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            ‘Eka Kurniawan may be Southeast Asia’s most ambitious writer in a generation’  

            Economist

            ‘Blends a clear-eyed perspective with moments of visceral emotion’  

            Publishers Weekly (starred review)

            ‘A pensive portrait of rural anomie… A memorable look into a delinquent mind’  

            Kirkus

            ‘A literary child of Günter Grass, Gabriel García Márquez, and Salman Rushdie’  

            New York Review of Books

            ‘A Southeast Asian storyteller with a magnificent and effortless grasp of his material’  

            South China Morning Post

            ‘Maybe, who knows, the judges of the Nobel Prize could, in a few years, consider giving [Eka] the prize that Indonesia has never received’  

            Le Monde

         

         ii

      

   


   
      
         iii

         
            
               
[image: ]iv
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	The Dog Meows, the Cat Barks

                  	About the Author 

                  	Also by Eka Kurniawan 

                  	Available and Coming Soon from Pushkin Press

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      1
         
            
               
[image: ]2
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         3

         
             

         

         
             

         

         i stopped going to mosque. i no longer joined in worship. I never said my prayers before bed. Sato Reang eats with his left hand — so stupid — and barges in where he pleases, without calling out a greeting. If I was feeling lazy, I’d just piss on a banana tree, and I wouldn’t wash myself off after.

         No lightning struck me like a fire whip from the beyond. No earthquake came to knock my house down. No dog lunged out of nowhere to sink its teeth into my calf. Sato Reang eats his fill. He laughs heartily at the craziest jokes. He sleeps soundly, like a felled tree trunk, and wakes up fresh-faced and shining. Of course he occasionally suffers from some small annoyance, like an itchy asshole, but that’s easily fixed with cheap ointment from the village store.

         “Come on, Jamal, commit one teeny tiny sin,” I cajoled my schoolmate, proselytizing my newfound enlightenment. “You’re a pious kid. You’ve earned so many heavenly rewards — a big old pile of them! No amount of sin could ever make even a dent.”

         Jamal mumbled a prayer under his breath for God’s protection.

         That tickled me and I was about to laugh, but he looked at me as if he were seeing a demon. And I was happy he did — at least someone no longer saw me as a little kid being driven around on a bicycle, hiding his face in his father’s back on a Saturday night. I didn’t need to hide my face anymore. They could go ahead and take a good look at my nose, wide and slightly upturned, my thick 4dark lips, my thin eyebrows arched over my eyes — and see the face of Satan there. How marvelous, I thought. Truly, Sato Reang has transformed. And I would never let anyone change my life back to how it used to be.

         “It’s no big deal if you skip your prayers once in a while,” I continued, virtuous but a tad intractable, in the mode of a master preacher. “If the angels happen to inquire, you can tell them you’ve already prayed thousands of times, and that would be the truth.”

         Jamal paled in disbelief and went back to his mumbling, begging for God’s protection, this time with clarification: from the temptations of accursed Satan. Ha! I was a little Satan!

         Plenty of our classmates blew off worship — the feet of a few of them had not touched a mosque floor since they were very small — but no one had ever suggested Jamal should do the same.

         It was the second recess, when a handful of kids would go to the mosque behind the school for their midday prayers. Just like he used to, Jamal had approached me and invited me to go there with him. But this time I’d said, “Nah, I don’t feel like it.” I could have easily anticipated his shock — he never would’ve expected such a thing to come out of my mouth — but at that very moment an unexpected glimmer of an idea appeared in my mind and took hold of me, and suddenly became my life mission, or, at least, a goal of sorts for the time I had left at school.

         I decided to liberate Jamal. Entice him to sample some worldly pleasures. Show him that there was more to life than just worship and reciting holy verse. Deep down, I was sure he must be hearing the sound of his father’s machete hacking his soccer ball in two. Or seeing his stuffed 5monkey set on fire. Or maybe his fear took some other form, but nevertheless I was overcome with pity, because he still had a father and a grandfather to deal with.

         “I feel sorry for you, Jamal,” I said. “But listen, your father won’t know whether or not you’ve said your prayers.”

         He didn’t react at first, trying to process what I was saying. Then he opened his mouth and out came a whisper, so soft I could barely hear, “You’re the one to feel sorry for, Sato. You and your father. Truly. Your poor father.”

