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		Prologue

								

	
				The Islamic State soldier lowered his torch and ignited the oil trail leading to the caged prisoner in the middle of the desert. Flames gushed forth, racing across the kerosene-soaked sand, but even before they reached the cage the pilot collapsed face first and his body did not so much as flinch when the fire gripped his orange jumpsuit.
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		To Excess
 Jakarta, May 2014
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				‘No, not tonight,’ said Hendra.
 He had promised Jasmine that he’d go slow on ecstasy pills.
 ‘Come on, Radikal!’ the clubber insisted, rolling the r in Hendra’s stage name like Indonesians do. ‘One X never hurt no one! This stuff’s the bomb, believe me, man. When you’re back in your cage, we’ll all fly together!’
 Ignoring Hendra’s renewed protests, the Caucasian clubber beckoned to one of the passing mamasans – easily recognizable in her glowing canary-yellow ultra-tight dress. She moved towards them, smiling at Hendra, and unfolded before the clubber’s eyes the famous triptych menu of XS nightclub, pointing at the different panels with a small torch: on the centre one, the drinks menu; on the left one, a shortlist of girls with photos, services and prices; and finally, on the right panel, all the varieties of ecstasy, shabu and ice available for sale that night.
 ‘Two Bart Simpsons,’ said the clubber, confidently.
 ‘Don’t want a girl to go along with that?’ the mamasan suggested, while searching for the pills inside the money belt around her waist.
 ‘Thanks, mami,’ replied the clubber, with a wink. ‘But I already got what I need for the night.’
 In a foreigner’s mouth, mami, a slang for mamasans in local Jakarta lingo, was a telltale sign of regular visits to the capital’s numerous massage parlours. Though tonight the clubber had indeed already found company; for behind him, Hendra noticed a teenager who smiled suggestively in the Caucasian clubber’s direction while jumping like a gazelle to the fast-paced techno music. Her low-cut jeans and torn t-shirt revealed a belly button from which a huge piercing protruded, almost menacingly. 
 Hendra did not like Caucasians at XS. They were only interested in the young, sometimes underage, girls who sold their bodies just to get their fill of X and ice for the night. They were seldom there to listen to music – to his music. And when they approached him, it was often to get their names added to the guest list for private parties. But this clubber, hopping on the dancefloor like a boxer skipping rope, had grabbed his arm while Hendra was weaving his tall and muscular frame through the ecstatic crowd after finishing his DJ act, inching towards the bar where his girlfriend Jasmine was working. The clubber had insisted on offering Hendra a drink in appreciation of his great performance. Since topping the DJ charts for almost a year now, Hendra, or DJ Radikal as he was known, had become a sort of celebrity in the clubbing world and even bules – albinos in Bahasa, as Caucasians were called locally – now recognized him. By the time they had reached the bar, the drink had become a pill.
 Reluctantly, Hendra closed his fist around the X that the clubber was pressing into his hand. 
 The bule introduced himself in heavily accented English. His name was Alessandro. Thirty-five years old, Italian, he had been living in Jakarta for a year and spent all his weekends at XS. Which certainly explained why the man’s face looked vaguely familiar to Hendra.
 ‘For all my life, I tell you, I never seen a place like this. XS, the club where all excesses are permitted, isn’t that what your slogan says in Bahasa?’ He swallowed his pill. ‘Only excesses of religion are forbidden here, right?’ he continued with a laugh after washing down his X with a gulp of water. Then, pointing at Hendra’s closed fist, ‘Hey, man, why are you not taking yours?’ 
 ‘Umm, maybe later,’ replied Hendra, irritated.
 He observed the bule’s face. Alessandro’s eyelids were shut like two perfectly aligned piggy bank openings, a clear sign that he was already stoned. He wore a shirt with a large unbuttoned collar that offered a glimpse of the top branches of a geometric tattoo on his bony torso. A tuft of short, scruffy black hair. A skinny, willowy body. Hendra thought of a scraggy camel – but a tastefully dressed one, sporting a pair of tight white trousers that ended just above the ankle, a deep blue jacket and black loafers without socks.
 ‘You know, I really love your music, Radikal,’ the clubber shouted over a sudden explosion of bass. DJ Violetta’s set followed Hendra’s and she specialized in hardcore techno.
 The bule explained that just like Hendra he was a big fan of 80s and 90s European electro-body music. He told Hendra to listen to Tribantura, especially their ground-breaking song ‘Lack of Sense’. Over the bule’s shoulder, Hendra could see Jasmine smiling and winking at him. At 1.75m, she towered over the other waitresses and was hard to miss with her metallic blue hair and her full hips accentuated by the red form-fitting skirt of XS waitresses (to differentiate them from the yellow-attired mamasans). Her long slender legs were hidden by the bar but Hendra’s mind had no problem filling in the gaps. All he actually wanted now was to spend whatever was left of his break talking to her. 
 But first, he had to get rid of the intruder and he knew this guy would not leave him in peace until he gobbled up his Bart Simpson. He grabbed one of the small water bottles that lay on the bar top and swallowed the pill.
 ‘Thanks for the dove. Sorry, I really need to go now. My turn soon,’ he lied.
 ‘Can’t wait, Radikal. Blast things off, OK?’
 ‘Count on me,’ replied Hendra. Then, while shaking the bule’s out-stretched hand: ‘By the way, what are you doing in Jakarta?’
 Hendra’s question was simply a courtesy, a sudden impulse that he would later regret.
 ‘I’m an accountant with a German company,’ replied Alessandro. ‘My office is at the Intiland Tower … you know that freakish building built by an American architect?’
 All Jakarta residents knew Intiland. It was one of the most hideous buildings in town. Depending on whom one talked to, the tower looked like a disembowelled plane engine or the torso of a man being tortured. And yet (or maybe because of that infamy), Intiland was also known to be one of the most expensive places in the CBD.
 ‘I thought there were just banks there?’
 ‘And a few European MNCs. TMM, my company’s TMM. It’s a big German firm. Ever heard of them?’
 Hendra gasped inwardly. ‘TMM? Yes, my mother worked there … and my father. My father used to be the head of your factory in Batam.’
 ‘You’re kidding me. What’s your father’s name?’ Alessandro was laughing. ‘Who knows, maybe he’s my boss now!’
 With a brief hand gesture, he signalled to the impatient teenager jumping next to him that he would soon join her.
 ‘He doesn’t work at TMM anymore,’ said Hendra finally.
 ‘Why? He retired?’
 ‘No. Not really …’
 What had possessed him to talk to a complete stranger about his father? He wasn’t about to tell him that he had never even met his father. 
 The young Indonesian girl approached again, pulling on Alessandro’s arm to take him to the dancefloor. She looked totally stoned. And underage. No doubt about it.
 ‘Now I really need to go,’ said Hendra, extending his hand.
 Alessandro left the bar area and joined his prey for the night, who swayed like a boat in high seas. But instead of going to the dancefloor they walked towards the exit. Most likely Alessandro had decided that he had more urgent needs to satisfy. The thought sickened Hendra, who felt a sharp squeeze between his temples. Clearly the discussion with this bule had upset him and, to make things right, another ecsta was in order before his next set. He waved in the direction of the mami and asked her for a ‘love’ pill – one of the pink ones with a little heart etched in the middle. The ecstasy factories were so proud of their products that they liked to print their logos (a Bart Simpson head, a heart, a blue dolphin, etc.) on each and every tablet as if they were minting their own money.
