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If you’re gonna ride, baby,

Ride the wild horse.

We can’t drink no more,

But we’ll try.

You can’t find us, baby,

In the basement.

And we’ll slug you in your fucking head.

Kyuss ‘Gloria Lewis’
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‘WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME you actually kissed the floor like that?’

They were sitting behind a dumpster, guzzling beer from plastic bottles, their small sin wrapped and hidden in paper bags. They were looking at the mosque’s terrace, only a few hundred metres away, where a man was kneeling on the ground, kissing the carpeted floor with the front of his rounded cap. He was facing Mecca. The man remained motionless.

‘I’ve heard that in Melaka they don’t pray like that.’

‘Have you ever been there?’

‘No.’

‘So shut up, Asrul. How can you say that if you’ve never left this town?’

Alor Star was a backwater rivertown filled with mosques. It was one of those godforsaken equatorial places that made it into travelguides only because it was a state capital and because travel writers were forced to write something respectful about it.

Asrul, however, had no respect for it. None at all. And this despite the fact he had been born and raised in the town, had attended school in the shade of its black, bulgy domes.

‘I said, when was the last time you prayed?’

Asrul realised he had not been listening.

‘Well … this morning, of course.’

‘Really? Oh my gosh, Asrul, you are such a good boy.’

A long silence stood electric between them. They watched as the heat of another Malaysian afternoon unnaturally bent shapes at their edges, melting them into the palm tree-lined horizon. The man raised his head from the floor and contemplated the space in front of him for a few very long seconds. Then he returned himself to an upright position, lifted himself to his feet and moved swiftly across the carpeted terrace until he had reached the edge. Asrul observed as the man reached for his sandals and put them back on, without bending over again, and finally moved out of sight.

Alor Star was filled to the brim with people like this man. True believers. Asrul’s family was like that – they’d rather be found dead than not attending the prayer hours at the mosque. Consequently, he, Asrul, had also developed a great amount of respect for his God. His faith was not something he could shake off to please his unholy friends, Asrul decided. He felt in touch with the soft carpeted floors of the mosque. He felt at ease inside a mosque’s domed womb. He felt contented even in the tiny prayer rooms tucked away quietly in busy bus stations, shopping malls or highway rest stops. Whenever the time was right, when the muezzin issued his high-pitched call for prayer, Asrul needed to put his head down. And when he put his head to the ground, the hatred he reserved for his boring small town’s world poured out of him, down into the carpet’s knots. It was as if his head were the mouth of a strange kind of uncorked bottle, releasing the contents of his polluted soul.

‘You see, Asrul, I do not understand you. It seems like you want to have your feet in two different kinds of shoes. What if one day, as you are bent down like that, someone was to come and kick you in the ass?’

‘What!’

Asrul tried to reach for Malik’s throat, but his friend was much faster and stronger, and looped his hand quickly around Asrul, taking him by the neck. Asrul spilled his beer on the ground, wishing instead he could soak the mosque’s floor with his own mental hatred and allow the pain to flow from him.

‘Do not move. Listen to me, you idiot. Just do as I say.’ Malik tightened his hold, choking Asrul. Asrul tried to get out, but he couldn’t. ‘Be a good boy and listen,’ repeated Malik. ‘You see those people there, right? In and out of the bloody mosque every single day, too many times a day. They do nothing real for the cause. Do you really want to be like that for the rest of your life?’

He loosened his grip, slapping Asrul on the back of his head. Asrul fell to his knees. His beer had already emptied itself completely into the ground.

‘Well, let me continue the sermon: you don’t. You stupid little stubborn fuck, you would be totally lost without me. You know that, right?’

Asrul was on the grass, sitting on his haunches. The silent seconds that followed fell as heavy as bricks on Asrul’s head.

‘Great, don’t even bother answering me. I have a plan, dear confused believer, which can help you find what you really believe in. And it starts by getting out of here!’

‘Why?’ Asrul asked, though he knew the answer to his own question.

‘Man, there is nothing great to be had here besides nasi kandar. And some praying as a side dish. This town is dead. You get me, right? Dead.’

Asrul didn’t reply.

‘I have big plans, my dear Adik …’

Asrul watched Malik as he brushed dust off his pants and shirt.

‘… we have big things to do, Asrul! We are getting out of here, man!’

