelief at my reflection in the mirror.

What the hell is that? Complications are not something that the hospital can say you died from. 

Maybe it is different for Indonesian people, I said.

But she waved the suggestion away like it was smoke from a cigarette.

Of course it isn’t different. They can’t just tell you that they died of komplikasi. It means that the hospital stuffed up. They need to get a lawyer in there.

I wanted to slap her with the brush, all of a sudden, or wind the beautiful long hair around her neck and pull it as tight as I could.

There is no lawyer for us, sayang. Not in Indonesia, unless we have a lot of money. 

But she kept on going, her face turning pink and her voice rising.

In my country, everyone has access to a lawyer. And a hospital can’t tell fairy tales when somebody dies. 

Your country, where everyone is perfect and rich, I thought.

She had that look that she gets – as if it is a terrible shock to her that the world is not fair. Better, I think, to keep silent, and not have all that angry red noise.

Sayang, I said to her. Why all this angry? These peoples are already dead!

She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again, and we looked at each other in the mirror for a minute. She took the brush from me and stood up and I kissed her mouth very softly. We stopped talking, and I was careful not to mention that story afterwards.

Also, I didn’t tell her the rest of it – that there was probably nothing the hospital could do, and no wonder that they could not find a cause for the three deaths. Aryanti’s friend had already told us that they had all three been killed by black magic. She suspected the boys’ auntie, who had gone away to her home village some weeks before. That village is famous because there are many magic men there, who we call dukun, who will make any spell you need. If I told Vic about the dukun, I am sure she would only laugh in her mocking way, or perhaps begin to tell me that there are no such things in Australia.

Australia.

I have seen it on television. When I think of it, I see a big blue ocean full of sharks, and small cities where bule drive around in cars that are as fast and smooth as aeroplanes. They raise their scornful eyebrows at the beliefs of the dukun, and even at the words of the Imam, and they live in big houses with vacant eyes that look out onto the empty streets.


Chapter Six

Aryanti

After some weeks, Fajar didn’t call me anymore, and life became almost normal again. Then, one day, he drove past me three times, each time driving the bule, her crazy red hair flying out from under her helmet. I called Chitra, who told me the story – that this woman had asked him to be her driver because he can speak English well. That she was not a patient woman and wanted him always to be on time and not even five minutes late. She had given him a new telephone, in order that he could read her messages properly, and she could call him and ask him to drive her whenever she needed to go somewhere.

I did not like this news. This woman looked older than Fajar, but it was clear that she had no husband. And he seemed to almost disappear off the streets around this time. Before I would see him outside from time to time, with his friends, but now if I saw him at all, he was on his bike, driving somewhere. He seemed always to be wearing some new thing, and usually driving her. Then, one day, I saw her getting onto his bike and I noticed that her long fingers pulled very gently at the bottom of his shirt, in a sneaky way, because she thought no one was looking. There was no reason or excuse for a teacher to do this to her driver. A week or so after I saw her do that, I was standing at the Chinaman’s shop, waiting to buy some milk, and Fajar walked straight past the entrance without turning his head, as if I wasn’t there.

I wanted him back. I took the great risk of calling him to ask him to come back and marry me after all. But his refusal was clear and cold over his brand new phone. Then I tried to ask for Chitra’s help. She promised that she would ask her mother to invite me to their house for a small party. But when the day came he would not look at me, and walked away when I tried to talk to him.

I started going crazy thinking about this bule woman. Perhaps she would take Fajar away from me to another country and I would never see him again. I hated her ugly white skin and fat body and red devil’s hair, and the way she would stand in the street, arrogant, her hands on her hips, and with the cleft of her bosom on show like a perek.1 How could she think of having Fajar – she was not even a Muslim woman? When I thought about that I felt relieved. Fajar would not marry somebody who was not Muslim. His family would not allow it. And he would never leave his family.

A few weeks later, they both disappeared completely. Chitra told me that Fajar had gone to train for a job in the mountains, but she could not find an answer when I asked her about the bule.

If he is in the mountains for training, then where is Vic? And who is driving her?

She looked at me for a minute.

Do you think I should tell my mother? she asked.

But I said no. Better to wait and see who comes back when.

A week later, the bule appeared again on the street, moving in her way, like a wooden toy on strings. I called Chitra to tell her and her voice came out in a shocked whisper.

Fajar has come home, she said. He arrived last night. He has failed in the training.

So, Chitra and I knew that they had been somewhere together and Chitra made up her mind to tell her mother about it. But she made the mistake of telling Fajar first, when they were alone.

He shouted and screamed at her and told her to be careful – she would be very sorry to start watching him and telling stories. He also thought it was my fault, because Chitra is my friend, and even gave her a message for me.

Tell that woman she must keep her eyes off my business, or I will tell her myself and she will be sorry!

Chitra did not pass on what she knew about Fajar and Vic to her mother that day, as she had promised, because she was afraid.

After that, I was no longer feeling crazy, just sad. How could he be so angry, as if we had never shared anything or felt anything about each other? I remembered all of his words of love and all of his kisses, and felt that every single word and kiss had been a lie. My mother saw that I was very unhappy and she did not say ‘I told you so’ and we became friends once more, after the long period of silence before.

Father was sick again, and grumbling all the time. It seemed that the days were full of listening to him complain, and of the rain, which had been falling every day for weeks, but not really making anything cooler. Life was stretching out its many long fingers of afternoons and evenings going nowhere and becoming lost forever, without a chance to mean anything.

When March had gone, and April, and it was dry and sunny on most days, I was on my way to the factory, when I saw Fajar and three of his brothers standing with hammers and saws, surrounded by a small crowd. A truck was backing into a tight spot next to them, and a parking man was blowing his whistle – short-short-long, go-go-stop – to direct them. When the truck finally stopped, two men got out, carrying a big glass case, as is used for displaying things to sell. Fajar was waving his arms and showing them where to put it. Satiya was there, with his sleepy eyes, not really helping, but looking on. He spotted me and greeted me warmly.

Fajar is opening a coffee shop, he said. This was a strange enough thing, because I had known that man for more than two years and had never in that time heard him speak a word to anyone, and certainly not to me. Even stranger was what he had just told me – that Fajar could be doing such a thing.

Did he win the lottery? I asked.

The bule has loaned him the money, Satiya explained.

I waited for the sky to fall down, or to wake up in my bed to find I had a terrible fever and was dreaming crazy dreams, but it didn’t happen. The truck started beeping to reverse out of the crowd and the parking man began his unnecessary whistling and the brothers banged nails into posts that were to make a frame around the shop.

Fajar could not contain his excitement. He even smiled at me, for the first time since I could remember, but then turned away immediately and began to shout instructions at his second oldest brother. The ojek men were watching and mocking him in small voices to each other, but they did not quite hide their curiosity and admiration. I could not stand there any longer without looking very foolish, so, slowly, I made my way down the street.

Later that evening, I made an excuse to walk past again, and saw the sign hanging there: WARUNG FAJAR. There was a small table and a wooden bench, with a stove and gas bottle, wrapped up in plastic wrap and chained to a light post.