 For Hendra, Xs were always free at XS, whether offered by a customer or not. He also ordered a Red Bull (sugar-free so as not to dampen the effect of the MDMA). He would gladly have downed a vodka shot with the Red Bull, but he knew from experience that under X, it was best not to drink alcohol to avoid dehydration. Then, as he raised his eyes, he met Jasmine’s cold and disapproving gaze. 
  
 ***
  
 After his break – during which Jasmine pretended to be too busy to talk to him – Hendra returned to the cage where he was suspended during his sets, four metres above ground. On his whim, the cage could slide along a rail across the full diagonal of the room.
 Hendra scanned the hysterical crowd, jumping in sync with the infernal rhythm imposed by DJ Violetta who was still mixing. The loudspeakers vibrated so much that it sounded like they might explode at any moment. One of Hendra’s favourite French electro-house artists, Vitalic, would make for a perfect transition, he decided – provided that he doubled the speed, that is.
 While digital technology had long supplanted vinyl records, mixing panels still consisted of two (or more) turntables in the form of digital music players (called CDJs) with a back-lit top cover rotating at the same tempo as the music of the CD (or MP3 file) underneath. Like the good old turntables, these modern versions could be hand-controlled for beatmatching, scratching or box-beating. Yet Hendra often found himself missing the real thing – like how he preferred the antiquated ceiling fan in his apartment to the sleek air-conditioning system.
 Headset to his ear, he adjusted the beat of his chosen track to the hardcore music before switching to Vitalic with one quick push of the mixer. When he lowered his gaze, he saw a young Indonesian with a rapper cap raising his arms in his direction and coordinating all his moves with the binary rhythm of the French composer. Hendra smiled at him. Some days he thought he only lived for these moments when he was in perfect communion with his public. He closed his eyes and started to dance, his left hand tweaking the bass slider, adjusting it to his mood like a surfer who orientates his board to catch the best waves.
 Clearly, he was already flying high, sky high, and he knew that later the comedown would be all the tougher because he had no ketamine to cushion it. Fortunately, Jasmine had promised to sleep at his place tonight, and so, should he experience a crash landing, he would be able to seek comfort in her arms … What a joy this Vitalic track. He could never get enough of its formidable raw energy. But now the music was almost over and to choose the next piece he would have to scan the floor and check the pulse of the room. Did the crowd seem like it wanted to dance to something more aggressive? Or faster? Hendra opened his eyes.
 He felt the blood leaving his face. Empty. The dancefloor was totally empty. Could the clubbers have vanished because they didn’t like his music? No, no, impossible. It had to be a hallucination. Not a common effect of X pills, especially when they were as pure as those sold by XS, but it could happen. He blinked and turned in his cage to face the circular central bar – nobody there either, except for the waitresses in their red uniforms. He squinted and realised that they were huddled in the middle, their mouths wide open as if they were screaming – but with the music drowning all other noises, he couldn’t hear anything, and for a fleeting instant he thought they looked like giant gasping goldfishes. All of sudden, they all pointed at something in front of them, before diving behind the counter. 
 Under X, the reel never spins at the right speed, it’s either too slow or too fast. But despite being in full slow-motion mode, Hendra finally understood that something wrong was happening at XS. He turned his head in the direction the waitresses had pointed and saw three men, dressed all in black but for white hoods, pushing forward and swinging baseball bats before them.
 At last, thought Hendra. At last, they were getting a visit from the White Brigade, the vigilante organization which had taken upon itself to contain the unbridled expansion of vice activities in the Indonesian capital. Not that Hendra welcomed in any way this intrusion which interrupted his mix and his ecstasy high, but he had always wondered why they had never been targeted before. The White Brigade tended to come down very hard on clubs like XS that didn’t shut down or at least scale down during Ramadan. Nicknamed the White Brigade because of the colour of their members’ hoods, the militia was popular with certain sections of the local population who viewed favourably their vice-cleansing operations. 
 Hendra himself wouldn’t have minded an XS with fewer prostitutes – and maybe even fewer drugs – but Pak Kelvin, the club owner, had once told him that if they stopped these ‘little side businesses’, they might have to close shop because ‘many people only came to XS for that.’ (Hendra also knew that his boss was in cahoots with one of the X and shabu factories which flooded Jakarta’s nightclubs with their products.) The 60-year-old ethnic Chinese regularly boasted about his excellent connections with the police and had convinced himself that he was untouchable. That XS would never be attacked by the White Brigade. But when he had defied them a few months earlier by keeping his club open during Laylat al-Qadr – the 27th and most sacred night of the fasting month – Hendra had thought that Pak Kelvin was playing with fire. And tonight’s events were proving him right.
 Hendra finally noticed the clubbers cowered behind the large sofas surrounding the dancefloor while the three White Brigade members carried on with their ‘clean-up’ operation. Material damage only, whether it was the bar tops or bottles of alcohol exploding under their battering. The aim was to frighten and purify without any bloodshed.
 Hendra was beginning to wonder why he couldn’t hear any sound from all the glass breaking around him, when he realised that he still hadn’t stopped the music. ‘Join in the Chant’ by Nitzer Ebb, a 90s English EBM song and the next piece on his USB key after Vitalic, was now playing, with the three-word shout chorus – ‘muscle and hate’ – punctuating the militiamen’s forceful blows. Hendra decided to interrupt his mix while the storm wreaked havoc. Later, he would play again for those clubbers still brave enough to dance – or too stoned to go home. 
 He paused the music on his control panel although the turntables continued to spin – he had never understood how to turn them off without powering down the whole DJ deck. Closing his eyes, he started to float away, carried off by the sounds of breaking bottles which had replaced Nitzer Ebb’s screams of hatred, feeling like he was listening to a gamelan orchestra in the midst of tuning. He was brought down to earth when a shout, louder than the others, startled him. He opened his eyes, blinded momentarily by the bright lights now flooding the nightclub, and quickly understood that the White Brigade attack was about to go awry. Momo, one of the XS bouncers – who Hendra had long suspected of popping X pills during his work shift – had decided to interfere. Facing the three hooded members, he was challenging them with a switchblade, drawing large Os in the smoky air.
 Hendra heard one of the White Brigade members scream: ‘Get the fuck out of the way, goblok!’
 But Momo lunged forward and plunged his knife in one vigilante’s thigh. 
 A scream of pain resonated throughout XS, but the bouncer’s victory didn’t last long. A second militiaman came to the rescue and struck Momo in the stomach with his bat. Momo bent over and crumpled to the floor. 
 ‘You’re going to pay for this!’ screamed the injured man, who was already back on his feet. 
 Straddling the club bouncer lying supine on the floor, the hooded vigilante struck Momo’s head with repeated swings of his baseball bat, wielding it as effortlessly as a conductor’s baton. Cutting through the clubbers’ and waitresses’ screams of terror, Hendra thought he heard the sound of a ripe jackfruit exploding as it crashed to the ground. As two more vigilantes grabbed their frenzied accomplice around the waist and forced him towards the exit, the man continued to scream: ‘Next time we’ll bomb this place! Sons of Shaytan!’
