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Introduction







“Why did the chicken cross the road?”

“To get to the other side.”

I loved that joke and retold it for years, as did millions of children who recall it as their first and archetypal riddle. We were perfectly satisfied with its entertainment value and the limited logic that made the text work. So too with hundreds of television programs and Disney and other Hollywood films and, of course, the fairy tales and stories I devoured as a child.

Once I became, in high school and later in college and graduate school, an analyst of literature, I needed to understand character motivation and story arcs, and the objective correlative when suspension of disbelief was demanded from a text by its audience. Chicken riddles and fairy tales fell by the wayside of the road.

When I moved to Indonesia more than thirty years ago, I fell in love with its archipelago, its people, and its folk tales. Every island, every village, every tribe I visited had its legends, and they became for me souvenirs of travels in my adopted homeland. But most of the tales, especially when passed on to me orally by natives, were as fragmentary as a chicken riddle or an Aesop fable. I wanted to ask why a wizard would do this or why a goddess would choose that, but knew that the story-teller would have no way of knowing. When I did dare to be impolite enough to raise such queries, I would usually be told to “believe it or not. It’s up to you.”

I took on the challenge, and worked to understand characters and deities and the plots of folk tales. I rewrote them with the logic and sometimes the sensibilities and sexualities of contemporary fiction without, I hope, sacrificing the magic and fantasy and exoticism of the originals. 

What I missed in the project, as a gay male, were LGBTQIA+ characters and plots. I found very few in the world of traditional folk and fairy tales, more in world mythologies. From those I did find, I set about adapting my favorites. You will find them here.

But I also dared to queer other tales—recasting apparently heterosexual characters as homosexuals—so as to focus on the struggles and heroism of gay characters absent from or closeted in the originals. These too are part of the foundation of this collection.

But only the foundation.

Living in a country where superstition and magic co-exist with reality, I have the opportunity to chronicle some pretty amazing narratives based on personal experiences. So you will also read here original stories set in our time, but crafted to complement the style of the traditional folk tales and myths with which they share this volume.

“To Get to the Other Side” is an original through-the-looking-glass kind of gay Bildungsroman. Echoing the punch line of that chicken riddle, it sets forth a pattern, followed in all these stories, of leaving the real world for a fantastic one.

Nothing follows that pattern more than the next pair of stories, “Twink Bound” and “By The Banyan Tree,” each of which focuses on people I actually met in Indonesia. I shall let each reader decide where autobiography ends and make-believe begins.

“Leaves” and “Kuntilanak” are also original stories based on beliefs and legends of Indonesia, but I don’t claim that anything in this pair of stories actually happened.

It seems appropriate to place “Between Towns,” set in Indonesia but adapted from a traditional North American folk tale, as a centerpiece before moving on to stories taking place in the rest of the world.

In “The Purloined Pearl,” rooted in a simple Chinese legend, a pair of gay lovers disagree about what to do with a valuable pearl stolen from a dragon. “Year of the Rabbit” is a fictional update of the history of the queer god of Fujian province in China.

The courtship of the god Freyr and the giantess Gerda appears in Nordic mythology. I have expanded their skeletal narrative into “Frey and Gared” where Gared is a male giant for whom Frey falls. Nisus and Euryalis are the openly gay couple in The Aeneid. “In the Memory of Time” develops, even more than Virgil did, their history and their relationship.

The last two stories in the collection are freely and queerly adapted from Grimm Brothers fairy tales: “The Sensitive Sons” from “The Queen Bee” and “The Poet, His Husband, and the Fox” from “The Fisherman and His Wife.”

Whereas the book begins with a central character who comes of age and finds a new family, it concludes with a protagonist of a certain age who finds a new love.

They enclose and embrace ten other stories of queer characters in search of themselves, of love, and of peace.