         But that just made me all the more determined. Jamal would become a little devil like me. I would make sure of it.
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         of course, just like most little kids, long before all this I went to the mosque and studied prayer and recitation. Why? Because my father went to the mosque and studied prayer and recitation, because my grandfather went to the mosque and studied prayer and recitation, because my great-grandfather went to the mosque and studied prayer and recitation. And I guess it kept going like that, stretching back from the father of my great-grandfather, to the grandfather of my great-grandfather, the great-grandfather of my great-grandfather, all the way back to Prophet Adam, from where there is no farther back to go. Apparently, all of them went to mosque and studied prayer recitation.

         If I may be honest, I preferred going to watch the cockfights behind the market, or going to the sports field to watch the pigeon races. That was way more exciting than sitting cross-legged in a prayer room, pronouncing letters I never used to recite words whose meaning I didn’t know. It was better to watch the horse dancers spin into trance at a party. Or argue over who’d won at cards. Or swim in the little stream that ran through the rice fields. Or watch the singers in an orkes band at a wedding. Or, in a big gang of kids, swarm a restaurant parking lot and wash the car windshields and force the drivers to give us some money for it. Or frisk a produce truck and steal a few juicy pieces of fruit.

         But then I discovered grownups don’t really like to see kids happy. So they start sending them to the mosque in the late afternoons. The army families sent their kids 7to the mosque. The village headman sent his kids to the mosque. The chicken porridge seller sent his kid to the mosque. The metalsmith sent his kid to the mosque. Even the town drunk sent his kid to the mosque. Every afternoon until night fell.

         Really it wasn’t all that bad, though. Kids always find a way to have fun. Long after I was grown, I’d still remember those times. We’d wear sarongs, more often slung over our shoulders than wrapped around our waist, and peci prayer hats a few sizes too big that slid around on our heads. I was happy because lots of my friends were there, and sometimes snacks were served. I’d see that bastard Asep and throw punches with Turman, and we’d all take turns singing into the mosque microphone. Its speaker would amplify our voices until they resounded over the whole settlement, before the pancake maker who had just had a baby would come hurrying over to twist our ears. Or before the village military liaison would come rip out the cord.

         At that time, was I a pious child? Maybe, if you’re basing it solely on the fact that I went to the mosque every day. With the other children, I stood in the lines behind the grownups and prayed. When it was time to say “amen,” we would compete to see who could say it the loudest and drag it out the longest, to make the limewash on the mosque ceiling come crumbling down and the cobwebs swing and sway from the beams. If I got the chance, I’d tug a friend’s sarong so it fell off, or if he was standing in the line in front of me I could headbutt his ass, so he’d go crashing into the old folks in front of him, and so on, line after line, until half the congregation had collapsed on top of each other in a heap. If that happened, the kiai would be furious and 8interrupt the prayer. He’d come at us, ready to smack our butts with the huge wide palm of his hand, not caring who’d started the whole commotion, but my friends and I were always on the alert so we could go scrambling out of the mosque in all directions and escape.

         “You dumb kids!” someone would swear — and that was fun too, we felt like the biggest rascals in the world. It wasn’t anything complicated, but it really riled the old folks up. We’d be doubled over with laughter in the mosque yard, but still ready to run in case an adult was aiming to grab us and yank on our ears.

         One time, when we didn’t dare go back to the mosque, we gathered on the side of the road. Kurnia, that stinky snot-nose, complained that his stomach was churning, but he didn’t want to go back and use the mosque washroom, afraid the kiai would ambush him, and he didn’t want to go home and face his mother, because she’d yell that he hadn’t gone to worship. We told him to go poop in a banana grove, so Kurnia found a plastic bag in a trash heap and disappeared into the shadows. It wasn’t long before he reemerged, the nasty snot-nose, the plastic bag filled with shit in his hand and a foul idea in his head.