Malik stood against the sun like a shaven king, the light striking his back and falling away, outlining his form in a halo of gold.

‘And where are we going?’

Malik opened his arms as to embrace the sky.

‘We are going to Kuala Lumpur, Adik!’

Asrul received these words still squatting down in the low grass, grabbing the tips of his shiny army boots, looking up at Malik like a chimp with no hair. Asrul looked over to the mosque again and saw that another man was kneeling there, pouring out his soul’s juice into the carpets.

‘Why aren’t we going to Penang?’

‘Why should we go there?’

‘Because they have the sea, and it’s cheaper to live there. The bus ticket’s cheaper too, and it’s closer to home. What if we have some problems?’

Malik stared at him for a long time, his face blank, without emotion. Asrul knew his friend was thinking.

‘Well, man, OK,’ Malik said finally. ‘It doesn’t really matter to me. You may be right – Penang first, then we’ll rip KL a new asshole later. We will be richer and tougher by the time we get to KL!’

‘Rich?’

Malik offered his hand to him and waited until Asrul, reluctantly, took it. He pulled him up and the two friends stood next to each other again.

‘If you beat me again, I will kill you. I promise.’

‘You silly praying boy … Let’s see if you can even hit someone, let alone kill. So far, you’ve been nothing but a disappointment.’

Asrul turned away. He saw the man at the mosque raise his head from the floor and contemplate the space in front of him for a few very long seconds. Then he returned himself to an upright position, lifted himself up and moved swiftly across the carpeted terrace until he had reached the edge.

Again. And again. And forever again, as it must be.

Malik was right. And, deep inside, Asrul had always known too, that there was no way out of this relentless cycle.
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PUNK ROCK had been the cure to all his sins. A crude and loud cure. Since his childhood, Asrul had been good at hitching lifts at the back of swanky four-stroke motorbikes down to the garages where bands played. It was quite easy for Asrul to dodge the police as he was Malay, and they didn’t bother to disturb their own kind too much. But had he been Chinese, or Indian, riding away on one of those bikes would not have been so easy. The cops could be very harsh with bikers, as they knew that the most common place to hide drugs was under the saddle.

Watching fellow Malays bang their heads and shake their hair in long black whirlpools was the most inspiring, refreshing and exciting thing he could do in Alor Star. Punk and heavy metal had been thriving in Malaysia then – dozens of bands would come together and put on underground shows in rehearsal rooms or garages, fuelling sonic revolutions. Inside closed walls, hundreds of kids lived in their own version of a foreign paradise made of loud guitars, screaming their guts out with a ‘say-what-you-want’ attitude. They were not really free, but Asrul and the others felt like they were. Asrul would find himself headbanging the music away only to realise that three bands had come and gone off stage, even before he had stopped to take a breath. That was the most liberating sensation he had ever felt.

Sometimes he would get in a car with the older kids and drive down to Sungai Petani to catch more shows. That was how he’d learned to drink; being out of town meant being far away from any possible parental control. The shows were all about screaming loudspeakers, explicit lyrics and a blur of drunken fun.

And then, Kuasa Melayu had come down on him, had clasped him in its claws like a raptor attacking from the sky. Malay Power, the supremacy of the brown race. It had just come along so strongly, had become necessary for his survival, for his climbing up the ladder of the societal jungle. After that night, it had felt right to hate everyone else who polluted his nation with their fairer or darker skin. Asrul had realised that he belonged to the only group with any real right to be there, to own Malaysia. They were Bumiputera and proud of it. Who needed Indians and Chinese, anyway?

He would always remember the smell of that night in vivid detail; it brought with it a pungent stench of encrusted sewage channels where rats swam in dark waters like big, furry ships. He’d blamed the music and the booze for making him feel as vulnerable as a mangy dog, but he knew he should blame himself for being such a pussy.