Between Towns







Having finished her morning orisons, the old woman rose, folded her prayer rug, and, with the help of the wooden pole at the center of her bedroom, stood to begin her day at the little café attached to her living quarters. Before kindling the wood stove, she pushed open the shutters on the glassless windows that, with the front entrance, faced the great north-south road that had brought her customers from everywhere in Sumatra for more than thirty years. She likewise unbolted and threw wide the doors on the other side of the café where table guests enjoy views of hillside jungles, farms of rubber, rice, and oil palms, and, in the valley just below the café, the rapids of the Batang Toru River. The old woman breathed in the fresh air that would soon be moderated with the sweet smell of wood burning in her stove on which she placed a kettle for tea and coffee and a pot for the noodle soup that was her specialty. She set up and plugged in the electric rice cooker.

Soon enough, as she was sipping her first cup of tea, she heard a motorbike pull up and saw two young men enter the café. The old woman smiled to see, as the men removed their helmets, rather fresh and fashionable haircuts.

“Hello, Mother,” the taller fellow said, “two coffees, black with sugar please.”

“And,” said the other, “we hope you have a toilet. It’s been a long and bumpy ride.”

The old woman straightened her headscarf and pointed to the little room adjacent to her bedroom. “Of course,” she said. 

The men hurried into the room together.

When the pair returned and sat leaning on each other at a table open to the morning breezes, the old woman brought them cups of fresh local coffee. “You must be very close friends,” she said, smiling as she sat near them.

“Why do you say so?” said the taller man before pouring a little coffee from his cup into its saucer and drinking the thus slightly-cooled brew.

The woman waved her hand to and from the little room where the men had found the toilet.

There was no one else in the café, and so the shorter man rose up a bit from the crook of his friend’s arm and said, “We are very close, Mother. We are lovers. You understand?”

“Of course, dear. I understand. You are gay. It’s fine with me. I have served all kinds of folks in my time here. My long time here.”

The shorter man blinked his eyes and exhaled to a calmness as he leaned back into his friend who asked the old woman, “What sort of people live in the next town?”

The woman replied, “What sort of people live in the town you are coming from?”

“Horrible!” said the shorter man. “This was our hometown. We had many friends who turned out not to be friends at all. They made life miserable for us because Adi and I had fallen in love. We were bullied at every turn. Even our own families—” 

“Especially our own families,” interrupted Adi. “They wanted nothing to do with us. We embarrassed them. We had no choice but to leave.”

“I am so sorry for you,” said the old woman. “But I am afraid you will find the same kind of people in the next town as well.”

The two men looked at each other and shook their heads in sadness and disappointment. When they finished their coffees, they paid and thanked the woman for her kindness, remounted their motorbike, and set off on their way.

The old woman stood for a moment at the café door, confident that she had served her customers the best coffee and the best information available in this part of Sumatra.

Sometime later, another pair of young men, on a motorbike from the opposite direction, stopped at the same café for coffee. They held hands as they greeted the old woman and ordered two bowls of noodle soup.

“It will be ready in five minutes. Meantime, the toilet is right over there. Feel free to use it together.”

The pair giggled. “That’s an unexpectedly sweet invitation,” said the fellow with blonde highlights in his jet-black hair. I think we’ll accept.”

“You are gay, I think,” said the old woman.

“The secret’s out!” laughed the other fellow who sported a New York Yankees cap backwards on his shaved head. “Is that a problem?” 

“Not at all. Not at all,” said the old woman. “It’s nothing to me. I have served all kinds of folks in my time here. My long time here.”

The soup was ready by the time the men returned to the dining room. The old woman sat with them at a table overlooking the river.

“Tell me, then, Mother,” the young man asked, “What sort of people live in the next town?”

The woman replied, “What sort of people live in the town you are coming from?”

“Wonderful people,” he said. “That’s where I met my boyfriend here. And no one seemed upset that we fell in love. Indeed, we had friends who encouraged our relationship, who were happy for us.” The boyfriend nodded. “But there are no good jobs for us there, and so we have to find new horizons.” 

“Well, don’t worry my dears,” the woman said, “You will find the same kind of people in the next town as well.”

The two men looked at each other and smiled. When they finished their noodles, they paid and thanked the woman for her kindness, remounted their motorbike, and set off on their way.

The old woman stood for a moment at the café door, confident that she had served her customers the best soup and the best information available in this part of Sumatra.




