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For my Grandfather, the late H. Affandi, and his daughter, Badriyah.
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Prologue - Jeng Yah




Soeraja was dying. The man had been delirious for days, and he was calling out a name: Jeng Yah.
 The name awakened a ghost from the past, a ghost their mother had wrapped up tightly and buried many years ago. When she heard the name, a new side of her emerged, one Lebas had never seen before – she was jealous. Despite the fact that she was no longer a young woman, his mother was most certainly wild with jealousy. It showed in her face, made her seem terrifying. She looked like she could devour anything that upset her, bite into it then swallow it whole.
 ‘I’m the one caring for him during his illness, but it’s her name he calls!’ she griped, her mouth twisting and pouting in fury. She slammed down the bottle of medicine that was to be given to Soeraja that afternoon. Lebas heard his mother grumbling under her breath, whispering between fought-back tears that she wished her husband would die there and then. Lebas never imagined such a curse could come out of his mother’s mouth. In the thirty-seven years of his parents’ marriage, never once had he suspected that someone had come between them – in fact, if the government were looking for an ideal couple to showcase, he would have volunteered his parents as the perfect choice. And he had believed they had passed down this domestic harmony and tranquillity to their three sons as well.
 Lebas and his two older brothers gathered to discuss the situation: ‘That woman, Jeng Yah, must have been in the picture long before Mother and Father got married.’
 ‘Why the hell are you uttering that accursed name?’ Their mother had overheard their conversation and was staring at them, furious. Her eyes bugged out, and her forehead was creased so her eyebrows were knitted together; her sons’ balls began to feel as tiny as sweet-basil seeds. They immediately closed their mouths, ending the discussion, and then scattered, pretending to have more important things to do.
 When Soeraja suffered a stroke three years earlier, half his body had died. It was as if the Angel of Death had come to claim him, but had then decided not to complete its duty. At first, right after the stroke had ravaged his body, it had been difficult for them to understand his garbled words: their father had haltingly stammered that he would be better off dead than handicapped. But with therapy, Soeraja had gradually recovered. After a year, he could walk again, even though he still felt no sensation in his arm, and his pronunciation remained slurred. However, he never quite managed to regain control of his emotions – when he laughed, he would keep on laughing, even after everyone else had stopped; when he was moved, as he was when his oldest son, Tegar, finally got married, he sobbed uncontrollably like a ruined man. He had lost his grasp on his emotions. Apparently, the Angel of Death had taken that from him, along with half his soul.
 Soeraja lived like that for two years. But then his health suddenly and swiftly declined, and he had been growing increasingly weak since then, as if the remaining half of his spirit was being chipped away at too, piece by piece. As if the Angel of Death was casually stopping by his room, taking a little piece of him each time it visited, and along with it pieces of his memory as well.
 And now something frightening had happened. A Pandora’s box had been opened: the box containing the name Jeng Yah.
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Djojobojo Klobot




Idroes Moeria had heard about the ancient prediction from a kyai in his neighbourhood mosque. In the 12th century, a great Javanese king called Djojobojo had predicted that Indonesia would endure three and a half centuries of struggle under the governance of white-skinned men. ‘Yes, and he meant the Dutch surely, for they have been making us suffer so!’ the kyai had said in Javanese. The king had also foretold that Indonesia would be granted Independence by a yellow-skinned older brother.
 Idroes always remembered the prediction, and if his calculations were correct, the Dutch would leave Indonesia the following year. Then, perhaps, Idroes would be able to achieve the future he had always dreamed of. He wanted to raise his economic status and become a small-business owner. He wanted this even though his mother always warned, ‘Don’t dream too big, son!’
 Idroes lived with his mother. He had been forced to become the main breadwinner of his family when his father had died. His mother worked as a servant in their rich neighbour’s house, and what she earned was hardly enough for the two of them. At thirteen, Idroes Moeria had started working for Pak Trisno, rolling klobot, cone-shaped cigarettes wrapped in dried-out cornhusks and tied with twine. Gradually, he had risen to take charge of packing them too, and of delivering the orders of klobot to the market stalls and to the shops.
 He had grown into a young man now. He had wept when he had seen his father being lowered into his grave, but after that he had never cried again. Even though life with his mother was difficult, and they were barely scraping by, it was as if all of his tears had become buried with his father’s body. Idroes Moeria, like most other young men in his community, had dreams of a better future. He was determined to overcome his poverty, so that his mother and wife and their future generations would prosper and be happy. The only problem was that Idroes didn’t have a wife yet, and although he fancied Roemaisa, the beautiful daughter of their town’s scribe, he wasn’t sure that a labourer like him, whose employment involved rolling cigarettes and who couldn’t read or write, would ever be accepted by a woman like her.