He had just stepped out of the garage, his head still buzzing from the reverberation of chaotic sounds vomited from flimsy loudspeakers, and had approached the street corner from where the riverside path that he always used as a shortcut on his way home branched off. On that night, he’d known that something was out of place. It was as if even the palm trees had cast a different play of shadows under the lamp posts’ electric glow. Something had surely felt out of place, but he’d kept marching on, treading his fat basketball sneakers along the dusty gravel road. He had been so convinced that this was the perfect setting for the appearance of an Orang Bunyan that he completely ground to a halt when he saw the first man step out of the woodwork, stopping just ahead of him, blocking his path. According to the legend, the Orang Bunyan had a fairy-like appearance, looked courteous and smelled like trees. This figure, however, was tall and terrifying, had a huge beer gut and smelled like cheap Orangutan whisky. He was as terrifying as an Indian night spent sharpening razorblades in a dark alley. A few seconds later, four other giants came out of the forest, swaying slowly, their grinning smiles flashing like the beams of a lighthouse in the otherwise pitch-black darkness.

‘Hey, hey, hey! Look at what we got here …’ The thunderous voice of the first big, black man broke the night’s soundscape.

He looked mean, and he smelled of strong cologne mixed with stomach-wrenching fumes of alcohol. The other four figures stood back, occupying the space behind the big man, like a group of spiders spinning a cobweb for their prey.

Asrul watched as the man drew a big knife from his back pocket. The blade shone in the darkness as if it had its own gut-ripping life.

‘You wanna give me all your money or slash-slash, you get me …’ He twisted his wrist, cutting circles of darkness with flashes of his long blade.

Asrul was terrified. The booze had loosened his senses, and his legs started shivering, uncontrollably. He started jerking around a bit, looking for a way out of the situation. Onwards, the path would lead towards certain mugging, or worse, a slashing. Backwards, there were only the empty city streets, where nobody would come out to help at night.

‘I have no money,’ he finally said.

‘Sure, everybody says that … Now, pay up or cry.’

‘Please, I really have nothing; I’m a student,’ Asrul cried out, sandwiched between five angry thugs on one side and the dark street corner on the other.

‘You don’t understand, kid. You see this? It’s a knife. It cuts. It makes you bleed. You don’t want to cry from another mouth-hole we cut into your face, do you? I’m sure you understand … Throw what money you have onto the ground.’

Asrul didn’t have much choice. His heart was racing with fear. He reached for his pockets, turned them inside out, making a few coins and a couple of one-ringgit notes fall down in the dust. One of the Indians inspected the floor by waving about his flashlight in quick light circles. The pack suddenly became stiffer. The big man in front caressed the knife with his fingers, and then ran it along the front of his pants, slowly and carefully, cleaning both sides of the blade.

‘Are you sure that’s all you got?’

‘Yes, yes, I swear …’ Asrul didn’t realise that he was crying. After all, he was only a teenager, he told himself, a poor thing caught in the mouth of a strange madness that might have ended on the wrong side of the blade.

‘Well boy, I think we’ll have to make sure that you aren’t fucking with us. This is not much, for sure.’

The man stepped back, rhythmically followed by the unholy four, still stapled behind him in the same triangular array, like a deck of bowling pins at Deep Black Hell’s bowling alley. The last thing Asrul felt was a hard slap, the back of one strong hand hitting his jaw and making his neck twist, his teeth opening to let out his horrified pain.

The rest was just glorious mangling, and he couldn’t recall most of it. But before he’d finally slept it off, it had felt like a bunch of horses had decided to play basketball on his ass.
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HE WAS SCARED. After two days at the hospital, he was damn scared. To even put one foot in front of the other and walk. Everything on the street looked dangerous, sounded like it was roaring at him, seemed to want to eat him alive, as if it were all psychotic lions made out of Chinese paper. Every other face looked threatening, even the Chinese man who sewed clothes discreetly at the back of that one-room cellar-like shop. He might have been sent in to spy on Asrul’s moves, to kill him whenever he found the chance. And what about the pretty girl who lived next door: do not be fooled by her wide smile and peachy, soft cheeks. She is dangerous. She is half Chinese. An inbred horror, a freaking ghoul with a half-Chinese face. Under that attractive mug, she hides sharp fangs. She will rip your heart out, and eat your guts directly from the hole she’s gnawed.

And, of course, the Indians. They were everywhere, and they were mean. He was still so scared that he could feel his knees jerk when he saw one of them walk past him on the street. His body still ached from the thrashing they had given him, still had the blue imprints of their clawed hooves all over his chest and legs. They had almost killed him for seven ringgit. For just two bloody American dollars and twenty cents. One doesn’t kill a boy for such a lousy amount of cash. No, one does not. Indians are just scary fucking trash, Asrul decided, and they deserved to die. He wanted to kill them all if he could, with the same knife they had pointed at his face, and skewer them side by side, make coconut jam out of their saggy bones. Asrul swore to God that he would become strong, would then kill all of those motherfuckers.

