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Prologue


 


In the end, said Angela, and her voice
quavered in remembrance of all the pain and sadness – in the end, I was left
alone to pick up the pieces, to clear the mess.


The old one, as you know, I put in Mount St
Luke. No hospital in Singapore could offer better care (or charge higher fees).
But she died peacefully, at last, and her ashes lie in the temple at Tank Road,
as she wished.


The howling idiot foster-son who had been
such a burden, I returned to his mother. To the very end, she protested she did
not have the means to care for him – a troublesome hulk of an idiot,
30-years-old. She was leading up to it – I knew it all the time – we settled at
$3,000, and now I think she’s taken him to Lumut, to live with an old relative.


My poor little Michael – I don’t know how
long he’ll take to recover from the trauma. Can you imagine his sufferings
under the influence of the old demented one and the idiot foster-son? Dr Phua
is doing his best, and I pray to God every day that my son will be all right
soon.


My Mark and Michelle are my support in these
sad, sad days. I thank God again and again that the sufferings they went
through did not affect them too badly. Mark’s got the PROMSHO scholarship and
Michelle’s returned to her training sessions. Her coach tells me she will be in
top shape for the ASEAN swimming carnival in June.


And my Boon – what can I say? He’s gone
through so much, and been taken advantage of so shamelessly by others, from a
Minister to a servant girl. I pray people will recognise his real worth.
Sometimes people never see you for what you really are.


And what can I say of the family that was
supposed to stand together and help one another in times of trouble?


All, all fled – at the first sign of
trouble.


 


That Wee Tiong and his wife – please,
please, the very thought of those vipers will make me lose my calm all over
again. They have their houses and their stocks and their gold bars intact –
good luck to them.


As for Wee Nam and that helpless, hysterical
wife of his – I wish them well in their new home in Canada. One of these days
I’m going to find a letter in Boon’s pocket that he’ll not dare show me –
another letter begging for money. You mark my words.


I’m left alone to pick up the pieces, to
clear the mess. 


Everyone’s gone.


 


And that Wee Siong – I shall thank God to my
dying day that he never came back. He would have killed the old one instantly.
He wouldn’t have let her die in peace in her old age – he, the darling of all
her hopes.


All, all fled, and I’m left to put things in
order again.


You speak about my calm, my courage. But you
don’t know my dreams. I haven’t begun to speak about the torments at night yet.
They return, you know, the demons return in the dreams, and they howl at me.
How can I ever forget the old man’s coffin knockings and the old woman’s curses
charged with thunder and lightning?


Last night, I had the dream again – the
wooden house in Changi – you remember the big old wooden house in Changi? Only
it wasn’t in Changi but in some graveyard, and she was there – she hit me
across the face with a bamboo stick – 


I can’t afford to remember. 


I’m the only one left to clear the mess. 


I’ve just about cleared the mess, thank God.



Chapter 1


 


The signs of
death were there already, months before it took place,
at the birthday party itself. There was the laboured breathing as he was helped
up his chair to thank the guests and acknowledge the yam sengs; his
voice was barely audible and the stiff wispy beard on his chin quivered as he
rasped his ‘thank you’ and sat down again. There was the strange brief fit of
crying – fortunately, so brief that only those at his table noticed it; he had
begun to talk of a brother long since dead. It was strange, for he had never
referred to this dead brother before.


Signs of death – but they went unnoticed in
the loud festive atmosphere of the restaurant, the best Chinese restaurant in
Singapore. Twenty tables booked for the occasion, the menu carefully chosen by
Angela herself, offering the famed restaurant’s most expensive delicacies.


“I’m sick to death of the usual sharksfin
soup and spring chicken and steamed pomfret,” she had said and proceeded to
order 12 dishes, each more exotic and expensive than the preceding one.


The cost, the cost – it was just like the
stingy Wee Tiong and his equally stingy, spiteful wife to worry about costs for
an aged parent’s 75th birthday dinner. The brothers always shared out the costs
of the birthday dinners and the costs of medical treatments of the old ones; it
was a vague, understood thing from the time each brother had started working
and drawing a salary.


The cost – Wee Tiong had been most concerned
when Wee Boon told him that it would be at the Shanghai Restaurant.


“I thought we had agreed it would be at the
Kai Leong Restaurant – ”


“I know, I know,” said Wee Boon, “but Angela
said the food there is no good, and for a 75th birthday dinner, it might as
well be the best.”


And at this point Angela had stepped in and
said, with the casualness of a well-rehearsed response, “You needn’t worry
about the extra cost, Wee Tiong. Boon will see to that. You pay your original
share, that’s all.”


The shifty eyes behind the thick lensed
glasses had glanced up sharply, the muscles on the long narrow face tensed to
deflect barbed words, but Angela had wandered off, leaving behind a faint fragrance
of Helena Rubinstein, to talk to Mee Kin, to discuss the relative merits of yam
pudding and red bean pancake for dessert.


Later, at the dinner, Angela saw him, this
most detestable of her brothers-in-law, a true shifty-eyed grasping Chinaman,
down to the absurd Chinaman haircut where the razor ran close to the skin at
the back, but left comically sharp wedges of hair at the sides. He was
whispering to his wife and both smiled their sardonic smile of criticism.


“I suppose,” she told Mee Kin later, “they
were saying that we were showing off, that we had deliberately set up an
impressive affair for the benefit of Minister. Whatever Boon does, he
interprets as currying favour with Minister; he can’t accept the fact of his
elder brother’s superior education and personality. I think when Boon becomes
Member of Parliament he’ll die of envy, bite on his tongue in jealous hatred
and swallow it. There are no brotherly feelings between them – they are worlds
apart, you see, and it’s the fault, if you analyse things carefully, of my
father and mother-in-law.”


Angela’s intense dislike had infected the
children; they did not like Second Uncle, they were cautious when he spoke to
them, for he spoke to them always with a laughing, goading contempt, his eyes
glinting 

behind his glasses, his neck twisting. “Ah Mu-ck, Ah My-ker, Ah Mee-sae” he
called in imitation of the grandparents’ struggling efforts with English names,
and then he laughed a sharp, malicious laugh and shook his head.


“Those who follow Western ways are those who
eat Western shit,” he once said, to nobody in particular. “Western followers,
Western shit-eaters!”


His own four daughters were named ‘Chwee
Kim’, ‘Chwee Sim’, ‘Chwee Lian’ and ‘Chwee Hwa’.


“Stingy Chinaman,” Angela said to her
friends, “Counting every cent. Living in that miserable two-room HDB flat in
Geylang so that he will always have the excuse not to be able to take in either
of the old ones, when the time comes. But do you know he has a bungalow in
Victoria Park, rented out to an American family for $3,000 a month, and an
apartment in Wan Yu Heights, also rented out to foreigners? He gives $100 a
month to the old couple – I believe he recently reduced it to $75, I must check
with Boon – and the ang-pow for Chinese New Year, and his share of birthday
dinners, and you can’t extract a cent more. Why the Shanghai, not the Kai Leong
Restaurant? Why Peking Duck, not Spring Chicken? I’m sick of his calculating
ways; my Mark calls him ‘Uncle Abacus’. I believe Mark wrote a humorous
composition once on ‘My Relatives’ and then he suddenly decided to call his
Second Uncle, Uncle Abacus! The teacher got him to read the essay to the class.
I’m sick of his stinginess to the poor old couple and in the end, I always tell
Boon, forget this sickening nonsense about your share and my share. We pay. We
pay for everything. We can’t afford to lose face. You attend a dinner for a
friend’s parent at the Shanghai or Imperial and then you call them for a return
dinner at the Kai Leong or some dingy stupid place? No thank you. We pay,
that’s all. Money’s no problem.”


That was evident from the diamond ear-studs
– “1.02 carats per side,” Angela confided – the diamond and jade necklace, the
diamond rings. They were brought out from the bank vault for special occasions
like these. “Imagine wearing them at the Kai Leong! I would look out of place,”
said Angela laughingly.


She bustled about, the hostess, diamonds
sparkling, the silk dress and jacket splendid on the slim figure. She moved
deftly from table to table, the consummate hostess, urging everyone to eat
more, heaping spoonfuls of steaming food into the bowls of old men and women,
friends and relatives of the old couple, amidst timid, laughing protestations
that they had had so much to eat already. She spoke to Wee Tiong and Gek Choo
for a brief while – for the sake of propriety, for the family must not be seen
to be divided in a public place. She spoke amiably to them, exhorting them to
try more of the jellied prawns, patting their daughters on the heads and
cheeks, noting later to Mee Kin, “Even on an occasion like this, she was too
stingy to get a decent dress – did you see that outmoded shift, and those ugly
home-made shapeless dresses on her daughters? Such pretty little girls too. A
pity.”


She spoke with greater amiability to Wee Nam
and Gloria. Third Brother was less spiteful, Gloria did not have a quarter the
malice of that Gek Choo with the shifty eyes and tight mouth – “husband and
wife were looking more and more alike every day,” she laughed to her friends.
Typical Chinaman and Chinawoman. Wee Nam and Gloria were less repulsive – “but
one of these days,” said Angela with a sigh to Mee Kin, “one of these days, I
shall tell you about this wastrel brother-in-law of mine, always stretching out
his arm for loans from Boon. Loans, he calls them. I wish he could be honest
and say ‘gifts’. He’s been owing Boon money since 1976, while my Mark was still
in primary school. Flitting from job to job, business to business. His poor
wife a nervous wreck. But that’s another story. You’ll hear endless stories
about my in-laws,” she said with a sharp laugh.


She urged them to eat, heaping food on their
plates and into bowls. Gloria’s people, Angela whispered to a friend as she
moved on, were the lower class Eurasians in Singapore: her brother was a
drummer in a seedy night-club, wanted by the police for drug-taking on a number
of occasions, her two sisters had married common English or American sailors
and gone abroad, her mother helped out in her church for a pittance.


She moved from the Eurasian table, jewels
sparkling; she had noted how Gloria’s mother’s eyes had travelled, dilated in
disbelief, over the necklace, ear-studs, bracelet, rings, in the brief while
she was at their table.


She was glad to go to the children’s table.
She surveyed her children proudly, dressed in their best. Mark was reading
aloud to the other children the signs on pillars and walls in the restaurant
and in the menu, in both English and Mandarin. He was on his way to being the
best bilingual student in his school. The others listened, awe-stricken or
giggling. She went up to Michael – Michael, the only child who gave pain; what
wouldn’t she give to have him like Mark? She went up to him and asked, “Are you
eating, Mikey? Would you like more soup? Here, let Mummy help you to more
soup.” But the boy shook his head and looked, pained, into his empty bowl. My
best-looking child, thought Angela sadly. Friends have remarked on his handsome
features, his beautiful long eyelashes. Why is he so difficult? But now she only
smiled at him and joined in the merriment of the other children.


She whispered to Mooi Lan, “Keep an eye on
Michael, see that he eats well. Make sure the idiotic one does not come to give
trouble.” She trusted the girl whom she could never refer to as ‘servant girl’;
Mooi Lan was the children’s ‘chae-chae’. Mooi Lan was the only one who had ever
seen her weep over Michael; she would remain the only one.


The idiotic one, the imbecile foster-son,
did come over to the children’s table but he did not make trouble. He merely
stood there, grinned at the children while they stared back or giggled, and then
he clapped his hands excitedly, as if he had discovered some wondrous thing. He
stood beside Michael, his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Thirty years old, a
brutish hulk of a man with a seven-year-old child’s mind and a child’s endless
capacity to embarrass and irritate.


Mark shifted his chair, displeased. The
idiot slobbered, saliva flying; Mark moved his chair further away with a snort
of disgust. Mooi Lan got up and tried to direct the idiot back to his own
table, the table of the inferior relatives. He resisted; he persisted in
standing beside Michael, now two hands gripping the boy’s shoulders; he talked
to the boy in his slobbering way, painful to see or hear. Michael was about to
get up and be led by him to the inferior relatives’ table when Mooi Lan
adroitly intervened, put the boy gently back in his place and led the idiot one
back by the hand to his table. Then she returned, looked across several tables
to Angela who was watching all this time, tense, and received a nod of
approval.


Luckily I have Mooi Lan, sighed Angela. And
for the hundredth time she wondered: Why did the foolish old one add to her
already heavy burden by adopting this idiot? She had four sons herself; why
adopt an imbecile, known to be an imbecile from birth?


“Another story,” she told Mee Kin. “I’ll
tell it to you one of these days. How I wish my mother-in-law were like your
mother, or even my own mother.”


She went back to the main table.


The 75-year-old celebrant looked wan and
tired. Old Mother sitting beside him, stiff but smiling with a force of will
each time somebody bent over to speak to her or put food in her bowl, looked
sad and tired too.


A fine thing! – $5,000 for a 12-course
dinner in the best restaurant in Singapore, to expose two sad-looking fools to
the public, as if they had been ill-treated by their children and grandchildren
all their lives! On Old Mother’s ear-lobes glittered the diamond studs that
Boon and Angela had given her on her 70th birthday; on her finger the gold ring
given by stingy Chinaman and his wife. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it were some
inferior grade of gold, or silver washed in gold,” Angela had said to Mee Kin.


Old Mother’s eyes, heavy with bags, were
downcast, moist.


“I know who she’s thinking of,” whispered
Angela to Mee Kin. “That useless youngest son of hers who’s been in Australia
these 10 years at least, studying, he claims. A law course, he says in his
letter, and then I hear he’s switched to Interior Designing or something like
that. A real parasite. Chinaman will not fork out a cent, so guess who’s
supplying the cash? My poor husband, of course. Boon doesn’t tell me
everything, I know that. He knows I’ll jump. And the old ones speak of him as
their Hope, their Saviour, their Comfort in their old age. She never stops
talking about him. It’s ‘my Ah Siong, my Ah Siong’ all the time. She keeps
hoping for his return. Then all her troubles will be over, she says, as if
right now, her other sons are ill-treating her. Do you know, my poor Boon
spends at least a $1,000 a month on his family? I don’t mind really; money’s
not the problem, but at least have the decency to show appreciation. That
wastrel – I don’t know his latest escapade in Australia but somebody who’s just
come back says he’s living with an Australian woman, a divorcee. I don’t care
to know. I only pray he doesn’t kill his poor old mother, that’s all. She keeps
waiting for him to come back, and weeps over the letters he sends her. Do you
know he gets somebody to write the letters in Chinese? But he’ll never come
back. Why should he? He’s being very clever. Money from kind Eldest Brother
every month, so why come back and work? The old fool is going to come to grief,
I tell you. But I shall not bother about that. I’ve got too much to bother
about already.”


“Noodles mean long life for the Chinese
people,” said the knowledgeable Mark, and he expertly lifted the birthday
noodles with his chopsticks, showing their length. “I read about that in the
Bilingual Page of The Straits Times. You’re not supposed to bite off the
noodles, you’ve got to swallow them in their entire length, otherwise you’re
biting off the long life.”


He proceeded to demonstrate, amidst an
explosion of encouraging cries and giggles. “Mark, he’s the cleverest boy in
his school,” said Michelle who adored her brother.


The signs of death were there, at the
birthday dinner. The old man nearly slipped and fell on his way down the steps.
A bad sign, somebody said. And worse – he began speaking about the dead brother
again. He took to his bed a few weeks after that; and Old Mother’s time was
completely taken up in nursing him. The sons and daughters-in-law visited
regularly, sometimes with the grandchildren, usually on weekends; the illness
dragged and became irksome to everybody.


“Why does Grandpa smell so?” asked Michelle,
and her mother said, “Shh.”


A long illness of an aged parent – a most
terrifying thing.


“Do you know,” said Angela, half laughing,
half angry, to Mee Kin on the phone, “do you know my mother-in-law actually
blames me for the illness of her husband? She said it was my white dress at the
birthday dinner – white, colour of death, colour of mourning. Would you believe
it, Mee Kin? Would you believe anything like it! I was in that off-white, pure
silk suit that night – remember? Would you call something as expensive and
modern as that, mourning? But I should have known. Everything is always blamed
on Aun-jee-lah. Always the villainess. And guess who’s going to be the busiest
now, to run around, pay medical bills, take the brunt, now that the old man’s
bedridden? Aun-jee-lah.”



Chapter 2


 


“My son’s going to die, he’s going to die
very soon,” whimpered Ah Kum Soh, and indeed the feeble cries of the small soft
body in the sarong cradle strung from the ceiling were disappearing into the
silence of death.


“Take the child out of that cradle, put him
on the bed,” advised Old Mother with the authority of one who knows.


Ah Kum Soh lifted the sick baby – its
enormously large round head lolled on the thin, soft body, like a pitiable rag
doll – and laid him on the plank bed with the coconut-fibre stuffed mattress,
weeping loudly.


“His useless father,” she wailed, “the child
is dying, and he’s away, God knows where.”


“Wrap him warmly,” said Old Mother, “and
I’ll give him the medicine I gave Ah Boon. He had the same symptoms. It is the
same sickness.”


The black, bitter herbal juice splattered on
the child’s chin and down his neck; one feeble fist had mustered all its
strength to knock off the spoon with the liquid.


“My Ah Boon was cured,” said Old Mother and
proceeded to administer another spoonful. “And stop wailing about the useless
father. We women, we must be strong.”


The child grew worse; Ah Kum Soh went to the
temple to consult the temple medium. She came away relieved. The temple
medium’s advice was simple: the baby and his mother were ill-matched, their
destinies clashed, and each would be the means of misfortune to the other. She
was to give him away in adoption, and he was never to call her ‘Mother’ but
‘Aunt’. Moreover, his name was no good. ‘Ah Hai’ meant ‘water’; the child was
drowning. Change the name to ‘Bock’ – wood, dry wood.


These two requirements were fulfilled the
very next day. The child was taken to the temple and renamed Ah Bock. Old
Mother tied a piece of red string round his wrist: she was now his mother. The
moment he learnt to speak he was to call her ‘Mother’ and his natural mother
‘Ah Cheem’.


The illness left him.


“Whyever did she adopt an idiot? She must
have known he was an idiot right from the start,” said Angela. She remembered
she posed this question to her husband before they were married – the only time
she could have asked it, for Boon hated to answer such questions about his
family and showed his reluctance by maintaining a stoical silence or picking up
a newspaper or magazine at hand.


“Whyever did she adopt an idiot? She had had
three sons already by that time. The huge lolling head and those dreadful eyes
– you told me about them yourself. So why on earth did she do a thing like
that? Not adopt him in name only – that would have been all right – but
bringing him up, spending money on him? That Ah Kum Soh is the most
irresponsible shirker I’ve ever seen. Leaving your poor mother to take care of
that imbecile while she plays mahjong all day or gossips about.”


“It’s her kindness of heart,” Boon had said,
and then with sudden inspiration, “milk of human kindness.”


All the questions about his family he had
answered willingly enough in the easy expansiveness of courtship; now he
clamped up and always picked up those hated newspapers and magazines.


“It’s ironical she cares more for her
adopted son than for her real son,” Angela had persisted. “I’m referring to Wee
Tiong, the black sheep. How come all of you had an English education, and he
got sent to a Chinese school? It’s really painful to hear him speak English
now. Poor thing, so different from the rest of you. Such a dreadful inferiority
complex.”


There had been some quarrel, Boon explained,
between his parents. His father wanted to send all his children to English
schools, his mother wanted Chinese. “A child from a Chinese school is more
filial to his parents,” she said.


“How come he got beaten more than any of
you?” Angela asked. “You told me your mother was always knocking her knuckles
on his head; your father beat him with his walking stick.”


It could have had something to do with his
father’s gambling fortunes, Boon had explained. He remembered his mother
telling him that on the day Wee Tiong was born, his father lost a lot of money
at a gambling den.


“This child brings you bad luck,” the
fortune teller told him. “He will continue to bring you bad luck.”


The father was in a rage about the baby. He
was generally a quiet man who spoke little, so his rage was all the more
terrible to behold. For a time a relative in a small village took care of Ah
Tiong, and then later he was brought back, an ugly undersized child with the
hatred always burning in his small eyes, but the father only beat him
occasionally now, and the mother only when in an irritable mood.


“The injustice of it,” said Angela. “The
irony of it. Doting on an adopted idiot son and ill-treating the natural son.
These fortune tellers and temple mediums deserve to be skinned alive. The lives
of innocent little children are at their mercy.”


“I have four uncles,” Michael said, holding
up his hand, four fingers outspread. “Three of them are all right, but one of
them is not so clever, and cannot earn any money. But he makes me laugh and he
catches birds and grasshoppers for me and carries me on his shoulders. He is my
favourite uncle.”


“He’s not our uncle!” protested Mark and
Michelle. Michelle giggled, Mark was angry. “He’s only Grandmother’s adopted
son. ‘Adopted’ means not real. She adopted him because if she didn’t, he would
die. He’s not our uncle. Our uncles are Uncles Tiong, Nam and Siong, Uncle
Siong’s our Australian uncle. But Uncle Bock is NOT our uncle. We call him
‘Uncle’ because otherwise Grandmother gets angry, but he’s not our real uncle.”


“He’s so ugly,” said Michelle. “His head’s
too big, and the saliva comes out of his mouth when he speaks. He laughs and
then the next moment he cries.”


Mark wrote in his composition ‘My
Relatives’:


 


There is a strange Chinese belief that when a
child is sick, it is because his destiny clashes with his mother’s destiny. Or
it is because there is a devil in him. The devil will go away if the child is
adopted by someone and calls his mother ‘Auntie’, the louder the better so as
to deceive the devil. He calls his adopted mother ‘Mother’, and the devil is
now fully deceived and will not make him ill again. I have such an ‘uncle’ in
my family; he is therefore not my real uncle, but an uncle only in name, as a
result of a superstition. Therefore I don’t have to regard him as my real
uncle, though for my grandmother’s sake I have to call him ‘uncle’.


 


Thus had the boy exorcised the devils of
shame and resentment in himself.


“He writes remarkably well for a boy his
age,” said his English Language teacher who entered him for every essay
competition as well as oratorical contest. He always showed his compositions –
standing out from the mediocrity of the rest of the class – to the other
teachers, struck by the fluency and originality of his thought and expression.


When ‘Uncle Bock’ slobbered and made a fool
of himself, therefore, he felt less shame, and he was ashamed of his brother
Michael who laughed with this uncle and of his sister Michelle who thought the
uncle terribly funny.


“Mark darling, never mind,” said Angela,
pained for her son, her greatest pride. “Don’t call him ‘The Idiot’ any more,
at least not in Daddy’s or Grandma’s hearing. Okay, sweetheart?”


 


Years ago, the family had lived in a small
village in Changi. Old Mother grew vegetables in a small plot of land near
their wooden house, to sell in the nearby market. She was stout and strong
then, and could draw bucket after large bucket of water from the well. A large
muddy pond sometimes provided the water for the growing vegetables.


“Come and look at something. I want you to
come and look at something nice,” Wee Tiong said, his small sly eyes smiling,
and the idiot one – he must have been eight- or nine-years-old at the time –
readily followed, his large head lolling on his rounded shoulders. He gurgled
happily.


“Come along, I’ve something very nice to
show you,” said Wee Tiong, his small body taut with intensity of purpose. “Come
along, something nice. Something really nice.”


Once before lured, by a slice of bread with
sugar, to an anthill full of big red vicious ants, the idiot nevertheless
followed eagerly, gurgling.


Wee Tiong led him to the muddy pond, ringed
with tall tangled weeds, slippery at the edges.


They stood near the edge.


“Something nice, see? Can you see? Look
closer. Bend. That’s right. Bend over. More, more. See, something nice. Can you
see it? There, there!”


The large lolling head propelled the body
forward; the idiot one fell in with a splash. He was in the mud at the edge;
the mud rose to his knees and he began to contort his features, slowly, in a
piteous cry.


“Want to get out,” he said, and began to
struggle.


Wee Tiong had expected, not mere mud that
only dirtied the legs, but deep, swirling muddy water that would have sucked in
the idiot one, lolling head and all, in an instant.


As the idiot one struggled to get out, he
sank deeper into the mud.


“Want to get out!” he wailed, and then the
mud was at his waist.


A feeling of panic seized Wee Tiong: he
turned and ran, pale and gasping, homewards.


The mud had reached the idiot one’s
shoulders before Ah Kum Soh’s husband who happened to hear the cries, ran and
pulled him out.


The years had thrown a haze upon the
incident.


“A devil pushed the poor idiot one into the
pond. We had to make offerings of food and flowers at the site and burn some
joss sticks to appease the pond devil.”


“His real father saved him, his real father.
He should have gone back to stay with his real parents. It showed the curse had
lifted.”


“We were standing at the edge of the pond
when Ah Bock saw a fish, tried to catch it and fell in. I yelled for help.
Luckily, Uncle was nearby and pulled him out.”


If he had died that day, it might have been
more merciful. Look at him now – a 30-year-old man-child that’s a burden to an
old woman. This was not said, only thought, and in this Angela and Gek Choo
were one. Both felt sorry for their old mother-in-law. Oh, the burden of it
all.


Michael trembled with agitation. He held
Uncle Bock’s hand. The message was in the big timid eyes: I love you. I’m glad
you didn’t drown in that mud, and I hate that pond and the pond devil.


But the idiot one was not capable of
understanding thoughts. He only understood touch, and when Michael held his
hand, he gurgled with glee and began chattering excitedly.


 


“It is far better,” said Mark at a school
debate at which his mother was present, “far, far better for a child, if the
doctors know that he is going to be sadly deformed, to be aborted than for him
to grow up and be a burden to his family and society.”


The debate had been televised; Angela had
shown the videotape of it at least a dozen times to her friends.


“Poor Mark,” she said. “He didn’t have the
courage to mention that there is a living example in his own family. Do you see
the strange-looking little metallic cylinder on a red string round the idiot’s
neck? There’s a so-called charm in it, prescribed by the temple medium.”


“You know how much the old one paid for it?
Two hundred dollars. She wouldn’t tell me, but I got the truth from Ah Kum Soh.
These temple mediums are cheats and swindlers. I don’t know what else she’s got
from them for her idiot foster-son. I dare not think. Now you know how she
spends the $400 my poor Boon gives her monthly, and why she keeps stretching
out her palm for more.”


“Uncle Bock laughs one minute and cries the
next,” giggled Michelle.


“He’s not our uncle, don’t call him uncle,”
said Mark sternly.


“It’s true, I tell you! He laughs, then
cries. He can cry nonstop.”


At the old man’s death, the idiot one cried
for a long time.



Chapter 3 


 


The old man died
at home, a week after he was brought home from the
hospital. He asked to be brought home; he was no longer capable of speech, but
by signs, frantic gestures and the tears that flowed each time home was
mentioned, he got across his message. “Oh dear, what about things like
medication and the oxygen tent? How on earth do we manage – ” But a nurse came
in to manage, and Angela sighed in relief.


Only Old Mother, Ah Kum Soh and the idiot
one were with him when he died, but within an hour, the two daughters-in-law,
Angela and Gloria and the three sons were present. Gek Choo stayed away, being
seven months pregnant. (They’re trying again for a son, this Chinaman
brother-in-law of mine desperately wants a son to carry on his Chinaman ways.)


“When I grow old, I’d rather conk off
quickly than be a burden to the children and grandchildren,” Angela had said,
chatting with her friends in the Royale Coffee House, months before the death
took place. The best cheesecake in Singapore was to be found there.


Mee Kin’s sister-in-law’s mother dragged on
for two years on the sick bed. “A real burden,” Mee Kin said. “Everyone in the
family had to take turns in nursing her. She wetted the bed, had to be fed
intravenously, talked in delirium for hours.”


“You couldn’t imagine the strain. My
sister-in-law lost twenty pounds. $90,000,” said Angela. My neighbour’s
father-in-law – he had cancer of the throat, and demanded to be in St Luke’s.
You know the enormous medical fees there, so many thousands for an operation,
another few hundreds for medication, a dollar for a miserable Panadol – at
least four or five hundred dollars a day. But the old man was rich. He owned
many properties. He could afford this kind of thing. My father-in-law is as
poor as a churchmouse. Every cent has to be taken off Boon.”


In Western countries, they have Old Folks’
Homes, said Dorothy who went abroad for a holiday at least once a year. Proper
Old Folks’ Homes; not the nasty, filthy ones we have here that the newspapers
are always criticising. My cousin who’s married to an American has both in-laws
in one of these homes, a really lovely place with plenty of greenery. The old
ones do useful things like crochet and paint. They even have folk dancing.


“There was this article in TIME magazine,”
said Angela, “about a certain organisation that helps old people to leave life
painlessly. It’s called ‘The Right to Die’ or something like that. The old
people in the West – they’re different. They’re less dependent on the young
than the old ones here. Lucy and Hua Liang – they’ve migrated to Idaho – have a
neighbour, a dear rosy-cheeked 80-year-old lady who lives all by herself, keeps
her little house and garden clean and troubles nobody. When these old ones feel
they’re no longer able to take care of themselves and are becoming a burden to
others, they choose to die painlessly and peacefully. Mark told me he saw a TV
programme about this when we were in Australia on holiday a year ago. I’m
keeping my fingers crossed,” Angela confided, and she crossed beautifully
manicured fingers, raised above the cup of coffee and second piece of
cheesecake in the Royale Coffee House.


The old man lingered for five months.


“I was afraid it would be years,” said
Angela, and at that point Gek Choo made one of her rare comments: “This kind of
illness cannot last longer than six months, especially at his age.”


She communicated by phone; heavy with her
coming child, she could not risk contamination in the house of death.


Angela pitied her old mother-in-law in these
dreadful five months.


“Despite what I sometimes complain about
her,” she said to Mee Kin, “I really admire her for her devotion during that
terrible time. She used to call him ‘Old Devil’ and
‘One-accursed-with-short-life’, but she spent sleepless days and nights looking
after him in his illness. The old man was really dreadful. He was always
finding fault with this or that. The pillow was in the wrong position, the hot
water was not hot enough, the medicine was not right. He gave her endless
trouble. Luckily she had Ah Kum Soh to help her. I had to load that mercenary
creature with gifts of food and money to get her away from the mahjong table to
help the old woman. What could we do? We’re working wives. You know what Boon
saw one day? For some reason the old man was very angry; his face was contorted
with rage and he struggled to get hold of his walking stick – the one by his
bed – to hit her with. Luckily, Boon intervened.


One month of mourning blue. That’s
sufficient, I think. In the past, it was a whole year of black, then blue, then
green or yellow and finally red. What am I going to do with all those new
dresses in my wardrobe? And they are mainly pink and red, my favourite
colours.”


Mee Kin offered to lend her some of her
prettier blue or white or beige dresses and pant-suits.


“The children – they don’t need to wear
black at all, not even at the funeral, do they? Only we adults need to wear
black. Those horrid, shapeless, black samfoos! Do you know,” confided Angela,
“I’m almost tempted to wear that Celine pant-suit of mine, the white one with
black piping, but I suppose it will look out of place at that dreadful Chinese
funeral with the sackcloth head-dresses and horrid yellow-robed priests. And
there will be no end of malicious gossip from Chinaman and his wife.”


It was a pathetic sight – the old man laid
on the white-draped bier, shrunk to half his size. Old Mother was weeping
copiously and then she went and stood by the bier and began a strange mournful
sing-song. Angela concluded it was some traditional ritual, probably a widow’s dirge.
Horror of horrors – the idiot one, the source of continual irritation and
embarrassment, now proceeded to howl. He howled like a cow (Why like a ‘cow’?
Why did she use the old one’s strange analogy for loud, copious weeping?); the
tears streamed down the round child-like face, now all blotched and red with
the effort of howling.


“Oh please God, not at such a time,”
murmured Angela, and she saw the look of terror on the face of Gloria, the
youngest daughter-in-law, of a different race arid creed, bewildered by the
clamour of alien customs around her and now affrighted by the sudden howling of
the idiot one whom she could never bear being near to.


Poor Gloria, thought Angela. She saw how
Gloria, looking no more than a timid schoolgirl, had actually hidden behind a
door, stayed near a tree in the compound, fled to the kitchen by the back door,
done everything possible to avoid looking upon the old man’s corpse as it lay
on the white-draped bier in the hall.


“No,” she had said pleadingly to her
husband, Wee Nam, when he reminded her of her duty to pay last respects to her
dead father-in-law. “No, no” – but she still had to go, dressed in black, to
the house of death, and despite her efforts, the wasted, pallid body with the
stiff beard jutting ludicrously from the old chin, forced itself upon her
sight.


And now the idiot one – his howling
penetrated her ears, reminded her of a film she once saw as a child, of a
vampire howling at the moon in a desolate graveyard. Angela felt sorry for her.
She knew she had to do something.


“Ah Bock,” she said gently, “come, I’ll take
you to Ah Moi Cheem’s house.” This was a distant relative, in a village way out
of town. “Here, look, I’ve some money for you, money for you to spend,” opening
her leather handbag. She recollected his ecstatic joy at being given some money
once.


She tried gently to lead him away; he
resisted, she winced. Oh, the burden of it all. A huge, ugly, brutish creature
– and not even a real son.


He went on howling; each sob from Old Mother
drew a loud wail from him. It was intolerable.


“What about coming to my house and playing
with Michael?”


The idiot one stopped howling, considered
the proposition.


“Michael,” he repeated and began to smile,
the tears still on his face. Angela screamed silently.


“All right, Ah Bock. Get into my car now.
I’ll drive you over to my house,” she said, suddenly heavy of heart.


She put through a quick telephone call to
the capable, reliable Mooi Lan.


“The idiot’s coming. I simply have to get
him out of the way here. He wants to play with Michael. But keep an eye. Make
sure he doesn’t do odd things with the boy. Keep them separately occupied if
you can. Load him with plenty of food. Just keep him occupied.”


Oh my God, I’m bound hand and foot, she
thought as she drove off with the idiot. She returned, tired and sad, smack
into one of those hateful money discussions among the brothers. Chinaman had a
calculator – a calculator in a house of death! ‘Uncle Abacus’, ‘Uncle
Calculator’, she must not forget to tell Mark. They were discussing the funeral
preparations and the cost. Old Mother was too distraught to have a part. She
left it to the three sons.


Click, click, click went the tiny pocket
calculator.


Chinaman – Uncle Abacus – Uncle Calculator
was working out the costs, to be shared by the three brothers.


Request no wreaths or scrolls. Cash
donations to be used to reduce expenditure.


“I leave everything to you,” said Wee Boon,
tired and heavy-eyed, longing for the whole thing to be over. The call of
Friday poker, Sunday golf, was as strong as ever; he had missed them in the
last two or three months.


“Yes, you handle everything,” said Wee Nam,
the youngest brother who was already owing his eldest brother a lot of money
and would be owing him his share of the funeral expenses.


Angela saw him whisper something to Boon,
heard her husband say, “Don’t worry.” Her suspicions were confirmed. Parasite.
Parasites all round.


The funeral arrangements went on smoothly
except for an incident. Angela was to narrate it to her friends later with the
flushed excitability of a person who has witnessed incredible things.


It was incredible – the sheer macabreness of
it all.


The coffin from Singapore Casket had duly
arrived, ordered by Wee Tiong; as the men hoisted it from their van into the
house, Old Mother began to rant and rage. The coffin was suspended for a full
five minutes on the shoulders of the two swarthy Indians as they looked on,
open-mouthed, at Old Mother flailing her arms about in her rage.


A proper coffin, raged Old Mother. Not your
improper modern, useless coffin. The kind of coffin that his father was buried
in, that I will be buried in. Cannot you sons and daughters do even this for
your old dead father?


She waved a hand imperiously at the two
Indians, to take away the offensive coffin from her sight.


And the old one then went and stood beside
the corpse and began again the plaintive dirge.


Oh, I can’t bear this; how awful, how
gruesome, thought Angela and she saw Gloria run out to retch. It could have
been an early pregnancy, but more likely the poor girl had reached the end of
her endurance.


Angela envied Gek Choo, safe at home, her
pregnancy a timely excuse to escape the madness.


The Western coffin was returned to Singapore
Casket, a Chinese one procured. It came, hoisted by six men, massive curved
bridges of solid planed wood. Angela looked away.


$3,000 - Wee Tiong could not believe it. The
Western one was a fraction of the cost. $3,000 – the swindlers. It was at this
point that Wee Tiong threw down the calculator in a fit of vexation and said he
was washing his hands off the whole thing. Let Wee Boon or Wee Nam both manage
from now onwards.


It stood solidly in the hall, the dreadful
massive structure, associated in Angela’s mind with direful superstitions and
terrors.


“Keep pregnant cats away,” warned Ah Kum
Soh. “A pregnant cat jumping over a coffin would cause the corpse to sit up or
even walk out.” Someone went to tie up a black-and-white female cat that often
came over to rummage in the kitchen bin.


Please, for God’s sake – thought Angela.


The matter did not end with the coffin. Old
Mother wanted the priests from the temple to perform the various rites.


“But why so many priests, such elaborate
rites?” Wee Tiong’s voice rose to a very high pitch when he was exasperated.
“The swindlers. Do you know how much they are charging? $200 a night for all
those prayers and chantings. $200 a night per priest for four nights. Why three
priests? Why four nights?”


He said again, “I wash my hands off this
business,” but shortly after he relented. He even went to Old Mother and said
to her, ‘Whatever you wish, it is our duty as sons to give you.’


His wife was going to give birth: Who would
know what might happen? He longed for a son. Would the anger of his dead father
be visited upon him, bringing him the punishment of yet another girl-child, or
worse, a dead child?


There were forces at work that Wee Tiong
believed in; he could not afford, at such a time, to unleash these forces. He
apologised to his mother.


Oh, how I long for this whole wretched thing
to be over, thought Angela in distress, and it was not only because she wanted
to be able again to give her full attention to the children, to supervise
Mark’s progress, help Michael with his homework, prepare Michelle for her
training sessions at the pool, go out for lunch with Mee Kin and her other
colleagues, go through the marketing accounts with Mooi Lan, inquire about a
space in the newly opened Singapura Shopping Arcade to set up the boutique that
she and Mee Kin were always talking about.


She was so tired, so tired of the whole
thing. She must have lost at least five pounds in the last week. Mee Kin had
remarked about the black rings round her eyes. Old Mother’s continuous sobbing
troubled, irritated her. Why call him ‘Old Devil’ and ‘Coffin-face’ while he
was alive and then weep so piteously at his death? But she knew the tears were
not for the old man alone.


That heartless son, she thought bitterly,
suddenly feeling very sorry for her old mother-in-law. Couldn’t he have come
home at least for the funeral? First it was some stupid examination, and then
some accident that put him in hospital. I bet you they’re all excuses. He fools
his old mother right and left. He’s probably living it up this very minute with
his Australian woman. And the old fool weeps over his letters and messages and
declares that he’s the most filial of the four sons! Boon bears almost the
entire cost of the funeral, but the old one talks only of her Ah Siong, her
precious one. It’s always Ah Siong, Ah Siong. She longs for him to come back,
so that she can stay with him, as if all her other sons are ill-treating her.


And the most distressing question of all –
but Angela did not dare ask it, would not dare voice it, even after the
funeral, for she could foresee her husband’s reaction, good-natured though he
was. He was sure to be impatient with her, as he had been impatient many times
in the past when the matter cropped up.


Now that the old man was dead, who would Old
Mother move to live with?


Angela did not want to ask the question; she
dreaded the answer, the possible consequences.



Chapter 4


 


The door creaked a little and Old Mother,
thinking it was Ah Kum Soh or Ah Bock returning home, asked, “Who is it?”


Having got up and ascertained that it was
neither, she stood still and waited expectantly.


“You have come back,” she said. “You have
come back so soon.”


The old man stood before her, thinner than
in life. He said nothing, and he looked at her, not with the look of
irascibility as in the last weeks before his death, but with sadness.


“You have come back,” said Old Mother again.
“You have something to ask of me. What is it?”


The old man still said nothing, and Old
Mother became impatient.


“When you were alive,” she said, “I called
you ‘The-one-with-gold-in-his-mouth’. Tight-lipped, as if opening your mouth
would mean gold falling out for others to pick up. What is it?”


The old man kept resolutely silent, not with
stubbornness, but with sadness. Old Mother heard a sigh, as from a burdened
heart.


“Is it about your sons?” she asked. And it
was at this point that the old man began to weep silently.


“Do not weep,” said Old Mother, but she did
not go up to him to comfort him. In life, she had never touched his shoulder,
his arm, to comfort. She referred to him as ‘Ah Boon’s father’ or ‘Ah Siong’s
father’, never ‘my husband’. ‘Husband’ embarrassed her.


“Do not weep,” said Old Mother again. “I
will be all right. The Almighty God in Heaven looks after the old. Now that you
are in Heaven, you will also take care of me and see that I come to no harm.”


Old Mother strained to hear. The words came
very faintly, with great effort: “Ah Siong.”


“Ah Siong will take care of me; you take
care of Ah Siong, too,” said Old Mother, beginning to weep herself. “You take
care of him in that far off country and give him success and happiness so that
he can come home soon and take care of me in my old age.”


The old man nodded, his wispy beard
quivering on his chin. He did not disappear in a puff of smoke or haze; he
simply walked away. Old Mother saw him close the door behind him. She went to
the window to watch him, and saw him walk away in the dimness of the moonlight.


“Who’s that?” called Angela.


It was strange – this place she was in.


“Who’s that?” she called again, and walked
into a room.


The old man was there, lying on the bed.
Beside him was a walking stick, the stout one with the brass head that he had,
in a fit of vexation in his illness, tried to hit Old Mother with.


He was dead already – or was he? She thought
she heard a rattle from his throat, a kind of rasping sound, as she heard at
the birthday dinner.


She walked up, slowly, deferentially, and he
opened his eyes and looked at her.


“Are you all right, Father?” she said, a
little timidly, for the old man never stopped staring at her. “Can I get you
anything, Father? A cup of hot water?”


“He can’t hear! He can’t hear! He’s dead!”


The idiot was suddenly beside the bed;
strange that his words came through so clearly, usually he slobbered
unintelligibly. He was carrying Michael on his shoulders; he began to prance
around the room and the boy laughed with joy.


“Mikey – Mikey, please get down,” pleaded
Angela, stretching out her arms. “Come to Mummy, Mikey.”


“Not dead yet, but you want him dead!”


This from Old Mother. The room suddenly
filled with people. She could see Ah Kum Soh and the old servant Ah Kheem Chae
and another very old servant, Ah Siew Chae who had died so very long ago.


“This can be easily managed,” said Old Mother
with asperity. “Ah Kum Soh,” she said in an imperious voice. “Knock on that
coffin. Keep knocking, with your knuckles, like this. That means he will die
soon. That means the coffin is saying, ‘Come, come. I invite you. Come!’”


The knockings on the coffin began. The
massive, solid curved surfaces resounded with knocks. It sounded as if several
people were knocking on the coffin at once.


“Knock, knock, knock, knock,” said Old
Mother, laughing. “See, the coffin is saying, ‘Come! Come! It’s time!’ Soon he
will be dead. ‘The-one-accursed-with-a-short-life’ will be dead.”


The body was now on a white-draped bier.


“Put his body into the coffin now,”
commanded Old Mother, and two swarthy Indians lifted the fragile white corpse
and laid it in the coffin.


Knock, knock.


“See, the knockings continue,” said Old
Mother. “I will join him soon!”


The idiot, still carrying Michael on his
shoulders, began to howl and to pull her away from the coffin.


“Oh my God” – gasped Angela.


 


“I tell you the child’s a girl,” whispered
Old Mother. They stood outside the door, listening for the first cries of the
child. They heard the moans of labour inside, soft low moans.


“How do you know? The child’s not born yet,”
said Wee Tiong.


“It’s a boy, and it’s dead,” said the old
man.


“How can you both talk like that while Choo
is inside giving birth?” cried Wee Tiong in anger. Then he said, “Please,
Father, please, Mother, do not talk like this.”


“There, I told you!” cried the old man
triumphantly as a child was brought out, dead. “A male-child, quite dead. He
can lie in the coffin beside me.”


“Make sure you have a proper coffin when you
die,” said Old Mother.


Wee Tiong closed his eyes tight, pressed his
hands against his ears. He was crying, and the tears collected inside his
glasses, making him perceive things only dimly.


He chased her round the garden with his
walking stick. He was in his death-clothes; he must have just got up from his
coffin.


“You did not do your duty as a
daughter-in-law!” he shouted in anger at her, waving the walking stick wildly
in the air.


“You did not come near my coffin to pay last
respects. What sort of daughter-in-law are you?”


He spoke in English, he who was always shy
of words outside his own dialect. Gloria ran and hid behind a bush. It was no
use. He caught up with her, and then she eluded his grasp and ran into a
building, an old Chinese temple with many carved pillars and priests in yellow
robes walking about and chanting.


“Jesus, Mary, Joseph – ” she panted, and out
of the shadows emerged the idiot, grinning, to catch her and deliver her to the
old man.


“You unfilial daughter-in-law,” he rasped,
his beard moving stiffly on his chin.


“Oh, Blessed Mother of God – ” she had a
rosary in her hand. She gripped it, to protect her from the evil.



Chapter 5


 


Angela
parked her Toyota Corolla by the roadside, making sure it was not too near the
ditch, overgrown with thorny bushes perilous to a new car. She took out the
tiffin carrier of food, still hot and steaming, locked the car and carefully
threaded her way along planks thrown over the muddy ground.


What a way to reach the old one’s place –
all those thorns and now these planks with the rusty nails sticking out of
them, threatening with tetanus those poor little barefoot children playing
noisily around.


But the old one’s house was at least an
improvement on the one in Changi, the one near that dreadful muddy pond,
devil-haunted. It was a large wooden house and was presentable if kept clean
and tidy. But the old ones – both of them – had been extremely untidy: she had
spent the better part of many a visit sweeping, wiping the dust off table-tops,
putting things in order that they had left in a mess. The careless Ah Kum Soh
and the idiot one contributed to the mess; Angela had seen soiled clothes in
heaps on the bathroom floor, soiled kitchen rags lying under chairs and had
severely scolded the irresponsible woman.


The house was no tidier now. Angela winced
to find, as she walked in, a jumble of urns, joss-stick containers with the ash
spilling over, torn prayer paper – obviously remnants from the funeral, now
months past. But the altar table for the old man had been newly cleaned; the
old man’s framed photograph hung above it, and on the table, in neat symmetry,
were little cups of tea, plates of oranges and small jars for the joss-sticks.
The cups and jars were in pretty blue-and-white porcelain. Angela looked
closer: they interested her, for they were very much like the antique pottery
pieces that Mee Kin was collecting. Where had her mother-in-law got them from?
Then she remembered. There was a great deal of pottery and old furniture that
the old one had been given by her mother who must have got them from her own
mother. Some of them must be at least a hundred years old. Angela remembered a
dark musty room in which they lay untended, covered by gunny sacks and masses
of cobwebs. Once when the children were small and on a visit to the
grandparents, they had gone into the room to play and had run out screaming,
having disturbed an enormous nest of cockroaches which ran with them out of the
room.


“Mother, I’m here. See, I’ve brought some
food for you,” said Angela brightly, going into her mother-in-law’s room, where
the old woman sat on her large plank bed, the bun of hair at the back of her
head loosened, combing the long, scanty strands with a wooden comb.


Angela put the tiffin carrier on a small
table beside the bed, and proceeded to dismantle the tall structure, tier by
tier, to show the delicious steaming food cooked specially for the old one by
Mooi Lan.


“Pigs’ trotters with ginger,” said Angela.
“Mooi Lan doesn’t cook it as well as you, but it’s not bad this time. Chicken
and mushroom soup, fried prawns – ”


“So much food for only the three of us,”
murmured Old Mother. “You shouldn’t have gone to all that trouble.”


Angela would have liked to have said,
“Please, Mother, don’t give all this good food this time to that gluttonous Ah
Kum Soh and her idiot son who is greedier than a pig,” but she contented
herself with saying, emphatically, “Mother, I told Mooi Lan to cook this food
specially for you. It’s meant for you. You haven’t been eating well. You must
build up your strength again.”


“Thank you. You have a kind heart,” said Old
Mother who had stopped combing and oiling her hair, and was tying it back into
a bun at the back of her head. The conversation would have ended then, so
little had she to say to this daughter-in-law, but Angela’s cheerful good
humour persisted, and the pigs’ trotters, chicken and mushroom soup and fried
prawns were dragged back to serve for the niceties of discourse. She described,
in detail, how Mooi Lan had prepared them, how the capable servant girl had
gone to market specially early to get the really fresh prawns she had reserved
the day before, for the prawn seller would not wait beyond a certain time, so
popular were his prawns. Old Mother listened politely, repeated “Thank you” and
“So much food. You shouldn’t have brought so much food,” and then was silent.


The niceties could be stretched no longer,
and Angela soon fell silent too, thinking, for the hundredth time, that her
mother-in-law was certainly a very difficult old woman. Why couldn’t she be
like Mee Kin’s mother? It had nothing to do with education. Mee Kin’s mother
was illiterate too, but she was prepared to learn and move with the times. She
already knew some English words, she got along superbly with the younger
generation, even the grandchildren. She had, long ago, abandoned the solemn
drabness of the bun of hair at the back of the head for a simple, neat shingled
style that combined nicely the decorum of age and the need to keep up with the
times.


A shingled style for Old Mother? She could
never suggest it. The old one would recoil in horror.


Then – what a relief! – a new subject
presented itself, leaving behind the exhausted remnants of pigs’ trotters and
prawn markets. It dragged back to life a conversation that had flagged, dropped
and died, and made the visit less intolerable.


“Ah Tiong and Gek Choo’s son; is he all
right now?” asked Angela, knowing that Old Mother had visited Gek Choo in
hospital, a few days after the birth of the baby. She herself had gone on the
very day itself. The baby was unwell. Born prematurely, he already awaited an
operation that the doctors wanted to perform to correct an intestinal
abnormality.


“I’m not sure, I never saw the child. The
doctors kept him in a separate part of the hospital,” said Old Mother. Angela
wanted to ask, “Is it true what I heard? Ah Tiong went to Old Father’s grave to
pray and make offerings, because of a frightful dream he had just before Gek
Choo gave birth. Is it true?” But she refrained, sensing her mother-in-law’s
reluctance to talk.


She said, “I’m going to see Gek Choo
afterwards. I’ve got some small gifts for the baby and the little girls.” Old
Mother said nothing, and Angela continued, “I wish you could come to Mark’s
birthday party, but I know that your health is not very good now, and you need
a lot of rest. Mark will be disappointed that his grandmother won’t be able to
attend.”


The extent of the hypocrisy startled her
now. She would not recount this to Mark, but she would laugh over it with Mee
Kin, Dorothy and the others, for they too sometimes flattered their old in-laws
outrageously, being so anxious to please.


“Mark’s birthday,” repeated Old Mother, “I
almost forgot.” She said ‘Ah Muck’; the pronunciation was offensive, but not as
offensive as Chinaman’s imitation of it, imitation with malicious intent to
cause embarrassment to the boy.


“I almost forgot,” said Old Mother, and she
got up slowly, with effort, from the large wooden bed, and shuffled to a
cupboard. Angela watched, and she was back in a minute with a small red packet,
the gift money inside.


“For Mark. For him to grow up tall, to be
good in his studies, to be good and obedient to his parents,” said Old Mother,
handing over the packet and chanting the good wishes in ritualistic monotone.


“Thank you – there’s no need, there’s really
no need,” said Angela, receiving the packet nevertheless, and ready to return
the money, twice over, in some form or other. It made her uneasy to receive
gifts of money from her old mother-in-law for herself or for her children.


The visit was at an end. Old Mother made to
get up to empty the gift food into her own containers and return the tiffin
carrier, properly washed, but Angela said hastily, “No need to do that, Mother,
no need. I can collect it another day. And get Ah Kum Soh to wash it. Don’t do
it yourself. I suppose she’s gone out for her mahjong?”


Old Mother said, ‘Yes,’ and Angela concluded
that the idiot one was out with her. Thank God for that – the less she saw of
him, the better.


Old Mother again made to get up, to
accompany her to the door, but she said, “No need, Mother. You go on resting.
I’ll go out myself.”


She peeped into the old dark room on her way
out. Her eyes picked out desolate shapes of abandoned old chairs, jars, pots,
and in a corner, a massive, carved four-poster bed, the ferocity of the carven
dragons or serpents or whatever on the posts softened by the desolate masses of
cobwebs.


What a creepy room, she thought and hurried
past, not wanting to look again upon the scene of decay and death. Her eyes
fell on the blue-and-white altar cups and jars again; the photograph of the old
man with the small piercing eyes and stiff wispy beard jutting out on his chin
seemed to compel her attention. She looked up, met the eyes and looked away.


She left the house hurriedly, glad to be out
in the bright sunshine again and returned to her shining Toyota Corolla.


The visit to Gek Choo, one more visit, and I
shall have done a lot for today, thought Angela as she drove off.


The lift had broken down, so she had to walk
the seven flights up to the flat. She panted, wiped off the perspiration from
the forehead, looked into the little mirror in her powder compact to make sure
her make-up was all right and resumed her climb up.


Who would believe, she thought, as she
looked at the dirty walls scrawled with graffiti and the corridor railings with
the paint peeling off, and stepped quickly aside, out of the way of a group of
noisy, dishevelled children playing about along the corridors – who would
believe that a couple worth more than a million dollars, with five small
children, would live in a place like that?


It was people like Chinaman and his wife
that Singapore ought to be ashamed of – people loaded with money, renting out
their luxurious properties and staying in Government-subsidised flats meant for
low-income people. Chinaman had bought the flat in his wife’s mother’s name –
he could never have gone on to buy those two valuable properties otherwise.
Chinaman calculated his every move well. He and Gek Choo were always
complaining that their flat was too small, yet had no intention of moving. The
reason was plain: they would not have Old Mother. Well, the old one had decided
to continue staying in the wooden house with Ah Kum Soh and the idiot one, so
the question of which son she would be staying with never arose, mercifully.
Angela’s sense of relief was tangible; it translated into a continual flow of
gifts of food and money to the old one. The new house was being built: She had
got Dorothy’s cousin, one of Singapore’s most creative architects to design it
for her. They sat down for many hours discussing the special features,
especially the separate wing for the old in-laws, should the need arise. “A
separate wing,” Angela had said, “with its own entrances and facilities, such
as a kitchen. I will get them a servant to cook for them and keep the place
clean, but it will be quite separate from the main house, see? Then we won’t tread
on each other’s toes, see?”


But the need had not arisen. The old
father-in-law had died, and the old mother-in-law preferred to remain where she
was.


“I shall visit her often,” exclaimed Angela
in an exuberance of good humour, when the matter was settled to everyone’s
satisfaction. “I shall make sure she has good food to eat, and that the
irresponsible Ah Kum Soh does her work properly.”


She had tried to get the troublesome woman
and her idiot son to return to their relatives after the funeral, but Old
Mother had shown displeasure, and so she had desisted. Anyway, even Ah Kum Soh
had her uses. She played mahjong all the time, but she was Old Mother’s
preferred companion. And it was yet another malady of her mother-in-law, in her
old age, to dote on the idiot foster-son.


What a horror – a born imbecile – and Angela
wondered, with a thrill of shocked fascination – if the new son of the black
sheep of the family would also become an imbecile? The premature birth, and now
the operations that had to be performed. She had heard of old parents’ arms
reaching out for vengeance beyond the grave. Oh, how frightful.


The baby was home from the hospital already,
but Gek Choo said, would have to be taken back for regular checkups. The
doctors would decide when to carry out the first operation.


She spoke quietly, matter-of-factly, after
having thanked Angela for the gifts for the baby and her four little girls.
Angela was all effusiveness as she carried up the child, a weak, soft tiny
thing unlike any of his healthy, lovely sisters.


The triumph of having the long yearned-for
son at last must have been considerably diminished for Chinaman and his wife.
But right now, Angela was all genuine concern as she held the pitiful little
thing in her arms and suggested that if they had any problems with the doctors
at the hospital, they could let Boon know, for he knew the top brass there.
Things were often more speedily and efficiently done this way.


Gek Choo thanked her again in her
matter-of-fact, tight-lipped way and ensured her that everything was going on
satisfactorily. She looked wan and tired; Angela took furtive looks around her
and saw that the place was in a mess. Some of the hooks had come off one window
curtain; it sagged horribly on one side. There were cups and glasses unwashed;
the youngest girl was wearing a dress with a torn sleeve.


For God’s sake, Angela wanted to say, give
up that miserable cashier’s job at the bank, you and your husband don’t need
the money, stay at home and look after your children, and get a proper servant
to keep the place in presentable condition. She knew Gek Choo had a Malay
washerwoman who came in three times a week to wash the clothes and do the
cleaning up. Every morning, an elderly woman from the tenth floor came down to
pick up the youngest girl before Wee Tiong drove the other girls to school or
kindergarten, and Gek Choo took a bus to the bank. But what would happen once
the maternity leave was over and someone had to take care of the baby?


It was on the tip of Angela’s tongue to ask
about that frightful dream before the birth of the baby, and the subsequent
visit to the old man’s grave, but she desisted, knowing that Gek Choo would
laugh a little, frown a little and then change the subject abruptly. But the
matter of the servant – this she had to be sure about; as a concerned relative,
she had to ask, “Who will take care of the baby when you go back to work?”


Gek Choo said she was able to extend her
maternity leave; meanwhile the elderly woman taking care of Chwee Hwa was
looking around for a suitable person for her.


“Can Mooi Lan help you? Her mother may know
a lot of people. She lives in the tiny ulu village in Johore Bahru and there
are bound to be many women there looking for work.”


“No. Thank you very much for your kind
offer. But I think we’ll be all right.”


You’re afraid, thought Angela with some
malice, that you may have to pay the same wages that I pay Mooi Lan. Won’t that
make you and Husband Abacus recoil in alarm? But if you look for one yourself,
you may be lucky enough to get her for a pittance – a half-witted village woman
or someone from an orphanage or delinquent girls’ home!


Gek Choo was repulsive, but the four little
girls charmed her. They were very pretty little girls with very lovely hair and
complexions. The two eldest were in primary school; they spoke to her
unabashedly about what they did in school, and called her ‘Auntie Angela’ in
their sweet little girl voices. The third was in kindergarten; she was the
prettiest, with enormous eyes and long lashes, and Angela liked her best of
all.


The exuberance of the little girls as they
crowded around Angela and their endless chatter caused even Gek Choo to relax,
smile and request the youngest one to sing a song for Auntie Angela. Chwee Hwa
was three years old, but she stood straight and tall in front of Angela and
with adult solemnity, sang a song in Mandarin.


Angela was delighted. She hugged the little
girl and requested another song.


How I wish my Michelle were as pretty, she
thought. And my Michael. If only he were as open and spontaneous as these cute
little girls! How strange that Chinaman and Chinawoman should have children
like these!


She left in high spirits. She had never seen
Gek Choo in such a good mood, and she reminded her to bring the little girls to
Mark’s birthday party.


“I won’t be able to come, but Ah Tiong will
take them,” she said, and smiled again when her daughters swarmed round her,
wanting to know more about the party. Poor little things, thought Angela. So
pretty and living in such a squalid environment.


The stench of urine hit her in the face as
she reached the ground floor, panting. She put a piece of perfumed tissue paper
to her nose and mouth and again was nearly knocked down by a group of noisy,
unkempt children chasing a cat with tin cans and stones.


Poor baby, she thought. How pathetic. To
wait for a son for 10 years and then have this weakling. Again, the dreadful
possibility occurred to her, but she dismissed it.


There’s no truth in such dreams, she
thought. I have had many frightening dreams myself since the old man’s death,
and I count them for nothing. It’s explained purely by psychology, as Mark
says.


The last visit, and more gifts.


Gloria’s mother was not in, and Angela was
glad of that, for she had nothing in particular to say to the fat, obsequious
Eurasian woman who flattered her shamelessly in bad English. Gloria and Wee Nam
stayed with her, in her small, two-bedroom terrace house. They had applied for
a Government flat, but would have to wait at least five years.


Gloria was in; she was listening to the
radio when Angela came in. She immediately turned it off and rose
deferentially, a very young-looking woman, looking no more than a teenager with
her hair in two bunches and wearing T-shirt and shorts. Angela had brought her
a box of barbecued pork and a packet of grapes. She was nervously profuse in
her thanks.


“This dress has become a little too tight
for me. I’ve worn it only once, so it’s still new. If you don’t like it, you
may give it away to one of your neighbours,” said Angela, knowing Gloria would
never do that. Gloria would get her mother’s help in making the necessary
alterations, but she would never pass on such an expensive dress.


The girl’s eyes showed deep interest as she
took the dress and looked it over. “Thank you very much, I think I can wear
it,” she said, and then put it aside with deliberate casualness, Angela could
already see her wearing the dress for church the coming Sunday.


Poor girl, thought Angela. If her husband
were more responsible and less a rolling stone, she could afford dresses like
this. Poor girl.


The topics of the two previous visits having
quickly exhausted themselves, Angela went on to ask Gloria about her sisters.
Gloria’s pale face took on an animated look. She went into the bedroom and
brought out some colour snapshots of her two sisters, one in Australia and the
other in Canada. The one in Australia was photographed against an apple tree,
holding an apple hanging from a branch, the one in Canada amidst a riot of
summer blooms.


“How nice,” said Angela. “Do they like it
over there?”


The girl’s eyes dimmed.


“I wish I could be there too,” she said. “I
wish I could go away – go far away.”


This was invitation enough for Angela to
probe into the poor girl’s troubles, something she had wanted to do since seeing
the dejected face at the funeral.


“Why, Gloria,” she said. “Aren’t you happy?
Aren’t you happy with Wee Nam?”


“My sisters have emigrated. I wish I could
emigrate too, but Wee Nam says it is difficult to get a job in Australia or
Canada,” said Gloria with small-girl petulance, as she looked down and fingered
a corner of her T-shirt, adding, “Surely he could do some business there. My
friends say you can open a restaurant or a curio shop or something like that.”


Angela would have liked to ask, with vehemence,
“Where’s the money coming from, pray?” But right now, she felt sorry enough for
the girl to content herself with, “It’s not as easy as you think, Gloria.”
Then, with great solicitousness, “But tell me, Gloria, are you very unhappy?”


She was not prepared for the response – a
spasm of sobbing – and she took the poor girl into her arms and comforted her.


“Never mind, Gloria,” she said soothingly.
“I understand. Wee Nam owes Boon a lot of money, but we understand, we both
understand.”


“He owes other people money too,” said the
girl with some bitterness.


“Do you know how much?” asked Angela with
sudden concern. She already saw the younger brother running to the elder,
begging, and the elder brother writing out a cheque and surreptitiously passing
it to him. “How much?”


“A few thousand, I think,” said Gloria.


“Gloria, listen. You be brave and take care
of your health. What else can you do? On my part, I shall advise Wee Nam to be
more stable and to stick to his job. I think he will listen to me if I catch hold
of him and give him a good talk one of these days. But don’t worry. I won’t
tell him what you told me.”


“I have these horrible nightmares,”
wrhimpered Gloria. “I wake up and can’t go back to sleep again.”


“Oh, never mind that,” said Angela. “Since
that dreadful funeral, we’ve all had frightening dreams. It’s the psychological
state we’re in, that’s all. The most important thing is that it’s all over. Now
you promise me you’ll take care of yourself? Next week I’ll come with some poh
piah for you and your mother. Mooi Lan makes very good poh piah.”


The grateful girl accompanied her to the
door, visibly cheered by the visit. Angela was heartened.


 


Three visits today, each more satisfactory
than the last, thought Angela with satisfaction, as she drove home. She had
gone out of her way to bring gifts and cheer to three pitiful women.


No, five women, thought Angela with greater
satisfaction; for early that morning, Muniandy the gardener’s wife had appeared
at the door, a thin bony woman in a smelly sari with a baby on her hip and a
skinny little boy with scabby legs by her side. “Muniandy,” she complained,
“had spent all his wages on drink again.”


“I’m sorry I can’t give you more money,”
said Angela, knowing that a gift of four or five dollars would be promptly converted
into toddy by the wretched woman herself. Instead, Angela went to the store
room and brought out a big tin of biscuits, four tins of condensed milk, a tin
of canned soup and a handful of sweets for the little boy. The woman received
the presents with effusive thanks and hurried away.


And then Aminah, the washerwoman, equally
thin and scrawny – Aminah coming up, smiling apologetically and asking if she
could have an advance of $20 on the next month’s wages, as one of her children
was ill and had to be taken to a doctor.


Angela was tired of the frequent requests
for advances, but this time, in an impulse of generosity she said, “Listen,
Aminah. You take your son to my husband’s clinic, Toh Clinic – you know where
it is, don’t you? I shall tell the nurse there not to charge you anything,” and
a further impulse made her slip a five dollar note into the washerwoman’s hand.


“You are very, very good, mem,” said the
poor woman, overcome.


Angela was happy – she, dispenser of good
things, bringer of relief.



Chapter 6


 


The boy was
so happy on the morning of his birthday, Old Mother
remembered, that he got up with the first cockcrow, when it was still very dark
and cold, and he turned over to wake her up.


“Ma, ma, wake up! It’s my birthday!” he said
excitedly, shaking her. She was lying on the plank bed; on her other side was
Wee Nam, sound asleep.


She said, “It’s still very early. Go back to
sleep,” but he was wide awake now and persisted in waking her up, showing all
the impatience of a five-year-old.


“All right,” she said at last, with a laugh,
for she loved this youngest son of hers; even his impatience and waywardness
brought forth indulgent smiles and laughs, whereas she used sharp words for the
other sons and freely knocked her knuckles on their heads.


“All right, Ah Siong,” she said and allowed
herself to be dragged into the kitchen, for she had promised to make him
noodles with pork for his birthday, as well as boil him a big egg, with the
shell stained bright red for luck.


The loud knocks on the large wooden chopping
block as she minced pork with her chopper woke up the rest of the boys, who
trooped into the kitchen to watch, but she said firmly, “The noodles with pork
are for Ah Siong only, it’s his birthday today.”


“Yes, and I shall have a hard-boiled red egg
too!” exclaimed the little boy shrilly, to forestall any claims to a share of
the birthday feast.


“I didn’t have any noodles for my birthday,”
said Ah Tiong sullenly, “and no red egg,” but his mother waved him aside
impatiently and said, “Go back to sleep, the rest of you! It’s still early.
Don’t disturb me!”


By the time the morning sun rose, Ah Siong
had already had a big bowl of steaming hot noodles with minced pork and some
pieces of liver, as well as the hard-boiled red egg. His mother slipped a red
packet containing gift money into the pocket of his pyjama top.


“For you to grow up tall and strong,” she
chanted with solemnity of ritual. “For you to be good in your studies, to be a
good boy and obey your parents.”


The boy lost no time in investigating the
contents of the packet.


“A dollar,” he said beaming, putting the
crisp note back into his pocket and throwing away the red gift paper.


The rest of the day he took full advantage
of his status as birthday celebrant to shout lustily at his brothers and stamp
on their feet. When Ah Kum Soh brought the idiot one to the house late in the
afternoon, Ah Siong rushed out to show him the dollar note, shouting, “I had
noodles, too, a big bowl, and a red egg!”


The idiot one, whose large head moved
grotesquely from side to side on his thin neck, smiled and gurgled. Old Mother
brought him furtively into the kitchen, to the cement earthen stove where an
earthen pot stood over one of the three deep holes in the stove, holes for the
firewood. A few lengths of lit firewood kept the noodles in the pot steaming
hot and deliciously fragrant. There was half a bowl left, and Old Mother was
saving it for the foster-son. She made him eat it in a corner of the kitchen,
away from prying eyes, but Ah Tiong slipped in, looked into the bowl and said
peevishly, “I knew there was some left,” before dealing the idiot one a
surreptitious pinch on the thigh, in punishment for stealing away a mother’s
favours.


The idiot one began to whimper; Ah Siong who
happened to be coming in, heard him. The little boy who moved from tyrannous to
magnanimous behaviour as easily as from game to game, went up to him and said,
with self-conscious generosity, “Don’t cry, Ah Bock. I’ll give you more noodles
on my next birthday. Here’s a sweet for you,” giving him one of several that Ah
Kum Soh had brought for him to make him grow up tall and clever and good, to
sweeten his life.


That night, before he went to sleep, he
demanded that his mother tell him a story. She began to tell him the story of
the wicked young man who passed shit into the rice bowl of a poor old blind man
and was punished by being struck blind himself. “Tell me about the king who
built a huge temple,” said Ah Siong. She was half way through it when he said,
“No, no, the one about the goddess in the moon who washed her hair in the
silver river and combed it with a jade comb.” She began telling him 

the story and he again said, “No, no, tell me about the wicked emperor who had
leprosy.” She began it, to humour him, this precious youngest son, and was
halfway through it when she saw he was sound asleep.


She covered him, tenderly, with the
patchwork blanket she had made for him when he was a baby, for she was afraid
he would catch cold.



Chapter 7


 


“HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU!”


The wishes were expressed in a variety of
forms – in the red-and-gilt lettering on the banner in the background of the
Hotel Grande’s Orchid Room, in the loud chorus of the birthday guests as they
crowded round to see the boy, tall and handsome and self-conscious, blowing out
the candles on his birthday cake, and on the cake itself, a stupendous
structure of white and blue icing, the words ‘Happy Birthday Mark’ in artistic
whirls and flourishes to make a pattern with the rows of snow-white candles.


As the cameras popped, Angela and Boon
walked up to kiss their son, their pride, on each cheek. The boy looked down
self-consciously, blushing, but there was no doubt he relished being the focus
of attention in the large crowded room, carpeted and chandeliered, in the Hotel
Grande. He wore a long-sleeved, light pink shirt with a black bow and grey
tailored pants.


“How tall he has grown, how handsome he
looks,” whispered the friends and Angela’s heart glowed with pride and love.


“I must congratulate you, Mrs Toh,” said
Mark’s class teacher who, together with the Principal, the Vice Principal and a
number of favourite teachers, had been invited for the occasion, “Mark has been
doing very well. I’m entering him for the National Speech contest, the biggest
event for schools this year. I will probably select an excerpt from
Shakespeare. Mark reads so well, he has so much confidence.”


“Thank you, thank you. Mark would never have
done so well without the help and guidance of his teachers,” said Angela
deferentially. She would have liked to talk to Mark’s teacher longer, but she
had to run off to see that everything was in order, that the birthday
celebrations went on as planned.


Three or four times, when a friend or
relative remarked on the magnificence of the affair, Angela had occasion to
say, with an apologetic laugh, “Really, Boon and I never intended anything like
this. It’s a once-and-for-all thing, not a regular annual affair. You see,
we’ve been promising Mark so many things to reward him for his good performance
in school, but you know Boon and me – always busy and running around. So to
make up for all the promises we never kept, we’re giving the boy this birthday
treat here. Our place is too small for all the teachers and friends he wants to
invite; you know the garden can’t take more than 30 comfortably. When the new
house is ready, we’ll have a much bigger garden, and there’ll be a special
barbecue pit. Right now, there’s just no space. But we’ve told Mark, ‘That’s
all! No more birthdays like this. Daddy and Mummy can’t afford more of this!’”
Angela tantalisingly withheld the information – much fished for – about the
total cost of this birthday bash.


“Oh, we’ll try to get a discount from the
hotel manager Mr Chow. Boon knows him well,” she laughed.


But the curious friends would not be
satisfied. They began their own computations – the rental of the Orchid Room,
the birthday cake, the magic show (the performer was a famous magician from
Hong Kong), the birthday food for the children, the separate tables for the
adults with the steaming curries and exotic delicacies, the balloons, the
flowers, presents for every child.


Angela was busy supervising, moving about
adroitly, checking on the hotel attendants recruited to help at this function,
discussing some minor last-minute changes of plan with the hotel manager,
greeting guests, acknowledging good wishes, patting the younger children on the
heads and cheeks, exhorting everybody to eat and have a good time.


Minister’s granddaughter was there, a little
girl attended by her amah. Angela pointed her out to her friends, remarking on
her precocity. She looked now and then in the direction of Michael; she had
instructed Mooi Lan to be near Michael and keep an eye on him. The boy appeared
to be enjoying himself, she was glad to see. She saw him smiling at the antics
of another boy and was relieved. Michelle she had no worries about. She saw her
daughter surrounded by Gek Choo’s four little girls, animatedly talking to them
and telling them stories.


Mark – Mark was her pride and joy. She saw
him talking with the ease of self-assurance to his teachers and friends. She
wished Minister could come; he had said he might be able to.


The children were hustled into another room
for the magic show. Mark had indicated, in the course of planning the
celebrations, that he did not want anything childish. He had been to children’s
parties where there were magic shows with half-baked magicians who did silly
tricks, spoke broken English and resorted to all sorts of cheap antics to make
the children laugh.


The magician for his birthday party was
different. He was professional and almost as good as the magicians Mark had
seen in some TV shows. He had an efficient female assistant and the true
magician’s paraphernalia of enormous trunks and chests, huge multi-coloured
boxes, shining steel cages, a multitude of colourful balls, steel rings, hoops
and kilometres of multi-coloured silks.


It was simply breath-taking.


I knew I wouldn’t regret it, thought Angela,
looking round at the rapt faces with utmost satisfaction.


The magician levitated the female assistant
amidst gasps, even from the adults. She rose three metres in the air, was then
coaxed down slowly until she again rested, completely still, on the
black-draped bed.


The applause was deafening.


“Time for tea now, everybody for tea!” cried
Angela, clapping her hands with exuberance. “Darling, help see that everybody
gets to eat,” she said to her husband. “Never mind Michael, dear. Mooi Lan is
keeping an eye on him.”


She herself couldn’t eat a morsel, but the
sight of the children surging towards the tables, eager to sample the piles of
cakes, ice creams, cookies, jellies and fried meats warmed her heart. She was
glad of the air-conditioning system of the hotel (“one of the reasons why I
chose the Hotel Grande”); it kept her make-up intact, for she perspired easily.
Her pink silk suit remained uncrumpled, immaculate. She moved to the tables
where the adults were gathered, making sure everybody was eating well. Gloria,
Gloria’s mother and Wee Nam were enjoying the curries; she exhorted them to
have more. She whispered to Gloria, “Would you like to take some back? There’s
sure to be a lot left over; pity to leave it behind.”


She said the same thing to Wee Tiong as she
passed him, and he nodded and forced a smile. She saw he was not his usual
abrasive self. She could pity him. Poor man. That son of his was causing him a
lot of heartache.


“I’ve been meaning to talk to you all
afternoon, but haven’t had the time,” she cried in girlish delight when she came
upon Mee Kin, Dorothy and some of her colleagues. Their eyes travelled
simultaneously over one another’s clothes and jewellery, while greetings and
good-natured teasings were exchanged.


“Listen,” said Mee Kin. “You asked me about
those porcelain cups and jars in your mother-in-law’s house. I think they may
be very interesting specimens, worth looking at and restoring if necessary.”


“Don’t forget the antique auction at my
apartment next Friday,” said Dorothy. She was the wealthiest; her husband owned
two of Singapore’s hotels but she had grown fat, coarse and ugly and the
enormous pieces of jewellery on the ear-lobes, wrists and fingers only served
to accentuate the coarseness and vulgarity. Angela was glad she had more taste.


“That interesting heap of so-called
‘rubbish’ in your mother-in-law’s house,” pursued the indefatigable Mee Kin.
“Why don’t we have a closer look at them? Some of the things may be worth
saving. You never know!”


“You mentioned an old carved four-poster
bed,” said Dorothy. “Well, my sister-in-law found the same thing in her
grandmother’s house. It was practically rotting away, but she managed to save
it and now it has pride of place in her house!”


“That will have to be another time,” said
Angela laughing. “See how busy I am! Mark’s teacher is entering him for the
National Speech contest. That will mean more work for me, you know – helping
the boy, being his audience as he practises. You don’t know the troubles we
modern mothers have!” she laughed happily. She was never happier.


And then – she couldn’t believe in her good
fortune – she saw Boon come in with Minister himself. There was a ripple of
excitement as heads turned to look at Minister, appropriately dressed in batik
shirt and casual pants. Boon introduced some friends to him; they talked
affably, bursting into loud laughter now and then. She went up to greet him
smiling amiably and self-consciously, aware of the looks in her direction and
then she called the birthday celebrant and introduced him to Minister himself.


“I see you’re a great speaker,” said
Minister with great amiability. “I saw you on television in a debate and now I
hear you are going to be entered for the National Speech contest. Well, good
luck, son.”


Mark flushed with pride and said, “Thank
you, sir, thank you very much,” with the urbanity seldom found in a
fifteen-year-old schoolboy.


My son, my son, glowed Angela. She looked at
her husband and saw him looking very proudly at Mark. She was proud of Boon
too; she would be even prouder when he was Member of Parliament.


Minister stayed a short while but had the
kindness to accept a piece of birthday cake first.


“Oh, Joyce, I’m glad you’re able to come!”
said Angela, going up to the youthful reporter from The Straits Times, who had
recently been introduced to her. Joyce was doing an article for the section
‘Trends’ which explored new lifestyles in Singapore, and was interested in the
current trend of having children’s birthday parties in hotels, instead of at
home. The photographer with Joyce was busy taking pictures.


Mooi Lan moved up adroitly, discreetly, to
whisper that Michael was feeling unwell; he was threatening to throw up and was
likely to get into a tantrum.


“Oh bother – ” cried Angela with some anger
against the second son whose difficult nature threatened to spoil an otherwise
perfect day for the elder. She was perplexed for a moment, not wanting to draw
unnecessary attention by going up to him.


Mooi Lan whispered, “Shall I take him home?
I can easily get a cab outside the hotel – ” but Angela said hastily, “No,
wait. Not a cab. I’ll get Doctor to drive you back. (She and Mooi Lan always
referred to Boon as ‘Doctor’ when they spoke to each other about him.) I wonder
whether Aminah has cleaned Michael’s room yet? It’s the day for airing the
mattresses. Oh bother!”


The girl threaded her way back deftly
through the crowd. Angela whispered something in her husband’s ear, and he got
ready to leave immediately, signalling to Mooi Lan to follow him. The girl had
one arm solicitously around Michael’s shoulders. Michael looked pale and weak.
Mooi Lan’s face was flushed.


“Come back quickly, as soon as he’s
settled,” Angela whispered to her husband as he left the room.


He returned an hour later and continued to
move around among the guests in high spirits. When Angela asked him in an
urgent whisper, “How’s Michael? Is he all right?” he answered, “Oh, he’s all
right. Mooi Lan put him to sleep in our room. The mattress in his room was
being aired.”


“You were gone an hour. I was so worried.”


“Oh, he’s all right, he’s all right. You
worry too much about him.”


Angela thought, with relief, I’m glad
Minister went home before this. Otherwise Boon couldn’t have left and I would
have had to drive Mikey home myself or get Mee Kin to do it.


She looked at Mark who was animatedly
talking to his principal. She did not want to think of Michael any more.



Chapter 8


 


“Okay,
Mikey. Let’s go through the questions again. Let’s see
how many you can answer now. Okay?”


The cheerfulness was feigned. Angela was
tired and dispirited. “Ready. Question number one. What are the characteristics
of living things?” The boy sat beside her at the table, looking down at the
floor.


“Come now, Mikey. Answer the question. I’m
sure you can answer it, darling. We’ve gone through it three times already.
What are the characteristics of living things?”


She waited, patiently. Michael still said
nothing. His eyes remained lowered. “Mummy will help you with the first point.
Okay? Then it will be very easy for you to go through the other points.
Remember, there are five points altogether. All right. Living things breathe –
”


The boy remained resistant, unresponsive.
Angela screamed inwardly. The important PSLE examinations were fast
approaching. Mark had been among the top 8% in Singapore, one of the special,
super kids, the high-flyers. Was this second son going to do so badly, he would
be streamed with kids who would be given an extra grace period of two years to
prepare for the G.C.E. O’ level?


Oh, I shall die of shame, Angela agonised. I
shall die of shame if a son of mine ends up with slow-learners, kids from the
kampungs.


“Mikey,” said Angela, her efforts to remain
calm in the face of mounting exasperation giving a shrillness to her voice,
“Mikey, remember you’re going to sit for the PSLE soon. You want to do very
well in the exams for your Daddy and Mummy, don’t you? We shall be so proud of
you. Mark did so well in his PSLE. You’re proud of your big brother, aren’t
you? And he’ll be so proud of you if you do the same. And you can, Mikey
darling. You’re a very bright and good boy.”


The boy was not stupid – that was the
exasperating part. He wrote well and could get high marks if he wanted to. But
he chose to remain stubborn. The deep distress Angela suffered when his class
teacher called to inform her that Michael would have to be moved to the B
class, was unspeakable. The teacher made the supreme mistake of saying that
Michael was slow. Angela had flushed and retorted, “He’s not slow. He can write
well – as you yourself once told me.” Unimaginative, dull, stupid teachers often
contributed to a child’s problem. Look at Mark. His teacher was so encouraging,
so inspiring. All Michael’s teachers could do was load the boy with dull
homework and tests. Angela had been tempted to put the boy in another school.
But would it be of any use? There was no guarantee that the teachers in the
other school would not prove equally inept.


“Hey, what about a birthday party like
Mark’s, in the Hotel Grande – or in any hotel you like?” cried Angela with
exaggerated enthusiasm. “If you do well in the PSLE, you’ll have a party like
that – or even better. Or a holiday in Disneyland? Remember Adrian and Sulin
went there with their Mummy and Daddy last year? Hey, what do you say to
Disneyland?” The wide smile and the frown on the forehead borne of enormous
strain were ill-matched; the muscles on the boy’s face tensed, and he sat
rigidly on his chair, still gazing on the floor.


And now Angela could bear it no longer.
“Now, listen to me, boy,” she cried with sudden energy. “You can’t go on
playing the fool like this. You’ve got the important PSLE exams coming soon,
and you’ve got to study, do you hear? There are so many things to revise, and
you act like a naughty, unco-operative boy. Your Maths tutor said you hadn’t
been paying attention, and your Chinese tutor told me your grades have gone
down. Now what do you say to this, Michael? Michael, LOOK AT ME!”


Her voice rising with each utterance, she
jerked the boy’s chin up to face her, eyes flashing. His eyes were now level
with hers. He looked straight into her eyes, unblinking, the large tears formed
and coursed down his cheeks, but he made no effort to wipe them. His hands
gripped the sides of his chair, knuckles jutting, white.


“Michael, you’re making your mummy very sad
by all this!” cried Angela, her voice quavering in angry pleading. “You could
make her so happy just by obeying her a little more and doing what your tutors
tell you. I’m sure you can do that, Mikey?”


Another confrontation – another struggle of
wills, which would leave her exhausted and make the boy retreat a few steps
back, so that when she started again – oh, weary process! – it would be almost
from starting point. Why was he so difficult?


He was not stupid, that was certain. He was
just being difficult. Angela had sworn never to say it, after reading the
article in Reader’s Digest on ‘How to Deal with a Difficult Child’ and the
feature in The Sunday Times on ‘Sibling Jealousy: What Parents Must Know’, but
now she cast resolution aside, so angry was she with this child who made no
effort to respond to all his mother’s efforts.


