_l she had become familiar to him as

A

Najib said he had never worked in
a hotel before. He was not confi-
dent speaking English. (In fa.c:t, he
spoke little or none, but he did not
want to admit this to the man.) The
man said it didn’t matter, he would
learn on the job, and he would be
given non-speaking parts at first,
such as pool cleaning and garden-
ing. He waited for Najib’s reply
but he evaded the question by
looking into the vanload of Euro-
pean tourists.

Najib opened the door only
slightly. He was embarrassed to
see the man whose car he bought
but had not paid for. The man ap-
peared irritable, and kept looking
over his shoulder to check that the
passengers in the hotel shuttle van
were not writhing in agony, or not
yet, anyway.

The tourists were now fanning
themselves, applying sunscreen or
swatting mosquitoes. It looked
like an activity kit where everyone
took turns to comfort themselves
from the overpowering heat. It was
a small van, and Najib could sce
that there were six of them. Thus
amused, Najib forgot the object of
the man’s visit.

“Well you decide,” the man
grunted. “Let me know. Either way
you have to pay me for the car.
You’ve already taken a month. The
wife and kids ...”

“] know, I know,” said Najib
hurriedly, “I’ll give it to you.”
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There had been no rain in the
last two months. The water buffa-
los looked parches as they rolled
thoughtlessly in the muddy rice
field. The tourists must love the
dr){ .weather, but the farmers wept.
Najib, too, had suffered a smal
harvest.
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Unbeknown to Najib, they had
already forgotten all about him. Ip
fact, th‘?y probably never even regis-
tered him in the first place. He was
1ot a cog in the wheel of holiday
time.

The three girls, one from New
Z.ealand,. two from England, noticed
him staring from the gardens he was
raking, and whispered something to
each other. He averted his gaze
abruptly to his feet where a cluster
of dead leaves clung pathetically.
His rake moved to and fro in 7l Tio
botic fashion but the daydreamer
was aware that the posse had moved
their towels and belongings to the
poolside from the sand-swept pavil-
ion on the beach.

They passed him as they had to
cross the landscaped garden, heady
this time of year with the scent of
frangipani. Pink bougainvillea flow-
ers littered the grass. The girls
glared at him with the eyes of a tiger
family in the bushes. They reeked
of, what he thought perhaps, coco-
nut or something, and they gleamed
like cut fruit. Their smell was strong
and sticky, and sand had adhered to
their straight pink limbs.

The girls were not like persons to
him, They did not do person-like
things. They were more like birds,
or exhibits of some sort. Also, they
did nothing. They were always lying
down. This was done almost always
in their little pieces of vibrant under-
wear. His wife’s own underwear
was beige, baggy and had holes in
parts. In fact, these days he’d hardly
seen her underwear.

One of the girls started blowing a
large inflatable object. The. others
were goading her by giggling and
lying down with one ?eg crossed
over the other. The blowing one was
blowing so hard her eyes looked like
they were popping out. After a few
minutes, the object was complete.

It was a kind of quilted mattress
that floated on the pool and the

knew the girls

Blower tried to get onto it with
much difficulty as it kept slipping
away. The other two assisted by
holding on to the corners to steady
it, and finally the Blower climbed
onto it gratefully.

Najib was now watering the
plants in his usual floaty manner
as the hose pipe sprayed randomly
and into the air when he found it
uncontrollable. The Blower
looked content on the mattress of
air,

A white man suddenly ap-
peared from the pool bar and an-
nounced something to the girls.
He seemed to be well-acquainted
with the girls as he was scratching
his groin as he talked to them. He
pointed to the inflamed patches of
skin on his arms and shoulders
and moaned. The girls made sym-
pathetic cooing comments and the
Blower said something which
made the others burst out in uni-
fied laughter. The man, however,
could not stop scratching.

“Ants. Apparently there are
ants.” Najib jumped. It was the
pool attendant Azhar, a lifeguard
wannabe. He was taking a break
from dishing out towels at the
changing rooms. Azhar was in his
oversized fake Ray-bans whose
mirrored surfaces reflected of
Najib stereophonically, much to
Najib’s amusement.

“Big red ants.” Azhar boomed
and held up his thumb and index
finger to indicate the concept of
big, although Najib knew the ants
could not have been two inches
long.

“Where?”

“Around the pool terrace,” said
the pool attendant triumphantly,
bug eyed. “Ice cream wrappers
attract them. OK?”

“OK,” said Najib, not quite
sure what the comment was sup-
posed to infer. Maybe he was to
sweep the wrappers away every
five minutes or so.

“That man complained,” Azhar
pointed to the white man Najib
had seen scratching earlier. “He’s
been bitten by them.”

“OK,” said Najib again, al-
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though he still did not know what he
was saying OK to.

The Scratcher had a haircut that
reminded Najib of a fish. It was cut
short in front, long at the back and
was bottle-brown which made his
head look bulbous and blowdried. In
fact, Najib’s wife used to have that
hairstyle in the early days of their
courtship. She used to wear a black
Metallica T-shirt and a sarong. Tn
those days, he didn’t know that she
wore beige torn underwear.

“Excuse me, where can I hire a
Jjet-ski?” One of the white girls on
the deck chairs suddenly spoke.

Najib looked around, and there
was no one. She must have been
talking to him. Although he under-
stood what she said, he was stunned
and could not reply. It was as
though she hit him on the head with
a large mallet. He fished in his
memory for what jet-ski meant, and
from the cobwebs of primary school
English, could find no equivalent.
Najib stared straight into her huge
sea-blue eyes and wondered where
they were from. He leaned on the
bamboo handle of his coconut husk
broom to appear ‘cool’.

The Jet-skier did not budge. She
repeated the question, louder and
slower. His heart went off the hori-
zon like an out-of-control jet-ski on
the crest of a wave.

Najib was still cryogenically fro-
zen. He tried to remember some-
thing in English. Anything at all.
The drawers and cupboards of his
mind slammed open and shut to ex-
pose the ghost of any English
phrase. Some crevices opened only
to reveal the English teacher in a
long Malay robe and talcum pow-
dered neck. Still nothing spectacular
came to mind. The blond girl turned
around to her compatriots.

“Nope. No luck,” she said mat-
ter-of-factly.

“Check with reception,” replied
the other with the dark hair and the
hint of a moustache on her sweaty
lip which made a look like a catfish.

She gazed up from a very thick
paperback with an embossed gold
title on the cover. Najib tried to steal
a glance at the title, just to see what
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