His Holy Hijrah from His Sinful Bulging Sarong

By:  b’s Shadow


“Who will you tell it to if you don’t have a friend?” So sang one of my favorite troubadours, Lobo, in his masterpiece back in the 1960’s. “The song is too old, Dad, like you. Come on, change the disk, please!”  So I am often mocked by my children when I take them to school in my brand new Innova.    Always surrounded by their inseparable gang friends in their Ninja masks, they repeatedly renew and strengthen sworn membership loyalty by sharing Silver Queen chocolate.  I really did feel the truth of that song lyric though, when my closest old friend Budi,  who was actually my former lecturer to whom I owed so much during my studies at Andalas University,  evaded me completely. And I just could not believe that Padang could swallow a man of Budi’s stature, not to mention the fact that he, like most lecturers in Padang, used to teach in every private university in every town in the province.  The song always brings me back to the trip I made recently to Padang, West Sumatera, my beloved hometown that I actually seldom visit due to my rootless matrilineal family tree, the trip that  disappointed me the most, and almost cleansed my twisted Padang blood. 

Minangkabau International Airport,  Padang’s freshly ribbon-cut  pride that was once bombastically endorsed and predicted to be the catalyst for the acceleration of the development of the economy of West Sumatera,  did not look anything special whatsoever to me. In fact, I found the luggage conveyor belt ran too slowly. And the belt itself, looking worse than half-processed dark black rubber of ex Lam Kiauw factory in Simpang Haru, seemed to have been wrongly designed so that it broke some of my luggage which was full of various gifts and colorful doughnuts. To make it worse, I was warmly welcomed by the riot between the taxi drivers and those of the airport buses that created a two-hour jam. There went all my nerves and patience.  I started to swear to the sky. Had it not been for a kind and soft reminder by Pak Parto, the Javanese driver from the Party office,  I would have shouted at those demonstrating drivers who seemed to be so selfish and uncaring in blocking the access road. The thought of meeting Budi and other old friends in Padang, however, calmed me down. Yes, I could not wait to see those who used to sometimes overtly and openly underestimate the odds of my political career in Jakarta in spite of their consistent wish and sincere prayers for my success. I could tell others, of course, of my landslide success, but it just wouldn’t feel thorough and rigorous if it were not told to those so-called asphalt, groovy friends of mine. Especially the thought of meeting Budi again, my best old friend,  brought my memory back to the time when we used to get together and sing our favorite friendship anthem during the resting hours of the weekend. Unbeknown to me, I hummed the same old song again:

Nothing Compares  to Old, True Friends

Nothing compares to them, old friends

And none so sincere and so true;

We hug them when we meet them

As blooming flowers welcome the dew;

No other friends could be dearer ones,

Though cloned from kindred mold;

And while we idolize the new ones,

We appreciate more the old.

Nothing compares  to true friends

Standing by us in frequent fears,

Nothing compares  to true friends

Dancing with us in glorious years,

That’s why we wish our old true friends

Were always by our side

And we always long to meet them, 
Though they may wait on the shadowy side.

“To Pasar Baru, Pak Parto, the way to Unand Campus”,   I told the driver while offering him my pack of G.P. “Keep the rest Pak, I‘ve got another pack, ” I told him assuringly. “It’s right in front of Bank BRI training centre. I’ll appreciate the best and the safest speed you can make,”  I explained quite impatiently.

Budi’s house did not look at all the same as when I had left Padang ten years before.  Obviously, it had been totally renovated. A new unfriendly fence was there, standing about two and a half meters high almost totally blinding the passers-by. I was told by a neighbor that the house had been sold to a Chinese who had moved down from Medan a few weeks after the death of his long-ailing wife. My heart sank upon hearing the news. I gave the house a long, long gaze, and all of a sudden a strange feeling began creeping inside me. Clenching my mouth and shaking my head, I murmured something in disbelief that reminded me of my grotesque and lonely feeling when I gazed at what I was told were the remains of the house of my late daughterless and sisterless mother. And I heard again the buzzing whisper then that slashed my flesh and tore its way into my very inner being as a Minangkabau : “Poor him, he has got no aunt nor sister. No one will inherit his traditional Rumah Gadang. He’s gonna be punah. ” I closed my ears and asked Pak Parto to immediately start the engine. 