“You disappoint me, Michael. In fact, you
shame me, do you know that? Mark is such an obedient and studious boy and
always comes out first in class. He never plays the fool. He always listens to
Mummy. He’ll go to the University and be an engineer. Michelle is not as clever
as Mark, but she’s obedient, and she’s a good swimmer. She obeys her coach and
practises hard in her swimming. She will be a national champion one day, her
coach says. And you, Michael? You don’t try at all. You don’t try one
teeny-weeny bit. What are you going to be, for God’s sake? You prefer to be
stubborn and disobedient and sullen. Your teachers call Mummy to school and
they say, ‘Mark is such a good student. How come Michael is like that?’ How do
you think Mummy feels to hear something like that? That’s why I say you shame
me, Michael. You shame your Mummy.”


The big, long-lashed eyes were still fixed
on her, disconcertingly unblinking, the tears overflowing.


“Oh, God, I give up,” cried Angela, turning
away. “Go to sleep. Maybe you’ll be better tomorrow.”


The boy remained fixed to his chair. Mooi
Lan now came in, noiselessly, and gently eased him out of his chair. She took
him to his bathroom, laid out his pyjamas for him. She made him a glass of hot
Ovaltine and led him to his bed.


Angela went into her own bathroom for a fit
of crying. If only Boon had time to help her in her work, she thought. But her
anger was not directed against him. He was busy enough with his community work
and the work he was doing for Minister.


Boon’s political ambitions must never suffer
because of his son, thought Angela with determination. I shall have to manage.
I shall have to put things right.


She was glad to drive over to Dorothy’s
apartment the next day, for one of the endless antique auctions, to get her
mind off the problem of Michael. Mee Kin was there, and she drew Angela’s
attention to a large carved four-poster bed. “Look,” she said, “how beautiful
it is. Yet when I first saw it, after Dot had brought it in from an old junk
shop, it was an ugly thing, with some parts actually rotting. But look at it
now. Dot knows the right place to send these things to be restored. Listen,
Angela, the bed in your mother-in-law’s house is going to look better than this
one. If you don’t rescue it soon, I shall! It’s a sin to let a treasure like
that lie unwanted!”


Dorothy’s antique bed was taken up at
$5,000. “Five thousand dollars!” gasped Angela. “To think that old wormy creepy
thing in the cockroach-infested room is worth this much.”


“Possibly more,” said Mee Kin. “Why are you
such a fool, Angela? Why do you let that thing go to waste? And there may be
other items worth saving. I told you that long ago.”


“Chinaman and his wife are sure to talk,”
said Angela. ‘They’re sure to say I’m taking advantage of a poor old woman,
making money out of her. They forget that they make use of her name shamelessly
to buy shares and properties and whatnot. This is the trouble with in-laws like
these. Do you know, I give all the time! I’ve never taken a cent or anything
off the old people. She gave Mark an ang-pow of $20 for his birthday and I
bought her foodstuffs, a piece of black silk for her trousers and odds and
ends, which came to much more than $20.”


The antique bed was forgotten in a shopping
trip with Mee Kin. Angela specially looked for, and found a book on dinosaurs,
Michael’s favourite, full of colourful pictures. She had it gift-wrapped.


The boy was in his room when she returned,
the door as usual locked. She knocked softly. After a while, he opened the
door, and stood at the doorway, sullenly, awkwardly, his eyes on the floor.


“Mikey, darling, Mummy’s bought a little
present for you; see, open it and have a look,” she said brightly.


The boy took the book with limp hands. “Open
it, darling, open it and see,” she coaxed, feeling the old exasperation rising
dangerously. He put it on his bed and unwrapped it, dispiritedly. He stopped
unwrapping when the cover was revealed and remained still, staring at the
floor.


“Has chae-chae given you lunch?” she asked,
struggling. She left him, still sitting on his bed, his hands limp by his side.


One of Michael’s teachers had once said to
her, “Don’t worry about Michael. He’s not stupid. He may not do his homework or
pay attention in class, but if he wants to, he can pass the tests. I’ve
observed that many times. He will pass his PSLE.”


“Do you know if he’ll pass well?”


“It’s possible. He once surprised me by
getting almost full marks for his Science test.”


Angela clung to the hope.



Chapter 9


 


They
wandered to the pond, only the two of them, in the
bright sunshine, through the tall grass.


Funny, thought Michael. The pond is full of
clear water. And there are goldfish in the pond. I thought it was muddy and
dangerous with devils hiding at the edges to push people in.


“Come on, Michael,” said Uncle Bock. “Let’s
get into the pond, let’s catch the goldfish.”


“How are we to bring them home?” said
Michael. “We have no container, no plastic bag or tin.”


“Tin,” said Uncle Bock, pulling an empty
cigarette tin out of his pocket. “Plastic bag,” pulling a big blue plastic bag
from the other pocket. “Net,” picking up a net with a handle. “Here, Michael,
catch the goldfish with the net.”


They waded into the pond. The water was
cool. It rose to their waists, and gave them a sense of exhilaration with its
coolness and sparkle. The goldfish scattered in all directions in the bright
sunshine-warmed water, and Michael laughed. He lifted his net high in the air;
it was gold with fish.


“Oh, Uncle Bock! Look! Look at my fish!” he
cried with joy. There were nets and nets, tins and tins, full of fish. Michael
and Uncle Bock laughed in pure happiness.


And then they were on a tree, a big tree
with huge, strong branches that spread far and made beautiful seats in the
singing wind and leaves.


Uncle Bock said, “See, see that bird? It’s
the bird that cries, Tee-tee, tah-loh? Tee-tee, tah-loh.”


Michael said, “You can’t see the bird, Uncle
Bock. Grandma says you can only hear the bird, not see it. Only very special
people can see it. And that means good luck coming to them.”


“Has anyone seen the bird?” said Grandma who
was under the tree, looking up. “Listen, I can hear it now. Listen.”


The three of them listened. The plaintive
sounds floated in the air, as from afar. Tee-tee tah-loh? Tee-tee tah-loh?


“‘I can see the bird! I can see the bird!”
cried Uncle Bock excitedly clapping his hands. “See, see! It’s a big beautiful
green bird!”


“I thought it was a little black bird, but
yes, it’s green, it’s a beautiful green bird,” said Grandma as a big beautiful
bird with bright green feathers flew over their heads.


“We’re going to be lucky, Grandma and Uncle
Bock!” cried Michael. “We’re special people! We have seen the bird that calls
Tee-tee tah-loh! Tee-tee tah-loh!”


They laughed for pure joy. “See, Grandma and
Uncle Bock!” cried Michael. “I can fly. I can fly, like a bird!”


And he flew in the air, swift and light as a
bird. He thought Uncle Bock and Grandma had begun to fly too, like him, but
when he looked more closely, he saw them still under the tree, waiting for him.
He ran to them, and they each held his hand and lifted him off the ground. He
moved along with his feet tucked up under him, laughing: Who would think
Grandma could be so strong as to do this with him? His daddy and Uncle Wee Nam
had done that once with him when he was a very small boy; he remembered.


They reached a small wooden house at the
bottom of the garden.


“My house,” said Michael proudly. “Nobody’s
allowed to enter. Nobody’s allowed to knock but you may come in, Grandma and
Uncle Bock. Come into my house!”


“I ... want ... to ... go ... in ... see
Michael.” Uncle Bock’s voice was full of pleading. The words were uttered with
effort, painfully. “Oh come in, Uncle Bock,” said Michael. “Come in!”


“No, please. Go away, Michael’s not well.
Come again another time. Okay, Ah Bock?”


“Want ... to ... go ... in ... see Michael!
MICHAEL!” The comforting warmth that had enveloped him was being tugged away; a
sense of panic was mounting. His heart was beating faster. Something had gone
wrong.


“Please go away, Ah Bock. I tell you
Michael’s not well. Go away now.”


“Who’s there?” It was his mother’s voice,
shrill and sharp.


“The idiot one. He wants to see Michael. I
don’t know how he found his way here; I’ve told him to go away – ”


“Ah Bock, Michael’s not at home. He’s gone
out with Boon. Do you hear? He’s not in. Now go away, please – ” There was a
wail, and then a clamour of voices.


With a tremendous tug of will, Michael
opened his eyes and blinked uncertainly in the afternoon light streaming into
his bedroom. “GO!” The voice had risen to an exasperated shriek. Then there was
the banging of the door. “Thank God,” he heard his mother gasp. “The idiot, the
imbecile. Luckily you saw him, Mooi Lan. Otherwise the idiot would have run upstairs
and disturbed the boy’s sleep. Oh, God, why do things like that happen to me?
Mooi Lan, I want you to keep a very close eye on the door from now onwards. And
I’m going directly to that wretched Ah Kum Soh to give her a good ticking off.
The fool! The fool!”


Michael lay motionless on his bed.



Chapter 10


 


You poor
thing, you miserable woman, but you are all like that,
thought Angela and shook her head in commiseration. She looked at the swollen
belly, round and firm as a melon, rising incongruously from flatnesses and
hollows lifting the sarong in front with its roundness. “How many months now,
Aminah?” she asked, wondering how on earth she had not noticed before. She must
not forget to ask Mooi Lan, “How come you didn’t notice either?”


“Seven months, mem,” said Aminah, smiling
nervously, showing blackened, rotting teeth.


“Mooi Lan,” said Angela briskly, “those tins
of condensed milk in the store room – put six in a paper bag for Aminah to take
back today. She needs proper nourishment now. How come you didn’t notice, Mooi
Lan?”


“She’s like that every time – up it goes,
up, down, then up again!” the girl giggled. “I can’t keep count of her
pregnancies.”


“But Minah,” said Angela patiently, “I gave
you those pills. Remember the little green pills in the plastic pack. I
purposely asked my husband to bring them back for you. Why didn’t you take
them?”


The woman protested she did, then said
something about forgetting or losing the pills, then smiled again nervously.
“Minah, listen carefully,” said Angela, “you’ve got to listen to me. You can’t
be having a baby every year. You’ll die in no time. How many children do you
have now? 10? 12? Minah, you can’t expect men to co-operate. They’re animals.
Your husband wants his pleasure every night. He doesn’t think of you. So you
must help yourself. After the birth of this baby, Minah, will you let me take
you to hospital for an operation? A simple operation that will mean no more
babies? You can’t afford to have any more babies, Minah. Singapore today is
different from Singapore years ago, in your mother’s time, in your
grandmother’s time. Look at me, Minah. I’ve only three children. I can afford
many more but I’ve only three. So that I can take good care of them. Give them
a good education. Bring them up properly. Don’t you want that for your
children, Minah? Look at Mooi Lan here. When she gets married, she will have
only two children. Right, Mooi Lan?”


She’s an idiot, thought Angela with
exasperation. If she’d told me earlier, I could have arranged for an abortion.
Now it’s too late.


But compassion – compassion was her
overriding weakness, Angela told her friends. She loaded the miserable woman
with food – condensed milk, biscuits, fresh eggs.


“Every day when you come, Mooi Lan will give
you a fresh egg which you will take directly, is that clear, Minah?” The
washerwoman cried softly. “You are very good to me, mem,” she said.


“But you must help yourself too, Minah,”
said Angela, exasperation returning. “So no use thanking me unless you promise
that after the birth of this baby, you’ll let me take you for the operation. Is
that clear?”


The washerwoman cried again and said with a
sob, “Sharifah.”


“Now what’s she been up to?” asked Angela
severely. Sharifah was the eldest girl, aged 15. A pretty, well-formed girl. A
part-time maid-servant for two households.


“Can she come and sleep in your house at
night?” asked Minah with a sob.


“What are you talking about – can she come
and sleep here? Whatever do you mean?”


“It’s her father. She’s afraid of him. And
I’m afraid. He’s okay when not drunk. But when he’s drunk, we’re afraid.
Sharifah’s very afraid of him.”


“Oh my God,” said Angela. For days, the
plaintive Malay words ‘Takut-lah, mem, susah – takut!’ would ring in Angela’s
ears, a dreadful howl for help from dark depths.


Oh, my God, she thought. “Minah,” she said
with great authority. “Don’t let her father get near her! Be vigilant, let me
know. If necessary, we’ll have to tell the police.”


Poor child, she thought. She felt sick at
heart.


“They’re all like that,” she told Mooi Lan
later. “You look at that miserable wife of Muniandy. Her husband beats her, and
she gets pregnant every year. They all sleep together in one smelly bedroom,
including the eldest son who’s 16, I think, and the eldest daughter who’s 15.
Like animals. One of these days we’re going to hear the same story. Poor
things. But what can we do for them? These low-class labourers are real
animals, brutes who get drunk, beat up their wives and then sleep with them.”


Mooi Lan looked down, the heat of coy
embarrassment spreading on her face and neck. She giggled a little. “You are
only 18, Mooi Lan,” said Angela smiling. “You don’t know what happens among men
and women. But Mooi Lan, you’re not going to be like the miserable Aminah and
that Muniandy’s wife, when you get married. You know better, for I’ve told you
a lot of things. You’re going to marry better and have only two children.
You’re not going to be as stupid as Aminah or Muniandy’s wife, are you?”



Chapter 11


 


Mark usually
met his English Language teacher in school on
Saturdays, to discuss and prepare for the National Speech contest. It was
months away, but the teacher, a very conscientious and committed man who also
happened to be very fond of Mark, felt that it was never too early to prepare
for a competition that would receive extensive coverage in the press and on
television and that would be graced by the presence of the Minister of
Education himself. Mark was the star student, the school pinned its hopes on
him, and he had never disappointed the school yet in the myriad inter-school
oratorical and essay-writing competitions carried on throughout the year. The
school grounds being used for the band practices that particular Saturday,
Angela suggested that Mark invite his teacher home for the discussions, to be
followed by lunch.


The boy did not object to the suggestion and
Angela immediately flew into a whirl of activity, giving instructions to Mooi
Lan to prepare something really good and to get a flask of hot coffee ready,
while she herself would drive out to get some nonya kueh for tea, in case the
discussions went on till tea-time. Mooi Lan suggested Hokkien mee; Angela
thought it was a good idea as Mooi Lan made excellent Hokkien mee. She
consulted Mark again, and again the boy made no objection. Mooi Lan was to
prepare a lot of the good stuff for Angela wanted to take some for Old Mother
and Mee Kin. She would deliver the food and still be in time to take Michelle
for her practice at the Century Swimming Club.


“You wait for our new house to be ready,
darling,” she told her daughter who had said she was feeling rather tired and
didn’t want to go to the Century Swimming Club. “There’ll be the swimming pool,
and then you can practise at home. Okay, darling?”


She peeped into Michael’s room; the boy was
lying on his stomach on the bed and drawing something. He was less sullen of
late, but he still refused to come out of his room to meet visitors. He had
reluctantly shown his mother the monthly test-sheets for her to sign. The
grades were disappointing, but not as bad as she had expected, and when she
handed the sheets back to him, she had said, with a great effort at
cheerfulness, “Mikey will try his best for the next month’s tests, won’t he?
Then Daddy and Mummy will be so happy.” She had successfully kept the idiot one
from coming to make a nuisance of himself with the boy; the further removed
Michael was from the pernicious influence of the imbecile, the greater would be
the boy’s chances of improvement.


The teacher came with armfuls of Shakespeare
texts. While he sat with Mark in the sitting room, discussing the choice of a
speech for the great event, Angela stayed in the piano room, wanting to listen
in, but not wishing to displease her son by her presence. She was all
excitement. She marvelled at the resourcefulness and imaginativeness of Mark’s
teacher – how I wish Michael’s teacher could be like that, she said later to
Mee Kin – for he was planning to tie the speech to the current campaign on
‘Filial Piety’ to make sure its delivery would have maximum impact upon the
nationwide audience. He was also planning for Mark to read a poem in Chinese,
on the same theme, following a speech from Shakespeare.


“Shakespeare,” he had said, “Shakespeare,
because his works are the best. You will stand head and shoulders above the
rest of the contestants with a speech from Shakespeare, for they will be
mouthing silly little poems from Tennyson or some obscure poet. Shakespeare’s
language is demanding – and that’s precisely the point. If you can recite a
speech from Shakespeare, and do it well, you will make all those others with
their silly little rhyming lines look childish and ludicrous.” The last
argument had appealed very much to Mark.


They pored over possible speeches from
Shakespeare, to reflect the spirit of the campaign. The teacher was for King
Lear. “It’s a superb play,” he said enthusiastically, “one of Shakespeare’s
best, if not the best, and my favourite. The theme is relevant. It’s about an
old man driven out into the storm by his wicked daughters. The play condemns
filial impiety. So it will be most relevant.”


Mark was glad. He had been afraid when the
teacher spoke about doing Shakespeare, that Mark Antony’s ‘Friends, Romans,
Countrymen’ speech would be chosen. It had been bludgeoned to death by
schoolboy orators; Mark wanted something far more challenging. “Look,” said the
teacher, opening the text. “Look at this speech. It’s my favourite, so
powerful, charged with forceful imagery throughout. It may well be regarded as
the climax of the play. King Lear cries out to the gods to punish his daughters
for their wickedness. He curses them with barrenness, so that they will never
have children to love them, since they have so shamefully treated him. But if
they succeed in bearing children, these children will grow up to hurt them, in
the same way as they have hurt their poor old father. Don’t you think the theme
is just right? Listen, I’ll read the speech to you:


Hear, Nature, hear; dear goddess, hear;


Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend 


To make this creature fruitful. 


Into her womb convey sterility, 


Dry up in her the organs of increase, 


And from her derogate body never spring 


A babe to honor her. If she must teem, 


Create her child of spleen, that it may live


And be a thwart disnatured torment to her. 


Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth, 


With cadent tears fret channels in her cheeks,



Turn all her mother’s pains and benefits 


To laughter and contempt, that she may feel 


How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is 


To have a thankless child. Away, away!


Mark was impressed. He was visibly excited
by the challenge of the speech, especially when his teacher had told him, “Even
Pre-University students will not be able to manage a speech like that. But you
can, Mark. With a little bit of coaching, you can manage. Remember, the judges
include University professors who are probably going to yawn at the namby-pamby
that I know some of the contestants have chosen – snowy clouds and daffodils
and waves breaking over rocks, and all that stuff. I know Miss de Silva from
the Convent has chosen a silly poem from Tennyson for one of her students. We
go along with something sophisticated, something that gives you scope for real
expression, something that is at the same time, related to social issues in
Singapore!” Moreover his father had told him, Minister had once again spoken of
him, called him the budding orator. The teacher’s enthusiasm was infectious.
Mark looked very happy.


“I’m making arrangements for Mark to listen
to a tape recording of King Lear,” he told Angela at lunch. “The actor taking
the part is no other than Richard Burton. And there’s a certain expatriate
teacher in the Premier Junior College, a Mr Roy Nicholls, who’s an expert in
correct pronunciation and intonation. He’s a good friend of mine, and I’m
getting him to coach Mark in these aspects. I’m not very good in these,” in a
tone of humility.


Angela helped him to another bowl of Hokkien
mee, very pleased with this committed and inspiring teacher. She did not say
very much to him, apart from the niceties of polite conversation, in case she
said something that might embarrass Mark who was a very sensitive boy. But
later she told Mee Kin, with an enthusiasm bordering on elation, that it was a
good thing that there was such a teacher in Mark’s school to develop his
potential to the fullest.


“If only we had more teachers like that in
Singapore,” she said, taking out a tier of the Hokkien mee soup, and then
another tier of the boiled pork, prawns and vegetables.


“How thoughtful of you,” said Mee Kin. “Just
when I was longing for some Hokkien mee! Wait, I have something to show you.”


Mee Kin led her to the guest bedroom where
stood a large antique bed with a carved top and posts, resplendent with new
oriental silk bed-curtains. Angela gasped.


“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Where did you
get it? You never told me!”


“I meant it as a surprise,” replied the
amiable Mee Kin. “Dorothy had the same reaction. I picked it up at the old
junk-shop in Irrawaddy Road. There was only one left and I grabbed it. Then I
had it done up by the man who’s been doing up Dorothy’s antiques.”


“It looks as if I’m the only one without an
antique bed!” cried Angela laughing. “But listen, Mee Kin, I’ve no time to talk
now, I must fly. Mark’s tutor is still in the house. If he stays till three, I
must get some tea and kueh ready for him!”


She bought a new cassette recorder for Mark
to practise his speech, as the old one was not functioning properly. The
teacher appeared to have some difficulty obtaining the King Lear tape
recording. Angela made inquiries at the British Council and was overjoyed to
find the tape available, and that it could be rented out. She brought the tape
back breathlessly to her son, her joy, and was rewarded by an appreciative
smile and a “Thanks, Mum.”


“You can practise with me as your audience,”
she teased her son. “I’ll listen. It sounds a very good speech indeed.” But
Mark preferred to practise in the privacy of his room.


Angela’s heart glowed with pride as, passing
her son’s room, she heard his voice, loud and steady and strong. The boy was a
natural orator; Angela paused outside the door and heard the young, firm voice
rise in a crescendo of feeling at the end of the speech.


“How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to
have a thankless child!”



Chapter 12


 


The
annoyance that Angela felt about the arrangement  – a
highly undesirable arrangement – was heightened by the knowledge that Wee Tiong
and Gek Choo (I tell you they’re snakes, real snakes) had kept the
information from her for weeks. It was by pure chance that she came to know of
it. She had not been visiting the old one lately, and had sent a tiffin carrier
of food through Ah Kum Soh who came to collect it, but the wretched woman
didn’t have the sense to tell her. Then she had rung up Gek Choo, to inquire
about the little baby who had had his first operation. It was Old Mother who
answered the phone. Angela had thought it was a casual visit, to see the baby,
but it turned out that the old one had actually been asked by Wee Tiong and Gek
Choo to stay with them.


The old one had later insisted that she
herself had offered to take care of the baby when Gek Choo went back to work.
Angela saw things differently. She was vehement in her complaints, first to her
husband and then to her friends.


“A servant, an unpaid servant,” she had said
angrily. “That’s what your mother is now. A 71-year-old lady being made to take
care of a sick infant so that Gek Choo can go back to her cashier’s job at the
bank. Oh yes, I know – they say it’s temporary – they’re looking for a servant.
But you mark my words. Once the old lady is there, there will be no servant.
They’ll make her stay on and on and save on a servant. I know them!”


She became angrier and angrier.


“What’s happened to that big hoo-ha about
the flat being too small?” she demanded of her husband, while he sat, trying to
read the newspaper. “That flat is too small when it comes to taking in an old
mother, but not an old, unpaid servant! Do you know, Boon, where your mother
sleeps? In the room with the four girls! Crowded together, like sardines. And
she has to tend to that sick child from eight in the morning till five in the
evening, when Gek Choo returns from work. And I dare not think what food she
eats there. This is intolerable, Boon! How are you going to take it when your
friends see your poor old mother like that, no better than a servant? Dr Toh
Wee Boon, doing work among the poor old folks in Minister’s constituency, and
his own mother the victim of her unscrupulous children!”


“But she’ll be there for a short while only
to help out, while they look for a servant,” said Boon wearily. “She doesn’t
seem to mind it.”


“For a short while only!” Angela
expostulated. “Their short while means forever, if it means a saving of money,
to acquire more properties and of course your mother doesn’t mind. She can be
as soft as mud, for people to tread on. Look at how that unscrupulous Ah Kum
Soh is exploiting her? One of these days I’m going to check on her jewellery.
That woman is not above persuading Old Mother to part with her jewellery on
pretence of wanting to see some sin-seh to cure her wretched idiot son.”


“Old Mother says that she will leave as soon
as Ah Siong comes back,” said Boon.


“And when will Ah Siong come back?” demanded
Angela. “Pardon me for being so harsh, Boon, but you know it and I know it.
That brother of yours has no intention of coming back. See how many courses of
study he has taken up and abandoned? Now I hear that he and the Australian
divorcee have separated, that he’s joined some religious sect and is going
around preaching and evangelising. Remember the letters he had written about
her, in the first ardour of their relationship? He called her ‘angel’ and the
most wonderful woman in the world and the anchor of his world that had put an
end to his years of drifting or something like that. Every letter was full of
praises for her. He really was mad over her. And now it appears he’s chucked
her aside for religion. I wonder what he’ll do next?”


“You do what you think right, I really have
nothing to say in the matter,” said Boon in weary vexation. His wife softened.
“I’m really thinking of your old mother,” she said, with less fire. “She’s
already 71 years old, a simple, soft-hearted old woman who’s quite lost in a
society like ours. She can be very irritating at times, as you well know, and
the children and I, as well as Mooi Lan, have found some of her ways odd and
annoying. But that’s beside the point. She’s old and cannot be exploited in
this shameful manner. Do you know, Boon,” with the renewed energy of one who
holds the best information for the last, “do you know that Ah Tiong is planning
to apply for shares in her name, and to claim that fantastic reduction in
income tax for those who have old parents staying with them? You see, he and
Gek Choo have thought over everything very carefully.”


Boon said again, “You do as you like,” and
left the room, Angela thought peevishly, That’s just like you, unwilling to
face problems. Always letting me deal with problems. She remembered something
and shouted after him, “And do you know that the lifts in that wretched block
of 

flats keep breaking down? Your old mother will have to climb seven flights of
steps as I once did!”


She took lots of delicious steaming hot food
to Old Mother, she bought a mattress to replace the thin cotton stuffed one
that Old Mother was sleeping on in the flat. She saw Old Mother washing some
cups and glasses at the sink and promptly took over.


She asked Gek Choo, with pointed malice,
“And when is your servant coming?”


“Kim Lan Soh is still looking,” said Gek
Choo with quiet complacence. “I interviewed one yesterday, and she didn’t seem
suitable. Old Mother herself didn’t find her suitable.” Fuming, Angela walked
into the room where the baby lay in a cradle. He was slightly bigger, he looked
better. Old Mother was all solicitousness as she rocked him in the cradle. Old
Mother looked thinner and paler – who could wonder at that? – but she was all
devotion to the puny little boy. She carried him up in her arms for Angela to
see, but she was in no mood to hold the child, so full of resentment was she
against the parents.


“I knew this kind of thing would happen –
what can you expect from such a squalid environment?” was her response when she
heard the story from Gek Choo. Gek Choo had related the incident reluctantly
and only because Angela, having heard it from another quarter, was bent on
eliciting the truth from her.


“Yes,” she had said. It was true that Old
Mother had got robbed of her gold chain. She was in the market one Sunday
morning with the idiot one. The idiot one had called and Old Mother wanted to
take him to eat at one of the food stalls in the market. Two men had come along
and struck up a conversation with Old Mother. Then they produced a round white
stone which they claimed to be a magic stone, with extraordinary properties.
They dropped the stone into a glass of water; nothing happened. They made Old
Mother drop the stone into another glass of water; nothing happened. But when
they made the idiot one drop the stone into his glass of water, the colour
turned black. This, they explained, meant that the idiot one had a rare
disease, which could only be cured by the magic stone. She was to say a prayer
every morning and every night over the stone, and drop it into a glass of water
for the idiot one to drink. He would be cured of his malady within three
months.


Old Mother had no money to pay for the magic
stone, but agreed to part with the gold chain around her neck. She did not tell
anyone about the stone when she returned, but Wee Tiong saw her performing the
rites and wormed the truth out of her. He took her down to the market place the
next morning to see if she could identify the tricksters so that he could hand
them over to the police, but they were either nowhere to be seen or Old Mother
could not identify them.


“What do you expect from surroundings like
that?” cried Angela angrily. “The market in that miserable housing estate teems
with gangsters and confidence tricksters! One of these days, Old Mother is
going to get robbed of her jade bangle, the diamond ear-studs we gave her for
her birthday, and God knows what else. She puts all her jewellery in an old
blue cloth bag which she leaves carelessly in a drawer or cupboard. If we, her
sons and daughters-in-law, don’t protect her from these evil elements in
society, who will?”


Angela suggested that Gek Choo keep all Old
Mother’s jewellery in her safe deposit box in the bank. “I have no safe deposit
box,” said Gek Choo and Angela thought, Of course, your Chinaman husband would 

never allow you to buy jewellery. Every cent has to go into properties, and
more properties.


The turn of events was unexpected. Angela
received a call from Gek Choo. Old Mother had fallen and twisted her ankle. She
had also gone down with fever. Would Angela come over and take her to see Boon?


Angela went immediately. That decides it,
she thought, Old Mother comes to stay with us. It’s not a prospect I relish –
the Lord knows I dread it – but I just can’t bear the thought of those mean
vipers exploiting a poor old woman. If necessary, I shall get another servant
to take care of her.


Old Mother wanted to return to her own
house, but Angela said firmly, “Mother, you are not well. You need someone to
take care of you. When you are well, you can return to your own house. But for
the time being, you stay with Boon and me. Mooi Lan can cook for you. Ah Kum
Soh and her son can continue staying in your house if they like, but you must
get well. You’ve grown very thin and pale, and that’s not good for an old
person. We’ll take good care of you.”


“You are very kind,” murmured Old Mother.
“When Ah Siong comes back, he can take care of me.”


You poor fool, thought Angela, and she was
suddenly overcome with compassion for her old mother-in-law. It would not be
long before the new house was ready. That was the best possible compromise. Meanwhile,
she had to do her duty.



Chapter 13


 


Angela was
profuse in her apologies for having dragged Mee Kin
along to the house, to the old musty room, where upon entrance the two women,
suitably attired in T-shirts and slacks and with their hair covered with
headscarves for the task ahead, were hit in the faces by a cloud of dust and
the smell of decay and death.


Mee Kin said, “You know I wanted to come
along. I told you long ago that it would be foolish to leave these things to
rot. A lot of them might be valuable.” It turned out that none was worth
picking up, except the old carved bed with the four posts around which writhed
the ferocious dragons or serpents; it was difficult to tell which.


“This is a treasure worth restoring,” said
the knowledgeable Mee Kin. “Mine isn’t half as handsome. And this is even
better than Dorothy’s. It may look ugly to you now, dear, but once it’s come
back from the antique restorer’s shop – voilà! – you wouldn’t believe
your eyes!”


“Our first task is to get rid of those
dreadful layers of dust and cobwebs,” said Angela. She looked round the room
with a shiver. “This room really gives me the creeps. We’ll have to spend the
whole morning cleaning it up.”


Mee Kin had good-naturedly brought along her
maidservant to help clear up the mess; Angela could not spare Mooi Lan who had
to see about the children’s lunch as well as Boon’s lunch, if he came back from
the clinic. “All these old chairs and things – we’ll have to get rid of them,”
said Angela. “My God, who would believe that the old one could have accumulated
so much rubbish? Look, even empty biscuit tins and paper bags. They’ll all have
to go.”


Angela brought Mee Kin to have a good look
at the altar cups and jars. Mee Kin’s eyes lit up with recognition.


“Yes, they’re genuine antiques,” she said
with mounting excitement. “They’re worth keeping, Angie. Dorothy has a few
pieces exactly like these and she keeps them in a special show-case.”


“I can easily replace them with the pretty
tea-cups and jars being sold at S K Han’s,” said Angela, delighted by the new
acquisition. “My mother-in-law won’t mind, as they’ll hold the tea offerings
and whatnot just as well.”


The small piercing eyes in the framed
photograph above the altar again compelled her to look up. She looked up
quickly, then averted the gaze.


“Isn’t it creepy,” she later whispered to
Mee Kin. “The old man’s eyes seem to follow me everywhere.”


“My father-in-law’s photo gave me the same
eerie feelings,” confided Mee Kin. “My mother-in-law was, in many ways, more
eccentric than yours. She talked to the photograph for hours, in the last
months before her death.”


“If only these old ones were like your
mother!” cried Angela, who really liked the easy-going affable old lady of 67.
Mee Kin said she had just returned from a holiday in Australia to visit Mee
Kin’s brother and wife there.


“Do you know,” said Mee Kin, “she came back
and left off the old taboo of beef! Now she’s eating beef – even beef
hamburgers – like any of us. ‘If you don’t eat beef, there’s nothing to eat in
Australia,’ she said, and proceeded to enjoy herself at those Sunday barbecues
at the park that my brother and sister-in-law took her to.”


Angela marvelled at the contrast between Mee
Kin’s mother and her mother-in-law. “The old one won’t even come near butter,”
she said, “and is averse to leather goods like leather handbags and belts.
Would you believe it? I daren’t imagine what it’s going to be like now that
she’s coming to stay with us. Mark must have his steak a few times a week.
Michelle adores Mooi Lan’s beef patties. We’ll just have to see how things go.
What to do?”


The bed again took up their attention. “I
think it was their marital bed,” said Angela. “My mother-in-law was married at
the age of 18, though she didn’t have children till she was in her 20s. She was
virtually raped on her wedding night. You know what it was like in those days.”
She looked at the bed and laughed. “This bed probably has a rich and colourful
history of rape, incest, debauchery! I read somewhere – was it in Pearl S.
Buck? – about the rich lords of mansions and their young sons taking turns to
carry young bondmaids to their beds to deflower! My mother-in-law once told me
of a grand-uncle who was like that. My Mark is too young. If he were older, he
would probably write a colourful history of this bed!”


The history was less enchanting than the
tangible reality. Angela paid a visit out of curiosity to the antique restorer
while he was still in the process of restoration and gasped in pleased
astonishment at the transformation taking place before her very eyes. They were
serpents, not dragons; the original splendour of their superbly carved scales,
the open mouths with the long protruding tongues, the expressive eyes were
coaxed out by the patient skilful hands of the restorer.


“How marvellous, how simply marvellous,”
breathed Angela, already seeing it in the master bedroom in her house. It would
have pride of place in the new house. She thought of suitable silken drapes for
this magnificent bed. “And to think,” she said, “it could have rotted away,
have become a heap of dust!”


Old Mother had handed over her jewellery in
the old blue cloth bag for safe-keeping. Angela had bought a pretty lacquer box
from S K Han’s to replace the ugly old blue cloth bag. In the privacy of her
room she emptied the contents of the cloth bag on to her bed, wanting to see if
the foolish old one had lost any of her jewellery besides the gold chain.


It gave her a deep sense of satisfaction to
identify many pieces of jewellery as gifts from her and Boon over the years.
The diamond ear-studs, a gold ring with an oval piece of jade, a gold bracelet
with a row of six round pieces of jade, a gold bar. The worth of these items
must have tripled, quadrupled. She saw the gold ring given by Wee Tiong and Gek
Choo; she studied it closely, convinced it was not gold. There was a long thin
gold chain, which she could not remember having previously seen. She had never
seen Old Mother wear it. Then she recollected: it had belonged to her late
father-in-law; the old man had worn it right to the moment of his death.


There were four small metal cylinders, like
the one that the idiot wore round his neck, containing the charm bought for
$200 from the swindling temple priests. Why were there so many charms among the
jewellery? Or perhaps each contained a small piece of jewellery? Angela took
one up, pulled it apart easily. Something fell out, a rolled-up piece of yellow
paper with Chinese words on it. There was something inside the little roll of
paper; Angela unrolled it carefully, afraid to tear the frail paper. A small
withered coil, as of dried skin or flesh fell out, tied round in the middle by
a piece of red string.


Angela stared, not knowing what it was;
moments later, she walked rapidly to the bathroom to retch for she felt quite
ill.


The umbilical cord – now she remembered.
Boon had once told her that his mother kept the umbilical cords of all her
children, as was the custom among superstitious Chinese, as a symbol of the
bond between parent and child.


So the four little metal cylinders carried
within them the umbilical cords of the four sons. Angela wondered with a tremor
of terror, whose umbilical cord she had inadvertently unrolled, and which was
now lying on her bed?


She pulled out a piece of tissue paper from
the box of Kleenex in the bathroom, strode with grim determination to the bed,
threw it on the dried, shrivelled little coil of flesh, hastily picked it up
and put it back with the roll of yellow paper into the cylinder. She would
never touch these things again. She would return them to the old one, and keep
the jewellery in the lacquer box for her in a safe place. And she would never
tell Mark. It would be unfair to add to the burden that the boy already carried,
of the dreadful irrationalities and weirdnesses of his forbears.


Angela went to the bathroom a second time,
to wash her hands and rinse her mouth. There was a horrible taste in it.



Chapter 14


 


The
inevitable first visit of courtesy by the two brothers-in-law
and their wives was made shortly after the old one had settled in. Angela,
dreading the prospect of two separate visits, two separate lunches, two
afternoons of tedium, had manipulated for the two sons and their wives to come
on the same day. “Like this,” she explained to Mee Kin, “there will be less
strain on Mooi Lan. The poor girl is already quite terrified of the prospect of
having to attend to the difficult old one in addition to her other work. She
hasn’t said anything but I must try to get another servant. That miserable
Aminah has gone on maternity leave again, and I’ve got someone to take her
place for the time being. Mooi Lan has to keep an eye on this one all the time;
one morning she caught her taking home some eggs and tinned stuff in a paper
bag! Poor Mooi Lan, she’s cook, housekeeper, watchdog, all rolled into one.”


The girl had helped Angela get ready Old
Mother’s room. It was the guest-room handsomely done up (“But you mark my
words,” Angela said sadly to Mee Kin, “she is going to turn it into a pig-sty
soon, what with her mania for collecting old paper bags and biscuit tins and
bottles. You mark my words.”) with a colour television set as the old one
sometimes liked to watch the Cantonese serials.


“I really don’t know what will happen when
SBC dubs all dialect serials in Mandarin,” said Angela to her visitors, as she
took them to see Old Mother’s room, to point out the new colour television set,
neatly atop a lace-covered table, a comfortable distance from the bed, covered
by a crisp blue and green bedspread. “I suppose she won’t want to watch TV any
more then, and then this set will be redundant.”


Wee Tiong and Gek Choo looked better; much
of the strain of the earlier weeks had left their faces. The baby boy was
better and was being cared for by the elderly Kim Lan Soh. Chwee Hwa was big
enough for play school now and no longer needed her. Angela had heard rumours
from Ah Kum Soh that Gek Choo’s mother had consulted a temple medium about
their sickly son, and the medium had said that the boy’s destiny and his
grandmother’s did not match. They had to be kept apart.


So this was why the old one was quickly
evicted, thought Angela, her earlier revulsion of her brother-in-law and his
wife returning. All this anxiety about the old woman falling down and twisting
her ankle and needing a place to rest was pure bullshit. They got her quickly
enough when they needed her to take care of the child; they got rid of her as
quickly when they found she was of no use! Those vipers. How can they treat a
poor old woman in this way?


There was something else that rankled. Ah
Kum Soh had told her that Wee Tiong and Gek Choo had hinted, had actually
stated, that Angela had manipulated to get the old one to stay with her because
she could then lay hands on the heap of antiques in the old one’s house,
antiques worth thousands of dollars. This could not be allowed to pass. “Ah Tiong,
Gek Choo, come and look at the antique bed I rescued from the old dark room in
the wooden house, remember?” she said brightly, leading them upstairs to the
master bedroom where the bed, fully restored, with maroon bed curtains, stood
in all its splendour. “I had it assessed. It is said to be worth about $4,000.
I thought it only proper to pay Old Mother the amount, minus the cost of the
restoration. The money has been banked in for her, I thought it only proper.”
She went on to say that the other things were quite useless, except for a few
altar cups and jars. Mee Kin’s servant girl had kindly cleaned the furniture
and things, as well as the old dark room. It was very clean now, properly
fumigated and the things were neatly stacked in a corner. Wee Tiong and Gek
Choo, if they were interested, could have them; they had only to tell Ah Kum
Soh who was managing the house now.


Gek Choo said, “No, thank you. We have
hardly enough room in our flat as it is,” and the subject of the so-called
treasure trove in Old Mother’s house was never referred to again.


Gloria admired the bed, feeling the richness
of the silken maroon bed curtains, but recoiled at the four serpents’ heads on
the bed-posts.


Angela led them to see the altar for the old
man; it was in a neat little corner at the back, hidden from sight by a pretty
Chinese screen of four folding panels. Mooi Lan wiped off the joss-stick ash
from the altar table every day and removed withered petals that had fallen off
the flower jars. Old Mother tended to be careless sometimes. The oranges on the
plates would be soft and rotting before she realised it, the little cups of tea
stale and murky.


Gloria looked away from the framed
photograph of the old man. She was sure to have another frightful dream of him;
he persisted in coming out of photographs, out of graves and coffins to pursue
her. She was never without her rosary at night, each rosary bead filled with
the holy water of Lourdes, kept under her pillow or tightly gripped in her
hand.


It was the presence of the holy water-filled
beads that had dispelled those frightful dreams and allowed her, instead, to
see herself with her sisters, amidst laughing summer roses and fruit, in
faraway happier lands.


Gloria looked much better, and Angela
commended her on her improved looks. She had brought more snapshots to show,
and this time Michelle and Gek Choo’s four little girls monopolised them,
passing them on to one another and chattering happily. Michelle spoke proudly
of the Australian holiday she had taken with her parents and brothers. She said
she too had picked apples from apple trees and ridden on a pony. The eldest of
the four girls ran to her father and said petulantly, “Pa, why don’t you take
us to Australia too? The only place we’ve been so far is Johore Bahru!” 


Wee Tiong laughed a short sharp laugh and
said, “We can’t afford anything so expensive! You’re not as rich as your
cousins, you know!”


“Poor girls,” Angela said to Mee Kin later.
“The furthest they have been to is Johore Bahru.” Old Mother had looked a little
despondent at first, and Angela had confided to the visitors that somehow she
had come to hear about Ah Siong and the Australian divorcee. But Angela and
Boon had assured her that there was no Australian woman, and so she was not to
worry at all. They were right on a technicality of course: The woman had left
and Ah Siong was now alone, but deeply immersed in some religious pursuits, in
a sect known as Brotherhood in Christ or something like that.


They had not told the old one of the latest
development; let her be spared the pain of the truth of this wayward son, the
son on whom she pinned all her hopes.


There was animated chatter about the wastrel
son, out of the hearing of Old Mother. In this, there was a semblance of
camaraderie among them, and several times Wee Tiong and Gek Choo nodded in
agreement as Angela spoke spiritedly against the youngest brother-in-law who
had, to date, spent at least $100,000 in Australia without having anything to
show for it.


The subject was changed when Boon returned.
He apologised for being unable to join them for lunch, as he had to rush off to
attend a Rotary lunch meeting. He was not in the best of spirits. Angela tried
to distract attention from him for Boon was not one to hide his feelings and
just now his moroseness had a dampening effect on conversation and caused
everyone to stop talking and sit by in uneasy silence. Angela knew the cause;
Minister had seemed to be less pleased with her husband of late, and had shown
it in a variety of ways. The proposal for membership in Parliament seemed too
long in coming, and might not come at all for Minister was now known to be
looking around elsewhere. It was most distressing. Poor Boon, troubles did not
come singly for him. The Restaurant Horiatis of which he had a share was not
doing well; there were plans to close it down. Those stupid Indonesian
businessmen. Boon should never have trusted them in the first place, thought
Angela. A distraction presented itself – not exactly what Angela would have
wished for, but at least it had the effect of turning attention away from 

her morose husband who sat chain-smoking and looking absently into space. There
was a clamour at the door, and Ah Kum Soh walked in, followed by her idiot son
who went up to Old Mother, making a lot of noise and then looked round for
Michael. The boy came bounding down the stairs and the idiot one gurgled with
delight. Old Mother smiled too, and began bustling round in the kitchen to
provide lunch for the new visitors, as they had not yet eaten.


“Mooi Lan, get the food on the table. Don’t
let Old Mother do it, she’ll only mess things up, and then you’ll have more
cleaning up to do in the end,” Angela whispered with urgency. She herself went
into the kitchen to help Mooi Lan. She hoped the wretched day would soon be
over.


“Mooi Lan! Wait! That’s beef, it’s for the
children’s dinner tonight,” cried Angela, surprised at the girl’s
absentminded-ness. Mooi Lan had gone upstairs with a cup of hot coffee for
Boon, had then come down and bungled things.


“My God, not the beef,” cried Angela with
some irritation, “Have you forgotten, Mooi Lan, that dreadful fuss, just two
days after she came here to stay? I don’t want anything of that sort to happen
again.”


It was an unfortunate incident. They were
all having dinner together and there was a plate of fried beef and vegetables,
Mark’s favourite. Old Mother had realised that it was beef only when the tips
of her chopsticks picked up a piece. She dropped the piece of beef in a hurry,
dropped the chopsticks too for they were now contaminated and picking up her
bowl of rice, went into the kitchen in a fit of pique where she sat by herself
at a small table, finishing the rest of her food with a new pair of chopsticks.
From that day she kept her utensils and chopsticks separately in a corner of
her cupboard, bringing them out only at meal-times.


“Would you believe such eccentricity, such
unreasonableness?” she had asked Mee Kin, but at the time, she calmly told her
family to go on eating and to finish the meal. She then made arrangements for
the family to eat together only on non-beef days; on steak days, the children
had dinner early or ate in a separate part of the house.


“If she were like Mee Kin’s mother,” said
Angela wearily, “I wouldn’t have to resort to such ridiculous arrangements.
Imagine my poor children not being able to eat beef in their own house!”


“Grandma, why don’t you eat beef?” the
innocent Michelle had asked one evening, going to her grandmother who was
sitting by herself in the room.


“I’ll tell you a story,” said Old Mother,
and she smiled when she saw Michael sit down on the floor beside his sister, at
her feet.


“A very, very long time ago, a man died, and
his soul went up to the Almighty God in Heaven. Now he would have to be reborn
and come back to live on earth, and the Almighty God was not sure whether to
send him back to earth as a human being, an animal or an insect.


‘I know, I’ll send you back to earth as a
cow,’ said the Almighty. At this, the man began to weep and protest loudly.


‘Not as a cow,’ he wept. ‘A cow’s life is
the most miserable. It works all day in the fields, ploughing, drawing up
water. It is not given any rest, andwhen it can no longer work, its master
takes it to the slaughter house and with a long knife, cuts off his head, so
that its flesh can be eaten!’


The man wept for a long time, but the
Almighty said, ‘No, no, that is a very unfair thing to say. Man is not so
ungrateful a creature. He will never work an animal, then kill it for its
flesh.’ The man was finally convinced by the Almighty. So he was reborn and
came back to earth as a cow. The poor cow, from the moment it was capable of
work, was made to work from morning till night. But it bore all its sufferings
patiently, thinking to itself, ‘Never mind, when I can no longer work, I shall die
peacefully as the Almighty has promised.’ But one day, when the cow was no
longer capable of work in the fields, its master brought it to the slaughter
house. The animal wept, big tears rolled down from its eyes, but the master had
no pity. As the big knife descended on its neck, it let off a piteous howl, a
howl of pain so powerful it pierced the sky and reached the ears of the
Almighty. The Almighty covered up his ears to stop the painful cry, and then in
a loud angry voice he said, ‘I did not know man could be such an ungrateful
creature! From this very day I forbid all my followers to touch the flesh of a
cow!’”


Michael and Michelle listened entranced.
Mark, to whom Michelle later told the story, said it differed significantly
from the legend of the cow that he had read in his book of Chinese legends.
They were beautiful legends, beautifully illustrated. Angela had read all of
them and enjoyed them. Why, Angela wondered with some sadness, had beautiful
legends like the legend of the cow translated into clumsy, unreasonable
superstitions that made life more difficult for others?



Chapter 15


 


“You look
carefully,” said Old Mother. “You look carefully at the
moon and you will see a woman. She’s the lady of the moon. She washes her hair
in the water of a stream, then dries it, and sticks a jade comb in it. A comb
of real jade – not like mine, which has only a small pinhead of jade.” And she
good-humouredly removed the jade pin from the knot of hair at the back of her
head to show the children.


Michelle giggled, clapped her hands to her
mouth, looked to her mother and giggled again. Then she listened intently to
her grandmother. She liked listening to stories. Every day in school, she asked
her teachers for stories.


“The lady of the moon combs her hair and
sings. She is tired of her jade comb. She wants another one – a gold one. And
she invites the man on the other side of the moon to come. If he wants to marry
her, he must bring a gold comb. That will make her very happy.”


“Are there really people on the moon?” asked
Michelle.


“The lady of the moon – last time you told
us she tried to cross a river on her small feet and she drowned,” said Michael,
and the clarity in his voice and the sweetness of his face brought a catch to
Angela’s throat as she sat, watching the children listening to their
grandmother while Mooi Lan cleared the dinner things in the kitchen. He never speaks
to me with that clarity and sweetness, she thought sadly. My poor Michael. How
can I get him to be like the other two?


“The moon’s an uninhabited planet. It’s
waterless. The conditions there are not fit for human habitation. Nobody can
live there,” said Mark with eldest-brother hauteur. He hated to see his younger
brother and sister listen to nonsense and superstition. Once he wrote a
composition on ‘Superstitions’ which won him first prize in an inter-school
essay-writing competition. In it, he wrote:


 


My grandmother believes that an eclipse of the
moon is caused by a dragon trying to swallow the moon! She beats two tin cans
together, very loudly, to scare the dragon away and so save the moon. When
there is a flash of lightning in the sky, my grandmother makes quick motions
with her lips, pressing them together, with funny ‘pup-pup-pup’ sounds. In this
way, she is swallowing the power of the lightning which will make her stronger
and more virtuous! My grandmother says that to dream of human excreta is a sign
of coming luck.


 


Michelle, who read all her brother’s
compositions so that she could talk to her friends about them, had asked what
human excreta was, and had then asked, “Why didn’t you write just ‘shit’, Mark?
It’s easier,” but her brother had merely said, “Don’t be crude” and taken back
the composition book from her.


Mark had won first prize.


“The lady of the moon drowned because with
her very small feet, she couldn’t cross the bridge over the river,” said Old
Mother. “But the man on the other side of the moon sent a big band of silk –
with many colours, silver, pink, purple. The lady clung to the silk and was
saved.”


“How can she cling to the silk if she’s
drowned?” asked Michelle.


“She came to life, when she saw the band of
silk,” said Michael. ‘The man on the other side of the moon gave her not one
gold comb, but two – the second one was actually silver, washed him gold like
Grandma’s belt. It looks like gold, but actually it’s only silver, washed in
gold.”


Old Mother laughed. She touched Michael on
the cheek and laughed again. She laughed so rarely it came almost as a shock to
Angela, listening, watching, but, thought Angela, better to have her talking
nonsense and laughing than moping and complaining to the gossipy neighbours.


Dear God, if only Michael would talk to me
like that, she thought sadly.


“There was an old man. He lived in a temple
on the top of a mountain – ” said Old Mother.


“Another story – good,” said Michelle,
hugging her knees.


“An old man with skin like yellow paper and
teeth yellower than mine,” and Old Mother showed her teeth, brown stumps where
they were not gold. Michael laughed and said, “Aiya, Grandma. You are funny!”
The hours went by, but Old Mother, as if to make up for her long days of sullen
silence, went on and on in garrulous good humour. The clatter in the kitchen
ceased. Mooi Lan came out, neat in spite of the cleaning up, and brought Angela
her cup of coffee.


Angela whispered, “In one of her rare good
moods. Storytelling. Watch,” and Mooi Lan bent over and whispered back, “She
was like this yesterday evening, too – when you were out for your mahjong game.
Doctor, like you, was amused. He said to me, ‘Have the children done their
homework? Are they going to listen to stories all night?’ But he was rather
pleased, like you. Such a relief from the usual complaints and curses!”


The two women smiled, conspiratorially.


“This woman – she was very devoted to her
mother-in-law.”


Another story. The children were rapt or
rather, Michael and Michelle were rapt, Michelle still giggling. Mark had
abruptly left. He thought he knew what the story was going to be about. If it
was the stupid one about the stupid lady who gave suck to her old mother-in-law
out of a sense of filial piety, he would scream – he hated that one – it filled
him with intense loathing because of what they had told him when he was only a
small boy, but which he had never forgotten. His mother had later told him that
what he heard wasn’t true, but it remained with him, the hateful story, and any
reminder of the incident – he didn’t care whether it was true or made up –
filled him with shame and anger. If his friends in school heard about it, he
would die of shame.


“This woman – she had true filial piety,”
said Old Mother, and while the two children listened, rapt, Angela stiffened,
anticipating the veiled insults. The old one was always hurling insults at her,
but these were always veiled, oblique. She was not a child, she could feel the
barbs instantly.


“This woman – she said to the mosquitoes,
come and bite me, all of you. Bite me till my body is bumpy all over. But do
not bite my old mother-in-law. So the mosquitoes had their fill of her and left
the mother-in-law alone. And in the cold winter season, when the mattress was
as ice to the body, she lay on it for hours, taking the cold into her own body
and letting out the warmth, so that her old mother-in-law could sleep on a warm
bed.


And then there came famine and starvation.
People were eating the roots and bark of trees. This woman had no food, but
there was a little milk in her, and so she lifted her blouse and invited her
old mother-in-law to come and suck at her breast, to take nourishment from
whatever was left in her body – ”


Mark, sitting not too far away, though
apparently absorbed in the Book of Scientific Knowledge, made sounds of intense
irritation.


His mother went up to him and bent over him,
protectively. “Never mind, darling,” she said. “She’s old. She’s old and
superstitious and talks nonsense. She also wants to imply that I’m not a good
daughter-in-law. Never mind that stupid story. What Kheem Chae told you wasn’t
true. It wasn’t you she tried to feed that night. It was one of the other
grandchildren – ”


“DON’T TALK TO ME ABOUT IT!” The tears had
sprung to the boy’s eyes. He had once, on a visit to Haw Par Villa, seen the
whole pantheon of gods, goddesses and mythological figures. Everything had
filled him with delight and fascination – the gods in heaven, the demons in
hell – until the obscene figurines of the young lady lifting her blouse to
suckle her white-haired mother-in-law crouching at her feet – the boy had
turned away, embarrassed, confused, and then the hateful story that she had
tried to feed him that night when he was crying for his mother and she didn’t
know how to stop him crying had blended with the obscene image and caused
intense shame. He saw the withered breast, himself pulling at it – and he threw
up. It was no use now telling him it was another baby, not him. Mark ran out of
the room.


Michael leaned against his grandmother’s
knee and gurgled. “Look at my bangle,” said Old Mother, and the two children
came closer to study the band of solid jade round her left wrist.


“You see the bright green of this bangle,
except for the few pale specks here and there?”


“Yes, I see,” said Michael.


“Well, when I first bought the bangle 20
years ago, it was all pale, not bright green,” said Old Mother. “Then as I wore
it, it became greener and greener. The green spread. That means luck. That
means the goodness is coming out of my body, through the pores of my hand, and
making the bangle green, bright green. I’m going to be lucky! I’m going to buy
a lottery ticket tomorrow, and win the first prize!”


Michael gazed at her rapt. “And what will
you do with your money?”


“I shall give half to your uncle Siong in
Australia (Old Mother said ‘Ow-say-lyah’). Then I shall use some to send Ah
Bock to China. They tell me there’s a clever surgeon there who can cut open his
head and remove the water there. It’s the water in his head that makes him like
this. Otherwise he’s all right.”


“I don’t like Uncle Bock, Grandma. He
frightens me,” said Michelle petulantly. “When he talks, saliva falls out, and
he makes loud, frightening noises. And Daddy says his disease is congenital.
That means he was born an idiot.”


“Can the surgeon take the water out of his
head?” asked Michael. “Can I go with him to China, Grandma? I can take care of
him. He doesn’t frighten me. Michelle is silly, to be so easily frightened.”


“And with some of the money, I shall buy a coffin
for Kheem Chae,” said Old Mother. “She lost all her money. Now she has no money
to buy a proper coffin – the real type of coffin, not the useless kind. It
costs a lot of money.”


“But Kheem Chae isn’t dead yet,” said
Michelle. “Anyway, where is she, Grandma?”


Old Mother’s eyes filled with tears. “In the
old death-house,” she said. “In the old death-house where death is too long in
coming. I shall be going there, too. It’s not too far away. Two buses from
here. I know how to get there.”


“Oh, Grandma, don’t die!” There was panic in
the boy’s voice as he jumped up and clasped his grandmother’s knee.


“Yes, I will die, and there’ll be nobody to
care, nobody to burn joss-sticks and paper for me,” said Old Mother, suddenly
overcome by self-pity.


Enough was enough.


“Time for bed, children,” said Angela with
severe restraint. “Michael, have you done your homework? There’s a spelling
test tomorrow, isn’t there?” But the boy had withdrawn, again, into his secret
world of private agonies and confusions.


“I ... I ...” he stuttered. Then tears
filled his eyes. His mother thought, For God’s sake, when will it end? When can
I remove him from her influence? But now she smiled with an enormous effort and
said, “Never mind, Michael darling. Mummy will help you with the spelling
tomorrow morning, before school. Will that be okay, darling?”


Old fool, she thought. You started telling
your old fool’s stories and now you’ve made one son angry and the other
confused. When will it end?



Chapter 16


 


“We should
go to the police, he deserves to be locked up,” said
Angela angrily. She held the crying girl in her arms.


She would relive the girl’s night – or
nights – of terror many times in her imagination. The drunken lurching, the use
of force in full view, of six or seven younger siblings huddled together,
pretending to sleep in the dank darkness of the atap hut, the whimpering
protestations of the mother, pale and weak, just home from the hospital after
giving birth.


“No!” The eyes dilated with horror,
pleading. “No! No!”


Police investigation would mean shame, loss
of his job, loss of her job, misery all round. “No, mem. Please, mem, no
police.” The pleading of the mother was pathetic.


“How many months now, Sharifah?” asked
Angela gently. “Three or four,” said the girl, now no longer sobbing but
sitting quietly, eyes on the floor. “Not too late,” said Angela to Mooi Lan.
“It can be done. You told me your sister had it done in her fourth month.”


“Why don’t you ask Doctor? He should know.
He’s a doctor,” said the girl, not wishing to talk about her sister.


“No. I won’t involve him in this. It’s too
nasty. I’ll see what I can do at the government hospital.”


Only months later was Angela able to tell
Mee Kin, and only then because Mee Kin said, “You’re lucky to have such a
faithful washerwoman as your Minah. Mine steals and tells lies.”


“Oh, you don’t know the trouble I’ve had
from her,” said Angela with a sigh, and then she told the story. Sharifah was
well again after only a week and went back to work. She had herself gone to see
the wretched man – given him a severe lecture, and threatened police action
should anything like that happen again.


She had not told Boon. He would have
disapproved of her action; he frowned upon anything that smacked of scandal,
even if it were only remotely connected to him or his household –
understandably, Angela explained, because of the possible offer to stand as
Member of Parliament. A politician had to be ever so careful. Nothing even
hinting of impropriety. So she had not told him, but had gone ahead with her
actions, compassion again guiding her conduct. “I’ve arranged for Minah’s
ligation,” she told Mee Kin with a sigh, “and I hope that’s the end of trouble
from that drunken beast.”


Mee Kin said, “You were very brave to go to
him. Suppose he had gone berserk and hacked you with a parang? Don’t smile,
Angela, that’s a possibility. You can’t tell with these people.”


“I’m not stupid,” said Angela and smiled
again. “He’s not the dangerous sort – only a drunken lecher. He was smiling and
apologising profusely all the time I was there, scratching his armpits. I
wasn’t afraid. I know the type.”


While Minah was at home recovering from the
birth of her baby, Sharifah came over to take her place and do the washing and
daily mopping.


Mooi Lan took her aside. She asked in
whispers, glancing to see that Angela was not around. “What was it like?” She
giggled.


Sharifah looked down, pained, red-faced.
“Have you slept with men before?” she persisted. “I had a boyfriend,” said
Sharifah after much coaxing. “But he left me when he found out.”


“Did you sleep with him?” The girl did not
answer. “Was he handsome?” The girl smiled faintly.


“He was good-looking. He looked like Hussein
Ali.”


Hussein Ali was a well-known star in the
Malay TV programmes.


“Dr Toh is very good-looking, isn’t he?”


“I don’t know,” said Sharifah, and she
turned her back to Mooi Lan, not wanting to talk any more.


“I think he’s very good-looking,” said Mooi
Lan, taking a cookie from a cookie jar and munching it.


She leant on the kitchen table on her
elbows, her arms brought close together, and she looked down with sly
satisfaction at her young firm breasts, pushed together almost into bursting
roundness by her arms. She smiled again.



Chapter 17


 


It was the
third time that Mooi Lan had swept the floor that day.
That was four times altogether including the first sweeping in the morning by
Sharifah. Mooi Lan went down on her knees and picked out, one by one, the stray
strands of thread where these had become entangled in the soft tufts of carpet
and could not be reached by broom or vacuum cleaner. The girl picked them up
patiently, rolled them into a ball, dropped these into the dustpan and resumed
sweeping.


Angela apologised – apologised for the old
one’s untidiness. Another malady of dotage – the endless making of patchwork
blankets that left trails of thread and small pieces of cloth all over the
floor. She was making a patchwork blanket presumably for Wee Tiong’s son. She
had made a patchwork blanket for each of her grandchildren.


Crude, hideous things, thought Angela; the
three patchwork blankets for her three children had lain in the camphor linen
chest for years. They simply could not go with the furniture and pictures and
colour scheme of the children’s bedrooms.


Angela watched Mooi Lan sweeping up the tiny
bits of thread and cloth, and realised that since the old one’s arrival, the
girl had become less communicative, even sullen.


I really must get someone to help out with
the work; she’s finding it difficult to cope, thought Angela. She had raised
Mooi Lan’s wages on the very month of Old Mother’s arrival, but she knew wage
increases made no difference to Mooi Lan. The girl had been with them four
years now, and had become part of the family. It would be extremely difficult
to replace her.


“Who turned off the flame? My medicine isn’t
properly brewed,” said Old Mother sharply, going into the kitchen where an
earthen pot bubbled with black brew, emitting a strong pungent smell. She
looked accusingly at Mooi Lan.


“Who turned off the flame?” she demanded
again. Mooi Lan said nothing and continued washing some plates at the sink.


“You are very disrespectful,” she said
severely, shaking a finger at the girl. “You show no respect to an old woman.”


She lit the cooker gas-ring again and left
the kitchen. In a few minutes, the black brew bubbled over, spilling down the
sides of the earthen pot and on to the white gleaming top of the cooker. Mooi
Lan ran out of the kitchen to call Angela.


“Her brew’s spilling over, but she won’t let
me turn off the flame,” cried the girl with restrained exasperation. “I’ve just
cleaned the cooker, but the stuff is spilling again.”


Angela got up in weary vexation and turned
off the flame; the bubbling ceased, but the cooker top was a mess. She called
Old Mother who was upstairs in her room, in a voice shrill with irritation.
“Mother! Your medicine’s boiled already! It’s spilling over!”


Old Mother came down slowly. Mooi Lan
cleaned up the mess again. The smell of the obnoxious brew lingered in the
kitchen for hours.


“I wonder why she keeps brewing and
brewing,” cried Angela in exasperation. “Does she take all that nasty stuff?
What’s it supposed to cure?”


“She gives Michael some of the brew,” said
Mooi Lan slowly. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”


“What – ” almost shrieked Angela. “She makes
Michael take the nasty stuff – whatever it is – without consulting me? How many
times has she done it, Mooi Lan? Why didn’t you tell me?”


The girl remained silent, and grew more
sullen. Angela understood what she was going through, with the old one in the
house.


“Mother, you have been giving Michael your
Chinese medicine,” said Angela with great restraint. “Why do you give him the
medicine? What illness does he have?”


“The boy is unwell,” said Old Mother. “The
medicine will cure him of his illness, strengthen him.”


“Mother,” said Angela with a patience that
surprised herself, “Michael’s father is a doctor. He knows what Michael needs.
We have the necessary vitamin pills to make him strong. Don’t trouble yourself
in the future. Let me take care of Michael.”


“The herbal brews – what were the
ingredients? What had poor Michael been ingesting?” She remembered having seen
the contents for a brew, wrapped in pink paper – dried weird things that looked
like bits of bark, dried flowers, worm casts. She remembered Boon had told her
– in the communicative days of courtship – that his mother once cured the
swollen, infected ear of a neighbour’s child by putting a cockroach’s fresh
entrails into it. Ah Siew Chae, an old servant now dead, stemmed the flow of
blood from a deep cut in her son’s foot by applying joss ash on it.


And the baby mice – she had been told about
the baby mice by Old Mother herself, and for a long time, the mere recollection
of the incident made her want to run to the bathroom. The idiot one had fallen
from a rambutan tree and had sustained injuries to his back. Old Mother sought
a cure for him. She gave him small pellets of salted vegetable leaves and told
him to swallow each - swallow, not bite. Each pellet was really a new-born
furless mouse wrapped round with a salted vegetable leaf. The idiot one
swallowed six baby mice in all, and, according to Old Mother and Ah Kum Soh,
never had any backache since.


Old Mother’s herbal brews were in her very
house, swallowed by her own son! It was inconceivable, intolerable.


Angela fought back angry tears.


“You go into Michael’s room when the boy is
asleep,” said Mooi Lan slyly, “and you look at what he’s wearing round his
neck.”


Angela turned the key in the boy’s room
softly and walked to the sleeping form curled up foetally. She had with her a
tiny pencil torch which she used to search for the offensive object. She
gasped, then with great energy, easily removed it from the boy’s neck by
snipping off the red string. The little metal cylinder rolled off the bed.
Angela bent down and picked it up quickly, and removed the red string from
round her son’s neck. She held the object tightly in her hand, breathing
heavily. The boy stirred in his sleep, moaning a little. “Oh, my poor Mikey – ”
She wanted to hold him close, but left the room instead, panting with
agitation. She paused, wondering whether to fling the hateful thing back at Old
Mother or simply throw it away. She decided to get rid of it by throwing it
into the garbage bin in front of the house.


“How horrible, how horrible,” she repeated.
“Poor Mikey. No wonder he’s like that. I wonder what other charms she’s got for
him. I must do something about this.”


Getting to be a pig-sty, as I predicted, she
thought in weary resignation as she passed Old Mother’s room and peeped in to
see a massing of boxes and paper bags on the floor. Why ever did I bring her
here? She’s a real thorn in my side, a huge thorn that goes deep into the
flesh.


She passed Mark’s room and heard him
practising for the National Speech contest. The serpent has bitten, she thought
bitterly. Its tooth goes deep and the poison spreads all round.



Chapter 18


 


If she
forgot about that dream – or was it more than a dream,
was it a vision of some kind? - the bed would be a source of pleasure, not
terror.


There it had stood, in the master bedroom, a
masterpiece of craftsmanship and impeccable taste (the silken maroon
bed-curtains had caused those handsomely carved creatures on the posts to stand
out even more impressively). But now the workmen were here, to take it away to
the home of a Mrs Daisy Perez – probably some vulgar rich woman who would
clutter the bed with garish silk cushions. The cheque for $5,500 did nothing to
still the pain. Angela instructed Mooi Lan to keep an eye on the workmen and
see that they did not spoil the wallpaper in the bedroom or knock down any
potted plant or ornament on their way down. Pained beyond expression by the
loss of the bed, Angela retired to the spare bedroom, where she sat down
heavily on the bed, wondering what explanation to give Mee Kin or Dorothy when
they came and found the bed gone. The dream – it was definitely more than a
dream – Angela put the blame squarely on her mother-in-law and that weird old
servant Ah Kheem Chae, now dead, and then the dream had lost much of its
terror. Her mother-in-law had told her this story – it must have been in the
early years of her marriage before the old one developed the habit of long
bouts of sullenness, broken only by querulous complaints. Her mother-in-law’s
grand-uncle was very rich, the richest man in a town in China. He had
insatiable lust, and had to have a woman in his bed every night, well into his
75th year.


All the numerous maid-servants in the big
stone house with the three courtyards, he had deflowered at one time or other,
except the old or the ugly, pock-marked ones or the ones known to have disease,
for Grand-Uncle was meticulous about his health. He had his three wives brew
cleansing herbs for him to ingest or soak in, and one night, in bed, he took a
14-year-old virgin by force and she died of the pain and shock. They removed
her bleeding body and buried her quietly, but her ghost returned to haunt
Grand-Uncle repeatedly. He became impotent, then mad, then one night, hacked
the bed to pieces. It was a massive, carved, four-poster, but he asked for an
axe and chopped it up. After that, he was more subdued, but died shortly after,
in his 77th year.


Angela forgot the context in which this
piece of family history was unravelled; perhaps her mother-in-law wanted to
share with her her contempt for men, for had she not always called her husband
the ‘Old Devil’, ‘One-who-is-accursed-with-short-life’, ‘One-who-is-more
lecherous-than-the-farmyard-rooster,’ the last being a condemnation of his having
two mistresses at the same time during a period of relative prosperity.


Angela could not remember the context, but
the details stood out vividly, screamingly; the torn body of the 14-year-old
haunted her imagination ever afterwards. Once she asked her mother-in-law
whether there was any picture of the grand-uncle. There was none, but Angela
eventually tracked down an album of old, yellowing photographs belonging to her
mother-in-law’s relative. When shown the picture of the grand-uncle, she
gasped, “He looks exactly as I imagined him to be – obese, flabby, even down to
the mole with the long hairs drooping from it. Now how on earth did I think of
a mole with long hairs? It’s weird, isn’t it?”


Boon said she must have seen the photograph
somewhere before, she insisted that was not possible. She became excited,


she wished there were a picture of the
14-year-old bondmaid to match with the girl in her imagination, but of course,
bondmaids had no photographs.


“She was a pretty, slight girl with hair
parted in the middle and worn in two long plaits, one at the back and one
always falling down her shoulders in front. She had big soft-looking eyes,
rather like Mooi Lan’s, and a small mouth. On the night she was torn to death
by the pain and fright, her eyes were even larger, they couldn’t close her eyes
for a full hour after death.”


“Darling, you’re morbid, you ought to be a
writer of crime fiction!” teased her husband and Angela laughed with him.


“My elder sister,” said the mournful Ah
Kheem Chae (again Angela could not remember when it was she had told the
story), “my elder sister was murdered just a few minutes after she was born. A
baby girl, they said. That’s no good. There was the tray of ash in readiness on
the table, in case it was a girl; the baby girl, naked and squalling, was
lifted, taken to the tray and her face turned into the ash. A short struggle,
and it was over. They wrapped her in rags and buried her, not in secrecy of
night, but unashamedly, in the openness of daylight. Another girl, said the
neighbours sympathetically, for they too had smothered, or seen smothered, baby
girls in their time. When my mother gave birth to me, somehow she didn’t want
me killed. She said, ‘let’s keep this baby girl. Throw away that tray of ash.’”


It couldn’t have been on a carved
four-poster like this. It must have been on a plank bed with no mattress, and a
block of wood for a pillow. Or there was no bed; the woman panting and heaving,
probably squatted over a basin of warm water on the ground. Then why do I
connect this atrocity with an antique bed? Angela thought, puzzled.


The day the antique bed arrived from the
restorer’s workshop, she was delighted. “It’s worth a small fortune,” cooed Mee
Kin surveying it with envy, and Angela said, “No. How can I ever think of selling
it? It’s such a beauty!” She let her fingers feel the richness of the carved
posts, trace the scales on the serpent’s bodies.


And then the strange dreams.


She heard the 14-year-old’s moans of pain as
the old but lusty body heaved on her. She heard, saw the red rips of pain in
the 14-year-old flesh, saw the small fragile body fall limp to the floor, saw
her mother-in-law come in to remove the stained sheets; how did Old Mother come
into the picture? Grand-Uncle lay panting on the bed, in naked corpulence. He
let out a loud guffaw, scratched his armpits in easeful indolence – he seemed
then to be wearing a sarong and singlet. It was that drunken lecher, Minah’s
husband.


“Come,” he said, pulling Sharifah to the
bed, “come.” The girl whimpered, powerless. The short, sharp gasps of pain
mingled with the sensual grunts, and then he dissolved and reformed before her
very eyes. Now he was her father-in-law lying on his back, abusing her
mother-in-law and hitting her on the head with his walking stick, and then he was
Minah’s useless husband again, scratching his armpits and sucking his teeth –
no, he was the lustful Grand-Uncle with the mole and the long hairs drooping
from it.


The blue-striped Arrow shirt that she had
herself bought for him – the voice, the laugh – it was Boon now; she saw her
own husband on the bed with the 14-year-old bondmaid, but she was giggling, not
moaning in pain. They were propped up on the elbows, close to each other; he
touched her breasts, pushed together by her young firm arms into bursting
roundness as she moved closer to him, still propped up on her elbows. She
giggled – Angela recognised Mooi Lan’s peculiar giggle – an improper one for
women, her mother-in-law used to remark – a kind of low, sensual gurgle. She
saw the two of them locked in pleasure and then she heard them conspiring in
whispers. “Let’s kill the child; let’s smother her in the tray of ash,” and
with a deft flick of his hand, Boon turned the newborn infant’s face into the
ash, and quietened her at last. Then the giggle again.


The horror – oh, the horror –


She saw herself rushing forward in her rage.
“You beasts,” she screamed and then stood back. The grand-uncle turned
quizzically towards her, naked from the waist downwards; and barely visible,
under his enormous bulk, the face of a very young girl, but not the 14-year-old
virgin. One small white arm reached out to cling tightly to one of the four
posts with the carved serpent, to be the better able to endure the pain in her
flesh.


“What – ” exclaimed Grand-Uncle in annoyance
at the interruption. She stood rooted to the spot, gasping in terror, and then
the serpent on the post unwound itself and slid towards her, bare-fanged. There
was a guffaw of malicious delight from Grand-Uncle. She fled from the room,
sobbing.


It was not an isolated dream. It repeated
itself three times, with slight changes of detail, but always there was the
horror, the blood, the pain of her husband naked with a young girl.


Those weird stories, thought Angela with
exasperation. I’ll never listen to them again. And I won’t allow the poor
children to listen to them and have nightmares.


She sold the bed shortly after.



Chapter 19


 


“Life has
its compensations,” Angela told Mee Kin on the phone.
She had told her friend, in an hour-long chat, of the recent traumatic
experiences – Michael, the old one, the idiot foster-son, how they had caused
her to suffer intensely. The knife had plunged in and twisted. The beautiful
antique bed – the old one’s pernicious influence had touched even there. She
told Mee Kin of the frightful dreams. She sometimes heard Michael cry out in
his sleep: the old one’s tales harmed the poor boy too. And the idiot one. He
had tried once again to see Michael, his capacity for causing embarrassment and
distress was endless, and Mooi Lan had had a difficult time getting rid of him
with the neighbours looking on. But life has its compensations, and here Angela
brightened up, and began to speak with affectionate enthusiasm of Mark.


Mark had won the coveted National Speech
trophy, receiving it from the Minister of Education himself, amidst thunderous
applause. The television cameras caught the boy at his best, first reciting a
poem in Mandarin on the theme of filial piety, and then following it up by the
speech from Shakespeare, which he had practised to perfection. There was no
doubt, from the very start, that the trophy would go to him; the other
contestants were almost pathetic beside him.


The cameras swept, fleetingly, over Boon and
Angela, glowingly proud parents, sitting in the front row. Angela had had the
television programme video-taped, and she showed it to every visitor. Mark was
posed beside the trophy, a handsome gold-plated statuette, for a picture that
would join the row of framed photographs on a special shelf in the sitting
room, of the boy in the various stages of his school life, receiving trophies,
certificates, making speeches. The trophy itself joined the other trophies on
another shelf, but it had pride of place; it stood tall and handsome in the
centre, proclaiming the boy’s supreme achievement. Angela herself dusted the
various trophies every few days. There was going to be a special shelf for
Michelle too; her trophies for swimming were increasing. Angela had also bought
a special album for the cuttings of newspaper reports about Mark and Michelle.
There was a big write-up in The Straits Times on the competition, accompanied
by a picture of Mark, tall and handsome and dignified-looking, receiving the
trophy from the Minister of Education who beamed at the boy in congratulatory
warmth. There was another write-up on Mark in the New Nation: Mark was
interviewed by a reporter who went to his school. He answered all her questions
competently, impressively. She called Mark ‘a self-assured young man with
definite ideas about what he wants to be and what he wants to do’. Michelle had
had her share of fame; there was a write-up on her after she did brilliantly in
an inter-school swimming competition and the sports editor called her ‘very
promising’ and ‘a swimmer with vast potential whom it would be very interesting
to watch.’ Then there was the article in the ‘Trends’ section of The Straits
Times, in which the reporter wrote generally about the trend to have children’s
parties in hotels but highlighted Mark’s 15th birthday celebration. There were
two pictures, one showing the boy blowing out the candles on his cake, and the
other showing the guests watching the magic show.


It was an album that Angela invariably
brought out to show visitors. It was too early to talk about it, and Mark
wouldn’t want her to talk about it, but it was clear that he was one of those
being marked out for the elite college that the government was thinking of
starting for exceptionally bright students in secondary school, to groom them
for future leadership. If a second echelon leadership were already visible, a
third echelon was obviously being thought about and discussed. There was talk
of a big beautiful college being built, with surroundings conducive to the full
development of these bright young eager minds.


Life need not be so dreadful after all,
thought Angela with a sigh. There was something else that was a compensation,
that lightened the burden somewhat on her chest, but this Angela kept from Mee
Kin, being happy to talk chiefly of Mark and Michelle.


She had gone to see an astrologer about
Boon. Boon had been depressed lately, and Angela had heard from a colleague
that there was a very good astrologer in Leigh Road, a really qualified man,
quite unlike the half-baked fortune tellers and self-proclaimed astrologers
that were so numerous in Singapore. This astrologer, it was well known, was
consulted by some of the top brass in the government. A Minister of the Indonesian
government, it was said, flew in periodically to consult him. Even the
expatriate community in Singapore, top professionals and men in business, were
guided by him in their decisions.


His fees were enormous, but that was no
problem. Indeed, Angela told the colleague, that was an indication of his worth
and she was most skeptical of those fortune tellers who were content to charge
a miserable $10 or $20 per session.


Angela went with the colleague to see the
astrologer; he was Sri Lankan, and he spoke flawless English. Besides, his
office was air-conditioned and handsomely carpeted, the walls covered by
impressive-looking astrological charts.


Angela gave him Boon’s date and time of
birth. She was astonished at his ability to tell her about her husband’s past.
He sounded a warning; he said her husband was too kind and credulous for his
own good, and Angela nodded her head in vigorous agreement. Boon, said the
astrologer, was going through a bad period. Indeed, his fortunes were at an
ebb, would continue to be low till his star gained ascendancy, some time
towards the end of the year, after which they would improve, would improve
remarkably in every area – in business, in his political ambitions, in his
emotional and spiritual state. Angela was elated. She did not tell Boon, but
she became less worried for him.


The same colleague had a friend who had a
big share in a hotel. The hotel was doing badly, and the friend brought in a
geomancer from Hong Kong, who took a good look at the building and decided that
the entrance to the hotel lobby was wrongly aligned, with the result that it
kept luck away.


Upon the geomancer’s advice, the hotel
re-aligned the entrance. Architecturally, it was quaint and wrong, but business
boomed almost immediately.


“Next time you pass the hotel, look
carefully at the doorway,’ said the friend. ‘It’s wonderful what a little
adjustment can do.”


The geomancer was being flown into Singapore
again, this time by the owners of a hotel about to be built.


“Looking at him,” said the colleague, “you
wouldn’t know he was a geomancer. We tend to think of these people as old and
weird-looking. He is always impeccably dressed in suit and tie, though he
speaks no English. He insists on being put up in the best hotel, and his fees
are astronomical.”


Angela spoke to Boon about the possible
services of this geomancer for the Restaurant Haryati. It was practically on
the verge of being closed down; why not try to save it? Since the geomancer
would be in Singapore, they might as well avail themselves of the opportunity.
Boon had no objection.


Angela went to see the man, and was
impressed by the professional, precise way in which he went about his work.
(“My mother-in-law’s temple mediums go into trances and foist all sorts of
weird charms on you. This man is totally different. You don’t get any uneasy
feelings about him. His methods are almost scientific.”) The geomancer
suggested some minor structural changes to the restaurant. One pillar had to
go; a part of the doorway had to be re-aligned. “I’ll see about the changes,
dear; don’t you worry,” she told her husband.



Chapter 20


 


Angela was
called home from work by an urgent call from Mooi Lan.
“Please come home; it’s urgent,” said the girl tearfully and hung up.


“It must be the old one,” said Angela to her
colleagues, as she hurried off.


I hope it’s not Michael, she thought, her heart beating fast. Has the idiot one broken into
the house and done something to the boy? Oh God, what thorns in my side. They
give nothing but trouble.


At home she found Mooi Lan sitting in the
kitchen weeping and Old Mother standing near her, shouting at her.


“Oh no, for God’s sake,” cried Angela,
stopping her ears against the obscene words thrown by the old woman at the
crying girl.


When she saw Angela, she immediately
launched into a tirade against Mooi Lan. But she was incoherent. She went on
and on in an unconnected way, calling Mooi Lan a poisonous snake, a
disrespectful and immoral woman; her accusations were laced with references to
the grocer’s assistant who came in with the weekly deliveries, to the next-door
neighbours, to Boon. “What on earth – ” exclaimed Angela, irritated by the old
woman’s shrill and agitated babblings which no amount of questioning could
shape into sense and coherence. She gave up in the end.


She smelt a pungent smell, and saw an
earthen pot on the cooker, with the horrible herbal medicine overflowing, as
usual, down its sides and on to the cooker. She saw a plate of something that
had been flung to the floor and broken into many pieces; she stooped down,
lifted one of the pieces and saw cooked beef underneath. Oh no, her nonsense
all over again, thought Angela in vexed distress. And she dares scold the
poor girl and hurl obscenities at her!


She went to Mooi Lan’s room. The girl was
there, her eyes red with crying. She had changed into one of her good dresses
for going out, and was putting her things into a large suitcase.


“Mooi Lan, what are you doing?” Angela asked
anxiously. “I’m going home to Johore Bahru,” said the girl with some petulance,
her lips quivering. “This is your home, Mooi Lan,” said Angela placatingly and
she made the girl sit down and tell her what had happened.


Old Mother, as Angela had suspected, had
started brewing her medicine again and forgotten about it. She lost her temper
when Mooi Lan reminded her of it, accusing the girl of continuous harassment.
In her anger, she flung the plate of beef on to the floor; Mooi Lan had just
finished frying the beef and put it on a plate on the table, but Old Mother had
insisted that the oil from the sizzling beef had gone into her medicine and
contaminated it.


“What was she saying about the grocer’s
assistant, the neighbours and Doctor? What was she talking about?” inquired
Angela. Mooi Lan began to weep noisily.


“She saw me talking to the grocer’s man,”
explained Mooi Lan. “He said something, and I laughed, and then she came out
and scolded me and said that I was behaving improperly.”


“What about Doctor?” asked Angela, frowning.


“I served Doctor his lunch; Doctor asked me
for more chillies or something like that, I’ve forgotten, and she called me
aside, after lunch, and told me it wasn’t proper for me to speak to Doctor or
be around when he was eating.”