The day after, there was an electric bulb swinging from the wooden beam, and the next evening, there was Fajar, standing under the naked light with three customers underneath it, drinking coffee. He didn’t notice me watching him and I moved away and decided to forget all about him.

I tried not to think about Fajar at all and I did not even walk along that street for many weeks, until one evening, a short time before Ramadan, I found myself leaving my home, as if ordered to by some invisible force, with no idea where I was going. I did not bother about anyone looking at me and asking themselves, silently or aloud, if I should be walking alone. I arrived at the Warung Fajar.

There was a customer in front of me, so he did not see me at first. Then he looked up and saw me and pointed to a plastic stool. He seemed taller and more handsome than the last time that I had seen him. He was pleased to see me and asked many questions about my family and my life. I felt very small and uninteresting next to him with his new shop. It was only an outside stall, he told me; too hot for selling in the midday sun, so it was to be open in the mornings and the evenings. He would go home in the middle of the day and sleep.

I asked him who would drive his girlfriend to work in the mornings.

Aryanti, she is not my girlfriend, he replied.

I was glad to hear his answer, but tried to hide it by asking again how the bule would get to work. He answered that she would take a taxi. She was now living further away, in Tangerang; she was tired of sitting on the bike in the smoky traffic and trying to breathe.

As we talked, we were interrupted by customers coming to buy coffee. He was very businesslike – straight away writing down in a book everything he had sold. I picked up the book and turned to the first page, which had been divided into columns with headings in English and Bahasa, printed in a delicate hand.

 From Vic, he told me. She is showing me how to keep everything.

 She is very kind to you, I said and, picking up his pen, I drew a small flower on the top of each heading. It looks prettier now.

He leaned over to look and I smelled the familiar mix of tobacco and perfume, which reminded me of our first night in the park. It seemed a long time ago, so many unexpected things had not yet happened, and I felt a wave of sadness come at me and try to knock me down. I stood up, ready to go home, but he pushed me back down, gently by the shoulders.

Stay a while and talk.

I did not stay long. I thought it better to let him wish I were still there with him than stay too long and have him wish me gone. I did not tell him that the next day I would travel with my brother to my father’s village to get some medicine from the herbalist. Let him look for me in the evenings and wonder why I did not walk past. Just before I left, an idea came to me, quietly, like a small insect suddenly landing in my lap. I took Fajar’s pen from where it rested in the pages of the book and secretly placed it in my purse before taking leave of him.


Chapter Seven

Vic

20 September

It is two days before Ramadan. He came over this afternoon, bringing mangoes and young rose apples that looked like pink candy hearts. We perched on the bed, trying not to let the sweet mango and chilli water spill onto the sheets, and stared absently at the TV.

Fresh, he said, tasting the mango and pulling his lips back over his teeth.

It was fresh, and the room was cold. A crisp seventeen degrees, while outside the city blared with noise and heat.

He was eating the mango and stroking my knee and I was admiring his powder-blue T-shirt, which had gone out of style many years earlier back home. It had a streetscape on the front – something Greg Brady might have been comfortable wearing, and with Fajar’s brown skin it was vaguely reminiscent of the Afro haircuts and cool-cat New York bars of TV yesteryear. I almost expected to look out the window and see a line of station wagons parked outside, but instead there would be Kijang Jeeps with plastic Arabic signs reading the name of Allah and cardboard scented pine trees hanging from the rear-view mirrors. Despite his age and seventies wear, he always had a vaguely neo-classical Count-of-Monte-Cristo air about him – probably because of his quaint textbook English and the exaggerated rolling ‘r’s they use here.

He was sitting cross-legged on the bed, with his shoulders slightly hunched, translating the dialogue for me. I marvelled at the television women, who fall to pieces in any kind of crisis, crying like helpless, hysterical children. They are nothing like the women I’ve actually met here, who seem to be capable, strong, just as smart as anyone else. The real women are hard workers and, despite being covered from head to toe, they are harassed by groups of men on buses and street corners and at work. We were watching a drama about a girl who is chased out of the village by stone-throwing maniacs because she is pregnant and unmarried. I tried not to notice Fajar’s look of immense satisfaction as he watched her stumbling along the road, her forehead cut and bleeding. I wanted to ask him where he had been the night before when he had promised to visit, but I didn’t want to risk it; he was easily offended and given to temper tantrums, stomping off and turning off his mobile phone – the phone I gave him – for two or three days at a time. Wiping the last of the mango off his fingers, he leaned over and kissed me on the mouth and whispered softly: Just a moment, Vic. I must defecate first.

I have not been able to train him out of this habitual announcement. He will take his jeans and high-waisted underpants off by the bed and then wander off into the bathroom. Then there is the sound of a cigarette being lit and a bit later, frenzied bidet and shower noises, before he strolls back, takes off his T-shirt and slides under the covers.

21 September

Tonight there was an eclipse of the moon. It slowly turned dark red and then completely disappeared above the mosque where the men were praying, their low voices floating up into the stratosphere. I watched it from a rooftop swimming pool where earlier in the day I had offended a group of Saudi women by going for a swim wearing only my bathers. They had been sitting under the midday sun, their squat, fat bodies like perfect cubes draped in black cloth, watching over their children who were splashing and laughing in the water. They were like five angry ravens, perched on banana lounges, scowling ominously as I stepped out of my towel to reveal a very modest one-piece bathing suit. I wondered why they couldn’t swim when it was so hot and what other physical pleasures they were denied.

They were not there this evening to witness the display of bloody might from the ancient goddess, but I watched it, and this time, as I was all alone in the dark, I swam naked. The moon disappeared and then slowly re-emerged like a magic trick. The cool water was like silk on my skin and I floated with legs and arms stretched out, watching the sky. I imagined those women from earlier in the day were at home, with the children already in bed, watching television and secretly scoffing down kulfa and bars of pink and white nougat, bathing their fat bodies and applying cloying, scented oils against the heat.

As the last little semicircle of moon was coloured in, Fajar arrived in a cloud of excitement to take me home. I could feel the warm energy emanating from his back and thought it had something to do with the eclipse, and the sprinkling of stars that had also made a rare appearance that night.

As soon as we got off the bike he presented me with a box of deep fried biscuits with small goldfish pressed into them and a clear plastic bag of wine tied in a knot at the top. He had hunted down these treats for me as a way of saying thank you for our Bali trip, and because it was the last night he could see me before the fasting month began. After the last supper, he laid down the law – it was to be no sex for a month. I listened impassively, secretly struggling to dislodge the goldfish bones from the roof of my mouth with my tongue. He looked particularly young and sure of himself and his place in the world, and, for a moment, I wished I could join in and maybe even belong there. The magnitude of eight million people in one city participating in a shared ritual that went on for a whole month seemed reassuring and profound.

6 October 

My enchantment with Ramadan has not lasted. The outside changes that have been taking place are subtle, but they have grown on me like a fungus. At first it just seemed that the mosque noises were getting louder and the prayers a little more frenzied; there were no food stalls open in the streets, but everything else was business as usual. Then I began to notice they were no longer playing Whitney Houston on a loop in the supermarket but some new songs that I suspected might be hymns. Mysteriously, wine disappeared from the supermarket shelves – but not beer, the beer was still sitting there happily for sale.

Wine is stronger, the supermarket girls explained.