 Straight away, we headed to the house of Budi’s only adopted son in Siteba, an area, in spite of its obvious development projects, that had not lost much of its mysterious and unpredictable atmosphere. It was once bushy farming land with a thinly spread population where the notorious pickpockets of Padang, often referred to as street footballers, enjoyed their safe hide-out while outwitting the naïve police of the town.      

“Oh come on Cindapir! How come you don’t know where your father lives? This is Padang, man, everybody knows everybody,”  I said crankily to Budi’s adopted son who was an employee at the Governor’s  office.

“I would tell you if I knew. I know how close a friend you are to my father and how deadly important it is for you to tell him all your success in Jakarta, ” he answered and continued,  “He tried to sell the house as soon as my poor mom died.  With deep laments and complaining, he kept telling me he could not stand living there as it reminded him of the long suffering of my ailing mom. So much did those depressing and stressful memories haunt him that he decided to move downtown contracting a room for himself and pushing me to look after his house during his vain and frantic attempt to sell it. I did not  see any reason whatsoever for all the rush and the fussing about the house all of a sudden. I was bewildered to see him frantically offering the house to all his friends on campus and those in Padang at such a bargain of a price. Fancy, such a huge fourteen-room, two-storey house,  on a one thousand-meter square site being offered at only five hundred million!  Still nobody seemed to be interested in buying it for the first three months and that seemed to depress him so much. Guess what, God suddenly blessed him after some three months of restless waiting. He could sell it at 1.5 billion to a Chinese who might have been haunted by the tsunami threat. Having deposited his money at a Muamalat Bank, he left for Jakarta to arrange his early retirement. Since then, I’ve never heard of him anymore. My instinct, however, tells me that he is still in Padang.”
“But look! Padang is so small a city. No one can hide himself here,” I emphasized again. 

“Right, but this is the reality. He calls me sometimes, and from the number I know he is still very much around. He would not give in to any requests for his address. He seemed to be so adamant to keep himself to himself. God knows for what reason.”

I looked deeply into his eyes and I could tell that he honestly meant what he said. 

“All right,” I said, “If you find out any clue though, do please give me a call immediately. I beg you.” 

I wondered why he tried to avoid me after all those ten great years that we had shared so mutually and peacefully. We shared everything, the house, the cigarettes and the pipe, the shoes, the socks and even the maid’s services. In fact, we were once so close like true brothers, more than real brothers, even more than what they call blood brothers, I could assure myself.   I stayed with him, with his family for quite a long time, for as long as my studies at the university and more.  I respected him so much and not only for all the help that he had rendered me through my stay with his family.   And not only for the money that he off and on ‘half gave and half loaned’ me when I needed a bail out during my studies. And I was not the only student then that he provided asylum and licked into shape.  A bunch of us, most of whom gradually turned out to be some kind of adopted sons rather than just fleeting room renters. And all of us, thanks to his feeding us into his research project mills on economics that exposed our shoulders and asses to the rugged realities of life, have survived and become somebodies in some walks of life. 