“But that’s absurd!” exclaimed Angela
angrily. “You’ve been doing that for years! Why has she suddenly become so
irritating?”


“I’m leaving,” said the girl, now dry-eyed.
She zipped up the suitcase.


“Wait,” said Angela with mounting panic, for
she trusted this girl. Mooi Lan was also the only one who could handle Michael,
keep away the idiot one. “Wait, Mooi Lan. Please don’t act in a hurry. You know
that I like you very much. You’ve’ been with us for more than four years now,
and are like one of us. Doctor and I like you very much, and the children adore
their chae-chae.”


There was a softening; the girl began to
weep again. She was obviously torn.


“Mooi Lan, listen,” said Angela, going
closer to the girl and holding her arm. “The new house will be ready soon. It
will have a separate wing for the old one as I’ve told you. You will then no
longer have to tolerate her. I shall be getting a servant just to take care of
her. She will be quite separate from the rest of us. Are you prepared to put up
with all this for a few more months for our sakes?” The girl looked down.
Angela helped her to unpack.


She was extremely annoyed with her
mother-in-law, and her annoyance mounted to anger when the old one came to her
and once again began abusing Mooi Lan.


“Beware, beware of the snake!” cried the old
one maliciously. Angela quivered with indignation but she managed to say, with
great restraint, “Mooi Lan has been with us for four years and has given
excellent service. If you don’t like her, I shall tell her to keep out of your
way. In this way, you needn’t be bothered by her at all. You are already old,
Mother,” she added, “and should not be troubled by the young. If they do wrong,
it’s their own undoing; the old should not be bothered.”


Go and play mahjong, go out shopping, go
travelling like Mee Kin’s mother, go anywhere but for God’s sake don’t make
yourself a nuisance at home. Angela shrieked
silently.


“The lunacy of old age,” she confided to
Dorothy who had rung up that evening to congratulate her about Mark. Angela was
in no mood to speak of Mark. “She gives endless trouble. She’s become quite
paranoid, thinking everyone’s out to criticise her. Michael is the only one
she’s able to get along with – she finds fault with everyone, even my little
Michelle!”


It was impossible to send her back to the
old house, to live with Ah Kum Soh and the idiot foster-son, Angela explained
when Dorothy made the suggestion. Old Mother’s health was not too good; her
ankle had not healed completely and her eyes were beginning to give her
trouble. She could fall dead in that wretched wooden house and nobody would
know, with the irresponsible Ah Kum Soh always away at mahjong and the idiot
one more a burden than a help. Her health had been good until she was sent to
stay with Wee Tiong and Gek Choo. The one month in that cramped flat, taking
care of the sick baby, had taken an unfair toll on the old one’s health and
spirits. Now it looked as if her mind was getting unhinged, for she had begun
to have this persecution complex.


Dorothy asked when Wee Siong was returning
from Australia; she knew about the favourite youngest son.


“Oh, don’t talk to me about that
brother-in-law,” cried Angela. “Did I tell you that he’s in some strange
Christian sect now – he and the Australian divorcee separated sometime back –
and goes around preaching? Recently he sent to every one of us some religious
pamphlets. Full of fiery messages of salvation and that kind of thing. The old
one had better give up all hope of him; he’s going to prove her biggest
disappointment.”


“An old folks’ home?” Dorothy tentatively
suggested, then promptly dismissed the suggestion, the old folks’ homes in
Singapore being well known for their squalor.


“Oh, no, not an old folks’ home,” exclaimed
Angela, not thinking of the squalor but of the embarrassment it would create.
Boon had been more cheerful of late; the hope of being called by Minister to
stand in the coming elections for a seat vacated by a Member of Parliament, was
being revived by certain signals being sent out by Minister, known for
frequently changing his mind about people and situations. The astrologer’s
predictions might prove correct after all.


“So far, so good,” said Angela to Mee Kin
who telephoned to ask how things were going, having learnt of Angela’s
problems.


“Mooi Lan is going about her work as usual,
though she’s not her usual happy lively self. The old one remains sullen and
keeps to her room all the time. As long as she doesn’t provoke a quarrel, she’s
tolerable.”


But the next day Angela rang to report
distressing developments.


“Mooi Lan’s gone back home to Johore Bahru,”
cried Angela, vexed beyond words. “She must have been so upset that she left
without even phoning me. I came back to find her gone. Do you know, I simply
refused to listen to the old one who, as usual, was incoherent in her abusive
accusations of the poor girl. What can I do? It’s difficult to get another girl
like Mooi Lan. I dread the thought of a new servant!”


The next-door neighbour told her that there
had been a quarrel. The idiot one was there too. There was a great deal of
shouting, and Mooi Lan finally ran out of the house, crying, with only a few
things thrown into a paper bag. Later Ah Kum Soh came to take the idiot one
back. “Oh, I can’t bear this! They are such thorns in my side!” cried Angela
with vehemence. “It’s not fair that I should be the only one carrying this
dreadful burden. That Wee Tiong and his wife have cleverly extricated
themselves from the situation; that useless Wee Nam and his wife can always
plead financial and all sorts of problems to escape any share of the
responsibility; that fanatic in Australia is too busy with his religion and
preaching to be bothered. Why is it that poor Boon and I and the children have
to bear all the pain?”


She drove all the way to Johore Bahru to
Mooi Lan’s house, a humble thatched house in the heart of a coconut plantation.
Angela reached the place, hot and panting. Mooi Lan’s mother, a thin
nervous-looking woman, was with the girl. Her younger sisters crowded round,
looking in awe at Angela whose presence in that small thatched house with its
floor of broken cement drew a few curious neighbours to hang around and watch.


Mooi Lan refused to return. She said, with a
sob, that she could not take it any more from Old Mother. She had tried to
prevent the idiot one from going into Michael’s room, and Old Mother had struck
her across the face for being disrespectful. No, she would not return.


Angela persuaded, then finally gave up. Mooi
Lan followed her to the door, in uneasy apology.


Maybe there’s hope still, thought Angela. I’ll wait a while, then try again. She had got used
to Mooi Lan; she couldn’t do without her. The girl was discreet about the
family secrets; a new servant might trumpet things around, and that would be
intolerable.


Angela went a second time, three days later,
with Boon. She told Boon to help her in persuading the girl to return. Mooi Lan
flushed a deep crimson. She fidgeted, and looked about to cry again.


“Come back, Mooi Lan,” said Boon. “The
children need you. We need you.”


She returned with them.



Chapter 21


 


“You have come again,” said Old Mother. “You look thinner. Don’t you have enough to eat?”
The old man stood still and said nothing.


“I prepared such a lot of food for you, yet
you are so thin,” remarked Old Mother, referring to the recent Feast of the
Ghosts during which she had offered a whole suckling pig, steamed chicken, a
huge slab of roasted pork and heaps of pink buns.


“I know why you have come,” said Old Mother.
“You have come because you see me being badly treated by the younger
generation. You yourself did not treat me very well when you were alive, but at
least now you care, and can feel sorry for me.”


The ghost began to heave and sigh in
distress.


“I know, I know,” said Old Mother bitterly.
“He says he’s coming back, but he never comes back. He does not think of his
old mother any more. His letters get fewer. He has forgotten his promise to his
mother. He has a foreign woman; of what use is a foreign daughter-in-law? She
will not 

put up an altar for me when I die.”


The ghost began to talk; he talked in a soft
rasp, difficult to hear. Old Mother strained her ears with impatience. “Do not
worry. Ah Siong will come back. He has given up the foreign woman. You will not
have a foreign daughter-in-law. Ah Siong will come back and take care of you.”


“You said that the last time,” said Old
Mother, reproach in her voice. “You told me that the last time, but he never
came back. He will come back only when my body is already in the coffin,” she
ended bitterly.


“You will have to endure many more
hardships,” said the old man, and he looked pityingly at her.


“Hardships! Hardships! Haven’t I endured
enough?” said Old Mother peevishly. “I’m 71 years old, with a head of grey
hairs. Am I to suffer more hardships at the hands of the young?”


“You will have more sufferings,” repeated
the old man. “Enough!” cried Old Mother angrily. “Is it not in your power to
help me, to protect me from the snakes around? You are quite useless, as you
were in life. Be gone!” She shouted imperiously, and the ghost left.


“Mummy, Grandma is talking to Grandpa’s
photo again,” said Michelle. “I couldn’t understand what she said, but she
sounded very angry, and then she cried.”


“Never mind about Grandma, darling,” said
Angela. “She’s old and unwell and does funny little things.”


Mark stayed in school every day as long as
he could. He did his work in the school library. “I dread to go home,” said the
boy when his mother asked him. “I dread to go home because I see Grandmother
always talking to Grandfather’s photo. It’s morbid. She talks in her sleep. I
can hear from my room.” There were other things that vexed the boy, but he was
reluctant to mention them to his mother: Michael’s tantrums, his mother losing
her cool, her complaints to his father, the tensions that any visit of the
idiot uncle was sure to generate.


Angela knew. She agonised inwardly. “Oh, I’m
so sorry, Mark. But what can I do? I’m surrounded by all these troublesome
people, so what can I do?”


Mark moved to the spare bedroom, to put more
distance between himself and his grandmother, for she was beginning to walk as
well as talk in her sleep. She moved around in her room in the middle of the
night, like a restless, trapped animal.


“Grandma, look,” said Michael, going up to
her and showing her a tooth which he had just pulled out. Then he opened his
mouth, to reveal the cavity where the tooth had been, clean, unbloodied.


“I pulled it out myself,” he added proudly.


“Come,” said Old Mother, taking him back to
his room. When they were there, she made him stand straight, with his feet
placed very straight together. She bent down, pushed them together to make sure
they were in a perfectly straight position.


“Now throw your tooth under the bed,” she
said, which Michael did immediately.


“There!” said Old Mother. “Now the new tooth
will grow straight and even with the others; you will have nice, straight
teeth.”


“Grandma, why do you talk to Grandpa’s
photo?” asked Michael.


“Your grandfather comes to talk to me,” said
Old Mother. “He knows I’m very sad and he comes to see me, but he is not of
very much help.”


“What does he say?” asked Michael.


“He doesn’t talk very much,” said Old
Mother. “I wonder whether you still remember him, Michael? He never talked much
when he was alive. Such people are called
‘those-who-have-gold-in-their-mouths’. They are afraid that if they open their
mouths to talk, the gold falls out, and others come to pick it up.”


“Remember you once told me a story about a
man who picked up a lot of gold from a well?”


“Did I? I’ve forgotten. I’m getting very
old. Look at all my white hairs.”


“Would you like to hear a story about a king
who touched things and made them turn to gold?”


“All right, Michael. Tell me your story.”
The boy sat beside his grandmother and told not one but several stories, his
face animated.


“I shall tell Uncle Bock these stories when
he comes.”


“You’re a good boy, Michael. Come, I’ll take
you to Grandfather and you repeat the words after me.”


Old Mother took Michael to the altar. She
stood behind the boy, both arms encircling him and both hands holding his up,
pressed together in a gesture of supplication before the old man’s framed photo
above the altar.


“Grandfather, make me grow tall and strong.
Make me a good boy. Make me do well in my studies.”


The boy repeated every word, slowly,
reverentially.


When Angela came downstairs, she stared at
the sight of the old one moving Michael’s clasped hands up and down, up and
down, before the photo. There was a big joss-stick in an urn on the altar.


Angela wanted to scream.



Chapter 22


 


“From now
onwards, when I hear the telephone ring for me, I’m
going to tremble,” said Angela. “Really tremble in anticipation of further
agony.” 


The first had been the call from the
distressed Mooi Lan. Happily the girl had now gone back to the old routine,
losing none of her efficiency, thank goodness. She was quieter, less her old
self. But she retained her sensitivity to the varying moods and needs of the
various members in the family – which maid-servant could be counted on to do
that? There would have been trouble if she had not adeptly intervened in the
case of Mark and the packet of joss-sticks. For some totally inexplicable
reason, the old one, who was beginning to wander aimlessly around in the house,
had left a packet of the joss-sticks on a table in Mark’s room. Mooi Lan’s
sharp eyes had detected the offensive object and she had quickly run in,
removed it and returned it to the old one’s room before the boy returned from
school. And there was the occasion when Boon returned home, somewhat wan and
dispirited; Angela was away for a mahjong session at Dorothy’s, and Mooi Lan
prepared a cup of hot Bovril for him unasked. She later told Angela that she
was nervous about asking him what he needed but had hit upon the right thing
with the Bovril for he drank it – drank all of it and asked for another cup.
Poor Boon, thought Angela with a slight twinge of guilt, but thank goodness I
have Mooi Lan.


And now, when she had barely recovered from
the distressful events of the past month, when she had steeled herself
sufficiently to keep down her exasperation at the sight of the old one still
endlessly brewing the nasty stuff in the kitchen, still working on the futile
patchwork blankets, the trouble had started again, once more the brutal assault
on her nerves.


“Angie,” said Mee Kin on the phone. “Come
over to my house. Right now.”


“What on earth’s the matter?”


‘It’s your mother-in-law.’


“I should have known. What’s she done now?”


“It’s best you come over right now.”


Mee Kin was at the driveway to intercept
Angela’s entry into the house, to caution and warn. The old one had been
wandering in Orchard Road; she had apparently taken a bus, wanting to go somewhere,
then got down in bewilderment at Orchard Road. It was most fortunate that Mee
Kin had seen her from across the road – a car had narrowly missed her, and
someone had screamed and pulled her out of the way. Mee Kin had dashed across
and guided her to a coffee house for a cup of hot coffee, but she was weeping
so loudly that Mee Kin had to take her out again. She managed to get a cab; the
old one did not want to return to Angela’s house, she kept muttering about a
snake being there, and she wanted to return to the old house to be with Ah Kum
Soh and the idiot foster-son. Mee Kin thought it best to take her back to her
own place and then let Angela know.


Angela felt the angry tears pricking her
eyes. The poison had spread: it could no longer be contained in the home. It
had broken through and spread abroad. How would Boon feel? How would Mark feel?


“We saw your grandmother wandering about
Orchard Road, like a destitute. She was weeping and wiping her nose on her
sleeve. She was almost knocked down by a car.”


Fortunately, it had been Mee Kin. Mee Kin
could be trusted to be discreet. But Mee Kin was likely to tell Dorothy,
Dorothy was likely to spread it a little further. Oh, the shame, the shame of
it all. “You’d better go about things calmly,” warned Mee Kin. “She keeps
muttering to herself, and any scolding is sure to upset her.”


“I’m past scolding anyone,” said Angela
wearily. “And I’ve no intention of upsetting her. She’s upset me enough. She
can’t go back to that wretched house in her state of health and mind. And I
hear that the irresponsible Ah Kum Soh has turned the place into a gambling den
– one of these days I shall have to do something drastic. Oh God, why does she
continue to be such a thorn in my side?”


Angela asked Mee Kin not to tell anyone. She,
on her part, would tell no one, not even Boon. She would drive the old one
back, placate her yet further, continue to endure. What else was there to do?


“I wish the house were ready,” she said.
“These stupid contractors delay and delay. I had to goad them on with the work.
And I made them rip off one whole section of the patio and re-do it. I tell
you, even when you have the money to build a house, you suffer endless
heartaches. The separate wing is coming up nicely. I had a look at it
yesterday. Quite separate. Oh, Mee Kin, how sick I am of everything. Why can’t
she be like your mother?”


Mee Kin’s mother happened to be there; when
Angela walked into the house, she saw the nice, affable old lady talking in
soothing tones to the old one. Old Mother sat in a chair sullenly, eyes
red-rimmed, the seams in her old face much sorrow-deepened.


The picture of true pathos, thought Angela
bitterly. Portrait of old white-haired woman ill-treated by children and
grandchildren.


 


The extent of derangement was greater than
Angela suspected. Mee Kin accompanied them home; she sat at the back, trying to
console Old Mother in her ineffectual dialect, while the old one began a stream
of incoherent abuse. “A snake is hatched. It will bite and then I shall say,
‘serves you right’. I warned you and you never listened to me. I know you won’t
do it, it will still be your improper coffin that I shall lie in. He came again
and for the fourth time he said, ‘Don’t let them put you in that kind of
coffin, as they did to me.’ They will dash my ancestral altar to the ground –
who knows if they will put one up for me at all? An old useless woman. The
foreign hairy one. What does she know? She has bewitched Ah Siong and he’s now
a foreigner, like her. He was ill, he nearly died and I brought him back to
life, saved him from the pond devils that were threatening to drown him. And he
writes and says he’s marrying the foreign hairy one.”


The tirade was in itself frightening; it
became macabre when it was mixed with laughter – genuine, cackling laughter of
deepest amusement. “I made him the walking tin-cans, and he was satisfied at
last! Poor boy! Everybody was walking along on tin-cans – Plock! Plock! Plock!
– and laughing and he came crying to me and said, “Ma! Ma! I want to have the
tin-cans, too!” Well, there weren’t any – I actually bought two tins of
condensed milk – I put the milk into a jar and then forgot about it! Forgot
about it, imagine, such an expensive thing. The old devil, if he knew, would
have scolded me for extravagance, but the stuff had turned mouldy and I could
save the bottom part. But the boy had the tins. I got a long stout string and
tied the tins together, and then he began to walk about – Plock! Plock! Plock!
– he was so happy – ” Old Mother chuckled to herself.


Angela said, under her breath, “Do you think
she needs to be committed? She’s raving mad,” and Mee Kin answered, also under
the breath, “You must let Boon know, Angie. It’s serious. You can’t let her go
on like this.” They reached home. Mooi Lan kept out of the way.


Angela did not tell Boon; he was scheduled
to go on a trip that was likely to improve his chances of being selected.
Minister himself had been hinting of it.


“I think she was just being difficult and
perverse,” Angela told Mee Kin a few days later. “She appears all right now,
although she still hurls sarcastic remarks at Mooi Lan, but the girl’s learnt
to take everything in her stride now, and to ignore her, for my sake. She was
perfectly normal when Wee Tiong and Gek Choo called. I was extremely annoyed with
them as I’d told you. Ten thousand dollars. They had the audacity to say I made
$10,000 out of that wretched antique bed. I snubbed them right and left after
that. Then they called. They ate humble pie and they called. And I’ll tell you
why.”


The baby boy was ailing. A temple medium
consulted by Gek Choo’s mother had said that the baby must be given away in
adoption – in name only if necessary – to a person who was blessed with
prosperity and who was bom in the year of the Dragon.


“I suppose their search was fruitless and
they had to come to me,” cried Angela, made doubly triumphant by the
capitulation of the enemy and the attestation to her prosperity. “I’m not one
to take revenge. I agreed immediately. So now I’m Godmother or foster-mother or
whatnot to the boy.” She had undergone the simple ceremony of having her wrist
tied to the baby’s by a piece of red string blessed by a temple priest. It was
highly amusing, but it seemed the baby improved immediately. The unusual twist
of events had stemmed Chinaman’s rancour somewhat. “But a leopard can’t change
his spots. He still twists his neck about in that horrid way and I can sense
the sarcasm in his tone. But as I’ve told you, I feel for the baby boy. After
all, he’s my nephew – sort of.”


Old Mother slipped an ang-pow into the
baby’s vest, and the ceremony was over.


It wasn’t the Season of Ghosts yet, but she
took it in her head to prepare a feast for the old man’s ghost. A huge amount
of roasted pork and steamed chicken and pink buns were put on the altar. Angela
fretted about what to do with such a large amount of food that the children
would not touch, that Mooi Lan would not eat a morsel of because, though she
still cleaned the altar and swept Old Mother’s room, she dissociated herself
from everything else belonging to the old one. The pink buns went to Aminah who
gratefully took them home to her children in a paper bag; the meats went to
Muniandy’s wife who had again appeared at the door with the baby on her hip and
the pot-bellied, scabby boy at her side.


“I must say your powers of endurance are
remarkable, Angie,” said Mee Kin sympathetically.


“I’ve become inured to everything; there’s
no choice,” said the other. “Better to have her being nonsensical at home than
outside. I dread to think of what could have happened that day in Orchard Road.
Peace, peace, that’s all I ask. Even if it means stretching my nerves taut.”


 


Mooi Lan was having a nap; Angela was out
shopping, which accounted for the idiot one slipping in and going straight to
Michael’s room. Old Mother saw him and was happy, repeating, “Ah Bock, you’ve
come to see me,” but the idiot was eager to see Michael whose voice he had
heard. He bounded upstairs gurgling, and the boy laughed to see him, calling,
“Uncle Bock! Uncle Bock!”


“You’d better tell Uncle Bock to go away,”
said Michelle gravely, coming out of her room on hearing the commotion. “Mum
won’t like it; Mark won’t like it either, and he’s coming back from school any
moment now.”


But the idiot one and Michael were already
running downstairs hand in hand. They pranced about in the sitting room with
wild whoops of joy.


Michelle watched, a little nervously; she
clapped a hand to her mouth in a gasp of alarm as she saw Mooi Lan and Mark
walk in simultaneously. Mooi Lan was awakened from her nap by the uproar, Mark
had just returned from school and was about to go upstairs to his room. The
idiot was swinging Michael, his arms encircling the boy from behind. Both were
shouting with exuberance. “Again, Uncle Bock! Again, again!” screamed Michael
and the idiot, gurgling, lifted him up with a mighty heave, swung him in an arc
that felled, among other things, in its path, the trophy for the National
Speech contest. It crashed to the floor, the golden statuette, and lay in three
pieces, golden head detached from the body, the plaque with Mark’s name fallen
off from the base and lying face down.


Mark rushed up, white with rage. He stood
over the symbol of effort and victory, now destroyed, speechless, fists
clenched.


Uncle Bock was about to heave Michael for
another swing, still gleefully chortling, when Mark strode up and delivered a
stinging slap across the face of his younger brother. At the same time, the
tears sprang to his eyes.


“I hate you,” he cried, pale, quivering. “I
hate you all!” Then he ran upstairs to his room and slammed the door.


Old Mother picked up the pieces, clucking
her tongue, and put them back on the shelf. She went to Michael who stood still
as a statue, the tears filling his eyes, cheek burning from the slap and
sighed. “Never mind, Michael. You didn’t do it on purpose. You are a good boy.”
To the idiot who was looking around grinning for more sources of amusement, she
said, “Come, I’ll give you something to eat.”


Unable to reach Angela, Mooi Lan put a frantic
call to Boon at his clinic. By the time he returned, Angela had returned too,
and the incident in its every detail was recounted. She rushed up to Mark’s
room and knocked on the door, but it remained resolutely shut; Angela thought
she heard a suppressed sob. She ran down, examined the broken trophy.


“I’ll try to have it repaired,” she said and
broke out sobbing. Boon comforted her, dejected beyond words.



Chapter 23


 


The three of
them searched
hard, searched frantically in the darkness for the small metal cylinder.
Uncle Bock’s strong arm plunged into the garbage bin and brought out fistfuls
of rubbish – but no metal cylinder.


“Are you sure your mother threw it here?”
asked Uncle Bock.


“Yes,” said Michael, his heart beating very
fast for fear of losing the precious object. “Yes, I saw her.”


“Look, there’s the moon coming up,” said
Grandmother. “I’ll talk to the Moon Goddess. She’ll lend us the light to look
for the cylinder.” Grandmother spoke to the Moon Goddess; the moon rose, large,
golden and filled the night with a warm glow so that in a moment Uncle Bock
exclaimed, “There! There it is! The red string’s still there!” He plunged his
arm into the garbage bin again and brought out, triumphantly, the red string
with the metal cylinder, intact, still dangling on it. Michael clapped his
hands for joy.


“Quick, put it round my neck, Grandma,” he
said. “Then I shall feel much better.” In an instant, the red string was back
round his neck, the cylinder once more safely hidden from view under his shirt,
but warmly, comfortably touching his chest.


The Moon Goddess passed; the shadows
gathered; a huge shadow disengaged itself and made for them. It descended upon
Michael, heavily. A ripping sound – the red string was once more torn from his
neck; the precious cylinder once more snatched away.


“You superstitious fool!” cried Mark, dark
with anger, and then he slapped Michael hard on the face before hurling the
cylinder through the darkness of night. It fell with a slight splash into dark
waters somewhere.


“Mark is right,” his mother said in a severe
voice. “You are very naughty and disobedient, Michael.” But he hardly heard,
for he was running, panting, towards the pond, where the cylinder had fallen.
Uncle Bock was running on one side, Grandmother on the other. “Go back to your
pond devils!” came the derisive call through the darkness.


Uncle Bock waded into the muddy depths now
black and menacing, not bright and golden with fish. Michael heard the splash,
splash, as Uncle Bock waded, groped, felt. He returned, empty-handed.


“And I can’t summon the Moon Goddess a
second time,” said Grandmother sadly.


“Follow me,” said Michael.


He led them back to the house; the room
seemed much bigger. It was lined with shelves. On the shelves stood the
glittering trophies.


“Destroy them,” cried Michael imperiously.
“Every single one of them.”


Uncle Bock flung something hard at one of
them, the largest, a golden statuette. The surrounding trophies crumbled around
it, like skittles. “Good! Good!” cried Michael and he himself with a mighty
sweep of his arm, sent crashing to the floor yet more trophies.


A shadow again detached itself from the
shelves – or two shadows. “Punish them, punish them all for doing all this to
me,” cried Mark to a huge, black-cloaked man whom Michael recognised to be the
magician of the birthday party, sinister of mien and gesture. He caught hold of
Uncle Bock, locked him with one powerful arm and with the other materialised
from the air a sharp shining knife.


“No, please, no!” cried Michael terrified,
and then he was being pulled away by his grandmother. They ran and ran, and
looking back, were relieved to see Uncle Bock running a short distance behind.
How had he managed to break free from the magician’s grip?


They cowered in Grandmother’s room before
the altar with Grandfather’s framed photograph on the wall.


“Grandpa will protect us,” said Grandmother.
She had one arm around Michael, the other around Uncle Bock. Michael felt the
smoothness of her jade bangle on his cheek.


“Your bangle’s turned all green now, Grandma,”
he whispered. “Look, it’s all green! That means we’re safe, we’re free from all
of them!”


“You’re right, little grandson,” said
Grandmother.


“I hope they never take you away, Grandma,”
said Michael sadly; but even as he spoke, they had arrived and were taking old
grandmother away.


“No! No! No! No!” cried the boy frantically,
trying to resist the captors. He had knocked down, not the captor’s sharp
knife, but a thermometer; it fell off the doctor’s hand and broke on the floor.
This he saw when he opened his eyes.


“How are you, Michael my boy? Feeling
better, I hope?” said Dr Wong, sitting beside him on his bed and smiling down
at him. He turned his head slightly, and saw his father and mother.


“Mikey, darling – ” said his mother, moving
towards him, but he closed his eyes, suddenly feeling very drowsy again. He
dropped off into an uneasy stupor, but he could hear the voices around him
quite distinctly.


“Don’t worry, he’ll be all right,” he heard
Dr Wong say. “A case of nerves. Keep him quiet. He’ll be all right. What about
Mark?”


“Oh, he’s all right now, doctor,” said his
mother. “He’s gone off with the school band to Hong Kong. We thought the break
would do him good. He’ll be away about a week.”


“I’m afraid she must go,” said Dr Wong
gravely. “Her presence seems to have had a very disturbing influence on the
children. Let her go away for a while, while the children recover. And on no
condition must Ah Bock come near Michael now.”


“Yes, doctor!” said his mother with a sob.



Chapter 24


 


The letter had a reproachful tone throughout.
Angela could hardly curb her indignation: the perusal was punctuated with cries
of ‘What cheek!’ ‘Who does he think he is to be talking like this to me?’ and
‘Fanatic’, ‘Hypocrite’.


‘Sister Angela’ – he had started calling her
Sister Angela ever since he joined the sect that made them all brothers and
sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ.


It began with salutations, with a litany of
blessings, for he, the worker for Christ, was now the receptacle from which the
Lord’s graces could be liberally drawn upon to touch the lives of the less
privileged, but the salutations quickly gave way to severe reproach.


 


It has come to my attention that you, the most
intelligent of my family, the one through whom I was hoping to use to draw the
rest of the family to the Saviour, are yourself guilty of those very practices
of evil that I had hoped to see vanquished forever from the midst of my family.
What hope is left when the one who had shown great promise becomes like the
rest, engulfed by the powers of evil?


 


What on earth is he talking about? thought
Angela, her pulse quickening. Me engulfed by evil? What on earth does he mean,
that fanatic?


It has come to my attention that you, my dear
Sister, dabble in the forces of evil. You have consulted astrologers, the very
agents of the Prince of Darkness, who unleash confusion upon the world, and you
have consulted a geomancer for pure material gain. (I didn’t know Dorothy’s
brother was such a gossip, thought Angela angrily. He must have told Wee Siong
all this.)


Let me tell you, my dear Sister in Christ
(Fanatic! Will you stop calling me this? I’ve no wish to be allied to your mad
religion!), that fortune-tellers, astrologers, temple mediums and so on, are
the very means by which the enemies of Christ hope to destroy the world. By
going to them, you have denied the Lord His power of love and healing. He
offers you bread; you cast that aside for a viper. Allying yourself with these
agents of iniquity, you are erecting a wall between yourself and salvation.


Sister Angela, I know of the problems at home,
and they grieve me. They grieve me not because you, Mother and the rest of the
family have suffered. They grieve me because, instead of turning to the Lord,
you turn to the Iniquitous One for help. I had thought, my dear Sister, that
you were the most sensible, the one most open to the Lord’s grace. (Ah, the
fanatic is trying to flatter me now!) I trust you more than my own brothers who
are now too much embroiled in materialistic pursuits for their hearts to be
open to the Lord Jesus Christ, But you, my dear Sister – remember the many
conversations we used to have? I had much faith in you then (What conversations
is that idiot referring to?). Now it fills me with sorrow to learn that you
have gone the way of the others, chosen the Path of Corruption instead of the
Path of Faith and Love that the Lord Jesus Christ offered you through me, His
humble agent. (If you mean those sickening pamphlets and booklets, they’ve
ended up in the trash-basket.)


Sister Angela, of what good is it to lose your
salvation for a miserable bit of money by seeking the assistance of the powers
of evil? (Miserable bit of money! I’ll have you know, you hypocrite, that
because of the geomancer, your brother’s business is flourishing, and he’s in a
better position to be host to his parasitic family, including you!) Now I learn
that Old Mother has gone to stay with Gloria. Now Sister Gloria, through no
fault of her own, is in a religion that is all darkness and superstition.
Popism has foisted upon our poor Sister and millions like her, corrupt
practices involving images, rosaries, statues and a whole host of abominable
objects designed to confuse and block out the Truth and the Light. Old Mother’s
going to live with Gloria will mean that in addition to the burden of
superstition that has been her lot for so long, she is now going to be touched
by agents in other perhaps more sinister guises. (Now I don’t understand this.
Is Gloria not a Christian, too? What’s the matter with you Christians?) I was
hoping, my dear Sister Angela, that when I returned, I would be able to rescue
my family from the evil they have fallen into; all the family problems that
have happened are surely the result of this evil. (My dear young man, you have
contributed greatly to the problems. How much have you squandered of family
money so far? A hundred thousand?)


But now I find that with you abandoning your
faith and trust in the Lord’s love and mercy to go the way of the others
(Whenever did I have this ‘faith’ and ‘trust’?), my work of saving my family
for the Lord Jesus Christ will be much harder. But I am not one to flinch from
the call of the Lord. The Lord wants me to return, after I have finished my
work in this country, and lead my family to Him. From my family, I will go on
to bring the message of salvation to others. The Lord calls; I cannot ignore
His cries. He has saved me from a life of sin and iniquity, and I am now fully
restored to His love and mercy. (Don’t bring the poor Lord in. Your Australian
divorcee was found in bed with another man and you kicked her out).


 


The letter ended with more strident cries to
heed the Lord; Angela showed it to Mee Kin with amused exasperation, and then
crumpled it into a ball and let it go the way of the exhorting, pleading, threatening
pamphlets. “I wonder what Dorothy’s brother told him of the geomancer,” said
Angela, and then quickly became enthusiastic on a subject she had never stopped
talking about to her friends, since the astonishing results.


“Business has soared,” she exclaimed, eyes
brightening. “Almost immediately. You wouldn’t believe it. Boon and I are
trying to buy over all the shares so that we can have full management of the
restaurant. And I’m thinking of that reporter who wrote that nice article on
Mark’s 15th birthday party in the hotel, she could do a write-up on the cuisine
of our restaurant. We’re negotiating for an Indonesian cook to come over – a
top-rate cook from a leading hotel in Jakarta.”


The boutique in the Singapura Shopping
Arcade that was about to be opened – the geomancer had to come in here, too. He
was simply marvellous.


“That fool in Australia does not know the
real circumstances of the old one’s going to stay with Gloria,” said Angela
with some vehemence, recollecting the pains of negotiation. She and Boon had
sat down for a long talk with Mee Kin and Gloria. Gloria’s mother was going to
Canada for a three months’ vacation with her eldest daughter. The new house
would be ready by the time she returned, so the old one’s stay with Wee Nam and
Gloria would be only temporary. “I had to stress the temporary part of it,”
confided Angela. “Gloria was very reluctant, and I had to keep reminding her
that it was for only three months. After that, the old one can move to the new
house, to her separate wing. And don’t imagine it’s all plain sailing for me.
I’ve promised to go to Gloria’s house often, to pick Old Mother up for her
medical appointments, to bring food and whatever she needs. And do you know
I’ve actually engaged a servant, at my expense, to do the housework and regular
meals. Gloria could never afford a servant, so she’s really benefitting from
the arrangement.”


Both Wee Nam and Gloria had still appeared
unhappy – wasn’t that incredible? – after these arrangements.


“Do you know what Boon and I finally agreed
to do?” cried Angela with energetic triumph. “We pulled Wee Nam aside and told
him to forget all of it – that money owing to us. Twenty thousand, at least.
Imagine, the debt has been wiped off – just like that. That did the trick.”


“My poor children,” said Angela, in
vexation. “Especially Mark. How he suffered. He locked himself in his room for
days. And Michael. He actually fell ill. It was on Dr Wong’s orders that we had
to get the old one out of the way – at least for the time being. Otherwise, I
dread what would happen to the children.”


“So pathetic,” said Angela, who moved from
mood to mood with ease. Now her voice had softened to compassion. “When we took
her to Gloria’s house, she looked so lost, I really felt sorry for her. I
wouldn’t like to be in such a position in my old age. But what can we do?
Everything falls upon Boon and me. That Ah Tiong and Gek Choo have so neatly
extricated themselves from the situation. And of course, that maniacal son in
Australia is of no use.”


Angela bought a new bed for Old Mother and a
new cupboard; she went every day for a week to Gloria’s house to train the
servant and to see that all was well. She brought a huge tiffin-carrier of food
on the 

first day.


When she returned home, there was another
letter from Australia.


Sister Angela – I would not be a worthy
member of the brotherhood to which the Lord ]esus Christ in His mercy has
called me, if I did not tell you, my dear Sister Angela –


Angela crumpled the letter into a tight ball
in her hand and dropped it into the wastepaper-basket.


“Mem,” said Aminah tearfully. She had
returned to work; her newest baby was three months old now.


No more wage advances, thought Angela warily.
She’s getting a little out of hand.


“Mem,” said the woman, and Angela wondered
how one who was barely a few years older than she was could look so old,
haggard, emaciated. 


“Sharifah’s run away.”


“Why?” asked Angela sharply. “Is it her
father again? I thought I’d settled that.”


“No, mem,” said Aminah. “Her father hasn’t
gone near her since. But she went to stay with her boyfriend, and then
yesterday he came looking for her, for she told him she’d decided to return
home. But her identity card is missing, and we fear she’s run away.”


Angela sighed. One mess after another to be
cleared.


“Do you have any idea where she’s gone to?”
she asked. “Any relatives she could be staying with? Have you asked her
boyfriend?”


“We don’t know anything, mem,” whimpered the
woman.


“Perhaps we’d better let the police know,”
sighed Angela. Why had she taken on a washerwoman who was continually running
to her with problems? But her compassion did not allow her to turn anybody away
– not Aminah, not that drunken Muniandy and his wretched wife.


It occurred to her to ask Mooi Lan, for
sometimes she saw the girl talking to Sharifah while the latter was doing the
washing or ironing. Mooi Lan, with the departure of the old one, was slowly
regaining her vivacity and communicativeness. Mooi Lan knew.


Sharifah had confided that she was going to
work in a bar. The money was good. The life could be exciting.


“She came to see me once,” said Mooi Lan.
“She looked happier and really beautiful. I couldn’t recognise her. There was
somebody with her, a tall handsome-looking man.” Angela concluded there was
nothing to be done. She almost sighed with relief when Aminah came to see her a
week later, the thin worn face actually looking better from the smile that lit
it. “Sharifah’s working,” she said, “she brought money back for me and her
brothers and sisters. She promises to give us money every month.”


Angela was glad for the poor woman.


 


“Mum,” said Mark, and the absence of anger
in her son’s voice was balm to her heart. “Mum, I got through the Advanced
Preparatory Exams, and now I can go in for the Merit Exams. Mr Ong tells me
that only the top 5 per cent will be eligible for the Elite College that will
lead to Cambridge and Harvard.”


“Oh, that’s marvellous!” cried Angela,
radiant with delight. But she refrained from too much maternal enthusiasm, as
it always had the effect of making her son withdraw into reserve. She waited
for him to go on, ready to come in with appropriate comments, to express her
great love, without displeasing or embarrassing by excessive ardour. Mark told
her he was among the top in the exams.


“I’ve been following the plans for the Elite
College in the newspapers,” said Angela knowledgeably. “It seems it will be
built on that splendid piece of land in Grangefields, you know, the one that is
next to Grandfather’s cemetery. It seems they will clear the cemetery soon for
development to begin.”


The boy had little more to communicate
afterwards, but he looked better, happier. Mark told his father the news at
dinner-time that night, and the father was sufficiently buoyed by the good news
to suggest a family dinner in a restaurant the next day. “What a superb idea,”
said Angela enthusiastically. “Mikey’s sufficiently recovered to go, and
Michelle will like it, won’t you, darling?”


“Yes, Mum!” said the little girl obligingly.
Michael’s silence when Angela spoke about the celebratory dinner did nothing to
mar the happiness of the occasion.


“I do need more of such happy days,’ sighed
Angela to her husband as she prepared for bed that night. She looked at him,
this wonderful husband of hers, and she did not tell him that just a few days
ago, out of sheer coincidence, one of the regular coffee parties she had had
with Mee Kin had actually ended on a visit to Mrs Daisy Perez’s apartment. She
had caught a glimpse of her beautiful antique bed – and as she had suspected –
now cluttered with heaps of garish Thai silk cushions of various shapes. She
recollected the dream – those dreams – and she shivered.


But that, too, did not mar the happiness of
the day.



Chapter 25


 


Poor Gloria, I do feel sorry for her, thought
Angela, as she paid one of her regular calls, and saw the girl, thin and pale
in the first months of pregnancy, emerge from her room. She stayed in her room
all the time now.


Who can blame her, with the old one
wandering about the house, muttering and still talking to the old man’s photo?
thought Angela.


She came regularly to ascertain that the
servant was doing her work; she brought cooked food and plenty of tinned stuff
for Gloria, and being informed of her pregnancy, made a mental note to get some
really pretty maternity dresses for her. There was nothing she wouldn’t do;
Gloria had removed the thorn from her side, if only temporarily. But who could
tell what would happen in the meantime?


Her visit coincided with that of Wee Tiong
and Gek Choo. The pair had felt it their duty, apparently, to call; this was
indeed their first visit to Gloria’s house. They brought along their little
boy, now much bigger and healthier looking, and gifts of biscuits and fruit.


“Call your foster-mother,” said Gek Choo to
the little one in her arms, in courteous deference to the sister-in-law whose
favour, no matter how grudgingly sought for, had brought about this happy
result. The baby turned away shyly, Angela took him into her arms, but soon
returned him to Gek Choo, for he had begun to cry.


Old Mother, looking thinner and much older,
had the ubiquitous ang-pow of goodwill; she tucked it into the waistline of the
baby’s pants with the usual good wishes.


Angela spoke to Gloria extensively, trying
to piece together a picture of the state of affairs now that Old Mother was
there. The picture was not a very comforting one – but what could be done?


Wee Nam was away most of the time now. He
seemed to be feverishly exploring one business opportunity after another. First
it was goldfish, then orchids, then he wanted to go in on computer parts, and
the latest was that he was teaming up with someone to start an agency for
hiring domestic servants from the Philippines, Indonesia and Sri Lanka. Hearing
about the high wages of domestics in Singapore, the foreign women, young and
middle-aged and some with diplomas and even University degrees, were flocking
to Singapore to seek employment. Wee Nam felt there was a lot of money to be
made there.


“I’m alone most of the time,” said Gloria.
She need not have added, “I’m lonely and miserable,” for her eyes, her
thinness, the nervousness with which she avoided the direct gaze, spoke it.
Poor girl, thought Angela.


The servant cooked for them; Gloria and Old
Mother used to eat together, but Gloria had taken to eating in her room. She
never came out, except to meet visitors or to do the needful. It was not only
Old Mother whose presence made her feel uneasy; it was the possibility of her
meeting the idiot one, for he had come on a few occasions to see Old Mother,
and once, while Gloria was praying in front of the altar to the Virgin Mary
saying her daily rosary, she felt a presence behind her, turned, and saw the
idiot grinning at her and about to touch the statuette of Our Lady and the
sacred Heart of Jesus on the altar. She ran into her room and shut herself in.


And the photo of the old man.


The altar was in the old one’s room; she had
to pass the room to reach the toilet, and no matter how hard she tried to avert
the gaze, she invariably saw the small piercing eyes, the stiff wispy beard
jutting out on the thin chin. Old Mother spoke to the photograph often, Gloria
stopped her ears, ran to the toilet and ran back, panting.


And, she confided to Angela, when Wee Tiong
and Gek Choo had left, the pleasant dreams of herself with her sisters in
Canada and Australia had disappeared and had made way for those frightful
coffin and temple dreams. “I use the holy water of Lourdes every night, and I
have my rosary, but they still come,” whimpered Gloria.


Angela decided there and then, out of pity
for the poor tormented girl, that the stay would last no more than two months,
the time given by the contractors for the completion of the new house.


“Wee Siong sends me these pamphlets, I
hardly read them,” said Gloria, showing Angela a whole stack of the materials.


“I don’t read them either, just ignore them,
throw them away,” said Angela. “Now you listen, Gloria. I know this is not an
easy time for you. You are pregnant and the first few months can be quite bad.
I had a bad time with Michael, especially. But you will go through it bravely,
won’t you? After all, as you can see, Boon and I have done our best. Since Wee
Nam has been freed of this loan to his brother, he can now have more money for
business or whatever he wishes to do. And you have Ah Choo to do all the
housework for you. I shall come regularly to take Old Mother to the oculist and
physiotherapist and you can always ring me up if there’s anything to be done.
You don’t need to do a thing. All Boon and I are asking is a place to put the
old one while waiting for the new house to be ready. And that will take no
longer than two months. Those stupid contractors have promised me that, and
they’d better keep their promise. You know that mother can’t go back to her old
house any more; everything is in a mess there and I went to scold that
irresponsible Ah Kum Soh for turning it into a gambling den, but I won’t be
surprised if she’s gone back to her old tricks. Anyway, Old Mother’s health is
not good, and I won’t feel easy about her there with that woman and her idiot
son. And don’t worry about that idiot. Ignore him totally. He means no harm
really. You know that that stingy, calculating Wee Tiong and his wife can’t
take in the old one. They will remain in that miserable flat of theirs, as long
as they can, to make it impossible for the old one to move in. And of course,
they’ve now cooked up all this nonsense about their baby son’s star clashing
with Old Mother’s, or some such superstition. Notice it doesn’t clash with
mine. So Gloria, I beg you to be patient. Do your duty for another two months
and then I’ll take over the entire responsibility.”


The girl listened and nodded, but utter
wretchedness was written in the hair that had grown thin and straggly, in the
thin pale face that only a year ago was beautiful with the freshness of youth.


I know it’s a burden, thought Angela as she
left, but what’s a few months compared to the years I’m going to endure with
the old one? Everyone must share the burden.


“Mikey darling, have you finished your homework?”
asked Angela, when she got home.


“There’s no homework for tomorrow,” said the
boy. “May I watch TV?”


“Of course, darling,” said Angela, for whom
the reply, in a full sentence, and the request for permission constituted such
a vast improvement over the taciturnity and rebellious silence of a few weeks
back as to make her heart almost sing for joy. Dr Wong was so right, she
thought. She cast a surreptitious look at a composition that had been marked in
school. It was entitled ‘A Happy Dream’. Angela read, puzzled, of her son and
his uncle Bock catching golden fish in a pond, of a Moon Goddess, of
Grandmother making a pair of walking tins that went Plock, plock, plock, of a
strange bird that said tee-tee, tah-loh. The teacher’s comments, written neatly
in red ink at the bottom of the page were: “Your sentences are disjointed. They
do not seem to link up to form a sensible story. But your grammar, spelling and
punctuation have improved. Keep it up.” Even Michael was doing better in
school. Angela was happy.



Chapter 26


 


“It’s all over now; he’s selected another
man, an idiot named Choo Beng Siew, a stupid, grinning idiot with some vague
engineering qualification,” muttered Boon. It shocked Angela; he had come home,
drunk, dishevelled. The bitter chagrin was in the forehead, suddenly
deep-furrowed, in the voice louder than usual.


“How do you know? Is it official? This thing
has been vacillating for months,” said Angela with the greatest of anxiety,
wanting her husband to go to the bedroom, but he persisted in throwing himself
upon the sitting-room sofa and remaining there. “It’s official; the bastard’s
played me out.”


A tremor of terror swept through Angela; the
violence of language against Minister was shocking, coming from Boon. She sat
down beside him, trying to comfort.


“Never mind, darling,” she said soothingly.
“You did your best. Nobody could say you didn’t do your best. You’re absolutely
in the clear.”


Her husband sat up, the stupor of
drunkenness suddenly giving way to a biting clarity as he looked straight at
her and said menacingly, “Why in hell did you interfere?”


“Whatever do you mean?” cried Angela, but
beginning to feel a sickness overcoming her.


“You went to his secretary,” snarled Boon.
“You went to his secretary and made inquiries and tried to ferret things out
from her. Do you deny it?” The snarl had subsided to a sarcasm, heavy,
frightening. “You made yourself a nuisance, pushing like that. Surely you must
have known such a step would have prejudiced Minister against me, knowing what
kind of man he is?”


“Really, I only spoke in a casual way,” said
Angela, her mouth dry, her stomach tightening. “I meant to help, darling.”


“Help!” A sardonic laugh as he fell back on
the sofa, one arm across his eyes. “Pushing, you mean. You’ve always pushed, haven’t
you? Me, the children, everyone else. You were impatient to become wife of a
Member of Parliament, weren’t you? Perhaps later the wife of a minister?”


“Now that’s not fair!” Angela’s fear had
suddenly disappeared in a burst of anger. “I was straining every effort to
please you, and here you are accusing me of interference, because things have
not turned out the way you wanted them! It’s not fair, not fair!”


Her voice had risen to a shrill pitch. She
saw Michelle, and waved her off; she glimpsed Mooi Lan, loitering at the
doorway of the kitchen, and suddenly grew exasperated at the sight of the girl,
hanging around to listen in to everything.


The tears came, furiously. Boon had settled
back on the sofa, eyes closed.


“How can you say things like that to me,
Boon?” she continued. “You know how much I’ve gone through the last few months,
what with your mother and the children and Mooi Lan.”


“At least Mooi Lan understands, she cares,”
came the muttering from the sofa, and Angela, with a new pang, tried to see if
the girl was still at the doorway. She had disappeared into the kitchen.


“And pray, how does she care more than I
do?” cried Angela shrilly. Her husband had fallen into a deep drunken sleep,
snoring loudly. In mounting exasperation, she wanted to shake him violently,
rouse him from his stupid drunken state, extract a statement that would still
the pain, newly caused. But he remained deeply snoring and in distress, she
went upstairs to her room. Fortunately, the children were in their rooms and
could have heard but little.


How unlike Boon, to blame her, to reckon the
ministerings of a servant girl, the offering of a cup of tea or Bovril, as
greater than all her efforts of affection. Angela’s anger was soon directed
against Minister – they were all like that, these people in power. They played
around with other people’s lives, raised false hopes, then dashed these hopes
without so much as a word of explanation.


When she returned downstairs, Boon was
sitting up, his shoulders slouching in abjection and Mooi Lan was hovering
nearby, apparently asking whether he wanted a drink or some food. Angela went
up impatiently, waved her away, and sat beside her husband, holding his
shoulders.


“Come up to our room now,” she said gently.
“You’ll feel much better after a good night’s sleep.”


His mood was markedly better in the morning;
she needed his reassuring morning embraces, to wipe off the pain of the
previous night. He gave them duly, but dully, and she coaxed him to have a good
breakfast.


“I’m thinking of joining Richard Pang in the
hotel-and-restaurant business,” he said. His wife pouring out the coffee, could
hardly contain her relief and delight. “A Mr Szeto is selling his hotel in
Changi, a small, cosy home-like two-storey building with eighteen rooms.
Richard has been talking of taking it over and improving on it. Such hotels
with their home-like atmosphere are a hit with tourists, especially Japanese
tourists who come on a few months’ contract.”


“Darling, that’s a marvellous idea,” said
Angela enthusiastically. Now was the time to release the latest figures on the
Haryati Restaurant, to reinforce this mood of optimism and banish the dark
devils of the previous night forever. “Darling, the manager of Haryati tells me
that we may need to expand, to cope with the increasing business. More and more
people are coming. The lunch-time crowd is enormous. I’ve seen it with my own
eyes!”


“That’s good,” said her husband. “I’m going
full steam into business. That’s where the real rewards are.”


Angela thought, Even if Boon does not get
into politics, Mark eventually will. For hasn’t he been marked out for the
Elite College already? But it would be premature, inappropriate to talk about
such things at present.


“I hear the government’s thinking of
building the Elite College on Grangefields near the Su Kien Cemetery,” she
remarked, giving her husband another slice of toast.


“Yes, the cemetery will have to go,” he
said.


“Does that mean exhumation of the graves,
including your father’s?”


“That’s inevitable. The exhumation notice
will be gazetted shortly.”



Chapter 27


 


Gloria
listened; her every nerve was taut from listening for
sounds from outside her tightly closed bedroom door. She heard the old one
talking to herself, and then afterwards she heard the sliding of the metal door
and a gurgling sound, which meant that the idiot one was on one of his frequent
visits. 


His visit that evening had been particularly
harrowing. It was Gloria’s turn to lend her house for the monthly rosary
sessions conducted by Father Xavier. About 12 of the parishioners had gathered
for prayers. As they knelt down in the sitting room, Father Xavier leading the
prayers in his deep reverential voice, the idiot appeared, staring, grinning,
fascinated by the unwonted sight. He actually moved forward, and Gloria,
fighting revulsion, got up from her knees and told him to go back to Old
Mother’s room. He stayed there obediently for a few minutes, then emerged again
to stare and grin. Since he made no sound, Gloria left him alone this time.


But the incident had made her sick, had
given her a violent headache.


She lay on her bed, the tears falling
silently on to her pillow. She felt sick, but was unwilling to go out to the
toilet; she vomited into a small spittoon kept under her bed. She wished that
Wee Nam were back. He had been home for a few days, and then was off again; he
said he had an Indonesian friend to meet, one who could be useful in helping
him set up the agency for recruitment of foreign domestics. She wished her
mother were around, but it would be a full two months before she returned from
her vacation.


The cheerful letters from Canada and
Australia which enclosed photographs of the new babies did nothing to lessen
the misery; indeed they accentuated it, for they increased the painful sense of
what might have been. The photographs in one hand, her rosary in another,
Gloria lay inert, tears silently flowing. She felt very hungry and had a
violent headache, but going out of her room to get food or the aspirin from the
bathroom cabinet was out of the question. The gibberish of the idiot one with
occasional deep gurgles could still be heard.


It was getting dark, but Gloria did not feel
inclined to get up or switch on the light. She just wanted to lie still, to
wait for the idiot one to leave and for the old one to retire to her room and
lock herself in, as she was wont to do every evening. Her head felt unbearably
heavy. She got up several times with great effort, to move the spittoon to vomit
into, but each time fell back on her bed, exhausted, the sickness undispelled.


She heard sounds, they seemed to be
converging upon her. With a great effort of will, she moved her head towards
the door, and saw the door moving open slowly. Two figures, dark against the
outside light, walked in slowly. They were Old Mother and the idiot one. A
sense of panic overcame Gloria. She had locked the door; how had they managed
to come in?


The old one moved towards her bed and in the
dimness of the street-light on the road outside, Gloria saw her face, ugly,
distorted, blotched and her hair let down so that they floated in stiff strands
about her face. She was smiling; she held out something to her, but Gloria
couldn’t see clearly what it was – was it a piece of yellow paper with Chinese
words written on it, or was it the ghost paper money with the square of silver
in the centre?


The old one suddenly let out a shrill laugh
and that unleashed a babel of noises in the room – harsh, raucous sounds, mixed
with high-pitched yells. The idiot one, his face actually contorted with the
effort of yelling, stepped forward, made to touch her, was then suddenly
arrested by the altar in her room where stood two candles, the picture of the
Christ Child and His Mother, a statuette of Saint Theresa and a bottle of holy
water from Lourdes. The idiot one moved to the altar, gurgling; he took down
the statuette of St Theresa, examined it with intense curiosity, then abandoned
it for the bottle of holy water, which he uncorked, smelt and sprinkled on
himself.


“False! False!” Gloria heard a rough rasping
sound, and saw an old man – yes, it was the old father-in-law, resurrected from
the dead again. He knocked off the bottle of holy water from the idiot’s hand
and then knocked him resoundingly on the head with his walking stick.


“False!” he shouted again and was echoed by
a babel of voices. “Let the gods destroy what is false,” and then a multitude
of gods, some looking like warriors with their ferocious eyes, eyebrows and
beards and their armour with a myriad swords sticking out, and some old with
white eyebrows and beards and some with faces like monkeys and pigs – all
surged towards the altar and broke everything on it, amidst ferocious yells.


“Please – ” screamed Gloria, but it was a
scream in the head only, so nobody could hear it. Old Mother, her grey hair
still streaming about her face, came closer, touched her forehead. Gloria tried
to break away from the touch, from the near contact with the old livid,
blotched face moving closer to hers, but she seemed tied to the bed. Escape was
impossible.


“Jesus, Mary, Joseph – ” she muttered
weakly, and this time, the old father-in-law turned savagely upon her and
rasped, “Away with your false gods! They will not allow you to put up an altar
to your dead father-in-law or mother-in-law? Of what good are they then?’ The
statuette of Saint Theresa already lay broken, smashed; the old man hurled out
the window whatever was left of the picture of the Christ Child and His Mother.


“What’s going on?” came a loud voice, and
Gloria was relieved to see Father Xavier. “Why are you doing this?’ he demanded
as he saw a god with the monkey’s face grab a holy candle and dash it to the
ground. A chorus of derisive voices greeted them, and then the gods chased
Father Xavier out of the room.


Gloria, fixed to her bed, saw her rosary
beads around the neck of the idiot; a god clad in gold and silver paper
wrenched them from him and flung it away.


She felt a multitude of hands on her body,
on her belly in which the child was, as yet not ready to stir. Her voice came
back all of a sudden, and she let out a piercing scream. With a mighty effort,
she wrenched herself from the bed, and ran out, fell, and then all was,
mercifully, silence, darkness.


“She’s now recovering in hospital,” Angela
told Mee Kin who sent flowers and presents to all Angela’s relatives when they
were in hospital, insickness or for childbirth. “A neighbour heard her scream
and rushed in to find her on the floor outside her bedroom. Old Mother was in
her own room. She was combing her hair, seemingly unperturbed. It seemed, as
she told Gek Choo, that she had heard moans in Gloria’s room, and thinking the
girl was ill, had gone in to offer some of her Chinese pills. The idiot foster-son
was with her at the time. Poor Gloria, sick and feverish, must have been
terrified at the sight of them. She must have mistaken them for ghosts or
something like that, for she was delirious on the first day in hospital, and
kept screaming about my dead father-in-law and a whole host of devils attacking
her.”


The girl was now under sedation, but she
continued to weep silently. Wee Nam who had been urgently recalled could not
bring himself to tell her about the miscarriage. The poor girl needed all her
strength to recover. Angela visited her every day, heavy with a sense of guilt
at having contributed to this tragic outcome. Towards the old one who was now
back again in her house, she could have nothing for the moment but the deepest
resentment: “Why does she cause trouble wherever she goes?”



Chapter 28


 


The plan was
simple, and would make for much good all round. Mark
would get the rest he needed and freedom from the disquieting influence of his
grandmother, her mental faculties now badly deteriorating. Besides, Mark
deserved a reward for having done so well in school. Boon needed a rest; indeed
they all needed a rest. The six-week long tour coincided neatly with the
end-of-year school vacation, and by the time they got back, the new house would
almost have been ready. The tour would take them to the places that the
children, ever since they were small, had been hankering to go to, because some
of their classmates had been there – Los Angeles, San Francisco, Disneyland,
Hawaii. 


Mooi Lan with some persuasion and money
might be induced to endure the old one a little longer. That wretched Ah Kum
Soh, despite her irresponsible behaviour, could be asked to stay to be a
companion to the old one. Even the idiot one, if Old Mother so wished, could be
allowed to come and keep her company.


“I don’t want to go,” said Michael with
resolution and Angela’s heart sickened, sickened at the thought of the old
troubles starting all over again. She got Boon and Michelle to persuade him; it
was no use. The boy remained resolutely silent, and only once said in a tone
that left little for argument or persuasion, “I want to be with Grandma and
Uncle Bock.”


“Thrash the boy,” Angela almost said to her
husband, anger mounting, but she knew it would be of no use. It might make matters
worse.


It was impossible to go off, leaving Michael
in the house. In the end, Angela decided to stay behind, while Boon, Mark and
Michelle went. It was a wrenching decision. It made her retire to her bathroom,
to cry, in the manner of bitterly disappointed children.


“I love all my children in the same way; no
one is a favourite,” she used to tell her friends, but in the privacy of her
thoughts and feelings, she firmly believed this was not possible. She had tried
so hard to be close to this very difficult child, but he had spurned her
mother’s efforts all the way; how could she love him as much as she did Mark or
Michelle? The resentment on more than one occasion had shaped itself into a
wish. If only he had never been born, but it was a wish too horrifying for
expression, and Angela suppressed it each time it had shaped itself.


The weeks of waiting for the return of the
others were not as difficult as she had anticipated. The old one spoke less and
was in her room most of the time. There was an occasion when she came out and
spoke sharply to Mooi Lan, shaking her forefinger at her and calling her a
snake, but Mooi Lan simply ignored her, much to Angela’s relief. Mooi Lan was
at last learning how to handle the old one. Angela sent Mooi Lan home for a two-week
rest; she felt the girl needed it, after the harrowing experiences of the past
few months. She took leave from work, and found to her surprise that housework
need not be a chore; she managed the cooking and house-cleaning superbly,
helped by Aminah. The washerwoman was in tears again, having discovered the
true nature of her daughter’s work. Sharifah had lied to her, had told her that
she was working for a European family, at three times the wages she was getting
from the last household. Angela tried her best to comfort her.


“What can you do? How can you stop her?
Besides, she gives you money every month, doesn’t she? At least she thinks of
her younger brothers and sisters.”


And the planning for the new house was pure
pleasure. Angela had bought or borrowed from her friends stacks of glossy
magazines on house decoration; she had a clear idea now what she wanted every
room in the house to look like. Even the separate wing – she would spare no
effort or expense to make it beautiful and comfortable, for, she told Mee Kin
and Dorothy, the old one would not be there long, and it could later be
converted into a comfortable den for Mark, or separate quarters for guests and
entertainment.


Michael gave no trouble. He went to his
grandmother’s room often; it was painful to see that another little metal
cylinder on a red string had replaced the one she had thrown away, but this
time, for the sake of peace, she would let things be. Such a state of affairs
could not go on forever. Old Mother was now going to be 72.


The idiot one came on a few occasions and
Angela had to make sure that he did not make himself a nuisance. The trophies
were now in locked glass-cases; it was easy to keep the idiot relatively
harmless by plying him with food for he often felt sleepy after eating and
dozed off.


Michael seemed to be in a more cheerful
mood. For weeks, Angela could not help thinking as she looked at her younger
son: Because of you, there is no proper family holiday. You are both difficult
and selfish. But the boy had passed his exams again; that ought to be balm
enough.


The return of her family from the tour was
one of great joy and relief to her; she wanted to see them again so badly. They
looked well, happy and refreshed, especially Mark. He had grown very tall in
the past few months; he was even taller than his father. In a few months he
would sit for the Merit Scholarship examination. Angela never had the anxieties
that other mothers suffered for their sons and daughters before examinations,
for she had full confidence in him, and he had never disappointed her, not
once.



Chapter 29


 


“Once there
was a snake,” said Old Mother with vehemence. “It was a
small snake, but it had sharp teeth and a lot of poison in its bite. Now this
snake lived under a stone in a village. It came out one night and drank the
water from the village well. The next morning, the well-water was contaminated
by the snake’s poison, so that all the village women could not put in their
buckets. They went away angry. They wanted to kill the snake, so they went to
the chief in the village. He saw the snake, curled asleep under the stone, but
it was such a tiny, harmless-looking snake that he said, ‘No, no, I can’t kill
the snake. It looks so small and weak.’


The next evening the snake went to the
rice-fields. Why it went there nobody knew. But a lot of poison leaked out of
its body. One by one the rice plants died. Now, the men who had spent so much
time and hard labour planting the rice were very angry. They went to the chief
of the village and said, ‘Kill the snake. First it poisoned the water in our
well. Now it has poisoned the rice in our fields. Kill it.’ Now the chief
thought, ‘This snake has gone too far. I let it go the first time, but this
time, I shall kill it.’ So he went to look for the snake, but alas, it was no
longer under the tree. It had escaped.”


“Perhaps it knew the chief was coming to
kill it,” said Michael. “Did they kill the snake in the end, Grandma?”


“I don’t know. It’s difficult to tell, and
now I don’t remember things very well,” she said. She lapsed into muttering.
Michael put his head on her knee, and she stroked his hair. The smoothness and
coolness of the jade bangle again touched his cheek, and he looked up to
examine it closely. “Almost all green now, Grandma,” he said. “Except for this
little white speck here, and another one here. See?”


Angela looked in briefly, to see the boy
talking animatedly to the old one. The deterioration was more rapid than she
had thought. Her room was a shambles; it smelt foul too.


It won’t be for long, she thought in
self-comfort.


 


“Will you allow that snake to serve your
husband, to go near him, to bewitch him?” It was frightening, to be accosted by
the old one like that. Angela was in her room, reading; the old one stood in
the doorway, her hair let loose. Even from that distance, Angela could smell
the sweaty staleness of her clothes.


“Mother, do not be worried about such
things,” said Angela calmly. “Rest and get well. You haven’t been well lately.”


She got up and guided the old one downstairs
to her room; she had been given a room downstairs, to save her the trouble of
climbing the stairs.


When the house is ready, thought Angela, I
shall see what arrangements there need to be made. If necessary, Mooi Lan may
have to go. I can’t bear all this nonsense and stupidity much longer. Just a
month or so more – and all my troubles will be over, or at least the major part
of the troubles.



Chapter 30


 


“Let’s go
and visit Ah Kheem Chae,” said Old Mother. “She lives
in the House of Death in Sago Lane. I knew I would go to that place at some
time in my old age,” she added bitterly. “But Ah Kheem Chae’s already dead,
Grandma,” said Michael. “Mother said she went back to China and died there.
Nobody cared for her there. She should have remained in Singapore.”


“Ah Kheem Chae! Ah Kheem Chae!” The
recollection, dimly, of the old grey-haired one who once brought him in from
the rain and put a jacket on him, caused Ah Bock first to clap his hands
excitedly, then frown, as more dim images crowded his mind and he struggled to
put them in an ordered pattern.


“Let’s go to the House of Death, to the
House-where-the-old-await-death,” said Old Mother. “Ah Kheem Chae is there,
she’s waiting for me; I’m joining her. You’ll see, I’m joining her.”


“All right, Grandma,” said Michael.


Mooi Lan was later to be scolded by the
anguished Angela. How could the three of them have got out of the house without
her noticing? The old one slow and doddering, the idiot slobbering and probably
creating a great commotion, Michael who ought to have been in bed, with that
dreadful fever and due for his next dose of medicine. How could the three of
them have got out without being noticed?


“I saw them,” a neighbour later said. “I saw
them, they were going in the direction of the bus-stop. I thought it was rather
unusual, Michael in his pyjamas, they were laughing a lot. Somehow I didn’t
think at the moment to have warned you.”


Fool, thought Angela with great irritation
but she merely smiled wearily at the neighbour and said nothing. Her annoyance
with Mooi Lan mounted.


Now the neighbour had seen, the news would
spread, there would be gossip, speculation by hateful neighbours.


They had taken a bus and then walked a long
distance to the House of Death in Sago Lane.


It stood among a row of decaying houses,
derelict, in the shadow of taller buildings. The walls, doors and windows were
blackened with age.


Old Mother mounted the dark staircase
followed by the idiot and Michael. It creaked beneath them, ready to give way.
At the top of the staircase, they saw a darkened corridor, with rooms on either
side. An old man in a pair of khaki shorts tied with string lay outside one of
the rooms, on a mat that had frayed to a segment. He propped himself up weakly
on his elbow to look at the visitors, his deep sunken eyes pools where misery
overbrimmed. The idiot gurgled at him, while Michael looked on with awed
fascination.


Old Mother walked resolutely into the
nearest room.


“Where’s Ah Kheem Chae?” she demanded, but
nobody knew. The old ones there, fragile in the shadow of death, merely looked
at the visitors silently. “Ah Kheem Chae,” said Old Mother, going up to an old
woman, with a scalp bare except for a few stiff strands hanging down to the
nape of her neck. But the woman was not Ah Kheem Chae. Ah Kheem Chae was
already dead, dead and buried in her native village in China, or as someone had
said, had tried to return to Singapore and died on board ship.


The idiot, fascinated by these new
surroundings, looked around with dilated eyes of wonder. The room was dark;
some light pierced through a broken pane in a window. It was dark and cheerless
and was filled with old crates, newspapers and rags. One side was stacked with
them: a small wooden table was cluttered with flasks, chipped cups and plates,
enamel bowls and spoons. An abundance of worldly possessions, but the old men
and women sat in the shadows, detached and waiting for death. Old Mother put
her hand into her blouse pocket, brought out wads of dollar notes and –
distributed them laughing. The idiot pranced about, chortling with glee, seized
some of the money and gave it to an old man with sticky secretion encrusting
both eyes. He received it with both hands and broke into a toothless chuckle.
Michael, exhilarated, reached into his pyjama pocket. He was surprised he could
find money in his pyjama pocket. He took out the money and gave it to the idiot
who promptly threw it into the waiting, cupped palms of an old woman in a
patched black blouse who had quickly hobbled up, cackling thanks.


Michael clapped a hand to his mouth. He was
wont to do that whenever he was very excited and happy; he was very happy now.
Old Mother said, “Let me tell you a story. Who wants to listen to a story?”


“Me! Me!” cried Michael, and the idiot
echoed, “Me! Me!” The old ones had come out of the shadows and gathered in the
little pool of light in the centre of which stood Old Mother.


“Listen, can you hear a bird outside? It’s
saying Tee-tee, tah-loh? Tee-tee, tah-loh? I’ll tell you a story about this
bird.” Nobody heard the bird, but they listened, entranced. “There was a very
wicked woman who had two sons. One was her real son, and the other her
step-son. She loved her real son and ill-treated the step-son, giving him half
a bowl of rice at the most everyday and making him wear clothes that were so
patched. The original cloth was no longer to be seen. Now you would expect the
natural son to follow his mother’s footsteps and ill-treat the step-son. But
this boy had a very good heart. He loved and pitied his step-brother, who was
younger by a few years, and sometimes, unseen by the mother, slipped him a
handful of boiled rice or cabbage. The wicked woman was intent on getting rid
of her step-son. She hit upon an evil plan. She called the two boys together
and said, ‘I’m going to give each of you a handful of maize seeds. You must
plant the seeds in the ground and make them grow. The one whose seeds do not
grow will have no food to eat for ten days.’


So this wicked woman gave her natural son
good healthy maize seeds and her step-son maize seeds that she had secretly
boiled so that they would never grow. So the natural son’s maize seeds sprouted
into healthy plants, the step-son’s seeds withered and died in the ground.


‘Aha! No food for you for 10 days!’ said the
evil woman, and the boy, saddened by the failure of his maize seeds to sprout,
and thus pining away in sadness and hunger, soon died. The evil woman secretly
buried him in a dark forest and returned to tell her own son that the boy had
wandered off and died somewhere, it was no use looking for him.


‘Tee-tee, where is my tee-tee?’ asked the
boy in great sadness, which made his mother very angry.


‘I want to die too, and become a bird and
look for my tee-tee,’ said the boy. ‘Don’t be a fool!’ said the mother. But it
was too late. The boy suddenly died and was transformed into a bird.


To this day, it goes in search of the
brother, crying out in its agony, Tee-tee, tah-loh? Tee-tee, tah-loh?”


“I think I can hear the bird, Grandma,” said
Michael. “I heard it once before, when I was alone in the house one morning.”
No birds flew near the dark House of Death in crowded Sago Lane, but the boy
had an active imagination. He heard birds in his sleep and sometimes strange
creatures from the deeps, that made him moan and move from side to side. The
idiot, in an outburst of pure joy, hoisted the boy on to his shoulders and
carried him round the room. The boy laughed with delight and clung tight,
afraid of falling.


The old woman with the bare scalp said, “Oh,
do be careful, the boy may fall,” but the idiot continued to prance round with
Michael on his shoulders, gurgling, his head moving from side to side.


“A man loved his wife so much that he always
listened to her and ill-treated his mother,” said Old Mother. “He forgot how
his mother had borne him in pain, suckled him, brought him up in hardship and
sorrow. Now, the wicked young woman showed no respect for her old
mother-in-law; not once did she take her a basin of water to wash her face in
the mornings, not once did she offer a cup of tea. A daughter-in-law dutifully
empties the mother-in-law’s chamber pot every morning, but this daughter-in-law
was so wicked, she made her mother-in-law empty her chamber pot. The mother-in-law
was very old and could hardly walk but every morning she had to empty the
daughter-in-law’s chamber pot. The ‘old devil’, the ‘old-she-devil’, she
muttered all day. ‘Die, old-she-devil die, for I want to be rid of you.’


Then one day she instigated her husband to
get rid of the old one. She said, ‘Put her on your back and take her to the
dark forest and leave her there to be eaten by the wild animals. But tell her
you are taking her to see a puppet show. She loves puppet shows, and can be
easily fooled.’ Now the young man was so much under the influence of his wife
that he immediately complied with her order. He said to his old mother, ‘Come,
mother, I’m going to carry you on my back and take you to see a puppet show.
Today, they are performing the story of the Heavenly Emperor with the silver
and gold chariot and the Monkey-God! Come, mother, come,’ and squatted down so
that she could climb on to his back. She laughed in her happiness, she was
eager to see the puppets with their colourful faces and clothes. She laughed
with glee. So he carried her through the dark forest, but the Lightning God who
releases bolt upon bolt of lightning upon the heads of the unfilial, saw him
and killed him in his anger. ‘You have committed the greatest of sins,’ cried
this God and the man was struck dead.


‘But that was not punishment enough. The God
breathed upon the man and he came back to life, all horribly charred by the
lightning bolts. He groaned in pain and groaned still louder when a huge snake,
with very sharp fangs, unwound itself from a nearby tree at the bidding of the
God, slid towards him and sank its teeth into his heart. His body was now all
bloated with the poison. So the man died, a double death; he was struck by the
Lightning God and he was bitten by a snake.’


“But, Grandma, the old mother-in-law was
eaten up by wild beasts,” said Michael, his mind clear despite the fever. “You
told me the last time that she was eaten up by wild beasts in the dark forest.”


“No. He was struck dead by lightning and was
bitten by a snake and it served him right,” muttered Old Mother bitterly. “It
served him right because he listened to his wife when he should have listened
to his mother.”


“Ah Siew Chae, my dear sister,” said Old
Mother, turning to the old woman in the patched black blouse and cupping both
hands in hers. The old woman chuckled and nodded. “We were happy together for a
long time. You were never a servant, for I loved you as a sister. You had no
sons but daughters and you were sad. You were jealous and even said, ‘One night
I will go to your house, straight to the cradle where your baby son is, and I
will steal him away, and put my baby daughter in his place!’ But, what’s the
use of sons now, Ah Siew Chae!” Old Mother began to weep. The old woman who had
been chuckling all along now frowned in dismay; her mouth collapsed round her
toothless gums in an expression of pure sympathy as she tried to stem the flow
of Old Mother’s tears.


“Do you have a coffin?” asked Old Mother
anxiously, drying her tears. “A proper coffin, when you die? I don’t have such
a coffin, but I’ll make them. Give me one!” Her voice rose in desperate
self-promise.


The idiot one had led Michael to an old man
in a corner, lying on some newspapers, smoking an opium pipe. He was oblivious
of their presence, never once did he look at them. A woman, bent almost double,
came up to Michael to ask for money. Michael looked quizzically at her, not
understanding what she wanted.


The pandemonium was brief, but it would be
recollected, years later, in its every painful detail. An old man moaned, an
old woman screeched when the party burst in upon them – Angela hysterical and
shouting, “There they are! There they are!” Boon going straight to Michael who
clung to the idiot, refusing to let go, Old Mother weeping, “Let me stay. Let
me die here. Let me die with Ah Kheem Chae.” Some boxes were toppled in a minor
scuffle between Wee Nam and the idiot. A moan arose from the old ones who had
shrunk back into darkest shadows.


Angela managed to grab Michael crying all the
time, “Oh my darling, my darling, Mummy was so worried for you,” as she
scrambled down the hateful steps in this hateful house of decay and death, to
the light outside where the white Mercedes gleamed in the bright afternoon sun,
waiting.


“Oh my poor darling – what have they done to
you – ”


She felt his forehead, his neck. “Oh, my
God, the fever – ” she sobbed.


The boy struggled for a while, then subsided
in her arms, making little piteous noises, crying for his grandmother and Uncle
Bock. She saw with horror his lips, bluish, his face, drained. “Take us back
first,” she instructed the chauffeur. “Straight to Dr Wong’s clinic. Never mind
the others. They will find their way back,” as the commotion in the Death House
continued.


Who would believe it, she thought, the angry
tears pricking her eyes. How can they do this to my son? and she held the boy,
and in her heart the anguish returned, of a son born different, born to thwart
and pain his parents.




Chapter 31


 


It was remarkable, in view of previous
events, that the old one’s mind could be so lucid – at least during some of the
visits paid her in the hospital. She had been taken home almost raving mad –
she had kept crying to be with Ah Kheem Chae and Ah Siew Chae – and then had
collapsed. They had rushed her to Saint Luke’s, and now she was in the first
class ward of Singapore’s first rate private hospital, actually able to sit up
in bed and receive visitors. The rantings had subsided. During those periods
when her mind did not wander, it was astonishingly clear, and she asked for
this and that, in clear control of death arrangements, for she was now fully
convinced that death was impending.


“Do not talk like this, Mother,” said
Angela. “You will recover, and you will return home to us.”


“Home!” the old one echoed, in derision. “I
have no home.” She gave precise instructions – the inevitable proper coffin,
burial next to her husband, an ancestral altar for the honour of her memory.
She went through each request carefully, eliciting a promise for its compliance.


Reassured, she sank back on her pillow,
exhausted, a frail spent old woman.


The doctors recommended complete rest, but
she wanted to see all her family. They came in a continuous stream, and she
spoke to each, sadly, earnestly.


All the grandchildren came, except Michael
who was ill at home. Angela promised that as soon as he recovered, she would
take him to see his grandmother.


Mark came, subdued, uneasy. His grandmother
remarked on how tall he had grown. She seemed to have been aware of his recent
success in the examinations, for she referred to this and exhorted him to work
harder and be a pride to his parents. Mark murmured something, turned to look
another way and the meeting was over. His grandmother had stretched out a
feeble hand to touch his; he had flinched, but not perceptibly.


Michelle was afraid to look at her
grandmother on the sick bed; she had heard that her grandmother had gone mad
and was afraid the old one would leap out of bed and do something terrible. She
clung to Angela, but allowed herself to be led up and touch her grandmother’s
hands.


Wee Tiong and Gek Choo visited almost every
day, and sometimes with all their five children. The four little girls stood in
a cluster together, awe-stricken, not daring to talk to the grandmother about whom
they had heard such awesome tales. Their mother made them call their
grandmother, loudly and clearly; one by one in order of age, they did so,
obediently, reverently.


Old Mother smiled feebly to see the
grandson, now almost recovered fully from his operations and growing bonnier by
the day.


“Grow tall and good, obey your parents;
study hard,” she admonished all the grandchildren. She said she wished she had
an ang-pow for each of them, but the adults said solicitously, “Oh, please,
don’t worry about such things now. We want you to rest well, to get well.”


“When is Michael coming?” inquired Old
Mother, but Angela said that the boy was still ill and Dr Wong would not allow
him to leave his bed.


“When is Ah Bock coming?” she asked, and
Angela had no choice but to fetch the idiot one whom she had been hoping to
keep away as long as possible, so that there would be as little disturbance as
possible in the hospital room.


Ah Bock came. He ambled into the room,
looking around inquisitively and gurgling. When he saw Old Mother, his face
suddenly took on an expression of puzzlement, then alarm, as finally it dawned
on him that she was very ill and would not be with him much longer.


He went to her bed and wept noisily. Old
Mother held his hand and looked sadly at him. She signalled to Angela to go to
her; Angela had to put her ear close to her lips, for now her voice was getting
faint.


“My jewels, whatever money I have,” rasped
Old Mother, “let Ah Bock have them if none of you has any objection.” Angela
nodded. “This jade bangle,” she said, feebly lifting the wrist where the band
of jade glistened, exquisite in its translucent greenness, “it’s for Michael.
Tell him it’s almost totally green now.” She smiled faintly. Angela nodded.


Old Mother slipped into a long sleep and
woke up to talk, as in conversation with an unseen visitor.


“You have come,” she said with a faint
smile. “You have come for the last time. But all is well now, so you don’t have
to worry about me any more.”


Her eyes opened a little wider, and she
said, a little testily, “Don’t you ever benefit from all that food I’ve been
giving you? You are as thin as ever! Indeed, you look thinner with each visit.”


She slipped again into sleep.


“Oh, I hope it won’t come, I pray God it
won’t,” murmured Angela fervently, thinking of the telegram Boon had received
that morning from Australia. But it did, and it exceeded all the other requests
in the intensity of its urgency.


“Send for Ah Siong. I must see him.”


“Ah Siong is coming, mother. He says he’s
coming. We received a telegram from him this morning.”


“Ah, then I shall see him before I die!”
said Old Mother with a sigh, and closed her eyes.


Angela held a quick urgent consultation with
the others. They had seen Ah Siong or rather Brother Toh’s telegram, for he
would be known by no other name now.


“What shall we do?” said Angela helplessly.
“She doesn’t know it. He’s sure to kill her, with all his maniacal obsession of
converting people on their death-beds.” For indeed, the telegram spoke of
death-bed conversion, the ultimate triumph of good over evil, the final
snatching of a soul for the Lord on the brink of its damnation.


“Perhaps he won’t arrive in time,” said
Boon. “She’s sinking fast.” Wee Nam said nothing; Gloria had returned home from
hospital, but had to be hospitalised a second time, owing to complications
resulting from her miscarriage. Wee Nam looked wan, lost.


“What is this thing about the police in
Australia going after the sect?” asked Wee Tiong. “Perhaps that will prevent
him from coming.”


“It seems that a lot of complaints were made
by parents whose children had been drawn into the sect,” said Angela. “The
children were running away from home or holding prayer meetings and even
exorcism sessions in school. Ah Siong is in the thick of it. Somebody tells me
that he’s intent on converting his former lover, the Australian divorcee. He’s
found her and gives her no peace.”


The discussion ended with no more than the
general hope that the youngest son would not return in time, and with their all
going, in a body, to reassure the old one that he would.


“Please God, help her, don’t let anything
more happen to disturb her peace of mind,” prayed Angela in the fullness of
sorrow and pity.


They received another telegram that evening.


AM COMING HOME. MARILYN BROUGHT BACK TO THE
LORD. MISSION ACCOMPLISHED FOR CHRIST. NOW FOR HOME. BROTHER TOH.



Chapter 32


 


“The Lord Jesus comes to save!” cried Brother
Toh, holding aloft the cross of salvation on which God hung in desolation,
crowned with thorns, nails driven into His palms and feet. “The Lord Jesus
comes to save!” Brother Toh’s voice quavered with the passion of conviction and
with pity for sinful brethren, resisting the Lord’s love.


His hair, parted in the middle, hung stiffly
to his shoulders; the straggly moustache and beard, and the gaunt features gave
him the aspect of a saint, an ascetic sallying forth from his hermit’s cell in
the desert to love and save. The white long-sleeved robe, fraying at the edges,
and the rough sandals, road-worn, spoke of tireless efforts in the fields of
harvest, to garner yet one more soul for the glory of the Lord.


“Where’s Mother?” demanded Brother Toh,
cross still held high. “Where is she? The Lord Jesus Christ calls to her. He
will save her! He will save her from the darkness of superstition and sin in
which she is engulfed and bring her forth into the light! Where is she?” Nobody
dared to tell him that Old Mother was at that very moment in the temple,
offering gifts of fruit and scented flowers to the Thunder deity, clasping
reverential joss-sticks before the deity on his altar.


“Ah, you too, Satan is in you! Begone,
Satan!” exclaimed Brother Toh as the idiot appeared and moved towards him,
gurgling, childish curiosity provoked by the sight of the cross with the Christ
figure, by the sight of the gaunt, erect, white-robed figure with long hair and
straggly beard. The idiot slobbered, gurgled, made to touch the white robe.


“Satan, begone!” Brother Toh’s voice
quavered imperiously.