What’s the difference? The rule isn’t ‘don’t drink strong alcohol’, the rule is ‘don’t drink alcohol’. What the hell is the difference? If you’re selling beer, you can sell wine. 

It has been a resolution of mine to refrain from shouting at people in this country, no matter what the circumstances. Also, to control my urges to pontificate or point out why, exactly, another way would be more efficient and sensible; to, instead, smile calmly as someone chases me down the street waving something at me that I definitely would not buy; to refrain from sarcasm when asked rude personal questions by taxi drivers or when told by perfect strangers that I am fat. This time I didn’t manage it.

You’re still selling HAM for Chrissake!

I could feel my face going red and hear my voice droning on dreary and pointless. The girls in the supermarket closed their faces and their eyes glazed over, which was the standard response to bules losing their cool. It was the same in every supermarket – the wine was clearly there, behind a strip of brown hessian, but not for sale. The new piped music started to take on mocking and smug undertones, which weren’t there before.

Then, walking past the mosque, wineless, in search of dinner, I saw two lines of women kneeling forlornly at the back of a sea of men. They were drowning in a kind of white gossamer sheeting, with only a peep of their faces showing. I couldn’t even see their hands. I averted my eyes and walked past swiftly, a little nasally man’s voice bleating out after me over the sound system.

I was gripped by the violent urge to run naked down the laneway, red hair blazing and shouting out curses to the Gods of Hate and Hypocrisy who seemed to be ruling this city. There had been too many months of biting my tongue, watching what happens to the women here. I wanted to cry out every ungodly carnal desire into the street and call for the great Goddess of Sexuality who has lost all of her ribbons and furs and has to creep around like Cinderella in the ashes or sit on a perch like an angry, tethered bird. She may not pout or purr or scream her pleasure. She covers herself in white gossamer, but is not radiant. She is broken, shackled and stunted like the bodies of the undernourished people who live here. She has a master and that master is called Husband. Father. Imam. Brother. Everywhere she turns she is assigned a sexual identity and is then denied the right to express it.

The only option was frivolous luxury. In desperation, I waved down a taxi, which crawled off towards the leafy suburb where the rich Indonesians and ex-pats are driven around in their SUVs and Ramadan is merely a quaint seasonal backdrop to affluence. One thing was certain – I was going to get wine. I headed straight for the special supermarket that kept fresh stocks of salami, stilton and Dom Pérignon. It was strange to see so many bules in one place. There seemed to be a special code there that said: Minimal eye contact, don’t smile. I don’t want to know you. It was if each white had their own relationship with Indonesia and did not want to taint it by sharing with others. Or maybe it was the high crazy-ratio making people keep their distance. You never knew who you were going to get stuck with – which mad marooned ex-pat who had forgotten how to go home would latch on to you and unleash their lonely story, the same story, more or less, coloured with intense hatred for the host country that they could not leave.

I returned home laden with expensive treats that didn’t make me feel any better.

The one big compensation has been Fajar. Despite the lecture, which had probably been more to himself than to me, during Ramadan he actually comes over more often than usual in a blaze of nervous passion and leaves to eat and pray in the cooling evening air.


Chapter Eight

Aryanti

When I got home from the Warung Fajar, I took the pen that I had taken from him and put it safely in my drawer. I planned to use some of the money that I had saved to see the dukun while I was in my father’s village. I would ask him to put a spell on Fajar, that he would forget about the bule and come back to me, and so I needed something from him to help make the spell strong. It was only a pen, but I had seen him touch it and even put it in his mouth and bite it. I would also take a flower that he had given me long ago that I had pressed between the pages of a book.

The plan was a good one, but my heart was in a panic as the bus climbed up the hill to my father’s village the next day. After all, to do this is forbidden in Islam. I did not want the spirits to be angry with me for using magic. I knew that they could do terrible things when they were upset, like send a great wave to knock over a whole town, or make someone fall down dead in the street without warning.

The village was very quiet after the big noise of Jakarta. I had the feeling that I had woken after a troubling dream and found myself in this cool, friendly place where everything was as it should be. The people are planted in the earth, and they live like trees in their villages, with a tree’s understanding of seasons and time. Nobody is in a hurry. Everybody rises at 3 am, when it is still cool and dark, and they go out into the fields to tend the rice and vegetables before the sun can strike them. The houses are made of earth and brick, and chickens scratch around the yards. But there is a sad feeling to this village now, because most of the young people have left to find work in the city, and some of the older people as well. There are not many children playing in the shade of the big trees, and abandoned huts are dotted along the dusty tracks that wind their way out to the rice fields. Of my father’s family, there was only my uncle left in the village, and his wife and younger children. The older children had already left.

After we had eaten with the family, my brother went to the river with the small cousins to check on their fish traps, while I set out to consult with the doctor. I was afraid that Aunty would want to come with me to buy the medicine, so I told her that Father had asked me to speak to the doctor alone. He was well known there as a natural healer, using herbs from his own garden and wild plants that grew on the mountain.

As soon as I had bought the medicine, I made my way to the cave of the dukun. I was afraid, although I knew he was not one of the sorcerers who send death and disease to people’s enemies. They do not allow this kind of magic here. Black magicians are cast out, and the graves of children and babies are guarded every night for forty nights after they are buried, so that sorcerers from other villages cannot steal their bodies.

The dukun came to the front of the cave, wearing only shorts and plastic slippers. He scratched at his belly and followed my gaze to the blood-red stone on the ring on his finger.

You must look very closely if you want to see, he said pleasantly, holding out his hand. Inside there are two jinn, who do not like to be disturbed by anyone but their master. 

I looked closely into the ring, but I could not see anything there.

You cannot see because they do not want you to see them, but they may listen to your troubles if they are interested, he said.

We sat on the floor of the cave, and I told him the story of Fajar and Vic, and showed him the pen I had brought from the warung. Dukun was not happy that the story involved a bule, and even more troubled when I described her hair.

That colour is strong magic, he said. Especially when the hair grows down so far. Did you not bring me any of it? He frowned at the plastic biro and the squashed brown flower in front of him, and tugged at his beard. Then he went to the front of the cave and took a bottle that had been hanging from a tree outside. He kneeled down beside me and rubbed oil from the bottle into my temples and wrists, and then began chanting in a high, weak voice. The smell of the oil was strong and made my head dizzy and light. I was mesmerised by the strange chanting; it made me think of bones lying in a place where no rain fell. When the dukun had finished, he wrapped the pen in cloth and poured some of the oil into a small phial and tied this to a cord, which he placed around my neck.

Put it under your pillow and chant the words every night, he told me. His face was covered with perspiration and his hands trembled as he handed me the spell, which he had written on some white cloth. Walk back slowly and drink water when you arrive at your uncle’s house. 

Outside, the world was suddenly bright yellow after the darkness of the cave, and the smell of ylang-ylang floated on the breeze like a song. The trees were shaking white flowers from their hair and the dragonflies, with their orange stick-bodies, darted forward and floated back helplessly on the wind’s current. A goat was grazing in the middle of a field, but I could see that it was not really a goat – there was an old man spirit living inside the animal. He lifted his hairy face and winked at me. I walked unsteadily through the village with the feeling that I was seeing all things as they had always been, yet for the first time, the colours behind the colours and the light behind the light, and there was a sharp buzzing noise, which was the sound of all living things, including the stones and the clouds.