 Ever since he had started working for Pak Trisno, Idroes Moeria had been quietly observing him. He deeply respected his middle-aged employer and thought of him as a sort of father figure. Idroes discerned that his employer’s lifestyle was fairly affluent from selling klobot in M Town, where they lived. He also noticed that most of the popular brands of cigarettes were produced in other cities, especially in Kudus. People called his cigarettes simply ‘Trisno’s Klobot’ because the owner hadn’t given his cigarettes a special brand name. Idroes Moeria wanted to own a klobot business of his own someday, but he intended for it to be more successful than his employer’s; he had what people call a vision and a mission. Idroes Moeria had even picked out a name for his business and had ideas for unique packaging that would make people take notice of his product.
 When it came to Roemaisa, what had begun as an interest in the girl had soon blossomed into love. She seemed different from the other girls in M Town, who were always giggling together in groups. Roemaisa was quiet and pretty and she usually went out alone, her body language like that of a mellow cat. Without a doubt, there were many other young men who had their sights set on her too and wished for her to be their sweetheart. When she passed Idroes Moeria on the street she would glance at him, smile warmly and then bow her head and keep walking. But he had taken note of that smile, and he knew that Roemaisa didn’t smile like that for other men. She smiled only for Idroes Moeria. Even though they had never really talked to each other until now, he was sure that Roemaisa was speaking to him with her gaze and her smile. He was certain that she was already falling in love with him too.
 As the daughter of a scribe, Roemaisa’s life was fairly prosperous, much more so than that of a labourer’s. So if Idroes Moeria wanted to marry her, he would have to assure her a good and contented life with him. Roemaisa’s parents would never give her to a man who couldn’t take proper care of their daughter. What’s more, she could read and write the letters of the alphabet. Idroes had discovered this to his disappointment when, one day, he had caught sight of Roemaisa helping her friend read a love letter. This made him feel inferior and lose confidence in himself, for he himself could only read Arabic letters – and even then, like most others in M Town, he didn’t understand what they meant. Every child was taught to read the Qur’an in their neighbourhood mosque, so everyone could sound out Arabic, but they did not learn anything else unless they went to a public school.
 A friend of Idroes Moeria, also a klobot roller, was eyeing Roemaisa as well. His name was Soedjagad. And even though the two of them had been playmates since childhood, when it came to winning over Roemaisa, Idroes Moeria considered Soedjagad his rival, perhaps even an enemy. Idroes would sneer to himself that Soedjagad was a stupid man who was kabotan jeneng, or had a name that was too big for his personality. His name meant ‘the origin of the universe’. Idroes Moeria guessed his parents must have held dozens of selamatan rituals for him in the hopes that their son would live up to such a name.
  
 *   *   *
  
 When Idroes Moeria heard that the Dutch were leaving and that the big-brother nation of Japan had finally arrived in Indonesia, he rushed to the mosque and prostrated himself in gratitude. Finally, he was one step closer to achieving the dream he had envisioned for so long. The Dutch had even surrendered Surabaya to Japan – the big brother was so strong it had been able to chase the Dutch out of Indonesia in no time at all. Even though Idroes Moeria had never seen the Japanese with his own eyes, he felt incredibly grateful towards them.
 It was fitting to celebrate this momentous occasion with a cycle ride past the scribe’s house, so Idroes could try and catch a glimpse of Roemaisa sitting by the window. That day, the weather in M Town was pleasant and sunny. He slowed his bicycle when he rode past the house, and his heart rejoiced when he saw that the front door was open and that Roemaisa was sitting in the front room reserved for guests. He felt he was floating up and off his bicycle, carried away with happiness. But then his heart sank suddenly when he caught sight of who was sitting in the chair across Roemaisa: Soedjagad.
 Idroes Moeria came to a halt at the end of the street. Confusion and jealousy wrenched his heart. What was that worthless guy doing at the scribe’s house? More importantly, why would Roemaisa be allowed to sit with him? Idroes was aware that up until now his enemy Soedjagad had never visited Roemaisa’s house, even though he desperately wanted to win the affection of the girl.