 Again, it was not only for all those good deeds during my stay with him that I respected him.  Rather I liked and loved his way of treating me in our conversations that ran into so many topics. He treated me like a sparring partner. He needed me,  of course, because I congratulated him on everything he earnestly achieved and proudly compared him to his contemporaries. I congratulated him and here and there, sent a hint and sign that he was better than all his peers. Most of all, however, I earned his respect and heart for my complimenting him for his truly devoted love to his childless better-half whom he so very carefully took care of after such a tragic triple stroke. Yes, I am the very living witness of his devotion to his ailing wife. Quite often, I saw him carefully tip-toeing,  like Roger Moore,  when she was in her sound and innocent sleep so that every small move he made around the house would not wake her up. “Oh! What a devoted husband!” I often whispered to myself and of course sometimes pronounced to him openly. And I was deadly sure it was not meant by him as a way to pay back all he owed her during his studies in Gajah Mada. I was told by them both directly and indirectly that as they decided to tie the knot during his early years of studies, it was his true-hearted, blue-blooded working wife who bore all the matrimonial expenses in the early years of their marriage.  

 “I am the witness of your sincere spousal dedication to your significant other,”  I used to say as his alter ego. 

“If the angel wrongly puts you in hell, I’ll be the first to defend you as I strongly believe that your unselfish and careful care of her should grant you a wild card to  paradise,”  I added smilingly. 

My innocent and sincere jokes were always celebrated by hearty laughter and half-smiles and tacit grinning especially when the maid came to our shared table to routinely clean the always full and wet, double pipe-laden ashtray. Then immediately, after the death of his long bed-ridden wife, he so secretly slipped into the darkness. He hid himself so very far away from all his friends, especially, it seemed, from me. 

I was so happy to spot Chingkunat along the way to the market, another room mate in Budi’s house who was later helped by Budi to get a job at the university. He must know Budi’s whereabouts, I believed.

“He retired and disappeared into the cloud,” Chingkunat answered warily.  “I’ve never seen him since then. Just shoot me if I know,” he desperately convinced me.   “I know how much you want to see him after all those years of your being away, not to mention your desperate need to describe to him your landslide success in Jakarta as a member of the house of representatives.  I tell you what, once I bought him a shirt of his favorite color and model to incrementally pay back what he had done for me during my years in his house. Hoping to see his childish smile and cynical grinning when putting it on, I exerted all my best efforts to find him, harder than you now,  but in great despair, I had to give up my fruitless search. And you know what, every time I am eating in the University cafeteria,  I often wish he would just appear from somewhere and sit by my side so that I could treat him to the best menu of Uniang’s, to return the so many hundreds of free meals he gave me during my stay in his house. And every time I remember my mom, I remember too how he prepared a special room and the best food he could afford for my poor mom when she came to Padang to visit me.”  
I saw some mist in Chingkunat’s eyes before he covered his grimacing face with his hands. He was so close to tears, when a cat, chased by a dog, ran wildly past our table. Then there were some moments of silence during which I tried to soothe Chingkunat, for I remembered that his mom had passed away before he could afford to take her to his so much awaited graduation and to the best Pizza restaurant in the town, as he had always wished. “It looks like he has been swallowed by the earth,”  Chingkunat talked half to me and half to himself.

 “Oh Lord,” I said. “How could it be? Nobody knows his whereabouts in a tiny place like Padang?”

 “So it is, and like others, you have to accept it. Those who once shared his kind heartedness seem to have to accept it.  We simply can’t pay him back anything whatsoever in return. Anyway, isn’t it the way it should be? Good deeds have their own virtues; they do not expect to be repaid. We shall go on with the memories of his benevolence though,” he said and sighed.

 “Yeah!” I nodded heavily. “Let me be the first to be notified by you should you find any lead to his whereabouts.  I am dying to see him to reminisce about those hellish but beautiful years I peacefuly spent with him”

I couldn’t get through as the road was almost totally blocked in front of what turned out to be a mosque. I was right to insist that Padang is a small city. There he was, the religious Salman Lantera, another old friend, who ambushed me and half forced me to join the Friday service.

“Come on! Where the hell else are you going? It’s Friday, Bro. You ‘ve got to perform your Jum’atan. Your dead father would regret seeing you missing our religious weekly obligation. Don’t you know that he always can see you from up there?”