His thoughts were hissing, steaming hot, pumping into his head and inflating it like an air balloon. Asrul had never been so scared of walking, talking, of just living a normal life. After the accident, he kept glancing at the long, dark line running across his left forearm, a souvenir from that night, something he would have to carry for a lifetime. A souvenir he did not want, nor need. He spent his days sitting at the same mamak stall, slurping one teh tarik after the other, drowning himself in a chain of sweetness to nurse his wounded soul. He realised that he needed something new to believe in. Music was not enough anymore, to help numb what he felt, a feeling as if his skull was bouncing against the dirt road.

He was distracted from his thoughts, one day, when a shape entered suddenly into the upper corner of his vision. The man stood by Asrul’s table, like a neatly dressed waiter hanging about for a customer’s order. He was Malay, with a perfectly shaven head, and was wearing big sunglasses. He had on a striking t-shirt with some army boots printed on it and a pair of long, perfectly fitting green army pants. Asrul observed that he wore the same kind of boots pictured on his shirt.

‘It’s Skrewdriver, Boots and Braces – a White-power band from England. Quite cool,’ he said. Asrul gave him an uninterested look and waited for his next move.

‘May I sit down here?’

‘There are plenty of empty tables in this place. Why do you want to sit here with me?’

The young man pulled a chair back anyway and sat himself in front of Asrul. He pulled down his sunglasses to his nose, revealing deep, strong, black eyes set in a face of fiery features. Asrul couldn’t help but think the man was cool and powerful.

‘My name is Malik, and I know about your accident. I want to ask you a couple of things.’

He extended an open palm across the table, stopping just over Asrul’s unfinished tea, then retracted his arm and touched the left side of his chest, just above the heart.

‘Assalam Aleikum.’

Asrul noticed a muscular line crawling from the guy’s open hand and running back over his broad shoulders, adding to his magnetic and forceful appearance.

Asrul touched his own chest to return the salute; he did it without the same conviction, but he felt obliged to repay the courtesy. Besides, he already felt connected to this strange man and his great halo of strength.

‘I’m sorry for what happened to you, Asrul. And don’t ask me how I know your name – we all know it, because to us, you are a hero. You survived them. And this shit has to stop.’

Asrul felt a stirring inside. The wild feelings trapped inside the small sea of his chest were gasping for air, desperate to be let out.

‘Would you be able to recognise them?’ Malik went on, scanning Asrul’s movements with his deep, penetrative gaze.

‘I don’t know. It was very dark.’

‘That’s a pity. Because if you could, I thought we might pay those guys a visit …’

Asrul felt his bowels roll inside him, as if some strange entity was mixing them up with a long wooden stick. This guy had a knack of saying things in the most inciting way.

‘What for? Who are you, Mister Malik? Are you a cop?’

Malik relaxed against the metal chair and put an open palm to rest on the table.

‘No, of course I’m not.’ He gazed down and then quickly upwards, piercing Asrul’s face with a serious stare. ‘You may call me an avenger. Or an aid worker. A social harvester. I am just like you, and I hate the scum who kicked your ass as much as you do.’

He finished the sentence by shoving the sunglasses back on his face, closing off the black magnetic powers of his eyes to the outside world.

‘Our usual meeting spot is just down the road from the practice space. You like music, don’t you? I’ve seen you down there a few times, headbanging like crazy. You have some good energy, man. Put it to good use. Just come down and see me whenever you feel ready.’

Malik got up and tossed a crumpled piece of paper across the table. ‘My address and number are on there. Call me anytime.’

The paper floated across the table’s smooth surface and landed exactly in front of Asrul. Asrul took a quick look at it, and when he looked up again, Malik was gone, as quickly as he had come. Asrul found himself alone, lost in the noise of clanking glasses and frying pans and sizzling brown rice and Maggi noodles. He looked at the paper again and memorised the address before sliding it into his pocket.

* * *

‘Look at them.’

The steamy silence of the night was interrupted only by the intrusive sound of excited crickets.

‘Can you believe this? They’re eating each other out. Here, in the park.’