 Perhaps he was mistaken? Perhaps the man sitting in the front room wasn’t Soedjagad after all? Idroes Moeria gathered his wits and courage, and he decided to turn his bicycle around and check again if what he had seen was indeed true. As he passed by the house for the second time, he slowed his bicycle to be certain his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. This time he saw even more clearly, that it was in fact Soedjagad sitting there, and that the scribe and his wife sitting were seated next to him, and of course there was Roemaisa too. Was Soedjagad …? Idroes Moeria couldn’t dare finish his thought, afraid that his suspicions were correct and his worst fear was coming true – that Soedjagad was, at that very moment, asking for Roemaisa’s hand.
 That night, Idroes Moeria couldn’t sleep. It started to rain despite the earlier good weather, as if the universe knew what was happening in his heart. What good was it that the Dutch had left and the Japanese had arrived if Roemaisa was already betrothed to another? Idroes vowed to stay a bachelor until the day he died if Roemaisa was married off to Djagad. Perhaps he had a vision and a mission, but he had been too slow in carrying it all out. Someone who had bigger balls than him, someone named Soedjagad, had proposed to Roemaisa first. But what if he was still mistaken? Perhaps he had just been paying her a visit. But if it was only an ordinary visit, what was the purpose of it? Idroes Moeria lay fretting in bed, tossing and turning restlessly. He couldn’t sleep no matter how hard he tried. There was only one thing left to be done: he would have to speak with Djagad about the visit.
 The next day, Idroes Moeria asked Soedjagad whether he had gone over to the scribe’s house the previous day. The man was taken aback and asked how he knew about it. Idroes replied that he had just happened to be passing by. But Soedjagad was not forthcoming when he enquired about what had taken him to the scribe’s house. He said that he had to deliver some klobot the scribe had ordered. Could that be the truth? Since when was the scribe buying large orders of klobot? Djagad didn’t reply. He simply kept rolling his cigarettes in silence. Idroes Moeria concluded that none of his rival’s answers had made any sense.
 After he was finished with his rolling, Idroes Moeria sought out Pak Trisno and asked him whether it was true that the scribe wanted to become a distributor for Trisno Cigarettes. The employer shook his head in confusion and wondered where Idroes had heard such a thing. Idroes then asked Pak Trisno if the scribe had bought a large order of their cigarettes. The employer replied that he had not received an order from the scribe at all. Now Idroes was convinced that Soedjagad had been lying, and he could not stay calm any longer. As the workday drew to a close and it was time for them to head home together, it was clear to Idroes that Djagad was avoiding him.
 But God had his own plans. When Idroes Moeria was sitting on the grass outside Pak Trisno’s house, alone, smoking his klobot and mulling over what had happened, the very girl he was thinking about walked past him. He quickly tossed his cigarette to the ground and hurriedly stamped out what was left of it. He stood up quickly and flashed Roemaisa a respectful smile. The girl walked by quietly as usual, first bowing her head and then glancing up at him to give him a sweet smile then looking down again and continuing on her way. Idroes Moeria was, as always, struck by her beauty. He wanted to say something to her but, as always, his throat closed up and he felt like he was choking.
 He had once again missed the opportunity to greet her, let alone ask about the previous day’s incident. She was already gone, walking away from him. Idroes Moeria was not following Roemaisa, but he was admiring her back and watching her go when suddenly a miracle came to pass: Roemaisa stopped and slowly turned around to look at him. Idroes was dumbstruck. His throat was still caught, even though he desperately wanted to speak to her. Then Roemaisa spoke to him. She said, in the most melodious voice that he had ever heard in his short life, ‘Learn to read.’ Then she turned again and walked on, and this time she was truly gone.
 For a moment Idroes Moeria simply stood there, stunned by what he had witnessed. God was truly kind to him, he thought. The cloudy day was turning bright once again. He hopped onto his bicycle and pedalled home briskly. That night, he thought about what Roemaisa had said to him … Learn to read. Learn to read. Learn to read. He realized that she wanted him to learn to read the letters of the alphabet.
 The problem was, however, Idroes Moeria didn’t know who could teach him. He asked his friends whether any of them knew how to read, but they all shook their heads. When he asked Soedjagad, the man turned away with a sour expression on his face. Finally, Idroes Moeria decided to visit the local public school – he was determined to learn to read, even if it meant that he would have to take time off work and risk losing some money. But when he arrived at the school, he was completely shocked to find that the building was deserted and in complete disarray. An old man was walking past and informed him that the Japanese had forced the public-school teachers to work for them, and so the school had been shut down. Also, there were rumours that more people were being forced to work for the Japanese.
