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FIRST DAY OF OBEYANCES







JUST NOW, A WEEK BEFORE THE AUGUST FULL MOON, an enchanted air lingers over Taungbyon. As festival time draws near, the Mandalay–Madaya turnoff backs up with cars, trucks, buses, and jeeps—and throngs of anxious passengers all in bright colors. A mischievous August breeze plays above the narrow road awash in yellow puddles, spillover from the canal that runs alongside. The soulful monsoon-weather skies have everyone in a festive mood. It’s time to be happy and carefree.


Young boys laugh and shout from the roofs of buses while womenfolk, crammed inside, mumble anxious prayers. Well-to-do ladies sitting comfortably in chauffeured sedans raise hands to their foreheads in reverence to the nats. Sunburnt children in scruffy clothes along both sides of the road shout, “Throw money! Throw money!” They size up the incoming caravan, faces full of hope, eyes peeled wide for any tossed scrap of paper, then dive in with elbows flying.


Suddenly clouds of dust-choked exhaust wheeze up from braking engines. Alarmed voices cry out as the kids scramble to grab bills from right under the tires, only to resurface all scrapes and bruises, though a glint of fear in their little eyes betrays their daredevil bravado.


But wait, who are these grown-ups shouting alongside the children? A chorus line of drunks is dancing in the middle of the road with eyes squinted and fingers pointed high. And now farm women from the paddy fields rope their headscarves across traffic, clap hands, and shout at the top of their lungs when any car slows down, “Make merit! Throw us money!”


The lines of merrymakers stretch all the way to the village of Taungbyon, now one great big fairground packed with pilgrims and thatched huts. Inbound progress grinds to a halt as each new arrival tries to find a place to park. Cars and jeeps nose toward cleared fields, larger vehicles lurch into an unpaved bus yard.


As soon as people set foot in the village, they can see the golden-umbrella spire of the Wish-Fulfilling Pagoda above the huddled festival stalls, though the tinkling bells are drowned out by the mad cacophony of festivities.


 


LONG AGO in the eleventh century, during the golden era of Bagan, King Anawrahta had his court nobles bring one brick each to help build this Wish-Fulfilling Pagoda. Yet, come the appointed day, the king’s personal favorites, Indian half-caste lieutenants and brothers Shwepyingyi and Shwepyinlei, failed to show. The two rowdy womanizers had neglected their duties, so the king had no choice but to order them punished. Others in court, however, were jealous of the brothers’ growing influence and seized the opportunity to have them killed.


Then one day, as the king was boating down the Irrawaddy, the royal barge froze mysteriously midriver and the two murdered brothers appeared. “Faithfully did we serve Your Majesty, but alas, to no avail!” they decried. “This dragon boat shall not move until we have been vindicated.” Greatly saddened by their fate, King Anawrahta vested the apparitions with this riverside dominion and built a shrine near his pagoda to honor the Taungbyon Brothers, now become nats—spirits who have met tragic “green deaths” in the classic Burmese tradition.


To this day, the pagoda is missing two bricks, and the empty space is gilded—a holy of holies where the multitudes come to pay homage before pushing on to the Brothers’ shrine, popularly known as the Grand Palace of the Nats.


 


ALL OVER Taungbyon, roadside sweets sellers serve slices of cake drizzled with palm sugar and shredded coconut, the aromas melting in the air already thick with shop girls’ flowery perfume and heavily scented makeup. Alcohol vendors tack up a dizzying profusion of signs for palm wine and hard cane liquor—Mandalay Headspin Special, Tipsy-Top, Lil’ Miss Gurkha Rum, Punchdrunk Passion, Feelin’ Woozy.


On past the first stalls, a crowd is bottlenecked at a railroad crossing, crushed up against the sliding guardrail that holds people back from the approaching train. A sudden burst of broiling sun bears down on them and the sweat runs off in streams. Even the breeze is repulsed by the hot, perspiring logjam.


As the Mandalay–Madaya northbound slowly creaks into Taungbyon Station—a mere platform with a sign—it’s hard to see the train, there are so many people piled on. Crouching on every inch of roof, leaning out the windows, hanging off the running-boards, all shouting and calling to one another at volumes that rival the raucous festivities.


The train now safely clear, the crossing gate opens and the crowd surges ahead again. Though curiously, in that crush of bodies, the boys aren’t teasing the girls like in the old days. They don’t thrust stuffed dolls at their prospects or sidle up close with familiar propositions—Wait up, love! What’s for supper, honey? Don’t young people know how to flirt anymore? Are times really that bad? At festivals past, hard as things were, the mood was always eye-to-eye and heart-to-heart and spiced with taunts. Now only grandpas doting on their memories seem eager to tease, though their sweet talk has long since soured to other ears.


People stop in their tracks, however, when they hear come-ons from all the trinket sellers. They can’t get enough of the costume jewelry stalls aglitter with faux gold and silver. Necklaces, bracelets, earrings and rings, traditional souvenirs that pilgrims take home from Taungbyon—or try on right here. Necklaces for five kyats, bracelets for four kyats, earrings for four kyats! Yours to buy! Yours to wear!


Among the customers, glittering like so many fake bracelets and necklaces, are bevies of fake lovelies young and old. Meinmasha, beautifully made up and frocked in blouses and longyis tucked to one side in female fashion, come from all over Burma and are everywhere here. This is their festival of festivals.


Keep going. On past the food stalls with cassette players blaring. The roar is deafening—is it even music? Speaker after speaker, each louder than the next, vying for customers. Stalls displaying ready-made coconut-and-banana offering baskets. Stalls with rainbows of scarves, cheap to not-so-cheap.