Malik furrowed his eyebrows into a black, pronounced line, trying to get a better vision in the dark. He moved a branch aside and stepped deeper into the bush, like a tiger looking for prey.

‘They cannot come here, to our territory, and do this. Look at that! Go to the frigging motel for that!’

Asrul stood behind Malik, caught between two other boys, smelling the acrid stench of their sweat-soaked t-shirts and with the stifling, hot smells of the hot night.

‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Malik?’ he blurted out, moving closer to his friend.

Malik flashed him a severe look. There was no time left for talking. Asrul found himself thrown out into the shadows of the park, his friend’s hand pushing him on the nape of the neck. The two other skinheads followed, moving their feet in unison as if they were a death squad prepared to strike.

Asrul couldn’t remember how long he’d been a part of their group, but he could remember vividly the day he joined them. He had followed Malik’s directions to his place and had found himself outside one of those traditional little Malay houses made out of wooden planks stapled together with beautiful but decaying woodwork. Malik had been sitting bare-chested on the porch, puffing on a cigarette and blowing smoke slowly into the air. Some other boys sat around him, occupying the ample space of a wooden veranda, which creaked with the enthusiasm of supporting the prime exponents of God’s chosen race. Asrul could smell the familiar rustic aromas of steaming Malay curries coming from inside the house, seeping through the walls.

A woman whom Asrul assumed to be Malik’s mother – a big, silent woman, her head wrapped in a tudong – could be seen through the open door, manoeuvring long spoons inside pots as if she were steering the wheel of the house. Asrul had felt immediately connected to the place.

On that day, Malik hadn’t talked too much. Sitting on the porch, he’d looked like a different person, rocking back and forth on that old squeaky chair. But despite his silence, Asrul had immediately understood that Malik was the alpha male, the leader of this pack of tame young wolves.

‘This is the way to be. This is our land, we are entitled to it, and we have been put here by God himself. The others are all threatening scum. You have to understand – this is our land. And you can help protect it. If God wanted you to be beaten, it was to show you the path. Remember, Asrul, all paths leading to greatness must go through murder, violence and power.’

He had been beaten up and put in the hospital by the same kind of scum Malik seemed not to tolerate; Asrul would therefore have to join Malik. Malik’s words kept toying with his mind thereafter. Those words were the only verbal tattoos Asrul had needed, enough to get him started.

Asrul realised soon enough that Malik had an incredible gift. He could make someone believe he really was important. He could attract passive people, induce them to do exactly what he wanted, yet make it seem as if it was out of their own will. The man had great power and also the ability to transform it into a catalyst to fuel other people’s actions. Asrul felt a strange buzz shaking him from the very tip of his toes to the top of his head each time Malik’s magnetic eyes looked into his own. Were it not so unmanly to admit it, Asrul might agree that he almost liked that kind of attention.

They approached the bench slowly, from behind, curved into the shape of silent prowlers. When they were close enough to smell the girl’s warm perfume, they hid in the shadows for a few moments, but which felt so long to Asrul.

They continued to watch the couple sitting before them, Chinese teenagers clutched in each other’s arms, sucking the tongues out of each other’s mouths. This might have been ordinary stuff in some faraway Western country, but not here in Malaysia. In this country, religion dictated that such things be performed behind closed doors. The two were really getting busy, Asrul saw. The guy was trying to reach for the girl’s breasts by extending his right hand under her shirt. When Malik rose from behind the bench and slapped the boy on the head, the girl jumped off the bench and cried out loud as if she’d just seen a Nazi ghost.

‘What the f–’Almond Eyes grabbed the top of his own head and massaged it. His anger suddenly vanished for he must have realised that four horsemen of the ethnic apocalypse were standing around him. Suddenly, his face crumpled like a piece of dirty napkin.

‘Mister, watch your language in front of a lady,’ Malik said, carefully spacing out every word as if he was spitting silver bullets. ‘What do you think you are doing here?’

‘None of your business,’ the Chinese guy tried to sound brave as he put himself between Malik and the girl in a clumsy attempt to retaliate.

Was he really doing this, Asrul wondered, attacking a couple of Chinese lovers, in the park, at night? Was this really Malik, the man who had just pounced on the thin Chinese guy, had dragged him down to the ground and was now punching him in the face?