 Forced. Forced? It was hard for Idroes Moeria to accept that word in association with the Japanese. Hadn’t they freed Indonesia from the Dutch? If the Japanese had asked politely, people would have obliged; they didn’t need to be forced.
 But Idroes Moeria’s questions were answered when he returned to work the next day. Pak Trisno declared himself out of business and no longer a cigarette merchant. He announced that all the cigarettes that had been made the previous day had been seized by the Japanese, to be used as war capital. War? War with whom? Idroes was confused once again. The entire tobacco industry was apparently plummeting because the Japanese were confiscating all the raw tobacco directly from the plantations. The employer apologized to his workers, for he wouldn’t be able to pay them for their last week of work. He had no money left; the Japanese had taken all of his belongings as well. The workers dispersed with anxious and worried hearts.
 That afternoon, Idroes Moeria and some of his co-workers, including Soedjagad, went to meet with Pak Trisno and express their sadness at his current condition. He received them with a haggard face but said that he was lucky he wasn’t being ordered to fight for Japan. The word on the streets was that the Japanese were capturing people and taking them to Soerabaia, to a place called Koblen, and putting them in forced labour camps. Pak Trisno reiterated that he had no money left at all, that he had nothing in his possession but two big baskets filled with dry tobacco. He hoped to sell them, even if for a cheap price. He asked that his workers spread the word about the tobacco so someone would come forward to buy them.
 As Idroes Moeria went home, his head was crowded with thoughts. He had been saving up some money, little by little, from his cigarette-rolling wages. That night, he returned to Pak Trisno’s house and expressed his desire to buy the leftover tobacco. He took out his savings and held it towards his former employer, ‘This is all I can afford.’ Pak Trisno cried when he saw the money. It was far less than what he would have been paid by another buyer, but he accepted it.
 ‘All I have is the tobacco. There are no cornhusks for rolling,’ he said.
 ‘That’s alright. I can prepare the husks myself.’ Pak Trisno nodded, touched by Idroes Moeria’s answer. Then the youth continued, ‘But Pak … There is something else I need from you.’
 ‘What is it?’
 ‘Please teach me how to read the alphabet,’ Idroes requested.
 Pak Trisno agreed, he would teach Idroes Moeria how to read. That night, Idroes went back and forth between Pak Trisno’s place and his own, hauling tobacco. He borrowed an ox cart to carry it. He was extremely excited to begin his own klobot business. Pak Trisno had even thrown in some leftover cloves for free.
 At the crack of dawn, Idroes Moeria visited the labourers as they were starting work in the cornfields. He bought some cornhusks from them for a cheap price. Then, placing the cornhusks in a woven winnowing tray, he set them to dry on the roof of his house. After that, he went to Pak Trisno’s house to learn to read the alphabet. His old employer had written the letters on a chalkboard. Idroes had just finished memorizing the string of vowels, A-E-I-O-U, when a guest arrived: it was Soedjagad.
 As he greeted Pak Trisno and engaged him in some small talk, he stared at Idroes Moeria, who was trying to copy Trisno’s handwriting, Idroes did not look up, but eavesdropped on the conversation.
 ‘Pak, I found a buyer for your tobacco, if you are still interested.’
 ‘Oh, you’re too late, my boy!’
 ‘What do you mean too late, Pak?’
 ‘Somebody else has already bought it,’ he said in Javanese.
 ‘Who?’
 ‘He did.’ Pak Trisno pointed to Idroes Moeria, and the latter in turn, whether he wanted to or not, had to look over at the men and nod in acknowledgement.
 ‘For whom did you buy the tobacco?’ Soedjagad asked.
 ‘No one. I bought it for myself.’
 ‘Why would you want to buy so much? You want to smoke it all until you pass out?’
 Idroes Moeria only smiled in response. He had no intentions of divulging his plans to anyone. Especially not to Soedjagad. He wanted everyone to just wait and see what he could do. Meanwhile his rival left disappointed, with no commission.
 At midday Idroes rode back home, mentally reviewing the few letters of the alphabet he could remember from the day’s class. He didn’t forget to go past Roemaisa’s house, but noticed that the front door was closed. He wanted to call out to the girl, to shout out proudly that he was learning to read, but instead he peddled his bicycle back to his own house and proceeded to collect the cornhusks off the roof. He borrowed an iron from his mother and set out to flatten the dry husks with extreme care. After that, he cut the husks into sheets, one by one. When he was finished with the task, Idroes Moeria was satisfied to see the pile of klobot he had made: spread out before him, they covered the surface of his bed. He was positive that his dreams of becoming a cigarette merchant would lead him to a bright future. He slept with a light heart that night, imagining all the money he would earn. With that money, he would ask for Roemaisa’s hand.