         He stood at the roadside with the bag dangling from his left hand. In the distance, the headlights of a city minibus could be seen slowly approaching. Kurnia waved his arm, signaling he wanted a ride. He was taller and stockier than most of the other kids, so he probably looked like an adult from far away and the bus slowed down and came to a stop right in front of him, thinking it had found a passenger. But instead of climbing aboard as the ticket taker was expecting, Kurnia hurled the plastic bag inside. Sato Reang doesn’t know whether the bag landed on an empty seat or a passenger’s lap, but in all honesty, 9he hopes the contents splattered everywhere, because he’s happy to imagine the world filled with all kinds of hilarious misfortune — it’s okay to laugh at stuff like that.

         Realizing what was in the bag, curses erupted from the driver, the ticket taker, and all the passengers: “You pig!”

         “You dog!”

         “You devil!”

         “You’re dead meat, dammit!”

         The ticket taker almost caught Kurnia, but this friend of ours was oh so nimble, he’d already leapt over the roadside ditch, and was racing back into the banana grove. The ticket taker was fixing to give chase, but then he caught sight of all us other kids still gathered nearby, and it was like his eyes were shooting laser beams. Realizing the danger, especially since a few of the passengers were also starting to climb out, we followed suit and shot off, jumping over the little ditch after Kurnia, and vanished. As we ran farther and farther, the calls and curses of the ticket taker and the passengers faded into the distance. Gasping for breath, we found Kurnia behind the tofu factory. Now we were the ones cursing him, smacking his head from all sides.

         “I swear on the devil’s pubic hair, you’re such an idiot!”

         Turman added, because he was the first to realize, “And you didn’t even wipe! You foul stinky dog!”

         Kurnia just grinned wide, so wide. He said he’d wiped with a banana leaf. What an animal. Disgusting! Nasty! So dumb! Kurnia didn’t care. He just kept smirking and smiling and scratching his butt. And after all, he wasn’t the only one who sometimes had to poop in the grove and wipe with a banana leaf, so we soon forgot about it and thought up other ways to have fun that night, without having to go back to the mosque and without 10having to hurry home, because at such an hour once we’d gone inside it would be hard to get out again.

         So back then, was Sato Reang a pious child? After considering everything I did in my childhood, the answer is, maybe not. At least not until I turned seven.
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         father said it was time for me to be circumcised. Finally! I thought. I knew what that meant, of course I did: the foreskin at the tip of my penis would be cut off. It would be snipped off with scissors, or chopped off with a machete, or sliced off with a knife.

         Honestly at that time, and even for a while after, I didn’t know exactly how a doctor cut off a boy’s foreskin. Someone had told me that they used a heated sliver of hard bamboo. When I heard that, I got goosebumps over my entire body like my soul was slowly leaking away, but by the time I found out that Father was going to take me to a clinic during the school holiday, I had already kind of forgotten about it. Or if I did remember, I didn’t care too much anymore because almost all of my friends had already gotten their foreskins cut off and they were totally fine. By then, and at that age, a peanut I’d accidentally got stuck up my nose was way more terrifying.

         So I was feeling pretty chipper as I boasted to my friends and neighbors about the plan. I was hoping they would set aside some of their pocket money for me, because usually kids who were going to get circumcised would get cash and gifts from their family, friends, and neighbors. My uncle had already promised me a soccer jersey, Father had promised a bicycle, and my grandma was going to make me sweet coconut porridge. I swear, I had no idea that the day I lost my foreskin would be the day I stumbled into a trap, completely ignorant and unprepared. 12

         “But why exactly does it have to be cut off?” asked a girl named Bunga, who lived just one house away.

         Why? How should I know? Kids just did whatever the old folks told them to do, and they never seemed to want to explain anything. But to me, it was quite simple — obvious, really. A penis with its foreskin, in its natural form, was hideous. If you took a good look, it resembled a turtle head. Sometimes the head poked out and showed itself, sometimes it shriveled up and vanished. It was weird. Ugly and gross. So of course part of it had to go, unless you wanted to carry a disgraceful turtle head around everywhere your whole life.

         God forbid. It was unclean. I couldn’t imagine my friends teasing, hey, there goes the turtle head guy! Just thinking about it made me shudder. Ugh.

         So it was better just to cut it off. Learn from Amir, who’d had his removed last Ramadan, and Asep, whose thing looked way better without his. Cute. More polished. I liked it. Even though yes, it was true, if you looked closely, turns out now it resembled an eel snout. But that was okay. No one would insult me for it, because sooner or later all the boys would have their own.