 “Oh yes, yes, sure” I replied quite nervously. “I am just struggling, trying to find a parking slot.”  

Into the mosque I went, after a long and frustrating day of hunting for my true old friend, Budi. I realized I was quite an early mosque goer as I found myself sitting in the front row. I sat down and reluctantly shook hands with those to my left and right. As soon as I sat down, the question of my old friend Budi’s whereabouts started to nag me again. 

“Why does he avoid me? Have I done something wrong? Have I offended him? What has actually happened that he is avoiding me?”   Reminiscing deeply,  I could eventually recall the traces of our last conversation before I left Padang that involved  some heated debates about Budi’s forecasts of my odds of success should I try my political career in Jakarta. 

“You simply won’t make it,” Budi said tartly. “You just can’t make it merely by your Minangkabau multi-twisting and poly-wagging tongue. Look Bro, it takes much more than that at the present time. Not to mention the money which is now claimed to be the god of most people.  Hey, look! You have not even paid all the overdue rent of your room in this house. Ha, ha, ha, ha. Hey just kidding man”.  He chuckled and twinkled his avuncular, funny but tricky right eye.  Then he started to make so serious a face again and continued. 

“What is more is the fact that you do not have any link and network whatsoever in Jakarta and,  sorry to mention it honestly Pal,  the data of your family tree shows that you do not have any roots. Your late father is just a wali jorong. Ha, ha, ha, ha. Hey I’m just kidding.  Therefore, I’d rather recommend you to get a stronger base in Padang for another five-year period. You may lose all your foundations if you prematurely push your luck in Jakarta.  Come on, stay some more with us, strengthen your base and platform. At 28, you are still young. Time is on your side, so they say,” Budi emphasized his points.

 “I’ll prove that you are wrong,” I said so laconically and emotionally. “I‘ve arranged my strategies as taught by Tsun  Zu . A political arena is just like a boxing arena to me. They are both my playgrounds.  I have one life to live and I take it as a boxing ring.  The sooner I fight for the title, the better it is for my career, to see if I have the blood of a champion or just another journeyman,” I added vehemently but quite unconsciously. “We‘ll wait and see,”  he replied,  twinkling again his left eye at those who sat at our table. “My feasibility studies can forecast, I’d rather just say foresee, only your failure.  I hope you are not offended. As a true friend though, I wish you good luck and may God always be with you.”  Yes that was the very last word Budi uttered in our modest farewell meeting.  I can  still clearly hear the echo of that very phrase,  “God be with you.” 

“God be with you.”   The solemn religious greeting of the Friday preacher broke my retrospection. 

“The topic of our service today is hijrah,” the heavily bearded and moustached preacher continued. “Hijrah means moving away from one place that is not favorable for our faith to another one which is favorable. It was first done by our Prophet Muhammad. He moved from Mecca to Medina because he was threatened to be killed by those who strongly opposed his teaching. He decided to move as he was actually ordered by God to save his followers and most importantly the teaching that he abode by and tried to inseminate. And this hijrah tradition is for us to continue when our faith is endangered or contaminated by whatever it may be. Psychologically, even the trail of the memory of such contamination should be rinsed off our mind to the best of our ability.” 

The preacher continued the service in a deep and emotionally persuasive voice. 

“The Hijrah can be costly and heart-breaking. It may cost us all that we have achieved and retained in our hometown. It means leaving behind us all the good will and foundations that we have accumulated. Also it means to leave behind us all those relatives and neighbors,”  the preacher said sadly and sympathetically.

”Not to mention old friends,”  he added and looked in my direction mechanically.

I could not quite catch what the religious teacher meant to say as I was disturbed by his crystal clear voice that sounded faintly familiar to me.  

“Whose voice is it that is similar to his?” I said to myself and tried so hard to recall.

 I tried again but failed to fully recognize it. I swore in my heart and condemned this damaged memory of mine which so often failed me when I needed it most.