Leaves







Halim, who had been lying unconscious in his bed for more than forty-eight hours, opened his eyes and screamed. His wife Andri leaped from the corner chair and tried to hold her husband’s hands, but he was flailing them wildly. “Kill me. Kill me. I cannot stand the pain.” He struggled to turn onto his stomach to bury his face in the pillows. “Sit on my head! Smother me!” he screamed, although his wife heard only muffled sounds. She called for their daughter Yuli to watch over her father while she ran up the street to the local clinic. She was relieved to find Doctor Teguh on duty. He made the rounds among several small clinics and large hospitals in Sibolga, the port city of Northern Sumatra. His presence meant she wouldn’t have to recount Halim’s medical history to still another practitioner. 

“He’s awake. Screaming for me to kill him,” was all she needed to say.

“He awoke?” the doctor exclaimed. “It’s hard to believe.” He swiveled his desk chair to face Ibu Andri. His raised eyes wrinkled his brow. “When we opened him up last time, the cancer had metastasized so wildly, like a parasite vine in a banyan tree. There was little of his own body left. He should be dead. His will to live must—” 

“He has no will to live,” Andri interrupted the doctor. “He wants to die. He cannot stand the pain. You must do something, Doctor. Please.”

The doctor prepared his satchel, told a colleague at the clinic that he needed to attend to a patient, and walked with Andri toward her home. Halfway there, the doctor and Andri and everyone else on the street could hear Halim’s agonized, incoherent roars. When they entered the bedroom, Andri told her daughter to leave them alone. The doctor prepared a syringe and injected its contents into Halim. Within a few minutes, Halim’s yells modulated into whimpers. “More,” Halim begged the doctor.

“I have given you as large a dose of morphine as I dare without killing you.”

“More,” the patient repeated, his tears pouring, “More.”

“Halim, I am leaving these pills here.” The doctor set a plastic container on the bed stand next to a lamp and a bottle of water. “They are painkillers, opiates. If the injection starts to wear off, you can take one of the pills. You can medicate yourself, Halim. Do you understand?”

Halim grabbed the doctor’s hand and brought it to his lips. He nodded his head. 

Doctor Teguh patted Halim’s cheek and stood away. “I must return to the clinic now, but I will check on you in…” The doctor looked at his wristwatch. “In two hours.” He turned to Andri. “Leave your husband alone for a while. He needs his rest.” Andri leaned over her husband and kissed his forehead again and again before she accompanied the doctor out of the bedroom and saw him to the front door.

Andri waited nervously with her daughter in the kitchen. She could not stomach the tea Yuli had prepared. Yuli sipped from her cup, but she hadn’t been told for what exactly they were waiting. For one hour and fifty minutes Andri stared silently at the wall clock. She blinked with every leap of the minute hand until she jumped from her chair at the sound of the doctor’s salaam alaikum in the doorway to which she now ran. “Alaikum salaam, Doctor. Shall we check on him now?”

“Let me go in first, Ibu,” the doctor graciously suggested at the door to the bedroom, but Andri would not wait any longer, and snuck in behind the doctor before he had a chance to enter the chamber. The pill container was empty, she saw, and Halim looked peaceful. The doctor listened to Halim’s nose and chest. He held Halim’s right wrist and turned to face Andri. “He … is sleeping.”

“Sleeping? Only sleeping? So painlessly? So peacefully?”

“Ibu, he has taken enough of these pills to kill a water buffalo. They have made him sleep. Deeply. But he will awaken and will again be in agony.” 

“What is to be done? What is to be done? Shall I smother him after all?” Andri grabbed the pillow from beneath Halim’s head and pressed it onto his face with all her weight.

The doctor waited a minute before he took Andri’s shoulders and moved her away from the bed. He again listened to Halim’s nose and chest. “Halim still lives,” the doctor reported. 

“No more!” screamed Andri as she again forced the pillow on her husband’s face. 

“Stop, Ibu, Stop!” Again, he removed Andri, screaming hysterically from the bed, and turned her toward him. “Ibu, you cannot kill him. But you can damage him further with even more pain with which he will have to live.”