It all felt so damn weird; everything seemed to move so slowly. He could feel his toes getting numb inside the army boots’ hard shell. He wished he had worn sandals; these boots were not meant to be worn in Malaysia’s heat. He wished Malik had worn sandals too, when he saw his boots kicking into the Chinese guy’s sides, making him jerk like a wind-up toy. It felt painful to watch this.

The Chinese girl was standing there speechless, shaking in the dark. Asrul could see that she was trying to become smaller, to be absorbed by the surrounding darkness. But when the other two boys circled around the bench and grabbed her from behind, she started screaming, so loudly that a window lit up in a not-so-distant house.

‘Go! Go! Somebody’s coming, they’ll see us!’

Malik quickly released the Chinese guy, who fell back into the grass, motionless, breathing heavily. Soon Asrul and the others were all running along the dirt road. Until they disappeared behind the corner wall, he could hear the girl’s screams, the voice painting the night in dark blue, scary colours. Malik’s nape looked even darker and firmer as he ran ahead of the pack, his sweat shining in the low moonlight. Asrul knew they had done something wrong, horribly wrong. But deep inside, in the tight place between his ribcage and thumping heart, adrenaline had planted the seeds of pride and revenge. And Asrul felt an odd sense of victory.
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MALIK LOOKED VERY DISTURBED.

‘Are you joking or what, Asrul? What is this?’

‘Well, this is an apartment.’

They were standing outside the door of a corner unit on the eighteenth floor of a high-density building that contained at least a thousand other apartments. More than half of the building’s population belonged to the usual places where immigrant workers came from to invade Malaysia. Men in Burmese longjis strolled down the corridor, scraping their flip-flops against the floor with every step. The open door of another unit revealed a group of women squatting on the floor, busy scooping food out of a gigantic rice cooker; a few of them were combing their hair under the helpful breeze of a wall fan that spun at the back of the apartment, muttering amongst themselves in what sounded like Indonesian. Asrul observed that Malik was shivering a little.

‘Abang, what’s wrong? This is our new place … I found it for quite cheap. I’ve arranged everything already!’

‘Asrul, I can see you don’t get my point at all. You don’t want to understand what I mean.’

‘Well …’

‘This is like sleeping with the enemy, Asrul. This is like being surrounded by AK-47s in a fucking war, you idiot.’

‘Why do you always want to call me names, Malik? I don’t like it.’

‘Well, fair enough. But I’m not going to stay here.’

Asrul felt hot and tired. He had been moving boxes up and down the elevator, between the huge parking lot and the new apartment, for the past day and a half. Malik had not helped; he’d been somewhere else. Malik had claimed he was busy ‘running some business’ on the other part of the island. He just didn’t care, Asrul knew.

Asrul unlocked the outer security gate of the apartment, hung the open padlock on one of its steel bars and pushed open the door behind it. Before him was a nice, albeit smallish, livingroom, waiting to be filled with their Kuasa Melayu energy. As Malik stepped closer to peek inside, Asrul pushed him in. He then stepped in and closed the door behind him.

‘What the hell!’

‘Malik,’ Asrul began. It was the first time Asrul had dared to confront his friend. ‘Seriously, what do you think we can get for 300 ringgit a month, Abang? You want a swimming pool and twenty-four-hour security? Shit, I’ve been running around like a dog for the past two weeks looking at all sorts of apartments, and this is the best thing I found for what you want to pay. Where have you been all this while, eh? Why didn’t you come and tell me you didn’t like this place sooner? You want it cheap? Well, you get the immigrants thrown in — they like it cheap too!’

Asrul stopped talking and observed his friend, waiting for the expected outburst of verbal rage. However, Malik’s lips stayed tightly pressed together, almost making a dent in his face. Malik neither moved nor spoke for a long moment. It seemed like the reaction of his smaller, chickenshit Nazi friend had shocked him. This was the first time Asrul had dared to talk to him like that, and deep inside his chest, Asrul felt kind of proud for doing that. Nevertheless, Malik was still the one in charge. The boss.

‘Don’t talk to me like that, Asrul. I already told you, that I had some business stuff to take care of …’

‘What kind of business?’