 The next day, after returning home from his reading lessons at Pak Trisno’s house, he rolled more cigarettes. By the end of the day, he had made four hundred. That’s not much, he thought, but then he had only worked for half the day. When he had been employed with Pak Trisno, he had been able to make about one thousand two hundred klobot during the course of a single day. A few other workers, who were more diligent and had more agile hands than Idroes, could roll up to two thousand. They didn’t even need to look down as they rolled – not until they were finished and had to tie up the cigarette with some hemp twine. Actually, Idroes Moeria did have the energy to roll more cigarettes, but he was forced to stop working before the sun set in the west and then had to lay out the ones he had rolled for drying. Then, he had to splash some saccharin on them so they would taste sweet. This also made them water resistant.
 When the sun began to be truly miserly with its rays, Idroes Moeria resumed his klobot-making inside the house. He didn’t want any dew or rain to spoil his efforts, especially since most of the cigarettes weren’t completely dry yet. The next morning, when the dew had completely evaporated, Idroes would take the cigarettes back out and place them in the sun before going to study at Pak Trisno’s.
 From the pile, he picked out a klobot that seemed dry and almost ready. He lit a flame and held it to the tip of the cigarette, then inhaled the taste of something wonderful: his very own klobot. His gaze never wavered from it … Soedjagad’s comment echoed in his mind: ‘You want to smoke it all until you pass out?’ Idroes Moeria chuckled to himself. He already had thought of the best name for his cigarettes: Klobot Djojobojo, named after the ancient prophet king. Yes, that was what he would call them.
 Secretly, Idroes was quite proud of himself. He was his own boss now. He no longer worked for anyone. He could diligently do everything himself to make his business a success. Because he didn’t have enough money to make a label or a hard pack, Idroes decided to buy a few sheets of brown paper, cut them and then use the pieces to wrap a bundle of ten cigarettes. He took a pinch of sago flour and heated it over a flame until it liquefied, then used this as glue to bind the brown paper packaging he had made. Idroes Moeria intended to supply his klobot to shops and to stalls in their town’s market, but it turned out this wasn’t as easy as he had expected. At first, the ladies working at the shops didn’t trust his product because his packaging looked amateur – it didn’t even have a label, and it was common knowledge that any product, including clove cigarettes, was first introduced to potential customers by its packaging. Finally, the Chinese man who owned the shops became involved. He proposed that he would be willing to sell the klobot if he could try one of them for himself first. Idroes Moeria agreed. The shop owner lit a match and began to smoke his klobot.
 ‘Have you even used cloves? I can’t sell your cigarettes. People with asthma aren’t going to want them. They won’t feel better after smoking them!’ the shop owner protested, speaking in Javanese with his unique Chinese accent. The man said that most of his customers who came to buy klobot with cloves in them believed these cigarettes were a remedy for their asthma. The cloves inside them were known to be soothing, with antiseptic and anti-inflammatory properties.
 Idroes Moeria knew he had only mixed in a small amount of cloves with the dried tobacco, but that was because Pak Trisno had only given him a small amount of left-over cloves, and he had no money to buy any more.
 The Chinese man agreed to sell his klobot in his shops if Idroes promised to use more cloves in his next batch. Idroes Moeria agreed to do this. He was not complacent, and he saw all feedback as being useful for his business. It was important to know what his customers really wanted.
 Soon, he was able to read and write, and he wrote out the name ‘Klobot Djojobojo’ on the brown paper he used to wrap his cigarettes. Idroes Moeria began to record all of his expenses in a notebook: he organized it neatly, drawing a line down the edge of the page with a ruler to keep his sums straight. His handwriting was gradually improving too. At first he had only been able to write in pencil, because he had to erase his mistakes often, but now he was using a pen. Every three days he went back to the shops and the stalls in the market to enquire about how much of his supply had been sold and to collect his money from the sales.
