The Stairway to Heaven from the Quake-Hit Ambacang Hotel

(In Memoriam of Padang Earthquake)

B’S Shadow

We were in our English Conversation club. Every member, on their own initiative, told his or her personal experience in relation to the earthquake that had severely hit our town of Padang just three days before. I was deeply impressed by their indefatigable spirit to improve their English despite both quake fright and having been jobless for some years after their college graduation. But I was more strikingly amazed by their vivid recollections (despite my suspicion that they had trickily modified and beautified and marked them up).  Having told theirs, these so young and so energetic and so ambitious club members sincerely pushed me to take my turn to tell my recollection. As an English motivator I seriously tried to narrate mine as exactly and precisely as I had  experienced  it. 
It was precisely at 23.59.35 hours on September 30, 2009. A number of delayed smses frantically poured into my hand phones six hours after the 7.9 richter scale earthquake cruelly jolted my beloved city of Padang (the city that our peculiar Mayor and I shamefully failed to Guard and Defend). I felt relieved to find out though that none of my friends who were at the hotel before the tremor were instantly killed by the fallen slabs, columns, pillars and walls. Above all, I thanked God for saving my life as I was there about ten minutes before the earthquake which occurred at 17.16 on Wednesday.  It was a mere coincidence that the regular sales lady who had promised to sell me some traditional sweet-smelling spices mysteriously failed to appear as promised.  

The first sms reading ‘It’s me’, came from my close friend Mantiko Pakang, a demonstratively happy member of the provincial legislative who was actually more aggressive in his role as a sub-contractor for all kinds of government civil projects.  I called him almost immediately in return :

For God’s sake! Where are you actually?

We are at the hotel (in  a child’s voice)

Which hotel?

Ambacang (sounding  guilty)

On what program were you there?

On our (?) round trip, spending the remainder of our socialization allowance. Wondering why we found ourselves at Ambacang Hotel negotiating with the perfume sales lady. Wondering why she let us sniff all her most valued perfume from her well-hidden and well-maintained collections and (?)assets. Wondering why the tremor was felt with double impact. The mixed persuasive smell had mesmerized us to the point of no return and it seemed that the fragrance had sapped our energy to the point of lowest ebb.   Thus, we simply did not have enough power to sprint from the hotel when the building started to collapse. We are now buried, squeezed beneath some collapsed beams and columns and slabs.
Oh, no. For God’s sake. So what can I do for you now?

Please go to my office tomorrow and delete all notes from my personal computer and those in the files under the heading of overlapping and interlocking data and pictures.

Is there anything else I can do now? 

Pray for us to be found dead rather than alive.

Why? Why?

I am in an interlocking situation and condition with the perfume lady.

What do you mean?

We were also persuaded to practice an extended yoga number. The most exceptional one. The interlocking one. Alas, we are condemned to a dog’s destiny, a kind of unbreakable lock with and to each other.  So kindly please pray for us to be found dead rather than alive.

How could you be so sincere in your confessions?

We are at death’s door.

Keep praying for the on-going rescue attempts.
Please, we would rather be found dead than alive.

Dead rather than alive? Dead rather than alive?

(No reply) 

I was so very deeply bewildered when again another sms dropped into my cellphone. It was from my friend Mantiko Bulu, an exceptionally religious-looking judge, who was actually a super aggressive court-case agent commissioner. 

It read :   We are here !

I replied : Where?

(a quite long silence)

Being impatient, I called them immediately :

For God’s sake ! Where are you actually?

We are at Ambacang (sounding silly).
What were you doing there when the quake occurred?

I was negotiating some cases through some honey lady broker. (A long silence)

Then?

 She mysteriously induced me to taste the honey before the agreement was okeyed.

Then?

My epilepsy began. Too bad. I just did not know what actually was going on. 

Epilepsy?

My dripping saliva wetted me. Soon, I became so greasy and clumsy. I just could not react quickly enough when the tremor shook us. 

Pray to God earnestly so that you can be rescued.

I can’t. My tongue just refuses to mention God’s names. 

Just pray whatever you can manage.

My tongue simply refuses to have anything to do with praying. It just does not budge to any persuasion.

Why? 

It says it is tremendously ashamed before God and thus it does not want to have anything to do with praying any longer.

Why? 

It says it has prayed far too much. And I never kept my promises to God to be a better human. I actually have been saved and rescued by God from several disasters. My tongue refuses to have anything to do with God.

What can I do for you?

Pray to God for the saving of my face. Pray that I will be found dead not alive.

Why?

My position is so embarrassing. I am deeply drinking honey out of the holy but forbidden container. 

Dead rather than alive? Dead rather than alive?

In a deepening bewilderment, wondering still why they all prefered to be dead rather than alive, another sms came to my hand phone.  It read : We are here ! We are here!