         The day arrived. Before dawn I stood there between Father and Uncle, waiting for a city minibus. The doctor’s clinic was a bit far away, a half-hour trip, and we had to get there very early in the morning because during a school vacation like this, there would be lots of boys with the very same plan.

         Thankfully we got an empty minibus, with only one other passenger. In the mornings, the ones going from the market toward the outskirts were always quiet — they’d get crowded once they were headed back in the other direction. 13

         At the clinic, the doctor told me to lie down on a high, narrow cot. A young nurse was assisting him, getting everything ready. She folded a sarong and placed it on my chest, probably so I wouldn’t be able to see what the doctor was doing down by my legs. Now that’s smart, I thought. When it was all over I could take the sarong home as a gift.

         But then I felt my body go a little cold. I couldn’t help it, I was starting to get nervous. What if the doctor cut it wrong? What if he cut off my dick, the entire thing? Ah, I thought, son of a bitch. That better not happen. How would I pee? Maybe I should start to scream, beg Father not to be circumcised after all — was it absolutely necessary? But that thought quickly evaporated, as soon as I imagined my friends’ taunts and teases — back then I didn’t know that infidels weren’t circumcised and they felt just fine with a turtle head in their pants. Gathering my courage, I said to myself: I will get through this. It’ll only take a moment. It won’t hurt. Or at least it won’t hurt worse than getting bitten by a red ant.

         Two plus four equals six. Six plus nine equals fifteen. The capital of North Korea is Pyongyang. Albert Einstein invented the lightbulb. Aw, dang, I knew that one was wrong.

         “What’s your name?” the young nurse asked. A little startled, I looked over at her. Dammit, she could tell I was nervous. With her question, with her smile, with her kind expression, she was trying to calm me down. I felt a little insulted. I didn’t need to be bucked up, I didn’t need any comforting. I was just getting circumcised, there was no need to make such a big deal about it. In this world some people had lost an arm, or a leg, or an eye, and they were still treated with dignity and 14respect! I hated the way she was looking at me, as if she saw herself as some protective older sister who was ready to hug me and shield me from misfortune.

         Even so, I answered her question. “Sato Reang.”

         “It’s over,” she said.

         What was over? Was our conversation over? Or was the world over — had it come to an end, was it doomsday? Then I understood, the procedure was over. The doctor had already cut off my foreskin, and I hadn’t even realized that he’d started or seen how he’d done it. I felt nothing, and for a second I wondered whether it was all just a trick. To reassure me the young nurse peered at my bottom half to take a closer look. I felt embarrassed. I wanted to scream, Hey what are you looking at! Get out of there! Have you no decency, woman, just looking down at someone’s thing, ogling me like that!

         “It’s a very small wound. You’re a sweet child, I hope you heal up quickly.”

         Sweet child, she said.

         I felt the skin of my cheeks tightening, and if anyone had been paying attention they might have seen them flush red. I was holding my tongue but I really wanted to snap at her: “I don’t like being called a sweet child, I’d much prefer you call me a baby monkey!” But right at that moment I felt a small tingling in my penis. So it was true, the doctor had done his job.

         Luckily, the young nurse stepped aside. She began straightening up the equipment and I didn’t even have the chance to see whether he’d used a pair of scissors, a knife, or a sliver of hard bamboo. The doctor looked over to Father and Uncle, who had been waiting this whole time on a long bench at one side of the room. You can come take a look if you’d like, the doctor said, and in 15unison Father and Uncle stood up and approached me.

         Father stood on my right, Uncle walked around to my left. Even then I couldn’t tell that something big was about to happen, that my fate was about to be sealed — but all the years that followed, everything that would come to pass, started on that day. I looked up at my uncle, then at my father. They looked somewhat alike, though Uncle was a little thinner, his face more tapered.

         “Today, your foreskin has been cut,” Father said.

         Everyone in the room already knew that, but of course adults love to talk and talk, and their lives are like the words that come out of their mouths, a drawn-out waste of time. But then I realized that although his words had no meaning by themselves, they were the prelude to a kind of deal. A kind of contract he would force me into — and I didn’t have to nod, didn’t have to shake hands, I didn’t even have to consent or agree.

         Something was coming. I waited.

         “And now it is time for you to become a pious child.”
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