 Understanding that the night was definitively over, Hendra removed his USB key of techno tracks and slipped it into his pocket. For a while his gaze lingered on the mixing console with the two spinning turntables – where the hell was that on/off switch? – until he finally gave up and started descending the ladder.
 By the time he reached the dancefloor, a crowd of traumatized clubbers was walking in the opposite direction, towards the club exit, under the reassuring guidance of the XS security team. Hendra reached the place where Momo the bouncer was lying in a pool of blood with his eyes wide open as if imploring people to help him. Stuck to the bar’s zinc top, Hendra thought he could make out fragments of brain, but he also knew it might well be his own imagination running amok under the effects of X. Especially since it was the first time he found himself inside XS with all the lights on. The harsh white colours bathing the club seemed so surreal. Like in a dream.
 ‘There’s nothing we can do for him,’ said Pak Kelvin after failing to detect a pulse in Momo’s neck. 
 Jasmine had left the bar to join Hendra at the site of the slaying. With the fluorescence effect under the UV light of a nearby projector that nobody had thought to switch off, her red dress had taken on a weird hue that looked similar to coagulated blood. She was shivering. And crying. Hendra held her in his arms. Caressing the contour of her ear, he brushed the roots of her blue curls where the hair was thinner than a baby’s. 
 ‘Why did they kill Momo?’ she asked. ‘He was a nice guy. He has two children, you know?’ Jasmine took an interest in the personal lives of all her colleagues.
 Momo, a nice guy? wondered Hendra. That’s not what he would call a family man who routinely hooked up with underage girls … The security head was known to let undocumented female teenagers enter the club in exchange for ‘extras’. 
 ‘But why did he have to interfere?’ he said. ‘If he hadn’t provoked those guys, he’d still be alive!’
 Jasmine released herself from his embrace, staring at him with outraged eyes as if he had said something totally egregious. Then, kneeling, she took Momo’s right hand and recited the usual Muslim prayer for when someone passes away.
 ‘Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji’un. Verily we belong to Allah, and verily to Him do we return. O Allah, forgive Momo, raise his degree among those who are rightly guided, grant him a successor in his descendants who remain. Forgive us and him, O Lord of the Universe, and make his grave spacious, and grant him light in it.’
 Twenty minutes later, the medics finally arrived. They tried to carry Momo’s body out on a stretcher but the metal frame wouldn’t fit inside the lift, so, with the help of Jasmine and Hendra who were making sure the body didn’t slip, they cautiously climbed down four flights of stairs.
 After the ambulance left, Hendra and Jasmine went back up to the club. Loud voices filled the main hall as they walked in. The police had arrived and things didn’t seem to be going well for Pak Kelvin.
 ‘What do you mean it’s just an accident? One of my bouncers is dead, and you’re telling me it’s just an accident?’
 ‘A very unfortunate accident,’ answered one man – short-legged, overweight and with sleek black hair – who behaved like he was the squad leader. ‘X overdose. His head exploded. That’s terrible.’ He burst out laughing, and his colleagues joined in. 
 ‘Think you can fuck with me like that?’ Pak Kelvin crushed broken glass under his feet. ‘Tomorrow, I’ll talk to the chief of police!’
 ‘Talk to your chief of police if that makes you happy. But let me tell you something, Pak. If you want to me to search for the perps of a beating gone wrong, I might also have to look into all those thriving little traffickings of yours. But we can certainly close XS if that’s what you want. You choose …’
  
 ***
  
 Half an hour later, after Jasmine was done comforting the other waitresses, they made their way home to Hendra’s apartment. He lived in Glodok, the same old Chinese neighbourhood as XS, and his flat was less than ten minutes away on foot, so he generally walked back home. But tonight, Jasmine insisted on taking a taxi.
 ‘Did you hear the guy’s threats before he left the club?’ she asked, as they sat in the back of a Bluebird. 
 Hendra just nodded.
 ‘And he was completely gone, you know. I saw his eyes through his white hood and that totally freaked me out. His right eyeball was like … frozen.’
 ‘Really? I was too far from the fight. Couldn’t see much, you know.’
 ‘Hmm … Or maybe, you were just too fucked up to see anything clearly? Look at yourself, you look like a zombie!’
 He stared at his image in the rear-view mirror: his face was as white as a sheet and his green eyes were wide open like he was about to scream. He was indeed not at his best. Certainly not the ‘model good looks’ that Jasmine liked to praise. 
 ‘How many pills did you take tonight? And why wait so bloody long to switch off the music?’
 Hendra remained silent, mechanically drawing his ‘signature’ on his handphone, as if wanting to unlock it. All his girlfriends before Jasmine were also hooked on drugs. Some were even more of a junkie than him and had dragged Hendra far down the dope route. But Jasmine hated drugs and wanted him to quit everything. To be fair, he had been totally off K and heroine for the past six months, only contenting himself with some harmless X from time to time. But tonight he wouldn’t have minded a bit of ketamine; the evening had been cut short and without anything to bring him down he would probably not be able to sleep before 7 or 8 am. 
 As the taxi pulled up in front of his apartment building on Jalan Mangga Besar VIII, Hendra put his phone back in the front pocket of his denim jacket – a new one from Pot Meets Pop that he had purchased the previous weekend at a factory outlet in Bandung. Now that he had stopped buying all sorts of powdery dust to complement XS’s free pills, he had more money to splurge on fancy clothes. 
 Back in the flat, while Jasmine was taking a shower, Hendra searched desperately through his bedroom nightstand drawer where he used to stash his dope, hoping to find any left-behinds. There was nothing, not even an empty sachet. He licked his index finger before running it inside the drawer, but as soon as he brought it to his mouth, he realised that he had only collected dirt. Feeling totally hopeless, he swallowed one Lexotan pill and lay on the bed. 
 When Jasmine joined him in the room, her anger seemed to have abated. She was all smiles and had even removed the new nose piercing he didn’t like. Hendra laid his hands on her breasts, always so supple, so gracious, so exciting. One day, she had told him that she had to massage her breasts every morning for ten to twenty minutes to prevent the silicon from hardening. Ever since making love to a waria for the first time at 20 years old, Hendra could not get enough of the feeling. The sex was always so pure, so intense, so radical. In his eyes, warias were not transgender women – they formed a real third sex.[1] He loved Jasmine as she was, with that wonderful male organ embellishing her woman’s body, investing it with an irresistible sensuality. He didn’t want to hear about the gender reassignment surgery that some warias kept talking about. He didn’t want Jasmine to become female. 
 They started to make love, but although his penis was incredibly hard – probably harder than the baseball bat which had smashed Momo’s head – he had absolutely no sensation on the glans, as if his sex had been plunged into a bowl of cocaine. After penetrating Jasmine for thirty minutes without getting close to ejaculating, he conceded defeat. He knew that if he insisted, he might find himself in the morning with his foreskin covered in blisters – as had happened a couple of times in the past. He apologized to Jasmine who was staring at him with a reproachful look, having no doubt guessed the reason behind his anorgasmia problems. To redeem himself, he offered her a blowjob but she told him that she wasn’t in the mood anymore and switched off the light. 
 In the dark, next to the sleeping form of Jasmine, the other event of the night suddenly came back to Hendra’s mind. TMM, his father … That looming bad trip was now inescapable.