I returned to the house of my uncle and drank water as instructed, and then slept immediately and dreamed a dream of voices chattering and hammering away like two angry birds arguing, but it wasn’t Bahasa they were speaking.

My brother and I stayed in the village for one more night, and in the morning went back to Jakarta with my father’s medicine. I did not look for Fajar, or go past his shop, as the dukun had told me not to seek him out. I went back to selling the cakes as usual, and every night chanted the words to the spell I had been given.

I was not surprised when, on the fourth day, as I was walking along the road, Fajar pulled up next to me on the bike. We did not speak, but I got on the back and he drove to a place where we could sit on the grass without being seen by too many people. I leaned back in his arms and we sat in silence and looked at the sky. I let him kiss my fingers one by one. Then, he used his big teeth and bit softly along the side of my hand, which was a very strange feeling.

We had been there together for a long time, when his phone began to ring, and before he could reach for it, I quickly took it from the pocket of his jacket. I hardly had time to see the name flashing there before he took it from me.

What does she want?

I do not know. She probably wants me to drive her somewhere. Where did you go the last days? he asked, switching the phone off. I missed you. 

Weren’t you too busy with Vic to miss me?

Aryanti. How can you be jealous? Are you crazy? This is a woman who will help me, that is all. 

For what, Fajar? For what reason will she give you all of this money?

The money is small for her. And she is very kind. 

Why is she so kind? There must be a shrimp behind the stones. What does she want in return? 

Sayang, he replied. She is forty years old. Do you think I am in love with my grandmother? 

All right. I believe you are not in love with her, but an older woman may fall in love with a young man.

That’s your mother’s idea. That every girl will like me.

My mother thinks you are too handsome. That’s all.

What do you think, sayang? Am I too handsome?

I looked at his smooth face and dark eyes and was about to make a joke, but surprised myself by taking both his hands in mine and saying, Yes.

 As we kissed he toyed with the button on my blouse, and then his long fingernail traced the outline of my breasts. Something was different. I no longer wanted to fight him when he touched me like this. But I was worried that someone might see us.

It’s time to go home.

All right, sayang. But give me one more kiss first.

Anyway she is a very ugly woman. How can you stand her on your bike?

Are you still thinking about Vic and spoiling our afternoon?

Would you like me not to be jealous that you spend your time away from me with another woman? 

I hope you will only think about you and me, sayang. 

Will you be jealous if I drive around with a bule man?

If you drive around with a bule man I will kill him. Aryanti, she is going to help us. We will be married and we can have this warung, to help us get out from my mother’s house. 

So it was settled, just like that. We would be married. He did not even ask, but said it like that, as if we had been talking about it all afternoon.

I don’t want to live with your eldest brother, I said. I am afraid of him. 

My mother will not let him bother you. 

I’ll tell my mother tonight. Father will back me up. He likes you.

Thanks to Allah somebody in your family does. 

When I got home I told my mother simply that I was going to marry Fajar. We would have the ring ceremony in a few months, when he had paid the ring, and some more on the bike. I would not listen to any more objections.

It was hard to believe how quickly it all happened after that trip to the mountains. I should have been happy, but instead I felt uneasy, and when I went to sleep that night I heard it again, and all night long so that my sleep was disturbed – the two jinn fighting like crows over a stick. The next morning I woke and went downstairs to find that Fajar was already standing in the kitchen, drinking coffee and waiting for me.


Chapter Nine

Fajar

One thing Aryanti does not know, nor Vic either, is that there are many naughty girls in Jakarta. They will wear their jilbab every day, and keep their faces very sweet and pure, but once inside a room with a man it is a different story. There are also the Christian girls and the Chinese. And Budi and I have fucked many of them. Sometimes they will ask you for money, but sometimes they just want to be naughty, and all you have to do is provide a room.

Budi is lucky, because there is only himself and his uncle, so we can bring girls to his house sometimes, when we find them. We find them on Facebook from the internet cafe, and meet them in Jakarta Raya, which is not so far away, and then take them back to Budi’s. If anybody sees us driving them we can say they are customers. Once we even found two sisters, who liked to change horses in midstream.

The only thing to be very worried about is Budi’s uncle because he is Imam, and believes that all such adultery should be punished severely. If he catches us we are completely flogged and dead, because he is like a father to Budi and he can command the worshippers of his mosque to carry out any beating he orders, and he would tell my eldest brother to beat me also. But we are careful to know where he is going and how long he will stay out.

A few weeks before Ramadan, we took two girls to a place where Budi’s friend was working as a security guard, for the Mission lady’s family. That woman was in charge of helping poor Indonesian girls to go to school, and was supposed to be a very good woman. But I didn’t understand why she could use a company that would only pay one million per month for a man to stand at her house twelve hours a day, six days a week, with only two packets of coffee to drink every day.

On Sundays she took her whole family out to church and then lunch, and would usually stay out all day. Budi’s friend often invited us over on these days to swim in their pool. He locked the front door and, in case of their early return, he planned for us to escape over the back fence and to tell them he had been inside praying.

The day that we brought the two girls there, he was very angry at first, because there were too many people walking in the front door, in view of the whole street. But then he calmed down and we went swimming, the girls in their underwear, and we had some vodka from the cabinet, being careful to replace it with water. We fucked both girls one time each before calling a taxi and dropping them in Blok M and going home.

The problem was that one of these girls had scratched me with her long fingernails and I did not know. When I went later to Vic’s house, there were three scratches in a perfect row, on my side, above my hip. The worst thing is that she found them by kissing along the line of my shoulders and down my side until she suddenly stopped and there was silence.

What the hell is this?

I could not see the scratches until she held up a mirror for me.

Oh, I said. It is very hot in my house. Probably I did it while sleeping.

What are you talking about? she said. Do you think I am an idiot? Hold up your hands. 

I did as she asked, spreading my hands out in front of her. She ran her fingers along the tops of my fingernails, which were very short, except for the one on the small finger of my right hand. You have one long nail, she said. Not three. Do you expect me to believe that you have scratched yourself in three perfect straight lines, an equal distance apart? In your sleep?

Sayang, I do not know how the scratch came to be there, I said. Trust me.

She walked over to the table and lit one of my cigarettes, which was a surprise for me. I had not seen her smoke before.

What do you mean, ‘trust me’? What the fuck does that mean? I want to know who scratched you on the arse!

I did not like the ugly words she was using. I could feel the panic rising up in my chest and quickly turning to anger, as I realised she would not believe me. I tried to calm myself before I spoke again.

Vic, you are a rich woman, I reasoned. You sleep every night in your air conditioning, but my house is very hot and full of mosquitoes.

She did not reply straight away, but looked at me and blew a puff of smoke straight in my face.

So it’s my fault, because I am rich, that some whore of a woman has scratched you. 

Without warning, the anger rose up again and I found myself snatching the cigarette from her hand and grinding it into the ashtray. Then, the ashtray was shattering onto the floor and I was screaming at her, with the blood roaring in my ears. Her eyes widened and she stood up quickly and began to speak, but I was already at the door.