“What are you saying?”

“Halim cannot die. Even if we were to cut his wrists and bleed him dry, I do not think he would die. He would live to suffer not only from the cancer but from the tortuous effects of the bloodletting.”

Andri collapsed to the floor. “But this makes no sense. This makes no sense!”

“No,” said the doctor, sitting next to Halim on the bed. “This makes no sense.”

“What can we do?”

“I shall have more of the opioids sent here. When Halim wakes, feed him more of the pills. There is no risk that the drugs will kill him, but we can pray they continue to relieve the pain. You will need to explain the situation to him. Tell him what happened here today. Tell him—”

“Yes, Doctor?”

“Tell him he requires medicine of a different kind.”

“From God?”

“Perhaps.” He paused. “I will send someone who deals in traditional medicines.”

“A shaman?”

“Mbak Tirta is herself an angel of God, I think, willing to deal with lost causes. I sometimes ask her to ease the transition of a patient from life to death. In this case, we need to hope she knows how to effect the transition.”

“Halim does not believe in witchcraft.”

“If Halim comes to believe that he cannot die, he may also be willing to try the old ways. You will have to persuade him.”

When Halim finally opened his eyes more than a day later and realized that he had failed to kill himself, he did not need much persuasion from his wife to accept a visit from Mbak Tirta who turned out to be, for one in her business, surprisingly young, little older than Halim’s own daughter. He had expected a witch out of an old Disney cartoon, but was comforted to greet a woman more like a princess than a Queen Grimhilde. “Snow White?” he mumbled.

“Snow White? Not quite,” said Mbak Tirta. “Thanks for the compliment, but I think of myself as a kind of warthog.” She stretched out her tee shirt to show Halim the words Hakuna Matata emblazoned there. “No worries. The shirt is new and I am young, but my knowledge is ancient,” she explained. “It has been passed down from mother to daughter, mother to daughter, on this island for thousands of years.”

She took a package wrapped in banana leaves from the colorful string bag she had arranged on her lap. She sat next to Andri on Halim’s bed. “You want,” she said to Halim, “to die.”

“Yes.”

“Because?”

“Because I am no body but a walking tumor. I should have died weeks ago.”

“But you cannot?”

“I cannot. You must kill me.”

Tirta laughed uproariously. “No, no, my dear sir. I do not kill.”

“Then why are you here?” screamed Halim. Andri moved closer to his face and wiped his brow with the damp cloth she clutched in her hand.

“I am here to let God move you.” She opened the banana leaves to reveal a collection of small sprigs of bright-green tear-shaped leaves. “Do you recognize this vegetable, Ibu?” she asked Andri who shook her head. “These are kelor leaves—”

“Oh,” said Andri, “What is that proverb? My mother repeated it whenever she faced something mysterious—”

“The world is not as wide as kelor leaves,” Halim intoned.

“Ah, you do remember the old saying,” chuckled Tirta. “Aside from the health benefits even modern nutritionists understand, kelor leaves have supernatural qualities. Ibu, please soak these leaves for twenty minutes in boiling water, drain them, and bring them back to me in a pail.”

“Must you feed them to me?” Halim objected. “I can barely swallow. It hurts so much even to get the pills down. I do not eat or drink anything else.” He moaned. “And still I live.” 

“No worries,” Tirta brightly responded. “I shall swab you with the leaves. Remove the bedclothes and your pajamas. I will need to reach every part of your body with the leaves.”

“Naked? I must be naked?”

“As the day you were born and as you will be on the day you die and are bathed before being covered in a shroud for burial, Bapak Halim.” Tirta laughed. “Don’t be shy or embarrassed. Not in front of me who has seen it all already and am unmoved. Anyway, this is how it must be.”

When Andri returned with the pail of wilted leaves, she was shocked to see her husband stretched out naked on his bed. She hadn’t seen his undressed body for some months. The sallow tint that undulated amidst its protrusions and hollows moved her to tears. She had remembered him as a powerful, ruddy man. 