 “Damn it,” I said loudly in my heart. 

“It’s time to join the Friday prayers, Sir.” A man’s voice woke me up from my pondering.

 The man reminded me again and touched me on my shoulder as I was a bit late  to respond to his kind reminding.

”Oh yes, yes, yes, of course,” I replied stammeringly in a nervous and guilty voice. “Thank you for reminding me, Sir” 

I could not perform my mass prayers solemnly as the voice of the preacher who was leading them kept nagging in my mind. Instead of saying all those verses that I had to in my prayers, I again tried to recall another voice that was similar to his. 

“Whose voice is it that is similar to his?”  Suddenly I thought of Budi. 

“It is his voice that is close to it. But Budi never talked about religion in a sympathetic manner.”  In fact, as far as my memory could recall Budi always made peculiar jokes about religion. Some of those jokes are still fresh in my mind. 

“I’ll buy you a lottery ticket,” he cracked a joke one day. “And you buy me one in return. If my ticket wins the first prize, I’ll share it with you.  And if yours wins, you’ll share it with me, won’t you?  And later, when the angel at the door of heaven stops and blocks us from entering paradise and accuses us of having bought a lottery ticket and sharing the prize, we’ll deny it. We’ll argue with the angels and convince them that we did not buy the lottery ticket for the sake of winning the prize, but rather for the sake of strengthening our friendship which is at the core of religious teaching. I bought you one, and you bought me one in return. You are happy and I am happy. That’s what we meant to try to achieve. We did not mean to win the prize. The angel will be confused. And after a short and nervous consultation with his friends by the crowded, hustling and bustling door of paradise, the second angel will whisper: ‘Just let them in. This case is not recorded in our pentium one computer, besides it’s getting more and more crowded at this gate.’  Thus we enter paradise victoriously.”   
Budi continued the joke in a very non-believing voice and laughed in a sound worse than that of a devil’s smoky breath. Such was one of Budi’s popular jokes going the rounds in those days.  The joke was told from mouth to mouth and modified to celebrate the glory of the spirit of the mischievous among us on campus and everywhere else.  But then, how could this voice start to preach on the deepest meaning of hijrah, one of the most fundamental teachings of Islam? Is it Budi or not?  Can it be Budi ? How can Budi change this much and this far?

Recalling the speech and voice in the Friday service I had just attended, I could clearly bring back the message delivered by the preacher:

 “We hope we all can draw some meaningful lessons from this tradition of hijrah in this short Friday sermon. Also we hope we can continue this tradition when our faith is endangered or threatened.  Hijrah will surely take us to the glory that is blessed by God the Almighty.  The preacher ended the sermon in his most persuasive tone of voice. 

And this last voice of his made me more suspicious of his being Budi, my old friend whom I’d been desperately looking for. I struggled to get the best view of him as he closed the holy book and walked down from the podium. The heavily bearded and moustached preacher looked at me lightly and then seemingly seriously. I saw a glimpse of mystery in his face but I couldn’t really believe and convince myself to decide if the preacher was Budi or not.  Surely I wouldn’t let him go before I got the chance of talking to him to answer the puzzle.  Because of this too, I could not say my Friday prayers solemnly. I could not take my eyes off his back. I tried to size up his back and recall and compare it to that of Budi’s that I used to know. If he were the same Budi, he looked so much skinnier and smaller than he used to be. But after a gap of ten years, all these physical changes could be taken as very natural. So deep was I in thinking and talking to myself that I did not realize that the prayers had come to an end. Not until I was reminded by the same man who reminded me to start the mass Friday prayers, did I learn that the sermon was ended. Soon I chased after the preacher and tried to get a chance to talk to him.  

“Could I have a word with you, Sir, before you leave the mosque?  I would like to ask you some quick questions about your preaching on hijrah. It was a great sermon.  I am impressed,”  I told him earnestly and persuasively. 

“Sure !” he answered in a friendly manner.