I stood there for a moment and shouted:

Do not call me ever again!

Then, I was on the street. The outside world was blurry and hot, after the cool whiteness of her bedroom. I lit a cigarette and the smoke tore at my throat and soaked into my lungs, which were already pulling in too much air. I went to find Budi, to drink beer, and tell him the story, but when I got to his house he was not there, and, instead, I decided to go home. As I pulled the front door shut I saw them all there waiting silently for me. My mother, Rhamat, Agus (my second eldest brother), Chitra and also Rhamat’s wife. They all stood up and Agus pushed me into a chair. They must have chosen him to speak, because they knew I hated Rhamat and would not listen to him.

You will finish with the bule, he said simply. You will not drive her anymore, or receive her phone calls. You will keep the shop but you will not receive any more money from her.

I began to protest, but my mother silenced me with a wave of her hand. I am her youngest son, and the one who reminds her of our father. I could see that it was hard for her to say the next thing:

You will obey this, Fajar, or you will leave this house and this family.

I could see that they were serious; I was hot with shame to think what they knew about me and Vic, and I looked at Chitra, who was standing with her shoulders hunched, staring at the floor. Agus placed his hand on her shoulder.

You will not show your temper to Chitra. She is right to protect the honour of this family, and your honour also, he said.

I left for the warung after being made to apologise to all of them and to promise not to see Vic again. It seemed that everyone was sticking their nose into my business in one day – first Vic and now everybody else. Why could they not just let me be a man and run my own life? I knew better than to fight this time.

There were very few customers that evening, but I was glad, because I wanted to be alone, and try to find a way out of all this mess. But, for the first time since I had opened the shop, Aryanti came by. I did not even feel surprised because everything was happening that day. At first, I was going to ask her to leave, but then an idea came into my head, about how I could keep Vic without anybody from my family interfering.

Stay and talk for a while, I told her. 

I did not hear from Vic that night, and I guessed she was still angry with me. I was very worried that this would be the finish, if I did not act carefully. When I saw her two days later, being driven to the shopping centre by an ojek, I did not wave to her. I also did not call her or even turn on my phone. Then, after five nights, I turned it back on and waited for the call, which came after midnight. I went to her house, as she had asked me to do.

At the door, she looked me over thoughtfully from head to toe before waving me inside and pouring each of us one of her famous gins.

You are one scary bastard when you are angry, she said. You can buy me a new ashtray. I don’t like people breaking my things.

Then she held my face in her hands and looked straight into my eyes.

I won’t get angry, she said, and I won’t ask you for any money back. I just want to know if you have a girlfriend. Please tell me the truth. Fajar, do you have a girlfriend?

I did not waver, but stared back into the deep blueness and answered: No.

I was bursting to have her then, and tore at her dress, and was on her like a stallion, pushing her down and stabbing into her from behind. She did not know that I was her master, but I did. She would not control me, or have me follow any rules. Nor my mother, nor Agus, nor anybody else. I came hot and fast, almost straight away, and then she was on top of me. We wrestled with each other in naked fury. Breathless. Exploding. Until the call to prayer came many hours later, to tell us it was morning.


Chapter Ten

Vic

19 October 

After six months at the school, my boss asked me to stay on for another programme. I told him yes, but that I couldn’t stay in the noisy boarding house any more. The house they have given me in Tangerang is beautiful. It is cool with old gold candelabras on the wall and carved wooden furniture and a huge antique mirror with a large crack down the middle of it. There are no windows in the back of the house, but you can open the skylight and look at the stars, and sometimes get the fragrance of night jasmine mixed in with the petrol fumes. Fajar and I arrived by bike, with the whole neighborhood looking on. Inside the house were three servants, watching with intense curiosity as I unpacked.

When they were all back again in the morning, grinning and cackling as they watched me make breakfast, I said to Fajar: You’ll have to tell them to get out; I can’t stand this – this is a rented property not some kind of free entertainment for the local cleaners. 

They didn’t like being asked to leave, as the house had been vacant for some time and they had been using it as a meeting place. The one remaining woman, who is actually employed to work there, let me know by spilling bleach all over my laundry the next day. I didn’t mention the bleach, acted as if it had never happened, but my laundry basket remained empty for a week and finally she could not restrain herself.

Where you laundry? I wash for you – you give me money.

 Oh, no thank you, I said. Never mind.

If only I could wash my own things and clean my own house and put a big new lock on the door that says ‘mind your own business and leave me alone’. I already knew I would pay the woman far too much money to do increasingly less and less housework and let her friends in to look at my things while I am out. I pay another woman to actually wash and iron for me and Fajar picks the clothes up and drops them off, thereby becoming the target of the villagers’ hatred.

When you walk down the street here the people stand and stare at you – you can feel the eyes boring into your back – and they talk too. When you turn around to confront them they are impassive and just ask you what you want. These are small groups of people from up-country who get paid very little and they also don’t really get trained and they don’t have any way (or desire) to get out. They have tiny rooms that are more like closets, and because of this they live most of their lives outside the house, standing around together, watching the street.

It has been several months and I have still not met the landlord of this beautiful house, as he has been on an extended trip to Hawaii, which sounds about as far away from here as you can get. But I sent him messages – mostly to do with other strangers appearing, occasionally, in the house without knocking. They must have their own key, and I don’t know why they come here, or how often when I am out.

He has never replied.

24 October 

Speak of the devil. The landlord has finally come back after months away. He knocked on the door at around nine yesterday evening. He was drunk – I noticed straight away – and there was the inevitable sandy moustache, balding pate, and huge pores on his nose to let the alcohol out. He was holding a half-empty glass of something and ice and a huge friendly grin.

I’m busy at the moment, I said, but he pushed past me.

Oh, you’re not too busy to have a drink with me, surely? 

He almost crashed into Fajar, who was standing outside the bedroom, barefoot and shirtless.

Well, I do have someone here but perhaps he would like a drink too.

Fajar declined the offer and began to put on his shirt and jacket.

I went to pour my neighbour and landlord a gin, but he produced a tiny bottle of airline scotch from his trouser pocket and added it to his glass.

Just some ice, he said, and a little soda. I never leave home without them. This is such a terrible country. The amount of times I’ve been stuck at some function and they’ve got Coke and Fanta on the table! You’ve got to get through a whole night of shaking hands and terrible speeches on nothing at all!

He switched topic as Fajar left by the front door.

I can see your reasons for being here are not altruistic. 

I did not smile.

Should they be?

His own face froze mid-grin.

Ah – be careful, I could hear him thinking. She’s a bitch!

I knew this man. I could tell immediately that he had never had sex with a woman and was afraid of us. He has an Indonesian boyfriend, of course, but he is middle class, and for some reason this means it is not as scandalous as my own liaison. I did not question his motives for being in Jakarta, but he decided to tell me anyway. He belongs to some charity associated with Indonesian art. He is a painter and a businessman, whatever that means. I have met a lot of ‘businessmen’ in South-East Asia. This could mean he is living on inherited money, or that he has set up a small restaurant, which he sometimes oversees. It could mean that he dabbles in import-export. The most important thing for me is that I don’t want to know. When he finally went home and I cleaned up a little, I noticed that he had left a couple of airline scotches amongst the couch cushions, like an alcoholic chicken who has left an egg behind.