‘Business. Good stuff. I’m contacting some people for a job, for the both of us. I’ll tell you all about it soon …’

‘Malik, listen to me. I’m tired. And you’re acting like a douchebag. Just chill. Relax, bro, we are finally in Penang!’ Asrul moved backwards and opened his arms wide, a skinhead Christ on an invisible cross. ‘Look at the view out the window; we have the sea just out there!’ He realised that his braces had pulled his jeans up a bit too much and was making him look quite bodoh; he set down his hand on his belt as nonchalantly as he could and pulled it down.

Asrul observed Malik as he moved around, pacing the tiny room with sad relief – his friend checked out the bathroom and the two rooms. At last, he got closer to the windows, opened one and took a look outside. Asrul knew that at this point his friend would change his mind. The apartment may not have been the best one around, but the view it gave them was fantastic. From that height, the whole city opened to the left; one could count up to the last twenty storeys of KOMTAR, its facade rising up like the island’s stiff erection. On the right side, the edge of a concrete development slowly left space to a beading of low-rising fishermens’ houses on stilts – wooden boats rocked over the gentle waves, and motorbikes zipped around tiny alleys like electric guinea pigs let loose in a miniature maze. Anyone, even the fiercest Nazi skinhead, would have enjoyed this view. From up there, the way the sea rapidly engulfed the contours of the island before retracing away would give anyone the satisfaction of a king, of dominating the cityscape as it were his own ancient realm.

‘How long have you signed for?’

‘Six months.’

‘Hell, we’ll have to deal with the Bangladeshis out there for that long? Aiyoh!’ Asrul almost burst out laughing as he saw Malik press his big hands against his shaven head and lean backwards mocking a dramatic faint and fall.

‘C’mon, we’re broke now. It’ll be better later, I hope. We always knew it wouldn’t be too easy, right? Or what did you expect? I couldn’t ask for money from my parents, you know. That would suck, lah …’

In this precise moment, Asrul understood Malik’s scornful behaviour. It must indeed be quite difficult for Malik, a man with a clear ethnic plan, to tolerate this. Asrul suddenly started thinking of the great men Malik admired, such as Napoleon and Adolf Hitler. Surely they also had to cope with such situations in order to grow into the badass motherfuckers history remembers them as. It could not have been otherwise, Asrul was very damn sure of this. He knew he had to do something to ease the stress off his leader’s shoulders.

‘Well, bro, just relax. I’m going to buy some nasi kandar at the restaurant downstairs now, and then we’ll settle this, alright?’

Malik nodded without looking at him. Asrul left his friend standing in front of the window, his sharp gaze fixed on the waves twenty metres below, floating all the way to Butterworth and back. Giving Malik a last glance before he closed the door behind him, Asrul was convinced his friend was trying to capsize those old rattlers of ferries with his enigmatic mind powers.

* * *

Asrul rushed down the corridor that connected his floor to the lift landing. When one lived on the eighteenth floor of a crowded apartment block, one had to be quick in order to get the lift on time and get down to the ground floor. He went past several open doors, other worlds withheld by the prison-like bars of dark security gates. There was not much Malayness behind those bars – his gaze grazed the sleepy eyes of a Bangladeshi man, slouched on a dirty mattress supported by a flimsy metallic bed-board. Three others occupied the tiny living space, Asrul saw, eating rice and fish with their hands from coloured plastic dishes. They chased him away with their hostile eyes, flashing him an expression that could only mean they wanted him to mind his own business. He walked past another open door and saw a man in a longji lying inside, lost in the horizontal magnetism of a small TV set. The remote control was almost dropping from his skeletal, dark hand.

Asrul didn’t want to trouble himself by thinking about whether or not he’d made a bad choice. The apartment was good enough and it was close to the heart of Georgetown. He’d just about convinced himself that the place was perfect when he rushed round the corner and landed in front of the elevator, almost running her down in his stupidity stampede. He ground to a halt, barely inches from her face, and found himself going limp as her hot breath hit him, right between his nose and upper lip, in a wet invisible kiss.

‘I’m sorry!’ Asrul stepped back, growing rigid and assuming a soldier-like position.

From back there, he could see her in her completeness: she was petite, had a smooth porcelain face set against the dark and rigorous outlines of a blue tudong and a pair of maroon lips stretched back in a courteous smile. The veil died abruptly over a dark t-shirt. She had on a pair of jeans, which completed her sporty but careful outfit. Her feet were wrapped inside a pair of low-heeled wooden sandals, her toenails painted black. She was the closest Asrul would ever find to a Venusian goddess this side of the Pacific Rim.