 “Could you wait a second, please? I need to wash my hands,” he answered nervously.

 “Okey, okey!” I agreed hesitatingly. 

I saw the man who reminded me twice of the moment to start to pray and asked him if he knew anything about the preacher’s curriculum vitae.

”Have you met this preacher before? Have you attended his services? Do you have any idea where he comes from?” I  bombarded him with questions. 

I was so disappointed to hear that he had never met him before and that it was the first time for him to attend the preacher’s religious service. I was informed the same by other mosque goers.   

Ten minutes had passed and the preacher had not yet returned. Unable to play patience, I rushed to the bathroom and tried to find the preacher again. He was nowhere to be found.

 “Oh boy”, I complained to myself. “Why did I let him slip away? I have been so stupid.”   

He must be Budi then. But why did he disappear and avoid me?  “Oh please is there anyone out there that can help me undo this mystery!” 

A little child met me and handed me a small envelope. I quickly took it and without bothering to ask who it was from, opened it and read it. The message in the envelope read:

“God be with  you. 
 I’m sorry I have to leave earlier than I planned. I need to attend to an unexpected call. It would be nice to have some discussions on my sermon if we could meet again some other day. Oh yes, you reminded me of an old friend of mine. It would be nice to see you and him again on the same occasion .  I am looking forward to the sweet reunion.
 God be with  you”

I was very disappointed indeed. I was shaken by the regret of letting him go right in front of my very nose. My ego was so painfully hurt. I clenched my right fist and hit my left palm repeatedly. I hit my head and slapped my face. I felt so exhausted. After some time though, I stopped blaming myself.  “Give yourself a clear head, blaming will not help find him,” I said to myself as an instructor of A.M.T.  Just then, I saw a cafeteria in the distance. Someone was waving at me frantically right in front of it. It was Am Grembes, another childhood friend. “Oh ! What a relief to meet a friend like him when in this level of desperation,” I said to myself.   Into the café I slipped quite unthinkingly. 

 “I hear you have been looking for Budy like crazy. Every corner of Padang talks about it. What’s up, man? Is it your desperate need to tell him about all your success in Jakarta? Forget it. Everybody has read in the Padang newspapers about your being a member of the legislative assembly.  Now forget him. It’s not your fault any more as you have done your best to look for him. Why don’t you let me taste your Jakarta money that you earned from bulshitting people, ha.ha.ha  It’s your treat now. Come on! It’s for the sweet old times.” 

It’s too hard to say no to an old friendly buddy like Am Grembes. Into the glass I dipped and sank. I started to drink like in the old times.  I guessed it wasn’t so long before Budi came to me smilingly and handed me the tape of the tale.

“You watch and enjoy it. It’s the tape of the years that we spent together as true friends who shared everything and everything.”  He tried to assure me smilingly. In an extra large screen I watched all those things that I had gone through with Budi. We shared such great times. Together we played so many kinds of sports. We were in tennis, badminton, and jogging. But it was in ping-pong that was refereed by the maid that we enjoyed the most happiness. Ping-pong in our friendship seemed to have been a quite unique combination of the realities of our life. We shared the ball quite fairly and yet we tacitly laughed at each other’s stupid failures in catching the spun or chopped balls as we took turns to hit and cheat to score. I could watch too, even more clearly now,  the flip-flop partiality of the referee, in her swaying calls of the games.  These  more often than not seemed very much based on the brand-newness of the secret presents which were exchanged under the darkness of the clock-ticking of resting hours. Thus, the tacitly tolerated sweet cheats were exchanged not only between the ping-pong players, but also the referee. And thus, with the twinkling and the blinking of the eyes at one another,   the three of us exchanged so many possible meanings amidst so many ambiguities in the forest of words and body codes of the universal language.  It did not matter who cheated whom. It did not matter who scored in the game. We just enjoyed it in a group of three, so naturally. Nothing is wrong when friendship is right. So our united triangle of hearts proclaimed the glory of our brotherhood shared in the loudest whisper amidst what could be declared by us as a holy adventure. All came into play and peacefully and harmoniously developed our peculiar friendship. “Oh, If I could ever relive it again,” I whispered quite unconsciously.