He made the idiot kneel at his feet, which
the idiot did, first turning round to look at the others, with his imbecile
grin of pleasure. Brother Toh laid his hands on the idiot’s head, closed his
eyes and said in clear, ringing tones, his face lifted to Heaven, “O Jesus
Christ, Our Saviour, have mercy on this man, the humblest of your creatures.
Drive out the evil one in him and restore him to your love and mercy, O Lord
Jesus Christ. Let not the evil one gain ascendancy in the soul of this, your
humblest of creatures – ”


Brother Toh’s eyes opened suddenly; the
glint of the metal cylinder on the red string round the idiot’s neck must have
penetrated his eyelids. With a roar of wrath, he yanked the evil object from
the idiot’s neck; then holding it high for all to see, he cried out,
thunderously: “See here, see the symbol of Satan’s power. In one hand is the
symbol of mercy, love and salvation and in the other, the sign of Satan’s evil
and of his power on earth! What shall I do with it? I shall trample upon it, as
I shall trample upon the most poisonous of serpents and crush their very heads!
There!” Brother Toh flung down the cylinder, still with the red string
attached, and stamped on it, repeatedly. Panting, he turned to the idiot one
and cried, in a voice of triumph, “There, Brother Bock! You are saved now! The
Lord Jesus has saved you! Satan has been vanquished and he now flees, howling,
back into his den of darkness and iniquity. But be careful,” he warned, eyes
glittering, “be alert, for he comes back, soon, to see which souls he can
snatch away from the Lord Jesus Christ. Be vigilant, my brothers and sisters!
Now, Brother Bock, we shall kneel down together and pray to thank the Lord for
your deliverance from evil.” But the idiot, on whom the loss of his beloved
cylinder had finally dawned, began to howl. He made to retrieve the object, but
Brother Toh kept it resolutely under one foot, eyes glittering menacingly. The
idiot grovelled on the ground, made piteous sounds, but was each time beaten
away by the crucifix-wielding Brother Toh. Finally he got up, still howling,
and went to Michael for comfort.


“Oh please, oh God, why is all this
happening – ” gasped Angela.


Brother Toh’s eyes swept over them; they
alighted on Michael, on the spot where the shape of a cylinder showed beneath
his tight-fitting sports shirt.


“Aha, you too, Michael!” he cried, and
rushed toward the boy, forced his hand into the shirt and pulled out a similar
metal cylinder. With a tug, he tore off the red string easily.


Oh, no, thought Angela, feeling very sick. I
threw that thing away into the dustbin, how did Mikey retrieve it?


“Satan, Satan everywhere!” thundered Brother
Toh, trampling on the second cylinder. Now his wrath broke forth in all its
power. “Satan in the midst of my very own family, my very flesh and blood? What
is to be done? I’ll tell you what must be done! Come forth, all you who have
transgressed, who have conspired with the powers of darkness, come forth,
confess and be cleansed!”


“CONFESS AND BE CLEANSED!” The room
reverberated with the roar; the idiot, shaken, clung to Michael who held tight
to him. Angela was weeping. Gloria tried to hide behind her, terrified by the
fury of this man of God.


“I myself was once a sinner,” said Brother
Toh, looking around the frightened faces with defiance. “I gave in to the lusts
of the flesh, I was Satan’s follower. But Jesus Christ has redeemed me, and I,
as his true follower, will redeem you, you my own family, trapped by the powers
of darkness and superstition.”


“You too,” he said, turning his eyes on
Gloria who gave a little scream of terror. “Come, give that to me! It’s a
superstition, a symbol of servitude to the powers of darkness!” He wrenched the
rosary from her and flung it out of the window. A strangled sob escaped from
Gloria.


“Gloria, Gloria,” said the fervent man of
God, touching her on the shoulder. “Come to the true God. Give up your charms
and amulets. They are the work of superstitious priests and are a blasphemy to
Jesus Christ the Lord!”


“And you most of all!” he cried, advancing
upon Angela with such ferocious zeal that she stepped backwards with a little
scream. “You, you, dear Sister Angela! You in whom I had placed my hope. You,
who could have been such a helper to me, in the Lord’s vineyard! But you have
committed yourself to the powers of darkness too! I shall wage war with your
geomancer, Sister Angela, for he, more than any other, is the greatest agent
for evil! Under cover of respectability, he is drawing more and more to the
Devil. He cast out his net, and you swam into it, Sister Angela, and now you
are in his power! But listen, Sister Angela. It’s not too late. I can call upon
the powers of good to destroy the works of the powers of evil! Your restaurant
will crumble into ruins! See, it’s already crumbling! It will be a mass of
ruins, but out of those ruins, Sister Angela, you and my brother Boon will
rise, restored, saved, utterly cleansed!”


“No! No! No!” sobbed Angela, and she thought
she actually heard the thunderous sound of concrete blocks tumbling, saw
pillars melting like wax to the ground.


Brother Toh invited all those present to
come up, denounce Satan, and throw at his feet all the secret charms, amulets,
prayer paper, joss-sticks, prayer beads and other signs of servitude to the
forces of evil. The room suddenly filled with people. Angela felt herself
jostled here and there, as people surged forward towards Brother Toh in a wave
of new fervour and threw the symbols of evil at his feet. Little metal
cylinders on red string or silver chains fell to the ground with sharp clinks,
stacks of prayer paper or ghost money, joss-sticks, some hardly bigger than
match sticks, some as huge as batons were flung in a heap. A large urn for
joss-sticks crashed and broke to pieces, spilling out ash, yellowing pieces of
paper with charm words written on them fluttered about, then settled on the
ground at Brother Toh’s feet. A little metal cylinder rolled close to his feet,
it broke into its halves and a small shrivelled piece of flesh tied with red
string fell out.


“Oh, my God – his umbilical cord,” gasped
Angela, and she saw him stoop and light a match. The shrivelled piece of flesh
sizzled in the flame and was gone, leaving a blackened patch on the floor. Then
the flames spread and engulfed metal cylinders, urn, prayer paper, joss-sticks
in a brilliant flash of fire which died down in a few minutes to reveal a
desolate pile of black ash on the floor. “There!” cried Brother Toh, his eyes
shining. “All vanquished! The powers of darkness have been beaten back. Praise
the Lord! Thanks be to the Lord!”


The room reverberated with Halleluiahs. “But
where is Mother?” cried Brother Toh suddenly. “How is it that everyone is here
except my mother? Where is she?”


Angela prayed, Please, please, don’t let him
find her! He will kill her! She will die of a broken heart to see her youngest
and favourite son like this!


“I know where to find her!” exclaimed
Brother Toh with a cunning gleam in his eyes. “I’m going there, and I’m going
to destroy all the forces of darkness that are enslaving her! I’m going to free
her!”


He strode off, white robe flapping in the
breeze, crucifix firmly clasped in his hand.


Angela could see him rushing into the
temple, picking up the earthen and brass deities on the altar and dashing them
to the ground, cleaning the altar table of the rows of joss-stick urns with one
mighty sweep of his arm, trampling on the altar offerings of fruit and flowers,
holding aloft the crucifix for Old Mother and the temple priests to bend their
knees too.


“Poor mother, poor mother,” sobbed Angela.
“But it’s too late now! I can’t stop him.”


 


The clock showed 4:30; Angela had gone to
bed at three, she had slept a bare one and a half hours – a one and half hours
of pure terror, so that now she sat up on the bed, panting, holding a hand to
her chest. Boon was snoring nearby, in the deep sleep of utter exhaustion.
Angela got out of bed silently, heart still beating very fast. She was now
aware of a violent headache; she went to the bathroom cabinet and gulped down
two aspirins.


She got out the telegram and read it again.
There was no mention of flight time. Was there hope yet? Would the police or
Marilyn keep Ah Siong back for some time and earn their gratitude forever, for
saving the old one from torment in her last hours on this earth?



Chapter 33


 


They all agreed later that the expression on
the old one’s face, both in the last few minutes before her death, and during
the period that she was laid out in her death clothes, was one of ineffable
peace and sweetness.


When it was known that her time was near,
all her children and the older ones among her grandchildren were gathered
together around the bed. Old Mother seemed to be unaware of everybody except
Mark. The boy was now very tall and stalwart, like a man.


“Ah Siong,” she said with a smile that
actually lit up the dying face. “Ah Siong.” She made to touch him. Angela
gently nudged Mark forwards, lifted his hand and laid it on the old one’s. The
boy did not resist. The tears welled in his eyes.


“Ah Siong,” rasped Old Mother again. Mark
looked to his mother, unsure when he could remove his hand. Sobbing, Angela led
him away, and then it was over.


Michael, on his sick-bed could not yet be
told. Wee Nam judged it appropriate to tell Gloria; she said nothing, but later
alone, she wept.


Ah Kum Soh and the idiot foster-son were,
mercifully, away then.


“It’s all over now; her soul is at rest,”
Angela said, tired, beyond words. She had lost 15 pounds.



Epilogue


 


“I shall tell you everything, everything, you
wouldn’t believe what I’ve gone through,” Angela later told Mee Kin.


After the funeral, she had taken four days’
rest; she was totally exhausted, and spent the four days sleeping and taking
care of Michael who was improving daily.


“I have put him under the care of Dr Phua,
upon the recommendation of Dr Wong, said Angela. He’s the best psychiatrist in
Singapore. Mikey’s stopped asking for his grandmother and the idiot one now,
and that’s a very positive start. Dr Phua says he’s dealt with more difficult
cases.


My Mark is much happier, and so is Michelle.
The events had had a disastrous effect on their nerves, but now they’re much
better.


I hope you don’t think I’m boasting, but
Mark’s just sat for the Merit Scholarship exam, you know the one for the cream
of Singapore’s students and his teachers tell me that he will easily come out
tops. These boys will be groomed for third echelon political leadership. The
government’s going to build the Elite College soon; it’s going to sprawl over
the cemetery. Did you see the notice of exhumation in The Straits Times and New
Nation? Well, we’ll have to make arrangements to have the old man’s grave
exhumed. So what was there to do but to have the old one cremated, even though
she had expressed the wish for burial? It was government policy; it had nothing
to do with our personal inclinations. It would have been the height of idiocy
to have her buried there, only to be exhumed almost immediately afterwards. But
we provided the coffin she asked for. It was even more expensive than the old
man’s, but money was no problem; her every last wish had to be fulfilled. A few
thousand dollars reduced to ashes, literally. Her ashes now lie in the temple
at Tank Road. We’ve reserved a place for the old man’s ashes next to hers, so
that they will lie side by side, as she wished. Did you see the obituary we
inserted in The Straits Times? One-eighth of a page. All the names of her
children, including the idiot foster-son, and her grandchildren. You wouldn’t
believe the amount for an obituary that size. Five thousand. Every cent came
from Boon and Wee Tiong. Chinaman and his wife are obviously so happy about the
recovery of their son (they’ve never mentioned to anyone that I’m the
godmother, but I’m above all this pettiness now) that they did not appear to
mind costs this time. I heard they made a fantastic sum at the Stock Market,
just before the crash. They’re going to move into their Victoria Park house
because Chinaman says his son is learning to walk, and needs a garden to romp
in. A safe time now for moving out of that wretched two-room HDB flat, isn’t
it? But good luck to them. It’s not likely that after this, we’re going to see
much of one another. Old Mother was practically the last link. I could still
see some of the old greed when I brought out Old Mother’s jewels after the
funeral. I had a hell of a time looking for the jewels, but at last found them
stuffed in a pillow. She had thrown away the nice lacquer box I’d given her to
keep the jewels in, and had put them back in the filthy blue cloth bag. Well,
she did express the wish to let the foster-son have the jewels, but she had
added that it was up to us to decide. I’d already given $3,000 to that wretched
woman to take her son away – far away; it was pure blackmail on her part. She
would have gambled away the jewellery in a week. Anyway, there was no fuss over
the distribution of the jewels; each took back what he or she had given the old
one, and do you know what I did? I gave the diamond ear-studs to Gloria. By the
way, she’s leaving for Canada for a vacation and Wee Nam will be joining her
shortly. They’re planning to emigrate. I gave her the diamond ear-studs as a
farewell gift. I don’t know what Wee Nam is going to do in Canada. He’s
enthusiastically talking about some fantastic import-export business; importing
batik, silverware, pewter-ware and whatnot from Singapore, and exporting Red
Indian decorative ornaments from Canada. Watch out, Boon. There’ll be more
forays into your bank account.


Not that Boon can’t afford, but it’s the old
story of the parasites all over again. Did I tell you, Boon’s going full swing
into business ventures? He’s expanding the Haryati and teaming up with two
others to buy a cosy hotel-cum-restaurant by the sea. He’s much happier now,
and if it hadn’t been for my timely intervention, he would have been played out
by a servant girl, after being played out by a Minister. That’s a gullible man
for you. I sacked the girl; I don’t know what hanky panky she’d been up to on
the day my mother-in-law and the idiot one ran away with Michael. She couldn’t
give me an acceptable explanation and I’ve sacked her. She was all out to
seduce my husband. Now I hear she’s working in a bar with Sharifah. Dorothy
told me she saw her one evening, all dolled up, with a man; and wearing a very
low-cut black blouse and tight shimmering pants.


No more of her. I don’t wish even to mention
her again, and the children haven’t referred to her, even once. Michelle did
ask vaguely, but she’s now too busy training for the ASEAN games to be
concerned about anything. My only worry is Michael, but Dr Phua tells me he’ll
be all right. I won’t tell him about the jade bangle yet, in case he gets all
morbid again and asks for his grandmother or dreams about her.


Do you know, it’s funny, but our dreams of
the old one have generally been pleasant. Gek Choo told me that shortly after
the funeral she dreamt about the old one dandling the little boy on her knee
and singing to him. She then put an ang-pow into his vest pocket. She was
smiling all the time in the dream, Gek Choo said.


I haven’t been so lucky in my dreams for
occasionally I still dream of the old man in his coffin, and the old one in her
madness, but look, nothing frightens me now, for I’ve been through so much. The
last dream I had of her was after I cleared the things in her room and burnt a
great deal of them, including those weird umbilical cords in the cylinder. She
had continued to keep them with her jewellery. After the distribution of the
various items, I set fire to the old cloth bag and then shook out those weird
things from the cylinders and burnt them all. Then I had this dream. She
appeared rather annoyed and asked, ‘Why did you burn them?’ and I replied,
“Because there’s no more use for them.” She seemed to get very angry and began
to curse, and it was then that I woke up. All the mess is cleared now.


I alone had to do all the clearing up. The
new house is ready now. I shall get Aminah and some others to go and clean it
and then we can move in. The separate wing will be used as a kind of annexe for
guests, or later on, by Mark as a kind of bachelor’s quarters if he wishes.


Do you know, by the strangest of
coincidences, I found from a friend that the Mrs Daisy Perez who bought my
antique bed is selling her house and all the furniture in it? It seems she
gambled in the Gold Market and lost heavily. Well, I’m thinking of getting back
the bed for the new house. There won’t be those dreadful dreams to haunt me any
more, for all the devils have been driven back now.


We’ve heard nothing about that fanatic from
Australia. Perhaps he had no intention of coming back in the first place.
Somebody tells me he’s in trouble with the police, and yet somebody says he’s
back with the divorcee woman or that both of them are in the sect and busy
evangelising. But that’s their business. The important thing is that he doesn’t
write back to ask for more money.


What a mess – a big, big mess.


But it’s been cleared up now, thank God.



They do return ... 

but gently lead them back
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The Old Man in the Balcony


 


One of my
earliest recollections is of an immense coffin –
perhaps the immensity was derived from the child’s perception of the world from
her tiny, three-foot frame, for I could not have been more than four then –
standing in a covered part of the stone courtyard of a very old house. The
coffin had been bought by the mistress of the house for her father-in-law, who
had reached that hopeless stage of senility of having to be fed and bathed like
a child.


I could still see him clearly – a very old
man with long white, wispy hair and beard, crouching in a corner of the balcony
upstairs, wearing a kind of faded coat, but naked from the waist down.
Occasionally, his daughter-in-law would squat down with scissors and patiently
trim his hair, beard and fingernails.


We children used to stare wonderingly at him
whenever we were brought on a visit to the house. After the coffin, the old man
with no trousers was a natural attraction, and we stood in a cluster just
beyond the doorway, staring at him, but at the same time poised for flight
should he spring up and attempt to catch us. Of course he was incapable of
doing anything apart from eating soft food and soiling himself, but still we
associated him with a large fund of supernatural strength that he could always
draw 

upon to attack and kill people.


The coffin had been in readiness for the
last 20 years, but the old man lingered on, and his daughter-in-law, whom I
remember we called ‘Ah Han Chare,’ had clearly quite forgotten about its
existence or had chosen to ignore it as she went about her business of being
the town’s matchmaker and bridal helper. She was a jovial, friendly woman who
laughed a great deal, and even at that age I remember I was struck by the
contrast between her effervescence, her merry laughter and her bright jangling
jewels, and the desolate coffin now beginning to gather dust and cobwebs, that
had become a fixture in her house. That she had bought it for her father-in-law
was a measure of her great affection for him.


At some time in their old age, men and women
fretted about the possibility of dying without a proper coffin to be buried in.
To reassure her father-in-law that no such calamity would befall him. Ah Han
Chare had bought him the coffin, and from that moment he had ceased to fret and
worry.


“My mother-in-law was a mean, cruel woman,
but he has always been good to me,” said Ah Han Chare, explaining this filial
gesture. The coffin had stood for so long in the house that soon it lost all
its terror for the children in the household. They played around it, and when
no one was looking, tried to lift its heavy lid and slip inside.


On the night the coffin knockings began, Ah
Han Chare and Ah Kum Soh, a distant relative who was staying with her, sat up
in their beds, listened intently and nodded to each other.


“It will be soon,” they said. “The signs are
here already.” And they thought, without sadness, of the deliverance of the old
man curled asleep on a mat in the room next to the balcony, a place grown musty
and foul-smelling with urine and dropped food. They listened for a while and
counted the knocks, all 17 of them.


“Perhaps it will be tomorrow,” said Ah Kum
Soh. When morning came, she padded softly to the old man’s room, but he was
clearly still alive, for he looked at her with his bleary eyes and signalled
that he wanted to be carried to his warm sunny spot in the corner of the
balcony.


In the afternoon, someone rushed to Ah Han
Chare and said, “He’s dead!” But he was referring to Ah Kum Soh’s husband, an
idle good-for-nothing wastrel who wandered through the town all day in singlet
andpyjama trousers, picking his teeth. The man had fallen into a drain and died
there. There was a deep gash on his head and he had apparently been dead a few
hours before being spotted by a passing trishaw man. Ah Kum Soh became
hysterical and put the blame of her husband’s death squarely on the old man in
the balcony.


“The coffin knockings were meant for him,”
she wept, “but he did not want to go, so my husband had to go instead. You mark
my words, there will be more deaths yet!”


When the coffin knockings were heard once
more, Ah Han Chare and Ah Kum Soh again sat up and listened intently. The
knocks came distinctly in the middle of the night – knock, knock, knock —
becoming more and more faint until they were finally absorbed into the
stillness of the night.


Ah Kum Son’s son, a frail little asthmatic
child of seven, had a fainting fit and was rushed to hospital. He did not die,
but the whole town – whichby this time had heard of the mysterious knockings at
night, and which was talking about Ah Kum Soh’s husband’s death in awed
whispers – started rumours about a small corpse being brought home, and of
another of the relatives about to die, in response to the coffin’s call.


“Why doesn’t the old man answer the call?”
they asked. “How many must go in his place?” Ah Kum Soh, weeping, stood before
the old man as he was crouching half-naked on the balcony, and began to berate
him for his heinous crime. He stared at her, eyes grey and rheumy, and once or
twice he looked around and called pathetically, “Ah Han! Ah Han!” for his
daughter-in-law’s name was the only one he could call now.


Ah Han Chare fell ill shortly after, and the
town was gripped with tense expectation. The coffin had called again, impatient
to have an occupant after the long years of waiting, and now it was the
mistress of the household herself. I remember the anxiety communicated to us
children, for we did not venture near the coffin any more, nor look at the old
man whose stubborn refusal to answer the coffin knockings resulted in the
tragic deaths of others.


A priest from the town temple was called in
to appease the coffin and persuade it to end its persistent calls, for the
knockings had persisted for several nights. Ah Han Chare lay in a stupor,
surrounded by weeping children and relatives.


“Ah Han! Ah Han!” came the whimperings from
the old man, hungry and terrified, for in the days of confusion following her
sudden illness, he had neither been washed nor fed. Nobody heard him.


On the fourth day, a child ran in to
announce: “He’s dead! He’s dead! I saw him myself! He’s all stiff and there are
ants in his eyes too!” They went to see, and true enough, he was dead, fallen
on his side, his thin legs doubled up under him.


They rejoiced to see Ah Han Chare out of
danger. She was able to sit up in bed and take a bowl of porridge. The
knockings ceased, the old man was laid in the coffin and buried next to his
wife, who had died 30 years earlier. 


Ah Han Chare, when it was all over, was able
to speak about the coffin knockings as if they had been everyday occurrences,
it being part of her exuberant nature to be able to weave the coffin incidents
into the ribald tales she invariably carried away with her after the wedding
festivities that she organized with much zest. But her popularity as matchmaker
and bridal helper declined sharply, for she became connected with coffin
knocks, and few were prepared to risk the taint of death in a house of
marriage.



A Boy named Ah Mooi


 


I was so
used to calling my playmate ‘Ah Mooi’ that it took me
years to realize that ‘Ah Mooi’ was really a name suitable for girls. But by
then it was too late to ask him why, for the expansiveness of childhood had
narrowed into the awkward tentativeness of adolescence. And the tiny gold
earring that his mother made him wear on his left ear – that had never struck
me as odd.


I don’t suppose he is called Ah Mooi now –
his real name translates into something like Prosperous Dragon-Lord – or wears
the gold earring. I wonder whether he remembers the story of the time when the
devils, in their insane jealousy, nearly caused his death?


His mother, frantic with fear, had consulted
the temple medium who immediately went into a trance and said that the devils
would stop tormenting the baby boy only if they could be deceived into
believing that he was not a male child.


Male children, treasured by their parents
and grandparents and doted on, were objects of intense jealousy of the evil
spirits; female children, being considerably less valued, were left alone. So
Prosperous Dragon-Lord from that day was called Ah Mooi. To make doubly sure
that the spirits would be deceived into believing that he was a common, useless
female child, his mother had made him wear the gold earring on one ear.


The deception must have been totally
successful, for Ah Mooi grew up strong and sturdy and was seldom ill. I
remember that as a very small child, he sweated under a multitude of vests,
shirts and a jacket but was allowed to run bare-bottomed. And it was in later
years that I wondered at the stupidity of fiends who could be deceived into
believing he was female when there was such explicit proof to the contrary. Ah
Mooi had four older sisters. The girls were nothing in the eyes of his parents
and grandparents; he was everything, being a male child.


Throughout his childhood, he was protected,
with ferocious dedication by the whole household, against the evil spirits
which were everywhere. One of his sisters, a talkative feather-brained girl,
once made a comment on his plumpness and healthy appetite as she was watching
him being fed. She was immediately slapped across the mouth and warned that any
more such foolish invitation of the jealous spirits to come and harm the child
would entail a punishment even more severe. Fortunately for her, Ah Mooi did
not fall ill after that or lose his appetite, and she was never again guilty of
the folly of openly praising her baby brother.


Ah Mooi fell near a large stone in a piece
of waste ground that the servant girl had taken him to; when he had a fever the
next day, the servant girl was dismissed and Lau Ah Sim, a pious old woman in 

the neighbourhood, was called upon to conduct the propitiatory ritual at the
spot where Ah Mooi had fallen.


I had never seen any of these rituals in my
life, though I often saw, usually by roadsides, signs that they had taken place
– reel candles, joss-sticks and once a small mirror. Lau Ah Sim was always
performing them for the neighbourhood children who had fallen ill. In an old,
quavering voice, Lau Ah Sim, I was told, chanted prayers to placate the evil
spirits and to request that they leave the child in peace.


Round Ah Mooi’s neck must have been a whole
armoury of amulets and charms against these dreadful beings – I remember seeing
little metal cylinders and triangular pieces of yellow cloth with some words on
them. He also wore a tiger’s claw surrounded by a delicate band of gold and a
jade bracelet: these purported to ward off evil influences. Thus securely
protected, Ah Mooi went through a healthy childhood, and at some stage, his
parents must have felt that he had passed the danger period and could now
afford to doff name, gold earring and amulets.


Although mere females, Ah Mooi’s sisters
must have been valued enough for their parents not to want to take any chances
with the evil spirits, for they were given such names as ‘Bad Smell’, ‘Pig’,
and ‘Dumb’, although their registered names were redolent of the best of
oriental virtues and treasures.


One of them – I think it was Bad Smell – was
often sickly as a child. The reason was that her destiny and her mother’s were
ill-matched; in fact, they clashed violently. So Bad Smell had to call her
mother ‘Aunt’ and her father ‘Uncle’, and once again, evil forces were deceived
and their work undone.


What did they look like – these much feared
spirits that infested the air, the trees, grassy mounds, stones and every
cranny of the house? I had never thought much about their appearances until I
saw a mirror hanging over the doorway of a relative’s house and was told that
it was there to keep the evil spirits away. Thus the fiend, upon reaching the
doorway, would not fail to see its reflection in the mirror, and be so alarmed
by its own grotesque appearance that it would immediately disappear from the
premises.


I thought that this was an extremely clever
plan to get rid of evil spirits and, for a while, my imagination dwelt long on
the image of a hairy, large-eyed creature with fangs (an impression derived
solely from the cheap comic books that I was beginning to devour) sailing
through the air and suddenly stopping short in front of the mirror above the
doorway, staring incredulously at the ugly visage, and then making a quick
about-turn with a howl of anguish.


Ah Mooi survived the evil; Ah Khoon did not.


Like Ah Mooi, Ah Khoon was the longed-for
male child after several daughters. His mother, despised by her mother-in-law
for being able to bring forth only female children, swore to the Nine Deities
that if she had a male child, she would go to the temple for the Feast of the
Nine Deities every year and show her gratitude by fasting and taking part in
the tongue-skewing ceremony.


Ah Khoon was born a sickly, puny baby, not
expected to live. But his mother, her confinement hardly over, went to the
temple to offer prayers and gifts of gratitude to the Nine Deities. That was
the cause often brought up to account for the poor health of the child and his
eventual sad end, for she was still in her confinement and therefore impure when
she went before the presence of the Nine Deities. She should never have
committed the sacrilege. That negated all future acts of propitiation, so it
was useless for her to have taken part in the tongue-skewing ceremony. She was
the first woman in the town’s history to do so; the deities were probably not
pleased, for she developed ulcers on her tongue when there should have been no
skewer mark.


Desperate when Ah Khoon developed asthma,
she consulted a temple medium who prescribed herbal cures that probably
contained a high percentage of arsenic. For years Ah Khoon was given this
herbal mixture over which the temple medium always chanted prayers before he
sold it in packets to Ah Khoon’s mother.


One morning the boy was found dead, and his
mother, overcome with grief, unleashed a torrent of abuse at the deities who
had played her out so cruelly. She was stopped by the scandalized relatives who
feared more harm would come to the unfortunate family.


Ah Mooi’s mother, who generously rendered
help during those trying days, was secretly convinced that had Ah Khoon’s
mother taken the simple precaution of changing his name to a girl’s instead of
doing those useless, crazy things at the Temple of the Nine Deities, he would
have lived.



The Legacy


 


Ah Hoe Peh
was my grandfather’s
opium ‘kaki’. A kaki was, in a sense, more than a friend.
Without kaki, the pleasures of certain activities such as opium-smoking,
durian-eating and mahjong-playing were considerably diminished or rendered
impossible. With kaki, it was likely for one to reach the zenith of
these pleasures.


Grandfather, Ah Hoe Peh and some other kaki
smoked opium for hours in grandfather’s room or sometimes in Ah Hoe Peh’s room.
From the outside, you can hear nothing save the bubbling of the opium liquid in
the cups of the bamboo pipes; if you’d peeped inside, you’d have seen the men
lugubriously reclining on their mats and inhaling the opium, a languorous look
in their eyes. Both men had been smoking opium from their youth. Grandfather,
it was rumoured, had spent a large part of grandmother’s dowry to support the
habit.


Ah Hoe Peh did likewise with his wife’s
jewels, and when these were gone, he had managed to beg or borrow, for the
profits from his small dry-goods business were barely sufficient to bring up
his four sons.


All the boys went to school; it was to the
credit of Ah Hoe Chim that she never allowed her sons to go hungry, or be
humiliated in school because they could not pay their school fees. As for
herself, she ate plain rice with warm water, sometimes a few pieces of
vegetable. For a time, she helped grandmother sew beaded bridal slippers for a
small payment.


Ah Hoe Chim, thin and dry as a stick,
outlived her husband by many years, but never enjoyed the rich legacy that he
had promised to leave (but which in fact he did, according to his sons, who
were only too willing to indulge their father’s expensive habit once they had
started working and bringing money home).


“I’m leaving a rich legacy, you’ll see,” Ah
Hoe Peh had said time and again, “and it will be more than Soon Huat’s rubber
and coconut plantations and shophouses,” alluding to the enormous wealth that
the town’s only millionaire had left behind for innumerable wives, children and
grandchildren to squabble over.


Ah Hoe Chim clucked her tongue with
impatience and skepticism; she always did when her husband spoke of the legacy.
But she was not a quarrelsome woman and said nothing, preferring to spend her
time and energy supervising her sons while they were doing their homework by
the light of the oil-lamp, and knocking her knuckles on their heads if she
thought they were wasting their time. Never educated herself, she believed
wholeheartedly in the value of education and would soundly discipline any child
if he got a bad report from school. When she caught them listening to their
father’s idle tales, she shooed them back to their books, to which they would
return with wry faces.


“I’m leaving my sons, and my sons’ sons a
rich legacy,” said Ah Hoe Peh. When the doctor diagnosed his disease as
terminal cancer of the stomach, he became more urgent about this promise and
the means to ensure that it was fulfilled. He had to give up his opium in the
last weeks before his death; surprisingly, there was little pain in spite of
the ravages of the disease, due, according to his sons, to the numbing effects
of the opium over the years. Wasted to a skeleton, but urged on by his anxiety
to keep his promise of leaving behind a rich legacy – an urge that was daily
becoming stronger with the approach of death – he managed to drag himself to
consult the temple medium.


“At what time will I die?” he wanted to
know. The medium assured him it would be very early in the morning, well before
the first meal of the day. But he was not satisfied. He wanted to be certain
that, it would not be in the evening, when all three meals of the clay would
have been eaten, when therefore no legacy would be left. For a man would have
eaten up everything and left nothing for his sons, and his sons’ sons. A
considerate man had to die in the morning, never in the evening.


Ah Hoe Peh went into his death throes in the
evening, his wife and sons gathered around him and watched as he struggled to
make it to the morning. The death rattle was already in his throat; his eyes
were already unseeing, but still Ah Hoe Peh fought to stave off death, to keep
it at bay till the clock strike and announce the hour of dawn. As the first
faint cock-crow quavered in the cold night air and reached the dying man’s
ears, he smiled at his triumph and the bequeathing of a legacy that would be
enduring.


For years, his family spoke about the old
man’s heroic efforts to stay alive till the moment when the fulfilment of his
promise could be assured. His sons later made good. One of them is a
millionaire, and his millions, he says with profound gratitude, are the three
meals of the day that were selflessly left uneaten.



The Story of Father Monet


 


Were they
ghosts? Had I actually seen ghosts?


Indian labourers, someone had ventured –
perhaps an Indian labourer and his wife hacking grass beside the church. But
they were not Indian, I insisted. The man was definitely a European, dressed
like a priest, and the woman was Chinese. A trick of the imagination; someone
else had proffered the stereotypical explanation for ghosts. But it could not
be, I countered, for at that time I had no knowledge whatsoever of the French
priest and the Chinese woman who was one of his parishioners. It was only later
that I came to hear of it. It would have been the rarest of coincidences for my
imagination to have given birth to three such characters – the man, the woman
and the baby in the bundle she was carrying – that coincided in every detail
with the characters of that tragedy which took place years before I was born.


I have been puzzling over this since and
have come to the conclusion that the three I saw that day were ghosts. Some
people also claimed to have seen them, sometimes together, sometimes
separately. The one who had seen them most often, it was rumoured, was the
Chinese woman’s husband, who lived a year after his wife and who was plagued
with bad dreams almost to the very last day of his life. He was the cause of
all the suffering, it was said, and it was fitting that he should die in an
agony of madness and fear for his terrible injustice.


Nobody seemed to remember their names, so
they shall be given fictitious ones.


Father Monet was a Catholic priest from
France, possibly one of the first to be sent to this part of the world. He was
an active, dedicated man of God who quickly settled down to his new life in the
new country and almost immediately began looking around for converts. Coupled
with his aggressive missionary zeal, however, was a warm humanity and an
instinctive understanding of people that quickly won him the trust of many. He
mastered Hokkien after only a few months, and spent much time among his
parishioners, preaching to them, saying the rosary with them or simply being a
willing listener. He was a handsome man, tall and fair-skinned, with a dark
luxuriant beard and light blue eyes which exuded a natural warmth.


The Lai family always welcomed Father Monet
into their home to talk to them or share a meal with them. They were devout
Catholics; they boasted of being third-generation Catholics, and their forebears
had been among the first to be converted by missionaries in China.


The elder Lai had a thriving wholesale
business in rice, coffee powder and certain brands of milk powder. It would
eventually be inherited by his son, a young man of about 25. The younger Lai
was a hard-working, intelligent man, but given to bouts of sullen temper and
depression. His parents easily diagnosed the cause to be the want of a wife
and, trusting Father Monet’s judgment more than the town matchmaker’s, enjoined
him to look for a wife for their son.


The request had a very specific object: The
family knew that Father Monet was in the habit of visiting another Catholic
family, comprising a humble tailor, his wife and their very beautiful and shy
daughter who had been given the name Mary Anna Joseph at baptism. The elder Lai
and his wife had decided upon Mary for their daughter-in-law. Their son
appeared not to protest when she was mentioned, and that was encouragement
enough for the elderly couple, who had despaired of ever finding a bride
acceptable to their sullen, silent, hot-tempered son.


Father Monet dutifully approached Mary’s
parents who, in their simplicity and humility, expressed immense gratitude and
hoped the marriage would take place as soon as possible. But as for Mary,
Father Monet could get neither word nor look from her to indicate her true
feelings. Her face retained the very serene, placid expression it always wore;
her lips remained shut when Father Monet asked, “And what about you, Mary? What
do you say to the offer?”


Mary continued to pour out the tea for
Father Monet, her eyes modestly lowered. She served him some rice cakes, but
all that time not a word escaped her lips.


Father Monet paused between mouthfuls,
looked at her and asked, “Are you not happy, Mary? Lai is a good man and a
devout Catholic. He will make you a good husband.”


Looking at her closely for the first time,
the priest was startled by her loveliness, a loveliness all the more striking
for its lack of adornment. The girl wore her hair severely pulled back from her
face and coiled at the back; her dress was always the modest long-sleeved
samfu, in colours that were surely too drab for her vibrant and blooming
youthful beauty.


“Mary, if you don’t wish to marry Lai, I
will not force you,” he said ever so gently. And when her mother began to scold
her shrilly for disobedience, he rose from the table to intervene. The girl’s
eyes filled with tears though she did not once raise her hand to wipe them.


On his next visit, she served him as usual,
with eyes downcast. He looked steadily at her and wondered what went on in her
mind and heart, this intense, outwardly serene girl-woman. At one point, she
looked up briefly to say, not without a certain resoluteness, “I will marry
Lai,” and then withdrew into her world of silence and private thoughts again.
Father Monet was more than a little troubled and wished to speak with her
further, to satisfy himself that the girl was not being coerced into a union
that was indissoluble in the eyes of God. But she gave the impression that she
wanted no more said on the matter.


She married Lai shortly, in the little
wooden Catholic church. It became a matter of urgent duty to Father Monet to
ascertain that she was happy since he felt partly responsible for her marriage.
He continued to visit the Lai home frequently in the first few months. After a
while, he was satisfied.


Mary was apparently contented with her lot.
The in-laws were very fond of her, and as for Lai, there was no husband who
doted more on his wife. It seemed as if a wife were all he needed to get him
out of his sullenness and ill temper. His was a possessive, all-consuming love.
Never once did he let his beautiful young wife out of his sight. In the
openness of the big house which he shared not only with his parents but with
his relatives as well, propriety and fear of being laughed at prevented him
from always wanting to be close to her, to look at her, to touch her. In the
privacy of their room, the largest and most comfortable in the house, there was
no more need to rein in the passion and the desire to possess completely.


Father Monet found it most troubling indeed
as he watched them while pretending to be absorbed by the food they had laid
before him or the antics of the relatives’ small children playing nearby, for
it could not escape his notice that Mary winced at her husband’s every touch
and look. It was hardly perceptible, but the shrewd priest saw it all. His
immediate reaction was to give Mary a good lecture at his first opportunity
about performing her wifely duty.


The opportunity came soon after; it was
evening and the priest had come to join in the family rosary. He came a little
earlier, and found Mary alone in the sitting-room, mending a tear in her
husband’s trousers. The sight was somehow rather reassuring to Father Monet,
and he began to compliment her on her dutifulness as a wife, unaware that as he
went on, she had begun to cry and was already unable to control the tears that
fell freely on the garment now lying on her lap.


“Why, Mary, what’s the matter? Tell me,” he
asked in consternation, moving towards her as her sobs gathered into a paroxysm
that shook her slight frame. He placed his hands on her shoulders, suddenly
full of pity for this strange, gentle woman, so unlike other young women in the
town who would have been glad of half her good fortune.


In the ensuing months, he did not see her
cry any longer, but did notice her husband’s return to his sullenness and
peevishness, a natural consequence for a man who, ardently offering love,
continually finds it repulsed.


Then began a period of intense jealousy; the
younger Lai believing that his wife preferred the white-skinned priest to him.
Did she not always want to be the one to serve him the food and drink, although
his mother or the relatives could perform the duty just as well? And did she
not always somehow find an excuse to come out of her room or the kitchen
whenever he came by?


Tortured by such thoughts, he withdrew yet
further into his grimness, and watched her, and watched him. Although he could
see nothing to torment him further, his mind would not let him rest, but
suggested to him dark and direful possibilities. And then, almost like a
godsend, his wife became pregnant; a new softness came over her features, and
she actually appeared content as she quietly went about her work in the house.


When Lai announced the news to Father Monet,
it was in the warm confidentiality of friendship fully restored. He waxed
loquacious in the expression of hopes for a boy – the first grandson for the
grandparents on both sides. Father Monet was too relieved for words. He left
for France shortly after that, giving them the promise that he would return in
time to baptize the infant.


The period of waiting was marked by extra
visits to church, extra prayers, more works of charity; Lai was ready to take
any precaution against mishaps. He engaged the best midwife to attend to his
wife, and on the evening of the birth, stood outside the locked door of the
room, aware of the footsteps of the midwife inside, the low moans of his wife,
the bustling about with basins of hot water and wads of absorbent paper. He
waited, tense and quivering, and at the first cry of the child, knocked on the
door and fairly shouted, “Is it a boy?”


“It is a boy,” said the midwife after a
pause.


“Let me come in then,” he said, his heart
suddenly swelling with joy, and he knocked yet louder, ready to look upon the
face of his first-born.


The door was at last opened and he strode
in, heart pounding. His wife was lying on the bed, face pale as a ghost. Beside
her was the child wrapped in a towel. The midwife stood nearby, her hands still
wet with the blood and with such a stricken look on her face that, sensing
something amiss, he strode to the bed, flung aside the towel covering the child
and then recoiled in horror. The child was all white and pink: its hair was
white, its eyes were pink; it was not his. He stood staring at it, speechless.
Then he looked at his wife who looked back at him; and then at the midwife who
turned away with a sob.


“In all my years as midwife, I have not
delivered a child like this.”


The pounding in his brain and heart allowed
no other feeling except a numbing sensation that something had gone very wrong.
When the pounding had ceased sufficiently for other feelings to rush in, rage
swelled and took possession with such force that he found himself roaring at
the top of his voice and looking around for something to break, to crush and
destroy.


The porcelain basin was smashed onto the
floor, spilling the water red with the blood. He hit one of the bedposts,
smashed a wooden stool against the wall, and yet his anger was not assuaged.
Uppermost in his mind was the fact that the priest whom he had trusted and the
woman whom he had married and assumed virtuous had betrayed him. The pain would
overpower him until he stopped smashing things, broke down and wept into his
hands.


The midwife had run out of the room,
screaming for help; his wife continued to lie motionless on the bed. And now
her look of placidity aroused him to a new pitch of rage, and he began shouting
“Whore! Whore!” at her. He wanted to strangle her with his bare hands.
Something in her expression prevented him from doing so, and he could only
stand at a distance, his half-clenched fingers straining towards her in
impotent fury. Suddenly, as if inspired by an idea that would put an end to all
the misery, he grabbed the child and ran out of the room.


“Oh, do be careful –” cried his wife,
showing agitation for the first time, but he was gone.


With the bundle in his arms, he ran through
the darkness of lanes and paths, all the way until he reached the church. He
ran to the back where the priest’s sleeping quarters were (a tiny room with
only a plank bed and a table and chair) and pounded the door furiously with one
hand while holding the bundle with the other.


“Open up – open up this very minute!” he
gasped. When the priest appeared, blinking uncertainly in the haziness of
roused sleep, he pushed in and confronted the priest.


“Take what’s yours,” he said, thrusting the
bundle at the priest. The priest barely had time for an audible gasp before the
bundle was flung at him. Fortunately he caught it and discovered, for the first
time, that it was a new-born child, naked and beginning to squall.


“What – ” he began, his mind still unable to
give meaning to the night’s strange happening, and then he found himself
fighting off blows with his right arm, while he held and protected the baby
with his left. The blows were savage, but he could still fight them off and not
let any touch the child. But when he saw the wooden chair lifted and descending
on him, he sank to the floor and covered the child with both arms as well as
his arched body. A terrible pain seemed to explode through his whole body – and
then all was, mercifully, darkness.


They later found the child dead in the
towel, the priest, battered and soaked with blood. They found Lai in the far
corner, taunting the priest with a maniacal glee as he kept repealing, “Take
back your bastard! Take back your white-skinned bastard!”


Whether he was sent to prison or not, nobody
could quite remember, but it was said his mind had come unhinged, and it seemed
his father kept him locked up in a special room at home. Till the end of his
days, he could not or would not understand what had happened; even his old mother
tried to tell him that the child was his, that in her time she had come across
several instances of these poor unfortunate white-skinned children with the
white hair and pink eyes, and they were no less loved by their parents. But he
would not listen; he would only-shake his head and say, “Whore!” or “A white
man’s bastard,” and “A foreign hairy devil’s bastard.”


As for Father Monet, the incident left him
permanently blind and paralysed. He was to have been sent back to France, but
died before arrangements could be made.


Mary returned to her parents, and it was
said that she ran to the hospital one night to see the priest, but he was
already beyond recognizing anyone. Not only was he blind, but his eardrums had
been badly damaged. Rumours arose about there having been something between the
French priest and the beautiful Chinese woman who loathed her husband and
secretly loved the priest.


The circumstances of Mary’s death were
shadowy. Some said she died after an illness, some said she killed herself in grief
after having seen the priest.


When I passed the church that evening and
saw – or thought I saw – the priest, Mary and the child in the bundle – they
must have lain in their graves for at least 50 years.


Once, not so long ago, I paid a visit to the
modern church that now stands where the old one was, and asked the priest, a
very friendly and talkative rosy-cheeked fellow, if he kept records of all the
priests who had served in the church, including the old one. He said he did not
have any that went as far back as 50 years.


“Is the story of Father Monet true?” I
asked. He replied: “I too have heard of the strange story of Father Monet and
of people who claimed to have seen his ghost and the other ghosts. But I assure
you this church has been blessed with holy water. No ghosts will ever be seen
in its precincts.”



Grandfather’s Story


 


Grandmother
died when I was about
10. I had always been in awe of her, mainly because of the stories I had
heard relatives and servants whisper about
her atrocities towards the many bondmaids she had bought as infants, and reared to work as
seamstresses and needlewomen in her rapidly expanding business of making
bridal clothes and furnishings. 


Grandmother’s embroidered silk bed curtains
and bolster cases, and beaded slippers for bride and groom were famous and
fetched good money. The more nimble-fingered of the bondmaids did the sewing
and beadwork; the others were assigned the less demanding tasks of cutting,
pasting, dyeing, stringing beads, or general housework.


It was rumoured that one bondmaid had died
from injuries sustained when grandmother flung a durian at her. The story had
never been confirmed, and as a child, my imagination had often dwelt on the
terrible scene, giving it a number of interesting variations: grandmother
hurled the durian at the bondmaid’s head and it stuck there; the durian was
flung at the bondmaid’s stomach, thus disembowelling her; the durian thorns
stuck in the bondmaid’s flesh like so many knives and caused her to bleed to
death.


Whatever the circumstances surrounding her
death, the bondmaid was certainly dead at 15 and quietly buried at night in a
remote part of the huge plantation in which stood grandmother’s house.


Grandfather, who had been separated from
grandmother for as long as anyone could remember, often said, “Look at her
hands. Look at the strength and power in them. The hands of a murderess.” And
he would go on to assign the same pernicious quality to each feature of her
body: her eyes were cold and glittering, her mouth was thin and cruel, her
buttocks which by their flatness deflected all good fortune, so that her
husband would always be in want.


I think I unfairly attributed to grandmother
all those atrocities which rich elderly ladies of old China committed against
their servant girls or their husbands’ minor wives and concubines. Thus I had
grandmother tie up the ends of the trousers of a bondmaid close to the ankles,
force a struggling, clawing cat clown through the opening at the waist, quickly
knot the trousers tightly at the waist to trap the beast inside, and then begin
to hit it from the outside with a broom so that it would claw and scratch the
more viciously in its panic.


I never saw, in the few visits I remember I
paid grandmother, any such monstrosity. The punishments that grandmother
regularly meted out were less dramatic: she pinched, hit knuckles with a wooden
rod, slapped and occasionally rubbed chilli paste against the lips of a child
bondmaid who had been caught telling a lie.


Grandmother did not like children. I think
she merely tolerated my cousins and me when we went to stay a few days with
her. When in a good mood, she gave us some beads or remnants of silk for which
she no longer had any use.


I remember asking her one day why I never
saw grandfather with her and why he was staying in another house. Not only did
she refrain from answering my question but threw me such an angry glare that
from that very day I never mentioned grandfather in her hearing. I concluded
that they hated each other with a virulence that did not allow each to hear the
name of the other without a look of the most intense scorn or words of abuse,
spat out rather than uttered.


Indeed, never have I seen a couple so
vigorously opposed to each other, and I still wonder how they could have
overcome their revulsions to produce three offspring in a row, for according to
grandfather, they had hated each other right from the beginning of their
marriage. It was probably a duty which grandmother felt she had to discharge.


“It was an arranged marriage,” said
grandfather simply, “and I never saw her till the wedding night.” But he did
not speak of the large dowry that grandmother brought with her, for her father
was a well-to-do pepper merchant who had businesses in Indonesia. As soon as
her parents were dead and she had saved enough money to start a small business
on her own, she left grandfather, took up residence in an old house in a
plantation that she had shrewdly bought for a pittance, and brought up her
three children there. Her two daughters she married off as soon as they reached
16; her son, who turned out to be a wastrel, she left to do as he liked.


She had put her life with grandfather behind
her; from that day, he was dead to her, and she pursued her business with
single-minded purpose and fervour, getting rich very quickly. She had a canny
business sense and invested wisely in rubber and coconut plantations.


Grandfather took up residence with a
mistress; he had her for a very long time, almost from the time of his
marriage. It was said that she was barren, and he was disappointed for a while,
for he wanted sons by her, but his love remained unchanged.


There were other mistresses, but they were
merely the objects for grandfather’s insatiable appetite, while this woman, a
very genteel-looking, soft-spoken woman whom I remember we all called ‘Grand
aunt’, was his chosen life companion. I saw her only once. She was already very
old and grey, and I remember she took out a small bottle of pungent-smelling
oil from her blouse pocket and rubbed a little under my nose when she saw me
cough and sniffle. She died some three years before grandfather (and a year
after grandmother).


Grandfather howled in his grief at grand
aunt’s funeral, and was inconsolable for months. In all likelihood, he would
not have attended grandmother’s funeral even if she had not objected. As it
was, she had stipulated, on her death-bed, that on no condition was grandfather
to be allowed near her dead body. She was dying from a terrible cancer that,
over a year, ate away her body.


“Go, you must go,” urged grand aunt on the
day of the funeral, “for in death, all is forgotten.” But grandfather lay in
his room smoking his opium pipe and gazing languorously up at the ceiling.


When grand aunt died – quite suddenly, for
she was taking the chamber pot up to their room when she slipped, fell down the
stairs and died – grandfather was grief-stricken and at one point, even blamed
the sudden death on grandmother’s avenging spirit. He became withdrawn and
reticent, and sometimes wept with the abandon of a child in the silence of the
night.


The change was marked, for grandfather was
by nature garrulous and, on occasion, even jovial. He liked to tell stories –
especially irreverently obscene tales of monks. In his withdrawn state, all
storytelling ceased, except on one occasion when he emerged from his room, to
the surprise of the relatives who were sitting around idly chatting after
dinner, and offered to tell a tale.


“Once upon a time,” said grandfather, grey
eyes misting over and the wispy beard on his thin chin (which he always tied up
tightly with a rubber band, much to the amusement of us children) moving up and
down with the effort of story-telling.


“A very long time ago, perhaps a thousand
years ago, there lived in China a farmer and his wife. He loved her dearly, for
she was a gentle, loving woman who would do anything to make him comfortable
and happy. They had no children; the woman’s barrenness, which would have
compelled any husband to reject her, did not in the least irk him. He worked
hard to save for their old age, knowing no sons would be born to look after
them, and he and his wife watched with satisfaction the silver coins growing in
the old stone jar, which they took care to hide in a hole in the earthen floor.


Now near the farm was a nunnery, and the
head nun, a most cruel and mercenary woman who spent all her time thinking of
how much in donations she could get out of the simple peasants, began to eye
the growing wealth of this farmer and his wife. She knew that they were an
extremely frugal couple and surmised that their savings were a goodly sum.


Knowing that the farmer was a shrewd fellow
who regarded her with deep suspicion, she waited one morning for him to be out
in the fields before paying his wife a visit.


So convincing was she in her promise of
heavenly blessings upon those who would donate generously to her nunnery that
the farmer’s wife was quite taken in. The foolish woman went to the hiding
place in the earthen floor, brought out the stone jar and handed it, with its
store of silver coins within, to the head nun. The nun thanked her effusively
and left.


When the farmer came back, his wife told him
what had happened, in her extreme naivete expecting him to praise her for what
she had done. Instead, he picked up his changkul and repeatedly hit her in his
rage. When he saw that she was dead, his rage turned into an overpowering pity
and he knew he would never be at peace until he had killed the one who had
brought about this tragedy.


He ran to the nunnery with his changkul and
there struck three hefty blows on the nun’s head until she fell down and died.
In his panic, the farmer ran to a tree and hanged himself.


The spirits of the three deceased then
appeared before the Almighty, who sat on his heavenly throne in judgment.


‘You have done great wrong,’ he told the
farmer, ‘and must therefore be punished.’


‘You,’ turning to the nun. ‘have done
greater wrong, for you are a selfish, mercenary, cruel woman. You too will be
punished.’


He looked at the farmer’s wife and, whereas
his eyes had narrowed in severe censure when they looked upon the farmer and
the nun, they now softened upon the gentle, timid woman.


‘You are a good woman,’ said the Almighty,
‘and although you were foolish enough to be taken in by this nun, you will not
be punished.’


The Almighty’s plan was simple.


‘I’m sending the three of you back to earth
again,’ said the Almighty. ‘You will be born and at the appointed time, you,’
pointing to the farmer, ‘and you,’ pointing to the nun, ‘will be man and wife
so that you will be each other’s torment. I can devise no greater punishment
for you. Since your sin is less,’ he continued, addressing the farmer, ‘you
will be freed of the retribution after a time and will be reunited with this
woman, without whom you cannot be happy.’


Then turning to the nun, he told her, ‘You
have been guilty of so much cruelty that your punishment will be extended
further. While this man and this woman enjoy peace and happiness together, your
body will be wracked by the most painful disease, which will, after a long
time, carry you to your grave.’


So the three were reborn on earth, and the
Almighty’s plans for them came to pass.”


Grandfather finished his story and shuffled
back to his room, smoking his opium pipe. He paused, before entering his room,
to continue, “The woman, much beloved by the man, was to die soon, and he will
shortly follow. For them, there will no longer be the pain of another rebirth.”



Of Moles and Buttocks


 


Fourth
Aunt-on-father’s-side led a sorrowful life and was
ill-treated by her irresponsible, lecherous husband because of a mole situated
close to her left eye. Second Aunt-on-mother’s-side, on the other hand, enjoyed
prosperity all her life and was always seen with a heavy gold chain round her
neck and a stack of gold bangles round her wrist because of her very
substantial buttocks. Poor Fourth Aunt-on-father’s-side, in addition to the
unfortunate mole near her eye, had flat, truncated buttocks which she blamed
more than the mole for her sad life.


As a child, I expertly explained the
fortunes or misfortunes of relatives and neighbours in terms of their
physiognomy. I had picked up a valuable store of information on the matter from
adult conversations 

and observations, and could, at the age of 10 or thereabouts, look pityingly
upon a face that had moles near the eye. I supposed that it must have been
because moles near the eyes reminded people of tears and tears meant sorrow.


I rejoiced having a mole near the mouth; by
the same token, a mole near the mouth meant that food was always at hand, that
the person would never starve. It was better for a woman if the location were
close to one side of the upper lip; that meant she would be the concubine of a
rich, pampering man and would never be in want for the rest of her days.


Fourth Aunt-on-father’s-side’s mole was a
particularly large one; it hung – round, black and grotesque – between her nose
and eye, and I sometimes wondered if, had somebody just twisted it off, would
her fortunes change for the better?


Her husband beat her continually, especially
when he got drunk; her brood of children were, like herself, timid and silent
and resentful. The mole – the mole that was causing all this – couldn’t it be
removed somehow? I had the vague impression that moles could not be tampered
with. They were the seal of judgment of some mighty power, and to try to remove
them was to invite the wrath of this power.


After some time, I gave up the hope of
Aunt’s mole falling off by itself, and the almost daily witnessing of the cruel
hardships and privations she was subjected to convinced me that to have a mole
near the eye was the saddest thing that could happen.


The buttocks could have overcome the evil
effects of the mole, but poor Aunt, although not thin, had extremely flat,
fleshless buttocks.


Now a woman, it was ordained, must have
round fleshy buttocks if she were to bring good luck to her husband and enjoy
prosperity herself. Grandfather used to complain that he never got rich because
Grandmother had unfortunate buttocks; since she enjoyed relative prosperity in
her bridal-wear business, I could only come to the conclusion that other lucky
features of her physiognomy must have successfully cancelled out the perfidy of
the flat buttocks.


But poor Aunt had no redeeming feature. The
elderly relatives had been heard to comment, sadly, on her thin lips, her
manner of walk in which her feet pointed outwards – a really unfortunate thing!
Whatever wealth was coming was always being pushed away – her low narrow
forehead, the failure of the tip of her little finger to extend beyond the last
joint line of the finger next to it. Crossing this line signified the
overcoming of a most crucial life hurdle, and Aunt had again failed in this.
Some people tried to make up for this deficiency by letting the fingernail on
the little finger grow long enough to extend beyond this fateful line, but Aunt
had never bothered to do that.


I remember that on one of the rare occasions
when she joked and laughed – even then, the sad pinched look never left her
face so that when she laughed, the lines gathered in a rictus that was quite
frightening to see – she took me aside, patted me on the buttocks and commented
that unlike hers, mine would see me through life smoothly and would I remember
her once I became the concubine or wife of a rich man?


Second Aunt-on-mother’s-side, who was
enormously fat, always found difficulty in getting up from the low cane chair
that she used to sit in outside her house after dinner, picking her teeth and
chatting amiably with the neighbours. She had extremely fleshy buttocks; I
thought they made her look grotesque, but was ready to concede that if they had
brought in all those heavy solid gold chains and stacks of gold bangles and
goodness knows what else hidden in her jewellery box, there should be little reason
to regret them.


It was debatable whether the prosperity came
from her buttocks or her husband’s, for he too was very prominent in that
feature. Although he was by no means fat, the protuberance was most pronounced,
and husband and wife taking a leisurely walk side by side on an evening, viewed
from behind, would provoke much envy with regard to the double share of Fate’s
favours.


As if still dissatisfied with inflicting
Fourth Aunt’s body with a whole range of unfortunate features, Fate had gone on
to wreak more vengeance by making her marry a man who had numerous moles on his
ears. Fourth Uncle’s left ear, I remember being told, was strewn with moles,
some quite large, some small and indistinct. This was the surest mark of a
faithless husband, a lecher and a scoundrel. Aunt swore that when they were
first married, there were no moles on his ear; they seemed to have appeared at
a critical period early on in their married life.


Much of Aunt’s suffering stemmed not so much
from Uncle’s womanizing, as from the fact that he had no money left to give her
after it. Violent quarrels ensued. Often, Aunt, miserable and humiliated, sent
her children around the neighbourhood to borrow rice or sugar or coffee.


Uncle, after a drink or two, sometimes grew
expansive and called his terrified children to come around him, talking to them
all the time with good-natured garrulousness.


“We are poor,” he said with a chuckle,
“because of your mother’s buttocks – see how flat and useless they are – and
because of the moles on my ear. But then, you know, I can’t help being what I
am.”



Full Moon


 


The full
moon, startlingly luminous in the night sky and linked,
in the child’s mind, with fairy maidens who played on magic flutes and bathed
in silver streams, invited the small forefinger to point to it, so that others
too might see and comment on its wondrous beauty.


My forefinger was slapped down immediately,
and then, remembering what I ought not to have forgotten, hid my hand fearfully
in the folds of my dress.


“Do you want your ear cut off?” cried my
older, wiser companion. “Have you forgotten Ah Hee?” I remembered Ah Hee well.
His right ear was almost falling off; an infection was ravaging it and
threatening to sever it from his head. The grocer’s boy had pointed to a full
moon.


I went to sleep with a hand on each ear and
was relieved, the next morning, to find that no such fate had befallen. In my
dream afterwards, the full moon, large and vengeful, converted itself into a
gigantic metal disc, approached me, and turned its cutting edge towards my
right ear so that I screamed and woke.


A nervous child, my elders said, and a
triangular piece of yellow cloth with some prayer words sewn onto it was given
me to wear. Sweat-stained, food-soiled, the amulet rested comfortably against
my chest for the greater part of childhood.


The hospital with its outhouse for the insane
was not far from our house. I was brought along on several occasions, when the
elders visited sick relatives or friends. A woman who had once worked as a
servant for us was in the outhouse for the insane, and from time to time she
was allowed out of the barred cells for she was reasonably well-behaved.


She said to me: “Would you like a biscuit?”
She offered to open the tin my mother had brought for her, but I hid behind my
mother, afraid to look upon the blotched face with the wild masses of hair that
she patted with both hands each time she bent close to speak to anyone.


I remember my mother kept asking her if
there was anything she wanted, and she kept replying, “Thank you very much. You
are very kind, but there is nothing I want.” She got up and did a dance, a kind
of ronggeng with a sad, tearful smile on her face.


On nights when the moon was full, the cries
of the women in the cells could be clearly heard in our house and I heard my
mother say that while Ah Suat Ee was generally quiet and well-behaved, sadly
dancing the ronggeng for anyone who requested it, on full moon nights she
became uncontrollably violent.


Her daughter-in-law, who faithfully visited
her every day with a tiffin carrier of food, told us confidentially that on
those nights, she would throw herself against the metal bars of the cell,
wailing piteously. She would quieten down for a while, her head inclined
against the metal bars, its wild masses of hair streaked with grey streaming
about her face, her hands gripping the bars. Sometimes, however, she wailed
through thenight, and the hospital attendant would shout at her for disturbing
the peace and threaten to cane her as if she were a child.


With the child’s love for stories, I had
always gravitated towards any group of adults who appeared to be telling tales
or exchanging gossip; often they would shoo me away, but I always managed to
linger on the edges of adult conversation, carrying away with me awesome tales
of avenging ghosts and blood and death. The wails of demon women crying for their
mortal lovers became intermingled with mournful cries from the hospital
outhouse on nights of the full moon.


Ah Suat Ee, long before her death, had
become a demon woman howling for her lover. The real cause of Ah Suat Ee’s
mental breakdown had not been love, but money. Having been cheated by an
unscrupulous relative of all her life savings which she had put in a tontine,
she had lost her mind.


On full moon nights, some men repaired in
stealth to graves of women who, like Ah Suat Ee, had died in the violence of
dementia, or who, like the mysterious young woman in our neighbourhood whose
name I have forgotten, had died giving birth and cursing the faithless father
of her child. The spirits of these women were invoked, and requests made for
prize-winning numbers in lotteries. In the light of the full moon, these
spirits sometimes obliged their human supplicants, sometimes exacting terrible
payments for their favours.


As far as I knew, no one had gone to Ah Suat
Ee’s grave or to the mysterious young woman’s grave to ask for numbers. But
long after the ravings of these two unhappy women had been stilled in the
earth, I heard them, saw them, still in their white death clothes. I pleaded
with them but still they would cut off my ear and rebuke me for pointing to the
full moon.



The Anniversary


 


Hong is my
aunt’s cousin’s nephew; we found that out by pure
accident when we were studying together at the university.


Finding the relationship too remote to allow
for that degree of confidence which he supposed could subsist only between
close kin, he simply cut through all the consanguineous convolutions and called
himself my cousin. This way, he did not lay himself open to the idle
conjectures of fellow undergraduates who saw us together very often – at
lectures, in the university canteen, taking evening walks in the campus. The
other protection was in our very visible incompatibility, for while I appeared
a robust tomboy, Hong was of that species of small-framed, bent and
cowed-looking male that must provoke a certain measure of pity.


So, thus doubly defended against the
speculations of our friends on the campus. Hong, with all the earnestness of a
young man in love, confided in me. He was deeply, hopelessly in love with a
girl named Teresa; she had been an undergraduate for only a year, having failed
her first-year examinations. A quiet, pretty girl, she had attracted at least
half-a-dozen young men in campus, including her tutor, but had shown not the slightest
inclination to reciprocate that interest.


Hong persevered to worship her from the long
distance imposed both by her coolness and his shyness. Teresa applied to go
into the Teachers’ Training Institute. It was a two-year programme, which
combined coursework and practical training. She spent much time at the library,
preparing lesson notes, making teaching aids, and was apparently contented and
happy.


All this Hong knew, through whatever secret
device he had set up to monitor her movements. He seemed to know exactly what
she was doing, when and with whom. He told me one day, with an ecstatic glow on
his pale thin face, that he had seen her at a cinema with her sister, and had
briefly greeted her. She had smiled in response.


Hong talked about her incessantly in my
presence; it had occurred to me long before that he sought no advice, desired
no encouragement. All he wanted was a ready listener, and somehow the discovery
that I was a cousin of sorts fitted me for that role. He confided that as soon
as he had obtained his degree, he would approach her and make clear his feelings.
He was very firm on the point that he would make no approach till he had
obtained his degree, obviously believing that this would vastly improve his
chances.


After graduation, the opportunities to meet
lessened as we went our separate ways. Our paths crossed every once in a while,
though, and on one occasion he mentioned having met Teresa and that he had
reason to be hopeful.


Almost two years elapsed before we met
again, and this time it was to announce, with all the fervour and intensity
that a habitually shy and reticent man could muster, that Teresa had agreed to
marry him. Her grandmother had passed away at about this time, and there would
have to be a six-month wait, in compliance with some old custom.


I met them once during the period of their engagement.
He had gained weight, and looked much better. There was a new confidence, a new
happiness. Whereas Teresa had been merely pretty in a quiet sort of way, she
was now glowingly beautiful. It was clear that they were deeply in love. During
the lunch, I was constantly aware of being an obtrusive third.


Teresa was to fly to Penang at the end of
the six months and perform some rites at her grandmother’s grave that would
signal the end of the mourning period. There were a whole host of elderly
relatives in Penang who would be very pleased by this show of filial piety.
Then she would be ready to fly back to Singapore for her wedding, a very quiet
and private affair to which they had only invited their closest friends. As the
confidante who had patiently listened to Hong during all those years when his
timid heart was ready to burst with the secret love it harboured, I felt
entitled to be part of that select circle.


I teased the happy couple mercilessly about
the letters they were always writing to each other, even when they were
separated for only a few days. During the four days when she was in Penang for
her grandmother’s funeral, Teresa wrote no fewer than six letters, and no doubt
received as many.


We did not meet again for some months,
although Hong rang me up several times ‘just to talk’. His engagement had made
no difference to the ready flow of confidential talk; only now it was the
happy, accepted lover talking of future plans, not the uncertain restless young
man driven by doubts.


I remembered, in a vague sort of way, that
Teresa was due to fly home from Penang on the 19th. Therefore when the news of
the terrible crash was broadcast in the evening news bulletin, I had an
uneasiness which I could not dispel until I had rung Hong up. He was not at home.


Meanwhile, more details about the crash were
carried over the radio and television; there were no survivors. The plane had
exploded in mid-air and scattered over a radius of several kilometres, in a
desolate area of lallang and secondary jungle. All the 112 people aboard had
been killed.


A few of the people in the neighbouring
kampongs had seen the explosion in the sky. There were many theories about the
explosion – a bomb planted aboard, a hijack, a suicide attempt by a very
important government official fleeing the country. The news made headlines in
every newspaper. But the immediate task was to pick up the pieces and identify
the dead as far as was possible.


I rang Hong repeatedly, finally someone
answered the phone. It was his sister. In a weak voice, she told me that he was
under sedation. He had rushed to the airport to find out whether Teresa’s name
was on the passenger list; it was. Then he made a frantic call to the Penang
relatives, and found that one of them had driven Teresa to the airport. There
was no hope now. Teresa was among the 112 victims. Hong collapsed, the receiver
still tightly in his hand, and had to be helped to the sofa. A doctor was
quickly called in. When I saw him then, still reclining on the sofa and weeping
unrestrainedly, I realized that the sorrow could not be over easily.


In the days that followed, weakened from
lack of food and sleep, he nevertheless rushed around in a frenzy of activity,
visiting the site of the terrible tragedy, trying desperately to break through
the cordon that the authorities had thrown around the dismal wreckage, to see
if he could salvage anything that could even remotely connect him to her.
Torsos and limbs were strewn over a wilderness of jungle bushes and grass; they
were hurriedly picked up and put in large plastic bags of uniform size. Hong,
dishevelled and wild-eyed and supported by his weeping sister and her husband,
fell down on his knees in the mud – the operation of cleaning up was going on
in spite of heavy rain – and in a paroxysm of bitterness and grief, asked
Heaven if it would not even give him a part of Teresa’s body to bury in a
decent burial, to at least allow him to have something small that he could keep
as a remembrance of her.


As if in answer to his prayers, a small
suitcase belonging to Teresa was found and put together with the other salvaged
belongings – a forlorn heap of burst suitcases, attaché cases, scattered files
and letterheads of business organizations, shoes, handbags, even a child’s
teddy bear.


Hong fell upon it with ferocious
possessiveness; the small light-brown suitcase had burst open and was partially
scorched, but the name tag was intact.


He went through a pocket on one side of the
suitcase and fished out a letter – a long letter written in Teresa’s close,
neat hand, full of endearments, like the rest of her letters to him. She had
written it the day before she left Penang, and had probably decided that it
would take a longer time by post than if she were to deliver it herself. Hong
broke down on reading the letter; it was her last letter to him, written the
day before she was killed.


Hong was at the site every day; what he
hoped to do or find, nobody could tell. He hung around, a pathetic picture of
grief; he watched every stage of the massive cleaning-up operation, from the
gathering of the dismembered parts to be put in large antiseptic plastic bags,
to the final laying of these bags in coffins and their internment in a plot of
state land amidst prayers offered by a gathering of priests and monks, who
formed a complete representation of all the possible faiths of the victims.
Hong had asked Father O’Reilly, Teresa’s parish priest, to come and offer
prayers for her.


As if to work out the tremendous sorrow that
was threatening to overpower him, he went about in frenzied activity, offering
a mass for her in this church, prayers for the repose of her soul in that
church, composing a verse for insertion in the obituary column of The Straits
Times that would have been maudlin but for the depth of his grief. And still
the need to be constantly in motion remained, to put off, as far as possible,
that terrible moment of stark awakening to solitude.


The weeks after the crash were the most
anxious for Hong’s relatives and friends, for it appeared that at any moment,
he would slip over the edge. He quietened down, and then all his attention
focussed on the precious letter rescued from the wreck. He read it again and
again and drew comfort from it, for it was as it his beloved fiancée was
speaking words of affection to him from the grave.


He went quietly about his work as a lecturer
in the university and occasionally rang me up to talk, sometimes about Teresa,
sometimes about inconsequential matters. On the anniversary of her death, he
again inserted a message of loving remembrance for her in The Straits Times,
and had a mass said for her in the church where they used to attend.


It was about a month after the anniversary
when Hong suggested having lunch together. All through lunch, he was very
subdued and I knew that there was something he wanted to tell me but was
hesitant to. He finally brought out a letter from his pocket, that last letter
Teresa had written and said, “There’s a message in this letter that I should
have been alert to; I missed it, and now it’s too late.”


He made me read the letter, which I did with
great discomfort, for here was a very private letter, full of the sentiments of
a woman very much in love and wanting, in every word, to give pleasure to the
beloved. I hurried through the letter, but there did not seem to be any message
of the kind that Hong had hinted at.


“Read it again,” said Hong rather
impatiently, “read those lines again referring to an anniversary.” I skimmed
through the letter again; with some difficulty, my eyes picked out, among the
mass of closely written lines, this sentence: “Not death will separate us; I
shall see you again, dearest, but only on the anniversary.”


Isolated, lifted out of context, the
sentence had an air of foreboding about it; but as part of a letter almost
extravagant in its claims and expressions of love and hope, there was nothing
to distinguish it from 

any of the other sentences.


“Don’t you see the significance?” Hong
asked. “She had a premonition of death, and there and then decided that death
would not separate us. She would return on the anniversary to see me again. But
the anniversary’s past,” he added brokenly. “July 19’s past, and I was a fool
to have missed the chance. She’ll never come again.”


“What would you have done?” I asked
tentatively, looking at this man still struggling to come to terms with his
sorrow.


“I would have gone to the site; she must,
have waited for me and I never turned up!” The last words were uttered in an
agonized cry of self-reproach.


“Are you sure she was referring to this
anniversary? Could she not have meant some other anniversary, for instance, the
anniversary of your engagement, your first meeting, your first kiss?” I became
frivolous in my anxiety to turn this man away from the dangerous drift of his
thoughts.


“Not death will separate us; I shall see you
again, dearest, but only on the anniversary,” he quoted slowly without looking
at the letter. “It could mean nothing else. Don’t you see how these words
cannot be interpreted in any other way? Fool! Fool that I am for missing this
message for a whole year.” Again he berated himself for his gross negligence,
and this time he pounded the side of his head with a clenched fist.


“I must go,” he said fiercely. “I must go to
the site and find out whether she’s been there. There are some Malay kampongs
around. Somebody would have seen.”


“Let me go with you,” I ventured, “or get
your sister to go with you.” Then, fearing he would regard this as offensive
patronage by the wise of the weak-minded, I quickly added, “I would like to,
really.”


The site was inaccessible by car; we walked
for some distance through overgrown grass and lallang, and I saw that Hong was
weeping silently. Here and there were desolate reminders of the tragedy: a
small part of the plane now rusting and covered with coarse grass, an object
partly submerged in the ground that must have been a plane seat, for the
remnants of a seat-belt were still attached to it.


Hong and I looked around for a while, then
walked for some distance towards a small cluster of Malay huts on the edge. In
halting Malay, Hong asked questions to find out if the little band of curious
onlookers who had gathered in front of us could remember the plane crash. They
nodded their heads vigorously. One of them, an old man with brown stumps for
teeth, said that he had witnessed the explosion in the sky. He made a loud
sound and lifted both arms to convey the force of the explosion.


One of the young men cried out shrilly, “Ada
hantu! Ada hantu!” and pointed to the site of the crash, while the women showed
signs of fear. One of them gestured to him to stop talking.


Hong’s voice quavered in excitement as he
persuaded and then threatened the young man to talk further. But the young man,
in response to the woman’s warning, suddenly became tight-lipped. They seemed
to realize that they were on the edge of something incomprehensible and
dangerous and must withdraw. But there was no stopping Hong. Tearfully, he
offered money. The group slunk away sullenly, but the old man with the rotting
teeth, sensing the urgency in Hong’s voice, returned to tell him what they had
seen.


About a month before, late in the evening,
they had heard cries from the site of the accident – human voices, not the
cries of lonely owls or other night creatures of the jungle. The cries
gradually became louder: women’s voices shrieking, a child’s wail. The old man
had actually walked out to see what was happening; he ran back when he saw
figures moving about the waste ground, shadowy figures moving about in great
urgency. There was no plane, only a massing together of dark human shapes who
appeared to have lost their way.


“Hantu, hantu,” cried the old man, shaking
his head slowly. The hantu of all those who had died in the crash. How else
could you explain the large number, the plaintive cries?


“She was there, as she had promised,” sobbed
Hong as we made our way back. “About a month ago, the old Malay man said. That
was the anniversary, don’t you see? And I have missed it. I don’t know whether
she’ll come for the next anniversary.”


I was too bewildered to do anything except
repeatedly nod assent; this easily perceived and reassuring form relieved me of
all necessity of following Hong’s tortured train of thoughts as we drove back,
so that I could sort things out in my own mind.


The sequel to this story is most depressing.
Hong suffered a nervous breakdown and was temporarily relieved of his duties at
the university. He stays at home, obsessed by the pain of having missed the
only chance of granting the last affectionate request of a deeply-loved woman,
and waits impatiently for the next anniversary to come. He says she appeared to
him in a dream and reproached him for not keeping the appointment. She said
that she had waited a very long time for him to come, and asked why he never
did.


Hong’s appearance has all the signs of a man
no longer in control of himself. His hair has grown long; he is unshaven and
unkempt, his clothes unwashed. He waits for July 19; and only the thought of
July 19 keeps him alive.


“I shall be quite happy to die after that,”
he says simply. “I shall wait for the anniversary for her to come again and
then I shall see what she wants me to do. I should be quite happy to die after
that, you know.”



The Exhumation


 


The notice
of exhumation of graves was gazetted in The Straits
Times; it was one of a rapid series of exhumation notices, for the
government was impatient to reclaim the land from the dead to build houses and
offices and supermarkets for the living.


Before the bulldozers moved in, there was a
flurry of activity on the part of my relatives, for grandmother’s grave was one
of those in the marked cemetery, and everybody wanted to be assured that the
old lady, who had lain in the earth these 30 years, would not be unduly upset
by the disturbance.


The first of the pacification rites was held
at home, in front of the ancestral altar, over which hung a large portrait of
grandmother.


As a child, I had once observed a similar
rite in which a member of the family expressed his contrition to a deceased
relative – I cannot recollect what the offence was – but I remember the family
member clasping a handful of lit joss-sticks and moving them up and down in
front of the portrait, and repeatedly striking his chest in penitential sorrow.
This time, I watched with much interest the efforts at pacifying the spirit of
my grandmother.


Joss-sticks were burnt and prayers chanted,
but I took no part in the ceremony, believing it would conflict with my
Christian beliefs. So I watched, an interested, curious and sometimes amused
observer, especially when one of my aunts, a very old lady of 70, began talking
to grandmother in the casual way she must have done when grandmother was alive.


Aunt, looking up at grandmother’s portrait,
and clasping a joss-stick in her hands, delivered a severe tirade on
grandmother’s behalf against a merciless government that would plunder the
homes of the dead. The speech, interrupted by the loud raucous sounds of the
clearing of phlegm from the throat, all the more resembled a natural
conversation, and it was hard not to picture grandmother listening and nodding
in vigorous agreement. Several times Aunt asked for forgiveness, presumably for
the government of Singapore.


Grandmother, represented by the framed
photograph above the ancestral altar with its comfortably familiar joss-sticks,
scented flowers and oranges, was not in the least frightening. But grandmother,
underneath the huge slat) of grey marble bearing her name, date of birth and
date of death, did cause a shiver or two.


I stood with the others surveying her
tombstone, surrounded by tall lallang despite the fact that only six months
before, the grass had been trimmed in preparation for the Feast of the Hungry
Ghosts.


I had insisted on coming, impelled more by
curiosity and by that combination of adventurousness and frivolity that belonged
to that period of life.


I watched further pacification ceremonies;
this time, a priest was called to say prayers over the grave in preparation for
the actual ceremony of exhumation. My relatives would not hear of the
impersonal business-like mass exhumation provided by the government for only a
small charge; a private ceremony was preferable, though much more costly.


I have almost come to believe that those
people who make their living by close contact with the dead, such as morticians
and embalmers, resemble the dead. The stereotype of the tall, pale embalmer
with the huge sunken eyes, hollow cheeks and sepulchral stare is, I am now
almost persuaded, based on truth, for all the embalmers and exhumers I have
seen look like this or get to look like this, as if in concession to their
calling.


The exhumers for grandmother’s grave – there
were two of them – looked just like resurrected corpses: two old, ashen-skinned
men, stripped to the waist for the messy work of prodding about in the soggy
ground around a rotting coffin ready to surrender its contents, moving about
mechanically with expressionless faces, and now and again looking up with
glazed eyes. Awed respectfulness was owing to the dead only if they were remote
enough. Here, touching and picking up bones, the exhumers had no need of it.


The coffin was too deeply embedded in
waterlogged earth to be heaved up, and the two exhumers had to prise open the
coffin lid, which they managed to very easily and expertly.


Peering down, I caught a glimpse of a heap
of bones, with only the skull distinguishable, covered in muddy water.


I looked away – for it was the most desolate
sight in the world, and I was overcome by a crushing sense of mortality. I had
seen death, but somehow this heap of waterlogged bones that had been my
grandmother, whom I remembered as a robust, severe-looking woman who bought
bondmaids to be trained to work for her in her bridal furnishing business,
troubled and saddened me beyond words.


In the distance, in a cemetery that had just
been cleared, the relentless sound of piling had already begun. Grandmother’s
remains were quickly removed and taken away by the exhumers to be cleaned
properly before they were consigned to the crematorium. Grandmother’s ashes
would then be stored in a stone casket and laid to rest finally in a niche in a
government columbarium.


Throughout the exhumation ceremony, we had
our handkerchiefs to our noses. By some strange twist of logic, I had persuaded
myself that this was a mark of great discourtesy to a dead ancestor, and had
been prepared to brave any discomfort rather than resort to my handkerchief.
But when I saw everybody else nonchalantly covering up their noses, I did the
same – with relief, for the odour was unbearable. Wasn’t it odd, I thought, for
the flesh had long since gone, but perhaps the earth around it had been imbibed
with centuries of decay which was surrendered readily, once disturbed.


That night we had dreams of grandmother –
all of us. Some of the dreams were inconsequential, but I, who knew grandmother
only from the dreadful stories I had heard about her severity towards the
bondmaids and towards grandfather, and also from the one or two visits I had
made to her house when I was a child, had the most vivid dream of all.


In my dream, grandmother was present at her
own exhumation. She took me by the hand and led me to a grassy verge from which
a small group of people were watching the two exhumers at work.


We stood there together and I was all the
while conscious of a puzzling thought. How could grandmother be standing there
with me, holding my hand when she had been dead these 30 years? For sometimes
reality intrudes into dreams in the most devastating way.


I looked up at her face, and it was a
corpse’s face; when it slowly turned to look upon me, I was aware of an
overpowering sensation of horror though I did not try to break away. Her grip
upon my arm tightened 

and finally I burst out with the words, “Please, grandmother, don’t do this to
me!”


I woke up at this point and did not dare go back
to sleep, fearful that the dream might return. I woke the family up and related
the dream to them. They too had dreamt of grandmother.


They listened intently to my narration, and
then the aunt who had conversed with grandmother at the altar took hold of my
arm, looked closely at it and exclaimed that grandmother had left the imprint
of her fingers on my flesh. I recoiled, protesting; there were indeed some
faint imprints on my arm, but they were not the imprints of fingers, probably
the impression of the ribbed pattern of a pillow or blanket pressed closed in
sleep.


Aunt had dreamt of grandmother too:
grandmother was on her death-bed, with tears running silently down the sides of
her face on to her pillow. This aunt interpreted to mean that grandmother’s
spirit was distressed at the disturbance of her grave.


How could it be explained, except by the
presence of a dead rat in the house or a dead cat outside whose odour the wind
wafted in through the window at the time of our talking about grandmother? But we
were, all at once, aware of a powerful smell.


I had heard of people smelling jasmine at
the precise moment of the death of a loved one, but this smell was frightful.
It lasted more than two or three minutes, during which we shifted and sniffed
uncomfortably.


Someone whispered, “She’s here,” and then
broke into the same chant of propitiation that had been uttered days before in
front of the altar.



Of Blood from Woman


 


“May she vomit blood on her death-bed, and
may she then die!”


The curse, rendered in English, loses a
great deal of its alarming vehemence; there probably are not words enough in
the English language to convey the sheer force of Chinese vituperations. It is
the totality of facial expression, the physical act of dragging the words out,
as of a monstrous birth, and above all, of the whole force of tradition going
back to countless generations, that invests each image with a power and a
terror that cannot be explained by meaning alone.


“May she vomit blood on her death-bed, and
may she then die!”


I remember the utterance, made amidst great
convulsive sobs by a young woman against an elderly woman who had done
everything in her power to thwart her husband’s taking in this young woman as
his second wife. The weeping woman was standing in front of an ancestral altar;
by thus inviting the spirits to bear witness, she had put the stamp of
irrevocability on the curse.


Sometimes, for the same purpose, a curse was
uttered in the presence of thunder and lightning. The picture of a dying man or
woman spewing blood – that was one of the most terrifying images of my
childhood.


I once heard of a coffin that somehow
slipped the grasp of the pallbearers so that it crashed to the ground, burst
open and threw out the corpse, a very fat old woman. And I had read somewhere
of a degenerate English king whose deceased, bloated corpse had to be squeezed
into the coffin which actually burst open in the church itself, flooding the
church floor with blood.


All these images had fused in my fervid
imagination into a scene of the most frightful kind, and for a long time blood
became associated with all that was sinister and direful.


I had an aunt who had attended, though never
participated, in seances with the dead at gravesides. The purpose of calling up
the dead was often to seek their help in getting the winning numbers of
lotteries. Aunt was an inveterate gambler and claimed that she had won on
several occasions with the numbers given by the spirits.


What did they look like? Very often you
could not see them distinctly, said Aunt. Once she saw a faint colour of smoke,
and another time, she felt a strange indescribable chill overcome her and heard
a kind of rasping voice.