 Idroes Moeria paid close attention to the needs of his customers. Just as he had promised, he used more cloves in the klobot he supplied to the shop owner, but he didn’t use as many for the ones he sold in the market. Idroes Moeria separated the two, even though he used the same brown paper to package both cigarettes. What’s more, he noticed that the farmers preferred to buy tingwe, also known as linting dewe, loose tobacco they could roll into cigarettes themselves. Many of them smoked klembak menyan, tobacco mixed with rhubarb root, frankincense and other medicinal herbs. Idroes decided to do a market test: he rolled a few klobot, wrote ‘Klembak Menjan Djojobojo’ on the pack, and he decided to use red wrapping paper for these cigarettes, while using white for his regular clove klobot. All of these packs, of course, he still labelled by hand. This was his first attempt at diversifying his products.
 One day, when he was bringing his products to the market, there arrived a courier supplying another new brand of klobot to the merchants who had become Idroes Moeria’s regular customers. The courier was trying to convince them that his new klobot was delicious and even announced a discount of fifty percent to anyone who bought his wares that day, which meant the merchants could make a big profit. When they examined the packs of the new klobot, they saw that they were wrapped in thick and crisp brown paper, which made them look sharp, even though there was no label attached to dress up the pack. This new klobot had hand-lettered packs, just like Klobot Djojobojo, but its letters stood neat, regular and straight, unlike Idroes Moeria’s packs, where the writing was a messy scrawl, even though he had tried his best. Idroes Moeria read the product’s brand name: Djagad’s Klobot. Djagad? Could it be?
 ‘Who made these?’
 ‘Mas Djagad … That’s why he named them Djagad’s Klobot. Would you like to buy some, sir?’ the courier offered.
 ‘Djagad? As in, Soedjagad?’ Idroes Moeria asked, just to make sure.
 ‘Yes.’ The courier glanced down at the pack of Djojobojo Klobot that Idroes Moeria was holding.
 ‘Is your name Djojobojo?’ Apparently the man could read.
 Idroes Moeria shook his head and answered curtly, ‘No.’
 ‘But you have named your cigarettes Djojobojo Klobot?’
 ‘Yeah, Droes,’ one of his regular distributors chimed in, ‘I was also quite surprised that you used that name for your brand … because it’s someone else’s name. Your name is Idroes Moeria, isn’t it? If you used the name “Footstool” or “Bamboo Thicket” or “Star”, it would be no problem.’
 ‘I like the name Djojobojo, sister,’ Idroes Moeria smiled at the merchant, and then he asked the messenger, ‘So now Djagad can read and write, is it?’
 ‘Oh, no, Mas,’ he said. ‘He has hired someone to do the writing for him, so that it would look good.’ That means he can’t read yet, thought Idroes Moeria to himself.
 ‘And did you write yours yourself?’ someone else asked, pointing to his pack. Idroes Moeria gave a small nod. He hoped the people weren’t secretly mocking his handwriting – more importantly, he hoped the courier would not report back to Djagad that the handwriting on his packs were much neater than Idroes Moeria’s.
 Suddenly, he found himself filled with anxiety. He vowed that someday he would have enough money to afford flashy packaging for his cigarettes, or at least labels to stick on the packs.
 ‘So would you like to buy some, sir?’ The courier still dared to try and sell his goods to Idroes Moeria. At first, he was angered by the man’s audacity, but then he thought about it for a moment and decided to buy some of Djagad’s klobot – after all, they were being offered for half their price. And as he did so, he realized that in addition to all the klobot sellers that had been selling in their market for a long time, he now had a new competitor: his old friend Soedjagad.
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Lebas




Lebas was visiting home after three months. He lived in Jakarta, as did his family, but he preferred to stay in his own apartment and pursue his creative endeavours without distraction or interruption. His older brother, Karim, had called him several times to inform him about their father’s condition, but Lebas hadn’t visited right away. He hadn’t realized their father was in such bad shape. After all, Lebas had heard that he was being cared for at home and that his brothers were running the family business as usual, and were even leaving town on business trips. He had finally decided to visit the family home on the day he knew Tegar was returning from a trip to Singapore. There was something Lebas needed to discuss with his brother: work affairs that had nothing to do with their family’s cigarette factory.
 Soeraja was lying in bed. The curtains in his room were closed, as if even a ray of sunlight could hurt him. Because of this, the stale and putrid smell of pain clung to the air around him, even though a servant came in every day to clean the room. Worried, Lebas put aside his intention to talk business with Tegar.
 Instead, he said to his brothers, ‘I don’t know how much longer our father has. What will happen if he suddenly leaves?’
 ‘What do you mean “leaves”?’ asked Tegar.
 ‘You know, leaves … dies.’
 ‘Astagfirullah, Allah forgive us! Lebas, you shouldn’t say such horrible things!’ Karim warned.