“No time for tears,” said Tirta. “Except for these little green tears.” She grabbed handfuls of the kelor and, as promised, wiped every aspect of Halim until his body was green as grass, Andri helping to move her husband to make even his most private parts accessible.

“Now,” said Tirta. “We wait. If your skin begins to whiten, you will have your wish and can thank me after you kiss your dear wife goodbye. And your daughter of course, but we shall cover you when that time comes.”

But after a half-hour, Halim remained green, and his pain worsened enough that he had to submit himself to the agony of swallowing a painkiller.

“Nope,” Tirta said. “No beans. Too bad.”

“Shall we try again?” Andri asked.

“Oh, no. If it is meant to be, it works like a charm.” She giggled. “Well, of course, it is a charm!” She slapped her thighs and stood. “But don’t give up hope. It will work… once Bapak Halim has atoned for the great sin on his soul.”

Halim raised his head and looked directly at Mbak Tirta. “What great sin?” Halim demanded. “Tell me!”

“That’s for you to know, not for me to find out. The only reason the kelor leaves won’t work is that God needs you to atone. Once you have done so, you’ll see, we’ll do the leaves thing again, and, bam! You’ll be dead! But there is something dire holding things up. So serious, Bapak, I have to think you know what it is. Or can remember it. It’s too serious to be nothing. Nothing interferes with death in this way except something very serious.”

Halim was silent. And thoughtful. He lay back down.

“Hmm,” Tirta mused. “I am thinking you have an inkling. Hey, I made a poem there. Anyway, I hope I’m right. Don’t want my verse to be worse! Oh, my God, I am so silly today. But this is serious: Pak Halim, you must seek atonement or at least forgiveness for the sin, and then call me again. You have my cell phone number, right?”

After Tirta departed the house, Andri helped her husband to the stool set up for him in the wet bathroom. She drew water from the barrel sitting there and washed the kelor dye from her husband until he was again a sickly—if fresher—tawny. She dried him with a clean towel, wrapped him in a sarong, and led him back to his bed.

“No, let me sit in the chair there. I need to strengthen myself for my trip.”

“Trip?” The only trip Andri envisioned was the trip to the afterlife, but how was he planning for that now? Andri asked herself.

Ensconced in the well-upholstered corner chair, Halim explained, “I shall be going back home to Batang Toru.”

“Batang Toru? You want to be buried in Batang Toru when the time comes?”

“Perhaps, yes. I hadn’t been thinking of that. I will return to Batang Toru to find forgiveness.”

Andri sat at her husband’s feet. “Oh, my dear, do you believe this so-called witch? Her ‘inkling’? Ah, she is more like a clown than a shaman!”

“But she is right. I know she is right.”

“Who is left to forgive you in Batang Toru? Who there even knows you? You haven’t been in Batang Toru for…for—”

“Twenty-three years.”

“Of course. As long as we have known each other.”

“We met on the Eid soon after my arrival here in Sibolga.”

“I have not forgotten. Anything.”

Halim changed the subject. “Andri, leave word at the clinic. I need Doctor Teguh to teach me to inject myself with morphine, and to provide me with enough of the drug to get me through several days in Batang Toru.”

“And if you find forgiveness there?”

“I will atone. I will return. I will be bathed in the strange woman’s leaves. I will die. And…”

“And?”

“I will be at peace.”

Peace was not what the two-hour bus ride from Sibolga to Batang Toru brought Halim. The driver took every turn at top speed and ran over broken, rocky stretches of the road as if he were cruising a newly paved toll road. Halim touched his arm where, beneath his shirt, he wore a patch of fentanyl. “One hundred times stronger than morphine,” Teguh had explained, “and designed to last twenty-four hours, although you may need a fresh patch more often.” The three replacements the doctor had somehow managed to obtain were in a pocket in Halim’s backpack. Halim smiled to think how, at least, the fentanyl masked the bus-inflicted muscle aches as well as the pain of the cancer devouring those muscles. How was he even able to sit up straight? he wondered. Or walk? A zombie, he replied to himself. He was the walking dead.
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