29 October

Now that Ramadan is finished, and so also all the frenzied, guilty sex that went with it, I am getting more than bored with Jakarta.

It has been almost two months since the big fight with Fajar, and I have somehow managed to forget about the scratches and the ashtray shattering on the floor. I am restless, though. The plan is to finish the next programme, leave Fajar and go home. I have not wanted to abandon him in Jakarta with nothing, but I know also that I can’t take him home to Australia, even if he agreed to come. His family would never speak to him again, and I won’t be responsible for that.

On Sunday, I went walking through the filthy streets on my way to a charity exhibition. I had only accepted the invitation because I was desperate for anything to do. I walked past more pale blue towers going up, more places to buy donuts and gold watches that will tick and tick and tick in the heavy opulent air. On Sunday afternoons you see the well-heeled families of Jakarta eating dim sum and ravioli in the vast, expensive eateries sitting at the tables while the maid stands up next to them, holding the baby.

The outdoor food market had the desolate feeling of an abandoned circus: tattered food wagons pulled around in a ring. I got some grey fried rice there and, almost before I sat down, two boys came at me with guitars and a plastic cup. They couldn’t play or sing. They strummed and mumbled their way through half a song, eyes cast down at the wooden bench. You do not pay them for entertainment, you pay them to go away. As soon as they were gone, another duo appeared from nowhere. They were almost the same boys – identical embarrassed looks, frayed jeans, faded T-shirts and long skinny fingers. They couldn’t play either. When they were replaced by the third set of boys, I gave up and walked away, leaving the rice. There is always someone standing behind someone you are helping – no end to the requests for what you have, which in my case, was finite, I reminded myself as I left the last two boys with an empty can. I’d have to fill up on pinwheel sandwiches and natty little snacks at the hotel.

Walking past the tiny caravans selling cigarettes, I resisted the urge to buy a packet. Ever since the argument when Fajar had broken my ashtray, I had wanted another cigarette. I felt a yearning, which was all that habit ever was: craving and being satisfied, craving and being satisfied, a daily rhythm, rocking like a cradle.

I have not stopped craving you, Fajar, with your bull fighter’s splendour – energy packed in and springing from all corners bang bang bang going off like a firecracker. You dive and swim and shimmy; you are green like the fingers of the banana, like the eyes of a green god, you are green like the water that glistens. You are brown skin melting like chocolate onto my paleness. You are the moth crashing in the shadows. You are falling like a panther from the jungle sky, stalking through the cinnamon-scented malls where the rich people stroll. You are the burst of green calling through the traffic. I have not stopped craving you, Fajar, and I cannot leave. 

I arrived on time to the charity exhibition and I knew before I bought the ticket that I would win the door prize. I always do. The artist was ordinary – nice sketches of basically the same image over and over, rows of derelict huts dwarfed by these huge buildings springing up like giant weeds, and the inevitable makeshift washing lines next to motorbikes and more skyscrapers. They made me feel sad and bored at the same time. I couldn’t help thinking that while the people here would pay top dollar for these pictures of everyday poor people’s lives, they would never have any relationship with those people, other than as master to servant or missionary to … what? Victim? If I had tried to bring Fajar in there, we would both have been discreetly shown the door, but someone might hang a sketch of his rickety house above their mantelpiece in the name of art or charity.

Some ambassador’s wife who was a bit of a wag opened the exhibition. I met the woman who was running the show at the door and she confided in me a few seconds after we had met that she hadn’t had sex for eleven years. (Another one, I thought. All these shipwrecked female ex-pats not getting any.) The exhibition was in a hotel lobby, which was like all the hotel lobbies in Jakarta – high tea and someone at the piano playing bland, tinkly music beneath the tall glass ceilings. My boss was there, being the cultured public servant. So was Ricky, the office Cockney, but I did not acknowledge him, as he had refused to shake hands with Fajar some weeks before. It was when Ricky had come to my house to pick up some papers, and left as Fajar was arriving. I introduced them at the gate. Fajar held out his hand and Ricky walked straight past him. It seemed his love of the breezy London working class did not extend to the Indonesian equivalent, although his own wife was a poor local. I think he thought it different because she was married to him. I took some time later to explain it to Fajar.

This kind of person is shit, honey. That’s all you really need to know. 

And I also told him:

 My mother used to clean the toilets at a university. Do you know that? We teachers are not special, rich people. We are here because we grew up with a different government, because we speak English and we are white. 

My mother’s toilet-cleaning money had paid for piano and French lessons for me, which I had done very well at, until one surprising day when I made a sudden and irreversible play for freedom. It had been a turn for the better.

Standing in the lobby in the swarm of international pseudo socialites, I suddenly felt life had taken a terrible turn for the worse. Nevertheless, I actually won both door prizes including, after all that hunting for wine, an eighty-five-dollar bottle of champagne. I planned to take it home and drink it with Fajar, but wouldn’t tell him it cost about the same as his monthly motorbike payment. I also won four bottles of red and refrained from doing the noble thing of letting them be raffled off again.

These people earn ten times what we earn, I told Noreen, another teacher I had spotted amongst the mining and embassy people.

Even the scholarship students are getting more than us. I’m keeping the wine.

1 November

Well, they say that love is blind but what is this? Blind, deaf and upside down, and most of all a fucking liar. Yesterday I left my phone at home and got back from work to find that I had twenty missed calls from an unknown number, and the following messages:

PLEASE DON’T TEXT, CALL OR SPEAK TO FAJAR AGAIN.

AND DON’T CALL HIM HONEY OR BABE. IT’S NOT LIKE HE IS YOUR BOYFRIEND.

and

I HATE YOU BECAUSE YOU HAVE TAKEN FAJAR FROM ME.

There were more, but I didn’t read them yet.

WHO ARE YOU? I asked.

YOU KNOW WHO I AM.

NO I DON’T REALLY – WHO ARE YOU???

I AM FAJAR’S GIRLFRIEND.

 

I hesitated before replying.

SO AM I – HIS GIRLFRIEND.

NO, VIC, I KNOW WHO YOU ARE. HE IS DRIVER FOR YOU.

HOW DO YOU KNOW MY NAME?

HE TALKING ABOUT YOU SOMETIMES.

 

I decided to call the number. A little girl voice answered. She was crying. We struggled through some questions, in English and Bahasa. As far as I could tell, they had been together for some time, long before I came to Indonesia. They have plans to marry. He left his phone at her house by mistake. That is how she managed to read my messages.

My first instinct was to apologise. She was happy with that, sensing that I recognised her prior claim. I could feel the depth of Fajar’s betrayal of her and I was shocked when she told me her age.

Twenty-one.

How can you think to get married at twenty-one?

Actually, twenty-one isn’t young for an Indonesian woman. At twenty-six you are virtually an old maid.

I am very sorry, I told her again.

Alright, Vic – and you must promise not talking to him ever again.

No, I have to talk to him tonight. 

Vic you must never tell Fajar that I know about this. We will keep it a secret. 

No, I said. We will not.