How were the spirits called up? What had to
be done first? Blood, said Aunt. The blood of a white cockerel freshly
slaughtered at the graveside. This was absolutely indispensable. The blood was
then poured through a hollow bamboo stick stuck near the grave, certain prayers
were chanted and the spirit would then rise.


Blood to make a man die, blood to bring him
money – and blood to make him a good husband. For blood from woman was the most
potent, it was claimed, to make a man love you and treat you well.


I had often been fascinated by this method
of securing a man’s love; a woman, desperate for the charm to work, actually
made use of each monthly emission. The blood was mixed in food which was then
offered to the unsuspecting object of desire. The charm was said to be the most
potent of all the charms to win the total love of a husband or lover.


I remember that there was a half-Thai woman
who lived in the town for a while; an old, fat, gross-looking woman whose mouth
and teeth were a permanent bright red from the betel nut and sireh she was
always chewing. She had had three husbands; her fourth was 13 years younger – a
handsome, quiet and refined fellow who had a good job in some government
department and who never looked at another woman. The half-Thai woman,
complacent in this man’s total love and devotion, made no secret of the means
by which this subjection to her will had been secured, and actually taught
other women how to go about achieving the same happiness.


As a girl, I could not see beyond the
bizarre element of this charm; it was only later that I saw its terrifying
symbolism. Woman, who had always been held as inferior and was expected to be
subject to her menfolk – her father, her brothers and later her husband – and
who during her menstrual period was regarded as so unclean that any major
disaster was attributed to her failure to stay away during this period of
uncleanliness, was now having her revenge. She was having a secret and
malicious chuckle against men who wanted her body but blamed it for misfortunes
that happened to them. Fishermen would never allow a woman near if they wanted
a successful expedition; timber-loggers venturing into the vast wilds where
spirits dwelt in every tree, would never permit the contaminating presence of a
woman.


And now, said the woman with a secret glee,
you who would have my body but condemn it as unclean, drink this or eat this!
The half-Thai woman embodied, in the most revolting way, this dark triumph of
woman. She spoke in a rough, raucous voice to her husband, demanded his full
pay packet and if he so much as looked at another woman, berated him soundly
and hurled obscenities at him. He took it all meekly; people shook their heads
knowingly and spoke of the secret source of the woman’s power.


Perhaps only once in her life was blood of
woman not considered evil, but actually good and even capable of driving away
harmful spirits. Hymeneal blood, ultimate proof of chastity on her marriage
bed, and captured on a clean white piece of linen, was reverently stored and
put away, its presence thereby repelling evil and attracting prosperity for her
husband and harmony for the household.



Lee Geok Chan


 


Lee Geok Chan was one of my students in
pre-university. One of the many for whom long hours of study ensured, at most,
a scraping through the examinations. She was a pale, small-sized,
earnest-looking girl, always seen with a book or a sheaf of notes in her hand.
Her father was a tailor, her mother a washerwoman; there were three brothers
and two sisters. Geok Chan was the second in the family and the eldest girl.


Her desire to pass the examination, get a
job and help the family put her in a constant state of nervous effort, so that
she was to be found at all times blinking anxiously as she took down a
teacher’s lecture verbatim, copying notes from the blackboard with extreme
diligence, or writing an essay with a concentration all the more remarkable for
the noise and complete abandon of those around her in the classroom.


I always found it painful to have to tell
Geok Chan, in response to her timid inquiry of how she could improve in her
written expression, that her English was rather weak, her use of words
frequently inappropriate, and that she often strayed off the point in her
essay. She would nod in docile agreement, but at the same time the
disappointment showed visibly on her face. Additional lessons did not seem to
have helped and each week it became a special pain for me to hand back a piece
of work, to see it snatched up eagerly and checked for its grade, and then to
see the crestfallen look on the thin, pale face.


Like so many others, Geok Chan was preparing
for the A-level examinations at the end of the year. In the last month before
the examination, she often came up to me with a quick nervous smile and handed
me a sheaf of essays to mark.


One of the essays caught my attention. It
was better than the others; in fact, it was the best she had ever written, and
there was hope yet, for her, if she could produce something like that in the
examination. I forget the exact words of the essay topic she had picked from
somewhere, but it was about happiness. Geok Chan had written simply and with
conviction about her concept of happiness; some parts of the essay were, I
thought, beautifully lyrical. I suddenly realized that, freed from the
constraints of conventional essay topics, she wrote with ease and obvious
pleasure.


I called her up and commented favourably on
her essay. She glowed with pride. “If I write like that in the General Paper,
will I get a credit?” she wanted to know. I had to warn her, rather sadly, that
the essay topics in the General Paper were not of the kind that permitted this
spontaneity. I encouraged her, though, to go on expressing her innermost
feelings.


“They’re in me all the time. I couldn’t
express them before, now I think I can,” she said, blinking not with
nervousness but, instead, with a kind of feverish joy.


On the morning of the essay paper, Geok Chan
was killed in a road accident. She was walking along the pavement just outside
the school and was about to enter the school gates when a lorry came racing
along, crazily jumped the road divider and crashed into her. She died
instantly. It was the most cruel death I had ever known; my colleagues and I
wept long for this earnest, good girl who had always tried her best and whose
only ambition was to earn enough to support her family.


The essay on happiness that had astonished
me by its power and lyricism lay, among a pile of unmarked papers on my desk,
almost like a keepsake, for she had collected all the other essays, and had
somehow left this one with me. When I went to see her parents, who were too
grieved to say anything, I brought this composition with me and handed it to
her eldest brother, who just put it aside with her other school things heaped
on a little wooden table in the small two-room HDB flat.


The recollection of that small body under
sheets of newspapers on the road disturbed me for many days afterwards. The
blood had flowed copiously; it was a moment’s glance before I turned away and
quickly walked back to the staff room from where we had been summoned by the
frantic cries of those students who had witnessed the dreadful accident. But
the scene stayed in my mind for days, and it was inevitable that some of us
would have had dreams about Lee Geok Chan in our sleep.


I dreamt that she approached me with a poem
on sorrow or something like that and asked me to grade it. Another colleague
dreamt of her exactly as she was that day, under the newspapers on a wet road
just in front of the school gate.


In the bustle of a new school year when new
eager faces crowded the school corridors, Lee Geok Chan was soon forgotten.
Occasionally, however, something or other cropped up to remind us of her and
then we recollected that terrible day in December.


One occasion was the release of the
examination results in March. Students started coming to the school very early
in the morning, as soon as they had learnt from the newspaper that the Ministry
of Education would be releasing the results that day. The computer print-out
with Geok Chan’s name showed the grades for these subjects – History, Chinese
Language and the General Paper. She had obtained a credit in Chinese Language,
but had failed for History and the General Paper.


There had to be a mistake regarding the
General Paper – how could there have been a grade for that subject? Geok Chan
was killed before she could sit for the paper. Her death was in the morning;
the paper was at two in the afternoon.


It was a very low grade, in fact the lowest
on the scale. If a computer had to make a mistake about one who was already
dead, some of us laughed uneasily, surely it could have erred on the side of
generosity?


Geok Chan’s elder brother came to collect
the results slip, which he did desultorily, without a glance at the statements
on the slip, and was gone almost immediately.


I first of all ascertained from the Minister
of Education that there had been no mistake in the printout; then I wrote a
very polite letter to the Cambridge Syndicate of Examiners, asking them to
explain why the essay of the candidate Lee Geok Chan had obtained such a low
grade. It was a laborious process involving excessive red tape, for there were
certain formalities to be gone through, including the payment of a stipulated
sum of money.


It took Cambridge a month to reply. I
received a plain official statement on how the candidate had gone entirely out
of point in the essay section, for she had written a piece on happiness when
there was no essay topic even remotely resembling this. The statement added
that by itself the essay was commendable for its expressiveness and strength of
feeling, but since it was written in total disregard of the given examination
topics, it could not be awarded any marks.


The mounting sensation of excitement and
terror that gripped me as I read the statement was something I had never
experienced before. It was impossible to contain the thoughts that were now
crowding my mind, and I soon found myself in urgent consultation with my
colleagues. It cannot be, it cannot be, we said again and again. And yet again
and again, no matter how hard we tried, no matter how many theories we tested,
there was no accounting for the fact that the essay which had been sent to
Cambridge together with thousands of other essays, and which had been marked
and given a grade, was the essay of a dead student.


Unable to let things lie, I wrote to Cambridge
again and requested, urgently, to have the essay script of candidate Lee Geok
Chan returned. I added that I was prepared to pay any amount of money that the
authorities might deem reasonable to compensate them for their pains.


Probably fearing that a move of this kind
could set the precedent for anxious parents or teachers intending to
fine-toothcomb a marked script and argue for a better grade, the Cambridge
Syndicate turned down the request. It had never been and would never be their
policy to return marked scripts to candidates. All they were prepared to do was
furnish a statement about the script, and they had already done this.


But this is no ordinary script, a dead
person wrote it, I wanted to cry out in exasperation when I read the reply.
Then I realized how nearly impossible it would be to give this explanation in
the circumscribed language of formal correspondence. I tried, though, so eager
was I to get to the bottom of it all, but after a while Cambridge chose not to
reply to my requests, probably dismissing me as a crank.


I almost pleaded with them to send me a
typewritten copy of the candidate’s essay, so that the marking and grading of
the script could remain confidential, but they must have misinterpreted the
tone of the letter and taken offence, for they finally wrote back to say that
they would no longer entertain any correspondence on the subject.


I tried to enlist the help of Geok Chan’s
family, but it was to no avail. The elder brother had been posted to some other
town; the younger brothers and sisters did not seem able to understand me and
the parents spoke only a dialect I could not comprehend. In any case, they were
still too sorrowful to do much beyond shaking their heads mournfully or raising
their voices to curse the driver of the lorry that had killed their daughter.


It is now more than 10 years since Lee Geok
Chan died. I am not satisfied with the explanation that my colleagues finally
settled on. A coincidence, they said, somebody’s essay was mistaken for Geok
Chan’s; after all, there were thousands of essays to be graded and confusions
of this kind were not at all surprising.


But the topic was so specific. It was on
happiness, I protested, the very same topic she wrote on just before the
accident. And the qualities of freshness and expressiveness were precisely
those I had noted in that last essay she showed me. That could not have been a
coincidence; there must have been a mistake then, said some of my colleagues. A
coincidence, a mistake – the words threw a blanket over all that remains, to
this day, a mystery.



Two Male Children


 


The house
bulged with people. If there were too many people, it
was not the consequence of want but choice, for the patriarch had insisted that
all the married sons continue to stay in the family house while married
daughters could leave if they so wished.


He had grown up in China, where married sons
and their families stayed with the parents. But whereas over there a certain
amount of privacy was afforded by the separating courtyards, here the families
piled into the rooms of two adjoining double-storeyed shophouses, the dividing
wall of which had been torn down to form one continuous unit.


The old patriarch was very rich, for he had
invested shrewdly in coconut and rubber plantations and owned row upon row of
shophouses in town. But he had fixed ideas about how money was to be spent, and
comfortable living conditions were not one of them. At a time when much less
affluent families were buying Dunlopillo mattresses and pillows, refrigerators
and even Ford cars, he was still sleeping on cotton-stuffed mattresses and the
women in his household were depending solely on wooden food-cupboards with
wire-netting doors and legs standing in thick earthen bowls filled with water
to prevent the ants from getting at the cooked food kept in the cupboards.


As for cars, he clearly had no intention of
owning any or allowing his three sons who were helping him in his business to
own any. He was sole proprietor of a fleet of buses which brought him a very
good income, and he gave his relatives, who numbered hundreds, free bus passes.


The patriarch was by no means niggardly; in
matters concerning male progeny he could be astonishingly extravagant, His
three sons produced no male children; every year saw a new granddaughter or two
and the old man was heard to snort in disgust each time he received news of yet
one more granddaughter. He had given his wife thousands of dollars to spend on
prayers, good deeds, ceremonial offerings and so on, recommended by temple
priests and mediums for the begetting of a grandson. But the money had been
futilely spent, and in the end, the old man resigned himself to the prospect of
a very long wait for a grandson.


His remark that the biggest share of the
property would go to the first grandson was construed as a warning by the three
sons and had immediately set in motion an almost frenzied contest among the
three daughters-in-law to see who would be the first to produce the male heir.
At any one time, one of the three would be pregnant, but the fecundity was all
in the direction of female offspring. There was much hidden animosity among the
three women, though they shared the work harmoniously enough in the huge smoky
kitchen.


Two servants were employed to help take care
of the younger grandchildren. One of them was a friendly, big-hearted woman who
dropped in at our house quite frequently for a chat. She always came with a
child on her hips, and sometimes a bowl of the child’s porridge. And while
feeding the child, she would chat amiably with the womenfolk, who were always
eager for tidbits of gossip from the Great House.


This servant, whose name was Ah Chan, had
two sons and must have been the envy of the three daughters-in-law. She was now
pregnant a third time, and so was the First Daughter-in-law who, after three
daughters, felt sure her fourth would be a boy. Her mother had gone to consult
a fortune-teller who had told her that this time it would be a son.


Both Ah Chan and First Daughter-in-law gave
birth to sons. While Ah Chan grieved that she still had to wait for a daughter,
everyone in the Great House was full of excitement at the birth of the
long-awaited first grandson. The old man was jubilant and his wife equally so.
The two other daughters-in-law, chagrined that the prize was now lost to them,
had to content themselves firstly with the wish that they, too, in the
appointed time, would have male children, and secondly, with the observation
made only to each other, that the new-born baby was a sickly, puny little
thing, quite unlike Ah Chan’s healthy baby son.


The new grandchild, whose name was
deliberated on by at least three fortune-tellers, gave cause for much anxiety
for he cried often, drank poorly and did not seem to put on any weight. His
mother cried in her anxiety and fretted that she did not produce enough milk
for the infant.


To her, it was the height of injustice that
her baby, heir to the rubber and coconut plantations, should be sickly and
underfed, while Ah Chan’s baby, one of the hundreds born in her kampong every
year and who would probably grow up to be a mean labourer, was robust from his
mother’s brimming good health.


The new grandson, eventually given the name
‘Golden Dragon’, pulled through the first month. There was great, rejoicing.
Every family in the neighbourhood received the celebratory yellow rice,
red-stained hard-boiled eggs and red-stained bean-cakes.


The baby boy was brought downstairs for the
first time that day, a frail thing decked out in pink clothes, pink woollen cap
and pink bootees. The baby’s thin fingers and ankles glistened with gold
ornaments, presents from numerous relatives.


Ah Chan’s son, who had been affectionately
nicknamed ‘Piglet’ by her family, had cleared his first month a few days
before, but there was no expensive celebration. By the fourth month, Piglet was
almost twice the size of Golden Dragon, a fact that the other two
sisters-in-law were heard to observe more than once, and twice as rapid in his
development, for he could turn over on his side, recognize his parents and smile
and gurgle in response to his brothers.


Golden Dragon continued to be sickly, and in
his fifth month was suddenly taken ill. It seemed to be a bad time for infants;
Piglet was unwell too, and Ah Chan, who had grown very attached to this third
son although she had badly wanted a daughter, rushed home from the Great House
every evening to look after him.


Golden Dragon’s condition worsened visibly;
his parents and grandparents flew into a panic and immediately went to consult
a temple medium. On the first visit, they secured an amulet which they placed
against the baby’s chest. The baby’s condition did not improve. On the second
visit, they were told by the temple medium who had gone into a trance that the
“Dark Deity of Hell” wanted a boy attendant, had searched for one and had taken
a fancy to Golden Dragon. Golden Dragon would die soon.


A flurry of consultations with temple
mediums ensued; thousands of dollars were spent in gifts of propitiation and
entreaty to the Dark Deity of Hell, but still he would, according to the temple
mediums, have Golden Dragon. However, said one of the temple mediums from his
deep trance, the Dark Deity was also considering one other male child, who was
born at about the same time and who was also now lying ill. If one of the baby
boys died, the other would be spared.


Here was hope yet, and the grandmother and
mother began to fill the baby’s room with all manner of charms and amulets to
ward off evil influence and deflect it elsewhere. Ah Chan came to know of the
message from the temple medium but by that time, it had been distorted into an
accusation. The Dark Deity of Hell had chosen Piglet to be his boy attendant
but Piglet deflected the curse which then fell on Golden Dragon.


Ah Chan, in her simplicity, went tremblingly
to her employers in the Great House to beg for forgiveness. The grandmother and
the mother of Golden Dragon received her coldly. They were now convinced of the
treachery of Piglet, for his mother was now frankly admitting it and 

asking for forgiveness on his behalf. The act of reparation was simple,
according to the temple mediums. Ah Chan’s milk would help restore the infant
to health.


Ah Chan was only too grateful for this
opportunity to make amends; she came early in the morning, leaving only late at
night when she returned to feed her own son. During the day, a relative
sometimes brought him to the Great House to be fed by his mother. But the
illness had had a toll on him, and he was no longer the chubby, rosy baby he
once was.


Seeing that their baby was improving,
although slightly, the grandmother and relative paid another visit to the
temple medium to seek his advice about how to expedite his recovery. The temple
medium said that the infant’s ‘milk mother’ had to remain with him day and
night.


Ah Chan was thereafter enjoined to stay in
the Great House and not to go home. “But what about my baby?” she faltered, for
her baby was indeed fretting for her.


Her baby was brought in during the day; at
night, it was no longer possible to do the same, and while Golden Dragon drew
nourishment from Ah Chan’s robust body, Piglet declined for the want of it.


“Please let me go back to my baby,” she
pleaded, but Golden Dragon’s mother promised to send someone to bring him, and
his grandmother pressed a gift of money into her hands.


There was the suggestion that Piglet be
brought to stay in the Great House with his mother, but the grandmother would
not hear of it because the temple medium had said the two babies must not live
under the same roof. One would be the means of harm befalling the other. This
meant that Piglet could not be brought to the Great House during the day.


By then, the harassed Ah Chan had entrusted
a relative with the care of Piglet, to make sure that he was given his powdered
milk regularly throughout the day, but this relative was a dull-witted woman
who moved about clumsily and slothfully.


One night, at about midnight, she went to
the Great House, knocked on the door and shouted for Ah Chan. Her baby was very
ill. Ah Chan rushed back, but it was already too late.


The cause of death was later found to be
this: the senseless woman had been using an unwashed spoon to stir Piglet’s
milk, the same spoon that she had been using to take her medicine for a throat
infection. The baby had caught the infection, fretted for two days without
anybody suspecting anything, and finally succumbed.


Ah Chan could not be comforted; she wept for
many days, and moaned the sad fate of an infant identified by the implacable
Dark Deity of Hell.


The grandmother hastened over when she heard
of the death of Piglet, and pressed yet more money into Ah Chan’s hands.


Back in the Great House, Golden Dragon’s
mother looked at her baby peacefully asleep in its cradle, its cheeks beginning
to round up with flesh, and rejoiced that she need fear the Dark Deity no more.



A Soldier Stalks


 


The places
that were assigned us were supposed to be the ideal
setting for our work of producing innovative materials for schoolchildren – old
quaint colonial-type houses in a sprawling campus setting of lush greenery,
including very old and rare trees. There were thefriendly, stiff-tailed
squirrels in the trees which sometimes ran along the sides of the windows or
across our paths; the birds that built nests in the bushes near the outhouses
at the back of each building, the occasional vivid-green chameleons that darted
across the road and into the roadside bushes before you could draw attention to
them.


The ideal bucolic setting for the writer, in
need of constant inspiration to bring out his creativity; away from the austere
formality of the Ministry Headquarters! Only we, ingrates that we were,
persisted in seeing the peeling paint of the walls, the creaking wooden floors
of the upstairs rooms, the encrustations of dirt in the bathroom that no amount
of scrubbing could hope to remove.


A short time, however, was sufficient to
grumble away these annoyances, and then we found ourselves beginning to look
around and quite ready to be worked upon by the charming rusticity of our
new-environment.


There was an additional charm: the place had
been used by Japanese soldiers during the Occupation, and was said to be full
of underground tunnels, all linked together to form a remarkable subterranean
backdrop for adventure. Would these tunnels, if we could find them and venture
into them, yield skulls and bones? Or hoards of treasure hidden by the Japanese
who never managed to secrete them out of the country?


The intoxication was brief; we soon became
too preoccupied with work to give much thought to the tunnels, and except for a
story about children discovering a trunk of gold bars in a secret crypt, they
were soon forgotten.


Somebody had said that the houses were
haunted; every house, apparently, had been the scene of a suicide, every old
tree outside had had a ghost hanging from it. It became a favourite diversion
of the more waggish among us to make frightening noises, rap on doors and
windows, especially in the gathering dusk, for there were always a few who
never went home before seven, when darkness had already settled and wrapped
everything in gloom.


For a time, I joined the small intrepid band
whose preference was to stay back and work till dinner than not meet a
deadline. It was an unusually dark day. As was my habit, I sat at the
typewriter and waited patiently when the lights went off, as they did a few
times a day, usually coming on again after a few minutes.


In the darkness I thought I heard somebody
cough; it sounded very near and I gave a start, but when the lights came on
again and I saw no one, I concluded it must have been one of the security
guards outside making his usual rounds.


The footsteps of one of the guards on the
gravel outside the window were actually reassuring. I continued with my typing,
and once again, to my great annoyance, the lights failed. Making a mental note
to complain about this to the Administration the next morning, I leaned back in
my chair and decided, when the lights came on again, to pack up and go home.


The lights did not come on for a full five
minutes. I sat very still in my chair. I distinctly heard heavy breathing near
me; indeed, so near, I could feel it on my shoulder.


I got up quickly, gathered up my handbag and
umbrella, and strode quickly to the door. Remembering that I had not turned off
the light switches and that I could not risk having the lights on for the whole
night, I turned back quickly.


As I groped to turn off the switch, I felt
something lightly brushing my face. It felt like or it could have been fingers,
or a large butterfly, but at this point I could not hold back my terror any
more. I tore down the stairs, my heels making such a tremendous clatter on the
wooden stairs that one of the security guards out on the road must have heard
me. He came quickly, torch in hand, to ask what was the matter. I merely shook
my head, not wanting to stop to talk to anyone, and fled.


This was the beginning of a week of strange
happenings, involving several people besides myself. Somehow, I did not relate
these experiences to my colleagues the next morning; I did not want to appear
foolish and above all, I did not care to hear those oft-heard explanations of
overwork and overwrought nerves. I was convinced that there was something
unusual and that I had not imagined anything. The cough, the heavy breathing,
the light brush of fingers – I could not have imagined them all. When one of my
colleagues decided to stay back to finish her work, I, most unaccountably,
offered to stay back with her. Perhaps I desperately needed confirmation of my
experience; perhaps the presence of another person would take away the terror,
would even add piquancy to the experience.


We both settled down to work at our desks
after making ourselves hot drinks; our desks were on opposite sides of the
room. Rose, a very hard-working person who, once she settled clown to work,
unconsciously adopted an austere mien that repulsed every attempt at idle chat,
wrote for a while, then looked up.


“Did you cough? I seem to be hearing a
cough.” I did hear it, and only waited to see if Rose had heard it as well.


“It sounds like a man coughing,” I said. We
both sat up and listened. The cough seemed to be getting fainter, and then it
disappeared.


“Strange,” said Rose, frowning, and then
almost immediately, we heard the sound of footsteps outside our room – the
heavy sounds of hobnailed boots.


We waited for the sounds to die away before
we decided to leave. “Very odd,” said Rose again, and as we were descending the
stairs, she suddenly screamed.


“Somebody touched my face!” she gasped.
Somebody had touched me too; I could feel something like a wet pad slapping
across my mouth.


I told Rose of my experiences the night
before, and we decided not to mention the strange happenings to anyone, sensing
that little good would come from the disclosure. Supposing that I had imagined
the happenings that night when I was alone, and that I had telepathically
communicated my fears to Rose so that she was hearing the same cough, feeling
the same ghostly touch? As long as this was a possibility, we felt we could not
make known these strange happenings to our colleagues, the more timid of whom
were sure to be petrified.


But there was no need for secrecy; soon we
found ourselves talking freely about our experiences, because it suddenly
seemed as if almost everyone had, in the last few days, heard or felt the
presence of this being. A recurring detail in the descriptions was the cough –
a hollow, tubercular kind of cough – and then the sound of boots, and the touch
of fingers.


Nobody ever saw him; nevertheless all were
convinced he was a soldier. Many Japanese soldiers, it was said, preferred
suicide to the ignominy of surrender.


Nobody dared stay till dark any more; as
soon as the shadows gathered in the trees, we left. One of the security guards
claimed to have seen, in the dim light of the moon, a man under a tree near one
of the houses. The silhouette showing peaked cap and gun was decidedly that of
a soldier. When the guard went near with his torch, there was nobody there. The
guard’s subsequent illness (which could be attributed as much to his heavy
intake of toddy as to having encountered a ghost) further contributed to the
tense atmosphere that now pervaded.


Ghosts were no longer a joking matter; the
ghost of a soldier stalked the campus, and had been heard and seen by several
people. The last person to be affected by all the nervousness was Teng, the
artist who produced all the superb illustrations for our children’s stories.
Unperturbed by the mounting tension that was spreading in widening circles in
the campus, he went about his work, sometimes staying as late as nine. He
listened to the stories of the strange presence in a half-amused, half-mocking
manner.


One morning, his colleague found him slumped
over his desk in a state of seeming exhaustion; he had apparently been working
with extraordinary intensity at a piece of artwork which now lay under his
right hand, the drawing pencil still between his fingers. He was helped up, and
the paper gently removed; it showed the face of a soldier, with high
cheek-bones and small eyes.


It was some time before Teng could speak
coherently of what had happened. He said he was doing his work when something –
or someone – seemed to overcome him – he kept describing it as a kind of
‘weight’ or ‘force’ which settled on him, so that he could hardly breathe. When
shown the picture of the soldier, Teng swore he did not draw it, or was at
least not aware that he had drawn it.


For a while, the mysterious picture of the
soldier became the focus of much nervous curiosity or pure terror; nobody dared
remove it from Teng’s desk. Teng’s colleagues watched with apprehensiveness the
artist’s increasingly bizarre behaviour – he was often muttering to himself,
sometimes laughing out loud for no apparent reason. Once when he came to see me
in connection with some illustrations for stories, there was a frighteningly
vacant look in his eyes. Then, one morning, screaming obscenities, he set fire
to the picture of the soldier. There was then no choice but to send him home
for a long period of rest and medical attention.


That was almost a year ago. After the spate
of strange events, culminating in Teng’s wild destruction of the picture,
things quietened down. No other encounters were reported. There had been talk
of getting a priest or monk to cleanse the place and lay the ghost; somehow,
the weeks went by and nothing was done. As the happenings ceased and the terror
subsided, it was assumed that there was nothing more to fear.


Sometimes, I suddenly pause in the middle of
my work because I think there is someone behind me; I turn and invariably there
is no one. Many of my colleagues get this sudden strange sensation of someone
standing behind their chair. Rose never stays in the room alone, not even
during the day; she is continually looking up from her work to ascertain that
there is at least one colleague nearby, and sometimes when she bustles about
and chats with nervous energy, I know it is because she wants to distract
herself from the disturbing recollection of the soldier that stalks the campus.


“I wish I had never seen that picture,” she
says, closing her eyes with a pained expression. “I can’t seem to get it off my
mind.” Rose talks vaguely about a transfer back to school or to Headquarters.
“I don’t suppose he’ll pursue me there,” she says.


I wish I could throw a romantic aura over
this lonely, intense man who has been walking the earth these 40 years, consign
him to the misty world of ethereal beings that mystifies, even charms. But the
soldier seems only to want to terrify. He seems too tangible a presence, too
powerful a force to be coaxed away by prayers and offerings.


A man who claimed to have seen a lot of
ghosts in his time and was not afraid of any, happened to hear of the soldier
from one of my colleagues. He asked and was given permission to stay the night
in one of the buildings.


The next morning, he reported that he had
heard and seen nothing, but conceded that he felt a strange chill lasting for a
few minutes, which could have been the duration of the ghost’s visit.


The campus is strangely hushed in the
evening, except for the chirping of nocturnal insects and the occasional cry of
a bird; this is the time when the soldier emerges to make his rounds, although
nobody sees him now or hears his heavy boots crunching the gravel outside or
creaking the floorboards inside the houses.


Teng has recovered, though still pale and
wan from his illness, and has settled down in another job. Although he never
talks about the soldier, he must sometimes dream of him, as Rose and I
occasionally do. Never pleasant dreams these; for the hollow cough, the
footsteps, the touch in the darkness, through the distorting medium of the dream,
become even more terrifying.



They Do Return ... 

but Gently Lead Them Back 


 


Ah Cheng
Peh’s second wife returned even before the seventh day,
in fact on the very evening after her burial in the cemetery. The sackcloth
cowls of mourning were hardly removed when somebody saw her standing near the
ancestral altar that held the portraits of two generations of forebears.


She was dressed as when alive – in neat
long-sleeved blouse with a row of jade ornaments for buttons, sarong and
embroidered slippers. She stood there saying nothing and when the person who
saw her quickly signalled to the others to come and look, she was gone.


She appeared once again that evening, to a
different member in the household, and everyone wondered if they had been amiss
in any part of the funeral arrangements, for this return could signify
displeasure. They offered joss-sticks and prayers before the altar newly set up
for her, and waited to see if she would return again on the seventh day.


The floor was strewn with ashes so that if
she came, her footprints would show. Her bed was all in readiness with a clean
bedsheet and pillow-cover, while on the altar were two lit candles and a pot of
freshly cooked rice with a small empty bowl and a pair of delicate ivory
chopsticks beside it. In the morning, the family did find the footprints in the
ash, there was a hollow in the pillow where the head had lain, and when the
cover of the rice pot was lifted, it was found that the cooked rice had been
disturbed a little at the edges with the tips of chopsticks.


After the seventh day appearance, Ah Cheng
Mm never came again, not even in dreams, to her family and relatives.


An old servant of ours, whose husband had
died when she was quite young, said he too had returned on the seventh clay.
The level of the water in the glass left on the altar table was considerably
lower, and the two fish left with the cooked rice bore the imprint of fingers.


There were no such preparations for an
uncle’s return when he died, for by that time, customs such as these had been
left behind. My cousins and I, with the irreverence and brashness of young
people who believed that their education had made them superior to the older people
around them, talked endlessly, on the night after he was buried, of ghosts and
visitations from the dead. What nonsense, said one of my cousins, a young
fellow who prided himself on his knowledge of science,


Superstition. Tricks of the imagination. Auto-suggestion.
We were all in a light-hearted mood most unbecoming of a house of mourning, but
I suppose because we were young and westernized, we were accepted with
resignation by the older members in the family who, in their black clothes and
sepulchral expressions, flitted about in the darkness like so many ghosts
themselves.


We dredged our memories for ghost stories to
share, each story becoming more outrageous than the next. Fancy embellished
memory in the most extravagant manner; I remember I told one tale after another
of ghost lovers, of a dead nun, of a murdered family. I told the story of my
classmate in Primary one, a girl whose name I could not quite remember – was it
Beng Khim? – who had died in a road accident and was seen by some, including our
class teacher – actually sitting at her desk in the classroom.


The principal of a boys’ school that one of
my cousins attended had collapsed at his desk. He died of a heart attack on the
way to hospital and soon after that a teacher, staying back to mark his pupils’
exercises, heard footsteps approaching the principal’s office which could be
seen from the staff room. The teacher turned, saw the back of a man entering
the office, and with thoughts only of nabbing a burglar or intruder, ran out to
accost him. He saw no one; the door to the office was locked, and he was about
to conclude that it had been the work of an over-wrought imagination, when on
impulse he looked in through a small window into the office and saw, sitting at
the desk and writing something on a piece of paper, the principal himself. So
life-like was he – the shirt he was wearing was a favourite grey-striped one –
that for a moment the teacher even forgot that he had attended his funeral only
the week before, so that when he looked up, the teacher blurted out a “Good
evening, Mr Chiam” with the nervous flutter of a schoolboy caught peeping. The
ghost said nothing; he merely looked, unblinkingly, and it was then that the
teacher was overcome by a sense of foreboding.


Making his rounds later in the evening, the
school jaga found him in the corridor outside the office, distraught and
trembling. He was incoherent for a few days and was on sick leave for a
fortnight. When he recovered, he asked to be transferred to another school.


The story of the principal’s ghost was
hushed up by the school authorities for fear of creating fear and panic in the
school, but somehow it spread, in hushed awe-stricken whispers, and a few
others claimed to have seen the ghost of the principal.


A Buddhist monk was called in to perform the
necessary rites of propitiation. He chanted throughout the night because the
ghost was a powerful one and could only be persuaded to leave after sustained
chanting of the special prayers to send it back to its home.


I remember what had struck me most about the
whole incident was not the ghost’s appearance itself, but the fact that a man
who, with his rotundity and loud coarse jokes was the very essence of life and
earthiness, had been transformed into a spirit from the next world, able to
evaporate into grey mists at the crowing of the rooster.


The only time I had seen Mr Chiam was when
he came to my school with some visitors; I remember him clearly because of his
very loud laugh as he was talking to the principal of my school. And now he was
a ghost who stalked the earth and was, unaccountably, seen only by a chosen
few.


Ghosts do return, said Lau Ah Sim, the wise
and pious old woman in the town of my childhood, but when they do, gently lead
them back. Call them by their name, then tell them to go back quickly to their
new home. If they refuse, be patient with them, and gently lead them back.


I think Lau Ah Sim must have led back lots
of ghosts in her time. Her assistance was sought when the ghost of a little
girl began appearing to her family and disturbing them. The child ghost did no
harm, but it was said that she was continually pestering the family in one way
or another, touching them, tugging at their clothes, making odd noises in their
ears. One member of the family fell ill as a result, and Lau Ah Sim was called
in to chant prayers and lead the ghost back.


She made a trip to the girl’s grave in the
cemetery, chanting prayers in her old tremulous timbre, and the ghost never did
return. The little girl, in a last dream to her mother, had appeared to be
asking for something. Lau Ah Sim declared that the daughter’s umbilical cord
had to be burnt; the mother promptly went to the cupboard where she kept her
children’s umbilical cords separately wrapped up in reel paper, took out the
one bearing the girl’s name on the outside, and burnt it.


Your daughter is now reborn, she will never
pester you any more, said Lau Ah Sim.


My disbelieving cousin guffawed at the tale
in great amusement, but even he must have felt uneasy that night when the dogs
started howling in the darkness outside, for that meant a ghost had come. The
howling was an agonized, prolonged wail and there was no full moon.


Nobody said anything, all went to sleep
quietly. The howling continued and finally trailed off into a thin wail, and
one of the aunts quietly got up to light a joss-stick and place it in the urn
before uncle’s portrait on the altar, to lead the ghost gently back.



K.C.


 


K.C. never
told me about his rather colourful – to say the least – life in the five years I had
known him. Or at least he never told me in a systematic, deliberate way. It was
always the incidental mention of somebody or some incident in his conversations
which led me to interrupt and say, “Rome? Monastery?” or “Did you just say your
father was Wee – ? Why, you never told me!” as if a five-year friendship
entitled one to know everything about one’s friend.


K.C. never told anyone else though – he had
a great impatience for trivia, and to him details about one’s life were trivia
and not worth telling. Over the years, I had pieced together whatever
information I had about K.C. from himself or from the few people who knew him.


He came from a very wealthy family; his
father was none other than Wee——, whose financial empire stretched from
Indonesia to Hong Kong, but clearly K.C. wanted none of that wealth. His family
continually struggled with his refusal to conform to their plans for him.


In his younger clays, he went off to Italy
to join a monastic order, one which practised extreme asceticism: the monks
slept on stone floors in tiny cells even in winter, grew their own vegetables
and never once raised their eyes to look upon a female form.


K.C.’s interest in Catholicism first began
while in the university, and with characteristic single-mindedness, had
actually abandoned his studies in law to devote himself to a study of the
faith.


The thought of a contemplative life behind
the high walls of a monastery obsessed him; within months he got baptized and
was on his way to Italy. The extreme regimen of life in the monastery took a
severe toll on his health and he developed tuberculosis. He returned home and
was nursed back to health by his parents.


In spite of his unconventional behaviour
which must have been most mortifying to his conservative parents, he was much
loved by them. Indeed, he was the favourite of a family of four sons and three
daughters. None of the others remotely resembled him in his eccentricity; they
all became professionals, successful businessmen and businesswomen in their
turn.


Someone who knew his family once told me
that K.C. was so uninterested in material wealth and creature comforts that he
never carried money around, never bought a new shirt or tie. His mother took
care of everything, unobtrusively going into his room to slip a few hundred
dollars into his trouser pocket, together with a clean handkerchief.


His parents had felt that a wife would solve
all their problems; a wife and children could not fail to turn him into the
conventional, respectable family man they wanted him to be. They were impatient
to turn over their millions to him.


Their task was made no easier by K.C.’s
total indifference to women. It was neither the cultivated indifference of the
superior male nor the cynicism of the misogynist; it was simply that women – at
least during that period of his life – did not fit into his scheme of pleasure.


His pleasures were purely intellectual; his
being naturally bashful, and his rather oversimplified view of women as fragile
creatures who nevertheless possessed remarkable powers for keeping their men in
a state of thrall if they wished to, kept him away from them all the while he
was in the university, and made him the oddity in a campus known for its
Lotharios.


His mother tried to matchmake him with a
soft-spoken, decidedly genteel Indonesian Chinese girl, the daughter of a
wealthy timber magnate, but the activity was all on their side for when the
subject was broached, he simply burst out laughing. Mixed with all that
erudition and spirituality was an irrepressible sense of humour.


Musing over a delightful piece of gossip
which I had heard, I finally confronted him with it one day. He chuckled and
made no attempt at denial. His resourceful mother had actually planted a
beautiful woman in his room to awaken his libido, for the poor misguided parent
had concluded that it was the best thing to do to interest him in women and
marriage.


She waited anxiously to see the success of
her efforts, and at the end of two hours, went to knock timidly on the door and
ask whether they wanted any supper. K.C. was not to be found; the girl was
perched prettily in one corner, patiently awaiting his return. How he had
slipped out without his mother’s notice she could hardly imagine.


“You were in a room with a beautiful woman
and nothing happened?” I teased.


“Nothing happened,” he grinned.


And yet, I suspected he was far from being
the virginal ascetic-intellectual he made himself out to be. There was a period
in his life – possibly after his recovery from tuberculosis when he took on a
job in the Philippines – when he got involved with women. He was not
particularly good-looking, being tall, stooped and skinny, but he had a charm
that was irresistible, and his sense of humour, his tremendous zest for life,
attracted all who met him.


I met him under rather unusual
circumstances. Being a non-driver, and hopelessly inept on the road, I had, on
several occasions, fallen foul of traffic laws for pedestrians.


On one occasion, bewildered by what I
perceived to be conflicting signals at a very complicated junction, I had
ventured right into the middle of the junction, causing at least four vehicles
to screech to an abrupt stop and at least two irate drivers to glare at me from
their windows. The traffic policeman untangled the mess before motioning me to
the other side of the road.


Blushing, I faced him, aware of a knot of
curious onlookers. And then I had an idea. I had often been mistaken for a
Japanese woman; and so, f faced the disapproving policeman who asked for my
particulars in English.


I said haltingly: “I – Japanese. No spik
Englees!” The policeman was about to close his little book and wave me on when
a man stepped forward and said, in the same deliberative lilt, “She no
Japanese. She Catherine Lim. Spik Englees and write Englees!”


I stared at him, and then we burst out
laughing. The policeman, somewhat confused, let me off with a warning.


“How did you know me?” I asked delightedly,
expecting that he would declare himself a fan.


“I read your book,” he said, “In fact, I’ve
got it here. I was curious, after the reviews, but found it disappointing.”


The deflated ego of a writer does not
normally admit of any politeness or friendliness, but I had been so taken in by
the novelty of the situation and was at the same time so impressed by the
refreshing candour of this stranger that I continued to laugh in good humour.


“But I did like the story of the old woman
who dreamt of the Goddess Kuan Yin,” he said, not by way of softening the
severity of his earlier remark, but as a continuation of the natural flow of his
thoughts.


“I had an experience akin to that once –” He
paused. I quickly said, “I would love to hear about it.”


“Maybe one day,” he grinned before moving
off, and I was disappointed that all the while he had been talking to me and
waving my book about, it had never occurred to him to ask for my autograph.


I next saw K.C. in a public auditorium. I
had attended a public lecture given by a visiting expert on Asian religions,
and there he was sitting in the front row, listening intently. It turned out
that his knowledge of Asian religions was more extensive and profound than the
expert’s, but this could be perceived by only a few in the audience through the
drift of his questions and the substance of the comments he made.


As I was leaving the auditorium after the
talk, I felt a light tap on the shoulder and turned round to see K.C. grinning
and asking, “And how’s the new book coming along?” I had told him, at our first
meeting, I was working on another collection of short stories.


How do I explain the attraction that K.C.
had for me? He has been dead these six months and I still have that sealed
letter which he made me promise not to read till a year after his death, but I
am convinced that it was not the attraction of a woman for a man; rather it was
the compelling power of an individuality, nay, an eccentricity that stood out
all the more in the midst of relentless conformity. It was the sheer power of a
sense of purpose uncomplicated by considerations of wealth or public opinion;
it was the love of life, the zest for knowledge and new experiences; it was
above all the sparkling wit and sense of humour which was equally at home with
urbane satire and earthy ribaldry.


Perhaps it was also the very unusual
circumstances of his life – being born into a rich family, renouncing wealth
and influence for a stint in a monastery, surviving a bout of tuberculosis to
plunge into deep, philosophical studies, including Buddhism.


His life had all the trappings of a true
tale of romance and must, in a city where lives predictably follow the sequence
of job, marriage, family and respectability, fascinate if not captivate. Yet,
looking at K.C., looking at the cheap cotton shirt, at the terribly outmoded
pants, one would not invest him with any of this romantic aura.


He was always reading books and
enthusiastically recommending this book or that for me. We shared an interest
in literature, philosophy and the supernatural. K. C. mentioned a seance he had
attended during his stay in Italy (that was when I learnt of his stint in the monastery)
and that he saw what appeared to be a spirit, but was convinced there was some
trickery in the whole affair.


His attitude towards the supernatural was an
odd mix of cynicism and naivete; for instance, those cases of psychic phenomena
that scientists had conceded were inexplicable he held with extreme skepticism,
yet he was profoundly convinced that he had had three previous lives, one of
which he could remember clearly.


Some people regarded him as a genius
teetering on the brink of insanity; I simply found him one of the most
interesting people imaginable and one with whom I could be completely at ease.


I was aware that our relationship might give
rise to glib speculation. Moving easily between my world of conventional values
and modes and K.C.’s maverick world where these values and modes never
operated, I was conscious of some curiosity among friends about the nature of
our relationship. But K.C., who had created his own world and was completely
comfortable in it, was never bothered. That made for an open, uncomplicated
relationship that one cherishes for life, whether with man or woman.


K. C. suddenly went abroad for some months.
He wanted to see the shrines of Nepal and Bhutan, and he just packed up and
left. He did ask if I wished to come along. Deeply gratified that he did not
consider the presence of an inept, absent-minded and unpredictable female a
hindrance, I sorrowfully declined for I had work that would occupy me for at
least six months at a stretch.


K. C. returned, much thinner. The onslaught
of the cancer that was to destroy him had already begun, but characteristically
he told no one.


He lived in a modest rented flat, although
his parents were always pestering him to return to their big house, and his
mother was always trying to get him to at least come home for a meal with the
family.


K. C. was not fighting his cancer in the
dogged manner of a person determined to go on living. He simply did not take
heed of it in his pursuit of this and that.


At the time that he collapsed and had to be
taken to hospital, he was still giving lectures and was deep in research on
some aspect of psychic phenomena. His sparkling wit and sense of humour
remained with him till the end, and after his death, I was told of practical
jokes that he had played on one of the hospital nurses.


I went to see K.C. at the hospital several
times. His family had transferred him to the best private hospital, and they
tolerated my presence in the hospital room only because K. C seemed so happy to
see me. The cancer was spreading throughout his body; he was almost skeletal,
racked continually by painful coughing. Yet there was a serenity about him that
was almost reassuring.


It was hard to reconcile that I was about to
lose someone whose friendship I had learnt to treasure. And once when I could
no longer control my tears (it also made K.C. uneasy to see a woman cry), I
walked out swiftly from the hospital room. I was around on the day of his
death. He was already very weak, but was, as always, still alert.


“This is for you,” he said, handing me a
sealed white envelope with great effort, “and you are not to open it till a
year after my death.”


I took the letter sadly and then I could see
that K.C. wanted to be alone; he died alone, by choice, in the large, spacious
hospital room. I went home immediately afterwards, and attended his funeral and
cremation the next day. His ashes were strewn over the sea, as he had wanted.


How could I not have wanted to see what was
inside the sealed white envelope? I had never outgrown the childhood predilection
for secrets and the tendency to be completely unsettled by the tantalizing
promise of secrets not yet revealed.


This sealed letter now in my hand, from a
friend on the clay of his death – it triggered off emotions at once gratifying
and awesome. It was fraught with portentous possibilities – sentiments never
before expressed? Some mighty secret revealed? Some insight that only people
about to die were privileged to have? Some direful warning about my life? Yet
there was this superstitious fear of breaking faith with the dead.


Many times had I taken out the envelope,
scanned its surface for clues, even held it against the light hoping to catch
some words that would provide the answer. But I saw nothing, and then it
occurred to me that it could have been a huge joke being perpetrated by the
irrepressible K.C.


One day, I was suddenly overcome by the
desire to rip open the envelope, to put an end, once and for all, to the
suspense. 


I took the envelope out of the drawer; my
hands trembled a little and then strangely I could not open the envelope. It
may sound strange, but I could not open the envelope. My fingers seemed to have
been suddenly benumbed. A sensation difficult to describe, but my hands seemed
to have been independent of the rest of my body and not coordinating with it at
all.


I had the curious feeling that something odd
was happening, quite independently of me. If it was indeed K.C. who was
preventing me from breaking a promise to him, it was quite uncharacteristic of
him.


Since then, I had only been tempted at one
other time to touch the envelope, but that morning, try as I would, I could not
open the drawer. It appeared stuck, although that had never happened before. I
struggled with it for half an hour, then gave up. Then I tried again, and this
time, it slid open easily, with the envelope lying inside.


Small signs, these; they could almost be
interpreted as signs of displeasure, and I have no desire to provoke them
further.


It has already been six months since K.C.
died; another six months before I can open the envelope. I have never told his
family, fearing, perhaps groundlessly, an attempt to break into the privacy of
a communication meant only for me.



O Singapore: Stories In Celebration
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The Malady and the Cure


 


This is the
strange story of one Mr Sai Koh Phan, one of the
faceless thousands in Singapore, rescued from the facelessness by a malady. Mr
Sai Koh Phan, civil servant, is now a celebrity of sorts in the country and
region, and since his case will be presented by his doctor at the next Geneva
International Conference of Remarkable Disorders, there is a chance that he
will be known to the world as well, at least the medical world.


The malady has, moreover, created
considerable ripples in the political world. But for adroit top-level
manoeuvring, it could have resulted in serious political repercussions for
Singapore.


“I’m only a humble civil servant. I suffered
much, but I’m glad that in the end it was for the good of so many
Singaporeans,” says Mr Sai Koh Phan, when he is interviewed by a reporter from Newsweek
who asks him how it feels to be the centre of so much attention. And he
repeats, “I’m only a humble civil servant, and I’m glad to be of service to my
country,” when another reporter, from TIME, asks him how it feels to
have helped avert a national crisis. He adds, with a sudden access of
gratitude. “I must express my deepest thanks to my government and to my doctor,
Dr Sindoo, without either of whom this miracle would not have been possible.”


Now gratitude has been the abiding principle
of all Mr Sai Koh Phan’s actions, a gratitude constantly evoked by the daily
reminders of his secure, well-paying job as the principal of a school, his
well-furnished two-storey semi-detached house where he lives with his wife,
four sons and mother-in-law, his other equally well-furnished apartment which
he is renting to a Japanese bank executive, his sizeable bank account. To
comprehend the full extent of his rise from the deprivations of his childhood,
Mr Sai Koh Phan matches each deprivation against the solidity of present
comforts, so that daily routines in the home become so many cautionary tales to
his children.


“Chicken? I never ate chicken except once a
year, on the first day of Chinese New Year, so eat up all that chicken on your
plate, and be grateful,” he would admonish his children.


“Air-conditioning? I shared a room with
three brothers and two sisters on the top-floor of a shophouse in Chinatown. We
had two mattresses to share among us. Most of the time, I slept on rice-sacks.
Now my son says he can’t study except in an air-conditioned room!”


Mr Sai Koh Phan’s gratitude to the country
that has given him and his family this good life, is of the deep-welling, not
the merely perfunctory kind, and extends retrospectively on behalf of those
ancestors who had come from China with nothing but the proverbial shirt on
their backs, and on their behalf, Mr Sai Koh Phan’s eyes fill with grateful
tears.


Mr Sai Koh Phan’s position as principal of a
large primary school offers him plenty of opportunities for the expression of
this emotion, for the school is in the constituency of a very active Member of
Parliament who likes to make visits to show up Mr Sai Koh Phan’s school as the
model of a well-run, well-disciplined school. Mr Sai Koh Phan is all
effusiveness when the Member of Parliament comes calling, he is even more
fervid when the Minister of State for Education drops in one day, and when the
Senior Minister for Education himself indicates that he would like to come for
a visit, Mr Sai Koh Phan knows that he has reached the apotheosis of his career
and there is nothing more that he could wish for in this life. The depth of the
gratitude expressed in his welcoming speech that day has been without parallel.


Now so powerful an emotion must have a
channel for its proper ordering, and Mr Sai Koh Phan has found the perfect
channel in the national campaigns. The comprehensiveness of the campaigns,
covering nearly every aspect of the Singaporean’s life, from the way he grows
his hair, to the size of his family, together with the regularity with which
they occur in the course of the individual’s life, has provided the ideal
framework within which the awesome power of Mr Sai Koh Phan’s emotions can be
organised and structured. Hence the campaigns have provided the guiding
principle of Mr Sai Koh Phan’s existence, and he has never felt more contented
and happy. The campaigns have provided an overriding philosophy that can be
expressed concretely in 101 ways in his daily life at work and at home. Mr Sai
Koh Phan needs not the posters and
advertisements and handbills to remind him of what he must do and must
not do. For the injunctions and admonitions are etched deep in his
consciousness so that any infringements, no matter how small, are instantly
felt and appropriately responded to. Long hair is frowned upon, so a single
hair springing up in defiant growth out of the neatly cropped head of a pupil,
is immediately noticed and seized upon by Mr Sai Koh Phan in his vigilant
rounds of the school. Mr Sai Koh Phan likes to be a good example to his pupils,
so he wears a crew-cut and no hair of his will be seen to even remotely violate
the official stipulation of the above-the-back-collar hair length, and he
continues to keep the crew-cut long after the campaign against long hair is
over. Mr Sai Koh Phan prides himself on being different from those who are
quite content to fulfil only minimum requirements or who grudgingly comply
because they fear the fines that come with non-compliance. Mr Sai Koh Phan
believes in going the extra mile; indeed, his sense of gratitude will not let
him do less. And that is why he not only cuts his hair very short, but keeps it
that short, beyond campaign time. And that is also why he has four children
when the campaign urges Singaporeans to have three. The age gap between his two
elder sons and the two younger ones matches exactly the time gap between the
campaign to ‘Stop at Two’ and the campaign to ‘Have Three – or more, if you can
afford.’


This full, total and whole-hearted response
to the campaigns has not been without personal sacrifices, but it would take
more than personal sacrifices to daunt Mr Sai Koh Phan. There is the Incident
of the Bee, and there is the Incident of Xiu, both of which vividly testify to
Mr Sai Koh Phan’s readiness to put up with any discomfort in his commitment to
the campaigns.


The Incident of the Bee: Mr Sai Koh Phan
stands at attention during the singing of the National Anthem at the morning
school assembly in the school field, his chest pushed out, his shoulders pushed
up, his fists clenched, his facial muscles taut with the effort of a full
display of patriotic fervour. Now this position of ramrod straightness is not
without cost to a body long trained to respond to a built-in dictum that crawling
is a more effective mode of locomotion than walking, and the constant demands
made of that poor body in terms of abrupt changes from the bowing, bobbing and
scraping motions to perfect erectness, must be great indeed. But that is of
little concern to Mr Sai Koh Phan. He stands, muscle-taut, singing the National
Anthem, when suddenly a bee works itself up his left trouser leg and stings him
right up there. It is a large and most vicious bee, and the pain it inflicts is
excruciating, but Mr Sai Koh Phan’s disciplined patriotism will not allow even
the smallest tremor in that superbly erect frame, so he goes through the whole
morning’s ceremony, perhaps only a little paler than usual, and it is only when
the last strains of the song have faded away in the air, and he is back in his
office that Mr Sai Koh Phan groans a little, slumps back in his chair and calls
for help.


The Incident of Xiu: Mr Sai Koh Phan gets a
directive that school children should have their names changed to their Hanyu
Pinyin forms, in line with the ‘Speak Mandarin, Avoid Dialects’ campaign.
Mr Sai Koh Phan, always careful to set the example, immediately changes his
name to the desired form, posts it up outside his office, and proceeds to
change the names of everyone in his school and household. His two older sons
are aggrieved at the loss of the western names that they have given themselves,
and protest that they will not be known by the new names which they find
difficult to pronounce and which they say will make them feel ridiculous.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” snaps Mr Sai Koh
Phan. “‘Ricky’, indeed. ‘Chester’, indeed. Evidence of the harmful moral
influences from the West. From now onwards, you will respond only to your Hanyu
Pinyin names, both at home and in school. Is that clear?”


The younger of the two, a rebellious, sturdy
fellow of 15, ignores the father and runs after his dog, a handsome Alsatian.


“Bonzo! Bonzo!” he calls, pointedly ignoring
his father.


“‘Bonzo’, indeed!” cries Mr Sai Koh Phan,
smitten with guilt because he has not been vigilant enough about his children’s
behaviour, allowing them, like the rest of Singapore’s young people, to slide
into western decadence. But it is not too late to effect corrective measures.


Bonzo, a highly spirited dog, is unable to
respond to its new Hanyu Pinyin name of Xiu, undergoes an identity
crisis, and shows increasingly bizarre behaviour.


“If that stupid dog of yours does not stop
it, I shall send him to the vet to be put to sleep!” roars Mr Sai Koh Phan who,
for the third time, shakes his leg free from the warm stream of Xiu’s piss.
Xiu’s disorientation is very real indeed; he takes to barking at the cageful of
canaries whose names of Goldie, Chirpie, Louie and Randy have been changed to
Jin, Xuan, Lie and Ran respectively.


But domestic crises of this sort are quite
inconsequential to Mr Sai Koh Phan, and he continues to be a very fulfilled and
happy man. Alas for him! The fulfilment and happiness are less real and
enduring than he thinks. In the 20th year of the total service of himself to
the campaigns, the Malady strikes Mr Sai Koh Phan. It is no ordinary malady. It
strikes with a vengeance, so that not a single organ in Mr Sai Koh Phan’s body
is free from its vicious power.


Mr Sai Koh Phan suffers stabs of pain in his
legs that travel rapidly up his spine and cause him to contort his facial
features grotesquely; wild ragings in his stomach tie up all his intestines
into impossibly tight knots of pain that cause him to double up and gasp for
help; fiery streams course up and down his throat, threatening to burst through
its walls.


Now even such sufferings would have been
tolerable to Mr Sai Koh Phan if they served his ambition, an increasingly
urgent one, of winning the Ideal Civil Servant of the Year award. But instead
they frustrate this ambition, for they render him totally incapable of
attending meetings, hosting the friendly meet-your-Member-of-Parliament
sessions, supervising the school’s Community Consciousness activities, etc.,
all of which would certainly conduce to the winning of that award. Mr Sai Koh
Phan is most distressed, and so is his Member of Parliament who is anxious for
him to have that high honour. No doctor is able to help Mr Sai Koh Phan, and
then in despair, upon the recommendation of a friend, he goes to see Dr Sindoo,
who is known as the best doctor in Singapore, and also the most eccentric.


“The cure for the malady is simple,” says
the doctor, and Mr Sai Koh Phan’s eyes light up with hope.


“Spit,” advises the doctor, “Preferably
three times a day.”


“What?” says Mr Sai Koh Phan.


“Be discourteous to your mother-in-law,”
says the doctor. “Also three times a day, and in dialect.”


“What?” cries Mr Sai Koh Phan and now he is
thinking that all those rumours about Dr Sindoo being a little mad must be
true.


“Litter – once a day will be sufficient, I
think,” says Dr Sindoo, “And when you next watch TV and the National Anthem is
sung, scratch your leg. And your armpits if you like.”


“What?” shouts Mr Sai Koh Phan, now
convinced that the doctor is mad. He falls back on his chair, thoroughly
distressed. “How can I do that,” he wails, “I’m a civil servant!”


“And getting less civil and more servant,”
mutters the doctor. “You have to do all these, I’m afraid, if you want to be
cured of this malady.”


“You ask me to spit, to litter, to swear, to
go against the very campaigns that I’ve been so faithful to for the last 20
years?” gasps Mr Sai Koh Phan. “Spit? Litter? How can I desecrate the very soil
that I worship, both on my own and ray ancestors’ behalf? How can I scandalise
my fellow Singaporeans? Doctor, you are asking me to do the impossible!”


“You don’t have to do it publicly,” says Dr
Sindoo. “I never asked you to. You can do it privately, in your own home or
garden at night. Nobody need see. But it is important that you do it. Unknown
to you, your body has not reacted very kindly to all those years of subjugation
to the campaigns, and has been building up a mechanism of protest that is only
now beginning to manifest itself in these angry knots and twists of pain. They
could get worse, I warn you. The only way to break up this mechanism is to do
precisely the opposite of what the campaigns have been making you do. In this
way, slowly but surely, you will placate your body and calm it into a state
when it will have no need of this mechanism of defiance, and thus dispense with
it. I am afraid that this is your only hope.”


“Oh, how can I? How can I?” wails Mr Sai Koh
Phan. “How can I defile my beloved country by doing all these dastardly things
on her soil? I am a son of the soil!”


The doctor gets a little impatient, mutters,
“Night soil, more like,” and then says aloud, “Don’t be silly. I never told you
to do all these things publicly. You can do them privately, very privately, in
your bathroom, for instance. The most important thing is to pluck up enough
guts to do the exact opposite of what you have been trained to do for the last
20 years.”


“I can’t! I can’t!” weeps Mr Sai Koh Phan.
“I’m a true son!”


“That’s the best unfinished sentence I’ve
ever heard,” mutters Dr Sindoo who gets more irreverent as he gets more
impatient. He says, “It’s up to you, Mr Sai Koh Phan. There is no other cure
for this malady.”


Mr Sai Koh Phan leaves the doctor’s clinic
in a daze. He walks into the bright sunshine outside, and he looks at the many
campaign posters around, and the pride and gratitude once more surge into his
heart, in recollection of years of total fidelity to their admonitions:


 


Don’t litter


Don’t spit


Don’t stop at two


Don’t dirty public toilets


Don’t sniff glue


Don’t waste water


Be courteous


Eat more wheat


Eat frozen meat


Don’t breed mosquitoes


Don’t change lanes while driving


Say ‘Good morning’ and ‘Thank you’ in Mandarin


Don’t fill your plates to overflowing at
buffet lunches


Don’t be ‘kia su’


Plant a tree


Don’t grow long hair


Don’t grow


Don’t


 


But the pleasurable sensation is
short-lived. A furious knot of pain explodes in the left side of his chest and
races up his throat to emerge through his open mouth as strangulated gasps and
grunts.


Mr Sai Koh Phan, clutching his throat, is
back at Dr Sindoo’s clinic. He pleads again and again, “Help me, Doctor. I want
to be well again, I want to win the Ideal Civil Servant of the Year Award. But
I can’t do all these things that you told me to. As I told you, I am a son of
the soil and will die before I desecrate it. Please help me by finding me
another cure, Doctor, I beg you!”


And that’s when Dr Sindoo has an idea for a
cure. But it is an idea for whose implementation the assistance of the Member
of Parliament has first to be sought, and then the Singapore Government’s and
finally the Malaysian Government’s. The Member of Parliament listens very
carefully and then swings into action. In a series of highly secretive
meetings, he is able to convince the Government that the proposed measures,
elaborate though they are, are worthwhile taking for a much valued civil
servant, and when later, it is learnt that many other civil servants suffer
from the same malady and are therefore in need of the same cure, the decision
is unanimously taken, at Cabinet level, to approach the Malaysian Government at
once for their co-operation. The approach is made with the greatest tact and
caution, and the request with utmost grace and humility, for the well-being of
the civil service is at stake. Owing to the extreme urgency in Mr Sai Koh
Phan’s particular case, the Malaysian government is gracious enough to allow
for the immediate implementation of the plan, even before the necessary
formalities have been gone through. Mr Sai Koh Phan and family move to a house
situated near the Causeway, and as soon as he is on Malaysian soil, is able to
carry out the rest of the prescription, that is, he shouts, curses, swears, all
in dialect, then litters. He does all these with a degree of enthusiasm and
abandon that surprises even Dr Sindoo, and after all these ablutions, returns
to Singapore thoroughly cleansed, ready to begin the day’s work. He says he
feels very much better, and actually looks forward to each day’s preparation of
litter (put very neatly in a plastic bag by his wife) for scattering on other
people’s soil.


His Member of Parliament is happy to see
this prized civil servant on the road to recovery, and he prides himself on
being instrumental in the setting up of a most unusual scheme by which
thousands of Singaporean civil servants become cured of their malady. A special
plot of ground has been procured from the Malaysian Government, one which the
Malaysian Government had originally intended to use as a dumping site for
industrial effluents. (Some believe that the plot is being rented out for an
undisclosed sum, whereas others believe it is a gift, a token of friendly
co-operation.) Here Singaporeans come by the hundreds daily to do on other soil
what they have been forbidden to do on their own, and from which they return, quite
refreshed and ready to be ideal civil servants all over again. It is a strange
sight: usually grave-faced, bespectacled civil servants in conservative white
shirts and dark trousers wildly shouting, stomping, spitting, laughing,
littering, hurling rambutan rinds in the air, tossing peanut shells over their
shoulders, swearing in the dialect of their ancestors, quarrelling, fighting.
Sometimes a playful competition is held, to see whose spit lands furthest,
whose peanut shells, ‘kana’ seeds or melon-seed husks pile up most quickly.
There is even a very good-natured contest to see whose Hokkien or Cantonese
ditty is the coarsest. The method is unfailingly effective, for the
constrictions and knots and tightnesses disappear.


Dr Sindoo will deliver a paper at the coming
Geneva Convention and no doubt the unique malady and its equally unique cure
will create much interest in the medical world. Mr Sai Koh Phan, to his great
joy, has been nominated for the Ideal Civil Servant Award, and if he wins that
much coveted award, will give due credit to his doctor, and his Member of
Parliament; indeed, Mr Sai Koh Phan has already prepared the acceptance speech
in which the names of Dr Sindoo and his Member of Parliament come up for
grateful, honourable mention at least four times.



Sorry ... Temporary Aberrations


 


Now what has
come over the Vice-Consul, quintessence of moral
uprightness, the ideal Confucian product, that he says such unseemly things in
his speeches? Not only unseemly, but downright filthy. And in front of the most
distinguished audience that could ever be found in Singapore, including, on one
occasion, the First Lady, who looks down in pained silence at the dirty joke
about the Cardinal, and on another occasion, the Ambassador of Italy who looks
up unbelievingly when 

the Vice-Consul, just before he declares open the Convention, makes the equally
dirty joke about the aging Dato and Datin.


People begin to ask each other privately,
“What’s come over the Vice-Consul? He’s behaving very strangely, to say the least.”
They are puzzled because it is so obvious that the dirty joke is not intended
by the Vice-Consul to be part of his speech; he, like everyone else, seems
surprised by its intrusion, like a muddy current in an otherwise crystal clear
stream. But he seems to be in its power while it lasts, for his features, when
he tells the joke, are no longer the calm benign features of the pure of heart,
but the vitiated contortions of the hungering lecher. The transformation is
remarkable, and is as compelling as the joke itself. At the end of it, a dead
hush falls upon the whole assembly, the Vice-Consul realizes what is happening,
struggles to be his old self, and resumes his speech, usually with greater
moral fervour as if to make amends for what he apologetically calls ‘a
temporary aberration’.


The Vice-Consul’s aides are worried. They
get together in urgent, secret consultation. What are they to do? Should they
report the matter to the President? Or should they directly confront the
Vice-Consul and ask him why he is making such a fool of himself in public?
Perhaps they should warn him that the media, who have up to now been very
co-operative in leaving out the jokes in their reporting, are not likely to
continue to do so much longer. Already there is a reporter from The Straits
Times, a very brisk, no-nonsense young lady who is giving hints that here is a
possible scoop.


The aides recount the occasions of these
temporary aberrations of the Vice-Consul. There are three separate occasions,
and all three are big public events, involving the diplomatic corps, the elite
of the civil service and the leaders of the business community.


There is the occasion when the Vice-Consul,
in his capacity as Patron of the Society for the Promotion of Confucian Values,
stands at the podium, addressing a gathering including the world’s most
distinguished Confucian scholars. The Vice-Consul, in order to correct the
wrongful impression that Confucius was prejudiced against women and that the
adoption of Confucian values will mean pushing Singapore’s women back to where
their mothers and grandmothers were, begins to defend the sage against possible
feminists in the audience. Indeed, according to Confucius, the Vice-Consul
says, with a benign smile at the row of serious-faced women in the front row,
women are the foundation of society. At this point, the benign smile suddenly
changes into a lascivious leer, and the Vice-Consul, looking straight at an
amply endowed female in a cheongsam in the front row, adds, “But men lay the
foundation, you know,” and then bursts into raucous laughter, “Yes, we lay the
foundation don’t we, Ha! Ha! Ha! Hee! Hee! ” There is stunned silence; the
female in the cheongsam uncrosses her legs and glares at the Vice-Consul. The
Confucian scholar from Taiwan, a very imperturbable elderly gentleman with
heavy hooded eyes and bushy eyebrows, nevertheless lifts both in a questioning
frown.


A week later, the Vice-Consul opens the new
wing of a hospital for children. The wing is a donation from Her Ladyship, a
formidable dame whose millions have benefited homes and orphanages. The
Vice-Consul is a personal friend of Her Ladyship, mainly through his friendship
with her late husband, and apart from a small squeamishness each time Her
Ladyship brings her lacquered head to rest on his shoulder, or lays a hand on
his, he has really nothing against her. In the privacy of his pure thoughts, he
cannot bring himself to surmise about the behaviour of the apparently
love-starved, long-widowed lady. But on this occasion, the sight of Her Ladyship’s
heaving bosom, this time laden with rubies as she stands beside him, nodding
with approval, as he makes his speech, seems to trigger something in him, so
that the advent of the Filthy Joke is much earlier than usual. The seriousness
of his mien dissipating in a hundred crinkles of merriment, the Vice-Consul
says, in a booming voice, “Now I suggest that the excellent X-ray facilities in
the New Wing be made use of, by Her Ladyship herself. I can imagine her after
each X-ray, running out and exclaiming, ‘I’ve been ultra-violated!’”


A loud guffaw, from someone at the back, is
the only sound to break the shocked silence; moving eyes in unmoving heads are
directed at Her Ladyship to see how she has taken this public assault on her
honour. Her Ladyship, whose very limited knowledge of English precludes
understanding of any joke above the purely basic and demonstrable, looks around
sharply, sensing something not to her advantage. As quickly as the bout of
irreverence has descended on the Vice-Consul, it disappears, and now he is
covered all over with confusion, as he murmurs, “Sorry, that was a temporary
aberration,” and resumes his speech on what a wonderful thing it is for
Singapore to have magnanimous people like Her Ladyship.


The worst temporary aberration is yet to
come.


The Vice-Consul is the Guest-Of-Honour at a
grand cultural event, at which all the glitterati of Singapore are present. It
is a play, in which Singapore’s leading actress is the heroine. She is a most
beautiful woman, but the Vice-Consul’s pure morals will allow him to look only
at her face and neck, below which all her luscious beauties are laid out, right
down to her dimpled toes. This most beautiful lady compels all attention when
she is on stage; now clad in a long, strapless, black velvet gown and reclining
on a couch in a way as to provide a glimpse of very fair legs, the lady tries
to dampen the ardour of a wooer, because she is already betrothed to another.


“Oh, my heart is already taken!” she says
mournfully, bringing up a graceful arm to touch the left side of her bosom, and
it is at this point that the Vice-Consul leaps up from his seat among the most
distinguished guests in the front row and exclaims in a voice vibrant with
eagerness as he catches yet another glimpse of those smooth white legs, “Your
heart may be taken, lady, but he isn’t aspiring that high, you see. Ho! Ho! Ho!
Hee! Hee! Hee! ” Then he sits down quickly, suddenly looking very confused, as
he sees a hundred incredulous faces turned towards him. He mutters, “So sorry
... a temporary aberration,” but knows that this explanation is no longer
convincing, least of all to himself.


The Vice-Consul, to his aides’ great relief,
is ready to talk to them about his problem.


“You have been noticing some very strange
things happening to me,” he says, with some degree of embarrassment. “I myself
cannot account for them. It is as if each time I make a speech, something
suddenly happens to my mind and I say something unrelated to my character, to
say the least. It is as if I am temporarily possessed by some evil demon, for,
as will be obvious to you by now, those things are obscene in the extreme, and
totally alien to the moral rectitude and propriety that I have always been
proud to be associated with.”


The aides nod in agreement. They are
tremendously relieved that the Vice-Consul has chosen to confide in them,
because they fear the eventual downfall of the Vice-Consul through this
increasingly bizarre behaviour. They had earlier surmised that the behaviour
was due to temporary possession by evil spirits. There had been cases before of
perfectly innocent men, women and children whose minds were temporarily taken
over by these obscene spirits and who accordingly uttered obscenities, often in
coarse, guttural tones. Was the Vice-Consul being followed by these mischievous
spirits who waited for him to make his speeches and then swooped down to
disgrace him? One of the aides had said excitedly, “It is the evil spirits! Do
you notice that all this is happening in the month of the Hungry Ghosts? There
are ghosts all over the place!”


“But they are hungry ghosts, not obscene
ghosts,” said the second of the aides, “And anyway, even if they were obscene
ghosts, they would be making obscene dialect jokes. They would not be capable
of those high-class puns in English of the Vice-Consul.”


So having failed in their surmises, the
aides are only too happy that the Vice-Consul has decided to enlist their help
for a solution to the very unusual problem.


“Don’t make any more speeches,” suggests the
third aide.


“That will not be possible in my position,”
says the Vice-Consul coldly.


“But, Sir, it’s just for a while. Perhaps
that will cause this strange whatever-it-is to go away, and then you can resume
making your speeches,” says the first aide.


The Vice-Consul ponders about this for a
while, and decides that he will give it a try. He is becoming tired of these
weird lapses in his behaviour, and he dreads the prospect of going down in
history as the most dirty-minded Vice-Consul. So at the next function which he
will grace with his presence, that is, the opening of Community Sharing week,
he will not make a speech. He will merely express his pleasure to be there, and
then sit down. There will be no risk of any ‘temporary aberration’.


The aides watch him closely, as he rises to
the sound of applause, amid the popping of flash-bulbs, and says serenely, “It
is my greatest pleasure ...” A sudden impish leer crosses his features at this
point, the aides gasp, “It’s got him again!” he continues, “and it has been my
greatest pleasure since I was 15! Ho! Ho! Ho! And,” waggling a finger at the
Chairperson of the Organising Committee, a grey-haired lady in her 50s, he
continues, “And I’m sure it has been yours too, my dear! Hee! Hee! Hee! You
look it! Hee! Hee! ” There is mild pandemonium, for the lady, quite unused to
such blatant public questioning of her morals, faints and collapses upon the
pots of orchids and chrysanthemums.


The Vice-Consul withdraws temporarily from
public life, pleading poor health. “Oh, what shall I do?” he wails. “At this
rate, I shall lose all my moral rectitude, and all those admirers of my moral
rectitude! I should die if Singaporeans stopped looking up to me as the ideal
Confucian model!”


The aides discuss the problem with great
earnestness. A solution must be found to prevent all these temporary
aberrations from ever occurring again, to allow the Vice-Consul to return to
his public life. But what?


It is at this point that the very reporter
who the aides suspect may be the first to exploit the situation for a scoop,
comes forward and offers the first real hope for a solution. The reporter,
excitedly taking out a stack of photographs, and pointing to them, asks, “Who
is this man in the photographs?”


“Which man?” ask the perplexed aides.


The excited reporter points to a
serious-faced, bespectacled young man in shirt and tie who appears in every one
of the photographs which shows the Vice-Consul making a speech. This young man
sits in the back row, and his piercing eyes never leave the Vice-Consul’s face.


“We don’t know who he is,” says the first
aide. “We’ve never seen him before.”


“He was present at every one of those
functions when the Vice-Consul suffered the lapses,” says the reporter. “There
must be a connection between his presence and the lapses, don’t you see? We
must find this young man!” Her mind is filled with exciting possibilities for
Story of the Year.


The aides, with mounting excitement, go to
tell the Vice-Consul, and he tells them, “I order you to find the young man and
bring him to me at once!”


The young man is tracked down without
difficulty. He is an engineer in the Public Utilities Service, and he is a very
bright young man marked out for rapid promotion. But he is a sorry sight when
he is brought before the Vice-Consul, for he immediately falls on his knees,
buries his face in his hands and sobs uncontrollably. And this is his tale:


“I was born into a poor family but through
sheer hard work, I managed to excel in school, to win scholarship after
scholarship right up to postgraduate studies in Cambridge, after which I was
put into this much coveted position in the Public Utilities Service. But even
more than poverty, there was something that I was struggling to be free from.
This was a propensity shown by the male members in my family, from my father
right back to the male ancestors in China, a propensity which I must describe
in the harshest of terms since it has brought me so much misery. It is the
tendency of libidinousness – I blush to use the dialectal name of ‘hum sub’
with all its associations of crudity. This tendency is manifested even in very
elderly Chinese gentlemen who must have a young maiden or two about them in
their dotage. It would appear, alas, that the male members of my family had a
greater share of the propensity than any other family. My great-grandfather had
16 concubines, and died at the age of 78, while engaged in the throes of lust
with the newest, a girl of only 17. Fifth Granduncle was called ‘One-Eyed
Uncle’ because he had only one eye, having lost the other when he applied it to
a peep-hole in a lady’s private room, and had it poked out by the irate lady.
The incident, however, did not deter him from using the remaining good eye for
similar nefarious purposes: he used to spend a great deal of his time peeping
at village maidens bathing or disrobing. My own father had, I am sad to say,
inherited the trait in large measure. As a child, I had often observed him
leering at the maidservant behind my mother’s back, and once he gave me some
money to go out and buy some sweets, but I returned very shortly and peeped
through a hole in the bedroom door, and true enough, there was my father
indulging his lust with the maidservant and cackling in most lascivious
merriment.


When we were living in a kampong in Yio Chu
Kang there was an elderly uncle staying with us. He was a thin, shrunken man,
with an enormous Adam’s apple sticking out of his scrawny neck, and he was
always idling about in the house and kampong, wearing a singlet and faded,
blue-striped, cotton pyjama trousers held up by string. I used to be fascinated
by the up-and-down movements of the enormous Adam’s apple: It was only much
later that I discovered a positive correlation between the speed with which
that organ moved up and down, and the intensity of desire felt by Uncle as he
looked upon some sarong-clad kampong belle, the sarong worn pulled up over the
breasts and knotted tightly just above them. And when the sarong got wet at the
kampong well, and the thin cloth clung to the rounded contours of the bathing
belle, Uncle’s Adam’s apple virtually went berserk, as happened on one occasion
when he actually collapsed in a faint and I had to help him home where he sat
for some time slumped in a chair.


I often wondered why he spent hours in the
out-house lavatory, and one day I took a peep and saw him drooling over a
Chinese comic book, one of a large collection that he had stashed away
somewhere. Needless to say, the comic book was full of obscene pictures.
Uncle’s favourite must have been the one of the large naked lady and the
chamber-pot, because that page was clearly the most thumbed. The quintessential
‘hum-sub’!


And growing up, I found, to my horror, that
this evil tendency was part of my heritage! From the age of 16, I lusted after
females. The sight of bare arms and legs would drive me wild; bare breasts and
buttocks, even if they were only hinted at in pictures or words, made me
insane! I realised, to my alarm, that I was joining the ranks of the despicable
‘hum subs’. I struggled against the tendency. I did not want to be classified
with my grandfather, my granduncle, my father, my uncle, the whole lot of men in
Singapore who have foolishly retained that part of the Chinese cultural
heritage that is least worthy of retention. The hard work, the discipline, the
thrift, the willingness to sweat and toil for the benefit of future generations
– all these, yes – but the tendency of the polygamous instinct – no! I decided
to break away from this tradition. There were two things that helped me. The
first was my English education. It opened up wondrous worlds of knowledge and
power and beauty to me! I read books written in English – books on Science,
History, Literature. I read Shakespeare. Being absorbed in my studies helped me
to keep in check those horrible impulses that I had inherited. The second thing
that helped me was – you! You, Sir, you, the Vice-Consul, the model of moral
propriety, correctness, rectitude! I have been an admirer of yours for as long
as I can remember. I have followed every speech of yours, every public
appearance. I have admired in particular your purity in the best of Confucian
traditions. I know that not the slightest breath of scandal will ever taint
your name ... ”


At this point, the Vice-Consul says, a
little impatiently, “All this is very well, young man, but you still have not
explained your part in this most unfortunate matter concerning my public image.
Are you aware of the harm – probably, irreparable – that you have done to my
reputation? I demand a full explanation. And the photographs here are the proof
of your culpability!”


The young man, his tie askew in his distress
and his hair dishevelled from his fingers continually running through it, looks
at the Vice-Consul with none of the admiration and awe diminished. He says,
“Sir, you will understand, when I have explained everything, that it was not my
fault and that I couldn’t help it! I made it a point to go to every one of the
functions at which you would make a speech, because I wanted to benefit from
your very moral, edifying speeches! I would lap up every word, Sir.


But something happened each time I looked
intently at you, hoping to be influenced by you. It seemed that, as I gazed at
you, the influence was going in the opposite direction – from me to you! What
was going on in my mind became projected into yours. No matter how hard I tried
to prevent the thought, it would, as if it had flown across the whole length of
the auditorium, fuse with yours! And Sir – I am most ashamed to say, all
salacious thoughts had not exactly left my mind, despite the assiduous efforts
at eradicating them. But there was beginning to be an improvement. Instead of
the coarse images that my grandfather and father had so revelled in, mine had
become attenuated by the refining qualities of the English Language, as opposed
to the roughnesses of Chinese dialects. Hence the Calibans of the dialectal
bawdiness of my ancestors had become transformed to the Ariels of the delicate
word-plays of the English Language. This you must grant, Sir, is a big step in
the progress towards refinement and grace. I have to confess, though, that the
libido is by no means subjugated, and every time I see a profile of a lady’s
breasts, I still get worked up! Oh, Sir, anything globular, spherical,
pendulous, occurring in pairs, Sir, and I have to desperately beat down these
insidious impulses!’


“You mean,” says the Vice-Consul, looking
intently at the young man, “that each time you look at me while I am making a
speech, you are able to project your thoughts – nay, the very words for the
expression of those thoughts – into my mind, so that, against my will, I utter
those filthy jokes?”


“Oh, Sir, they are not at all filthy
compared to the Hokkien and Cantonese crudities of our forebears,” pleads the
young man. “They are in fact subtle innuendoes making use of the rich resources
of the English Language. Oh, Sir, I’m not trying to excuse myself,” the young
man adds hurriedly, “Far from it. All I’m saying is that I’m sincerely trying
to improve myself still further. I’m attending some Moral Purification courses
being conducted at the Civil Service Institute, after which all traces of this
very contemptible trait will have been eradicated, Sir!”


“You’d better make sure you do that,” says
the Vice-Consul severely, “and that you will never again be present at any one
of the functions at which I’ll be making speeches. Men like you are a blemish
on the fair face of our nation. Make sure that after these courses at the Civil
Service Institute, your moral rehabilitation is complete!”


“Oh, I’m signing up for the most intensive
of these courses,” says the young man gratefully. “They will free me from the
ancestral curse, and I shall be a happy man at last. I shall continue to have
you as my model, Sir,” he concludes, gazing reverently at the Vice-Consul.


The Vice-Consul and his aides are glad that
the cause of the mysterious happenings has been so neatly disposed of, and the
Vice-Consul can continue to make the speeches that have inspired so many. The
trouble, however, the Vice-Consul and his aides are beginning to notice, is
that the crowds at the Vice-Consul’s functions are decreasing. For some time the
word has gone round that the most interesting functions were those attended by
the Vice-Consul because he could always be depended on to come out with
surprises in his speeches. “His jokes,” it was whispered, “were the wittiest,
the cleverest, the most delightful.” The risque element gave them a special
piquancy that was missing in most Singaporean public speeches which were dull,
predictable and terribly deadpan. So people had flocked to hear the
Vice-Consul; but now they are staying away, because the Vice-Consul’s speeches
are becoming just like any of the others. Those who remain throughout the
speeches doze off or struggle to stay awake.


The Vice-Consul is in a dilemma. He wants
his crowds back. He sends his aides to discreetly inquire if the young man will
agree to discontinue the Moral Purification courses at the Civil Service
Institute and return to ‘assist’ him. But it is too late. The young man, in
accordance with the promise he had made the Vice-Consul, has been fully
rehabilitated, and is now the proud owner of a certificate that testifies to
his complete freedom from those dreadful propensities of his male ancestors
that, unfortunately, still beset many of his fellow Singaporeans so that they
will forever bear the stigma of being ‘hum sub’. Unlike them, this young man is
now in the fortunate position of being able to say, “O Lechery! O Venery! O
Satyriasis! O Hum-subism! Where is thy sting?”



Kiasuism: A
Socio-Historico-Cultural Perspective
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1. INTRODUCTION : REASONS FOR UNDERTAKING THE
STUDY


The emergence of a national trait of
character is always a phenomenon worthy of anthropological study. During my
recent stay in Singapore, I was greatly interested in the development of an
attitude among Singaporeans which had become widespread enough to be admitted
by themselves as a national characteristic. This paper will examine the
attitude of ‘kiasuism’ in terms of its manifestations in the everyday lives of
Singaporeans. I will also examine its possible social, historical and cultural
roots.