 

	The term waria in Indonesia is traditionally used to describe third-gender biologically male individuals, although it’s also now commonly applied to transgender women. In this book, the pronoun ‘she’ has been employed when referring to Jasmine in the English language – in line with the gender with which she identifies. But it should be noted that in Bahasa Indonesia, third-person pronouns are all gender-neutral, which means that trans and genderqueer people do not have in principle to pick a specific gendered pronoun. ↵
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				With a black skullcap folded in his hands, Hendra rushed down the stairs of his building two steps at a time. It was already 11.30 am and he didn’t want to be late for Friday prayers at Masjid Arrahim. 
 The mosque, located in the same side alley as XS, was where he usually attended the compulsory weekly sermon. He liked Haji Ahmad, the imam who officiated there: a gentle 70-year-old man who had long ago stopped complaining about the noise and other disturbances caused by the club and its rowdy clientele. On the contrary, he welcomed with open arms all those who wanted to perform the Fajr prayer before heading home after partying all night long – so long as they weren’t intoxicated.
 Hendra walked briskly along Jalan Mangga Besar Raya, hoping to reach the mosque before the gathering storm above his head exploded. Halfway down the busy road, a street vendor planted herself in front of him.
 ‘Boss, can you buy me something, please?’ she said, shoving beauty cream samples in his face.
 When Hendra’s eyes met the young girl’s, his stomach instantly churned. The countless filiform warts on her face gave her skin the appearance of a lava field – one that would have put to shame Krakatau’s rugged slopes. Hendra shook his head and resumed his walk, quickening his pace. He couldn’t wait to hear what Haji Ahmad would say about last weekend’s events. Surely he would bring them up in his sermon. 
 Hendra reached the mosque entrance. From the outside, Masjid Arrahim’s corrugated Islamic dome looked like an overgrown brown mushroom whose symmetry was broken only by a diminutive minaret which barely rose above the neighbourhood’s three- or four-storey buildings. Similarly unassuming, the mosque’s interior was mostly bare except for the worn-out prayer mats, the minbar from where Haji Ahmad pronounced his sermons, and the few rusty fans hanging from the walls. Such frugality was not wholly intentional; for its upkeep, the Arrahim mosque had to rely on the generosity of the public but outside of Ramadan the zakat box placed in front of the mihrab often remained empty. In the Glodok neighbourhood, people were not well off and those who had some money were usually ethnic Chinese – and therefore mostly Buddhist or Christian. That didn’t prevent the muezzin’s powerful call for prayer from rising five times a day over the street hubbub, forcefully reminding believers of Allah’s greatness.
 Skullcap now on his head, Hendra removed his Doc Martens and socks before joining the crowd of people massed in front of the three-foot-high sliding gate. Half-shut outside prayer times, the blue metal barrier with its paint peeling off in ragged strips, had been pulled aside to let the faithful stream in. After performing his ablutions at the dedicated wudu area, Hendra passed under an arched ceiling standing on green pillars adorned with Arabic inscriptions and finally reached the main prayer hall. He sat cross-legged on the floor in the front row, a few metres away from the minbar, before deciding to perform a few rakaat while waiting for the sermon to begin. 
 His religious observance might not have been perfect, but it was steady. He prayed at least twice a day – at dawn, for Fajr, and at sunset, for Maghrib – dutifully fasted during Ramadan and paid zakat, the mandatory Muslim alms, every year. It was in the area of haram substance consumption that he regularly strayed from the right path, although for the last few months he had cut down considerably on his past excesses. Even so, Hendra knew that total abstinence would most likely always be out of reach for him. How could DJ Radikal not take an XTC pill from time to time? Jasmine, on the other hand, was way stricter than him. Unless under exceptional circumstances, she never missed any of the five daily prayers. And she never consumed alcohol – much less any sort of drug. Her only real misconduct, as far as Islam was concerned, was that she engaged in pre-marital sex with Hendra. And even this was through no fault of hers, because warias had no legal existence in Indonesia, which made marriage a rather unlikely, if not impossible, proposition.
 Having been seated on the floor awaiting Haji Ahmad’s arrival, the congregation stood up as one when the imam walked into the praying hall, donning his usual Haji white cap – worn only by Muslim men who had made the pilgrimage to Mecca. The old man was balding and along his temples the remaining salt and pepper hair was so thin that Hendra often wondered how it had not already fallen out. His short goatee was almost as sparse, although this state of affairs probably had more to do with Indonesian genes – not really conducive to beard growing – rather than with the imam’s advanced age. Above his square glasses, in contrast, his eyebrows were surprisingly thick, as if through practice, devotion and concentration, the reading of the Quran had created some sort of hair callus around his dark brown eyes. 
 Haji Ahmad ascended the minbar before launching into a recitation of Al-Fatihah, the Quran’s first surah. The old man’s strong and melodious voice filled the room, warmly enveloping the faithful in its religious fervour. The out-of-season storm Hendra had avoided earlier had just started, and as the mango tree’s thick foliage covering the mosque’s roof couldn’t totally insulate it from the heavy tropical rain, from time to time the corrugated dome emitted sonorous plinks which seemed to punctuate the imam’s incantation.
 After they finished reciting Al-Fatihah together, Haji Ahmad cleared his throat a few times, while striking the wooden floor of the raised platform with his pilgrim stick in order to indicate the beginning of the sermon.
 ‘Allahu akbar, allahu akbar, Ma’asyiral muslimin wal muslimat, O believers, let us first express our gratitude to Allah, the Almighty, for His unconditional love for us. May He continue to guide us and bestow upon us the strength, patience and courage to rise above each obstacle with which we are faced.’
 He took a long pause before hammering the pulpit’s floor again with his stick, much more forcefully this time. Sitting cross-legged on the prayer mat, Hendra could feel the vibrations all the way to his stomach. The old man resumed talking, his voice swelling with anger.
 ‘Why, my brothers, why is the peace message from Allah subḥānahu wataʿālā insulted, perverted and violated every single day by people who call for murder in the name of Islam? Who are these so-called Muslims who commit hideous crimes, who kill men, women and children alike, supposedly to serve Allah? They are assassins, miscreants, damned souls; that’s what they are! The real martyrs are all the innocents who die at their hands, whatever their race or religion, while the coward terrorists who blow themselves up will go straight to Hell!’
 The imam stopped and scanned the room. Hendra felt that the congregation was holding its breath. Even the rain appeared to have paused. At last, Haji Ahmad continued his sermon with the same raw rage bloating his words. Like always, he first recited passages of the Quran or the Sunnah in Arabic before translating the sacred words into Bahasa.
 ‘As mentioned in one hadith in Sahih Al-Bukhari, our Prophet, peace be upon him, once said: “There will appear some people among you whose prayer will make you look down upon yours, and whose fasting will make you look down upon yours, and whose deeds will make you look upon yours. They will recite the Quran, but their words will not exceed their throats and they will go out of Islam as an arrow goes out through the game.” My dear brothers, you must ignore all these preachers of hate who declare that if you don’t join their jihad, you are not real believers. Because they are the apostates, they are the ones who have repudiated their religion!’
 Usually more restrained, Haji Ahmad was speaking with unabated frenzy today, staring at the audience with such intensity that when his gaze met Hendra’s, the XS DJ instinctively lowered his eyes.