She wanted me to just walk away, after everything. She wanted me to simply disappear. We argued back and forth until one of us hung up. Then something else occurred to me – the scratches on Fajar that led to our big argument. Was it her, or was it another woman? I texted back – we were better at reading than speaking each other’s languages anyway.

HAVE YOU HAD SEX WITH HIM?

WHAT?

SEX. DO YOU HAVE SEX WITH FAJAR?

WHAT ARE YOU ASKING ME?

I DO – ALMOST EVERY DAY.

ARE YOU SAYING YOU HAVE LAIN WITH HIM AS MAN AND WIFE?

I turned off the phone then, unable to give an answer to such an innocent question. It obviously wasn’t her. I called Fajar immediately.

I’ve been talking on the phone to your girlfriend.

The whole year fell down around us with one small exclamation: Oh.

An hour later he was sitting on the end of my bed crying. We had been hugging and crying since he burst through the door.

I’m sorry, Vic. I’m sorry, Vic, but I LOVE YOU.

Then why are you going to marry her? 

Vic, you have already told me that we cannot be together. And it is true. My mother also would not allow me to be with you.

I know that he is telling the truth. I can’t imagine bringing Fajar back to Australia. I have seen the way that people look at mismatched couples from South-East Asia – the fat old men with their child brides. I couldn’t do it to him. Besides, apart from having this affair with me, Fajar is a conventional Muslim. He will break the rules, but only in the way they are allowed to be broken.

What is her name? 

He doesn’t answer for a minute.

Fajar, what is her name?

Aryanti. 

Why are you going to marry Aryanti?

Vic, she is Muslim girl. She loves me.

Do you love her?

A little bit.

And you have promised to marry her.

He doesn’t deny this and doesn’t look at me. I should be furious, I shouldn’t let him near me, but we have not stopped touching each other since he arrived. He leans back on my legs and starts to read my phone messages. He is suddenly terrified.

Vic, have you told her we are having sex?

Of course I told her that – what else have we been doing, honey? 

This is a dreadful blow. He wants me to call her straight away and tell her that there has been no sex. I will not do it.

First of all it is three o’clock in the morning.

She will not be sleeping.

You may be used to telling these big lies to people, Fajar, but I am not. Get the hell off me anyway.

But he doesn’t move. He runs his hand down the side of my leg and strokes my foot.

Tell her, Vic. Please.

What about her? Have you been having sex with her?

No. Vic. No – she is Muslim woman. Her father is very strict. It is impossible.

Have you kissed her?

Sometimes.

I close my eyes. I don’t want to watch him see the hurt in my face and I am suddenly weary and want him gone.

Go home. Turn off your phone for two days. Tell your mother you must not be disturbed by any visitors. After two days you call Aryanti and ask to meet. Tell her I am lying about the sex because I am jealous and I want to make her break with you. 

He gathers his things.

I’m sorry, Vic.

It’s too late for sorry.

Let me marry her. Give us some time, and then we can be together again. When I am a married man, there is nobody who can tell me what to do. I will always come back to you, Vic.

Now you really have gone crazy. Did you tell Aryanti that part of the plan, Fajar?

Of course not.

Then you have no right to marry her. 

After he had gone I thought back to him introducing me to his family, the day I went to check on his new business. The one I paid for with the very small savings that I had. It is a little stall where he can sell coffee and fried snacks. I bought him the stove and the shopfront and some starting credit, and gave him money for the bribe to pay the street mafia. It is a very humble affair, but the whole family came out to meet me and say thank you. I had visited just a week ago, just to say hello, and had been introduced to Aryanti, Fajar’s fiancée, who had been there, although he had told me she was his sister – a petite young woman with curly hair and no headscarf, wearing pink. I remember shaking her hand, and also that Fajar had been eager to get me out of there. I saw her again a few days later, when I was driving past the warung in a taxi. It was sunset, the time when people venture outside to cool down and gossip. She was with Fajar and many of the family, who were proudly sitting together and looking out from the little wooden shop facing the street, bathed in a soft orange glow, destined for new greatness.

This morning, after receiving another seventy-nine missed calls from Aryanti, I declared war.

STOP CALLING ME YOU STUPID GIRL. GET THE FUCK OFF MY PHONE.

YOU FUCK OFF TOO VIC. I VERY VERY HATE YOU.

We went back and forwards for a while until I switched off my phone. I have no intention of switching it back on until after the weekend.

It isn’t too hard being nasty to this girl – I know she is the innocent victim of Fajar’s lies but I want to hunt her down and slap her as hard as I can. It seems we are more than happy to hate each other instead of him.

7 November

The man himself has returned after a week, as agreed. He has spent his time telling lies and making promises and wheedling his way back into Aryanti’s heart. The first thing he did was push me down onto the sofa and take off my clothes. I wasn’t surprised and did not resist.

22 November

The stolen visits have been going on for a few weeks and each time he has asked me the same thing – to meet with him and Aryanti and to convince her that we have not had sex. Each time I have refused. He doesn’t know that Aryanti and I have already met.

She had asked me to a café with the express purpose of warning me off Fajar. I was not going to fight for him, but I didn’t plan to tell her that.

I recognised her as soon as I got to the café. She was wearing the same pink shirt I had seen her in on the day we had met at the warung. I had chosen the café, for privacy, instead of a tea shop, where anybody could see us, but she looked like she wasn’t used to being in a place like that. I ordered coffee and, before it arrived, she got straight to the point.

I want you to promise never to see Fajar again, she said.

No, I replied. For some reason I wanted to laugh. If you want promises, get them from Fajar. I don’t owe you anything. I don’t even know you. 

We are getting married soon. 

Oh that’s wonderful. Congratulations. Can I see the ring? 

The dainty little girl’s eyes narrowed. I knew Fajar would try to hold off as long as he could. There was no ring.

Dasar pelacur murahan! She spat.

Even with my terrible Indonesian, I could tell that she spoke roughly, and did not enjoy the same educated status as my students. She sat gracefully enough, but her accent was strong and flat and there was a hunted, defensive look on her pretty face. I had never read this roughness in Fajar, but they were obviously from the same class, the same patch of urban village. Perhaps the difference was from his brief sojourn at boarding school, and his quaint English. Aryanti’s English was poor but functional.

I don’t know why you would call me a whore. Which one of us has been having sex and taking money? Me or your handsome ‘virgin’ Fajar? 

You didn’t do sex with him, Vic. He said that is just a lie, for you to try to make us finished.

I told him to tell you that. He is not clever enough to think of that by himself!

Vic, I don’t believe you – you are a liar.

Why do you want to marry a man who does not love you? 

But she wouldn’t consider this. I was the problem in her eyes, not Fajar.

Just promise that you will never see Fajar again, she said.

I could find it in my heart to be very sorry for this young woman, but in the face of her intense hatred, it was hard to show it. Still, I did want her to realise that it would be just the beginning for her with Fajar. I know for sure he will betray her and hurt her again and again, maybe even more than he has hurt me.

Aryanti I have already told you there will be no promises from me. There are many more women in the world. Are you going to get them all to promise to keep away from Fajar?

I could see our interview would quickly be coming to a close, and had not gone according to Aryanti’s script.

You will be very sorry, Vic, if I have to see dukun to put a spell on you!