Yes, we sincerely shared everything like true brothers, may be more than that. And the tape revived it all. We peacefully shared ashtrays and cigarettes, shoes and socks and of course the maid’s innocent-refereeing services. It was so clear that I felt I could touch anything and anybody there. More clearly now, I watched too, in the shadowy background of Budi’s house, the hanging cage of the three singing and chirping birds of the same feather that perfected the unique decoration of the house of shared unity. And the female one, who was waltzing like a sexy cheerleader and standing between the two smiling and grinning males, softly and passionately and extra-indulgently cleaned and cleansed the innocent feathers of the latter two, one after another, one after another, left and right, left and right, using her pretty and sleek and shiny beak.   “Oh, how beautiful our life was!” I again whispered quite unconsciously. 
A short part of the tape though seemed to have been intentionally deleted so that I could not see what was actually going on.  I became so curious. I closed my eyes and tried hard to concentrate to see,  to penetrate and reminisce. Slowly and painfully, I could barely decipher that misty bathroom again. It was the moment when I carelessly pushed the unbolted emergency bathroom door, after my unscheduled return home, and watched Budi frantically covering himself in a large bulging sarong, trying to conceal something that was quite obviously a funny moving thing. I instinctively pretended not to see Budi. “A half-significant other,” I carefully whispered to myself as I did not want Budi to hear. Quickly, I left him with his mouth agape but still, perhaps from his basic ping-pong instinct to automatically counter a startling smash, I thought I heard him say seemingly more to himself,  “Our half-significant other”.  His desperately low but lightning instinctive retort struck the back of my black jacket. I could not help turning back. And as the sarong was lifted up a little bit higher by his frantic counter-attack,  I saw a glimpse of the silhouette of the referee’s anklet which I had secretly bought in Bukit Tinggi for so special a present.  A shade of pale regret crept across my face.  Then, in a squirrel-like sprint they left me with my mouth agape. Luckily, the phone rang by my side. I answered it and told his bed-ridden wife to call again in a while. “He is in the middle of his deepest yoga meditation,” I said politely and softly in what could be the most innocent and plain tone of a shy child, imitating her Javanese kromo inggil soft and melodious accent. 

“Wake up! Wake up!” Am Grembes shook my shoulder so hard and so rudely. “Sorry dude, you only drank a few glasses but look! You got a hell of a kick like this! You are not a third of the man you used to be”. 

“Where is Budi? Where is the tape he gave me?” 

“What! Budi? The tape?” Am Grembes replied puzzlingly. “I told you he disappeared. And he does not want to meet us all and, it seems, you especially”.

Oh yes? He did not give me the tape?  I whispered quite loudly to myself. 

I rubbed my blurred eyes and slowly began to unfold the mystery of why Budi does not want to resume his friendship with me.  And I started to regret again,  I mean of accidently seeing him in that sarong with the half-significant other. At the same time though, I slowly began to comprehend why that unintentional accosting of him in that bulging sarong was not in harmony with his new and holy career in his pension years. It seemed so essential for him to find a way of redemption and forgetting that he needed to make a total hijrah from any slightest traces of such stigma.