The sword of Cupid had already flown across the poorly lit lift landing and impaled Asrul, ripping him open. Asrul could almost feel his guts splatter against the dirt-encrusted wall behind his back.

‘Not at all. It’s nothing,’ she chirped.

Before Asrul could speak, a distinct bell sounded and was followed by the opening of the elevator’s sliding doors. Asrul saw that the elevator’s tiny confined space had been reserved for the two of them, for them alone. His brain was already projecting weird fantasies onto his heart, before the latter could even summon the courage to make the first move. Asrul realised he was hooked, completely. And she was still smiling at him, the spicy goddess from another world.

‘Don’t want to get in?’ She walked inside, her wooden heels clattering against the metal of the elevator. Asrul didn’t wait to be asked again and got inside quickly, his blood steaming in his ears as the doors closed behind their backs, holding them within the walls of its metallic mouth.

Small beads of sweat collected on his back and neck, and then rolled off, like he had a pair of wipers sitting just below his shaven Nazi hairline. She was in front of him, her fingers fiddling with the lower side of her tudong, boring her mesmerising eyes into him, using them to lure him into conversation. However, he was feeling insecure and stupid – all of a sudden he regretted all the hours he had spent headbanging at the studio room, for music had distracted him, had given him no time to learn how to approach a woman, to charm her with conversation. The quick descent of the elevator was like the falling of sand in an hourglass; he had left himself with a mere thirty-seven seconds before they would reach the ground floor. That is, if she would get down there. She was now looking up at the lights fixed to the top of the metal cage they stood in. He knew he had to either risk it or be remembered as a douchebag for the rest of his life. The line on his forgotten gravestone would boldly recollect this moment: ‘Here lies a Douche’.

‘Hey … so, are you going shopping?’

She removed all of her attention from the lights above her and cast a wilful gaze into his face. The walls behind her seemed to stretch far into the distance, as if his eye sockets had been fixed with a pair of fish-eye lenses and she was focussed at the centre of it.

‘Yes, I have to run some errands. I’m going to Gama, in Georgetown.’

All these details left him stunned. She butterflied her long eyelashes, made longer by a light coat of mascara. He felt as if the distance between them was getting shorter, as short as the inexorable descent to the ground floor.

‘I’m not familiar with that place, sorry. I’m new here, just arrived.’

‘I know! You and that other big guy. The scary couple,’ she giggled, getting closer.

Asrul felt the soft touch of her breast against his side as she bounced excitedly on her feet. Each pause in her speech was punctuated by a bounce.

‘You guys just came in today, right?’

‘Yes,’ he almost blushed.

‘Well, my name is Siti Ara Manustia. I’m from Sumatra, Indonesia …’ She stopped talking and froze her face into a nice, heart-melting smile that spread across the whole width of Asrul’s fisheye sockets.

‘Just call me Siti; it’s easier. It is nice to live here, you’ll see. It’s a very central place, close to Georgetown, good for getting to anywhere you need to.’ She seemed to have a point, Asrul thought.

‘Ah, OK …’ was the only thing he managed to say.

‘Are you OK?’ she moved closer and then bumped into his side again, this time letting him have a feel of her hip. He shuddered. He almost lost control. He felt like he was about to piss in his pants, let it fall directly from his bladder and down his right leg, slip into his army boots, make a hot pool of insecurity below his heel and soil himself in his own dumbness.

‘Yes, yes. I’ve just arrived, and I don’t really know about the places you’re talking about. But they’re probably fun …’

‘Well, not fun exactly. It’s just a supermarket,’ she smiled. ‘One day, soon, I’ll take you there. To show you, OK? But not today. I really have to run. What’s your number?’

‘Great, thanks. You’re very friendly. My number’s 0178575954.’ He watched her press down on the keys of her phone as he spoke the numbers.

‘OK, here goes. Giving you a miscall …’

Asrul’s cell phone buzzed a couple of times, vibrating silently inside his pocket. Then, the elevator reached the ground floor with a soft thump and the doors slid open again. He saw that dozens of faces painted in so many different skin tones were waiting impatiently to claim their hard-earned place inside the elevator, which had been, until only a moment ago, Asrul’s own small private paradise.
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