Your magic doesn’t work on bules, I replied scornfully, and I am not afraid of it. You can get his family to make him marry you, but you can’t make him love you, not by any magic.

Do you mean the way he loves you, Vic? she replied. He loves you so much he going to marry me. 

She got up, turned on her heel and left me to pay the bill. The one thing you could always count on in this place. They would always leave you to pay the bill.

28 November

Early this morning he knocked on the door. He had come to take me to work and I was surprised and pleased because I had missed him. He had coffee while I got ready. He was quieter than usual and I asked him what was wrong, but he just shook his head and said: No. Nothing.

We drove the back way to work, like fugitives, across the chalky vacant lot and then through very narrow streets past people I had not seen before, who stared without smiling as we brushed past them. The sun was striking the tin roofs and traffic was already heaving and spitting out poison. At the end of the back entrance he dropped me off – still troubled and not meeting my gaze. I was preparing to shake it out of him, but then had the feeling that whatever he had to tell me would make it too hard to go to work. Instead, I asked him if he needed any money. He almost took what I held out to him, but then caught himself and refused.

Goodbye, Vic.

12 December

I had arranged to call him on the weekend. But the weekend came and he didn’t answer one call. For two weeks he has not picked up the phone or returned any messages.

My teaching contract will be finished in a few weeks, and I have decided not to renew – to spend next year somewhere far away from this maddening treacherous city, with its eyes that follow you everywhere, its suffocating skies and its stifling ideas. Yesterday I was waiting for the lift when three of my colleagues arrived in a cloud of stale cigarette smoke. The teacher with the acne scars greeted me with:

Have you caught a dose of the clap from your ojek driver yet?

I kept my face completely still.

No. He doesn’t have the clap. He is a mighty fine root though. 

Ah ha ha ha. 

Back in the cool, damp house I am not so tough. The nights are miserable and beyond lonely. I can’t even tell him that I am leaving. And although I am furious, I am still worried – because at least I have the freedom to leave. Not him – he will have a child one day, before he is ready, and then another one, and he will be stuck here, scratching in the dust for the chance to be somebody’s servant. I do not have enough money to make sure that he will not sink back into the crippling, humiliating poverty that effaces and blames the self. Where less than mediocre men will not shake hands with him. I do not have enough to protect him. I do not even really have enough to protect myself. And then why should I care? I remind myself. Why should I care about this man who has left me still shocked and bleeding to be with another woman on the money I have given him?

12 January

Over the last few weeks I have been walking in the late afternoons in one or another of the dowdy long skirts I have bought, with someone else’s idea of modesty and decency in mind. On today’s walk, I receive a text message from Aryanti.

HOW ARE YOU, YOU PEREK PROSTITUTE? WHEN YOU GOING BACK TO YOU COUNTRY? ARE YOU MISSING FAJAR? HE IS MY HUSBAND NOW – WE HAVE DONE RING CEREMONY TOGETHER.

The ring ceremony is not the same thing as the wedding, but it is the next best thing. She must have made him do it straight away to be sure he wouldn’t wander off again. I think a while before answering, remembering the words of the Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh – whose bible I read one winter, holed up in a caravan in the bush visiting my hippy friends:

 When someone hits you, you should not turn the other cheek – you should hit them back – twice as hard. 

To hit back twice as hard is probably not going to be possible in this case. In the end I come up with this:

CONGRATULATIONS. I HOPE YOU ENJOY HIS BODY AS MUCH AS I HAVE.

After this, I half expect the male members of both clans battering down my door, but as Fajar had told her I had moved out of those apartments, I am probably safe. Besides, I am too angry to be really afraid. I have come to understand that for Fajar I no longer exist. I have been floating around like a ghost looking for answers. But there are no answers. I have simply been erased.

13 January

It seems I underestimated the power of a damn good insult. She must have broken down and shown him the message because he is on the phone, screaming with rage.

Where are you, Vic? I want to strike you now!

Why don’t you come over and try to touch me? I’ll have the street security carry you off like an ant!

Alright, Vic, if you come to my area ever again my brothers will beat you! 

I’m trying to think of the worst thing I can say to a Muslim.

You pig-faced dog! Are you crazy? Why would I come and walk around in your shitty street!? 

We do bit more screaming at each other until one of us hangs up.

He’ll be all worked up into kicking a wall, I think with satisfaction. I hope he breaks his damn foot!

16 January

The last two days before leaving have been maddeningly slow. I had things to tie up, so I took a few trips to various places in the suburb I was living in. I was happy to walk, rather than negotiate with any person in broken Indonesian or English. A young man followed me on a motorbike and gestured to me to get on. I shook my head and said ‘no’ but he followed me to the bank anyway. When I came back out of the building he was still waiting there.

No I said. No thank you. In English and Bahasa.

But he followed me back to my house at a couple of lengths behind, looking hopeful and speeding up every time I looked around. He was there again twenty minutes later when I emerged to go to the restaurant. This time I said ‘no’ and looked him right in the eye and held my hand straight out like a stop sign. He scratched his head and then drove up closer and after a moment’s consideration beeped his horn in my face. The short high screech pierced straight through my eardrums and mentally I curled up into a ball and clenched my fists. The street turned quiet and I looked at him for a second before erupting into white rage.

You motherfucking … Get out of my … you goddanmed … get the … I’m gonna … You wouldn’t …

I couldn’t stop. He scooted across the street in dismay to his friends who were doubled up laughing and screeching like parrots. I walked on to the restaurant and returned home glaring all the way and holding onto my plastic bag of soup.

At four o’clock this morning, on the way to the airport, I sent a text message to Fajar and he actually called back.

Come and say good bye, I asked him. But he refused.

Just forget about me, his voice was hoarse. I am a bad man, Vic. Just forget about me.

When I got on the plane, I thought about what the beautiful Hollywood movie star that I am not might do at this point in time. She would take her seat and gaze tearfully out the window, only to see her crazed lover, wearing a crushed suit and with tousled hair and a five o’clock shadow, sprinting along the runway, trying to stop the plane from taking off. Or she might fasten her seatbelt with a depressing, final click and then a deep, familiar voice would interrupt her reverie with:

 Excuse me. Is this seat taken? 

Instead, nothing happened. A rush of loneliness came slicing at me as I watched people packing their bags and boxes away and strapping in. I tried not to correct the airline steward’s English in my head as we started moving slowly and then faster and faster, and finally the ground dropped away. We rose like a glorious phoenix out of the brown stink, leaving all those little people on the ground to their battle against the twin brother jinn of corruption and poverty. For a moment I could almost see them reclining in the clouds, clad in rose-pink pantaloons with silver daggers at their belts, calling to each other in big, deep voices that rolled like thunder across the sky.


Footnotes

Chapter 2

 

1 balap = illegal street racing

2 biji = balls/testicles, slang

3  telinga = ears

 

Chapter 3

 

1 Proverb. Loosely, ‘throwing a stone but hiding the hand’ – passing the blame onto someone or something else

2 warung = stall

3 kretek = clove cigarettes

 

Chapter 4

 

1 bule = white foreigner, slang

2 sayang = darling

 

Chapter 5

 

1 Ibu = mother

 

Chapter 6

 

1 perek = slut
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