“Look at you, pal.  What a mess. Let me drive you home”.  Baldy Cimporong, another old cafeteria friend, offered me his sincere favour.  As I had not yet gained a clear head after Am Grembes’s treat, I nodded my head at the offer and handed him the key to the car. With a cloudy head I told Cimporong about all my efforts in searching for Budi which had ended in vain. And that Budi was not only my true friend but also my last and distant cousin from my mothe’s line in what will be my punah matrilineal family. Cimporong slowed the car down and eventually stopped it. He shook his head. He seemed to have listened so attentively with his understanding as a Minangkabau man who was brought up in a small village with the traditional and matrimonial sentiment. The disappointment was mounting so that, quite unconsciously, I told Cimporong all those things that might have  been the reasons why Budi had avoided me so resolutely.  In detail, I described to Cimporong all that I had watched in the tape that Budi gave me. None was filtered. He seemed to listen with more sympathy and empathy. This time, though, he could not shake his over-sized and balding head. He drove the car even slower and listened to the detail of my naive confession with his gaping mouth and thick,  portruding lips. Some moments of silence followed before Cimporong could comment in what can be likened to the deep tone of a preacher : 

   “Simply concluded then, you are the shadow of his unforgivable sin,   the very trigger of the sinful memory that you shared with him. For this you and your shadow have to be totally avoided. Oh, how pathetic! ” Cimporong said while blowing his G.P’s smoke. “Stop searching for him and take us to Pizza Hut again before you leave for Jakarta,” he added even more seriously, now in his Padang tricky accent and tone, while resuming his driving to the normal speed.

The disappointment was so choking that it put me to the deepest pondering in my stream of consciousness. My main and pure objective to come to my beloved city Padang seemed to have fallen apart. It was true that I wanted to prove to Budi that his foreseeing of my future before I left Padang for Jakarta was wrong and that the odds had turned out so well for me,  but my need to meet him was actually motivated more by another plain but stronger drive.  As I always honestly feel in my labyrinth of solitude,  my very inner being as a Minangkabau needs Budi to get to the only distant root of my bloodline because he is the last cousin of my clan as told by a reliable colleague in Jakarta. And as for the success that I achieved in my political career, I would like to confirm to him that it has been so much to his credit, as I often modelled my political tricks and maneuvers on many of those that he secretly demonstrated to me in taking such care of his beloved better-half and a shadowy one under the very same roof for ten great successful years. 

After some moments of silence though, much to his delight,  I could pronounce my reply to Cimporong’s wise comment.  “You are right, Bro. We’ll just search for other old, asphalt friends in Sate Laweh and Nam Yan.”  Then, I heard a repetition of charismatic whispers in my crystal clear heart that slowly developed into a strong foundation of commitment.  “I have to leave Budi alone to hijrah and preach in peace. I have to leave Budi alone to hijrah and preach in peace.”  My chanting turned to such a solid faith that I was not in the slightest tempted by the sudden and mysterious appearance of a passing lady with the sparkling silhouette of an anklet. Walking hand-in-hand with her was the living and moving copy of a ten-year-old memory who resembled a mixture of familiar shadows, Budi’s and his true friend’s.  I ignored them adamantly, although I could see them so clearly as they walked right beside me in my slower-and-slower moving Toyota Comeray, holding the key to the secret memory that I had been desperately hunting for.  Thus, the ray and the shadow of the memory which I had at first hunted for so frantically, were then just let go, enveloped and followed finally by the whispering of my chanting:  “I have to leave Budi alone to hijrah and preach in peace.  I have to leave Budi alone to hijrah and preach in peace.”  I increased, and again increased the intensity of my oath,  chanting while clenching my mouth and shaking my head.  I, like Budi, needed to perform a holy hijrah from the memory that provided me a spring-board for much of the achievement in my political career but that seemed to have given Budi an everlasting unforgivable blemish that pained his.  Under the shadow of  my lodging,  Cimporong stopped the car softly, and smilingly handed the key to me, amidst the more intensive chanting of mine : “I have to leave Budi alone to hijrah and preach in peace. I have to leave Budi alone to hijrah and preach in peace.”
Note: The story is based on the description of a heart to heart confession of a friend of mine. According to his confession, the regret that he suffers most is that he continues to use the cheating strategies (that he developed in cheating his sick wife for ten years),  in his more and more successful career as a member of the legislative assembly.  
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