Chilliholicism

Brazenly bent on becoming a traveller, not a mere, stumbling tourist shackled by his
own small world, Fried Hokkien Prawn Mee at $3 a shot eaten beside a heat-stoked
wok in the open air, a bit fearful of evening rain, seemed the go to me —

and was. I'd long since learnt to split the cheap chopsticks, squeeze the tiny limes
across noodles, tables, fingers, have tissues at the ready and click those timber sticks
with the best of them. What did me

was the stingray I chose as extra, agreeing, dubiously, "yes, a little bit spicy",
indicating how much with thumb and two hooked fingers — a minute spark plug gap
signifying heaps of small-world-that's-made-me

cowardice. It came dressed in bright red sauce. I flicked the sticks across banana leaf
and hove in: each time it bit my stomach surged towards my throat, my throat towards
my teeth, my hands to paper cups — all rules about choleric water gone, ice or dirt or
dysentery, my gums, my tongue, my whole body was choiceless, the wok Prawn-
Mee-steaming in my face. You'd have to be born to it, a chilliholic; something so
unnatural I knew could never be learnt. Tissues wiped sweat away from a numb-
lipped smile that knew hours of red lava retasting lay ahead, even as I listened to the
still air, the wok beside me sizzling as naturally as rain.