Finding the number of the phone, I pushed the call button :

Who are you ?

We are a group of mobile cops, ex-members of your English Club too! (in a chorus)

Where are you ?

We are at Hotel Ambacang.  Buried beneath the debris of the collapsed building.

What sucked you in there?

Damn them, those candy girls. Their luring glare. We were sucked into their wild treacherous party. Damn them, a bunch of candy girls. It all began with the glaring of their ankle bracelets that showed some kind of short stairway to fatamorganic heavens. And their villainous valleys of necklaces that slowly turned handcuff chains even harder than those prepared in Guatanamo jail. We were sucked to the point of no retreat or escape. We are too young to learn this so fragrant but poisonous side of life.

Weren’t you trained to handle all kinds of battle or war?

We were trained to handle the rain, the heat of the day, the ruthlessness of all kinds of bandits. We were trained to cope with the thunder and the lightning. We have been trained in so hard a regiment. Harder than the Greek Spartan warriors in their time of glory. But we were not trained to handle the slippery and greasy luring of the softness and tenderness of seasoned candy girls. Besides, they are too soft and too innocent to be a subject of suspicion.  

Haven’t you ever been put into some training fields?

Sure, we have. A lot of them.

What kind of training fields have you been put into? 

I said a lot of them. But our training fields have long been full of pests. Even intensified and increased when considered too lightly contaminated or polluted. The swimming pool, too, had long been full of slippery moths of all kinds. And the trainers, our trainers, always looked so exceptionally handsome and so demonstratively charismatic. But their breath smelt like that transcendentally flying stuff passed on to them and to us generation after generation. Their ears, too, had all been blocked by the longest string of victories for very fleeting targets and nocturnal and ephemeral objectives.

(A deep breath of regret)         

Thus, when we were thrust a handful of candies, so very sweet sweets, accompanied by some Swedish chocolates, we just accepted them all before the price was mutually agreed. Simply said, we could not refuse them at all. We seemed to have been carried away far too much. We were thrust all kinds of candies, the natural and the traditional, the hidden and the forbidden, all and all. We were offered in a fait accompli. We tasted them so instinctively. We were so full and sleepy and exhausted. Consequently, we did not have any power left to grope in the light and in the dark when the tremor was felt.

(A long silence. A very long silence.)

It was after a long mysterious silence, those beneath the debris resumed the call seemingly in the last seconds of their battery and …..breath ….too, of course : 

All of us ... the member of legislative  … the judge … and the young cops ….. who all used to be members of your English Club ……. are being moved and led now to the prolonged-promised territory …… we are being guided by the angels, taken to the stairway to heaven, slowly socialized to the extraordinary friendly environment …………. we are being shown the true stairway to the other world that is superbly compassionate and merciful ………we are being given a tour guide ………… I tell you what, the setting here looks so good and quite familiar ……in fact so cool, so calm, and so very peaceful ….. exactly unlike what they keep telling….. 

( A long silence)

and we have everything here ………….. Do you know the latest versions of Boldest Blackberry?  Have you seen them?  They are here too. Guess what, we can have them for free. And the latest version of Honda called Freed? Have you seen them? They are here too. And they are here for free ….free for everyone here, so very free for everyone here…..so find a way to join us very soon ….it’s a life so totally free from all the risks and the harbingers of corruption and uncertainty like those in your world …... so come and join us …….. take the shortest way……….come and join us ……………come and join us……  …. ..  .

How could we join you? How could we join you all ?

Those very happy five spices that help you to loosen up your mind ! Loosen up …all your mind !  

Let us join them right now. Let us join them all before it is too late. We want that Boldest Blackberry and Honda Freed. We have been jobless here far too long. There is absolutely no hope here in our country. Everybody screws up everybody else. The police, the members of the legislative, the judges and all the other officials in charge of this country squeeze us, squeeze each and every opportunity for our future. Let us join them right now. Come on, come on, Sir!  Tell us any thing that we can use to loosen up our minds! So that we can join them right now. Tell us please! Tell us before it is too late. We want that Boldest Blackberry and Honda Freed.  (They all frantically jumped at me and shook my legs, and my shoulder, and my head, so hard, and those who couldn’t touch me, any part of me, climbed the wall, the cupboard and everything they could climb, whatever they could climb, climb, climb).  

I was so very scared seeing the deepest blank in their clear but wild eyes. Eyes that had turned all white.  Desperados. Instinctively I jumped out of the door and sprang to a sprint. I ran. I ran. I ran so very fast, faster than the fastest run I had ever done …. as far as I could, from my class, that I keep insisting on calling club …….thinking so suddenly if I, too, should join them in Hotel Ambacang. 

Note : 

The originality of the story is backed up by smses from my deceased English Club members that I keep in my handphones. Any reader in doubt of the originality of the story can be shown the smses.