 ‘What is jihad, this sacred word that malicious people use and abuse to push lost souls into hatred and senseless violence? Jihad is first and foremost the spiritual war that we have to wage every day against temptations, against our inner demons, against evil, so that we can continue to follow the straight path.
 ‘Jihad is also the fight for the common good and the betterment of our society. A fight, if you undertake it, which will earn you many rewards on the Day of Judgement. And there are plenty of organizations in Indonesia with noble causes that you can certainly join to make our world a more caring place.
 ‘Yes, this spiritual fight can sometimes turn into a physical one, but only if you are forced, under duress, to abjure your faith. And even in this situation, our Prophet, peace be upon him, said: “Stop, O people, that I may give you ten rules for your guidance in the battlefield. Do not commit treachery or deviate from the right path. You must not mutilate dead bodies. Neither kill a child, nor a woman, nor an aged man. Bring no harm to the trees, nor burn them with fire, especially those which are fruitful. Slay not any of the enemy’s flock, save for your food. You are likely to pass by people who have devoted their lives to monastic services; leave them alone.” 
 ‘Jihad is not a divine commandment to expand Allah’s kingdom by force and war. If we want to spread Allah’s words, we must do so with compassion and love, and not through murder and terror.’
 Straightening himself, Haji Ahmad adjusted his skullcap, which had slipped onto his forehead, before continuing in a slightly calmer tone: ‘Last week, a tragedy happened not far from here, in a nightclub that I’m sure some of you know about or even patronize. Pretending to be acting in the name of Islam, three assassins beat our dear Momo to death. Yes, there are so many things forbidden by God taking place at XS every day. But do we have the right to kill other persons just because they engage in haram activities? Isn’t this Allah’s responsibility, and only His, to decide upon these sinners’ fate on the Day of Judgement? We must all have the courage to denounce the murderous impostors who want to usurp God’s place. Now, let’s say a small prayer for our Brother Momo.’ 
 They all recited in unison. ‘May Allah place him amongst those that He mentions in the surah Al-Fajr: “O soul at peace, return to your Lord, well-pleased and pleasing; enter among My righteous servants; and enter My Paradise.”’
 After the congressional two-rakaat prayer following the end of the sermon, everybody shook hands. Some who recognized Hendra offered their condolences for Momo’s death, and he thanked them absentmindedly. 
 How different were spiritual and physical jihads, he couldn’t help wondering. Could you really do one without the other? Picking up his boots in front of the mosque’s sliding entrance gate, he headed towards XS. He was supposed to start mixing at 2 pm. Weekends started early at Pak Kelvin’s nightclub.
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				‘Sayang, can you give us two gin and tonics?’ Hendra asked Jasmine. ‘On the strong side, please.’
 ‘For your friend,’ replied Jasmine, winking at Alessandro, ‘I’m going to pour a double dose. But for you, my dear, it’ll be tonic only. You’re on duty tonight if I’m not wrong.’
 Hendra had once again run into the bule during his break and this time Alessandro said he had a surprise for him. 
 Tonight, the girl at his side was a bit older. Early twenties, with a transparent sequined top glittering under the laser flashes, she also looked much less stoned than Alessandro’s conquest the other day. She stood behind him, motionless, like she was waiting for a bus. Maybe not a fan of techno, thought Hendra. Yeah, come to think of it, she didn’t appear to be one of those hopeless teenage ravers clinging to bules at XS, expecting them to bankroll their X consumption in exchange for sex. This girl simply looked like she was after Alessandro’s real hard cash. Was she one of these cewek-for-hire on the fourth floor, whom this bule would have picked up before going dancing? 
 As was the case every time Hendra was confronted with what some Indonesians called a night butterfly – an expression that was way too poetic for his taste – he started to experience a strange feeling that he never quite understood. The closest word that he could find to describe the sensation coming over him was disgust – even though he didn’t actually despise the girl in any way. In practice, Hendra carefully avoided XS’s top floor which was nothing more than a giant brothel where prostitutes seated on red leather sofas waited for johns to choose them. Sometimes, though, he would bump into one of the girls in the lift, or on the dancefloor like right now, when a clubber invited his catch to dance with him. ‘Men want to be able to empty their balls when they go clubbing,’ Pak Kelvin had once told him, always so attentive to his clientele’s needs. ‘This is a service that we have to offer.’
 Their drinks arrived. ‘This is for you,’ Alessandro said, handing Hendra a collector’s edition CD of Front 242 – one of the most famous EBM bands from the 80s and 90s.
 ‘Wow, thank you!’ said Hendra, beaming as he read the album’s title. Geography, his favourite from the Belgian band.
 Alessandro explained that it was his way of congratulating Hendra for being crowned DJ of the year by RCTV. Unfortunately, the bule added, he would not be around when Hendra received his title next weekend, as he would be partying at a friend’s villa in Bali. 
 Alessandro – who, tellingly, sported a skinny white t-shirt bearing the slogan ‘Zombies don’t like fast-food’ in Bahasa – seemed to have become even thinner since the first time they had met. Tonight, thought Hendra, he looked more like a parched camel than an elegant one. A camel losing his humps under the daily fire of the MDMA, the main ingredient of X pills and a derivative of amphetamine. A few drops of acid were often added to provide a more psychedelic high, but the overall effect remained the same: an intoxicating sensation of invincibility combined with a potentially dangerous loss of appetite. After popping their pills, the clubbers would dance like madmen (or madwomen), going without food, and sometimes even water, for hours on end. 
 Only a year ago, Hendra had dropped to 125 pounds on his five-foot-ten-inch frame (despite often arguing with Jasmine that, in his case, Xs were no more harmful than caffeine because he had everything under control). Fortunately, he was now back up to 150 pounds. Alessandro still had a few more humps to lose before hitting rock bottom but he was making fast progress and would be there in no time. Would he bounce back? Hendra doubted it. Very few bule clubbers like Alessandro ever bounced back. As far as he could tell, they just disappeared one day – hopefully having been repatriated to their home country.
 ‘Care to do some K with me?’ asked Alessandro. ‘I found some very, very good ones.’
 A sure giveaway of someone flying high on X, he kept clenching his jaws and grinding his teeth. Like a proud camel, thought Hendra. 
 He was never a fan of taking K when he still had to mix for the night. Under the powerful anaesthetics (normally used to put horses to sleep), he often became too mellow and risked losing the aggressive edge that was DJ Radikal’s trademark. But it would have been impolite to turn Alessandro down after the present that he had just received. Never mind, he would just sniff a tiny speck, and with a bit of luck Alessandro would be too fucked up to notice.
 ‘Thanks for the offer,’ said Hendra, ‘that’d be nice.’ Then, seeing that the bule was searching through his pockets, he quickly added: ‘No, not here! They’ll kick you out if you powder your nose at the bar. Let’s go to the toilets.’
 (‘Too dangerous,’ Pak Kelvin had replied one day when Hendra had asked him why snorting was forbidden inside XS. Hendra couldn’t tell whether his boss was referring to the risks of overdose or to possible police intervention.)
 ‘I see, so we’re going to lock ourselves in the john like two faggots,’ said Alessandro, laughing as though it was the funniest thing he had heard in a long time. 
 He whispered something into the girl’s ear and she took off with a sour face before pressing the nearby lift’s up button, confirming Hendra’s suspicion – yes, she was returning to her quarters on the top floor. Raising his hand to catch Jasmine’s attention, Hendra left his new CD with her while he ‘went to the toilet’. 