2. KIASUISM : A DEFINITION


Kiasuism may be defined as an attitude by
which a person undergoes, on the one hand, extreme disquiet if he discovers
that he has not got full value for his expenditure of money, time and effort,
and on the other, a distinct sense of exhilaration if he discovers that he has
got much more than the full value for that expenditure. The ultimate distress
is when he has got nothing for something, and the ultimate joy when he has got
something for nothing.


Like any attitude, kiasuism comprises a
cognitive component by which the person believes in certain things, an
affective component by which he experiences certain emotions, and a conative or
behavioural component by which he acts in a certain way. The person who
possesses this attribute (henceforth referred to as the ‘kia-suer’)
believes in the Principle of Perfect Balance, that is, any amount of money or
effort expended must be perfectly matched by the returns for it; hence if the
‘kia-suer’ pays $4.95 for a set lunch in which six items have been advertised
and he suddenly remembers after he has left the restaurant, that the sixth
item, say, cucumber pieces in tomato sauce, had not been served, he will return
for it, or insist that a proportionate sum be deducted from the bill. Only
after this is done, will he feel satisfied. If he pays his Filipina maid a
salary of $200 and discovers that the work she is doing is worth less than that
ofother Filipina maids drawing the same salary, he will devise all manner of
ways to redress the imbalance; for instance, he may get his maid to help out at
his mother-in-law’s noodles shop on Sunday.


The redressing of imbalance works only in
one direction: It does not operate in situations where the kia-suer finds that
he is getting more than his money’s worth. For instance, if he discovers that
for the meal for which his $4.95 entitles him to six items, the absent-minded
waitress puts on his table eight items instead of six, or charges him for two
persons when she should charge him for three, he says nothing and lets the
matter rest.


With regard to the affective or emotive
component of kiasuism, the kia-suer suffers a wide range of uncomfortable
feelings when he discovers that he has not got his money’s worth. The feelings
range from mild disappointment with himself for having been foolish and unwary
to acute distress that will go away only when he has redressed the wrong. A
multimillionaire was known to have been apoplectic with rage when he discovered
that he had over-reimbursed his chauffeur by $1.30; a housewife was unable to
sleep the whole night through agonising over the fact that she had paid the
taxi-driver three dollars for a ride that would normally cost $2.10. The same
housewife, only the week before, was rejoicing over the fact that, owing to
some slip-up in the attachment of price-tags to clothes in a large departmental
store, she had got a $90 dress for only $28. She had talked about it endlessly
to her friends who then went to the store but found, to their intense
disappointment, that the price-tags had been correctly attached this time.


The cognitive and emotive components are
expressed through the conative or behavioural component. The kia-suer goes
through a complicated series of actions, such as checking and re-checking the
bill he is presented with, doing complex calculations on his pocket calculator
or his abacus which in many ways is more accurate in the detection of monetary
fraud than the calculator. When he has the proof that he has been cheated or
defrauded or shortchanged, he goes quickly to the relevant persons or
authorities to make known the fact and seek compensation, preparing to argue,
scold, threaten, warn and abuse until he achieves the redress, and hence
restore the Principle of Perfect Balance.


3. KIASUISM : VARIETY OF MANIFESTATIONS


The above definition does not do full justice
to the complex nature of kiasuism: rather than a single identifiable trait, it
may be best described as a continuum, from a basic sense of caution against
cheating and shortchanging and a tendency to ‘play safe’ at all times, at one
end, to a rampant, exploitative tendency at the other. In between, there are
various degrees of kiasuism, but all forms, regardless of their position on the
continuum, show an invariable ferocity of purpose in the protection of
self-interest and a deeply ingrained dislike of losing out to others.


Although kiasuism is most commonly manifested
in money matters, it is also evident in many other areas where money is only
indirectly involved. Indeed, the variety of its manifestations is a reflection
of the complexity of life in a modern, affluent, technologically sophisticated
society like Singapore.


For instance, parents of schoolchildren, in
order not to ‘lose out’ to other parents, in the matter of academic achievement
of offspring, buy expensive educational books containing information additional
to that contained in the regular text-books, and severely warn their offspring
never to lend any of these books to their classmates, in this way justifying
the high cost of the books. A clerk has bought for his daughter the entire set
of Encyclopaedia Britannica and she is still only in kindergarten. The fear of
losing out to others is most evident in the intensity of expression on a
parent’s face as she studies the marks in her child’s report book and then
calls up another parent to surreptitiously elicit from her, through an
apparently friendly chat, the information about her child’s marks, for purposes
of comparison.


It is not only in the field of education
that kiasuism is manifested. The Singaporean on tour provides an extremely
interesting case study. Having paid a large sum of money for the tour, the
Singaporean makes sure that he gets his every cent’s worth, right from the
moment he boards the plane to the moment he sets foot back on Singapore soil. He
carries his pocket calculator with him to satisfy himself that the food,
accommodation, facilities, entertainment, free gifts, etc., which form the tour
package are exactly accounted for.


There is the story of the group of Singapore
tourists who were entertained with a show in their hotel, as part of the
package. Now the show was a performance by a scantily clad and very acrobatic
lady, with a python. There were two types of shows: Type A was ‘Lady with
Python, Python does not touch Lady’, Type B was ‘Lady with Python; Python
touches Lady’. Type B cost $10 more. Now the Singapore tourists were treated to
Type A, but later discovered, through talking to other tourists, that they had
actually paid for Type B. A great quarrel with the tour organiser and the hotel
manager ensued, the Singaporeans demanding that either they be given another
performance, or have the difference of $10 refunded. The tour organiser
explained, with much effort, that the performance they had seen was actually
Type B; it was just that the python had been too sleepy to climb out of its
basket and coil itself around the lady. Apparently, the second drug that had
been administered to it to get it out of the soporific effects of the first, in
time for the Type B performance, was not working well enough. The explanation
did not satisfy the Singaporeans who continued to clamour to see Type B and get
their money’s full worth. In weary resignation, the hotel manager gave in; he
gave instructions for a double dosage of the second drug to be administered to
the python, as a result of which the reptile, suddenly roused to an unwonted
level of energy, slid down from the lady’s torso and down the stage to the
watching Singaporeans, causing pandemonium. The hotel manager was heard to
remark gleefully, “Singaporeans get python; python gets Singaporeans.”


It is often on a tour, when the Singaporean
gets away from his country for a while, that kiasuism is manifested in its most
conspicuous, even bizarre forms. A Singapore tourist was told by his wife that
a fellow Australian tourist had peeped at her while she was in the women’s
bath: She was enjoying herself with the other women in the steaming waters when
she caught sight of the Australian gazing intently at her. He had no right to
go to the women’s section of the bath, but on some pretext of looking for his
wife, had managed to sneak in, and there had indulged his lustful eyes. The
Singapore gentleman, on hearing this complaint from his wife, immediately
experienced the acute pain of losing out; he had lost out to his Australian
counterpart in terms of the pleasures afforded by the tour. Each of them had
paid the same amount of money, but the Australian had got more for his money
for he had had the additional pleasure of gazing upon a woman’s naked beauties.
And since it was his wife’s naked beauties, the Singaporean felt that he had
lost out twice over to the Australian.


Now the Singapore gentleman knew that he
would know no rest till the imbalance had been redressed. And the imbalance
could only be redressed by his looking upon the Australian man’s wife in her
nakedness, in exactly the same length of time that the Australian man had
looked upon his wife, that is, a full minute. So he waited for an opportune
time, and when the lady was in the bath, he made the pretext of going there to
look for his wife, taking care to gaze upon the Australian lady’s nakedness a
full 60 seconds. There the similarity of the two escapades ended, for while the
Australian gentleman had apparently enjoyed his one minute, he, the Singapore
gentleman, forced himself to gaze upon an enormous shapeless bulk thrashing
about in the water. His first impulse upon setting eyes on the amazing bulk had
been to turn around and run away, but kiasuism’s first principle of exactitude
operated more strongly than his aesthetic sense, and he stayed till the full
minute was over.


4. KIASUISM AND THE ‘EAT-ALL-YOU-CAN’ BUFFET


However, the ultimate manifestation of
kiasuism is at the ‘eat-all-you-can’ buffet at which, for a certain price, a
person can help himself to as much food as he likes from a magnificent
selection, sometimes numbering as many as 35 different items. Since this
gastronomic innovation is the rage in Singapore’s big hotels and restaurants,
the national propensity of kiasuism has never had so much opportunity to be
exercised; indeed, it is the belief of many that it is precisely the
‘eat-all-you-can’ buffet that has brought this national propensity into full
flowering.


By now, it is a familiar sight: The
Singaporean with plates of piled-up food from the buffet lunch table staggering
back to his own table, ploughing through the food with great gusto and
merriment, returning to the buffet board for more and still more, and finally
slumping back in his chair with a smile of satisfaction on his face and a
toothpick languidly dangling out of the corner of his mouth, while in front of
him are plates and bowls of unfinished food, or food hardly touched because the
last lap of the binge had proved too difficult, even for him.


The languor which spreads over the face and
whole person of the Singaporean as he adjusts his now much distended belly to a
more comfortable position in the chair, belies the meticulous preparations that
he has made prior to the coming for this buffet lunch, preparations made to
ensure that he gets his every cent’s worth. Firstly, he has gone without his
breakfast to ensure maximum stomach capacity for lunch. Secondly, before he
begins the great pile-up, he makes a quick reconnaissance survey of the
selections on the buffet board to identify the choicest and most expensive
items, hence eschewing items such as rice, bread and inexpensive vegetables for
exotic crayfish and oysters and venison. In the unfortunate event of the
waiters coming in with new items after he has already finished his meal, he is
so seized with vexed dismay that he goes up to the waiters and demands to know
why the goodies had not been brought in earlier, or he gets up and struggles to
the buffet board for one last time.


5. KIASUISM: THE SOCIAL, HISTORICAL AND
CULTURAL DIMENSIONS


Since the kia-suer’s behaviour at the
‘eat-all-you-can’ buffet is the best manifestation of kiasuism, this
gastronomic event will be used as the unit of study by which the national
propensity will be considered in its social, cultural and historical
dimensions.


The relevant questions are: Why is kiasuism
best shown at the buffet? Is there any historical or cultural basis for this
manifestation? What implications do these have on Singapore society as a whole?


Certain theories will now be put forward:


5.1 The ‘Hoarding Instinct’ Theory


The frenetic piling up of food on plate well
beyond one’s consumption capacity is a vestige of the hoarding instinct of
peasant ancestors for whom every grain of rice, every stalk of vegetable, every
bit of dung deposited by the water buffalo, was precious and had to be saved
against needy times. Hoarding is no longer necessary in modern and affluent
Singapore, but ancestral instincts die hard, and it has been estimated that the
amount of food piled up on the kia-suer’s plate approximates the amount
required to keep a person alive over a prolonged period of famine.


5.2 The ‘Second Echelon Eaters’ Theory


The open invitation at a buffet to get at the
food the minute it is laid on the board and to wait for no one, harks back to
ancestral times precisely because the opposite was true then: one had always to
wait one’s turn to eat. One had to wait for the gods to have first go, or
temple deities or dead ancestors; only when the food was brought back home from
the temple or the ancestors’ graves could it be consumed. Even then, one had to
wait for the elders in the family to have the best parts of fowl, fish and
herbs before one could finally enjoy the food. Demanding deities, hungry
ghosts, exacting ancestors, dead and alive - these formed the First Echelon
Eaters. By the time the Second Echelon Eaters could have their fill, the feast
had already been much denuded. Now, a modern-day buffet represents the total
lifting of these historical prohibitions, and the eagerness with which the
kia-suer descends upon the food makes up for the old hereditary frustration of
having to hold back.


5.3 The ‘Raiding Instinct’ Theory


One of the most significant features of
kiasuism as manifested at a buffet is the tendency to leave large amounts of
food partially consumed or totally unconsumed on the table. Large slabs of
roast beef, lamb or chicken covered thickly with sauce, but hardly touched;
western salads in sad cohabitation with Asian ‘rojak’ in an abandoned bowl;
delicate little custards, puddings, pies and tarts cruelly defaced by poking,
plunging forks and spoons left sticking there – all give the aspect of a
mindless raid not unlike that of the ancient days, when the people of one
village, in the sinister darkness of night, surged forth to harm those of
another, looting, plundering, despoiling, and laying waste what they could not
take away, such as setting fire to granaries and ripping ripening fruit off
trees.


The attenuating power of education and
affluence has not totally eradicated this ancient raiding instinct, and the
buffet, with all its display of abundance and plenitude, has the effect of
activating it.


What are the implications of kiasuism?


Already, Singaporeans on tour are being
excluded from buffets, or regulations are being devised precisely to keep
Singaporean kiasiusm in check, such as the regulation that any food not eaten
will be charged for. The more tolerant hotels are devising incentives rather
than regulations, such as the incentive of a free meal if proper behaviour is
shown at the previous one. It is clearly not an endearing national trait. The
surprising thing is that every Singaporean cheerfully speaks of kiasuism as a
trait belonging to other Singaporeans, so that kiasuism appears to be some kind
of abstraction, rather like the Cheshire Cat’s grin without the Cheshire Cat.


6. CONCLUSIONS


Although no previous study has been done on
kiasuism, there have been a few experiments, the results of which are likely to
be published soon. For instance, there is a study motivated by the discovery
that a Singaporean, after a blood transfusion, lost all traces of kiasuism to
the extent that his behaviour was no longer recognisable by his family and
friends. The Singaporean had been on holiday in Norway where, as a result of a
serious accident, he had undergone major surgery, had had massive transfusions
of Norwegian blood, and had subsequently experienced the drastic behaviour
change. This led to the question: is kiasuism a behavioural trait that is
determined by the presence of some special elements in the blood, in the same
way that, for instance, a certain African tribe is immune to malaria because of
the presence of certain sickle-shaped corpuscles in their blood? An experiment
is at present being conducted in which the blood of a South Sea Islander
volunteer is being replaced by that of a Singaporean, to see if that has any
effect on his disposition. The results may prove that kiasuism has a
physiological basis as well.


The above is but a tentative study of
kiasuism. It is hoped that the study will lead to others that will contribute
to a greater understanding of this very interesting phenomenon.



In Search Of (A Play)


 


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: Now let’s get
everything very clear from the start, Your Benevolence. I’ve come to get your
advice not because I’m desperate – ha! everyone thinks all women over 35 who
have not found husbands are desperate! Let me repeat, I’m not desperate, I’m simply
being an unwilling participant in an experiment being conducted by the Social
Enhancement Unit, and have been foolish enough to promise full co-operation.
They have been quoting you left and right in their lectures on Marriage and
Love and Family and the Role of Women and what have you. He in particular has
been quoting you at every outing we have been to; the last time he quoted you,
he said something like ‘Confucius he say, woman must walk three paces behind
man, with eyes cast on ground.’ I was tempted to retort, ‘This is because if
man walks three paces behind woman, his eyes will be cast on her behind’, but I
let it pass. I want, once and for all, Your Benevolence, to get it straight
from you. I confess I have not yet read your Analects, though these are
compulsory reading for the SEU Initiation Programme; I was too busy reading
Keats and Byron and Shakespeare. So here I am, part of a ridiculous experiment
– but perhaps, Your Benevolence, I should brief you on the experiment before I
ask your advice.


CONFUCIAN SAGE: The Master he say, always
very good for woman to be brief and go straight for the point.


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: Well, as you may
know, Your Benevolence, the SEU is very worried about what they perceive to be
a growing trend among young educated women in Singapore – the trend to stay
unmarried because their expectations of their marriage partners have far
overtaken the reality. Simply put, Your Benevolence, Singaporean women have
become too intelligent, articulate and socially sophisticated for Singaporean
men. Oh, how painful, how traumatic to go on a date with a man who picks his
teeth in public, Your Benevolence, and speaks horrible, ungrammatical English!
The SEU has been trying very hard to persuade us to overlook all these deficiencies
which they say can be corrected after marriage with a little patience and care.
Now it has launched this ludicrous experiment, and before I know anything, I’m
in the centre of it! You see, Your Benevolence, they want to match the most
articulate, sophisticated and idealistic Singaporean female with the least
polished and the least attractive Singaporean male, to prove that it can work!
If these two extremes are seen to be happily matched, then the SEU can turn
around and confidently tell the other couples for whom the gap is less severe:
“You too can make it,” thereby fulfilling its primary function as the nation’s
premier matchmaking institution. For this purpose, I, Sharilyn Zelda Lee Swee
Mei, have been picked by the computer to be paired with a Mr Chow Pock Mook,
and a whole elaborate programme of meetings and outings and cosy tête-à-têtes
has been drawn up for us. The SEU is, needless to say, very anxious for the
experiment to succeed, for they have invested much time and effort and money in
it. But it’s not succeeding! I have told the SEU so, but they keep insisting
that I give it another try and that is why I have come to get advice from you,
the great Sage. As I mentioned earlier, this is a kind of concession to the
partner the computer picked for me, Mr Chow Pock Mook, who has the highest
regard for your teachings. I confess I would be more comfortable seeking advice
from the English bards who were such an inspiration to me in both my
undergraduate and postgraduate years in England, but, as I had earlier
indicated, I am prepared to co-operate fully with the SEU and give this Mr Chow
Pock Mook a last chance.


CONFUCIAN SAGE: Yes, the Master he say
virtuous woman always must prepare to co-opulate with man.


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: Your Benevolence,
let me be totally candid with you. I do look for a certain measure of physical
attractiveness in a man – which woman does not? Oh, I am not demanding the
looks of Robert Redford or Burt Reynolds and he does not have to exude the
sexuality of Tom Selleck, but is it too much to ask for a man who is the same
height as oneself, who does not have gold teeth and who dresses respectably? I
had fed the computer with precisely these requirements. I had ranked, as the
first prerequisite, ‘Absence of gold teeth’, followed by ‘Possession of minimum
height of five feet four inches in stockinged feet’ and ‘Absence of tendency to
wear starched white cotton shirts with singlets underneath’ (singlets showing
through shirts are not only passé but decidedly awful, Your Benevolence) and
what do I get? Precisely what I do not want. I am landed with Mr Chow Pock Mook
who has not one but two gold teeth – Oh, Your Benevolence, they glint horribly
both by sunlight and candlelight – and who wears the same light blue or light grey
short-sleeved cotton shirt the whole year round and the shirt is so ill-fitting
that when he sits down and raises his arms to rest them along the top of the
sofa, the shirt actually opens in between the buttons to force upon my sight
horrendous glimpses of singlet inside! Oh, the pain of it. Yet it is nothing
compared to the sheer agony of the gold teeth, Your Benevolence. The thought of
lovely morning sunshine gently breaking through my Laura Ashley lace curtains,
to suddenly light upon a gold molar in a cavernous mouth beside me, puts me in
a cold sweat: Oh, how should I get through the rest of the day, not to mention
the rest of the marriage? 


CONFUCIAN SAGE: Gold in mouth is reflection
of gold in heart; woman very foolish to throw away such treasure.


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: I can see that
you are not very sympathetic, Your Benevolence, but let me continue. If this Mr
Chow Pock Mook had a sharp mind, were capable of witticisms, humorous puns and
verbal banter, then even the evil of the gold teeth might be somewhat
mitigated. But oh, Your Benevolence, he can talk of nothing beyond his next
salary increase or some big engineering project that he has been called to
assist in or his mother’s cooking! And the way he speaks English! I have never
come across anyone who so brutalises the rules of English grammar. The task of
mentally correcting his every mistake of grammar and pronunciation leaves me
quite exhausted. But I had thought to give the man a chance. Perhaps his
wretched speech could be compensated for by a sound intellect, a love of
intellectual inquiry, a passion for literature. I tried hard to probe his mind,
to find out the extent of his knowledge and his reading, but all he could
remember was that he did Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night when he was in
Secondary Four, and even then, he could not recollect anything about the play
except two answers which he had memorised for the examination. And his entire
knowledge of English poetry is encompassed by the lines: 


For men may come and men may go 


But I go on forever.


 


He kept repeating the lines to me, with an
air of great learning; I never squirmed so much in my life. I tried to tell him
a few jokes, based on puns and subtle word-play, but it took me so long to
explain them that in the end I gave up. The jokes he enjoys are banal or crude
in the extreme and he has the naivete to think that I enjoy them too! He must
have told me the one about ‘The Emperor And The Dog That Was Operated On’, at
least six times, and the one about ‘The Monk In The Latrine’ at least four
times.


CONFUCIAN SAGE: The Master he say Emperor
must be benevolent ruler and must rule well and with justice; a good and just
man, he is emperor even if he is a beggar. The Master he say Monk must be
clean, must be good example of virtue; if not, he is like stinking latrine.


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: Oh, Your
Benevolence, we seem to be talking at cross-purposes, but you have to pardon
me, I have not finished. And if you sense increasing agitation in my voice, it
is because I am agitated and distressed to be made the victim in this senseless
SEU experiment. By now, I must be a national laughing-stock. We were in this
restaurant. Your Benevolence, a place hot and noisy and simply awful with
spittoons under the large, circular stone-topped tables, but he had suggested
going to this place for lunch, because he particularly liked the fish-head soup
with ginger that was a specialty there, and he needed to use the spittoon. I
went along reluctantly. Oh the horror of it! He very soon abandoned spoon and
chopsticks and went for the large fish-head with bare hands, slurping and
making a loud running commentary on its merits. He poked and prodded the
monstrous fish-head in search of delectable bits of flesh here and there, he
gouged out the eyes with a violent forefinger, offered one to me and upon my
refusal, happily proceeded to chew both in the most revolting manner. His whole
face was suffused with the sweat of sheer satiety; his shiny pate was the
shinier with the moisture, and every now and then, he took out a large,
blue-striped cotton handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wiped the steam
that had gathered on his horn-rimmed spectacles. He was eating with such
enjoyment that he did not notice that I had hardly touched the food; the look
of revulsion on my face was obvious to everyone except him. When at last he
finished, he wiped his mouth, first with his by now damp handkerchief and then
on his left shirt sleeve, sniffed at his fingers with the most vulgar display
of nose-twitching that I had ever seen and then got up to go and wash them at a
sink at the back of the restaurant, without so much as an ‘Excuse me’. He
returned shortly, wiping his hands on his handkerchief and still making little
appreciative smacking noises, sat down, emitted two loud burps, picked up the
spittoon, gathered the phlegm in his throat with horrible crackling sounds
resembling those of jumping fire crackers and finally spat into the obnoxious,
filthy-looking vessel. While waiting for the waiter to come with the bill, he
lay back against his chair, with a languidly contented look on his moist face.
Then he began to feel with his tongue for bits of meat and vegetable lodged
between his teeth, and he opened his mouth wide and stuck in his forefinger and
thumb to try to dislodge the bits, turning his head this way and that, and
grimacing most grotesquely. Unable to stand the sight any longer, I called for
some toothpicks which I pushed towards him on the table. And he grabbed one and
began picking his teeth vigorously with it, without bothering to cover up the whole
operation with the free hand, as one would expect. When I left the restaurant
with him, I was so ashamed that I vowed I would never go out with him again.
But the SEU insisted that the programme which had cost them a lot of money and
effort, had to be gone through, to its completion. They kept telling me that I
ought to have more patience.


CONFUCIAN SAGE: The frog it will wait for the
chirping insect. Moon passes by, and clouds pass by. But frog will go on
waiting. Patient frog get insect in the end.


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: I don’t know
about frogs and insects, your Benevolence, but let me tell you of something
equally revolting! The next day, at the insistence of the SEU, I suppose, Mr
Chow Pock Mook called and said he was coming over with a present for me. The
optimistic part of me said that the situation might still be saved: suppose he
came with a dozen long-stemmed deep-red roses and an appropriate message on a
card? Miracles do happen, and the benefits of his six months’ attachment to an
engineering firm in France some years ago might not have been lost after all.
He could actually have picked up some refined forms of courtship there, and had
just let them lie unapplied up to now. But what did I see? A large raw
fish-head! The mouth was wide, gaping, and the eyes were vacuous and
protuberant. They were the most obscene protuberances I had ever seen. “Fish
very good and expensive”, said Mr Chow enthusiastically, “Very good for
fish-head bee-hoon soup, like my mudder and grandmudder used to
make”. He advised me to quickly put the fish-head in my refrigerator. Fish!


CONFUCIAN SAGE: The Master he say give woman
fish and she will have meal for a day. Teach woman to fish and she will have
meal for lifetime. The Master he also say, give woman flower, and her stomach
still go hungry. Therefore fish better than flower.


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MET: Oh Your
Benevolence, you keep misunderstanding me. Well, I was so depressed that I was
unable to get to work the next day. But a fortunate thing it turned out to be,
for who should call, but an old flame! Somebody I had met briefly in England.
He happened to be in Singapore on vacation, and he called to say hello and ask
how I was. Oh, to hear good English spoken again! To hear refined laughter!
Most of all, to hear my name pronounced correctly. Mr Chow Pock Mook is
incapable of pronouncing the ‘r’ and the ‘z’ sounds, Your Benevolence, and as a
result my name comes out from his mouth cruelly mutilated! I was so relieved at
seeing this friend – his name is Mr Vernon Alexander James Wu – that I forgot
about the special SEU programme for that day. Needless to say, the SEU was very
cross with me and gave me the usual lecture about the ideal Confucian woman who
is totally modest, chaste and faithful and who will never dream of playing
around with other men.


CONFUCIAN SAGE: The Master he give this
warning to all flirtatious women: woman who play with men come to sticky end!


SHARILYN ZELDA LEE SWEE MEI: Your
Benevolence, you keep turning everything I say against me. I can see that it is
no use talking any longer or seeking any advice from you. I wish now that I had
gone to seek the advice of my English Bard instead; he would have been more
helpful and sympathetic! Goodbye.


***


 


MR CHOW POCK MOOK: Ah, Sir ah, I come to you
because I want advice. The SEU it match me with this lady – her name very hard
to pronounce – got all funny sounds – and I think some problem now. I promise
to co-operate with SEU, they say they spend a lot of government money on the
project, and I a very good civil servant, so I want to cooperate. My boss, he’s
very good boss, he tells me if project of SEU succeed, will give his company
good name, and he will give me promotion. Last promotion, I got increase $240.
Actually, Sir, I want to go to Confucian Sage for advice, because I think he
will understand me better, but this lady – her name Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-da Lee
Swee Mei – she always speak of her English Bard, how you inspire her, how she
learn so many things from you, so for her sake, I come to ask advice to solve
problem. We are going out on the SEU programme many months now, it is good
programme, but problem has crop up, and I think Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-da not very
happy.


ENGLISH BARD:


The spot of rose on my lady’s cheek,


Is it gone?


‘Tis a pity!


Oh, to move worlds


Till the spot is restored


And my lady smiles once more.


MR CHOW POCK MOOK: Sir, ah, problem is she
don’t like me to smile. She don’t like men who have gold teeth, and I got this
gold teeth for twenty-five years now; they very good quality gold, my
grandfather had whole front row all gold teeth, and my father also, and I think
they bring us luck. But Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-dah don’t like them. She is a very
modern lady, Sir, and has the high education in England, and speaks the good
high class English that sometimes very difficult to understand. I learnt
English in school, Sir, and now I go for English lessons twice a week, but
still cannot speak so good and so fast like Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-dah. Waah,
Sir, she use big, big words – cannot even find them in the dictionary. 


ENGLISH BARD:


Words, words, words


Less a balm to the wounded spirit


Than the soft touch of hand on cheek


Or velvet sighs in the ear


Or lingering silken gaze.


MR CHOW POCK MOOK: I don’t understand what
you saying, Sir, but I will go on to explain my problem, Sir. This lady is
quite beautiful, Sir. She 35 already, I think, but can still have some children
if marry now. She likes to wear the fashionable, fashionable clothes and the
mini-skirt and one day she wear a very short black mini-skirt, make her look
sexy when she sit on a sofa. I just look at her legs – all men like to look at
beautiful women’s legs, do you agree, Sir? heh! heh! – and I wipe my
glasses because cannot see so clearly and when I look again, she got up and
look very angry. She said Singaporean men are very disgusting because very ‘hum-sub’.
But the SEU lecturers say we must appreciate women’s beauty, must say lomantic
things, but then when we get lomantic, they get angry. Ah, Sir,
Singaporean women very hard to please. What for want to wear mini-skirt and
then get angry if we look? 


ENGLISH BARD:


Dost hear the rustling of her skirts?


Hush, my lady comes.


Dost see her face upturned


To gaze’upon the moon?


Her hand upon her pale bosom.


Oh to be that hand, upon that throbbing bosom!


See, she sways, as in a swoon,


Ah, my lady sways.


MR CHOW POCK MOOK: Yes, Sir, my mudder,
my grandmudder, my aunties they all say that Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-dah is
very ‘suay’, is no good for me – if I marry her, it will be very bad
luck for me. Chinese believe if marry certain type of women who are ‘suay’,
man will suffer bad luck for many years. My mudder says Miss Sha-lilyn
Jal-dah’s mouth not lucky mouth, and she has black mole on one cheek which my
grandmudder says it will cause bad luck in family. Also, way she walks.
Her feet point outwards, so pushing, pushing away good luck and money, whereas
if feet point inwards, very good, keeping in good luck and money. I don’t mind
too much, Sir, I educated man, so not so superstitious. But my mudder
and grandmudder and aunties, they are still old-fashioned and they think
Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-dah is a very ‘suay’ woman, no good for man. I cannot
tell the SEU this because will feel very bad, because they already spend so
much money on the project, and they say I am best civil servant and my boss say
too. 


ENGLISH BARD:


‘Be not a servant to your passions,’ said my
spirit.


But how can I still the storm in my aching
breast?


How quell the passion and lust?


Yes-lust-unashamedly I say it –


O woe betide me! I am lost


O Love’s Lust Lost


MR CHOW POCK MOOK: Ah, Sir, ah, you speak the
high class English too, that is not so easy to understand for me. Oh, Sir, I
want to understand Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-dah but our meetings, always something
happen to spoil our meetings. The SEU say must bring present for lady to make
her happy, I bring her fish-head. Very good fish-head, Sir. I ask the
fish-seller at my market to specially reserve for me. If not buy by 9.30 every
morning, all his fish-head sold out. Very good quality, and cost me $9.50! I
bring the fish-head to Miss Sha-lilyn Jal-dah’s house, and I look at her face,
and she is not happy at all. As a matter of fact, she look very angry, and she
just put the fish in the fridge and say nothing. Do this, not right, do that,
not right, what she expect me to do? I think even if die for her, she will not
be satisfied! 


ENGLISH BARD:


Wouldst thou die for me? She cries.


I wouldst for thee!


Cold steel, gleaming in the darkness,


Leaps, plunges straight into that heaving
bosom


And she dies


With his name imprinted loving on her lips.


MR CHOW POCK MOOK: Sir, I’m sorry to say I
still cannot understand you. You speak all the difficult English and English
poetry. I think, Sir, it’s waste of time to come to you. I should have gone to
Confucian Sage instead; he give good advice, you only say poetry that appear
all nonsense to me – goodbye, Sir.



Goonalaan’s Beard


 


The crowds are coming. 


The crowds keep coming.


Goonalaan, standing on the raised platform,
clutching the microphone in one hand and raising the other high in the air, in
munificent act of bestowing blessings, looks magisterially upon the eager
upturned faces around him. He begins to speak. A hush falls upon the crowd, and
all eyes are riveted on the tall dark man on the stage, a man whose wild shaggy
mane of hair blown about his face by the strong evening breezes, whose
protuberant belly straining against the tightness of his cotton shirt down the
front part of which run streaks of fresh ceray juice, all compel attention.


Goonalaan begins to speak. “Oh Singaporeans,
Singaporeans, now is time for you all to change. Change, change before it is
too late, I tell you! This people in this country got a God, that people in
that country got a God, they pray, they worship their God, they do good, holy
things, but what is Singaporeans’ God? I will tell you. It’s money, money,
money, money. That is the Singaporeans’ God!”


The crowds roar their approval. By now, more
people have arrived, and the piece of vacant land, approved by the authorities
as the site for the pre-election campaign rallies, is filled to overflowing.


“Here is the Singaporeans’ God!” shrieks
Goonalaan, holding up high above his head for all to see, a $50 note. There is
another roar of delight from the crowd.


“We Singaporeans, we get more and more and
more materialistic!” Goonalaan continues, his whole countenance aflame with
righteous wrath. “We only think of money. When Singaporean, born, marry, make
love, even die, can only think of money. Got money in their eyes, got money
flow out of their ears, I tell you! EEEE! ” The shriek of dismay is not
connected with the evil propensity of Singaporeans that is being declaimed, it
is caused by a sudden gust of wind whipping away the $50 note from Goonalaan’s
fingers. The note now sails serenely above the heads of the crowds, with
Goonalaan’s arms waving in helpless pursuit.


“My money!” gasps Goonalaan. But his
distress is short-lived, for a young man in the audience snatches the errant
note from the air, bounds up the stage and returns it to Goonalaan who returns
it to his shirt pocket.


“Oh, we Singaporeans, we don’t have heart
left,” cries Goonalaan, bringing both hands down with a resounding thump upon
the upper left side of his chest, “if you cut open Singaporean in operation,
sure cannot find any heart! And we don’t have soul left,” Goonalaan continues,
now jabbing the left side of his head with a forefinger, with equal force, to
indicate that he is totally aware of the respective sites of residence of these
two vital organs in the human body. “We only think of getting rich, so the rich
getting richer and the poor getting poorer. We enjoy, enjoy all the time, we
never got time for the less fortunate. And we pretend, pretend we so good, but
all the time we are like the rotten meat, all nice outside but inside got all
the filthy worms crawl all over!”


Carried away by this analogy, Goonalaan now
proceeds not only to describe the worms but to act out their movements; he
wriggles and squirms and at one point actually writhes on stage, in imitation
of a deadly snake. Nobody is quite sure at what point the comparison of
Singaporeans to worms has been expanded to venomous reptiles, but the crowd
loves it and applauds wildly.


Springing up from the stage, Goonalaan
screeches, “If you want to save our beloved country from evil, vote me! Vote
me, Goonalaan, as your Member of Parliament! As Member of Parliament, I am
promising that I will working very, very hard to change Singapore! I will
change all people to be the good people with heart and soul, not the
materialistic people only thinking of making money and very selfish towards
others. I WILL CHANGE SINGAPORE!”


Here the crowd roars its loudest. Somebody
begins to shout “GOON-AH-LAAN” and the cry is taken up by the others –


 


Three cheers for


GOON-AH-LAAN!


GOON-AH-LAAN!


GOON-AH-LAAN!


 


Deeply gratified, Goonalaan pauses to take a
deep breath, then resumes the haranguing.


“Look around you,” he cries, raising both
arms high up in the air and effecting a graceful, semicircular sweep.
“Everywhere in Singapore got tall buildings, big hotels, our hotel tallest in
the world, our airport the best in the world, our big, big department shops
full of expensive things London, Paris, New York, all got the goods in our
department stores, ourMRT, our thousand thousand cars, our thousand ships and
planes, our high-rise housing estate, condominiums ... ” The long list leaves
Goonalaan quite breathless; he pauses, then raising his voice to a shrill
falsetto that reverberates in the night air, over the heads of the mesmerised
thousands listening to him, he cries out, “But what use of all this? What use,
I ask you? Got one war only – BANG! – everything destroyed. You think our
Singapore ships, guns, better than Russian guns? Or got one earthquake only –
WHAM! – all big beautiful buildings will crashing down, all big big heap of
rubbish. We build and build, this building taller than that building, this
building tallest of all – every year competition – everyone want tallest,
tallest buildings in the world – and you know what will happen? All will make
Singapore to sink. Singapore such a small, little island only, cannot even see
in the map of the world. You think can carry all the heavy, heavy tall
buildings? Sure to sink one day. So one minute got Singapore, next minute,
people ask, where Singapore? Where all the rich Singaporeans?”


The crowd, apparently undismayed by such a
horrendous vision of their future, continues to cheer loudly.


“So you see all this money, money and
affluent society and materialistic, no use at all,” cries Goonalaan. He looks
around challengingly, then prepares to deliver the coup de grâce. “What I want
you to do is this,” he shouts, his eyes glittering, his mane of hair swept back
from his face and pushed into an awesome halo of stiff upright strands.


“I ask you to have heart and soul! I ask you
to be good, kind, loving people, not selfish, greedy people. Good, kind, loving
heart and soul will remain. They remain because they are the things of God.
Buildings and hotels, MRT and fighter planes, they all things of man, and they
will be destroyed. But things of God remain forever and ever and ever on this
earth!”


Here Goonalaan, to stress the importance of
his message, raises himself on his toes and spreads out his arms wide. The
effort causes the last remaining shirt-button, up to now bravely holding back
the protuberant belly from view, to burst and fly off, so that the protuberance
is now fully exposed. This confers upon Goonalaan a striking resemblance to
those mendicant holy men in the East who are often depicted with great round
bellies and strings of beads draped on these rotundities. Goonalaan’s round
belly is bare of holy beads, but at this point, an admirer goes on stage and
drapes a garland of flowers round his neck.


“Thank you,” says Goonalaan softly.


 


The crowds are coming. 


The crowds keep coming.


 


Election day arrives. The returns start
coming in at the polling centres. Goonalaan watches anxiously. The roars of
approval and delight at his rallies are still ringing in his ears. As he pops
another pellet of ceray into his mouth and begins to chew slowly, he smiles
with quiet self-confidence. The votes are counted and announced.


Goonalaan is not voted in.


Goonalaan is invited to make a statement by
the TV crew filming the results for the thousands of Singaporeans staying up
through the night in front of their TV. Goonalaan is very calm and composed.
But an implacable fire burns in his eyes, and the stiff tangled locks on his
head give the aspect of an enraged warrior deity about to hurl a thunderbolt.
Goonalaan says menacingly, “Today I know truth about Singaporeans. They say one
thing and they do another thing. They not sincere at all. They very selfish and
materialistic and get worse and worse. I give them chance to change. It is
golden chance, one chance in one million years. But they refuse. They prefer to
go on doing their wicked thing. They do not want to listen to my voice. They do
not respect my voice. Okay, okay. They think will no longer hear my voice. But
you think Goonalaan a coward? You think Goonalaan a weak person with no guts?
You think Goonalaan lose election, means that he go away, like a big coward?
NO! Goonalaan not that type, Goonalaan is man of principle – believe something
is right, will try, try, try to do it. People in Singapore change, insincere, afraid,
pretend, give up, but Goonalaan never give up!”


Here Goonalaan pauses, gathering energy for
the climax.


“I will tell you what I going to do!” booms
Goonalaan with ominous power: ‘You see this,’ pointing to a somewhat unruly
stubble on his chin, the effect of some shaveless days. “You see this beard?
Well, I not going to shave or wash my beard until Singaporeans become less
materialistic! Even 100 years, I will not shave or wash. My beard will always
be there, to tell Singaporeans what they really like, very evil and selfish
people. People now no need to read newspaper article or magazine to know about
Singaporeans, only look at beard and will know the truth! You don’t want to
hear my voice, now you have to watch my beard!” And here Goonalaan, to emphasize
the new and portentous function of that bodily feature, gives it three forceful
tugs.


The picture of Goonalaan then fades from the
screen.


Singaporeans talk of nothing but Goonalaan’s
beard the next day, and the next.


At first there is only amusement.


Goonalaan positions himself in the centre of
Singapore’s busiest shopping area. He spreads a newspaper carefully on the
ground outside a large departmental store, sits cross-legged on it, closes his
eyes and remains totally still. He is oblivious of the hurrying shoppers around
him. But they are not oblivious of his presence. They are certainly not
oblivious of his beard. In less than a week, it has sprouted ten centimetres!
It is a bushy beard of a strange variety of hues. It is a beard that compels
the attention of every Singaporean because it has been set up as the
Singaporean’s moral barometer. It is the collective social conscience of
Singapore.


At first, the shoppers look upon the beard
and giggle. They are amused by the multiplicity of colours – white, black,
brown, grey, russet, rust, blonde, even a greenish hue that some of the
shoppers speculate to be the effect of a lifelong vegetarian diet.


“Do you think the multi-colours reflect our
multi-racial society?” whispers a woman shopper, giggling a little. Her
companion who has been gazing at the luxuriant growth with increasing interest,
suddenly gives a little shriek.


“An insect!” she gasps, “I saw an insect
jump in the beard just now. I think it’s a flea, maybe a louse.”


The crowds who come to look at Goonalaan’s
beard are not only shoppers but include those who have heard strange stories
about the growth of that feature and want to see it with their own eyes.


The beard grows and grows.


The vermin in the beard increase in number,
till they are very visible, and can be distinctly seen crawling, hopping,
jumping from one segment of beard to another, in search of more congenial spots
for mating and breeding.


The shopping centres blare with national
songs about happy, caring Singaporeans who will put the interests of others
above their own. The sight of Goonalaan’s beard – unruly and overrun by
competitive vermin – has the effect of muting the fervour of these songs, so
that after a while, they are not sung anymore. Singaporeans, suddenly
confronted by their own rampant selfishness in the proliferating lushness of
Goonalaan’s beard, slink past him, yet throw a furtive backward glance at that
compelling beard.


There is a seminar organised by the National
Cultural Association in which the topic is “Towards a Caring Society in the
Nineties.” But the seminar on the caring society never gets off ground because
the image of Goonalaan’s beard indicating the contrary invariably looms large
in each speaker’s mind. Precisely at the point when the speaker is extolling the
virtues of Singaporeans or expressing a hope for the emergence of those virtues
in the nineties, the picture of the beard makes its mental appearance. The
speaker then sits down, having lost his trend of thinking and looks sheepish
and confused.


In a debate organised by the National
University on the question of whether there is a national identity, the
chairperson, in a preliminary laying down of rules for the debaters, states
emphatically that any reference to Goonalaan’s beard will not be accepted as a valid
debating point. One of the debaters for the motion, to illustrate his point
about there being already in existence a national identity, holds up high over
his head for all to see a poster of a group of Singaporeans from all walks of
life in smiling camaraderie with one another. His opponent leaps up from his
seat, cries, “Not true!” and then in defiance of the chairperson’s earlier
warning, whips out an enlarged picture of Goonalaan’s beard, bristling with
contentious vermin, and cries, ‘And this is the incontrovertible proof!’


Groups of people continue to cluster around
Goonalaan, sitting cross-legged on the ground, and study his beard with a
mixture of fascination and timidity. Not all of them are Singaporeans. One is a
foreign journalist who now peers at Goonalaan’s beard with intense interest and
joy and says he will write an article on it immediately. He takes careful note
of the rate of growth of the beard (by now it has grown beyond the navel), the
diversity of colours, the texture, the shape. He records the population density
of vermin (number of visible vermin per square inch of beard). Most of all, he
is interested in the socio-cultural milieu of this vermin population. He
records, with increasing enthusiasm, the dynamics of competition among the
vermin in the restricted space of the albeit lush beard. He notices in
particular a group of young rapidly climbing vermin; from the deepest recesses
of Goonalaan’s beard, they scramble out for the bits of food and scab resting
on the surface of the beard, often climbing over the heads of older vermin.


The choicest bits are in that part of the
beard closest to Goonalaan’s mouth, and the vermin compete with great ferocity
for the space there, the competition often breaking out in open hostility among
the different colonies. Some colonies have grown inordinately fat; their round
little bodies are replete with food, but that does not prevent them from making
nests in the beard for the hoarding of extra food.


The journalist excitedly records every
detail, and quickly despatches his article to his editors.


And through all this, Goonalaan sits
tranquilly on his piece of newspaper, his eyes closed, his features composed.
The Chief for Promotion of Tourism is very upset not because Goonalaan’s beard
(by now reaching to his knees and so filled with vermin that a continuous low
humming sound is heard from it) keeps tourists away but because, on the
contrary, it attracts very large crowds of these tourists.


“I spent hundreds of thousands of dollars
doing up the Haw Par Villa,’ wails the Chief, ‘and hundreds of thousands of
dollars to restore the Imperial Jade House and my staff and I spent months
cracking our heads about how to bring back the delights of Bugis Street for the
tourists, down to the last detail of the potholes and the outdoor lavatory with
the cement roof, and what do we have? Tourists who ask only to see Goonalaan’s
beard!”


It is true that large numbers of tourists in
their sunhats and sunglasses come to gape at Goonalaan’s beard, and are
mesmerised by its eloquent power.


“Real Rolex watches, madam, we Singaporeans
very honest, we never cheat,” says the young tout, opening his jacket to reveal
a row of gleaming gold watches to the lady tourist who tries to get past him.


“Never cheat? Go look at Goonalaan’s beard,”
snaps the lady and walks away in a huff.


“65 per cent more Singaporeans think less of
money now than they did three years ago,” says a survey commissioned by The
Straits Times.


“Yeah?” says a letter to the newspaper the
next day. “Your survey may say so, but Goonalaan’s beard does not. Statistics
can be manipulated, but not beards.”


The Society of Concerned Singaporeans thinks
that something should be done about the situation; if allowed to go on, the
image that the world will have of Singaporeans will be damaged beyond repair.
Furthermore, the national self image has never been poorer, the national
self-confidence never lower. Already, the more sensitive Singaporeans are
suffering from severe guilt and becoming very defensive and aggressive whenever
the subject of beards or hair or vermin or dirt, comes up.


There is a great deal of discussion about
the problem, but so far no solution has been found. Each ministry wants to push
the problem to the other. The Ministry for Moral Development which everyone
thinks ought to be dealing with the matter is arguing that the problem properly
belongs to the Ministry for Tourism which in turn thinks that, in view of
Goonalaan’s beard being a likely source for the spread of vermin-caused
diseases, the problem should be handled by the Ministry of Health. All agree
with some degree of resentment that it is an intractable problem and one that
requires very careful handling.


The only suggestion which has met with any
degree of concurrence is that a special seat be created in Parliament for
Goonalaan, the condition being that he must shave off his beard or at least
give it a thorough cleaning up. It is also suggested that as a Member of
Parliament, Goonalaan’s special responsibility be restricted solely to the
nurturing of clean beards in the Republic, since he has so conclusively proved
a positive relationship between dirty beards and immoral behaviour. In this
way, the activities of this very troublesome individual can be curtailed;
indeed, the activities may in effect be no more than routine checks on
hairdressers and barbers to ensure proper shaving and cleaning of beards and
moustaches; and no more than occasional campaigns against hirsutism. With
Goonalaan as ‘Minister for Tonsorial Affairs’, a title which he will no doubt
be very happy to append to his name, the very vexatious problem of Goonalaan’s
beard will be satisfactorily solved at last.



A Singapore Fairy Tale


 


Once upon a
time, there was a beautiful princess in Singapore, so
beautiful that all came to court her, from far and wide. Actually, she was not
a real princess, but the title of ‘Singapore Princess’ conferred upon her in
the annual Beauty Contest among young maidens, was almost as good as the real
thing. Indeed, it was the opinion of all that no real princess in the world
could match Singapore Princess in her beauty. Her skin was pure porcelain, her
eyes were the perfect shape of almonds, her lips the essence of rosebuds, her
tresses a cascade of silken ebony, her breasts, a pair of perfectly shaped and
hued apricots ripening on branch, her tiny feet two pink lotus buds in bloom. O
the ineffable beauty of Singapore Princess!


Now there was a Wise Man of Singapore who
astonished everybody by the extent and depth of his knowledge and wisdom. This
Wise Man was very pleased by the crowning of Singapore Princess because he had
actually predicted that one day such a maiden would appear in Singapore and
dazzle all with her beauty. The Wise Man had even predicted the exact day when
the star would make its appearance in the Singapore firmament. He was able to
do this because he had detailed knowledge of the family from which this paragon
was sprung.


It was the Wong family, and they had come,
many years ago, from their hometown, Ipoh, in Malaysia, to settle in Singapore.
Now Ipoh was well known for the beautiful women it was continually producing;
some speculated that it was the special Ipoh soil and water that have also
successfully produced the best pomelos and groundnuts in the country. Whatever
the cause, the women from Ipoh were renowned for their very fine complexions
and delicate features. The Wise Man of Singapore looked closely at the first
Wong lady to settle in Singapore: she was extremely lovely even though in those
days, feminine charms were hidden behind very loose blouses and trousers. The
Wise Man, looking at her, proclaimed that even though she was the most
beautiful woman he had seen, there would come one, some time in the future, who
would surpass her in loveliness, as the swan surpasses the goose. The Wise Man
did not mean to disparage the lady; he only meant to convey the impression of a
beauty so great that it was hardly within the power of speech to describe it.
In his knowledge and wisdom, he said that it would take three generations for
the beauty in the Wong lineage to reach full flowering, and when the final
triumph came, it would leave the country spellbound.


And the Wise Man had predicted correctly –
right down to the last detail of design and colour of the swimsuit worn by
Singapore Princess as she paraded on the dais, and the men were stunned into a
state of speechless wonder, so that a full minute elapsed before they broke
into delirious cheers.


Every eligible bachelor in Singapore wanted
to woo Singapore Princess; they came from far and wide, as far away as Pulau
Tekong and Kusu Island. But the Princess remained aloof and unattainable, and
the wooers went away with sadness in their hearts.


Now there was somebody who was also very
sad, but for a different reason. This was Lady Matchmaker who had been given
the awesome responsibility of finding husbands for the plainest and least
endowed of Singapore’s maidens. Her job was a very difficult one indeed, and
just now, she had more than 150 unwed maidens on her hands, with very little
likelihood of their being sought. The crowning of Singapore Princess, and the
excitement that it had created among the men, caused this good lady to remark
sadly, “Oh, the unfairness of Fate! Why must so much beauty be concentrated in
one person? If the Princess’s beauty had been equally distributed among my poor
unwed maidens, I’m sure there would be enough for each to be unwed no longer!
Oh, the unfairness of it all!”


The Wise Man of Singapore heard about Lady
Matchmaker’s predicament and decided that he would do something to help her. He
thought up a plan. And it was this: invitations would be sent out to all the
eligible men in Singapore to try to win the hand of Singapore Princess in marriage.
To do so, they would have to take part in a contest, and the one who won it
would have the Princess as the prize. The trick, of course (and here the Wise
Man leaned over to Lady Matchmaker with a conspiratorial wink of his heavily
hooded eyes), was to make the contest so very difficult that nobody would
succeed. All the hopeful young men would fail miserably, as a result of which
they would have to pay a penalty. And the penalty was that (here the Wise Man
leaned even closer to Lady Matchmaker and slowly stroked the three venerable
long hair on his venerable chin), every one of those who failed would have to
take a bride from Lady Matchmaker’s pool of hopefuls.


When Lady Matchmaker heard this, she clapped
her hands in joy, but still she could not help being anxious.


‘How are we going to ensure that all the
young men will fail the test?’ she asked. ‘I have at present 158 unwed maidens
in my care, and I need precisely that number of young men.’


‘Leave it to me,’ said the Wise Man of
Singapore. ‘I am not called Wise Man for nothing.’


Soon the news of the contest spread to the
furthest corners of the country. Everybody was talking about the contest. In
it, each young man aspiring for the hand of Singapore Princess would have to
devise seven questions to ask the Wise Man of Singapore, one question for each
day of the week. If the Wise Man was unable to answer all the questions, the
young man would be the winner and could claim Singapore Princess for his bride.
If the Wise Man on the other hand was able to answer the questions, the young
man would be led away by Lady Matchmaker.


Everyone thought that the test was a very
difficult one, for the Wise Man of Singapore had such extensive knowledge and
wisdom that it would be difficult, nay impossible, to ask him a question for
which he would be unable to provide the correct answer. His knowledge was as
boundless as the sky, as deep as the ocean. Still, the young men of Singapore
were so smitten by the charms of Singapore Princess, that they were prepared to
undergo any test. They were of course fully aware of the penalty attached to
failure, but being totally enamoured of Singapore Princess, the likes of whom
they had never seen and knew they would never see again, they were prepared to
face the most direful consequences of failure.


So the contest began. Oh, the knowledge, the
erudition of the Wise Man of Singapore! There was nothing that he did not know.
The young men, armed with the most difficult questions that they had racked
their brains to devise, were no match for him. He answered every single
question correctly. He knew everything.


“What was the colour of the tie of the first
President of Singapore at his inauguration?’ All waited with bated breath. The
Wise Man replied calmly and confidently, ‘Blue’ and added, ‘with thin yellow
diagonal stripes.”


“Give the name of the Chinese gentleman who
had the most wives, give the number of his wives, the number of his offspring,
and the year of his death.”


The Wise Man, smilingly fingering the
venerable hairs on his chin, said, ‘Mr Tan Mong Pee, number of legal wives 11,
number of offspring (including those by illegal wives) 74, year of death 1952,
at the ripe old age of 88.’


Everyone gasped.


“Which part of a woman’s anatomy would it be
necessary for her to have a mole if she wished continuous good luck for her
husband during the first seven years of their marriage?”


Here the Wise Man looked down and
contemplated his long tapering fingers; the watching crowds thought, “Maybe
this one’s got him stumped,” but it was a momentary distraction only, for he
looked up and said serenely, “Two centimetres above the right corner of her
upper lip.”


“How much did the Minister of Finance have
in his Post Office savings account when he was 11 years old?”


“Three dollars and seventy-five cents. All
in stamps.”


“What percentage decrease has there been in
the choice of the name of “Ah Kow” for male babies over the last 15 years, and
what percentage increase has there been in the choice of western names over the
same period?”


“Now that’s a difficult one,” thought the
crowd, and looked anxiously at the Wise Man. The Wise Man, by now enjoying the
aura of genuine admiration that had gathered around him, said with a benign
smile, “65.7 per cent decrease in relation to ‘Ah Kow’; 68.4 per cent increase
in relation to western names.”


The crowd roared their admiration. The poor
nonplussed young man whose questions had failed to topple the Wise Man from his
seat of knowledge and learning, was led away, looking very dispirited, by Lady
Matchmaker to claim his bride, an over-eager maiden of 38 who, upon sight of
the good-looking young man, broke into a cry of delight and claimed immediate
possession.


And so the questioning went on, and the
questions became harder and harder, but the Wise Man could answer them all. And
so the saddened young suitors were led away, one by one, to the brides waiting
eagerly for them. One of the suitors, on seeing his bride who was twice his
size and had enormous projecting front teeth, fell into a swoon, but was soon
revived, and very sadly he went away to a far-off part of Singapore and was
never heard of or seen again.


Now there came a young man from the
furthermost part of the country, who said that he too wanted to try to win the
hand of Singapore Princess. Nobody had seen him before, and all looked at him
with pity, for they were certain that, like the rest, he would fail the test,
and would have to marry the last remaining unwed maid, an astonishingly plain
maid with an enormous mole in the middle of her forehead and very large,
coarse-looking hands and feet.


This young man was the handsomest of the
suitors, and as soon as Singapore Princess set eyes on him, she thought, “Oh, I
would be so happy to be his wife! Look at his noble mien, his princely
bearing!” And she was crestfallen at the thought that like all the others
before him, he would be outwitted by the Wise Man of Singapore.


The young man, exuding confidence, was ready
with his questions, one for each day of the week. The crowds came to watch,
numbering in the thousands, for the news of the bold young man had spread far
and wide and created a stir. Some had come in the expectation of seeing him led
off to marry Maiden Big Mole (for that was the somewhat unkind nickname given
to the remaining unwed maid); some had come in the hope that this unusual young
man would live up to his promise, outwit the Wise Man (who was becoming a
little too arrogant in his success) and win the hand of the beauteous Princess.


On the first day, the young man, folding his
arms across his chest, and looking straight at the Wise Man, asked in a clear
loud voice, “What do Singapore men and women want of each other as marriage
partners?”


The Wise Man lifted his hooded eyes very
slowly in response to the insultingly simple question, then launched into an
extended discourse on the qualities and attributes that Singapore men and women
looked for in each other, quoting in detail from the Marriage Manual that had
been published by Lady Matchmaker’s matchmaking organisation (which, indeed, he
had had a hand in preparing). He paused, and the young man said, “Incorrect!
The correct answer is this: Singapore men like their women to be all dollared
up and the women like all the men to be Cashanovas, for the sake of marital
har-money.”


The crowds roared their agreement, and the
Wise Man was about to make a protest but changed his mind and subsided into
quiet muttering.


The next day, the young man, again looking
intently at the Wise Man, said, “Singaporean Chinese have very short ones,
whereas Singaporean Indians have much longer ones. What are these?”


“Easy,” thought the Wise Man, but in
deference to the ladies present in the crowd, he merely whispered the answer in
the young man’s ear, cupping a hand over the ear to make doubly sure that the
ladies would not hear.


“Wrong!” shouted the young man triumphantly.
“The answer is ‘Surnames’!” The crowds rocked in merriment.


On the third day, the young man, with a
stern look on his princely brow, asked, “What evidence is there that the
population control policy of Singapore had applied to and continues to apply to
animals as well?”


The Wise Man had a quizzical frown on his
face; the crowds looked at him in increasing excitement. The Wise Man tried to
think of all the animals in the Chinese zodiac on which the question might have
some bearing, but he was able to mentally reach only the eighth in the list of
twelve animals before his time was up, and the young man proclaimed with gusto,
“The answer is: All the signs in Singapore that say ‘No Littering, Please’!”


The crowds were so impressed by the young
man’s cleverness that it was some time before they recovered from their
amazement and began to cheer him loudly.


On the fourth day, the young man (who by now
was exuding the total confidence of the victor) looked straight at the Wise Man
(who by now was showing the nervousness of the loser) and asked, “Which
Shakespearean play is the favourite of Singapore’s ‘hum-subs’?”


Now the Wise Man had detailed knowledge of
all of Singapore’s ‘hum-subs’; he knew exactly how many there were, and he knew
how their propensity for lechery was manifested by great physiological
diversity, such as clusterings of moles on the ears, a bulbous nose or a rotund
belly, and he knew precisely the kinds of Chinese comics that they devoured in
secret, but he had no idea of the Shakespearean plays that they read. Soon his
time was up, and the young man said with much aplomb, “The answer is ‘King
Leer’!”


The crowds were thrilled by such a display
of brilliance. The ‘hum-subs’ among the crowds took mental note of the title of
the play for their future reading.


On the fifth day, the young man, with a
great deal of flourish (for he had a tendency to be a little theatrical) asked,
“What advice from Confucius is posted up for the benefit of lovers in the
Chinese Garden and other courting haunts in Singapore?”


The question caused much excitement in the
crowds, and everybody turned to look at the Wise Man. There was an air of great
suspense. Now the Wise Man knew the exact number of lovers who had gone to the
Chinese Garden and the other courting haunts in Singapore, from the very day
that these were thrown open to the public for the purpose, and he remembered a
sign near a pond in the Chinese Garden that said ‘No Fishing’, not because
lovers had shown any interest in that activity but because a couple, on one
occasion, had parked themselves too close to the pond, and had rolled into it,
being deep in mud and lotus leaves before they were aware of what had happened.


The Wise Man therefore said, “No Fishing”
but his answer was drowned out by a jubilant roar from the young man, “No! The
correct answer is: “Love woman under tree, because willow talk less dangerous
than pillow talk!”


The crowd cheered wildly; they thought it
was excellent advice, and many made a mental note of it, intending to profit by
it the next time they went to the Chinese Garden. On the sixth day, the young
man, his eyes two glittering orbs of fire, asked in a thunderous voice, “What
evidence is there that polygamy is encouraged in Singapore?”


The Wise Man was momentarily thrown off
balance by this question and was about to protest that polygamy was not
encouraged in Singapore when the young man cried out loudly, “The answer is the
slogan that all of you are familiar with: ‘Have three or more – if you can afford’!”


The crowd was wild with jubilation; an
elderly gentleman with a bald head was heard to chuckle in glee, “Good! Now I
can bring all four out of hiding and make respectable women out of them! I can
afford them!”


On the seventh and last day, the crowds were
so large that it was almost impossible to control them. They gathered round
with mounting eagerness, looking expectantly at the young man as he stood up to
his 

full height and surveyed all of them with princely hauteur before he addressed
the final question to the Wise Man. And the question was this: “What local food
in Singapore presents a biological puzzle to tourists?”


Now the Wise Man’s knowledge of biology,
like his knowledge of history and folklore was extensive, but somehow he had
never connected it with food or tourists. By this time, however, he had more or
less lost confidence in himself, so he merely shrugged his shoulders in defeat,
at which the young man shouted above the heads of the crowds: “Fish ball soup!”


Everyone applauded enthusiastically. The
applause went on and on, and everyone wanted to congratulate the young man,
both for his brilliance of mind and for winning Singapore Princess as his
bride. The Wise Man slunk away, looking subdued and humbled and promising to be
less complacent in future and to gain more knowledge of Singaporeans.


Lady Matchmaker, although somewhat
disappointed that she had lost the opportunity of disposing of Maiden Big Mole
(who was likely, following the destruction of her most cherished dream, to be
more difficult than ever), was, on the whole, pleased that the contest had
resulted in her successfully getting husbands for the rest of the maidens. The
only person she felt sorry for, apart from Maiden Big Mole, was the Wise Man of
Singapore, but with a certain plan that she intended to carry out very soon,
she was confident that he too would reap the benefits of the contest. The plan
was this: She would seek him out in the place where he had gone into hiding,
declare her love and admiration for him and propose that they get married,
thereby fulfilling her ambition to enlarge the circle of beneficiaries of her
matchmaking prowess to include herself. As for the young man and Singapore
Princess, there was not a happier couple in the land. They got married soon afterwards,
and lived happily ever after.



The Concatenation


 


Twice the
concatenation of favourable events had almost taken
place, and twice, exactly at the moment of my being poised for flight from the
cosmic void to the fecund womb of Mrs Esther Wong, the events which had been
gathering with such promise, suddenly dispersed, and I was left once more to
groan in the drear prospect of a long, long wait.


Let me describe the first Concatenation that
almost was.


“I want another child,” says Mr Wong Cheer
Kia, and “Yes, I too want another child,” says Mrs Esther Wong.


“We must have the child soon,” says Mr Wong
Cheer Kia, and his wife says fervently, “Yes, soon.”


Now the impelling power behind this
remarkable conjugal mutuality is Tradition.


Tradition has put into the bloodstreams of
men and women the desire for male children, so that at the moment of a baby’s
birth, parents and grandparents peer between the baby’s legs and say: “Ugh!”
and turn away in disgust if it is a girl-child. Six fine healthy daughters are
as nothing compared to the one puny boy who comes after them. All the parental
energies and resources will henceforth be diverted to the protection of the
infant from the evil spirits, and it will not matter if the daughters are fed
rice gruel, as long as the best parts of meat and herbs are reserved for the
son.


Mrs Esther Wong’s mother who came from a
village in northern China tells of the infant girl found half-buried in mud in
a rice field near the village, the umbilical cord still attached to its little
body, and of another allowed to live, but sold off as a slave girl at the age
of five.


“Ugh!” says Mrs Wong and her sensibilities
recoil in disgust at the barbarity of a tradition that she is glad has long
been left behind in the ancestral land and has no place in modern Singapore.
And she looks fondly at her baby daughter, asleep in a pink beribboned
bassinet, the combined gift of her colleagues at the office.


But Tradition cannot be repudiated long: the
desire in the bloodstream asserts itself when Mrs Wong goes into hospital a
second time to have a baby, and Mr Wong openly expresses his wish for a son,
and Mrs Wong’s mother-in-law-goes to the temple to make offerings to the temple
gods for a grandson.


It is a girl-child again. Thwarted desire
expresses itself fearsomely: Mr Wong, suddenly confronted by the prospect of
never having any heirs to carry on his name, takes off his glasses to wipe the
tears off his eyes in full view of the hospital staff, and the mother-in-law
who regularly makes a gift of a solid gold anklet to every newborn grandson and
only a little washed gold bracelet to every newborn granddaughter, decides that
even this small favour should be withdrawn, and therefore sends no present.


Mrs Esther Wong weeps in anger, and in anger
decides to have another baby, indeed to go on having babies till the longed-for
male child arrives.


“It’s not the stupid gold anklet; who cares
for that ugly thing which I shall never let my baby wear anyway?” she cries.
“It’s something else. I don’t know how to describe it, but it’s not going to
let me rest till I turn to the old one and say, “See, here’s your grandson! Now
are you satisfied?”


And that is why, when Mr Wong almost
tearfully says, “I want another child,” Mrs Wong replies with grim
determination, “Yes, I too want another child.”


The Concatenation has come, I think joyfully
– at last! And then what do I see? Mrs Esther Wong, in her cotton pyjamas and
freshly talcum for bed, takes out the prophylactics – hated things! – from the
bedside table drawer, and gives them to Mr Wong.


Tradition has been routed by Economics. If
Tradition is in the bloodstream of the Wings, Economics has entered the very
marrow of their bones.


For Mrs Wong’s calculator tells her that if
she dares to oppose the new population policy to ‘Stop at Two’, she stands to
lose thousands and thousands of dollars: she will have to pay higher
accouchement fees in hospital for the Third Child, she can claim no income tax
relief, she is not entitled to paid maternity leave. Mrs Wong’s fingers work
furiously at the calculator.


“So much money lost!” she gasps.


The Third Child is the national
arch-villain: in all the posters sprouting everywhere in the shopping centres,
in government buildings, at bus-stops, at the hawker centres – the Third Child
is depicted as the subverted of national progress and prosperity. He/She is
sternly excluded from the happy family pictures which show two children
laughing on the swing in the garden or paddling in the baby pool, watched by
contented parents. If the Third Child is included, it is only in the capacity
of trouble maker and cause of all the parental anxiety and domestic chaos. The
Third Child is the ultimate outcast: The stork cheerfully makes two trips but
folds up its wings and shakes its head in vigorous refusal of the third bundle.


“Such an expensive thing having a Third
Child,” cries Mrs Wong, “and what if it is a girl again?” She receives a book
from her sister who is living in the United States, a bestseller called
Choosing the Sex of Your Child – the Sure-fire Wads low Method, written by a Dr
Charles Wads low who claims 97 per cent success. My hopes hold: Suppose Science
comes to the help of Tradition to rout Economics and so save the Concatenation?


“What’s this?” exclaims Mrs Wong, reading
the newspaper. ‘More Disincentives to Curb Population Growth: Third Child
Unlikely to have Choice of More Popular Schools’, and she goes on to read about
the latest in a spate of frenetic attempts to get women to stop having more
than two babies. When the Third Child reaches school-going age, and is ready to
be registered in a school, he/she is automatically put in a category that
allows for admission to only those schools rejected by First and Second
Children.


This is the unkindest cut of all, for
parents will do anything – scheme, plot, bribe, go to incredible personal
sacrifices – to get their children into the best schools and so ensure academic
success.


When Mrs Wong cries out, “My God, this means
extra money spent in private tuition for the poor child trapped in a lousy
school with lousy teachers,” I know that Economics has won.


The years go by, Mrs Esther Wong and her
husband have put on weight, but have otherwise retained their youthful good
looks, and the two daughters are growing up into very pretty teenagers. And
then just as I am giving up hope of ever leaving the cosmic bleakness, the
second Concatenation of which I spoke earlier, begins to shape.


“You know,” says Mrs Wong to her husband,
“If we have a Third Child now, we will save about $4,000 in income tax.” She is
referring to the New Population Policy which wants women to have three – or
more, if they can afford. The old population policy has succeeded so well that
women are not only stopping at two, but refusing to marry and have any children
at all. The government studies the direful statistics, and frets fearfully: If
the trend continues, the pool of human resources will diminish to a point when
the wheels of industry could actually grind to a halt. The government is
galvanised into action.


Now it is the turn for the two-child family
to be cast into oblivion, and for the Third Child to take national centre
stage. The Third Child, a plump smiling baby, sits on the mother’s knee,
surrounded by the admiring looks of grandparents, parents and siblings. The
Third Child means money saved in income tax, the Third Child entitles the
mother to long-term paid maternity leave, the Third Child has first choice of
the more popular schools.


Mrs Wong’s calculator comes out again, and
she corrects her earlier estimate: it is a saving of not four but five thousand
a year in income tax.


“We’ll have the Third Child,” she says to
her husband. The lustre of the prospect of a male child has been somewhat
dimmed for him over the years as he watches his daughters grow up and excel in
school; otherwise, he is as enthusiastic as his wife about the Third Child.


“If I conceive now,” says Mrs Wong, and she
does a quick mental calculation, “our baby will be born in the Year of the
Dragon.”


Now no parental statement can be so charged with
emotion or hope, for the Dragon is the most illustrious and awesome of the
Twelve Animals of the Chinese almanac. Summoned to life by the gongs and drums
of the Lunar New Year, it comes streaming across the heavens, breathing fire,
its enormous splendid eyes ever alert, its body coil upon iridescent coil of
red and gold. A baby born during the twelve months of the Dragon’s reign will
partake of its virtues and be assured of prosperity throughout life. The Dragon
having a partiality for male children, all baby boys will be filled to
overflowing with its virtues and goodness’s. Their parents will invariably call
them ‘Leng’ or ‘Leong’ or ‘Loong’: dialectal variations do not matter and make
no difference to the Dragon’s bestowing of largesse.


“‘Kim Long’, that will be our baby son’s
name,” says Mrs Esther Wong enthusiastically. ‘Kim Long’ or ‘Golden Dragon’ is
the ultimate in Chinese male nomenclature. Mrs Wong is sure it will be a boy
because not one, but two temple mediums whom her mother consulted, have told
her so.


“‘Bogart Wong Kim Long’,” murmurs Mrs Wong,
for Humphrey Bogart is her favourite actor; she makes sure she does not miss
the reruns of his films on late-night TV.


The Concatenation is here at last, and this
time Economics, far from being opposed to Tradition, is working hand in hand
with it. Glorious moment of advent! Here I come! And then – 


“It could be the black chicken soup that
your mother has been making me take,” says Mr Wong with a little nervous laugh.


“Nonsense, that’s supposed to make you
strong,” says Mrs Esther Wong rather sharply.


“Could it be the herbs she put in the black
chicken soup? I noticed she put a lot of herbs,” he says.


“Oh, don’t talk nonsense,” says Mrs Wong
impatiently, “Herbs never have that effect.” She sits up, suddenly recollecting
something: “Pork. You’ve been eating too much pork. I read an article in a
magazine that advised men to refrain from pork. It has this effect. Oh dear.”


She lies back and sighs.


“Maybe it’s just age,” says Mr Wong, a
little sheepishly, “I’m already 46, you know.”


“It must be the pork,” says Mrs Wong. “Yes,
now I remember clearly. The article was in a respectable medical magazine. I
will tell Mother not to buy any more pork when she goes to market.”


Mr Wong has fallen asleep, and is snoring
gently. Mrs Wong sighs again, turns over, and is soon asleep herself.


And I am infuriated.


The best combination ever to achieve the
Concatenation – Economics and Tradition – and who would think it could be
fouled up by Physiology?



‘Write, Right, Rite’; Or ‘How
Catherine Lim Tries to Offer only the Best on the altar of Good Singapore
Writing’




 


“It is the
acme of my career as a writer in Singapore,” says
Catherine Lim with profound gratitude, “to be chosen to represent Singapore at
the International Writers’ Conference in Oslo. Far more important than the joy
of meeting fellow writers from as far away as Peru, Paraguay, Paris and Papua
New Guinea, is the opportunity to project the image of Singapore as a country
with a distinct cultural identity of which it is so justifiably proud. I shall
therefore try my very utmost to do my country proud by presenting a story that
will enhance the very ... ” and here the writer casts about in her mind for an
original turn of phrase, “positive image that the world already has of us.”


Further dredging in the mine of her
vocabulary is necessary to throw up more glistening nuggets of laudation, and
by the time the writer has finished writing the reply to the Ministry of
Cultural Development, typed it and sealed it for posting, it is replete with
the most profuse thanks for the signal honour.


The writer spends the next month working on
the story to be presented. It is the most demanding task she has yet set
herself, but the result is something she is extremely satisfied with. She has
succeeded in writing the story that is uniquely Singaporean, the story against
which all future attempts at Singapore writing will be judged for inculcation
of national pride and fervour.


But some quarters are not pleased. The
writer receives letters, the tone of which ranges from mild admonition to
distinct displeasure.


The Unit for the Revitalisation of Mother
Tongues (URMT) writes:


 


Dear Catherine Lim,


We have read your story and are pleased to
note that all the characters speak Mandarin. This reflects well on the efforts
of URMT. However, we note that the parrot on Page 3 speaks dialect, i.e.
Hokkien. It is described as sitting in its cage in the sitting room squawking
Hokkien proverbs, idioms, and some obscenities. This may be construed as the
Xiu family being insincere in their efforts to speak Mandarin at all times,
secretly speaking their dialect at home; how otherwise could the bird have
picked up Hokkien? Therefore, we would be pleased if you could make the
necessary correction.




 


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


I am in full agreement with you that the
reference to the parrot speaking Hokkien will give people the wrong impression
that dialect is still being spoken at home. I shall accordingly make the parrot
curse in Mandarin. There will be the consequent loss of colour and flavour, for
Hokkien curses cannot be matched in their virulence and power. But in the national
interest, this literary advantage will be willingly foregone.


The writer receives the following letter
from the Department for the Enhancement of True Asian Culture (DETAC)


Dear Catherine Lim,


We would like to draw your attention to a
certain detail in your story, of which you may not be aware. There is a vivid
description of a spittoon on Pages 11-13. Moreover, you describe, in equally
vivid detail, the early morning ablutions of the Old Patriarch, in which there
is much loud and laboured gathering of phlegm in the throat prior to emission
into the spittoon. We would like to suggest to you that the spittoon is not an
artefact that one would select for the projection of Asian cultural refinement.
Could you not think of some other artefact?’


 


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


I’m sorry that you do not like the spittoon in
my story. I have to beg your understanding for its retention, as it is central
to the plot of the story. The removal of the spittoon, together with all the
activities of the Old Patriarch connected with it, will irreparably destroy the
unity of the story and cause it to lose its focus. I did indeed try to replace
the spittoon with the French commode, this being the only other portable
artefact I could think of (portability being an absolutely essential ingredient
in the plot), but I had to abandon the device, as I think the intrusion of a
foreign contraption would harm the Asianness of the story. Therefore I would be
most grateful if you would let me retain my spittoon.


On your point that a spittoon may be a
demeaning reference to Asian culture, may I make bold to point out, Sir, that
at a recent Christie’s auction in London, a spittoon from an imperial
bedchamber was sold for $1.2 million. It was described as exemplifying the finest
in the art of that period.


 


DETAC replies: 


 


‘Dear Catherine Lim,


We accept your explanation for wishing to
retain the spittoon in your story. However, we would insist that instead of
making it a cheap enamel spittoon, you upgrade it to porcelain.’


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


I am very happy with your suggestion that I
upgrade my spittoon. I have made the necessary revision, and the spittoon is
now no longer cheap enamel but fine porcelain. Moreover, the inside rim is
inlaid with mother-of-pearl.


 


The Department of the Inculcation of True
Moral Values (DITMOV) writes:


 


Dear Catherine Lim,


We have just fine-combed your story and found,
to our satisfaction, that the Asian value of Filial Piety is dominant. May we
congratulate you on your awareness of this important Asian value. It is
precisely because it is so important that the examples and illustrations
provided must have maximum impact. We have found that the examples in your
stories are too weak. May we suggest that you bring in the well-known Confucian
story of ‘The Young Man and the Mosquitoes’. In case you are not aware of the
tale (and clearly you are not, otherwise you would not have omitted it in your
story in the first place), may we briefly tell it: There was a young farmer who
was extremely filial to his old mother. He was so filial that every evening, he
would take off his shirt, and exposing his bare body, call out in a loud voice,
‘Oh, mosquitoes, Oh, mosquitoes, please come and bite me. Bite me all you want,
have your fill of me!’


Now when the mosquitoes had had their fill of
him, they left his mother alone, so that every night, she could sleep
undisturbed.


We suggest that you take note of this most
inspiring anecdote, give it a Singapore context, and incorporate it in your
story.





 


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


What a wonderful story that was. It was a
serious omission on my part, but now I have made up for my negligence by
incorporating the anecdote fully into my story. I have described in detail the
swarm of mosquitoes, and the vicious bites and welts they left on the filial
young man’s body. I have also taken the liberty to add a detail that was not
found in the original Confucian tale, namely, that the young man slept with a
cherubic smile on his face, that reflected the deep satisfaction and peace
experienced as a result of filial piety.


 


DITMOV writes back:


 


Dear Catherine Lim,


A cherub belongs to Western culture. Please
delete the reference from your story.


 


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


I have replaced “cherubic’ with ‘fairy-like’.
Fairies belong to both Western and Asian cultures.


 


Catherine Lim then gets a letter from the
Ministry of Environment:


 


Dear Catherine Lim,


We are not happy with the reference to swarms
of mosquitoes in your story. This is a gross inaccuracy. There are hardly any
mosquitoes in Singapore today, owing to the assiduous cleaning up operations of
our Ministry. We would therefore urge you to remove that anecdote from your
story; otherwise Singapore will have a very poor image as a dumping ground.





 


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


I am really at a loss about what to do. Could
you please liaise with the Department for the Inculcation of True Moral Values
and let me know of your joint decision? Needless to say, I will go by that
joint decision.’


 


The Ministry of Environment and DITMOV
reply:


Dear Catherine Lim,


After much discussion, we have both agreed on
a compromise. The anecdote may be retained but ‘mosquitoes’ should be replaced
by any insect whose presence, even in swarms, does not reflect poorly on the
hygiene of a country. Needless to say, flies, lice, bugs, ticks, fleas, leeches
and chiggers are OUT.


 


Catherine Lim replies:


 


Dear Sir,


Will bees do? There are some Chinese legends
which show bees in a very favourable light. In fact, there is one in which the
Queen Bee is a reincarnation of a most august warrior princess.


 


The Ministry of Environment and DITMOV
reply:


 


Dear Catherine Lim, 


Bees are okay.


 


Catherine Lim sighs with relief. The story
is finished at last. With much trepidation, it is presented at the
International Writers’ Conference in Oslo. Alas, to Catherine Lim’s intense
disappointment, it receives no prize. Indeed, it is not even deemed fit for the
Honourable Mention list. The writer is crestfallen and is about to rush out to
send a telegram home, apologising for failing her country, when her attention
is suddenly drawn to the words of the chief judge on the flower-bedecked,
light-filled stage.


“We must make special mention of the entry
from Singapore. Although it has not been placed, we must congratulate the
writer for a story that was so unique as to defy all easy categorisation for
judgement. It makes use of disparate elements, so disparate and opposed that it
has required a feat of imagination to pull them together into a story. The
concrete and the abstract, the real and the imaginary, myth and fact, the
arcane and the ordinary – all these have been brought together in a narrative
mode that fits no existing category. For instance, there is a reference to a
spittoon, mysteriously crafted so that while it serves some mundane purpose,
its interior remains pure inlaid mother-of-pearl, And there is a strange bird
that is a mixture of earthiness and ethereality, of the crude sounds of the
earth as well as the brooding silences of heaven. The symbolism is tantalising,
and has so far eluded the judges. We would like to say that the fact that the
Singapore entry has not been placed does not reflect on its quality; it simply
reflects the judges’ inability to comprehend its full meaning. Therefore, it is
our pleasure to award a special prize to the Singapore participant, a prize for
creating a new genre of the short story, and for opening up new vistas for
creative exploration which we hope other writers will be inspired to emulate!”



The Woman’s Book of Superlatives
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Prologue: Images


 


I listen and
hear her voice which she tries to keep steady with
resoluteness of purpose but which is dangerously close to a sob.


“You held out your hand for an egg,” she
says, “and fate put into it a scorpion. Show no consternation: close your
fingers firmly upon the gift; let it sting through your palm. Never mind; in
time, after your hand and arm have swelled and quivered long with torture, the
squeezed scorpion will die, and you will have learned a great lesson: how to
endure without a sob.”


And it is invariably at this point that I see
her tilt her head backwards, a simple action which has the marvellously
manifold function of suppressing the sob, setting a final stamp of defiance on
her little speech and preventing the secret tears from spilling out of her
eyes.


This admonition to women saddens me. It
conjures up for me images of suffering women for all time, beginning with,
appropriately, that of the female skeleton in a Stone Age settlement with a
stake driven through where the heart was, and a little pile of bones between
the parted skeleton legs. The archaeologist’s surmise was that the woman had
been found by her husband to be with child, not his, and in the tribe’s ritual
of punishment reserved for such faithlessness, he had driven the stake through
her and the child out of her in a simultaneous panging of birth and death.


I see also the Victorian woman in long black
dress, gaunt after eight child births and soon to die from her ninth, and the
Chinese peasant woman, sick with anxiety as the mid-wife pulls out other yet
another girl-child, and she knows she has lost the last chance to redeem
herself with her husband.


A woman’s fears are inseparable from her
fecundity; she dies in childbirth, in more than one sense of the word.


And now I see the Indian Suttee Woman, the
African Infibulated Woman, the Chinese Bound Feet Woman. Sarojini, hair
streaming, in her widow’s white sari, leaps into the flames engulfing her
husband’s corpse as it lies on the pile of wood, and after her, a whole line-up
of white-clad widows, freed from this barbarous custom, but burning themselves
in perpetual suttee in their extreme poverty and isolation. Onika, the
girl-child whose lips are sewn together for a man’s pleasurable bursting on the
wedding night, and which will be sewn up again, whenever he is absent as
assurance of his exclusive rights to her body. My great grandmother who is told
to kneel down before the ancestral altars in thanksgiving for the great good luck
of being sold as a child concubine into a wealthy family. I see Great
Grandmother’s little girl body convulse in pain and hear her screams as they
bind her feet tighter and still tighter, her mother bending to hold and comfort
her: “Hush, little one, you mustn’t cry. Think of the time when you will be a
very beautiful woman and all the men will be asking for you!” And perhaps she
is already thinking of the Old One, very wealthy indeed, whose particular
delectation is to see the young white bodies, naked except for their little
dolls’ feet in silken dolls’ shoes, come swaying towards him like flowers on
stalks.


The images will not go away. More come
crowding into my mind, in a crazy scrambling of time and place, for neither
history nor geography has been protective of women.


The slave girl in the cotton plantation
carried to the bed of her coarse owner who will then signal for his son to
carry her to his; the ten thousand women and girls whose brutalised bodies are
anonymously swept under the blanket term of ‘The Rape of Nanking’ in the
history books; the equally nameless Indian women whose dowries are inadequate
and so they are burnt by their husbands who then go to report kitchen
accidents; the little 11-year-old girl from Hyderabad whose name Bina is known because
on the plane with the 60-year-old Arab to whom her father has just sold her in
marriage, she has dared to sob out her story to the stewardess who alerts the
police; my grandmother whose feet were never bound but whose life was; the
little Singapore schoolgirl Pei Yin who died from a very messy abortion and
whose father went scot-free.


Scorpion-receivers, all, and Charlotte
Brontë’s advice is for them: endure.