 ‘How is that horrible? It’s true, isn’t it? Everyone who lives must die, someday.’
 At first, his two older brothers didn’t respond. Then, Karim broke the silence. ‘So, what do we do now?’
 ‘I think we have to ask our mother about Jeng Yah,’ Lebas said.
 ‘Didn’t you see her face when Father called out that name? She will slaughter you if you ask her.’
 Lebas’s hand moved unconsciously to his neck on hearing the word ‘slaughter’. Perhaps his mother might just be willing to use a machete to decapitate anyone who uttered the name Jeng Yah – so consumed was she by her jealous rage.
 ‘But if our father dies, and he’s not at peace, what then?’ Lebas pressed.
 ‘Well, that’s it then. It’s called dying. He’ll die.’
 ‘Yeah, but it can’t happen that way, Mas,’ Lebas insisted stubbornly, albeit still addressing his older brother with respect. ‘If he dies with unfinished business weighing on him, then his soul will be left wandering in the afterlife.’
 Tegar smacked the side of his brother’s head with his palm. ‘You’ve worked on too many horror films!’ he said to Lebas, annoyed.
 ‘Mas, just look at our poor father,’ Lebas cried out, fixing his hair. ‘He keeps calling for Jeng Yah. Who knows … perhaps he wants to see her, or perhaps he just wants to know how she’s doing. But whatever it is, this is his dying wish. How could we disregard our father’s final request? Could you really bear to do that, Tegar?’
 ‘But his final request is driving our mother insane!’
 ‘Well, if circumstances were different, and if it was our mother’s dying wish to meet an old sweetheart, then you’d better believe I would try to fulfil her last request too,’ Lebas said, trying to persuade them.
 ‘It does seem like Jeng Yah is our father’s old girlfriend, doesn’t it?’ wondered Karim.
 The word ‘sweetheart’ had just slipped out of Lebas’s mouth, a conclusion he had jumped to when he heard Soeraja call out the name. But he was growing increasingly sure of this now. ‘Of course it’s an old girlfriend! Nothing else would have made our mother so jealous.’
 ‘If that’s how it is … then you will have to ask Mother about Jeng Yah!’ Karim said, pointing at Lebas.
 ‘Huh? Me? Mas Tegar should do it! There’s no way our mother will slaughter him. After all, he’s the one who runs the factory. But if I do it, she will definitely attack me … I’m not that useful, am I? I am expendable since I have no influence in the company.’
 Tegar heaved an annoyed sigh. He knew Lebas was right. Tegar was indeed the golden child of the family, the child on whom their parents pinned all their hopes. He was the firstborn they had urged to become the successor of the family business: Djagad Raja, or Great Universe cigarettes.
 ‘Why don’t we just ask Father about Jeng Yah?’ suggested Karim.
 ‘That’s a great idea!’ said Tegar.
 ‘No way!’ Lebas burst in. They all looked at each other blankly, and before Tegar could say anything else, Lebas continued, ‘Mas, how could we possibly talk to him about it? He’s slipping in and out of consciousness.’
 ‘Well, we should at least try.’
 Lebas considered this for a moment. Then, he gave in. ‘Yeah, okay. Perhaps, it might be better to get some information from him first, before we approach our mother.’
 The brothers were in agreement finally. As Tegar got up to leave, he said to Lebas, ‘You’re watching over our father tonight, aren’t you? Try to find an opportunity to ask him.’
 ‘Yup, you got it!’ Lebas answered confidently. However, he looked nervous.
 ‘And be careful. Don’t let Mother find out,’ Tegar warned.
 Lebas nodded. ‘But if I fail, then you’ll give it a try, right? Basically, whoever gets the opportunity to ask Father will do it? That’s our Plan A.’ The brothers agreed.
 ‘So what’s Plan B?’
 ‘Plan B is that Mas Tegar will ask our mother about it,’ Lebas said.
 Tegar frowned and turned away. He was annoyed again. When he left, Lebas turned to Karim, ‘Great, I’ve pissed him off. It will be even more difficult now to approach him about my work.’ When Karim flashed him a questioning look, Lebas proceeded to show him a PowerPoint proposal on his MacBook.
 Karim sighed. ‘You know very well this matter can’t come directly to me. You will need to talk to Mas Tegar.’
 ‘Can’t you help me out a little bit?’
 ‘Not really. This is Mas Tegar’s decision to make.’