 It took them a while to cut their way through the thick crowd to the restroom area on the other side of the club. Only ten days had passed since the White Brigade attack but it was as if nothing had happened. XS was already packed to the brim and it wasn’t even the weekend yet.
 They squeezed together inside a cubicle before bolting the door. Straightaway, Alessandro knelt in front of the bowl and set to wiping the lid with toilet paper. And as there was almost none left on the roll, he had to finish the job with the sleeve of his silk shirt. That’s when Hendra noticed Alessandro’s hair was even more slicked back than Leonardo Di Caprio’s in Gatsby. Long locks were stuck to the top of his head, maybe to hide the early signs of baldness. 
 ‘Tell me,’ started Alessandro, while carefully tearing a K sachet above the now sparkling clean toilet lid, ‘didn’t you say your old man was the head of the TMM factory in Batam in the 80s?’
 ‘Yeah. Why?’
 ‘So, your padre’s Hadi Harsono, right?’ the bule asked, turning around and facing Hendra with the expectant smile of a good pupil who has just answered a tough question. Except that Hendra was never going to give him – or anyone else for that matter – any stars for trying to guess his father’s name. ‘Hey dude, don’t stare at me like that. It was very easy to find your padre’s name, I just had to ask our managing director’s personal assistant. She’s been with TMM for thirty years and she remembered who was the Batam factory’s boss for much of the 80s. I even did some research on LinkedIn and found your father’s full résumé.’
 ‘But how’s that your business?’ asked Hendra, who actually felt more stunned than angry. Yes, Hadi was his father’s first name although Dini, his mum, had always told him that his Indonesian-Chinese surname was Wijono, not Harsono. Could it be the same person?
 Alessandro stood up, looking apologetic, and gave Hendra a gentle tap on the shoulder.
 ‘Don’t get upset, man! I just found it so funny that your old man had worked in the same company as me. I’m very curious by nature. In Italy, I was nicknamed the donnola, the weasel, because I liked to snoop around.’
 ‘I see,’ said Hendra, still in shock.
 ‘And your father’s a big shot now,’ continued Alessandro as he knelt again and started drawing lines of K on the lid. ‘He’s the CEO of TCC, our biggest competitor.’
 Hendra’s head started to spin. The former manager of the TMM factory in Batam in the 80s was still alive while his dad was supposed to be long dead and buried. 
 ‘Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’ asked Alessandro, a stupid smile splattered across his face.
 ‘What?’ replied Hendra.
 ‘You don’t speak German?’ 
 ‘No … why?’
 ‘Didn’t you pick up a few words of German when you lived in Munich as a young punk?’
 ‘Munich? Why would I have lived in Munich?’
 Alessandro frowned. ‘You mean you didn’t follow your padre after Batam, when he went to work for several years in our Munich HQ?’
 ‘But how do you know all this about … Hadi Harsono?’
 ‘It’s all on LinkedIn!’
 ‘What’s LinkedIn?’
 ‘Wait, what, you’ve never heard of LinkedIn? In what world do you live, dude! LinkedIn, it’s like Facebook but for your professional contacts.’ Then pulling out his latest Samsung phone: ‘Look, here’s your old man’s full CV online.’
 Hendra almost snatched the phone out of Alessandro’s hands, accidentally locking it as he pressed the side button. But he had already noticed Alessandro’s Z signature on the screen and managed to unlock it. After anxiously browsing through Hadi Harsono’s CV, he finally calmed down – this man could not be his dad. Hadi Harsono had left Batam for Germany in January 1987, eighteen months before he, Hendra, was born.
 ‘Not my father, for sure,’ he said, returning Alessandro his phone. ‘My father was based in Batam until well into 1988.’
 ‘Really? He must have been Hadi Harsono’s successor then.’
 ‘Maybe. For all I know, he might never have been the factory head.’
 Hendra was lying. He just had to close his eyes to picture his mother’s face washed with tears and hear her pleading voice when she repeated: ‘Sayang, your dad was the big boss in Batam, the manajer umum. What more do you want to know?’ 
 But right now, he just wanted to cut short this grotesque discussion with Alessandro, a discussion which should never have started in the first place. And so he quickly added, hoping to placate any further questioning, ‘I know very little about my dad as my parents divorced when I was very young.’
 ‘I see,’ said the bule. Then after a pause, ‘Do you know that this chap, Hadi Harsono, had quite a reputation, according to the PA? She told me he was a helpless womanizer, and that’s why he was sent to Germany.’
 Alessandro snorted with his loud, obscene laugh, making Hendra’s blood boil almost beyond the point of no return. Yes, the bule was snooping around way too much, and at this rate, he was going to end the night with Hendra’s fist in his face.
 ‘So, what are we waiting for?’ he said. ‘Let’s fucking sniff this K, OK!’
 Alessandro finished preparing two lines of K, making them as thin as possible with his credit card. ‘The Flazz Card to get a flash!’ he said, waving his plastic.
 Flazz was the marketing name that the local bank, BCA, had given to its new contactless payment cards, and the card was plastered on billboards all over town. 
 By now, Hendra was totally fed up with Alessandro and his stupid jokes. Let’s get it over and done with, he thought, while rolling the brand-new 10,000 rupiah note that Alessandro had given him. Hard to find, crisp new notes were junkies’ favourites because all too often with older ones a little bit of powder would remain stuck within the creases during the upwards drug transit, and so after sniffing one had to unfold and lick the note or, more radically, swallow it. 
 In one go, Hendra sniffed the full two lines. A bitter taste quickly flooded his mouth. What was it again that he had told himself ten minutes ago? Oh, yeah … only a tiny speck. 
 ‘Wow, dude,’ said Alessandro. ‘That was a big one up your schnoz! In my country, we call that a beam! Guess you’re going to have a very nice trip very soon … My turn, now!’ And he pulled out another sachet of K, getting ready to make new lines on the toilet lid. 
 For Hendra, the high was already kicking in, as sudden as it was violent. Explosive. Blood was rushing to all his extremities, and he could almost feel his scalp trying to separate from his skull. Groggily, he sat down, right on the floor, not bothering about the piss stains everywhere. A profound feeling of well-being was running through his whole body. The tightening of the stomach, the difficulty breathing, the palpitations, all these painful sensations that the evocation of his father had brought on were quickly fading away. He floated in happiness.
 A bang on the door pulled him out of his high. Security was telling them to come out right away. Most likely, they had been locked inside the cubicle far too long and Budi, the young transvestite who supervised the toilets, had alerted the bouncers.
 ‘It’s OK, we’re coming out!’ Hendra screamed, hoping that the bouncers would recognize his voice and not break the door down – as they were instructed to do to prevent ODs. 
 He staggered out of the cubicle and, without waiting for Alessandro, started up the stairs to return to the main hall. His mother’s radiant face was flashing in front of his eyes. How beautiful she was with her high cheekbones, her delicate thin nose like a doll’s, her chiselled chin. And her gorgeous dimpled smile. More beautiful even than Sandra Dewi or Nadine Ames. Had she been taller, she could have been a model. Hendra had been devastated by her death four years ago when she was run over by a mikrolet, a local minibus, while crossing the street. 