The receiving and enduring could begin very
early; in Pei Yin’s case, it was about the time she sprouted breasts and became
a woman, and in Bina’s case, even younger, for she was only 11 and probably had
not yet had her first menstruation. Indeed, it could begin before the girl’s
life could begin, and I am now thinking of the newborn baby girls in China,
strangled with bare hands, suffocated in trays of ash, thrown into wells,
thrown into rubbish dumps or the mud of rice-fields, because the new population
policy allows for only one child, and parents’ hopes for a male child are
pinned on that one chance.


I want so much to know why this woman who
obsesses me has given such fatal advice which has been received down the ages,
and retrospectively, right back to the Cave Woman who died with her baby. I
want the years between us – 186, to be exact – to melt away, so that I can meet
her face to face and talk to her, this intense, strange, small woman who
obsesses me.


Her only existing portrait shows a
pixie-like but strong face with small, purposeful mouth and dark brown hair,
probably her best feature, neatly parted in the middle and utterly smoothed on
each side, in the manner we have come to associate with Victorian spinster
ladies (she married but was dead within a year, owing to complications in a
pregnancy that her doctor thought could not be sustained by such a tiny body,
almost like a child’s). There is a small smile playing around her intense
mouth, perhaps of triumph at overcoming the scorpion at last.


Over the years, these words of hers have
become points of reference by which I try to have a clearer understanding of
her thoughts and feelings.


“You held out your hand for an egg and fate
put into it a scorpion.” By shifting the blame to fate, she had absolved her
Christian God of the responsibility for going back on his own promise. She must
have asked for good health for her beloved sisters; she watched them die, one
by one, undernourished, lonely, broken. She must have asked for strength for
the brother to turn over a new leaf, to stop the drinking, the opium addiction,
the irresponsibilities which were draining his sisters of their strength and
meagre resources; she watched him die too, a raving lunatic, and bv that time
her thoughts must already have shaped into the philosophy of that proud claim
of endurance of her sex: “This would never have happened with a woman.”


But the egg she held out her hand most
eagerly for and had a scorpion put into it instead, was the gift of a man’s
love. She had fallen secretly, passionately in love with a professor, a married
man. No, to ask for his love was too much. She asked for mere friendship,
expressed in just a few letters that would be enough to sustain her in her
desolation. There was one which she had read so many times in the privacy of
her room and solitary rambles on those wild windswept moors that she knew every
word by heart and every meaning accreted around every word by the heart’s
yearning. She sent off one letter after another, and waited, but received none.
She became desperate, comparing herself, in one of her letters, to the starving
beggar who will not dare ask for the food from the table, only wait for the
crumbs to fall off it.


Still, no letter came and at last she gave
up hope and fell into a dull despair. Unknown to her, her letters had been torn
up and dropped into the wastebasket by the professor and later secretly
retrieved by the professor’s wife, a most formidable woman who meticulously put
the pieces together.


“Close your fingers firmly upon the gift;
let it sting through your palm.” The gift of a man’s rejection can be too great
for a woman to bear, and then fantasy, as only a lonely woman can weave, must
come to the rescue. In one of her novels, Charlotte Brontë describes how a
young woman secretly falls in love with a professor (who is not married)
teaching in the same school as herself. The secretive, jealous headmistress of
the school watches her movements closely. One cold, bleak afternoon, as she
sits alone at her desk, she falls asleep and in the gathering gloom wakes up to
find that somebody had tenderly placed a warm shawl round her shoulders as she
slept: she has no doubt who that somebody is, and that her love for him and his
for her will grow and overcome all obstacles in a touching fulfilment at the
end.


Now I am certain nothing of the sort
happened in her real life: the professor never approached her as she was
sleeping, with that thoughtful, comforting shawl. She made it all up, to
distract herself from the sting of the scorpion through her fingers.


There must have been a time of secret raging
against the cruel gap between dream and reality, before the calm clarity of
that advice, for Charlotte Brontë once described herself as a ‘hearty hater’. I
copied the words down when I first came upon them and then tested them upon the
tongue, struck by the powerful mutual reinforcement of sound and sense. If you
pronounce the words slowly, deliberately, you too will be struck by the effect
of the repeated ‘h’ and ‘t’ sounds: they swell the already charged meaning of a
hate that needs to be continually fed, like an appetite insatiable of food or
sex.


And then the anger must have subsided into
resignation at last, not the confused, contemptible kind but the proud
acceptance of destiny – ‘the great lesson: how to endure without a sob.’


‘Never mind.’ But the body minds, surely,
when it is stung, bitten, poked, battered, invaded, infibulated, bound, burnt,
burst. If it were not smaller and weaker, or continually convulsed and drained
by childbearing and childfeeding, it could have fought back. But as it is,
women have to endure by biological fiat.


‘Never mind.’ It is not the body only. The
mind minds, too, and women grow mad from their fears and longings, for women’s
mind is one fibre with her sensitive, convulsive, procreative, nurturative
body. Perhaps the mind minds more than the body.


I see them now and hear them, hardly images,
rather fragments as from recollected dreams, and faint cries, like the
ancestral voices calling from afar. The woman standing by a storm-lashed coast
waiting on a promise that will never be kept; the woman ghost seen with her
baby near the pond where she drowned 20 years ago; the four Korean sisters who
took poison together because, as they said in their note, they were sad that
the expense of their upkeep was depriving their only brother of a higher
education; the battered Singapore housewife who went back again and again to
her husband because he sobbed on her shoulder and told her he couldn’t live
without her.


When a friend of mine was frantic to get
back her husband who had gone to live with a younger woman, her family took her
to consult a fortune teller who advised her to do nothing rash but wait, for he
would come back. She waited for eight years and true enough, he came back, and
they said, “See, we told you.” When my marriage was about to break up, my
relatives and friends counselled patience and waiting: it seems a woman waits
all her life, she waits to get married, she waits for her first-born, she waits
for the children to grow up, she waits for a husband or lover to come back.


I walk into a bookshop and I see, in the
section called ‘Inspirational’, books by women for women, with heartbreaking
titles – ‘Women who love too much’, ‘Women who can’t forget’, ‘Women who can’t
say no’.


“But men are scorpion-receivers too.” This
from a male friend when I told him of the stories I wanted to write. He being
very dear, I did not want to quarrel, so I merely said, “Yes, but men are never
told to endure. It would be unthinkable for men to endure.”


“You know,” he said, not wishing to be put
off, “that there are other ways in which you women receive the scorpions. Are
you going to write about these too?”


“I know,” I said, “and yes, I’m going to
write about those too. We can fling the scorpion back at the giver. Or de-fang
it and be comfortable with it. We can secretly fatten it and return it as a
gift. We can domesticate it and make it serve us. But mainly we endure, with or
without a sob. We don’t have much choice.” Life and literature are full of the
superlatives of woman’s endurance, also of her revenge.


“I don’t like you very much when you talk
like that, and I don’t want to read your stories, they sound horrible,” he
said. And was not the less dear for saying that.


“That’s the trouble,” I sighed. “The stories
you perpetuate of us are so unreal. You sing paeans to us; you put us on
pedestals, in the shining clouds of myths and legends as your goddesses,
warrior queens, glorious martyrs, virgin brides. They have nothing to do with
the reality. Perhaps they are to compensate for the reality.” We were silent
for a while, not wanting to risk a quarrel, the secret time of our being
together being so rare and therefore so happy.


“Are you going to write about women who
receive the eggs?” he asked suddenly. “I should think you would want to write
about the egg-receivers, too.”


“Yes,” I said, “but not yet. Not yet.”



The Enemy


 


0 Woman! How should we even begin to extol
your beauty that has kept us in thrall through the ages? I, Love’s humblest
acolyte who have pledged myself to your service am, alas, wordless in the
commencement of that service. But I shall not be daunted. I shall begin with
the beauty of your breasts. And I shall make bold to borrow the words of the
Creator Himself, for was it not He who inspired this loveliest of descriptions
of a woman’s body, to culminate in the breasts themselves? ‘How beautiful are
thy feet with shoes. 0 prince’s daughter! The joints of thy thighs are like
jewels, the work of the hands of a cunning workman. Thy navel is like a round
goblet, which wanteth not liquor; thy belly is like a heap of wheat set about
with lilies. Thy two breasts are like roes that are twins. This thy stature is
like to a palm tree, and thy breasts to clusters of grapes.’


 


0 Woman!


0 Woman nonpareil!


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


The girl
hated her breasts because they were the cause of all
her troubles. Confronting her now in the bright afternoon light in her bedroom,
they shocked by their newness and rawness: two hard cones, pink-tipped,
suddenly grown out of the flatness, and warning of a rampage of further growth
by the little eager shooting pains inside them. She picked up a towel hurriedly
and draped it over the mirror, blocking them out.


The sweetness of her days was gone, stolen
by the breasts. In the classroom she sat hunched, her chest drawn in, her
shoulders pushed out to force a retreat of the enemy, and in the playground, it
was the same, whether she was skipping or running. She watched for their
bouncing and was relieved to find that as yet that was not happening, no matter
how vigorously she skipped or hopped. Would they soon grow into a size and
softness when the bouncing would begin and the skipping and laughter end?


The thought filled her with dread. Oh, the
innocence of flatness! Her flat friends, when they got hot and sweaty in the
playing field, pulled up their blouses to wipe their faces. She could not do
that now.


They were defiant breasts, constantly
defying the concavity of the hunched chest. She had an idea to defeat them.
First, she slipped over her head a small singlet and unrolled it down over
them, flattening them out. Next she slipped on one more such singlet and a
sleeveless T-shirt that effectively erased them and finally, she put on her
white cotton school blouse, carefully buttoning it all the way up front. She
looked at herself in the mirror and was satisfied. Defeated at last.


Thus barricaded, the enemy gave no more
trouble. But the weather did. In the blistering heat of the cement-box
classroom of 40 pupils and one weakly rotating fan, the sweat trickled down her
face and neck and gathered in a hot pool at her breasts. She went on resolutely
doing her work at her desk, a calm centre in a frenzied sea of fluttering paper
fans and blowing cheeks. Her wet hair clung to her face and neck in sorry
tendrils but she went on quietly working, aware that Mrs Tan’s eyes had come to
rest on her and were studying her closely.


“Pei Yin, I would like you to see me in the
Counselling Room after school today.”


In the Counselling Room, Mrs Tan made her
take off each sodden layer, until the breasts, newly released, burst into view
once more, and she hung her head in shame.


“You could have been over-heated, bundled up
like that in this weather, and got a seizure. Tell your mother to get you a
proper bra. Young growing girls like you must know how to take care of their
bodies. And don’t hunch again. I’ve been noticing.”


The breasts, now snugly fitted and cupped,
poked triumphantly through the thin cotton cloth of her school-blouse, and she
took to carrying around a large paper file which she held, clasped to her
chest.


And then, through a happy discovery, there
was no more need for the file and the embarrassment. She discovered that three
other girls in her class had sprouted breasts and were wearing bras. To
ascertain the fact, she had pretended to pat each of them on the back and then
had surreptitiously felt for the bra strap: she was not alone! Shared misery
was that much less misery; within months, breasts spread as in an epidemic and
by the time the last girl to have them had them and came to class wearing a
bra, Pei Yin’s misery had vanished completely.


Mrs Tan singled her out from among all the
rest for warm praise: “You look very healthy and pretty now, Pei Yin and how is
the project coming along? I see you are working very hard at it.”


A rare radiance broke upon the girl’s face.
Yes, she told her teacher, the project for the School’s Family Joy Competition,
was coming along very nicely, and she had got some new pictures to paste in the
book and found a suitable poem to write under one of the pictures.


No, the trouble of her breasts did not come
from school; if not for the little pricks of pain shooting all over, even in
the armpits, she could almost forget their existence entirely.


Sitting in the bus, she was aware of a
massive thigh pushed against her own. Staring straight ahead, she moved away a
little, and the thigh followed. She continued staring straight ahead. A
newspaper went rustling up and then fingers under cover of the newspaper,
forced themselves under her thigh and began attacking her there. She held her
breath. Somebody buzzed for the next stop, and when the bus lurched to a
standstill, she picked up her schoolbag, stood up and tried to get around the
massive legs determinedly planted to obstruct her way and jiggling up and down
with menacing nonchalance.


“Excuse me,” she said in a small voice. One
of the legs moved, and again, under cover of the newspaper, the hand shot out a
second time and touched her on the left breast, accompanied by a low brutal
gurgle. She ran down the steps in the bus and found herself at an unfamiliar
bus-stop, but no matter, she could easily find her way home. The pain of the
touch was still there. She was not allowed to spit in a public place, but she
would remember to do it when she reached home, spitting being, as she had
observed in her mother and the women neighbours, a symbolic discharge of the
enemy’s poison that would surely rebound on him. She hated the men in the buses
who had pinched, touched, stroked or rubbed themselves against her ever since
the breasts came, but no, the real trouble did not come from them, for it was
in her power to remove herself from them.


Weather and breasts again conspired. This
time it was not the heat, but pouring rain. She came home from school, totally
drenched. The rain reduced her thin white T-shirt and cotton bra to transparent
cellophane against which her breasts now pressed forth in the full flagrancy of
their size, shape and colour: she might as well be naked. She stood near the
door, pinned to the wall by the intensity of her father’s gaze upon those
breasts, as he came out of his room to meet her. His eyes roamed the exposed
concentric circles of beauty, inwards from the smooth white roundness to the
small light brown patches to the innermost pink tips, and then outwards, till
the beauty was fully savoured.


She felt a sickness deep inside her stomach.


“Ai-yah, little Pei Pei! You are all
wet! So you were caught in the rain? Why didn’t you take an umbrella to school
with you this morning? Now you are sure to catch cold, little Pei Pei, ai-yah
– ” The stream of niceties was a prelude only, to be got out of the way
quickly, as he advanced upon her still standing helplessly against the wall,
and the breasts – oh hateful things! – perfectly moulded to the transparent
wetness of her clothes, continued to beckon and invite.


“Ah – ” said the father in final advance,
then stopped, turning round at the sound of a door being flung open and
footsteps approaching. It was the other daughter and he said, affably, “See,
Mee Yin, your little sister’s all wet. She should get a towel to dry herself
quickly – ”


Ignoring him,
Mee Yin who called herself Debbie and sometimes Desiree, said sternly to her younger sister, “Go and dry yourself
immediately. You may borrow my hair dryer. And next time don’t come into the
house with your breasts all exposed like that. There are people around who are
only waiting for this to happen!” She flung a contemptuous sidelong glance at
the father who was still smiling, but a little sheepishly, as he rubbed the
back of his neck and continued to say, “Ai-yah, you’ll catch cold!”


Debbie/Desiree’s breasts were no enemy. She
cultivated them for good purpose. At McDonald’s, where she worked, she wore a
bra specially constructed to push breasts, no matter how floppy, into a
startling twinning of perfect roundness. The waitress’ uniform of puff-sleeved,
high-collared blouse did not allow for this round ripeness to present itself,
but an undoing of the first three buttons down the front ensured a tantalising
peek or two, especially when she bent over the tables with her tray of
hamburgers and coke.


She saw a hand shoot out towards her and was
not in time to arrest its advance; in an instant, deft fingers had wedged
something into the tight cleavage. She laid the tray carefully on the table
before standing up to put her hand into her blouse, pull out a crumpled note
and return it to its owner who was watching her, grinning. “For you, honey, you
keep it,” he said with a wink and left. It was a $50 note. She put it in the pocket
of her apron.


She let her boy friend Salleh who worked in
the same place, touch her breasts sometimes; often she pouted, scolded,
screamed and pushed his hand away, aware that these, her greatest asset, were
not for foolish squandering.


Their beauty was strangely enhanced by the
streaks of brown liquid that had splashed on them. This the father had not
expected when he had knocked his mug of coffee against her as they passed each
other in the kitchen, and he was able to take in the strangely compelling view
of a delicately branching pattern of dark brown ribbons on perfect whiteness of
breasts before snapping out of the awe to grab a kitchen towel, apologise
profusely, and attempt to wipe off the stains.


“You don’t dare touch me!” screamed
Debbie/Desiree, pushing him away with such violence that he fell backwards and
lay slumped against the legs of a table. “You did that on purpose, you dirty
old man! I saw you do it on purpose. Wait till I tell my boyfriend about you.
He’ll beat you up! Now you’ve dirtied my dress, and I’m late for work! You ‘re
a dirty old man! I’ll get my boyfriend to bash you up!” And that was the last
time he had tried to touch her.


Pei Yin felt safe with Older Sister. She
shared the other bedroom in the flat with her, and even if they forgot to lock
the door at night, she was not afraid. Lock the bedroom door, lock the bathroom
door. The bathroom door had a hole made by the rotting wood. She had stuffed
that with a piece of rag; it had been poked off, and she had stuffed another,
this time more tightly.


“You listen carefully to me, Pei Yin,” said
Older Sister with authority, although she was only three years older.


“Yes, Older Sister,” said Pei Yin.


“You are a big girl now and you’ve got to be
more careful. Don’t be in the house alone with him.” Pei Yin noticed that Older
Sister never referred to the father as ‘Father’. “We bear his name but he’s not
our real father,” she sneered, “Stay in school as long as you can, and don’t
come home before Mother or I do. Mother says she can’t come home before four.
Why don’t you stay in school till then and wait in the void deck downstairs
where you can do your work while waiting for her to come back?”


The Family Joy Project which Pei Yin was now
very much occupied with, would allow her to stay in the school library till
well past five if she wished.


“All right, but make sure you are never
alone in the house with him. Why were you watching TV with him on the same sofa
last night? I saw him sitting very close to you.”


Pei Yin explained tearfully that as part of
the Family Joy Project, the girls had to watch The Cosby Show and comment in
class on the happy family relationships they had observed. She did not tell
Older Sister that at one point, as she was writing down an observation on a
piece of paper on her lap, the father’s hand had suddenly reached up inside her
blouse and touched the curved underside of her left breast; she sat totally
still for a few seconds, staring ahead, while the fingers played and the
pyjama-clad body shifted, moved closer and thrust itself outwards upon the
couch. Then she jumped up and went into her room, and the father continued to
watch TV, his arms now across his chest and his hands tucked in his armpits.
She did not forget to spit when she later went into the bathroom.


“You are a big girl now, Pei Yin,” said her
mother who the month before had brought home a box of sanitary towels for her.
Mrs Tan, Older Sister, Mother, they looked at her breasts, called her ‘big
girl’ and took away the sweetness of the small girl years. She hated being a
‘big girl’.


“You must know what to do now,” said her
mother sorrowfully, the sorrow intensified by the prospect of interminable
years of backbreaking work at the small food stall she ran at a school. Widowed
with two small daughters, she had married a man who promised to expand the food
stall into a thriving canteen business but who, over the years, had claimed a
succession of small ailments and ended up idling at home.


“Poor little daughter,” said the mother
tearfully, stroking her face. “You are so innocent and ignorant, not like Older
Sister who is so clever and knows how to take care of herself. Do take care,
Little One. Your mother has been a great fool, but what is there to do now?
Your mother does not want anything bad to happen to you. It is good that you
are staying back in school in the afternoons. You are doing something that
makes you very happy, Little Daughter? I see it is a big book with plenty of
beautiful pictures and much writing.” And she took her daughter’s face in her
hands and smiled proudly.


The pictures were spread around her on the
floor, ready to be sorted out and pasted in the big book with the creamy
pristine pages. Some old Christmas and New Year cards lay nearby, held down by
a pair of scissors, the remains of a large collection that by the transforming
power of scissors, paste and crayons, became dazzling daisies, roses, stars,
moons, bells, fruit, bows, rainbows, Chinese dragons, puppy heads, kitten heads
and perfectly shaped human hearts to be commandeered for whatever decorative
purpose their creator intended. The best of the cards had been put aside for
the supreme honour of servicing the book’s title: letters laboriously traced
upon them, carefully cut out and then put together proclaimed “FAMILY JOY by
TEO PEI YIN” in uncompromising columns and blocks of purple, red, blue, pink
and gold.


Across the heaven of a pastel blue page flew
Tinker Bell and Peter Pan hand in hand, shedding a million tiny silver stars,
ingeniously fashioned out of discarded chocolate wrapping. Blue page, yellow
page, mauve page: the colours provided matching backgrounds, thus blue pages
were skies and sparkling water, yellow were golden chicks, buttercups and blond
children, mauve were Victorian ladies in soft dresses and parasols and hyacinths
in bowls. She enclosed the pictures with whirls and whorls of colour, selecting
carefully from a range of 24 pens in a box that a classmate had agreed to lend
her for the day.


But these, despite the opulence, were
preliminaries only, to lead to the true theme of the book, the joy of the
family, for evidence of which Pei Yin had amassed a roomful of glossy
magazines, advertisements, posters, tourist brochures, calendars, postcards,
greeting cards. The Prince and Princess of Wales with their two sons in the
garden of their country home, the Cosby family in a laughing entanglement of
arms and legs, a sunny family on the beach with their dog wearing a red cap,
cut out from a Qantas Airlines poster – the happy families repeated themselves
down the pages, culminating in a picture of the Holy Family, St Joseph and the
Virgin Mary with their hands prayerfully clasped while they looked upon the
Baby Jesus in the hay, radiating light. Beneath this picture, Pei Yin had
copied, in flawless script, God’s own impassioned rhetoric: “If you ask your
father for a loaf of bread, will he give you a stone? If you ask him for an
egg, will he give you a scorpion?” It was Mrs Tan’s favourite quotation.


The scorpion’s poison as yet lay outside the
pale of the happy family pictures; it would have been incongruous cast in the
midst of so much brightness and hope. For Pei Yin’s happy talk and laughter
these days as she cut and pasted, drew and wrote, re-drew and re-wrote, were
based on the hope of securing the glittering prize of prizes in the school
competition – a silver trophy, with the name of the winner engraved. Hope sang,
hope whistled a happy tune which subsided into anxious silence as a shadow,
long and purposeful, fell across the page bordered by red Chinese dragons. Pei Yin
did not look up; she continued the pasting, while the shadow moved and shifted
and finally settled in a dense patch on top of her.


“Ai-yah, what beautiful pictures you
have, Little Pei Pei!” said the father, bending over and smiling broadly. “And
what beautiful handwriting! You are a very clever girl, Pei Pei.”


What happened? she thought. He was supposed to be at a relative’s house that
evening; that was what he had told Mother. The persistent warning from Mother
and Older Sister not to be alone in the flat with the father now shaped into
fearsome reality: they were alone, and neither Mother nor Older Sister would be
back for some time.


“What are you doing, Little Pei Pei? Tell
Father what you are doing.” He squatted down beside her, his arms hanging amiably
between his legs, his face close to hers, but his hands were as yet untouching.
She shrank into herself.


“Why are you afraid of your father, Little
Daughter?”


She had frozen into immobility, a pink and
blue bird limp in one hand, the scissors in the other. He stood up and she
broke out of the immobility to put both bird and scissors on the floor, get up
quickly and run into her room. Bolting the door, she sat on her bed, panting.
She began to cry.


She heard him moving about, then saw his
shadow from under her locked door.


“Little Daughter, I’ve brought you a
present, would you like to have a look at it?”


Never receive gifts from strangers, both
Mother and Older Sister had warned. Never receive gifts from fathers.


The shadow lingered, then moved away. She
lay still on her bed, worrying about her uncompleted Family Joy Project
scattered on the floor. The metal gate clanged. Mother was home! Pei Yin got up
quickly to rescue her project. Outside her door stood a box of magic colouring
pens – and there were 36 of them. Pei Yin gasped. She had never seen such a
magnificent array of colours. Reject the gift. Never receive a gift from the
enemy. Pei Yin stepped over the box and let it lie there. The next morning,
when she woke up and opened the door to have a look, it was gone.


Mrs Tan allowed extra time for the
completion of the project. The silver trophy stood in a glass case on the wall
in the school assembly area and inspired last-minute feverish activity. The
generous classmate who had lent the box of magic pens was generous no longer in
the new momentum of rivalry. Pei Yin fretted over her inability to put the
finishing touches to the last few pages; she pleaded and the classmate who had
stolen a peep at Pei Yin’s work and then recoiled in horror at the meagreness
of her own, snatched up the precious box of pens, removed herself to another
corner of the classroom and tried frantically to make up for lost time.


I must win the trophy, thought Pei Yin,
looking around for a similar box to borrow. Mrs Tan, at the door, called to
her. She turned round and went pale with fear, for the father was standing
there too, a crumpled shirt over his singlet and not even properly buttoned,
and an old pair of khaki trousers over his pyjama trousers. In his hands he
held, shyly, the box of 36 magic pens.


“Say thank you to your father, Pei Yin,”
said Mrs Tan sharply. “He’s come all the way to bring you these lovely pens for
your project. Where are your manners?” She felt sorry for the man, shy, poor,
uneducated.


Pei Yin said
‘Thank you’ tremblingly and received the gift. She would not tell Older Sister about this. Mrs Tan later said, as she observed
her using the pens to complete the project, “I’m rather surprised and
disappointed in you, Pei Yin. I thought you knew better than to treat your
father in that way. He must have spent a lot of money on those pens. And then
to take the trouble to come all the way.” The man would have come by bus or
bicycle; such as he could not afford a car, such as he spoke no English, had
bad teeth and deferred to daughters who were ashamed of him.


And then Mrs Tan had an idea. Its relevance,
indeed necessity, for any meaning at all for the programme that she had
initiated in the school in her capacity as Counsellor, was so obvious she was
ashamed it had never occurred to her before. She announced to the girls that
she would give them one more day for the submission of their various projects
for the Family Joy Competition; they cheered.


“There’s something else I want you to do,”
she said, and the cheers subsided into attentiveness. “I want you, in the true
spirit of this competition, to dedicate your project to your daddy.” No cheers,
but some faces lit up with daughterly affection, and continued to be attentive
for more instructions.


“I want you,” said Mrs Tan in the confident
glow of a job about to be very well done, “to take your book home to your daddy
this evening, tell him what it is about and say you have done it for him. As
proof that you have actually done what I told you, because some of you are naughty
girls who don’t follow all instructions,” here the girls giggled, rather liking
that description of themselves, “you are required to get your daddy’s signature
on the last page of your book, and also whatever he may wish to write. It does
not matter if it is not in the English language,” she added.


Someone asked, “Can I ask my mummy to sign
too?” and Mrs Tan said, “Yes, if you like. But it’s Daddy’s signature that I
want. And I want all of you to tell one another in class what your daddy said
and did. We’ll have a nice sharing session.”


Pei Yin hung around nervously and anxiously,
waiting for her mother to leave for work; Older Sister had left much earlier.


“Aren’t you going to school?” said her
mother. A classmate was coming, she said, to meet her in a short while and they
would go to school together; she needed help to carry some things borrowed from
Teacher for her project. Her mother took much longer to finish her coffee; Pei
Yin fidgeted, ready in her school uniform, her school bag bulging with things,
her Family Joy book in a separate large paper bag.


Alone in the flat with the father at last,
her heart thumping so wildly she thought she was going to fall down and be very
sick, she took the book out of the paper bag and slowly walked to the father’s
room, stopping by the door. He was in bed, reading a Chinese newspaper, and at
the sight of her, he sat up and pulled off his glasses.


The spasm of surprise over, he said, “Eh,
Little Daughter? You want something?” Biting the ends of his spectacles, he studied
her with the rare pleasure of an unobstructed view: no hunched shoulders, no
turning away. She continued standing at the door, wanting to speak to him, not
finding speech. A situation of unspeakable promise, he realised, had presented
itself to him, and for a moment he was struck dumb by the sheer wonder of it
all. But he soon scrambled out of bed, knocking down spectacles and newspaper
and went to her at the door.


“Little Pei Pei, you want something. What
can your father do for you?”


She pushed towards him the book, beautifully
bound and redolent of roses and hearts, and asked for his signature.


“Ah, you want me to sign this beautiful
book?” he said, and the book took on the fresh aspect of an accomplice.


“Come, come, put it on the table here and
I’ll find a pen,” and he led her into the room. “Where’s my pen? Where are my
glasses? I must put on my glasses so that I can write my name properly in my
daughter’s beautiful book!”


It will all be over and done with soon,
thought Pei Yin with desperation. The harder part was to come. It was a
necessary condition for the competition, Teacher said, and they were to talk
about it during the sharing session in class.


Pei Yin with new resolution moved up to the
father and put her arms around him. “A kiss too,” said Teacher. That would make
Daddy so proud and happy.


“Ah!” he said, dizzy with the wondrousness
of the turn of events, and determined no wondrousness should distract flesh
from its long-awaited purpose.


He said, hoarse with urgency, “I’ll sign
afterwards,” and lifted her to bring to his bed.


***


 


“Pei Yin, whatever’s the matter with you?”
cried the startled Mrs Tan for there stood before her a ghost, wild-eyed and
white, the blood drained completely from her face, her mouth opening and
closing in little animal noises. “Pei Yin, what’s the matter? Are you ill? Is
it the project – ” And it was precisely at this moment that the girl realised
she had forgotten to bring the book; her precious book was at that moment lying
on the father’s bed.


“My project,” she gasped and began to look
around wildly.


“My project, I forgot to bring it!” She
began to scream hysterically, from a further onslaught of that darkness that
had enveloped her as she stumbled out of the room, running blindly into a wall
before she found the open door, and again as she rushed into the bathroom and
struggled through the raw pitilessness of sweat and blood and slime. Choking,
she had tried to spit out the poison, but the scorpion had bitten too deep for
that.


She threw herself upon the floor, crying
dismally, and Mrs Tan caught hold of her and with the help of another teacher,
carried her to the school lounge where they put her in a large comfortable
chair and tried to soothe her. She continued crying, in great sobs that wracked
her little body, while Mrs Tan held her, stroked her hair and patted her gently
till the sobbing subsided.


“Don’t worry about the project,” she said
soothingly, “You can bring it tomorrow, I don’t mind at all. Don’t worry,” and
wondered about the larger agonies, beyond any school project, that this poor,
sensitive, overwrought child was privately suffering. She was convinced they
had to do with the father, and she wondered, for the hundredth time, about an
education system that distanced articulate English-educated daughters from
their fumbling illiterate fathers. If guilt was part of this strange child’s
hysteria, it was no bad thing.


“I have to get my book, or it will be
ruined! Please let me go home to get my book!”


The child was becoming hysterical again, and
had to be soothed afresh. Somebody brought a hot drink. Mrs Tan, putting her
arms tenderly round the poor girl, drew her attention to the clouds that could
be seen through the window, amassing with dark power. “See how dark the sky is.
See those black clouds. It’s going to rain. So you can’t go home, or you will
get wet and catch cold. It doesn’t matter if you can’t hand up theproject
today. It doesn’t matter at all. It will make no difference to the competition
whatsoever, see? I know how hard you’ve worked at it. Now take this drink and
you’ll feel much better.”


The rain came down in torrents. Pei Yin
watched it with dull, resigned eyes, and Mrs Tan went on talking to her in a
soothing voice.


“Try to get some sleep, dear,” she said.
“Everything will be alright, so you mustn’t worry. Okay, Pei Yin?” The rain
continued to fall in thick ruthless sheets. Mrs Tan, leaving Pei Yin’s side for
the first time that strange afternoon in answer to a call, stared in amazement
at the visitor standing at the entrance of the school office in a puddle of
rain water. He had apparently come in the rain in a hurry, for he had on only a
singlet and pyjama trousers, now totally wet and clinging to his undernourished
legs. To Mrs Tan’s first astonished question about how he had got there in the
rain, he shyly pointed to an old bicycle leaning against a dripping tree near
the school gate, and to the second question about why he was there, he pulled
out of a paper bag the book, but no longer recognisable, for the rainwater had
scrambled all the colours into a streaky, brownish mess. A sodden page fell out
and the father, laughing nervously, bent to pick up the Holy Family and put it
back into the book.


“My daughter forgot to take this to school,
so I’ve brought it,” he said simply, and then was gone back into the rain.


Mrs Tan stood for a while, holding the soggy
mess, and her eyes filled with tears as she watched the father, a tiny figure
now, pedal away in the rain.


“Pei Yin,” she said as she returned to where
the girl was sitting quietly in the chair, “I’ve got such good news for you.”
The girl, suddenly noticing the book, frowned, started up, rushed forward to
grab it and gazing upon the desolate remains, sat upon the floor once more and
sobbed in the infinitude of woman’s sorrow.


“It’s okay, it’s okay,” said Mrs Tan, awed
by the power of what she had just witnessed. She picked up the girl and held
her close. “We’ll not worry about the competition any more, shall we? Anyway,
it isn’t that important, is it? We’ll just forget about it.” The good news was
not just for the girl alone; it was for all daughters and fathers, and she, in
the work to which she had committed herself, would be its humble bearer.



For The Gift of a Man’s
Understanding


 


 


Let me tell you the story of nanna, the great
goddess of the ancient Sumerians. So beloved was she because of her power and
wisdom that every year, her High Priestesses received, in her name, streams of
devoted men bringing gifts of wheat and fruit, fish and animals, to lay at the
goddess’ feet. Every year too, there was the Ritual of the Sacred Mating, that
is, a High Priestess put to the test young men aspiring to be appointed the
year’s Shepherd or Damuzi, True Consort of nanna. And this was how the ritual
went: her body, freshly bathed and perfumed and wrapped with her breechcloth
and robes, her eyes glowing with kohl, the High Priestess invited the aspirant
to prove himself on her bed, to test his fitness as the sacred consort. He,
trembling with anxiety, would he led by her to the bed, and she would remind
him, even as they were about to climb on to the silken pillows, that even
though his gifts of fruit and honey, herbs and plants, flesh and fowl were the
best of all, and even though his youthful beauty was unparalleled, he had still
not passed the ultimate test:


 


Only when he has shown his love 


When he has pleasured my loins 


And I his, on my bed, 


Will I show him kindness


And appoint him Damuzi 


The Chosen of Inanna’s Lap.


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


“Good
morning, Mr Ong. There’s something I would like to talk to you about, if
I may. It’s very important.”


“Sure, Mrs Lee. Do sit down.”


“Mr Ong, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m
going to be extremely frank.”


“No, I don’t mind at all. Please go on.”


“I’ve been thinking about the matter for a
long while, Mr Ong, and in fact have been quite unhappy about it, wondering
what I should do. I thought it best to discuss it with you, rather than with my
husband.”


“You’ve made me very curious, Mrs Lee. Just
what is this matter that’s making you so unhappy? And so very nervous. Your
hands are trembling. Can I get you a hot drink or something?”


“Oh, no, thank you, Mr Ong, that’s very kind
of you. You see, Mr Ong, you see, I ... I ... ”


“Yes, Mrs Lee? Don’t be afraid. Do tell me
what’s troubling you.”


“Mr Ong, I’ve been working for you now for
six months, and I want to say what a very good and generous boss you’ve been –
”


“Surely that’s not what’s troubling you, Mrs
Lee? Do get to the point. We haven’t got all morning, you know. There’s the
Meyer letter we must do this morning.”


“Yes, of course, Mr Ong. Oh Mr Ong, please
forgive me if I sound too ... too unreasonable but I wish you’d stop touching
me ... you know ... touching me ... ”


“Oh!”


“Mr Ong, I don’t mean to sound rude or
accusing, but I get very uncomfortable when you touch me on the ... on the
behind and ... and ... in front – ”


“I’m sorry, Mrs Lee. I had no idea I was
making you so unhappy. I offer no excuses for my behaviour. I assure you it
will not happen again. Will that be alright?”


“Yes, Mr Ong. Thank you so much for your
understanding.”


“Mrs Lee, I can’t tell you how truly sorry I
am. I deserve all the contempt you can show me, and it will serve me right if
you now speak your mind and tell me to my face what you have been suffering all
these months because of me.”


“Oh, Mr Ong, it will do me good to tell
everything, since it has been a wretched secret burdening me. I had nobody to
tell it to, knowing nobody would believe me.”


“But I do believe you, Mrs Lee, and I
believe you must have suffered intensely. So now tell me. There is no greater
punishment for a sinful man like me than to have his sins flung in his face.”


“Last month, Mr Ong, you called me into your
office to handle a fax from Germany. While I was sitting at your table, you
suddenly got up, came up to me and sat on the edge of the table, facing me,
your fly unzipped. I did not know where to look, and kept my eyes down, but I
knew you were looking at me all the time, enjoying my discomfiture.”


“I’m really sorry. Mrs Lee. I’m indeed most
ashamed – ”


“On another occasion, Mr Ong, I was standing
beside you with some letters when you suddenly remarked on the pearl necklace I
was wearing, got up and pretended to examine it, all the time letting your hand
slip lower down my blouse. Fortunately, someone knocked on the door then.”


“Mrs Lee, I’m thoroughly ashamed – ”


“Then just last week, Mr Ong, you called me
into the office and told me you had something interesting to show me and you
pulled out of your drawer a magazine opened to show a most disgusting picture
of a copulating couple. You asked me, did you not, whether my husband and I had
ever tried that position – ”


“Mrs Lee, I beg you to stop. I’m most
ashamed. I can hardly believe I subjected you to all these indignities – ”


“Mr Ong, the very next day after that
disgusting picture, you again called me into your office. You were not at your
table and as I was looking around, wondering where you were, you called again
and this time I saw that you were in the toilet and you said, in a voice that
will haunt my worst nightmares, ‘Come here, there’s something I would like to
show you! Quick, it’s waiting for you!’”


“Mrs Lee, please forgive me. I’m ready to do
anything by way of reparation. Please forgive me.”


“Promise me you will never ever do any of
those things again, or tell dirty jokes or touch any part of me.”


“I promise.”


“Promise me you will never do that to any
other woman.”


“I promise.”


“That is all I ask of you, Mr Ong. Thank
you.”


Helen Lee’s fantasies, as she sat half
dozing in the bus on the way to work, never shaped around roses and moonlit
tenderness, only around a man’s understanding of a woman’s pain and a sincere
promise to stop causing the pain.


Today, she was going to try to make her
fantasies come true.


She knocked on the boss’s door, her heart
pounding wildly.


“Ah, Helen! Here you are! You are a little
late, but never mind. Come in, come in.”


“Good morning, Mr Ong. There’s something I
would like to talk to you about, if I may. It’s very important.”


The tone during the rehearsals was firm; now
her voice went all unsteady and her hands began to feel cold. But the opening
words had come off right, thank goodness. He looked up and grinned.


“Sure, Helen. Do sit down.”


“Mr Ong, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m
going to be extremely frank.”


He continued grinning at her.


“Hey, this is a new you. I’ve never heard
you speak like this before. But of course I don’t mind. In fact, I rather like
you in this new mood. Shoot!”


“I’ve been thinking about the matter for a
long while, Mr Ong, and in fact have been quite unhappy about it, wondering
what I should do. I thought it best to discuss it with you, rather than with my
husband.”


“Ah, so I take precedence over your husband?
That sounds very promising, Helen!” And he gave her a wink.


“Mr Ong, I want to talk about – I would like
– ”


“What would you like? Goodness, Helen, your
hands are trembling! You must be very cold. Come, let me rub them. I’m very
good at rubbing.”


“Oh, no! No thank you, Mr Ong. Mr Ong, I ...
I hope you will understand ... I’ve been here six months and I enjoy working
for you very much – ”


“Well, my dear, I’m glad to hear that! So
you enjoy working for me? Well, I enjoy working with you too, dear, and perhaps
one of these days, it will not be just with you, but on you and in you, I hope.
What do you say to that? I love the versatility of the English preposition
‘in’, don’t you? Have you heard the joke about the couple in their cabin on a
ship bound for India – ”


“Mr Ong, please forgive me if I sound too
... too unreasonable, but I wish you would stop touching me ... you know ...
touching me – ”


“Ha! Ha! Ha! So that was it. Ha! Ha! Ha! How
funny you are. But of course it’s unreasonable of you, Helen, to ask me to stop
touching you. Very unreasonable indeed. A beautiful woman like you simply cries
out to be touched. Look at yourself. Do you look at yourself in the mirror
every morning, Helen? And I don’t mean with all those clothes on. I suggest you
do. Only women with gorgeous bodies like yours have a right to. Excellent way
of building self-esteem. But tell me, my dear, when did I last touch you?
Where? How? Show me, my dear.”


“Mr Ong, you mustn’t make fun of me. I’m
very serious. I’m very unhappy.”


“Tch, tch, tch! I don’t want you to be
unhappy. You know that’s the last thing I want for my efficient, hardworking,
totally loyal little secretary. But my dear, you still have not given proof for
your accusation. You accused me of touching you. When was that? What did I do?”


“Mr Ong, I was wearing a pearl necklace and
you touched it and admired it, but you were only interested in ... in ... ”


“In what, my dear? Tell me.”


“In touching my breasts, Mr Ong!”


“Ah, how strange the word sounds coming from
you. But I like it. You know Helen, I’ve never heard you say ‘breasts’ or
‘thighs’ or ‘penis’ or ‘screw’. It’s okay to say them, you know. This is the
age of emancipation for women. You say and do exactly what you like. So I
touched your breasts, Helen. How did I do it? Like this?”


“Please, Mr Ong. Don’t do this to me. This
is no time for joking or playing. I’m very unhappy.”


“But surely it does no harm to admire a
woman’s lovely breasts? And you have the loveliest breasts I’ve ever seen,
Helen. Nicer than my wife’s. I tell her to use those bras that improve the
shape and thrust. What size – ”


“Oh, please stop, Mr Ong. I’m only a simple
secretary and I have to work hard to support my child who is in hospital and my
husband who is at present unemployed – ”


“But happily employed in other ways, my
dear. How I envy him! While I go home quite tired out and unable to perform my
husbandly duties as well as I would like to, he is all fresh and ready for you.
How many times – ”


“Oh, please stop, Mr Ong!”


“Look at this picture, my dear. Isn’t it
wonderful that they can do it in this position? I couldn’t if I tried. Maybe I
should try – ”


“Stop, Mr Ong, please stop!”


He was once more sitting in front of her,
his fly unzipped. She ran out, sobbing.


At her desk, she quickly dabbed powder around
her eyes, applied fresh lipstick and prepared for the day’s work. Appealing to
a man’s compassion for a woman did not work. Indeed a supplicant woman raises a
man’s blood so that he wants to hit harder, rape more. She would have to think
of some other way out of the bitterness. Tomorrow would bring its fresh store
of bitterness, and the day after tomorrow yet a greater, but she would have to
endure. The sobbing could not be in the open, only in the Women’s Room.
Meanwhile, she would write to ‘Agony Aunt Aggie’ of The Evening Star. She would
end her letter with, ‘Please advise me, but please don’t advise me to give up
my job, because my husband who is at present unemployed gets violent every time
we have money problems and also because I have a three-year-old son who was
born with a defective heart and who will need a very expensive operation.’


“Helen, would you please come in for a
minute? And bring the Meyer file.”


“Yes, Mr Ong.”



Bina


 


Woman, know that if you are a subject race
socially, you move in the ancient literatures with the nobility and dignity of
godlike spirits.


Know that your womanhood has been held as
sacred among the Athapascans and the Anatolians, among the Chinese and the
Chibcha, among the Irish and Iroquois, among the Japanese and the Jicarilla,
among the Egyptians and the Eskimos, among the Mashona and the Mexicans, among
the Semites and the Scandinavians, among the Zulu and the Zuni. Woman, know
this: that you hold up half the sky.


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


Bina, her baby sister on her hip, was
nevertheless able to manage the 20 skips, and so claim the prize which was the
skipping rope itself, a length of hemp rescued from the garbage bin outside old
Abu’s shop. Her two friends, Fatimah and Zakira who had been turning the rope
and counting in perfect unison, “One, two, three, four – ”, graciously handed
over the prize which Bina expertly coiled and prepared to take home, to save
against any future need. Meanwhile, she Jet her baby sister play with it,
setting the baby on the hard earth of the playground, under a tree, where it
sat contentedly chewing one end of the rope.


“I could do 30 skips if I wanted to,” she
said with happy confidence, adjusting her blouse which was held together in
front by a row of safety pins, as well as the skirt which was too long and
rimmed by dirt where it touched the ground.


“Is it true that you are going to be married
soon?” “Will your husband take you away, like Khalida’s?” The two
interrogators, with solemn faces, faced Bina solicitously, touched by a sense
of her tragedy and their own impending loss. For who could be a more wonderful
playmate than Bina who skipped better than anyone, told stories and was ready
to share her possessions? Once Bina saw a rupee at the bottom of a dried up well,
in a clump of grass. She slid down, agile as a monkey, picked up the coin and
clambered up, announcing the treasure and sharing it. Another day, she found a
pencil, almost new, in old Abu’s garbage bin. Old Abu provided good things in
his overflowing bins and good stuff for gossip in his odd ways: it was rumoured
in the village that he went to a beautiful woman in the darkness of night and
then discovered the next morning that she was a leper. The frantic preventive
treatment by the village doctor had cost him hundreds of rupees.


“You are going to be married. Your mother
told our mother.” They dealt out, sadly, the confirmation of her fate.


“I need not be married if I don’t want to!”
cried Bina with a defiant toss of her head. The sheer impossibility of this
claim left her two friends speechless, and they gaped at her. Their turn would
come too, they knew, if the Arab men asked for them and offered their parents
good bride money. Khalidah fetched $1,000, and Fauziah before her, only $800,
because she was darker. The men, they were told, liked their brides
fair-complexioned.


“Keep away from the sun,” admonished a
hopeful mother and, to reinforce Nature’s largesse, applied fine white powder
liberally on the face of her 12-year-old, preparatory to the line-up of
daughters for 

the inspection. In Bina’s case, Nature’s munificence to her parents had thrown
up a startlingly fair child amidst a brood of dusky daughters; she had,
moreover, a face like a doll’s, hair like heavy jet curtains, and breasts which
though as yet no more than buds under her thin cotton blouse, had the promise
of full-blown fruit within the year. Her price would definitely be more than
$1,000 dollars, maybe $1,500, maybe even $2,000 – who knows? Her father’s hopes
settled on this precious daughter. Soon the Arab men would be coming; his hopes
soared.


“I don’t want to be married,” cried Bina and
now her large doll’s eyes were two limpid pools of terror, for she had heard
the whispers, after Khalidah’s wedding day, of how the girl had to be rushed,
torn and bleeding and hysterical, to the hospital. They were whispers only,
started by the women and ending with them, with no risk of their ever being
blown into a village controversy that would invariably involve the men: The men
did not want controversy to put an end to a highly lucrative practice by which
daughters converted into hard cash that in turn converted into immediate
businesses, motor cycles, dowries for other daughters, educational
opportunities for sons, food for the whole family for years to come. Bina, with
her astonishing beauty and promise of more beauty, was all these. Already a
courier, acting for a very wealthy Arab, had expressed interest, and the Arab
himself was coming to see with his own eyes, before the final offer.


The picture of Khalidah bleeding in ‘the
secret place’ swam into Bina’s mind with frightening vividness, blending with
the picture of a rag doll she had once, torn into two between the legs where
her sister had tried to wrench it away, so that the stuff inside its body
spilled out, making it limp and lifeless.


“I don’t want to be married!” The cry had
lost its defiance; it was now all frantic pleading, and the two interrogators
who had started it all, suddenly lost their nerve and turned to run away, just
in time to escape blame, for Bina’s mother appeared suddenly, looking very hot
and cross.


“So there you are!” she scolded. “I’ve been
looking everywhere for you. Where’s Ameena? Oh my God, she’s eating dirt. How
irresponsible you are, Bina! But quick, come home now. Quick!” She picked up
the baby and pushed Bina in the direction of home, all the time shrilly
scolding, “I told you, didn’t I, that today was the day, and you were not
supposed to go anywhere and get all hot and dirty. Look at you! They’ll be here
in half an hour, Father says. Oh child, why do you always give your mother so
much trouble?” The mother, 32, had the furrowed brow of an old woman.


In half an hour Bina was ready. The mother
smiled through her furrows of care to remark, “My child, God has given you so
much beauty. Thank God for his blessings.” She looked with pride at her
daughter standing docilely in front of her; bathed, scrubbed, talcumed, wearing
a new blouse and skirt, her hair properly oiled and coiled and decorated with a
cluster of fragrant jasmine, her large eyes kohled to immense dark and luminous
pools, and a little gold ring attached to her nose, she looked every inch the
Child Goddess.


Her father said, “$2,000, no less,” and
severely warned the mother, “and don’t you appear too eager.” He was a peanut
vendor, plying his trade in the dusty streets of the nearby town, saved from
despair by the sudden and tantalising prospect of large and immediate profits
that had nothing to do with peanuts. He watched the Arabs making their shrewd
reconnaissance surveys in his village and the villages around, their white
flowing robes hiding corrupt, corpulent flesh, and he prepared to match them,
skill for bargaining skill.


Looking at his daughter standing demurely
with her eyes on the ground, he mentally adjusted the asking price to make it
commensurate with her rare beauty, and looking at the prospective son-in-law, a
65-year-old Arab so corpulent he had to be helped, wheezing, in and out of the
chair, he adjusted the price further. The old man, slumped in the chair, his
soft dimpled hands folded tranquilly upon his enormous belly, looked at the
three girls ranged before him, their heads bowed, and, as everyone had
expected, instantly picked Bina, indicating his preference by a slight movement
of his forefinger.


“That one,” he rasped, “and tell her to look
up, I want to see her face,” upon which Bina’s father rapped out an order and
she looked up. The Arab frowned, the mother gasped and let out a little scream,
for they looked upon a contorted visage, eyes crossed horribly, mouth twisted
grotesquely, and, for good measure, one cheek smudged black by a quick upward
movement of the hand. The father shouted angrily, the mother ran up and shook
the features back into normality, at the same time scrubbing out the smudge
with one end of her sari. Bina, her stratagem of escape thus foiled, settled
back into mute sullenness.


The Arab laughed. “I like her spirit,” he
said, and laughed again, this time in anticipation of the pleasure from that
young, beautiful, vibrant body.


“She’s too thin,” he said, for he liked his
females both fair and plump. “Feed her well, I’ll be back in six months,” and
he got up to go, his huge bulk disengaged from the chair by three pairs of
helping hands. He threw some money at the father. “For her,” he said, “remember
to feed her well. I come again in six months.”


In six months he was back. Bina was two
inches taller, 10 pounds heavier. She stood before him, dressed in a pink satin
blouse and red satin skirt, a veil over her head, radiating so much health and
beauty that he was almost moved to tears.


The wedding was fixed for the following
week. It was one of the most memorable events in the village for its
lavishness, for the old Arab, thoroughly pleased with the bride whom he was
going to take home with him the next day, spared no expense. At the wedding,
fathers compared daughter prices: none matched Bina’s and her father was
pronounced the luckiest man and her mother the luckiest woman, for from the
abundance accruing to the father (who was able to pay the deposit for a sweets
business) was allowed her a gold nose ornament which she proudly wore for all
the neighbours to see.


At the wedding, the bride, all the time she
was sitting down and looking at her hands spread demurely on her knees, thought
feverishly about what else she might do, having failed in the Ugly Face ploy.
She kept thinking of Khalidah and the rag doll and went cold in her terror.


In the hotel room where their trunks were
packed in readiness for the flight the next morning, she stood in a corner,
still in her bridal clothes, staring miserably at him, the tears flowing
freely. He, sitting in a chair, watched her, his face creased with extravagant
good humour.


“Come, little one. Do not be afraid,” he
rasped. “Come. Do not cry.”


She continued standing in her corner, the
kohl causing little runnels of black down her cheeks. The sight of the girl, in
her bridal finery, her small taut body poised for flight but held still by his
mesmerizing power of proprietorship as he sat facing her, stirred his long
dormant body to level after level of unexpected energy, surprising himself so
that the excitation was both of flesh and spirit. He was monitoring his own
bodily stirrings, as much as hers as she began to fidget in her corner, and was
intrigued by both. He would wait a while longer, for waiting yielded immense
dividends of pleasure.


So with languorous ease, he watched her from
his chair, realising that this was the first time he had the chance for a long,
uninterrupted and unobstructed view of her budding beauty: he watched her
mouth, young and red and just now splendid in its tremulousness, her breasts
which he thought, with self-congratulatory warmth, were the result of the good
plentiful food he had ordered, her arms and her thighs, nurtured to the same
firm, smooth, shiny roundness by the food.


He held out his hand gently to her and said,
laughing, “Come, my little wife. Come to me, your husband.”


“You can’t sleep with me. I’ve got a
disease!” cried Bina suddenly.


“Eh, what did you say?” cried the old Arab,
delighted by this first attempt at communication by the child.


“You can’t sleep with me because I’ve got
leprosy, like Abu’s woman,” said Bina.


The Arab, puzzled, said, “Eh, you what?” and
Bina, in a rush of hope, exclaimed breathlessly, “I’ve got leprosy! When a
woman has leprosy, she cannot sleep with a man. Abu slept with a woman who had
leprosy all over her body, but he did not know and he – ” she dismissed from
her mind the picture of Old Abu, strong and healthy in his 60th year and
replaced it with that of a corpse, “died, because no doctor could cure him.”


The Arab, smiling through this charming
recital, said, when she had stopped speaking and was panting and twisting a
corner of her bridal veil in her extreme nervousness, “Ah, so you have leprosy,
my dear. But how is it you look so pretty, my dear?”


“It’s all over my body, where you can’t see
it,” cried Bina desperately.


“Ah, show it to me then!” cried her husband.
“Show your pretty leprosy to me!”


By now the combined effects of the
child-like banter, the sense of complete possession and privacy afforded by the
locked hotel room, and the stimulus of the girl’s mention of her own body,
brought about such an excess of pure animal energy that he sprang up from his
chair, totally unaided, rushed upon her and dragged her to the bed. She hit out
wildly, kicked, flailed, but he pinned her down easily with his whiskery face,
his breath, his corpulence, silencing her at last with a stern, “Now stop that,
or I shall tell your father.” His soft dimpled hands were incapable of beating
or slapping, so he threatened punishment from others acting on his behalf,
whether fathers or guards. She quietened down and lay still, pinned under him,
her eyes staring wildly.


“That’s better,” he grunted and proceeded to
undress her, first the blouse and the vest under it, gaping in awe at the
small, firm breasts, the nipples erect in terror, not expectation.


“Ah!” he rasped, and he ‘ah’ed’ all the way
down, as his fingers, trembling with joy, undid the belt, the skirt and last of
all the underpants. Like the glutton that saves the best for the last, he
ignored the prize and instead began nuzzling upwards, beginning with the girl’s
belly, smooth as cream, and working the hoary bristles and wet old mouth towards
her midriff, her breasts, her neck and finally her mouth. The girl, sick with
fear, did nothing and said nothing, only making little noises like a small
trapped animal, but at the moment when, in a brutal roar of release, he plunged
into her and broke her, she screamed in the extremity of the pain and fear, her
cry mixing with his in a simultaneous climax of man’s doing and woman’s
receiving. If she had received a hundred scorpions, Bina would not have
screamed in greater agony.


“Sssh, there now, not so much noise,” panted
the husband, and he rolled off her and settled beside her on the bed, a
mountain of soft flesh, quivering in contentment. He lay for a while, then
raised himself on his elbow to peer into her face and slap it lightly with his
fingers, saying, “There, there, you’re all right, wake up,” for she had
fainted.


He lay for a long while, his whole person
suffused by a delicious ease. Never had he felt so fulfilled. If he were not so
out of breath, he would have got up to do a celebratory jig, so happy was he.
To think he had believed his ability was lost forever! No doctor was now
needed, only this young, beautiful bride he was going to take home with him.
The vision of limbs, firm, supple, luscious, interlaced with his, multiplied in
an endlessly stretching vista of pleasure down the years. He was to die,
literally, in the throes of his lust, his huge, inert bulk pulled away from the
poor little whimpering body under it by his two guards who had heard the
child’s cries for help. But it was not Bina; it was another Indian girl brought
over from another village, after a few years of his lying low. For what had
happened was that Bina, in the plane to her new home, had plucked up enough
courage, when her husband had fallen asleep, to tug at the hand of the air
stewardess and draw attention to her plight. Her Ugly Face ploy and Leprosy
ploy having failed, this third attempt at self-rescue worked. The stewardess
swung into a high drama of rescue, and the story made headlines around the
world: ‘Child Bride Rescued’, ‘Girl, 11, sold in Marriage to 65-year-old Man’,
‘The $2,000 Child Bride’. Highly embarrassed, the authorities did the needful –
the girl was put into state custody; the Arab was disgraced, warned and sent
home; the stewardess was commended and promoted and a team of Government
officials descended upon Bina’s village to ‘investigate’ and write a report,
sending fathers and marriage middlemen into hiding. Three people offered to
adopt Bina, including the air stewardess and a well-known Indian feminist; her
father, terrified by the publicity, tearfully offered to return every cent of
the money to have his daughter back. But it was in the state interest to have
Bina in state custody, and everything was promised to ‘restore her dignity as a
female and give her a proper education’.


The Child Bride Affair, as it was called
died out after a while and was forgotten altogether in the new interest
generated by an event in another part of the world, the United States of
America, where a remarkable series of Senate hearings was set up to investigate
accusations of sexual harassment made by a woman against the President’s
nominee for Supreme Court Judge. With or without the ‘Judge Thomas Affair’, as
it was called, the ‘Child Bride Affair’ would have died a natural death; as it
turned out, it was easily consigned to oblivion by the authorities’ regretful
reminder that they could do nothing about such things since no formal
complaints had been lodged. Hence ‘such things’ continued, and after a few
years of lying low, the old Arab, unable to forget the extraordinary effect
young bodies had on his, continued his search in the Indian villages and was
able to take back not one, but several young girls, ending with the one on whom
literally, as was earlier mentioned, he died in his last act of love. After
Bina, he had had no more trouble, through the simple precaution of dispensing
larger sums of bride money and enjoining, very sternly, upon the parents, the
necessity of warning their daughters to shut up in planes, on pain of ‘serious
harm’ to their families if they ‘misbehaved’.


So, given stark poverty on the one side and
flowing money on the other, the bride trade continues and Bina’s little baby
sister Ameena, just now toddling barefoot outside the house but already showing
promise of the same startling beauty as her sister, will have to endure the
same fate.



The Paper Women 


 


According to the Chinese, the Goddess Nu Kwa,
during the time when the heavens and the earth shattered, quickly came to
repair the damage, using coloured stones to patch up the skies and the four
legs of the great turtle to support the earth. Indian records tell us that if
the Goddess Devi were to close her eyes even for a second, the entire universe
would disappear. According to the ancient Akkadians, it was the Goddess Mami
who first placed life on earth, by pinching off 14 pieces of clay, making seven
of them into women, and seven into men. Mexican records tell of the Goddess
Coatlicue, who gave birth to the moon, the sun and all other deities. The
Australian Aborigines explain that it is to the Goddess Kunapipi that our
spirits return upon death, remaining with her until the next rebirth.


The testimony to woman’s power is for all
time, whether scratched on clay, chiselled in stone, inked on silk or printed
on paper.


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


“An easy operation,” my friend had said, by
way of calming my fears, because I had confided in her the nightmares that
started coming as soon as I had made the decision. That was about eight years
ago. I saw myself sliced open and my women’s fecundity, a bunch of soft golden
eggs, pulled out and squelched up. I would wake up panting in terror and once
woke Larry who stirred, grunted and rolled over to fit snugly into any
receptive curve of my body, as he liked to do when asleep. I think I had six of
these nightmares, each more horrendous than the last; in the final one, I hung,
like a plucked chicken from the ceiling, my raw insides being slowly enticed
out by gravitational suasion, until someone (a nurse, I think) walked by,
looked up and matter-of-factly stuffed them back.


But the reality was far, far removed from
the nightmare.


“You mean it’s all over?” I asked. I was
still groggy from the anaesthetics, but felt not the slightest pain.


“Yes, it’s all over,” smiled the nurse.


“Can I go home?” I asked.


“You need to rest a day here, and then you
can be discharged,” said the nurse.


Of course, Larry and I did not want to talk
about the operation which could not have been a very comfortable subject for
discussion, but we had talked, weeks before, of the subject that had made the
operation necessary. It had begun with Meng’s failing to get into the
kindergarten of our choice, the best kindergarten in Singapore. Larry was
furious. The principal had told him that Meng was 122nd on the waiting list. It
was highly regrettable parental negligence not registering him in that
kindergarten as soon as he was born. Now he was three, and it was too late.


“I don’t want the same thing to happen to
the boy when he reaches school-going age,” said Larry grimly. I knew he had in
mind the best primary boys’ school in Singapore for which parents would have
offered immense bribes, but since this was not one of the normal channels for
cooperation, they had to resort to other measures.


The surest one was for the mother of the
child to undergo sterilisation at a government hospital and produce proof
thereof, upon which the school, having been previously briefed, would
immediately enrol the child. This measure was in line with the government’s
goal to achieve national prosperity through strict population control:
Singapore women were alarmingly fecund and Kandang Kerbau Maternity Hospital
had the dubious distinction of registering one of the highest birth-rates in
the world. A slew of birth control measures, including aggressive sloganeering,
public haranguing, employment disincentives and income tax penalties, appeared
not to work. Then somebody hit on the brilliant idea: If parents wanted to send
their children to the established premier schools of Singapore, the mothers
would have to produce sterilisation certificates. For Chinese parents put such
a high premium on the education of their children, especially their sons, that
they would be prepared to lose an arm and a leg to secure all the opportunities
they could for the sons’ advancement in this world. So what was the loss of a
pair of ovaries? The population control policy worked like a dream.


I handed over a copy of the sterilisation
certificate to the school principal, Larry was very pleased, and our son Meng
got into an excellent school of our choice where he did extremely well so that
each time he came back with school prizes and glowing report cards, Larry
beamed and patted him and gave him expensive presents, while I congratulated
myself on the wisdom of my decision.


I wished, though, that other problems in our
marriage could have been just as easily solved. Consider: Husband gets angry
because Wife is showing too much interest in her career. Wife goes for
operation to remove ‘Career Gland’. Husband complains Wife does not love him.
Wife goes for operation to put in ‘Love Husband’ gland.


There is no point going into the problems
now. They are so complex and yet seem no more than accumulations of the most
appalling trivia that they defy analysis. It is best to cut through this
marital Gordian knot by simply settling on incompatibility. About 10 years
after the operation, when I was 36, we decided that things were not going too
well and like many couples before us, we thought to give our marriage a second
chance by going on this extended holiday, sometimes coyly referred to as the
‘second honeymoon’.


A tour of Bangkok and Manila could be
managed despite our busy work schedules; Larry got ‘special’ leave from his
company (he said his boss was very understanding) and I managed to get what is
known as ‘no pay leave’ from my company.


Now I confess, to my embarrassment, that the
holiday did not have the desired effect and that shortly after we returned, we
decided to separate. I further confess, with some self-reproach, that in spite
of the very lavish treatment during the 10 days of the tour – Larry took me to
the best hotels, most expensive restaurants, most exclusive shopping areas in a
frenzy of spending to reclaim lost marital ground – I remember nothing of this
second honeymoon.


Except two small incidents, and very
inconsequential ones, at that.


We were in a hotel in Bangkok, certainly one
of the best in the city and one highly recommended by a business associate of
Larry’s. Alas for the futility of a hotel’s expenditure of effort and money
upon indifferent guests like myself! I sat in a corner of the hotel foyer,
absorbed in thought, waiting for Larry who was supposed to meet me there,
impervious to the blandishments of hotel chandeliers and floral extravaganzas
and thick carpets.


“Ma’am.” The small voice made me turn round.
I saw a young Thai girl standing in front of me and holding something out to
me. It was a scrap of paper, a receipt, whatever, which must have dropped out
of my handbag when I had earlier opened it to pull out a piece of tissue. She
was a very pretty girl, about 14 or 15 at the most. I took the piece of paper
from her and was wondering whether to offer her some money and how much, when
she turned and walked back to join a small cluster of young-looking girls like
herself sitting quietly in a corner. They looked like they were getting ready
to go on a trip, and waiting for someone to herd them into a bus or van. They
all had the lustrous eyes and hair and burnished skins for which Thai women are
famous.


“Who are they?” I asked one of the hotel
attendants, a young man who called himself ‘Tommy’, spoke good English and
seemed more sociable than the rest.


“Virgins,” he said. “Virgin prostitutes.
With good proof. Their price is much higher.”


I puzzled over the contradiction in terms.


“Where are they going?” I asked.


“To Hong Kong,” he said “The next group
arrives this evening, to replace them.” I would have liked to know more but
decided not to engage the friendly, young man in conversation that could prove
embarrassing. Besides, Larry would not approve. I remembered that Grandfather,
when he was already 72, still demanded virgins from the pool of bondmaids in
Grandmother’s household, for the act of defloration conferred upon an aging man
great powers so that he rose from the de-virginised body revitalised.


I saw the girls being herded into one of the
hotel vans by a tall dark man. The girl who had returned me the receipt saw me,
smiled and gave me a look which I returned – a strange look that established,
in some indefinable way, a small bond of affinity that said, “We are going to
meet again.”


I did not tell Larry about the Virgin
Prostitutes.


 


“Ma’am.” It would appear I had got into the
habit of dropping things from my handbag. This time it was in Manila, in a busy
shopping centre. The woman who was probably in her 20s had one child on her hip
and another by the hand, and it was this child who, prompted by the mother,
shyly held out the air ticket I had dropped. Larry was aghast at my
carelessness; he took over the air ticket for safekeeping in his wallet. I gave
the child some money, and the mother smiled and began talking to me. “You from
Singapore?” she said cheerfully. “I got a sister working in Singapore. She
earns good money.” Filipinas were pouring into Singapore to work as domestic
servants, but not before they had given a written undertaking to the Government
that they would not get pregnant.


I don’t remember what I said to her,
probably some inanity about the beauty of her country and the friendliness of
the people. Then she gave me a look, and I swear it was that strange
affinity-establishing look again which sent a little thrill through me.


“We are going to meet again,” it said, and I
said, “Yes,” before Larry hustled me away. From that moment, the three of us
had become curiously linked as a trio in my mind, three women who by no stretch
of the imagination belonged together: myself, a 37-year-old woman executive
from Singapore with a Master in Business Administration degree from British
Columbia University, she, the child-woman prostitute working in a Bangkok hotel
and the other she, a young housewife from Manila with two small children,
envious of her sister who had come to Singapore to work as a maid.


“How was the second honeymoon?” The slyly
good-natured question would have elicited a totally inappropriate reply: I met
a little girl prostitute in Bangkok and a young Filipino mother in Manila, and
now we seem to form a sisterhood and I am puzzled as to why.


The divorce was as amiable as any under the
circumstances; we shared rights to Meng, for whose sake we had delayed the
divorce until after he had finished the all important PSLE examinations which
he passed with flying colours. Even before the divorce had come through, I was
already seeing Y, and to this day, Y is branded by my family and Larry’s as
being the one single rogue factor in the otherwise happy equation of our
marriage. I got the house, the car, a sizable bank account – but oh! I would
have given up all these, indeed, 10 times all these – if I could have got it
back. But they said the operation was irreversible.


The puzzlement disappeared as soon as we met
again, and I recognised both instantly. There we were, the three of us, in the
clinic waiting for the doctor’s nurse to call us, sitting facing each other,
our respective pieces of paper in our hands. I with the Sterilisation
Certificate, hoping against hope that it would not daunt this doctor from
attempting to reverse the operation and give me back my womanhood, she, the
Virgin Prostitute holding her Virginity Certificate and waiting for a renewal
before starting work in a Singapore hotel, and the other she, holding the
Certificate of Non-Pregnancy now invalidated by the small swell beginning to
show and hoping that it would be sufficient justification for a quick abortion.


We were a band of women whose sexuality had
been reduced to pieces of paper signed by men.


We are the Paper Women.



The Rest Is Bonus 


 


It was thanks to the Goddess Ukemochi that the
people of Japan always had food to eat, for from her came the abundance of the
rice in the fields, the animals in the mountains and the fish of the rivers and
seas. One day, the great Amaterasu sent her brother, the moon God Tsuki Yomi,
to serve Ukemochi in her heavenly palace. Now this was a great insult to his
pride. Arriving at Ukemochi’s palace, he was presented with rice, fish and meat
in a great banquet, but he refused the food, insisting that Ukemochi had
vomited it out of her own body. Then his anger became very great indeed and he
took out his sword and murdered the Goddess Ukemochi. So gentle and magnanimous
was the goddess that even as she lay in death, she continued to bless him with
abundance: from her stomach came rich harvests of rice, from her head came
horses and oxen, from the black silk of her eyebrows came the threads for the
weaving looms. When the Great Amaterasu heard of the murder, she was filled
with rage against her evil brother and banished him from the heavens. He began
to be ashamed of himself, and repented so deeply of the dishonour of his act
that he remained hidden in his shame.


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


It was the last peaceful hour of the day for
the family before the quiet of the vast rubber plantation would be shattered by
the drunken roaring of the father on his way home from the town, the roar
swelling to the preternatural howl of the doomed beast if he happened, in his
crazed plunge through the dark forest, to hit his head against a tree trunk or
drive his foot through a sharp root. But the hour of the father’s coming was
not yet, so the mother and children could still be together, sitting quietly on
the cool cement pavement outside their house, one in a long row of low wooden
huts. Once painted a bright yellow to lend some domestic cheer to the grim
lives of their inhabitants, the rubber tappers making their endless rounds in
that vast implacable interior, they had lost the brightness and now stood in
the dereliction of peeling paint, broken shutters, and faecal smudges left by
children’s hands.


In the dim light cast out by the one
unshaded bulb in the house, Meenachi and her six children huddled together,
waiting. The growing hunger for the one meal of the day, clumps of curried rice
washed over with milk, laid out on banana leaves on the floor but forbidden to
all to touch until the father came home, caused the group to unhuddle and
disperse, to look around for something to do, so as to distract themselves from
the hunger. The three small boys, all with shaved heads to make for easier
application of ointment on persistent scalp boils, and all with very hard,
round stomachs above their tattered khaki shorts, wandered off and soon
returned with an unripe jackfruit which they tried to prise open; the eldest, a
girl named Letchmy, aged 10, had pulled out a plastic doll with one eye from
under her blouse and was rocking it in her arms; the younger girl, a small
skeletal child with matted hair, was unsteadily walking around a sleeping cat
and prodding it with a twig, and the youngest child, a baby, naked except for a
dirt-encrusted string around its buttocks, was crawling towards something with
investigative interest.


Meenachi sat on the ground and leaned
against the doorpost, dreaming of a nose stud which she had once seen in a
goldsmith’s shop on one of the very rare trips to town: it was the most
beautiful nose-stud she had ever seen, a rich red gem set in gold. She pictured
it in all its resplendence, securely fastened on her nose above the left
nostril.


Nose-stud vanished in the reality of
head-lice: her daughter Letchmy, still carrying the doll, drew near for the
regular exercise of de-lousing, lowering her head for her mother’s deft fingers
to search her hair, pull out each hidden denizen and expertly crush it between
thumb and forefinger. Then it was the mother’s turn to unloose her large knot
of hair and spread out the long, dark strands for the daughter’s fingers to
sweep through. It was an exercise of mutual comfort, and Meenachi once more
leaned back, closed her eyes and dreamed, as Letchmy, with small, eager cries,
kept count of her catch.


Nose-stud and head-lice vanished in the
greater urgency of food: The baby, unseen by anyone, had crawled into the house
towards the dinner on the banana leaves and was now sitting on it and eating it
in fistfuls. Meenachi shouted, scrambled up and rushed to rescue the food, and
it was in the midst of the pandemonium of the mother shrilly scolding, the baby
screaming and the rest of the children crying over the despoiled dinner that
the father appeared, unannounced. He stood at the doorway, one hand on the
doorpost to steady himself, his blood-shot eyes trying to take in the meaning
of this unwonted scene, his huge, glistening chest heaving with ominous energy.
The noise stopped immediately, and a circle of pale frightened faces turned
towards him.


That was all that was needed to trigger an
explosion of that terrible energy: a tremendous roar and a huge fist raised to
strike sent the children scattering in all directions, Letchmy adroitly pulling
the baby up from the floor with one arm and grabbing her little sister with the
other, leaving the mother alone to meet the impact of the hurtling fist. It
crashed into her left cheek, then her left eye and sent her reeling to one end
of the room where she hit the wall and slid down to the floor in a crumbled
heap, crying softly, her long hair plastered to her wet face.


“Ai-yoooh! Ai-yoooh! ” moaned Meenachi.


Her husband, his breath coming out in short,
sharp rasps, his fists still clenched with unspent fury, stood over her. She
should have thought better than to moan; piteous sounds of supplication, like
terror-stricken looks on faces, only goaded him to greater fury. He lifted a
foot and dealt her a kick which sent her body skidding crazily across the now
wet floor. Her cries subsiding to a thin, almost inaudible wail, she put her
arms tightly around her belly and pulled up her legs around it in further
protection, like the jungle creature that curls up into a tight ball in an
encounter with the enemy.


The sight of his wife thus curled up in
self-protection had the effect of a gesture of open defiance; with another roar
he rushed upon her to smash at that defiance, forcing open her arms and legs.
Her blouse, held together by three safety pins, burst open, flinging out her
breasts and her sarong ripped to expose her nakedness.


“Aaarh-rh! ” he roared, and the violence of
attack became one with the violence of sex, so that the pain of his fist upon
her face and his foot upon her head was one with the pain of his thrusting
ferocity between her legs.


She did not dare tell him that she was
pregnant.


He was soon asleep, snoring and slobbering
on her in his drunken wetness.


Raising her head slightly, she saw the
frightened faces of her children at the doorway, and silently signalled to them
to come in. She then eased her body out from under his, taking care not to wake
him, stood up, adjusted her clothes and got ready to feed her children with
whatever could be saved from their dinner.


The goddess with the kind smile was her
hope. In the morning when her husband had left for work, she gave instructions
for Letchmy to take care of the other children, and with her offerings wrapped
in a piece of cloth, she stole out of the house to the shrine, a small stone
structure on the edge of the plantation where the goddess, no bigger than a
doll but imposing in the wisdom of her enormous eyes and full breasts, and in
the proliferation of flower and silver tinsel garlands round her neck, stood
with one arm raised in blessing. Meenachi tremblingly undid the cloth bundle
and brought out half a coconut, and some flowers which she arranged carefully
at the feet of the goddess. Bowing her head in deepest supplication, she told
the goddess of her troubles and begged for her help.


And this was what she told the goddess: her
husband got drunk and beat her every day of the week. He smashed things in the
house; there was no unbroken cup or saucer left and the pots and pans were
dented and twisted beyond use. He wanted sex every day even when she was
feeling very sick; her pregnancy this time was the worst and she felt sick all
the time. He wanted sex with his daughter Letchmy whenever he was drunk. So far
she had succeeded in getting the child out of the way, but she was not sure she
could go on doing that much longer.


Meenachi’s litany of sorrows ended with her
lighting a cloth wick in a small saucer of coconut oil, and raising it in final
pleading with the goddess. She longed for a sign. If at that moment, a wind had
arisen and swooshed around the stone statue, or a petal had suddenly detached
itself and floated away or a bird alighted near the offerings, that would have
constituted a divine promise of intervention to check her husband’s excesses.
But the goddess, resplendent in her green, pink and purple paint and load of
tinsel garlands, gave no such sign, only continuing to smile benignly.


Meenachi, parting the tangled masses of hair
from her face to place the lit wick at the feet of the goddess, refused to be
discouraged. Suddenly struck by an idea which gathered the sorrowfulness in her
eyes into a look of clear purpose, she said: “Most merciful goddess, if you see
fit not to do anything, I will understand and will still come with these humble
offerings. If, however, you will be so kind as to take pity on me and do
something to help me, I will return with better offerings – a full coconut, not
this wretched half.” A coconut cost money, unless she searched the grass in the
nearby coconut plantation for any that had fallen, but she was reckless with
the need to complete the bargain with the goddess.


She looked beseechingly into the purple and
pink face and thought she saw a smile of approval.


“I shall come back in a week,” said
Meenachi, carrying the negotiations to a further stage by shrewdly setting a
deadline for the goddess.


“One week,” repeated Meenachi, whose
conceptualisation of time was always in terms of this unit, it being the basis
for the paying out of wages on the rubber plantation and hence the chief
regulating force of husbands’ moods: husbands beat wives more frequently
towards the end of pay-week when the money had run out and no more trips could
be made to the toddy bars in the town.


That night, a Tuesday and pay-day, her
husband came back more drunk than usual, as expected. He slumped into a chair,
eyes closed, then roared for his daughter Letchmy who had, in anticipation, gone
to hide in a neighbour’s house. The sex after the beating was more painful than
usual, as the pregnancy was proving to be unbearable; she begged to be allowed
to get up, but he restrained her, laughing. She managed to slip away when he
dropped off to sleep at last, and was violently sick as she squatted over the
drain outside the house. On Thursday, he hit her on the spot where a swelling
from a previous punch had barely subsided but with a mixture of mashed wild
forest plants and coconut oil, she was able to get the swelling down. On
Friday, the beating was after the sex, when he wanted more and she demurred,
and he pulled her towards him by her hair and then slapped her. Two teeth were
punched out on Sunday when she came to the protection of one of the boys who
had annoyed the father but was able to wriggle himself free and run away.


Tuesday came round again, and with it, the
visit to the goddess’s shrine, as agreed on. Meenachi, nursing a bruised eye,
hurried out of the house with her cloth bundle of offerings. She fell at the
feet of the goddess and opened the bundle, revealing a very large coconut,
whole not half.


“Thank you, Goddess,” she breathed in the
fullness of gratitude. “Thank you for helping me.” For during the week she had
been hit only four days, not the full seven, a tremendous improvement, and
besides, the hitting had not been on the belly, not even once, but only on the
other parts of her body. Best of all, her daughter Letchmy had gone to stay
with the neighbour’s mother, a kindly old woman who lived in the town, so that
was one big source of worry out of the way. She aggregated her gains – three
full days without any beating. A substantial bonus indeed, for which she was
deeply grateful.


“Thank you, Goddess,” she said again, and
with the same shrewdness of the week before, she added, “Please continue to
help me and lessen my troubles. Next week I shall come again and maybe this
time I will be able to bring a better offering than this humble coconut, maybe
even a – ” Meenachi did not want to commit herself to such an expensive gift
but it came out, “garland”. Garlands were unaffordable, but her recklessness
grew with the conviction of the goddess’ growing concern for her.


That night nothing happened; her husband
though drunk, went to sleep peacefully, and the next night, still nothing
happened. There was only one moment of anxiety when he suddenly roused himself
from his stupor to ask for his daughter. She told him where the girl was,
trembling in her nervousness and readying her body for blows, but instead the
man became all sentimental and maudlin, calling upon God to bear witness to his
love for his child, bemoaning his unhappy life and wiping off the tears in his
eyes with the back of his hand. He fell asleep soon afterwards, snoring loudly.
Two nights later, the destructive energy reasserted itself fully: he bellowed
his way home through the dark plantation, plunging through the trees with
ferocious impatience to reach home and vent that energy.


The cause this time was a secret raging
anger against larger forces beyond his control. There had been rumours of
retrenchment because of the declining price of natural rubber brought on by new
claims of synthetic, and he knew, from the general hostility of the plantation
superintendent towards him, that he would be among the first to go. He tried to
forget his fear and anger in drink, but by the time he staggered out of the
toddy bar, neither had disappeared, and he was soon on his way home to make
sure they were properly discharged. Several of the children who got in his way
were thrashed, but Meenachi bore the full brunt of it. He sent her flying to
the end of the room; she was too preoccupied with staunching the flow of blood
from a reopened wound on the cheek, to remember to clasp her belly tightly and
curl up into the protective enfoldment of arms and legs, so that the next
moment he was kicking her all over her body. He watched her writhing and
moaning on the floor, his muscles rippling with ancient hates and lusts.


Then she stopped moaning and lay very still.
He bent down, peered at her and dealt a few vigorous slaps on her cheeks to
wake her up, but when she continued to be totally motionless, he took fright,
ran to the bathroom, came out with a bucket of water and splashed her face with
it. Still she did not move, and then he noticed a pool of blood under her which
was spreading outwards. He became panic-stricken, running hither and thither,
clasping his head in his hands and blubbering in his indecisiveness. The
hostile, hateful face of the superintendent loomed before his eyes and added to
his panic: if the enemy should come to know that he was responsible for his
wife’s death, there would be no end of trouble for him. The prospect of prison
was frightening.


“Meenachi!” he yelled, shaking her by the
shoulder. She stirred, and an eyelid opened.


“Meenachi, don’t die!” He laid her head on
his lap and began rocking her gently, but she had lapsed into unconsciousness
once more.


* * *


“Forgive me, dear goddess,” said Meenachi at
the shrine, two weeks later, still looking pale but otherwise recovered from
her miscarriage, “for not keeping the appointment, but I was in hospital and
was only discharged yesterday.” It was redundant information to an all-knowing
deity, but deference required it. She had with her a large brown paper package
which she now placed before the goddess with trembling self-consciousness.


“See, you have kept your promise, and so I
have kept mine,” she said, smiling with growing pleasure as her fingers pulled
out a garland of jasmine and gold tinsel and put it reverently round the neck
of the stone statue, on top of heaps of the other garlands, but all definitely
inferior.


The garland had been bought for her by her
husband in an uninterrupted flow of amiability since her being rushed to the
hospital in an ambulance. He had hovered by her bedside, had been visibly
nervous when he heard her being questioned by the hospital authorities about
her miscarriage and the various bruises and swellings on her body, and had at
last heaved an immense sigh of relief when she explained everything in terms of
her general carelessness when moving about in the house doing housework so that
knocks and bruises and other injuries were now second nature. She exceeded her
husband’s expectations when, in reply to a blunt question by a sceptical nurse,
she said that her husband had never laid a finger on her once in her life. He,
too, on his part exceeded her expectations, indeed, to such a degree that she
was now breathless in her impatience to tell all to the goddess.


“Thank you, Goddess, for it must be owing to
you that he gave me this,” she cried, pointing, not to the broken nose but the
nose-stud sitting unsteadily on it.


“Oh, Goddess, thank you!” She had with her a
small broken piece of mirror which she carried in a fold of her sarong, to
provide the continuous pleasure of gazing at the beautiful red gem set in gold,
nestling precariously on the nose not yet healed, a bonus breathtaking in its
munificence.



The Song Of Golden Frond


 


“ ... to teach in song the lessons you have
learned in suffering.”


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


Golden Frond
who died more than 40 years ago sang a joyous song
because she was special.


She was left on Grandmother’s doorstep when
she was three by a very frightened woman who was either her mother or
kidnapper; the woman asked for the promised money and left quickly. Grandmother
brought the child into the house and scrutinised her closely, noting the scabs
on her head in between the poor tufts of hair, the swollen belly, the legs
crooked from malnutrition. The child stared at Grandmother, biting a corner of
her dress. She had no knickers. Grandmother was not daunted. Proper food,
regular baths, large doses of her home-made brews to de-worm even the most
infested stomachs: the transformation could be startling so that within a year,
the child would no longer be recognisable. The evidence was there in the
semicircle of her healthy-looking girls of varying ages, just now watching and
giggling at the newcomer: in their time, their scabs and lice and worms had
disappeared under Grandmother’s capable hands. Grandmother had a household of
eight bondmaids then, the most skilful being put to work in her business of
making hand-sewn beaded bridal slippers, and the rest to all manner of
household work. As the older ones left to be married off, Grandmother
replenished the supply of labour by taking in new ones, the youngest acceptable
age being about that of Golden Frond, as Grandmother had no patience with
babies.