  
 *   *   *
  
 Lebas cleaned himself up and wore the smartest clothes he owned. He was to meet Tegar at his office. When he arrived, there were a few other people in the waiting room, all familiar faces. The first was Ipung Wardoyo, a commercial director, who didn’t recognize Lebas of course. The second, Maria Johansyah, was a feature-film director currently venturing into theatre production. Djagad Raja clove cigarettes often sponsored large arts events like concerts and theatrical performances, and Karim was usually the one who took care of all of this, but the decisions were not his alone – Tegar had more say in such matters. Perhaps the visitors had come over to pitch some concepts to Tegar.
 ‘Oh, Mas Lebas! You’re here too?’ It was Jul, an assistant director who had previously worked on one of Lebas’s sinetron television dramas.
 Lebas smiled. ‘Yes, Jul. What brings you here?’
 ‘Pitch meeting. You are here for that too, right?’ Lebas had no idea there was a pitch meeting happening that day. He smiled again to mask his surprise. Jul continued, ‘I’m working with Ms. Maria, Mas. I’m learning to make commercials. It’s crazy that Djagad Raja cigarettes is having its anniversary, isn’t it? There must be some real money set aside for advertisements! It’s not like working on the sinetron, is it? There, we work every day but earn little. If we want to make a lot, then we shouldn’t work in soaps.’ Jul laughed. Then he glanced over at Ipung Wardoyo and dropped his voice to a whisper, ‘But it’s stiff competition. Big time commercial directors are pitching too.’
 So it was the day of the formal open-pitch meeting for the Djagad Raja cigarette commercial, and all the filmmakers in town knew about it. Except for Lebas. A young woman appeared from the inner office. It was Sabrina, Mas Tegar’s secretary. She smiled warmly at Lebas.
 ‘Hello, Mas Lebas. I haven’t seen you in a long time. Are you here to meet with Mas Tegar?’
 ‘Yes, is he in?’
 ‘He is.’
 Jul nudged him, whispering, ‘You know Mr Tegar?’
 ‘He’s my older brother.’ Lebas flashed him a grin then strode into Tegar’s office, leaving Jul staring after him in surprise. Considering that Lebas had never been involved in the family business, it was hardly surprising that most people didn’t recognize him as heir to one of the biggest cigarette companies in Indonesia.
 On the walls of Tegar’s office hung posters from the different arts events that Djagad Raja had sponsored over the years. Tegar was quite proud of them.
 Lebas dreamed of making a top-of-the-line film some day, a high-budget movie with real artistic and moral value featuring top stars like Dian Sastrowardoyo, Nicholas Saputra, Kinaryosih and Lola Amaria – or, if he had to use senior actors, Didi Petet, Christine Hakim and Tio Pakusadewo. Unfortunately, even though Lebas belonged to a wealthy family, it was not easy for him to realize his dreams. From the outset, he had stubbornly tried to prove that he could stand on his own two feet and become a director without needing any of the Djagad-Raja family money. So when he returned home from college in America and was approached by a production house that liked his student short-films and wanted to give him the opportunity to work as a film director, he accepted the offer immediately.
 The producer promised Lebas that he would be allowed to make the kinds of films he wanted as long as he made a horror film for them first. Lebas had considered the horror project a test of his filmmaking abilities so he worked hard and did the best he could. The film was a commercial hit; everyone in Indonesia watched The Mystery Makeup of The Ronggeng Dancer. The film’s success proved a double-edged sword for Lebas, however. The Indian head-of-production subsequently told Lebas that he should stick to making horror films. The production house refused to invest in the idealistic films Lebas wanted to make; they told him there was no money in such films, that they were a bad gamble, and a huge risk that might cause them to lose big money. After that, Lebas had been forced to settle on becoming a Class-C or at best a Class-B filmmaker.
 The Indian producer had then approached him to make a sinetron, a soap opera. The production had all kinds of limitations: they had been able to shoot at only one location, and had to mostly use close-ups with a lot of voice-over to express the characters’ inner thoughts. Although Lebas wanted to refuse the offer, he was out of work at the time and was desperate. The producer convinced him that it was a wonderful opportunity: ‘Think of it as a challenge. Listen to me, Lebas … Not everyone can make a soap opera. If you can rise to this challenge, then I’m sure you’ll be able to make any kind of film! Now, let’s talk compensation. How much money do you want? Is this enough?’ He had slipped Lebas a piece of paper with a number written on it, the salary per episode he was willing to pay. Lebas could not refuse the offer.
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