 Minutes later, as he leaned unsteadily against the bar, Jasmine stared at him in silence, her eyes full of anger and disappointment. She refused to serve him anything and forced the CD into his hands before addressing the customer next to him. 
 That’s when Hendra felt someone pulling at his right arm. He turned his head, it was Pak Kelvin.
 ‘What the hell are you doing here, DJ Radikal? Don’t you know it’s your turn to mix!’
  
 ***
  
 ‘Holland Bakery on Jalan Mangga Besar Delapan,’ said Hendra to the taxi driver as he eased himself into the back of the car.
 ‘Think it’s not open yet,’ said the man, turning around to look at Hendra.
 ‘I know, Pak … I live upstairs.’
 The driver looked hesitant. ‘Don’t want no puke in my car, ok?’
 ‘Just take me there, Pak.’
 The man shrugged before switching on his (likely tampered) taximeter and driving off.
 DJ Radikal’s set had been an indisputable disaster. He had sniffed way too much K, especially after staying clean for six months. Completely spaced out – to the point that he could hardly see a thing – he had found himself incapable of making a proper transition between tracks. As soon as he had concluded his performance, at 5 am, he had decided to head straight home without waiting for Jasmine who only finished her shift around 9 am. And because of his blurred vision, he had opted to take one of the overpriced TransCab taxis always waiting in the early hours at the corner between XS’s back alley and Hayam Wuruk, Glodok’s heavily polluted artery.
 During his set, Hendra’s mind kept returning to the discussion with the donnola and that certainly didn’t help with his mix either. Growing up, he had learned to push away all the painful thoughts about the mysterious circumstances of his father’s death. His mother was hiding things from him, that much was clear, but there was no point torturing himself with endless questions for which there would never be any answers. Still, the doubts were always there, lurking at the back of his mind, ready to resurface at every turn. Like that day when Alessandro had pronounced the name of the German company where his father had worked until his tragic death right on the threshold of both fatherhood and marital life. 
 His mum, who was a simple factory worker at the TMM facility in Batam, had fallen in love with the manajer umum, and despite their liaison being rather illicit – his father was ethnic Chinese and non-Muslim – they had planned to get married. But alas, Allah had decided otherwise; barely three weeks before they were supposed to tie the knot (and six months before Hendra’s birth), Hadi had died during a horrific fire that had burned down the entire factory. Or so his mother always said whenever he plied her with questions. Already from a young age, he had found his mother’s story somewhat puzzling. And one thing really bothered him: she didn’t have any portrait of his dad, much less a photo with the two of them posing together. 
 At 14, he had consulted the archives of the weekly Tribun Nongsa at the central public library in Jakarta but for the whole year of 1988 he couldn’t find any mention of a fire that would have ravaged Batam’s TMM factory. He had read and reread the papers so many times that he ended up almost memorising all the articles. One day the librarian had even asked him what it was that he was looking for so intently that these yellowed pages might soon fall to pieces under his daily perusal. Finally, he had confronted his mum with the results of his research, accusing her of lying. But she had maintained her version of events, insisting that TMM had blocked all news articles in a bid to cover up the scandal.
 Much to the cab driver’s displeasure, Hendra lowered the window on his side to let in some fresh air and to try and stem the flow of his thoughts. Could this Hadi Harsono be his father? Or was the same first name really just a coincidence and, as suggested by Alessandro, Hadi Harsono’s successor at the helm of the factory was none other than his father, Hadi Wijono? Hendra could have easily assuaged his curiosity by simply asking the bule to check with the PA who it was that had come after Hadi Harsono. But he had no intention of going down that route, and not just because he’d rather rot in hell than talk to Alessandro again. No, whatever it was, it didn’t matter anymore and the only thing to do was to silence his restless mind, to drag all doubts back beneath the surface of his consciousness where they should have stayed but for that snooping bule.
 The taxi finally stopped in front of his building. Hendra paid the driver his inflated fare and got out of the car, realising at the same time that the sun hadn’t yet risen and that he had fully recovered his vision. Now that the most acute K effects were over, he knew that a more relaxing phase would kick in. That was the nice thing with ketamine: unlike many other drugs, the comedown tended to be a gentle affair. 
 Upon entering his flat, he completed his ablutions before performing the Fajr prayer. Then he went to bed and tried to fall asleep. But, despite the gentle waves of endorphins that the K was now spreading in his tired body, he could barely close his eyes. At 8 am, after spending two hours on his back inspecting the water seepage on his bedroom ceiling, he gave up. He got out of bed, walked to the living room and inserted a Nusrat Fateh CD into his sound system. (One year ago, he had become enthralled by the spiritual and physical trance states that the whirling dervishes could reach through their mystical music, and that’s how he had discovered Nusrat Fateh, an amazing Pakistani singer who masterfully interpreted devotional Sufi songs.)
 Hendra switched on his laptop that was lying on the low coffee table, first pretending to read his emails before connecting to LinkedIn. He easily relocated Hadi Harsono’s public profile and again convinced himself that the dates didn’t add up. The ethnic Chinese man had left the Batam factory a good few months before the time when he had been conceived. 
 Despite the ceiling fan spinning at full speed, sweat continued to stream down Hendra’s skin. For once, he decided to switch on the aircon. 
 He had tried searching for his father on the Internet in the past – especially on Facebook when it took Indonesia by storm in the 2010s – but hadn’t found any trace of a Hadi Wijono, a factory manager in Batam who would have died there in 1988. Only a few men of the same name who were mostly born after Hendra. This was hardly surprising though; his dad had passed away long before the rise of the Internet, and his only claim to fame, so to speak, that might have etched his name into online memory was his death in such tragic circumstances. Circumstances which, assuming his mum was telling the truth, TMM had tried so hard to cover up. But maybe LinkedIn, as a social network focused on professional lives, would be able to unearth something about his dad’s time at TMM?
 Hendra typed ‘Hadi Wijono’, the name he knew his father by, into the LinkedIn search box, more out of curiosity than with any real hope of finding his progenitor. Still, his pulse quickened when eight profiles came up: Ryan Hadi Wijono, a ‘23 yo student’; JK Hadi Wijono, sales supervisor at PT Indomarco, Jambi; Koes Hadi Wijono, etc. All way too young to be his dad – who anyway was supposed to be dead, wasn’t he? 
 So, what now? He decided to read through all the CVs he could find belonging to past and present managers at TMM Indonesia. Who knew if an ex-colleague or subordinate of his dad might have mentioned him in a post? He spent a lot of time researching the profile of a certain ‘Winanda Prima’, who had been the security manager of TMM Indonesia from 1986 to 1990, even browsing his Facebook account and other social media profiles, but no, he couldn’t find a single reference to his dad – or even to Hadi Harsono for that matter. In the end, after more than two hours of poring over numerous LinkedIn profiles, he still hadn’t uncovered any information about his father. Now he was ready to sleep, ready to slam shut the Pandora’s box that Alessandro had cracked open the night before. And in the future he would make sure to steer clear of the bule.
 He was about to close the last LinkedIn window when his attention was drawn to a selection of profiles on the right side of the screen, under the heading ‘people also viewed’. In particular, that of a woman called Yasmina binte Ahmad, MD of Putra Electronics. Malay probably, going by her name. Until now, he had barely glanced at women’s résumés; judging by their photos, the female professionals whose profiles popped up on his screen were way too young to have worked at the Batam facility at the same time as his dad. But this Yasmina binte Ahmad looked much older. In her 60s, probably.