But that was not yet her name when she
appeared before Grandmother and the semicircle of giggling fellow bondmaids.


“Dustbin.”


“Dumb. Call her ‘Dumb’. She has not answered
any of our questions.”


“Bad smell.”


The bondmaids, when they were sold into the
household, were given new names, but not nearly as humble: ‘Pig’, ‘Prawn’,
‘Wind-in-the-Head’, ‘Female’.


“My name is to be ‘Golden Frond’.”


The sheer audacity of the claim, lisped
through lips still rimmed with snot and dirt, was not without its appeal.
Grandmother, taken aback, laughed. Her laughter being a most rare departure
from a severity of mien all the more fearsome because it always preceded a
resounding knock on the head with powerful knuckles, the bondmaids quickly took
advantage of it, and laughed in their turn.


“And why is your name to be ‘Golden Frond’?”


For answer, the child broke into song, her
voice a pitiful little quaver, accompanying her words with well-rehearsed
clapping and stamping motions. She stopped, stared at the audience, and when
nothing happened and nobody came forward with money or food, she began to
recite a poem or bits of poems put together, and when still nothing happened,
in desperation the child lifted her dress, waggled her bottom and gathered her
lips into a soft flower bud for a kiss, completing the ‘Bad Woman’ routine.


Grandmother laughed again, shaking her head.


Golden Frond was allowed to keep her name
and over the years rose in beauty to match the splendour of that name while the
others correspondingly sank to match the grossness of theirs: Golden Frond,
like a bright-faced, slender-limbed goddess moved among a brood of squat,
snub-nosed peasant girls with names redolent of rice fields, latrines and
life’s meanness.


Some suspicion attached to her unusual
beauty, especially her very fair complexion and curling hair.


“Serani” the bondmaids whispered. There was
probably some Eurasian blood in the child; Grandmother once told the story of a
village woman whose child was born with blue eyes and was immediately given
away.


Golden Frond, thus special, stood apart from
the rest. When she was five, she was put to simple tasks such as separating out
the bridal slipper beads according to size or colour. Sometimes she nodded over
the little piles of beads but was jerked awake by Grandmother’s knuckles on her
head, but mostly she completed her work well and did not make mistakes.


When Golden Frond was five years old,
Grandfather was 60, First Uncle, Grandfather’s firstborn, was 38 and First
Uncle’s firstborn, Older Cousin, was 13.


Golden Frond’s work, at five years, was to
serve the three men in the household in the following ways: in the morning, she
listened for the first sounds of Grandfather’s waking up, crackling sounds of a
prolonged and laboured clearing of early morning phlegm from the throat. She
then brought up to his room a tray with a mug of hot tea and a hot face towel.
She would wait for Grandfather to finish drinking the tea and wiping his face,
neck and armpits and then take the empty mug and used towel downstairs. The
same routine was followed for First Uncle whose room was just across the
corridor; the alerting sound in this case was the gush of morning piss into the
chamberpot. Golden Frond listened for the last hiss, then went up with the tea
and towel. There was an extra towel for Older Cousin who shared the room with
his father. In the evening, Golden Frond took up two chamberpots, one for each
of the rooms, in readiness for the night. She could manage only one chamberpot
at a time, and once, she dropped the large enamel utensil, which went clanging
all the way downstairs. She watched, frightened, as it finally settled at the
bottom of the stairs, badly dented. Fortunately, Grandmother was not at home at
the time, and the bondmaid called ‘Pig’, who did not like her, said, “I’ll tell
Grandmother when she comes back, and she will give you more knocks on your head
and pinches on your thighs!”


At five, she was too young to carry the
filled, sometimes overbrimming pots down the long flight of steps in the
morning, and an older bondmaid was assigned the duty, but when she reached the
age of 11, the duty fell on her. Her beauty was already conspicuous at that age
and visitors, watching her arrange beads or cut paper patterns would say to
Grandmother in a whisper, “That child’s very pretty. She looks different from
the others,” and Grandmother would say, “Ssh. Don’t put ideas in her head. She
has to earn her keep like everybody else.”


When Golden Frond was 11 years old, Grandfather
was 66, First Uncle was 44 and Older Cousin was 19.


“Come. Come here.”


The young man who had been watching the
child all the while that she was carrying the chamberpot to his room and
placing it carefully on a little square of mat, sat on the edge of his bed with
his fat legs wide apart and a smile playing on his face. He had been handsome
only up to his 15th year and then an illness which no amount of help from the
temple mediums had been able to cure, blew his body up into grotesque
proportions and sank his eyes into appalling cushions of fat. Some said his
brains too had been softened by the illness which accounted for his odd
behaviour. Grandmother had grimly sent for his mother (who had gone back to
live with her own parents when Older Cousin was but a child), but the woman
under one pretext or another put off the day of return, until Grandmother saw
through her wiles and dismissed her completely from all family matters. “He has
no mother; he is to be pitied,” she would say.


“Come here.”


Bondmaids never disobeyed masters, young or
old.


His trousers were unbuttoned and he watched
her, grinning. She stood facing him uncertainly, conscious that he was doing a
bad thing and wanted her to be part of it.


“Come here!” His voice rose to an imperious
shout; the grin disappeared in a rictus of pure annoyance.


At that moment, somebody from downstairs
called her name and the child, unlocked from the terror, spun round and ran
downstairs, and into a circle of light and loving in the centre of which was
old Ah Por, her gentle protectress. Old Ah Por, almost blind, a mere wisp of a
woman, was more spirit than flesh in the last years of her life spent in Grandmother’s
household. She was Grandmother’s much revered half sister who had gone into a
nunnery in China as a girl and then, in her old age, returned to die in the
house where she had been born. She did not die till six years later, when
Golden Frond had reached the age of 17, and during this time, the girl, put to
the task of taking care of the old, half-blind, helpless woman, combing her
hair, feeding her, massaging her legs with embrocation oil, felt the thrilling
sense of being protected herself. Old Ah Por’s presence threw a golden cordon
of security against the menacing shadows around.


For the truth was that as she grew into
womanhood, she felt the dark, turbulent world of Grandfather, First Uncle and
Older Cousin with their incessant demands and appetites, closing in upon her,
as it had already closed in upon her sister bondmaids, pulling them into its darkness.


One day, when she was about 12, she passed
Grandfather’s room and saw through the door that was only partially closed,
Grandfather on the bed on top of the bondmaid Pig, Pig’s trousers lying in a
round heap on the floor and her waist-string a snake-coil on the heap, and a
few days later, as she was walking down the stairs, she again caught a glimpse
of Pig (or was it Bun?) being pulled into First Uncle’s room and saw the door
firmly closing upon them. Older Cousin, monstrously fat, prowled the house,
sniffing and gurgling, wanting his rightful share of the spoils. Grandmother
moved resignedly in this turbulent world of men and appetites not of her
making.


“They are farmyard roosters, all,” she said
grimly by way of explanation, “that go mad with the smell of first blood. What
do you expect of roosters in the midst of hens and pullets?”


The sinister shadows drew closer and were
repelled by the radiance of Ah Por’s gentle goodness, for Ah Por, incessantly
praying to the deities, had become one herself. Still in this world but no
longer of it, she spoke to Kuan Yin, Goddess of Mercy, as to an intimate. No
meat touched her lips, in order to be worthy of the Goddess. Golden Frond loved
to prepare her meals of rice porridge and soya bean curd, and get ready the
joss sticks and flowers for her daily worship at the Goddess’s altar. Upon this
incense-filled world of the pure of heart, the tumult of blood and groin could
not intrude, and so Golden Frond stayed close by the side of Old Ah Por. She
could feel the heavy breathing of desire sometimes come very close, and hear
the sharpness of thwarted desire in the men’s curses upon a burst button or a
missing penknife or soup that was too salty, men’s curses ringing with the full
scatology of the most private parts and odours of woman’s body. Yet she felt
safe and at ease, and sang a joyous song as she moved about in her duties.


When she was 17 years old, Ah Por died.
Golden Frond, returning with a warmed bowl of porridge, found her slumped in
her chair, her spirit already flown, as she had so often intimated, to be with
Kuan Yin.


Golden Frond wept, her heart breaking. Who
was to protect her now? The world of the howling blackness would break upon her
soon. This was when she had reached the age of 17; Grandfather was 72, First
Uncle was 50 and Older Cousin was 25.


“Come here.”


The old man’s voice, firm and authoritative,
came through the open door of his room as she was hurrying past. She stopped,
head bowed, heart beating.


“Come here.”


It turned out he only wanted the
back-knocking.


“The weather’s getting too cold,” he said
brusquely by way of explanation, without looking at her. Cold weather made old
bones ache, so wives and bondmaids stood behind masters and gently knocked
their backs with rhythmic small clenched fists until told to stop.


“Start,” he said, turning his back to her,
still not looking at her and continuing with the mixing of inks at his desk.


She knocked gently on his back, moving her
small balled fists expertly up and down and across the broad expanse of his
powerful back. The large, heavy clock on the wall ticked the minutes away. The
back, under the impact of the diligently working fists, began to ripple with
desire. The old man said, “Stop, that’s enough,” and swung round, and would
have caught her by the wrist and pulled her to his bed, as he had done with
innumerable bondmaids if a voice had not called then and saved her, a second
time. It was not old Ah Por’s voice, for that had been stilled forever and Ah
Por’s ashes now lay in an urn in the temple. It was the voice of a man, calling
her. She was saved by a man.


He was a scholar cousin who had been invited
into the household by Grandmother; they were told to call him Older Brother. He
came with his crate of books, shortly after Ah Por’s death and was given her
room, still redolent of the joss fumes. He was gaunt, unsmiling, with the
scholar’s taciturnity and impatience with trifles. The bondmaids, their eyes
lowered as they moved about, watched him closely and by the second week, were
able to conclude that he was unlike the other three and would leave them alone.
Indeed, they placed him squarely outside the generality of men: he showed
kindness to women.


“He did not strike me when I spilt the tea.”
“I was slow, but he didn’t say anything.” “He said ‘Thank you’ when I brought
him the blanket.”


His kindness at first intrigued them, then
drew them to him like moths; they could not stop whispering about him.


“He’s already 30 but he’s not married.”


“I heard Grandmother say he won’t marry till
he passed some important examinations in China.”


“I heard Grandmother say they have found a
wife for him in China.”


“Scholars like him don’t want to marry.” 


“I don’t want him to marry and go away to
China. I want him to stay here and go on protecting me, as Ah Por would have
done.”


The words were never uttered, only deeply
felt by Golden Frond, each time she crept into the circle of whispering
bondmaids, but never leaving her own safe, reassuring circle of this man’s
presence. For the austere nobility of his scholar’s mien and manner, like the
gentle piety of Ah Por before him, had the power of repulsing the unruly forces
in the house so that Golden Frond had stepped from one warm shelter into
another, and could continue to feel safe. She hung around him, anticipating his
every need. He hardly spoke to her but she knew every fibre of his body
resonated to every distress signal from hers. Otherwise, how was she to explain
his sudden appearance at the doorway to the kitchen, at precisely the moment
when Older Cousin, importuning and slobbering, moved aside the braids of hair
on her neck to kiss her? In the blistering scorn of his look, as he stood there
in the doorway, tall and gaunt, Older Cousin had slunk away. Or his sudden loud
call to her from his room downstairs (and he so seldom called to her) at the
moment that Grandfather decided that the back-knocking should stop and swung
round with menace?


She worshipped him; she was ready to die for
him. The sounds of the men in the house awakening in the morning – the
crackling expectorations of phlegm from throat, the steamy hissing of urine
into chamber-pots – continued to galvanise bondmaids into feverish morning
activity (a younger bondmaid, aged 10 years old, had taken over the tasks from
her), but the sound she listened to was the shuffling of papers and books on
desk and a small cough which she had learnt to distinguish from other coughs.
In a sly and determined way, she had edged a fellow bondmaid out of the duty of
making his bed and sweeping his room, and taken this duty upon herself, giving
it every loving attention.


Pig, who did not like her, complained
secretly to Grandmother and told one or two more things besides.


“Golden Frond, it is not proper for you to
go so often to Older Brother’s room. You don’t have to clean it so often.”


“Yes, Grandmother,” said Golden Frond and
went on nevertheless. She thought of him as she lay awake at night, and turned
over in her mind each of the words (never many) he had said to her during the
day, detecting a new kindness here, a new depth of feeling there. Each of a
man’s words, let drop in tenderness to a woman, is never left there but picked
up by her and turned over and cast this way and that, to catch at more meaning,
and if there is none, will soon gather around itself the meanings supplied by
the heart’s yearning.


She sang a joyous song in the refuge of his
protective power.


One day, while they were alone in the house
(oh rare occasion!) he told her something. He said he was going away to China,
and would be away for many months. He had this very important examination to
take.


Her eyes filled with tears which she was
helpless to stop, no matter how much she blinked, bit her lips, bit a corner of
her handkerchief, and so she stood there, more miserable than at any time in
her life. He was standing with his back to her, looking out of the window, upon
a sea of old tiled roofs with desolate tufts of grass in the crevices and a
flock of plaintive pigeons wheeling above. At the moment that he spun round
upon hearing a small suppressed sob, she looked up at him, frightened and
miserable, and when he walked to her, took her hand and led her to a chair, she
knew the endurance had reached its end: She burst out in the full release of an
overcharged heart. Her sobbing intensified with the gentle pressure of his hand
upon her shoulder and the sound of his voice, barely audible, for he too was
deeply moved: “Don’t cry.” How could she explain that a man’s kindness to a
woman, more than his cruelty, drew tears?


It turned out that though he was going to
China, he was not going to take a wife. All those rumours about a wife waiting
for him there were groundless and stupid, he said. She stared at him, hope
breaking through the tear stains. The woman who in her imagination had
tormented her for months, standing between them and blocking out their view of
each other, was now vanquished. But what a hope! Worse than groundless, worse
than stupid. She, a bondmaid of no parentage or name, the lowest of the low
among women and he, a scholar of good family, destined for wealth and power.


In the moment of her banishing the hope
forever, he rose to promise its fulfilment.


“I am going to make you my wife,” he
announced with simple finality, “I shall make my wishes known to Grandmother
who will see to arrangements for the required betrothal ceremony, and when I
return from China, we shall be married.”


He duly sought Grandmother’s permission,
dismissed the protestations, requested her to make the necessary arrangements
and then continued quietly with his studies. Grandmother later said to her
close friends, “What could I do? Men must have their way.”


In the months that Older Brother was away in
China, the sense of peace and well-being continued, for by virtue of the
betrothal, his absence, as much as had his presence, encircled her with safety,
while all round her were the ragings of appetite and doom. One night, the
silence was broken by the screams of the bondmaid called ‘Female’ who had sat
up suddenly upon the sleeping mat she shared with another bondmaid, and then
staggered up and out of the room in a delirium. Grandmother, waking up in a
fright, went to her, calmed her and then returned her to her mat. Mystery
surrounded her whereabouts in the next few days, for she disappeared from the
house the next day and was not seen again. She was brought home from the
hospital on a stretcher and died the next morning. The story pieced together by
the bondmaids, whispering urgently among themselves, was this: a few days
before the delirious outburst, Female, in the fourth month of her pregnancy,
had been quietly taken by Grandmother and a friend to a village abortionist, a
Malay woman extremely skilled with her hands, but the abortion was a mess and
Female developed complications. Grandmother tried to still the fever with home-made
brews, but it continued unabated and Female was finally taken to hospital in a
trishaw. She got worse and died after a few days, still screaming in her
delirium.


“Ah Por, protect us all,” prayed Golden
Frond as she lit a joss-stick and stuck it in the urn on Ah Por’s altar. She
lit another joss-stick in gratitude for her special good fortune and yet
another for the success of her betrothed in his examinations in China.


She was now 18 years old; Grandfather was
73; First Uncle was 51 and Older Cousin was 26, and in the 11th year of his
imbecility.


She moved unafraid among them, strengthened
by the love and kindness of a man. There were no letters from him because she
could not read, but in the third month of his absence, she received, through a
friend who had met up with him in China, the gift of a beautiful, red silk
jacket. She would not even try on the jacket, but let it remain in its box,
taking it out now and then to gaze upon the sheen of the silk and the fine
embroidery of the peonies on the sleeves.


The news came with complete devastation. She
was working on a beaded slipper, sewing on the eyes of a phoenix when she was
told by Grandmother: Older Brother had died in China. He was midway through his
examinations when he contracted a fever, got rapidly worse and died. She
listened, then was aware of a numbness that locked up all powers of speech and
movement so that only small, constricted sounds came from her throat and the
eye-beads rolled away from her fingers, then of a penetrating chill and an enveloping
darkness that sucked her into its centre making her gasp for breath.


She lay in a stupor for days. Grandmother
called in the temple medium to say prayers and administer a drink that would
ward off the final terrible bout of madness, for women, when the scorpions
massed for the final onslaught, were known to try to escape it by hurling
themselves out of windows or into wells.


She lay helpless on her bed, a pale and
stricken ghost, making no sounds except the small groans of a misery too deep
for tears. There were the dreams of her betrothed, alive and talking to her but
these melted only too quickly into the dreams of him dead or in the throes of
death, and there was always the dream, above all the tumult, of old Ah Por,
benign and smiling and beckoning to her.


In this state, she heard voices around her,
not the voices of people in dreams, but voices of real people, in Grandmother’s
room just next to hers.


“The temple medium says she must be given a
husband, or she will die.”


“Older Cousin needs a wife. He is already
27.”


“She will be married to Older Cousin.”


She began to pray to the Goddess Kuan Yin,
to old Ah Por, to Older Brother, one after the other: “Protect me, save me”,
but it would appear that having given her protection and love for so long, they
were now weary of her incessant calls and were leaving her to take care of
herself.


She put her forehead to the floor in utmost
supplication, but it seemed they had abandoned her to the darkness.


Older Cousin, grossly fat and leering, met
her in the corridor as she was getting out of her room for the first time since
her illness, and shrieked in gloating triumph.


“You are to be my wife. The temple medium
and Grandmother say so!”


“Not so,” she said haughtily, though she
could barely speak for weakness. “I must have a husband, but it will not be
you.”


“Oh! Oh!” The unwonted defiance robbed him
of speech for a minute, and he gaped at her, his mouth opening and closing like
a fish.


“Wait till I tell Grandmother!” he blurted.


“I do not care who you tell,” she said with
still greater hauteur, looking him all over with scorn. He danced around her in
his rage and then ran off squeaking.


He ran off to complain to Grandmother and to
demand that the bondmaid be whipped for her insolence, since she was well
enough recovered from her illness. When the two of them went up to her room,
they were in time to see the flames springing up and enclosing her body in a
fiery embrace, as she sat, cross-legged, with hands prayerfully clasped in
front of a hastily set up altar on which was a framed photograph of her
betrothed. Grandmother shouted for help, Older Cousin began to jump up and down
in the manner of an overwrought child unable to control his excitement.
Blubbering, he pointed a trembling finger at the perfectly still figure in the
flames, radiant in the red silk jacket. At the moment when somebody dragged in
a mat and tried to beat out the flames, the figure keeled over in a graceful
arc and lay face down, the song of immolation still on her lips.



The Solace Of Guilt 


 


In the Talmud and the Kabbalah are accounts of
Lilith, the first wife of Adam. She had been made of the dust of the earth, as
Adam had been made, and he was not pleased. He commanded her to lie beneath
him, as a sign that she was inferior to him. But they said she refused to lie
beneath him, insisting that the only love she would have was love with mutual
respect. Angered by her pride, they began to deride her, and spread stories
about her, insisting that she was the demon of the night, encouraging men to
spill their sperm. She, the woman with strength, was transformed into a
temptress of men.


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


He was 47
years old, and he was about to take his first
prostitute: she was coming up to his room, as arranged, in half an hour.


The thought amused him and brought on a slow
ruminative smile. The amusement was not in the contemplation of an absurdly
long postponement of a necessary rite of passage (“What? Never had one in your
life? What sort of man are you?” Benny had said), or of the much-vaunted
insecurity of the middle years, or even of the need of a virtuous man to take a
break from virtue. Indeed, Andrew Chin was not sure why he was feeling so
amused. Perhaps the word did not sufficiently describe the whole complex of pleasurable
thoughts and sensations he was experiencing as he sat on the bed in the hotel
room. Perhaps it was no more than the schoolboy’s sense of self-gratification
at a first prank about to be carried out.


“Bye! Be good!” his wife had said at the
airport. The parting advice was more in the nature of the teasing raillery
between husband and wife completely at ease with each other, than of any
serious admonition to a departing spouse.


“Bye,” he had said cheerfully, adding, “I
should not be good in a place like Bangkok, no man’s supposed to be good in
Bangkok,” echoing the irrepressible Benny who visited the city at least once a
month and made no secret of it. His wife, laughing good-naturedly, kissed him
and he was off.


And now the teasing words were about to
become fact, for he was about to have his first prostitute. It had not been
intended this way. He had planned, in the one day left after completing the
business for his company, to explore the city’s famed temples, markets and
shops and pick up the obligatory Thai silk for his wife, gifts for his
daughters and souvenirs for his secretary and the other girls at the office.
The brochures at the hotel hinted of more exotic enjoyment, but these were not
part of his world (“What!” Benny would have expostulated. “Go to Bangkok and
not see these? What sort of tourist are you? Why, when I was there the last
time, I went to the – Go, man. You won’t believe until you see with your own
eyes. My God! You know what the dancing girls do? They have these bottle caps,
see – It’s incredible, man – ”, finishing with his famous guffaw). So it was to
be innocuous temples, markets and shops. But entering his room after lunch, he
noticed a slip of pink paper under the door. He picked it up and read with
increasing amusement: ‘Virgin Prostitutes. Genuine. No Fake. With Good Proof in
Certificate of Virgin, has signature of 2 doctor. If not satisfy, can refund.’


Andrew put the pink slip into his pocket,
intending to take it home to show his wife who was an English Language teacher.
But the little advertisement had a curious power which began to work on him, so
that as he sat on his bed, he began to think strange thoughts which translated
into strange sensations.


When he was a little boy of eight and
staying with his grandparents, he hid himself one day behind the curtains when
he heard his grandfather come in from the rain and speaking to a bondmaid who
happened to be the only one in the house then, apart from himself. He knew for
a certainty that his grandfather had never intended to go out at all, and would
be back as soon as the others were out of the house. He also knew that his
grandfather’s curt order to the maid to take up a cup of hot tea to him in his
room was no routine instruction.


Something was about to happen, and as soon
as he heard the door softly closing after them, he darted out from behind the
curtains, climbed the stairs noiselessly, then lay flat on his stomach outside
the locked room to peep up through the convenient slit between door and floor.
He watched, fascinated, and was later to connect the intense pleasure,
approaching ecstasy, that he had seen oil his grandfather’s face, with the
appropriation of virginity. A physiological intricacy beyond his little mind to
grasp, he nevertheless understood its tremendous value through listening in on
the many adult conversations in that large household of women. The knowledge,
with the myriad trivia of childhood, had faded away as he grew up, but now in
the tantalising pronouncements of the pink paper slipped under his door in the
Bangkok hotel, it came back with vividness and power and insinuated itself into
his very being, climaxing always with the recollection of pure ecstasy on his
grandfather’s face.


Andrew paced the room with the pink paper in
his hand, his face mobile with a hundred flitting expressions. He was
interested, awed, fascinated, alarmed at his own daring, and so curious about
an experience at once commonplace and unique that no less than direct personal
experience, he decided, could satisfy that curiosity. The realisation that he
was 47 years old and with perhaps but a short time left for initiation into
that experience, contributed to the decision. Having made up his mind, he was
aware of a new lightness of being and of his whole body being suffused with a
tingling glow of most delicious anticipation. He looked at the telephone number
on the pink paper and realised that the simple act of his picking up the phone
would be his induction into a totally new world. He wondered what he should say
and how he should react if the pink paper people got crude or demanding, and as
if to spare him all the hassle, a polite knock was heard on the door and a very
polite-looking young man appeared and asked if he could be of any help.


So the girl was to come in precisely half an
hour. And she was to spend the night with him.


Like the prankish schoolboy who longs for an
audience, Andrew wondered, “What would Benny say?” He knew what Benny would
say: The coarse, florid face with the raucous laugh loomed before his eyes, and
made him shake his head and smile to himself. What would his wife say? The
thought was totally irrelevant to and therefore had no place in this unique,
tantalising, once-in-a-life-time, just-for-the-experience adventure, which of
course he had no intention of repeating.


There came a very timid knock, and the girl
was admitted.


She was very young-looking, was probably no
more than 16. She stood before him uncertainly, then took out a roll of paper
from her pocket to give to him; it was the Virginity Certificate, attesting to
her pristine state, signed by two doctors, one signature beside the other, in a
corner of the gold-bordered scroll.


Andrew looked at her with increasing
curiosity, then pleasure. A grotesquely made-up harridan with jangling
earrings, low-cut skin-tight dress and stiletto heels and working the chewing
gum endlessly in her cheeks (a portrait he derived exclusively from American
TV) would have repulsed him. This girl who stood before him was young and
pretty and innocent-looking, with a round face, large round eyes and a small
mouth. Her abundance of dark curly hair was swept back and kept in place by a
yellow head-band from under which a cluster of small tendrils escaped to frame
her face in the most appealing way. She was wearing a frilly yellow dress which
was one or two sizes too large, and high heels too high, so that she tottered a
little as she walked up to him to show him the virginity certificate. He
suddenly had a fleeting vision of her in another setting, her native village,
divested of make-up, frilly dress and high heels, wearing the native sarong and
walking barefoot with a water-pot on her head, a pink frangipani in her hair.


He gestured to her to sit down and she sat
in the chair opposite him, balancing on the edge, in continuing deferential
timidity. He began to speak to her slowly and gently, in English, asking simple
questions. In response, she rattled off a string of rehearsed sentences in
English, the only intelligible ones being “My name Porntip” and “I am virgin”,
the second followed by what sounded like a statement of a virgin’s fee. They
smiled continuously at each other and now and then laughed with shy amiability.


The sense of exhilaration on the approaching
consummation of the ultimate frolic could not be resisted any longer and
shedding whatever remaining tentativeness, Andrew got up, walked to Porntip and
led her decisively to the bed. This was the cue, clearly, for her to initiate
the process of disrobing: she pulled down the back zipper of her dress, stepped
out of it and out of her high heels, in one movement of practised efficiency
and ease. Then with the same sense of purpose, she lay down on the bed in her
black lace bra and panties, watching him closely for the second cue as to who
should be the one to effect the last stage of the disrobing, for a more
enjoyable preliminary. He watched with mounting excitement and interest, all
the while marvelling at the novelty of the experience. He was 47 and about to
take his first prostitute, and so far everything had been exactly as he would
have wished.


The girl looked at him, then decided to take
the initiative, unclasping her bra, pulling down her panties and coming close
to him in the full warmth of her naked beauties. He immediately pulled her down
with a grunt of intense desire, rivalling even his grandfather’s.


At the moment of the breaking, she gave the
inevitable sharp cry, then when he had rolled off her and was quietly
contemplating her from his easeful position on a mound of pillows, his arms
behind his head, she pulled up from somewhere under her body the proof of the
stained white cloth, and showed it to him, smiling. The crude contrivance, not
just of the cloth, but of the practised sharp cry of pain, and of the forced
orgiastic contortions of face and limbs irritated him. The irritation was not
directed at the girl but at the whole set-up of parasites intent upon living
off her, from the manager of the hotel to the young polite-looking pimp who had
come to his door, to her parents who had probably already sold her, body and
soul, to the hotel. The girl’s total naturalness and simplicity left her
untouched in any way by the sordid business so that whatever she did from
obedience, no matter how crude, only enhanced her appeal.


He wanted to talk to her, to find out more
about her, but her ability in the language had ended with the rattled off
string of sentences and now, having been previously instructed to be with the
man throughout the night, she settled compliantly by his side and watched for
his every wish. His last thought, before he finally fell asleep, with the girl
nestling against him, was of a very satisfactory first adventure and of the
possibility that it need not be the last.


He woke up in the middle of the night with a
start, thinking he was at home. Then he remembered and stretched out his hand
to touch the girl beside him. He propped himself up on his elbow in alarm, for
she was no longer there. He stretched out his hand quickly to feel for his
watch and wallet on the beside table (“Never leave your watch or wallet or
other valuables lying around in the room,” Benny had cautioned, “And never
accept any drink from a prostitute. It’s sure to be spiked, and you’ll wake up
to find yourself stripped bare.”) They were there, intact. Where could Porntip
be? He had paid for a full night. She should not have left. He would have to
complain to the manager.


He noticed the light in the bathroom and
heard some very small sounds coming from it. Getting noiselessly out of bed, he
padded across the room to peep through the imperfectly closed door.


Porntip was squatting on the bathroom floor,
playing ‘Five Stones’. She scattered five small pebbles on the floor in front
of her, picked one up, threw it high into the air, scooped up the remaining
four from the floor in one swift sweep, and was in time to catch the falling
pebble, to complete the set of five in her little palm. She repeated the
process, scattering the pebbles yet further apart, to challenge herself to
higher levels of dexterity. With each success, she laughed softly to herself,
with each failure, she frowned and muttered scolding words to the errant pebble
that had not allowed itself to be scooped up in time with the others, or that
had perversely slipped out between her fingers. With a child’s total absorption
at play, she did not see him watching her.


She was just that, a child. She was a child
forced into an occupation that she understood only in terms of what she must do
and say to please men and what she must not do and say to avoid the beatings
from managers, pimps and parents. Her childhood had been stolen from her, but
she stole back whatever bits of it she could, waiting till the men were asleep
and snoring, to go into the bathroom, bring out her five stones and play by
herself. While the men mauled her in bed, she pretended to smile and giggle and
let out pleasing cries of pleasure, but all the time she was thinking about the
five little pebbles hidden in the pocket of her dress.


A sickening sensation of the hideousness of
it all condensed into a tight constriction of throat and stomach, and he leaned
against the wall, to steady himself. He had paid for a child and taken her to
bed. The child was probably no older than his younger daughter, Adeline, aged
13. He and his wife escorted Adeline to her school parties, forbade her to stay
late and watched over her with greatest parental care and tenderness. If
Porntip had been his daughter, she would have had the same loving protection.
With his money he had made this child, working as a prostitute in a hotel, do unspeakable
things for his pleasure, and she had complied fully, smiling, knowing that any
complaint from him would mean the whip and lash. He had noticed a healed scar
on her left thigh, probably the price she had paid for a flare of the child’s
rebelliousness that was never repeated. 


She was singing a song softly to herself and
he thought he understood the words.


 


Stones, pretty stones


Bright stones


Fingers, nimble fingers


But why did you have to open


Like legs?


 


He moved; he was not sure what he was going
to do or say, except that an overpowering feeling of compassion for her and
loathing for himself needed expression. The involuntary movement caused the
child to look up with a start; she saw him and let out a loud gasp. The stones
fell from her fingers and she stood up trembling, staring at him with the
terror-stricken look of someone caught in a heinous act and for whom escape was
impossible. He pushed open the door, said “Porntip” and she fell down on her
knees and began to cry, rocking her small body to and fro in her terror. He
tried to touch her, to say comforting words, but the child’s panic had gathered
into one obsessive thought, that here was another thing done wrong, for which
punishment would be immediate and painful, so that all his efforts to calm and
reassure by tone or touch were futile and washed uselessly over her. She became
hysterical, speaking very rapidly in her own language, still on her knees and
alternately holding out her hands pleadingly and wringing them.


“Oh, please, please – ” cried Andrew, and
then thinking to get her out of her hysteria more effectively, he said, in a
sharp voice, “Now, now, no need for all this,” at the same time firmly gripping
her shoulders to pull her up from the absurd kneeling position. She screamed,
and began struggling with him as with an adversary, finally breaking free and
running out of the bathroom and out of the room, in choked sobbing.


“Oh my God,” cried Andrew, pale with shock
at this sudden turn ofevents. He sat down on the bed, breathing heavily, in a
turbulence of emotions from which two, guilt and fear, detached themselves to
shape into an overpowering certainty that this would not be the end of the
adventure, that something was about to happen to him soon. The sense of dread
overcame him, and he fell back on the bed, gasping.


He jumped up upon hearing loud shouts coming
from the street below, and without understanding what they were all about, he
knew they were in some way connected with him. He listened, horrified. The
shouts grew; he could visualise a massing of people in the scene of the
tragedy, whatever it was, in the light of the street lamps. He put on his shirt
and his trousers and heard a soft polite knock on the door. It was the young
polite-looking man again, and this time the man’s smile was strained by the
seriousness of the news he had come to give, and by his earnest desire that his
valued guest should not be at all inconvenienced by it. The girl, Porntip, in a
quite unaccountable fit of madness, had run to the hotel balcony and fallen
over a ledge. Quite unaccountable, the young man emphasised, and smiling
reassuringly at Andrew, repeated that he was not to worry about it at all, as
these things happened. It was best that they kept quiet about it and went on as
if nothing had happened. Andrew rushed past him through the open door and he
said, “Sir, but – ”


Andrew stood with the cluster of onlookers,
but the body on the wet road was already covered with a piece of canvas, a
small foot peeping out from it. He felt a tide of nausea rising, and returned
quickly to the hotel to throw up in the bathroom. He saw the five stones still
on the floor and he began to cry. The next day, he left for home.


“You what – ” Benny was aghast. He repeated,
“That’s utterly crazy, Andrew, and I advise you not to do it.” For Andrew had
told him the whole story and confided to him his decision for reparation. Guilt
needed reparation which was its only solace.


When he was a very small child, probably no
more than five or six, he suffered enormous guilt over the death of a sister.
He had nightmares of his little sister’s ghost coming to haunt him; it did not
help that one of the bondmaids who took care of him, a young spiteful woman,
often told him the story of how he was responsible for the baby’s death,
embellishing her narration to frighten the little hypersensitive boy into a
state of sheer terror. What had happened was that during the post-war years
when he was a mere toddler, milk was scarce, and whatever milk could be
obtained was first given to sons, then only to daughters, if there was any
remaining. He being the only male child had first preference; while he grew
sleek and chubby, his sister dwindled away and finally died from an illness
brought on by malnutrition. He had a recurring dream in which he saw a pan of
milk being heated on the stove, then poured into a bottle, then put in a bucket
of water to cool. His little sister cried for the milk but each time she tried
to reach it, she was slapped down and finally pulled away. He saw himself
drinking from the bottle of milk and being carried in a bondmaid’s arms, and
urging the bondmaid to take him to the window to look out upon the yard outside
where he was sure his sister had been taken. Still drinking his milk, he looked
out and saw her dead on the hard earth of the yard, like an enormous insect on
its back, her arms and legs stiffly sticking out.


When he was older, he found out that there
was a way by which the living could feed the dead and thus make atonement:
every year, during the Feast of the Hungry Ghosts, people went to the graves of
their relatives and laid out enormous feasts of food and drink.


His grandmother, taking him with her on her
rounds of the graves, was surprised to see something drop out of his shirt and
fall clanking to the ground where it hit a stone. It was a tin of condensed
milk.


“Why, little grandson!” she had laughed.
“Whatever have you got there?” He did not tell her, but it was an offering of
propitiation to the dead sister who had died because of him.


The frightening dream disappeared. The ghost
must have drunk the milk and forgiven him.


There was to be more guilt and more need of
the solace of expiation.


His mother employed a servant, a remote
relative who had a little adopted daughter. The child must have been about
eight then, but was very small for her years, looking no more than five or six,
and he was 12. The Clever Scholar, the women in the household called him as
they looked at him with pride, and all their energies were put to the service
of his comfort and pleasure, he being the sole male child. Their attentiveness
embarrassed him; their readiness to punish the servant’s child on his account
embarrassed him even more. Thus if the child followed him around in hopes of
being given some of the bread-and-jam he was eating, or stood and watched him
while he was doing his school homework and he frowned for her to go away, her
mother would appear in a noisy display of the deference expected of the poor
relative, shrilly scolding the child or slapping her till she cried. Between
his genuine pity for this unfortunate little girl who was always sickly and
never without scabs on her spindly legs, and his utter revulsion at her idiotic
adulation of him, he grew irritable and difficult, often locking himself in his
room for hours. One day he lost a favourite colouring pen, and was certain that
the girl had taken it because he had seen her looking at it with intense
interest. He asked her sternly, if she had taken his pen; the child blubbered,
and immediately the incident was taken to a high level of adult antagonisms,
his mother making insinuating remarks and the relative responding by beating
the child in a frenzy of transferred hate. The child began to vomit and the
distressed relative would still go on with the beating, until his mother coldly
went up and removed the piece of firewood from her hand. He had meanwhile found
the missing colouring pen; he had put it away in a drawer and had forgotten
about it. Lacking the courage to tell the truth, he brooded in his room for
days. The child was taken ill, and he remembered that his guilt was so keen
that he emptied his money-box of its coins and went out to buy an enormous
packet of biscuits which he hurriedly left beside the mattress on which the
sick child was lying. He never saw her again and was told that she had died in
hospital.


He did not tell Benny of these two childhood
incidents, but he said, running his fingers through his hair in his deep
distress, “You know three females have died on my account, and they were all
children. I have been responsible for the deaths of three innocent children.
How can I forgive myself?” Ignoring the histrionics, Benny said, “But Andrew,
listen. You can’t go to the family and offer money. They would fleece you dry.
I know their kind; you would be a heaven-sent opportunity to them.” For Andrew
had told him of his secret intention to return to Bangkok and get the help of
the hotel manager to locate the girl’s family. He would then visit them and
offer to pay for the funeral expenses and for whatever else was needed.


“That’s the least I can do,” said Andrew
sorrowfully. The incident had changed him drastically. His wife wondered and
agonised about this sudden change in her husband – his hair was greyer and he had
aged overnight – but he would not tell her.


“Listen,” said Benny again, with greater
urgency in his voice. He worried about Andrew being mercilessly exploited by
‘those people’ and tried to dissuade him with all the horror stories he could
muster: the American engineer who befriended a Thai bar waitress, sent her
money faithfully for three years, only to be dumped by her; an Englishman who
was cleaned out by his Thai wife and her family; a Singaporean businessman who
returned from a trip totally disoriented and was later found to have been the
victim of a magic potion administered by his Thai mistress.


“Don’t,” pleaded Benny, and this time there
was exasperation in his voice: here was a guy making a big to-do over nothing
and possibly ruining it for the other guys.


“Planeloads of Japanese go there every day,”
he said, still trying hard to dissuade Andrew from a patently futile mission,
“and planeloads of French too. You only have to read the newspapers to know. It
happens everywhere in the world. Do you mean to tell me,” he said, “that each
and every one of us should come home weeping with guilt and sorrow?”


It was with great difficulty and a
considerable sum of money that Andrew managed to persuade the polite young man
at the hotel to take him to see Porntip’s family. He looked around at the
squalor of the huts clustered on the muddy banks of a river; they seemed to be
constructed of the same foetid substance as the debris washed up by the river.
A group of small children with large, round bellies, matted hair and dirty
faces gathered round him, giggling, and he began to dispense coins from his
pocket. The group rapidly swelled into a crowd, and the children, jostling with
each other, and tugging at his hands, shirt and trousers, clamoured for more.
The young man shooed them off with both hands and led Andrew hurriedly to a
small, ramshackle hut some distance from the river. Porntip had no father; he
had died in an accident in a stone quarry a year back. Porntip’s mother, a
thin, dried woman with a grief-pinched face pointed to a table on which stood a
picture of Porntip, smiling, with a frangipani in her hair, side by side with a
picture of the dead father, and in front of the portraits, a saucer with flower
petals and a lit candle. Porntip’s mother began to weep; the tragedy of her
life condensed into a long, thin wail as she sat beside the pictures of her
husband and daughter and began beating on her chest. Pale with shock, Andrew
drew out from his pocket some money, handed it to the young man beside him and
requested him to explain to the woman that he would be grateful to be allowed
to help out in the funeral and other expenses. The woman looked up sharply,
looked from one face to the other and stared at the wad of money which
represented remission from years of back-breaking work at the quarry; her
cluster of children, similarly attracted, gathered round her to watch silently.


“It’s the least I can do,” said Andrew
gently, and the young man translated. Andrew’s eyes wandered and rested, with
horror, on a young girl by the side of the hut, visible from the doorway,
squatting on the hard earth, playing Five Stones. It was the same round face,
the same abundance of hair, the same dexterity of hand in the sweeping up of
the four pebbles to catch the falling fifth. Andrew stared, and a strangled
sound came from his throat, as he raised a finger to point at her. The mother,
following his finger, raised her voice and called shrilly. The name sounded
like “Porntip.” The girl heard, looked up, gathered her five stones and came
in. She stood shyly before Andrew. The mother, smiling through her tears,
introduced her. Her name was Wantip, and she was Porntip’s younger sister. She
smiled shyly and looked on the ground. The mother said something to the young
man and he translated: “She says that you are a good and generous man. You can
have Wantip. She is a virgin and will be a very good woman to you. She says she
knows you will treat Wantip very well. She says – ”


“No, you don’t understand,” blurted Andrew.
The woman who understood very well, again said something to the young man who
translated: “She says another man has already come to ask for her, and if you
don’t take her now – ”


Wantip, on cue, walked up to Andrew, and
stood before him, head bowed, hands reverentially clasped, then looked up at
him with that mixture of pleading and promise in her large eyes and soft mouth.



The Revenge 


 


Various are the legends of how Attis, the
son-lover of the great goddess Cybele of Anatolia, met his death. The most
appealing is the one that tells how one day as the young Attis was looking
after his grazing sheep and playing his flute, unknown to him, the monster
Agdistus was watching his youthful beauty with lustful eyes. Unable to control
his passion any longer, Agdistus tried to force himself upon Attis. Utterly
revolted, the pure Attis tore the genitals from his own body, bleeding to death
under a free rather than be unfaithful to his great goddess mother. The goddess
on seeing the lifeless, emasculated body of her son-lover wept with sorrow.
Picking him up gently from the ground that had sprung a thousand violets where
the blood had spilt, she carried him, wrapped in woollen mourning bands to the
mountain cave where she lived. She also took with her the tree under which he
had died, planting it at the entrance to the cave and burying the body in the
earth beneath. Every year, sitting under this tree on the anniversary of his
death, she mourned for him, this faithful, loyal, devoted lover of hers who
would rather deprive himself of his maleness than betray her.


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


The daughter
came home from the date tearful, and the mother guessed
what had happened.


“He’s not going to marry you after all,
right?” she allowed herself some malice through the maternal concern. “Am I
right or not?” And when the daughter set up a howl of desolation, she knew she
was right.


“I told you so! I told you a hundred times
that as soon as he had his way with you, he would dump you. They’re all like
that!” – remembering the time when her own husband would have dumped her once
the disgrace of her growing belly was discovered, except that, upon the secret
administration of the temple medium’s magic potion in his drink, he suddenly
turned docile and married her.


“How many times did he have his way with
you?” she asked sharply.


The girl said, “Four.”


The mother shook her head in exasperation.
“I told you, didn’t I, to be careful. A girl’s gift is not for foolish
squandering, and now you’ve spent it on a brute of a man who then leaves you,
smacking his lips in search of others! You young women will never learn.”


Her daughter wept noisily, unable to bear
the loss of the young man and the folly of a squandered gift.


“Will you be seeing him again?” asked the
mother after a while, and the daughter, hearing purpose in her voice, looked up
and asked, “No – but why do you ask?”


“Because,” said the mother, “you will need
to put something in his drink.”


It was a small packet of very fine ash,
sifted from the remains of a prayer paper burnt together with a piece of the
napkin that had touched the most secret part of the daughter’s body.


The magic did not work. On the contrary, it
hardened the young man’s resolution not to marry the girl, but not before he
had had his way with her again, making it the fifth time.


The daughter was disconsolate, and the
mother furious. She paced the house at night, as restless as a caged animal.
She had to take revenge on behalf of her daughter. Since the magic did not
work, she would have to move to the next weapon in her arsenal. It was going to
be extremely difficult, but she would know no peace till it had been
accomplished.


Mother and daughter got together to work out
the plan carefully, the daughter by now galvanised to an irrevocable fury and
pitch of bloodthirstiness. The plan was in five steps: Step 1, invite him to
dinner, lulling any suspicion with a show of genuine friendship and desire to
forget the past; Step 2, he comes for dinner, feed him with his favourite food;
Step 3, ply him with his favourite drink, but in a way as not to arouse any
suspicion; Step 4, he feels sleepy, invite him to sleep on his favourite sofa
in the sitting room, promising to wake him up soon; Step 5, he is snoring in
his sleep, strike.


Everything went according to plan, until
Step 5, when instead of snoring, he seemed to be sleeping fitfully, crossing
and uncrossing his legs, and tossing about. However, after a while, the full
effect of the drink was felt, and he began to be still and to snore loudly, his
mouth wide open, one arm dangling at the side.


“Just a few minutes more, we need to be
sure,” said the mother, and the daughter stood by, on the ready, her blood up.
The mother held the knife, sharp, shining and deadly, in her hand.


“Ready,” said the mother and the daughter carefully
prised his legs apart, deftly unzipped his fly and brought out the offending
member, now limp and helpless in her hand.


“You wronged me five times,” she addressed
it severely, as if it had a life of its own – and indeed, during those times,
it seemed it did, rearing and moving its head like some predatory animal.
“Here,” said the mother, handing over the knife, and in simultaneous explosions
of blood, screams of pain and shrieks of triumph, the target object was cut off
and held aloft, between thumb and finger, a little nondescript trophy. The
young man jumped up, screamed and screamed even more when he saw himself thus
denuded. Covering the spot with both hands, his body bent double over it, he
hopped about, wailing, not unlike the cartoon character or the comic hero of
film and TV slapstick, who has just been kicked in the groin by the little
lady, except that in this case, the groin was just not kicked, but killed, with
the blood-spattered hands to prove it.


“Police! Call the police!” screamed the man,
while the two women ran away, still carrying their prize. Outside in the
darkness, they stopped near a drain that was sometimes half-filled with water,
and threw the pathetic little piece in it, gurgling with demonic glee at the
successful completion of their revenge.


“In Thailand,” said the mother, “they feed
it to the ducks. I wish there were a duck or chicken just now.” Then the women
returned to the house and gave themselves up.


The manhood was lost forever, for after
looking for it in the drain for almost an hour using powerful torches, the
police called off the search and assumed that it had been washed away or eaten
up by a fish or frog. The frantic young man, who had had hopes of it being
found and reattached, settled into a state of permanent despair.


The women were unrepentant, and when asked
why they did it, said they had to, giving the impression they would do it
again.


The newspapers in Singapore were full of the
story for days. It brought letters of sympathy which were equally bestowed upon
the wronged women and the equally wronged man, but when there appeared a
picture of the man, looking very depressed and saying that it was a fate worse
than death, the sympathy shifted in his favour. Then somebody wrote in to ask
the intriguing question: Why did the women choose a form of revenge that
invariably led to their being caught? The letter provoked a flurry of replies
which examined the causes from a variety of angles – psychological, cultural,
biological, political – from the need to turn penis envy into real action, to
the instinct to preserve fellow women from the same sad fate, to the pure joy
of proclaiming woman’s only area of monopoly of power, since men could never
retaliate in kind.


Wrote a very upset male, “It boggles the
mind to think what women are capable of doing; they can claim the superlatives
of violent revenge!”, followed by another, equally anguished: “Men, be
forewarned. It may be necessary for us all to go around wearing groin guards!”
Both the women of course went to jail, the mother getting three years and the
daughter five, and the last thing heard about the poor dispossessed young man
was that he was seeking help from a witch doctor somewhere in a mountain
village in Thailand.



The Feast of the Hungry Ghosts


 


“ ... now consider the paucity of language in
this respect. ‘Purest’, ‘Fairest’, ‘Wisest’, ‘Bravest’, ‘Gentlest’. This is
about all we can manage. How can the mere addition of three pitiful little
letters ‘e-s-t’ hope to capture the full depth and width and breadth of the
excellence that is Woman? Until we devise an adequate linguistic system for
this purpose, we would have to be satisfied with the so-called superlatives in
the language.”


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


A visitor
would be struck by the grandeur of the building and
even more by the grandeur of its purpose: to house the remains of one woman who
had died more than 50 years ago. It was an immense structure with the
inescapable curving pagoda roof to remind the Chinese emigrant of home, and to
allow the gratification, since Filipino law did not permit him to own land, of
owning great houses. When the house was ready to receive his dead wife, he must
have further gloated, as he supervised the ceremony of transferring the remains
to its new and permanent home, on the contrast between this house and the
surrounding hovels of the natives. Indeed, the contrast would strike the
visitor as positively obscene: the fully air-conditioned building with its
tiled floors and marble pillars for one dead woman, and the tin-and-cardboard
shacks clinging to the sides of denuded hills, home to hundreds of ragged women
and children who regularly emerged to scrabble in the rubbish dumps close by.


But the real obscenity of contrast lay in
the food: for the dead woman, one Madam Teh Siew Po, the altar table creaked
with an abundance of roast pig, young white fowl steamed in their own pristine
juices, the most finely spun rice noodles, herbal soups, pink sugared buns,
peanut sweets, almond paste puddings, rare fungi, and even rarer sea cucumber
cooked with fragrant cabbage, oranges, lichees, pomelos whose thick, soft skin
was carved into a ring of delicately curving petals to reveal the succulent
pink fruit inside, and for the living woman, one Mrs. Raphaela Santos and her
family of seven children, ages 10 to one, fistfuls of rice, boiled vegetables
that had been salvaged from the rubbish dump and one fried fish which they were
all to share.


This was the time of the annual Chinese
Feast of the Hungry Ghosts, when Heaven and Hell emptied themselves of the
spirits of the dead to allow them to return to Earth to be fed by their
relatives in a continuing show of remembrance and love. No ghost was better fed
than Madam Teh Siew Po; every year, since her death in 1936, the ghost feast
had been held for her (even during the war years) and each year she came and
partook of the magnificent spread. That she had actually returned could be
ascertained by the simple procedure of leaving a tray of ash overnight on the
altar table and checking it the next day for footprints (very small, for Madam
Teh had bound feet). The caretaker, once he was assured of the fact, was free
to dispose of the food as he liked. Over the years, the practice of packing the
food in separate parcels to be distributed among various relatives had become a
hassle for the old man, and lately, he had simply dumped the food outside the
house and closed the gates again, in the full knowledge that within minutes, it
would be grabbed up by the beggar woman with the seven children.


For three years running, Raphaela Santos and
her brood had whooped with joy at the sight of the ghost food; in a highly
efficient division of labour, they had, within minutes, packed up the good
stuff in their paper bags, cardboard boxes, tin buckets and plastic mugs, and
were carrying it home in triumph for a succession of family feasts. By
gathering up the unfinished remnants and boiling them in a rich stew, Raphaela
Santos was actually able to extend the annual celebration by a few more days.


Then disaster struck. That year, no
footprints were seen in the ash, therefore the ghost had not come, therefore
the food could not be removed. Raphaela waited in great anxiety, straining her
neck to peep through the window. She saw the splendid offerings on the altar
table, the centrepiece being always the roast pig, in their porcelain dishes
and tureens, amidst flickering candles, joss-sticks and flowers, and the old
caretaker snoozing in his folding chair nearby. She saw him get up and go to
examine the tray of ash, and held her breath, as he closely turned the tray
this way and that in the sunlight, to catch any imprint. No, there was none,
and he put back the tray and returned to his chair.


Raphaela fretted fearfully; if Madam Teh did
not appear soon, the food would surely spoil. The weather was hotter than
usual, and the air conditioning would be no guarantee.


On the fourth day, the caretaker, squinting
at the ash and detecting a faint print near the centre of the tray, decided
that the ghost had at last appeared. But it was too late! With a heart near to
breaking, Raphaela and her seven children, her newest baby on her hip, watched
the caretaker empty each plate and tureen into large black plastic bags, tie up
the bags securely, then carry them to dump into the refuse bins outside. They
waited for him to get back into the house, then closed in, making frantic
little noises as they untied each bag to see what could be saved. It was no
use; all the food had gone quite bad.


The next year, as the Feast approached once
more, the hopes rose again. The eternal roast pig, roasted to precisely that
point when the crispy, crunchy skin detached itself to provide a separate,
purer eating pleasure, the shiny white steamed chickens carried in a bunch by
their necks, the mountain of pink, sugared buns shaped like peaches and women’s
breasts – Raphaela’s children could describe each item in perfection of detail,
as it was carried into the house by the caterer. She said to them, “Hush, we’ll
wait and see; we don’t know what will happen,” remembering the bitterness of
the previous year’s experience.


They waited, with held breath, their eyes
never leaving the Great House, so that they could be the first to run up and
lay claim to the booty. The waiting seemed interminable, and Raphaela, knowing
that their next meal would be from ghosts or never, began to fret and mutter
her fears out loud.


“The weather’s much hotter this year. The
soup will be the first to go, and then the vegetables. The roast pig may be
saved yet.”


She continued sullenly, “Some people who
have all the food they want, even when they are dead, have no thought for
others who go hungry all the time.”


She prayed to the saint whose name she bore,
and whose holy image she wore in a small brass medal on a string round her
neck: ‘O holy St Raphael, Helper of the Innocents and the Suffering, help me!’


The afternoon sun continued to beat down
pitilessly; Raphaela’s head began to spin giddily and when it cleared, she saw,
not the angel but Madam Teh Siew Po, exactly as she had appeared in the
photograph on the altar table: a plain, almost sad face, the severe hairstyle
of the time not detracting from the youthfulness of the features. She was
sitting, as in the photograph, in an ornate high-backed chair, small and
slim-looking despite the loose, long-sleeved black silk blouse and baggy black
silk trousers, her bejewelled fingers stiffly spread out on her knees, her tiny
feet in pointed, embroidered shoes.


Raphaela stared; she noted the perfect
plucked arches over the large sad eyes, the tiny lucky mole above the right
upper lip. Half a century separated the two women, and more than half of Fate’s
injustice, for one received only eggs and the other only scorpions: the wealthy
and protected Chinese woman who never knew a day of want in life or death, and
the Filipino slum woman, abandoned by her husband and lover, with seven
children to support and herself to die soon from a suppurating stomach wound
because she did not have the money to pay for an operation. But just now, the
concern was more immediate, for food in the stomach, and Raphaela Santos, with
all the energy she could muster, spoke to Madam Teh Siew Po across the immense
gulfs.


“I have been waiting for so long. Will you
please come, or it will be too late! It will spoil!”


She repeated, with mounting exasperation,
“Please come. We have not eaten for two days!” The sad, childlike face looked
back at her; Raphaela saw, with surprise, the intense friendly interest that
was suddenly irradiating the plain features, and felt ashamed of her own
ungraciousness.


“I didn’t mean to be rude,” she said, “I was
just so very hungry and desperate that I sounded rude but then – ,” with sudden
shrewdness, “we are sisters, are we not, and sisters can bare their sad hearts
to each other, can they not?”


The irradiated face nodded assent and
Raphaela, beginning to feel once more the oppression of the afternoon heat,
shook her head vigorously, rubbed her eyes, and opened them to see the face
gone and at her feet, a rabbit, sitting up, ears twitching.


“My, my!” she cried. “A rabbit. Enough food
for the whole family.” She was sure it was sent by that strange Chinese woman
whom she had just spoken to; no rabbit would ever be found in the vicinity, as
any four-footed population would have long ago been decimated by the slum
children.


“Come, rabbit dinner!” she said, struck by
the whimsicality of the dead woman. But the creature darted away, in the
direction of the Great House and was lost to sight. “Rabbit dinner gone,” she
said, shrugging her shoulders and playing up to the whimsicality but at the
same time thinking it rather unkind of the Chinese woman to play a trick like
that on her. She was going to make her sad, hungry way home when she heard the
caretaker calling her and beckoning to her.


“She’s come,” he said matter-of-factly, “so
you can have the food. You’re lucky it’s still good.” She saw the basis of his
confident announcement – four deep, certainly unmistakable, prints in the ash,
very small, like a woman’s bound feet, but also very, very like a rabbit’s paw
prints. She wanted to ask the caretaker, “Did you see a rabbit come in just
now?” but decided in a sudden access of new found joy that it ought to remain a
secret, a secret of loving sisters who could reach out to each other in
remembrance and compassion across great gulfs of time.



Transit to Heaven


 


In the sacred texts of the Vedas, it is said:
where women are worshipped, the Gods will be pleased.


 


(From The Woman’s Book Of Superlatives)


 


In the very
short time (a few seconds of earth time?) before her
soul detached from her body and started drifting away, her entire life was
presented to her eyes. It is true then, thought Dora Warren, Feminist
Extraordinaire, what they say about the drowning man in the last moments before
he goes under, or the leaping woman just before she hits the pavement: their
life appears before them in a sweep of intense colour and emotion. She had read
of the thrilling chronological rainbow – arc of life’s passages, from childhood
through adolescence to the mature and mellowing years, that made the departing
soul suddenly ache to come back to reclaim lost loves, but in her case, there
was none of this longing, only an impatience to have this presentation, clearly
a rite of passage, over and done with quickly, so that she could move on. She
was excited about the prospect of arriving at her destination.


Meanwhile, the obligatory review.


It came in clear, separate, hard-edged
pictures, one after the other – click, click – like slides projected on to a
screen by a slide-projector. The first one showed her as a little, pig-tailed
girl being coaxed away from her mother’s side by a visitor anxious to have her
play with a small belligerent-looking boy carrying a blue plastic gun. She saw
that while the visitor beamed indulgently as the gun-toting boy dragged her out
to play in the garden, her mother looked a little nervous and once or twice
craned her neck to look out and ascertain that all was well. Five minutes
later, her mother and the visitor came running out of the house upon hearing a
piercing scream, her mother exclaiming, “Oh, my poor little Dorrie, are you all
right?” and the visitor saying reassuringly, “It’s okay, Marge. Chuck only
frightens a little, he means no harm”, before they pulled themselves up in
front of the kennel at the bottom of the garden where the screams were coming
from, and let out a joint gasp: for cowering inside the kennel was the boy,
mere jelly in his terror, and standing guard over him with the gun pointed
between his eyes, was Dora Warren, aged five, her pigtails flying.


Dora chuckled.


Despite the incident, she had gone on to
marry Charles at age 19, mesmerised by his good looks, his enormous biceps, his
towering strength.


Click. Dora now watched, fascinated, as the
baby was slowly pulled out of her, raw and bloody and slimy, its small face
twisted in the rictus of birth.


“How beautiful! How simply beautiful!” cried
the exhausted mother on the hospital bed, but the father who had insisted on
witnessing the birth turned pale, gasped, swooned and fell upon the floor,
hitting his head with a loud thud. Attention had to be temporarily diverted
from the squalling new-born baby to its father knocked out cold on the floor
while Dora, raising herself to look, cried out anxiously, “Honey, are you
okay?”


That was probably the turning point in her
life. In an apocalyptic flash, she saw what she had only vaguely suspected all
along: that man was much weaker than woman. Thundering, marauding,
weapon-wielding man was far weaker than procreating, nurturing woman with her
baby at her breast.


Strip a man of his carapace and you saw a
soft quivering core of fears inside; the grown man fainting at the sight of the
woman giving birth, and the small boy throwing away his weapon in terror of the
little girl and hiding in the kennel, were one and the same. To hide their
fears they developed all sorts of myths and theories such as that of the
treacherous Eve and of Penis Envy, to confuse and intimidate women into a state
of subjugation.


The discovery was exhilarating, but it would
be years before she would develop it into a counter theory to present to the
world in a dramatic exposé of the male sex.


The celestial slide-projector cooperatively
skipped those humiliating years of fights and tears and the final divorce to
concentrate on the greatest triumph in her life. ‘Runaway Bestseller by
First-time Feminist Writer: Penis Envy and Pronoun Envy? Phooey to the Greatest
Phallacy ever Told!’ accompanied by a picture of her at the launching of her
book, beamingly autographing the 5,000th copy. It had been a thoroughly researched
book for which she had actually made an extensive trip to the Far East, having
heard of mysterious customs of women bowing and offering gifts to gods with
incredibly large priapuses, whether fashioned out of wood, stone or rice dough.
Everywhere she went, she saw evidence of this worship – gifts of boiled rice,
fruit and flowers in temples, shrines, caves, houses, the roadside – and
happily took pictures and made notes. She was stunned by the pervasiveness of
the belief but buoyant at the prospect of singlehandedly destroying it, and so
save fellow women at last from the worst form of enslavement by men. So the Far
East trip which took her through India, Japan, the Philippines, Thailand and
Indonesia was thoroughly enjoyable, except for one small, frightening incident
in India, which, however, she soon dismissed from her mind.


She was alone at a railway station in
Allahabad late at night and was walking along a wooden platform in the dim
orange light when she became aware of large bundles of rags strewn along the
side. As she watched, curious, one stirred, opened, and a face appeared, that
of a young woman, skeletal in its deep hollows, and then another, that of a
small child with large, unmoving eyes. The woman crawled out of the bundle of
rags towards her, carrying the child in one arm and stretching out the other to
her, in an infinity of pleading, and she saw, to her further horror, that the
arm was a mere stump, hacked at the elbow. The woman crawled closer, looked up
at her and smiled, her arm stretched out in an enormous effort to touch her.
Recoiling in terror, Dora opened her bag, pulled out a sheaf of money, flung it
down upon the ground between herself and the woman, and fled, turning round
just once, to see the woman still crawling towards her and past the money, arm
still stretched out for the touch of sisterliness. Dora fled into the darkness
and very soon left the country, and the incident was forgotten back home in the
whirl of excitement that attended the publication of her sensational book.


Dora chuckled as she saw herself borne aloft
in a churning sea of women, her long blonde hair shaved off in a gesture of
defiance, and beside her, fluttering in the evening breeze, the banner
proclaiming ‘The Bald Truth about Man’s Oppression of Woman’. She stopped
chuckling, stared and said, “Oh my Josie, my poor little Josie,” for she had
noticed a small, five-year-old girl in a red coat, standing forlornly in the
crowd, clutching a rag doll.


“Mother! Mother!” the child screamed, but
the screams were drowned in the wild hurrahs.


Thoroughly intoxicated by her success, she
had gone on to produce a giddy string of equally successful books: Woman: The
Foundation Of Society That Should Not Have Got Laid, Her story Of The World, In
Definitely More Than 10 1/2 Chapters, Adam And Even, the last carrying the
definitive message that the time for redress was now or never.


Click. Click. Click.


Dora Warren. Dora Warren. Dora Warren.


She had become a household name.


You are our voice.


You have saved us.


From now onwards, women’s issues can only be
meaningfully discussed in terms of two categories, B.D.W. and A.D.W. – Before
Dora Warren and After Dora Warren.


Dora, thank you.


Thank you for daring to be the lone voice in
the wilderness.


The familiar face on TV, with the wide eyes
and Wife of Bath gap-tooth raised cheers.


She loved the adulation.


And then things began to go wrong, terribly
wrong. She was inclined to put the blame on Josie.


“My mother’s the most bizarre person I have
ever met,” said the self-assured young lady in an interview in her college
during the long period when Dora went into seclusion in the Mexican desert to
reflect and work on the final grand theory about man’s victimisation of woman.
The newspaper proclaimed with glee the next day: “‘My Mother’s the Most Bizarre
Person I have Ever Met’, says Feminist Dora Warren’s Daughter.”


In the quiet of the desert, she meditated
and worked and had her second apocalyptic flash: man’s most enduring weapon
against woman was not the phallus, as she had previously believed, but
language. Man had been using language to enslave woman for hundreds of years
and he did it with such cunning that woman suspected nothing and fell into his
trap, so that each time she opened her mouth to speak, she fell deeper. Man’s
privileging of language, the most precious human heritage, was his most
successful ploy to hide his weakness and perpetuate the myth of his strength.


Awe-struck by the ingenuity of her own
intellectual processes that had led to the unlocking of this secret, Dora Warren
was soon galvanised into feverish activity to make it known to the world. She
searched the language for proof and came up with armfuls which she triumphantly
flung at her stunned audiences.


“Listen carefully,” she thundered. “While
words like ‘master’, ‘lord’, ‘bachelor’ and ‘wizard’ have acquired new meanings
of approval and admiration, the exact opposite has happened to their feminine
equivalents. ‘Mistress’, ‘madam’, ‘spinster’ and ‘witch’ have been degraded to
the point that we are immediately condemned by their application. Oh, the
negative associations that have accreted around words used by men to shame
woman! Do you not recoil at ‘Black Maria’? Why does a maximum-security vehicle
for hardcore criminals have to bear a woman’s name? Are you not revolted by
‘Venus Trap’? Why does a killer jungle flower, a total botanical aberration,
have to be named after a woman? Men want to subjugate us by making us cringe in
shame! And they have succeeded! Sisters, we must get out of this Shame
Syndrome!”


Dora Warren’s eyes swept over the audience
in a blaze of fury.


“Listen to this,” she boomed with growing
menace. “‘Arabella Destroys 10,000 Homes.’ ‘Death Toll from Lizzie’s Fury
Reaches 6,000.’ ‘Amanda Screams Across California: More Damage Expected.’ Why
do men name hurricanes and tornadoes and typhoons and the most destructive of
nature’s forces after women? Why, to make us feel guilty and cow us further.
Sisters, let’s rid ourselves of this Guilt Syndrome!”


Dora Warren stood to her full height in the
glare of the TV lights, put one fist on her hip and with the other, began to
punch the air.


“Are you aware,” she shrieked, “that the
language is riddled with words that condemn us to a class of beings with no
identity of our own, so that we can only define ourselves in relation to men?
Manageresses and authoresses and poetesses and waitresses are nothing more than
little appendages of ‘esses’, totally dependent on males for their existence!
Sisters, this dependency is not just the result of specific terms in the language
but of its very structure and grammar! You know what I did?” And since the
audience did not know what she did, she told them.


“I went round with a little secret tape-recorder
in my handbag and taped 100 conversations of men and women,” she announced with
aplomb. “And do you know what shocking discoveries I made?” The audience gazed
at her spellbound.


“I discovered,” bellowed Dora Warren, “that
women use the Question Tag 82 per cent more than men! Do you know what it means
when a woman continually says to a man, ‘It’s going to rain, isn’t it?’ ‘I’m
not too late, am I?’ ‘You will pick me up at eight, won’t you?’ It means that
she is continually seeking confirmation, validation, assurance and approval
from a man. She is saying her own judgment and feelings are suspended until a
man endorses them! She is nothing without him, a nonentity, a nought, a cipher,
a nothing. She is a dependency class that lives on the surplus of man’s
approval, like the first foolish woman born out of a man’s redundant rib! Let us
get out of this Redundancy Syndrome!”


On a rampage of talks, seminars and
workshops through the country, Dora Warren urged women to pull themselves out
of the Shame, Guilt, and Redundancy Syndromes. She organized demonstrations to
heckle recalcitrant sisters who still allowed themselves to be addressed as
‘chairman’ or to be called ‘waitress’.


At this stage, some confusion set in. While
the women had been totally in agreement with the need to get rid of the
Phallacy Syndrome and indeed had participated most enthusiastically in the
demonstrations of protest during which objects conspicuously cylindrical in
shape or projectile in function were symbolically set ablaze in a tremendous
bonfire, they were less sure about the other syndromes which seemed more abstract
and therefore less comprehensible. Already some women were beginning to ask
each other: “What’s happening to Dora Warren? What’s she talking about? Can we
continue to trust her?”


“Tell us, Dora Warren,” one of them asked
boldly, “how come if women are so oppressed by men, they live longer? The
statistics show that worldwide, women outlive men by an average of five years.”


“True!” cried Dora. “But what’s the use of
living longer to suffer more? It just means five more years of oppression,
that’s all. Would you like to be that woman who, when she was about to draw her
last breath, instructed that her epitaph should be these words: ‘She died at
thirty, and was buried at sixty’?” She looked round challengingly.


“I read in an article somewhere,” said
another woman in the audience, “that in a survey conducted among women to find
out how many of them would like to be reborn as men in their next life, 81 per
cent said ‘No’, they would prefer to be reborn as women. Now how would you
account for that?”


“Ah, this proves my point!” cried Dora. “It
shows how very much oppressed women are, for they want to come back to take
revenge on their oppressors, and nobody avenges like a woman!”


The heckler sat down, nonplussed. But the
confusion and disillusionment had set in, and that was the beginning of Dora
Warren’s fall.


One night, Dora looked up at the bright
stars, breathed deeply, reflected and was struck by another blinding flash on
her road to the Damascus of woman’s liberation from man. The discovery was so
electrifying that she had to sit down for a while and steady herself. Then she
got up, stretched her arms out to the stars and exclaimed, “This is going to be
the apotheosis of my career! The grand theory at last! My magnum opus!”


She announced to the world that she had
discovered the three most insidious words in the language, whose excision would
free woman, once and for all. The audience held their breath, as Dora Warren
gathered hers to deliver the ultimate coup de grace.


“I love you!” she screeched to the audience.
“The three most sinister words in the language are ‘I love you’. Men have been
enslaving women for thousands of years with these words, and women, in
responding, have put the seal of acceptance on their own doom. In the Japanese
language,” continued Dora, her eyes taking in the entire audience in one
imperious sweep, “there is a little suffix ‘yo’ sometimes used at the end of an
utterance. It has different meanings for men and women. When a man says, ‘Jack
and Jill went up the hill, yo,’ he means, ‘Jack and Jill went up the hill, I’m
telling you this and you had better believe it!’ but when a woman says, ‘Jack
and Jill went up the hill, yo,’ she means ‘Jack and Jill went up the hill, and
will you be so kind as to believe me.’ Now,” went on Dora Warren, her voice
rising in a crescendo of emotion, “when a man says ‘I love you’ to a woman, he
means, ‘I choose you to be the one for me to own, possess, dominate, tame,
subjugate, oppress, enslave, to be my entire staked territory over which I and
only I will roam at will!’ and when a woman replies, ‘I love you,’ she means,
‘I accept all of the above!’ Beware! Beware! The words that you have always
thought to be music to the ear and honey on the tongue are the very poison that
kills!”


A thrill of consternation ran through the
audience. One woman stood up tremblingly and said, “The bastard! He has been
saying ‘I love you’ to me every day for the last 20 years and I believed him!”


Another stood up and said with great
anxiety, “All these years I could not get my live-in boyfriend to say ‘I love
you’ to me. I would be the one to say the three words first, and he would say
‘So do I. Then last night, he did it! He said ‘I love you’ all on his own. You
mean I have now to tell him to stop saying it?”


“Tell him,” said Dora magisterially, “never
to say that dirty four-letter word of enslavement again.”


“What happens to our thousands of songs and
poems and Valentine Day cards? Are we to empty them of their words of love?”
quavered a woman who was clearly a romantic at heart.


“Put them to the bonfire,” said Dora
sternly. “Put an end to love. Put an end to our enslavement, sisters!”


And that was Dora’s final undoing, for the
women were not ready to relinquish love. Her new theory drove a cruel wedge
into the sisterhood which thereafter splintered in confusion and resentment and
broke away, forming their own A.D.W. or ‘Against Dora Warren’ groups. One of
them, led by the woman who had been distressed by the prospect of never hearing
her live-in boyfriend say ‘I love you’ again, spitefully arranged for another
interview with Josie Warren who once again denounced her mother.


‘“Mad, Bad and Dangerous to Know. I should
know.” Says Dora Warren’s Daughter’, sniggered the newspapers the next day.


Dora was not daunted.


‘Has Dora Warren Gone too Far? Dump Dora
Warren!’


When the face with the wide eyes and
gap-tooth appeared on TV, there were hisses, boos and jeers.


Dora fled into the Mexican desert once more,
but this time there were no more flashing insights. Instead she slipped into
deep depression and checked into a sanatorium. Then one morning, she went into
the bathroom and slashed her wrists.


Click. The celestial slide-projector clicked
to a stop with the last slide which was of her in the bathroom, slumped against
the wall, wrists bleeding, but with a peaceful expression on her face. She was
looking at herself from a height and saw the top of her head, more grey than
blonde, and a rapidly spreading patch of red which was both the blood and the
hibiscus print on her favourite caftan, bought during the trip to Bali, the
island paradise in the Far East.


“Goodbye, I’m off!” she thought blithely, as
she felt herself drifting away.


It was a wonderful sensation, this drifting,
floating, gliding, sliding, whatever earth word you wanted to use for it. It
was rather like the delicious sensation of small friendly waves slapping
against one’s body.


“Oh, this is so good,” she thought, “I
haven’t felt this sense of peace in a long, long while. Heaven, here I come! I
deserve you after the Hell they gave me on Earth!”


“Not so fast.” It was a voice, a man’s
voice, that plucked her out of this warm amniotic bubble and put a stop to the
drifting.


“Hey, you, what do you think you’re doing?”
cried Dora to her Guardian Angel, for that was who he was.


“I’ve got to take you to Transit, you cannot
go to Heaven straightaway, you know,” said Fordora, for that was his name.


“Transit? Oh, I understand,” cried Dora
cheerfully. “Like Transit at an international airport? Passports. Papers.
Boarding Passes. The whole works before passing on. Heaven must be very
security-sensitive!”


“Precisely,” said Fordora. “Now please
follow me to E-station or S-station.” He paused, looked her up and down and
said, “E-station, most likely, unless you can prove otherwise.”


“I don’t know what you are talking about;
all I know is that I’m rather enjoying myself in this place which is a lot
better than the old one where you get stabbed in the back by the very people
you’ve fought for,” said Dora.


“You may be speaking too soon,” said
Fordora.


He led her to E-station and S-Station,
separated by immense, dense rolling clouds, so that their occupants, despite
the abuses being hurled to and fro, could not get at each other.


“Holy Moses!” exclaimed Dora.


The E-Station had a small group of women,
all looking sleek and healthy and prosperous (one Chinese woman was still
wearing a fabulously expensive pair of jade earrings that she had been cremated
with), but with gloomy, sullen expressions on their faces. The S-Station, on
the other hand, was crowded with women in rags, half-starved, with bruised
faces and bodies, but remarkably cheerful. They jeered and hissed exuberantly
atthe occupants of E-Station, some of whom roused themselves sufficiently from
their gloom to hiss back.


Fordora explained: All women who died went
to Heaven on the sheer merit of their being born women (not that he agreed with
this ruling, as he quickly pointed out, but who was he, mere Guardian Angel, to
be disputing rules made up there?). Not all women, however, deserved the same grade
of Heaven; the greater the suffering on Earth, the higher the grade. Thus
Egg-Receivers went to E-Station which was really a very low grade of Heaven
only, with its own internal sub-grades, while Scorpion-Receivers went to
S-Station which also had its own internal levels, the highest being then
occupied by a young slum woman from Calcutta who had been blinded as a child,
thrown out at age five upon the street, rescued by a man who collected
mutilated children to form a brigade of beggars to make money for himself, was
further mutilated at age eight by having some fingers hacked off to have a
competitive edge over rival beggar brigades, raped at age 10, raped and
mutilated repeatedly into adulthood and finally starved to death in an airless,
rat-infested hole in an alley.


She had been unanimously voted for top prize
in S-Station.


“Your place is in E-Station,” said Fordora.
“Get ready.”


“Wait a minute!” cried Dora Warren
defiantly. “My place is not with those sleek, fat, prosperous and placid
Egg-Receivers who never suffered. I suffered terribly. I deserve more than the
minimum Heaven. I deserve to take my place with the best of the
Scorpion-Receivers. Oh, how my flesh had quivered to the stings of treachery!”


“They will never allow you into S-Station,”
said Fordora.


“Who’s they?” demanded Dora.


“The Scorpion-Receivers themselves,” said
Fordora. “They will take one look at you and hiss you all the way to
E-station!”


“Now look here,” said Dora belligerently.
“Do you see these slashes on my wrists? Would a woman who has never suffered
try to kill herself?”


“Show your slashed wrists to the
Scorpion-Receiver who had had both arms hacked off, or the one doused with
petrol and set on fire by her husband because her dowry was insufficient, or
the one called ‘The Horizontal Woman’ because she was precisely that, servicing
30 men a day,” said Fordora savagely.


“All right, all right,” said Dora
pacifically. “Guardian Angels are rather given to melodrama, aren’t they? But
why don’t you let me present myself to the Scorpion-Receivers and argue my own
case? I have fought so hard on behalf of women that I’m sure they’ll view my
case sympathetically,” she concluded.


“All right, as you wish and good luck to
you,” said Fordora.


Dora Warren presented herself for admission
to S-Station.


“You with the well-fed rump, tell me how you
qualify to be one of us,” snarled Rani, whose bruised and battered body had
been found crushed on the railway tracks.


“Gently, gently, please, and no vulgar
language,” said her Guardian Angel, Forrani.


“You said you suffered. Have you any
evidence of that?” jeered Amina who had been infibulated three times for her
husband’s bursting pleasure and had died of an infection after the third
infibulation, “You want to see my evidence – ”


“No need to go that far, please,” said her
Guardian Angel, Foramina, making a quick movement towards her to prevent the
ready removal of her bead girdle, which she was always threatening upon
disbelievers.


“All of you should see my evidence,” cried
the winner of the top prize who sometimes descended from the heights to show
off punctured eye, hacked off limbs, rat-chewed fingers.


“For goodness’ sake – ” cried her Guardian
Angel, Forletchmy, rushing forward to restrain her. He let out a deep sigh of
weary resignation, in which he was joined by the other Guardian Angels. At
their earliest opportunity, they would ask to be relieved of their present jobs
and be assigned new duties.


“Wait a minute, this isn’t fair,” cried Dora
Warren.


“Just because I haven’t been bruised or
burnt or battered does not mean I haven’t suffered. There are hundreds,
thousands of women who never received a lash or a kick in their lives but who
suffered terribly. There was Charlotte Brontë for example. Her letters quivered
with pain. And let me tell you this about myself, sisters. Nobody’s done as
much or suffered as much, fighting for the betterment of woman’s lot!”


“What have you done to better woman’s lot?
Pray, tell us,” sneered the Scorpion-Receivers.


“For a start, I demythologised this whole
sickening thing about Penis Envy that had kept us in thrall for decades. I
developed my own Phallacy theory to counter the falsehood!”


“Did your Phallacy Theory stop the men from
raping us again and again?” This from the bondmaid ‘Female’, raped by three
generations of men and dead from a messed up abortion.


“I made women aware, for the first time, of
the insidiousness of men’s language. I inspired them to rise to a new sense of
their dignity and identity as women!”


“Did you? Did woman’s new sense of dignity
and identity save her from being sold into prostitution by her own parents?”
from the little Thai girl, sold as a ‘Virgin Prostitute’ in a Bangkok hotel to
cater to aging libidos.


“Oh, but listen! I forced men to stop using
only female names for hurricanes, typhoons and other horrid natural disasters
and to use male names too. That compelled them to make an amazing paradigm
shift, I can tell you!”


“Did your paradigm shift stop fathers from
cursing at newborn baby girls so that their frightened mothers would no longer
have to kill them at birth or throw them into dustbins?” cried a small, unnamed
baby girl still with the strangling rag round her neck, while her Guardian
Angel, Fornoname, said soothingly, “There, there, it’s all right. No need to
get so upset!”


“Oh, please listen — ” begged Dora, but
there arose such a cacophony of hisses, shrieks, yells and curses that she
retreated hastily and went running, in tears, to her Guardian Angel.


“I told you,” he said wearily, “but you
wouldn’t listen.”


“I suppose I’ll have to be contented with
E-Station. Dammit! I had hoped that having gone through so much on Earth, I
would deserve more in Heaven!”


“Hey, look who’s here!” said Fordora and he
turned, with pleasure, to greet a fellow Guardian Angel whom he had not seen
for a long time.


“Hello, Forcharlotte!” cried Fordora
heartily. “And what brings you here?”


“Your charge,” said Forcharlotte, “My charge
wants to speak to her. See here she comes!” A small prim-looking woman with a
severe face and equally severe hairstyle appeared.


“Charlotte Brontë!” gasped Dora Warren.
“Fancy meeting you here. I didn’t see you in E or S-Station.”


“I’m in E,” said the lady matter-of-factly,
“Listen, I was observing the proceedings just now with great interest and
seeing from the start that you stood no chance. Women like ourselves have never
made it to S, because, compared to them, we have never known what real
suffering is. I only discovered this here. We are the Egg-Receivers and they
the Scorpion-Receivers. There’s just no comparison. Take my advice. Be content
with E,” and the lady turned to go and slowly disappeared, followed by her
Guardian Angel, who clearly adored her.


“What do you think I should do now?” Dora
Warren asked her Guardian Angel dispiritedly.


“There are special cases like yours in which
we Guardian Angels are authorised to use our judgement,” said Fordora. “And
this is what I will do. I am giving you a choice: you either move on to
E-Station or return to Earth and see whether you can accumulate the necessary
merit to deserve S. Of course I don’t promise you will get S the next time, but
I’m just offering you a choice.”


Into Dora Warren’s mind had suddenly flashed
a scene which she thought she had dismissed long ago. She saw again the woman
on the Allahabad railway platform, crawling out of her rags with her baby, past
the money on the ground, in an attempt to touch her with her stump of an arm.
She saw herself, not fleeing in terror this time, but crawling to meet this
woman, crawling past her theories, past her demythologising and paradigms and
syndromes, to meet and touch.


“I think I have made my choice,” she said,
“Thank you, Fordora.”


* * *


“Mother, are you all right?” said Josie
gently, bending over her as she lay on the hospital bed. She looked around and
then down at her bandaged wrists. She felt so tired.


“Mother, you gave us such a fright,”
continued Josie, “but you’re okay now, so try to get some sleep, Mother
darling.” She was with a boyfriend whom she was going to marry soon, and in her
new happiness, was sorry she ever said those nasty things about her mother at
the interviews.


Dora continued looking around wearily, then
started up, remembering something, and a new look of purpose came into her eyes
and brightened them. Seeing a nurse come in, she asked, “Nurse, how soon before
I can get up and go on a trip?”


“Heavens, Mrs Warren, you shouldn’t be
thinking of trips just yet!” laughed the nurse good-naturedly.


“Josie, could you book me a flight to India,
to Allahabad? Soon. Now.”


“Yes, yes, of course, Mother,” said Josie and
she and her boyfriend and the nurse exchanged glances that said, “Dora Warren
is far, far from well. She will have to be under observation for a long time.”


“Of course, Mother,” repeated Josie,
settling her back gently on her pillows, “but first you must have a good rest.”


“Thanks,” said Dora, and was soon asleep.
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