 He clicked on her thumbnail and enlarged the photo. The woman was really beautiful. Coquettish with ravishing black eyes enhanced by black eyeliner and mascara, and a matching black hijab that framed a radiant face with porcelain skin. In a way, it seemed as if the red lipstick was only there to prove that this wasn’t a black-and-white photo. And just by looking at the screen, Hendra could almost smell her heady perfume. A perfume that was probably without alcohol, like his mother’s, so that it had to be applied in large quantities to make sure the fragrance would last until the end of the day. In her profile summary, he saw that she had been educated in the US. Maybe the daughter of some rich Malaysian tycoon? Had she worked at TMM prior to joining Putra Electronics, was that why her profile had popped up? He scrolled down to her work experience and saw that she had done a stint at TCC – maybe together with Hadi Harsono? He continued to look through her résumé … and suddenly froze. ‘1988-1990, Manajer Umum, TMM, Batam factory.’
 For a long while he remained supine on the sofa, gripping the black fabric as if trying to cushion the fall. But the black hole swallowing him was bottomless. A sheer emptiness into which he could only disappear. He grabbed his phone. He was going to call his grandfather, scream his pain, demand explanations. Hands shaking, he dialled his grandparents’ house number in Medan but hung up after two rings. How could he forget? His grandfather was sick. Very sick. He had been diagnosed with lung cancer eighteen months ago and although Hendra had not seen him since last year’s Lebaran, his grandmother kept lamenting, over the phone, how fast the disease was spreading.
 He felt like crying but the tears wouldn’t come. All these years he couldn’t help but hope that if his mother had lied it was only about the circumstances of his father’s death – maybe to protect Hendra from some truth even more painful than a work accident. But no, she had also lied about his very identity! Because if his father hadn’t been the manajer umum of TMM factory in Batam, who knew if he was even called Hadi Wijono? Maybe it was just a random name that his mother had picked up to keep him quiet when he had started to hassle her with his questions. Or maybe not so random … since Hadi was also the factory manager’s first name when his mother had joined TMM in late 1986. And a womanizer at that, according to the bule … 
 But hadn’t he always suspected there was a deeper secret than simply the facts surrounding his father’s death? As a kid, he’d often had the impression that people went quiet whenever he entered a room. He had learnt to be discreet, sometimes even to tiptoe, to catch things that people wanted to hide from him. But to no avail. On the contrary, over time, his mother and grandparents continued embellishing the story, telling him countless anecdotes about his father such as his craving for kue lapis, the famous layered cakes from Batam; his meteoric rise at TMM despite his young age; his cycling feats; his love of Malay cooking and, of course, his green eyes, like Hendra’s. As a teenager, Hendra would close his ears as soon as his mother and his kakek, his grandfather, began a new charade, sounding like second-rate TV actors in an Indonesian soap opera. And today, with just a flick of his fingers, Alessandro had brought down the house of cards that his family had so painstakingly built all these years.
 What if his father was indeed Hadi Harsono? Even after his relocation to Germany, there was no reason why he couldn’t have seen his mum again whenever he came back to Indonesia for work or on holiday. 
 That’s when Hendra realised that his neck had become stiff. Fearful, he pressed his hand against his right temple and felt the blood vessel pulsating under his fingertips. What the fuck! Maybe because of the K still streaming inside his body, his extremities were just too sensitive? He tried again, barely brushing the temple this time. The throbbing was definitely there. Panic engulfed him. The fall wasn’t over yet.
 Hendra stood up, overwhelmed by a feeling of profound hopelessness. He had been free from these terrible headaches for almost four years, and now all of a sudden they were back. The headache was rapidly rising in severity, and he started pacing the corridor that led from the living room to the bedroom as the pain was already so severe that he couldn’t stay in place. His head was like a fully inflated football, ready to burst. And yet, more air was being pumped inside. No mercy. It might explode, but who cares? His left eye was closing, shedding tears like a sponge being squeezed. 
 A few minutes later, Hendra felt that he had finally reached the point of peak pressure. Which meant that he now had to endure this state of absolute suffering – as if someone was trying to gouge his left eye out using a chisel from inside his skull – for maximum one hour. During moments like this, the only thing he could cling to was the knowledge that the pain was time-bound. The fluorescent dial of the mural clock indicated 11.05 am. So, at the latest by 12.05 pm, his ordeal would be over … until the next one. When he was in an acute phase, he could have up to five attacks a day.
 The first time Hendra had experienced this type of headache eleven years ago, he had woken up his mother in the middle of the night. Shaking uncontrollably. Convinced that he was about to die. They had taken a cab to the emergency department, yet by the time they arrived his headache had disappeared. So they went home without seeing a doctor. But less than three hours later, a new attack struck and this time he was hospitalized. The doctor who examined him quickly excluded a migraine diagnosis. Yet he wasn’t able to determine the cause of Hendra’s headaches. Or rather, he mentioned to his mum before discharging him the next day, that his pain was likely ‘psychosomatic’. Hendra didn’t know what the word meant but after checking his dictionary at home he vowed never to talk about his suffering to any doctor again.
 Taking a pack of ice from the freezer, he wrapped it inside a cloth before applying it to his temple. Then he started to pace in quick circles, focusing his attention on counting his steps to try and fool the pain. Unfortunately, he knew all too well that these strategies were no better than pissing in the wind. Because there was only one thing that worked in his condition: to snort something powerful like heroine or ketamine. But, bloody hell, since he was supposed to have quit months ago he had no dust whatsoever to put under his nose right now. 
 It was by chance that he had discovered K’s calming effects on his headaches early one morning at a friend’s party just as a new attack was looming. Some guys next to him had invited him to sniff K. Hendra, who had never heard of the drug, was told it was a hallucinogen originally developed as an anaesthetic for horses. And that’s how he had done his very first line, betting that K wouldn’t have any effect on his impending headache … Well, he hadn’t felt anything – in his head or in the rest of his body – for the next few hours. A miracle! After that, he began to take anything and everything he could lay his hands on – K, X, shabu, amphetamines, heroin, you name it. His attacks had ceased four years ago – a few months after his mother’s passing – but by then he was already too much of a junkie to even think about cutting back.
 From the corner of his eyes, Hendra saw that the clock indicated 11.30 am. He still had another thirty minutes to wait but he didn’t know if he would be able to hold out until then. He wasn’t used to this kind of excruciating pain anymore! Two pulsations – the throbbing of his head and the quickening of his heart rate – now resonated against each other.
 He felt very thirsty and went to the kitchen, reaching for a glass on the rack and grabbing a fresh bottle of Aqua in the fridge. Suddenly, the chisel struck his eye even more violently and he swayed, quickly grasping the fridge door handle to avoid falling. Dizzy with rage, Hendra smashed the glass on the kitchen countertop, removed the leather armband that concealed the countless scars on his wrist and made a quick incision. It was another trick that he had discovered when he had no drugs or if they were failing to stem an attack; after cutting himself, the pain in his head would quickly ebb away. The complete remission of his headaches over the last four years meant that his past wounds were now fading and – until tonight, that is – he had hoped that he would soon be able to ditch the ugly armbands that gave him a hardcore rocker look. 
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