Closer and closer to the shrine, rows of makeshift natkadaw huts shimmer with bright decorations. All the gilded nat images seem to come to life under the yellow lightbulbs, the altar tables set before them overflowing with elaborate arrangements of fruit, flowers, snacks, cans of beer and bottles of rum, Pepsi and 7-Up. Meanwhile, the spirit wives sit around on red velvet carpets tossing cowrie dice onto round trays, idly showing off their game.


Just look at all the people juggernauting toward the shrine, yet the Grand Palace stands serene amidst the bedlam. Everyone is high on the unmistakable perfume of the tiny jasmine clusters that only bloom this season. Fresh fragrances fill the air: eugenia, roses, justicia blossoms, yellow ginger-lily. Flower stalls all around sell scarf-wrapped bouquets to offer to the Taungbyon Brothers.


Starting today, the First Day of Obeyances, the Brothers receive the bowing masses. All remove their sandals at the base of the shrine—and sink deep into the mud. The ground is slippery wet from so many pilgrims pouring water into the open mouths of the tiger statues that flank the entrance. Before and after paying respects to the Brothers, believers offer food and drink to their mythical wildcat mounts. There are even vendors who sell tiger treats.


Everyone pushes to get ahead of the others and venerate the Brothers face-to-face inside the Grand Palace. There they are, resplendent in their regalia, ear bobs and arm bands, the sculpted gold likenesses of “Exalted Big and Little Brothers” Kodawgyi and Kodawlei on jasmine-wood thrones. Striking manly poses, one knee up and one leg down, right hand balancing a sword on the shoulder with the left arm akimbo, the two images are virtually identical, only the younger brother is a little smaller.


Beside the throne, shrinekeepers descended from King Anawrahta’s original servants busily ferry flowers to and from the altar. Pilgrims dare not go home without their nat-blessed bouquets, flowers they will keep all year round to ward off danger, boost business, and seal the success of their plans.


Those who come earliest are said to especially please the Brothers and enjoy higher favor, thus first-comers fight for floor space until finally they can sit, haunches on heels, and knees on the mats, raise flower offerings above their heads, and bow to the sacred images.
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SECOND DAY OF OBEYANCES







THESE FIRST DAYS, BEFORE THE CEREMONIES BEGIN, I come here devotedly, my Lords. Please favor me and look after me. I come to worship every year, my Lords. Please support and guide me and my children and grandchildren and even my great-great-grandchildren. Give me strength and good fortune, my Lords.


 


GRANDMA SHWE EIN prostrates her tiny body on the floor of the Grand Palace. Her cheeks are hollow, her palms raised in supplication are flat and thin, and her skin is shriveled, though she still paints her wrinkled face with pale thanakha paste and adorns her straw-white topknot with jasmine blossoms. She wears a white blouse over a vintage flower-brocade longyi, a forever-folded keepsake from the virgin bride she once was, and a yellowing moth-eaten silk prayer scarf around her neck.


Well over eighty, her head is frail and shaky. Her teeth are starting to go, her eyes are hazy. She sees the people around her, but the two Taungbyon Brothers are nothing but blurs. She can’t fight her way closer through the crowds.


 


HOW MANY years does this make, only imagining my Lords’ faces when I pray? Dear me, everything’s so different from the old days. I remember going right up to look, slow and steady. That was worship. But now…where did my youth go?


Back then it wasn’t crowded like this. I didn’t need to push and shove my way to you, my Lords. I’d pay my respects nice and calm, get my flowers blessed and put them in my hair, then sit for hours in your Palace at my leisure. In those days, a person could still bring her lunch basket and eat right here at your feet.


Now your glory is so great, the whole country comes to ooh and ah. Such offerings! So many worshipers! An old woman has a hard time getting her flowers blessed. Even a longtime devotee like me. But your humble servant will not go home without a single spray of my Lords’ flowers. She’ll stay anchored at your feet.


Dear Lords, flowers are so expensive these days! In the old days, a branch of flowers was just a quarter of a kyat. Big bunches of eugenia, justicia, jasmine—all for just a quarter! Now they’re five kyats a bunch, my Lords. And then only the teeniest little sprig of eugenia or yellow ginger-lily. Who ever hears of justicia anymore? Should I sing them the verse? How fragrant the tawny justicia blooms of Taungbyon!


My children say, Mother, you don’t have to go to Taungbyon each and every year. You’re getting old, Mother, you can pray from home. But I tell them, What do you know? I can’t go back on my word to the Brothers. Never, ever. I made a promise to come every year at festival time. Divine wrath is a scary thing. Last year I was sick in bed and couldn’t go. So what happens? They send me nothing but nightmares and I don’t get well the whole year. Darn it, I say, I have to go and worship.


Well, it was arranged for my grandchildren to accompany me, but they didn’t want to go with their decrepit old grandmother. Fine. What’s to stop me from going on my own? Just give me a walking stick, that’s all I need. Taungbyon is near enough, I told them, just take me to the edge of the village, then come wait there when the sun cools off again. I want to see my old friends while they’re still around.


Yes, I’ll visit my friends. Easily said, but the old girl has a hard time finding places all by herself. When I was young, I used to know who lived where. But now at festival time, the whole village is covered with shrines. Makes a person bug-eyed.


In the old days, weren’t but a few shrines around the Palace. Natkadaws didn’t build their own shrines or stay more than a week. They paid their respects and they went home. Back then, my Lords’ Palace wasn’t all fancied up either. Just a little old shrine. Didn’t have these fancy folding doors like today.


Nowadays, they build so many shrines. They put up huts and levy fees. And still there’s not enough room, so anyone in the village with a patch of ground lets out space to put up huts. Every house has huts, all filled to capacity. They install pumps and charge for bathing. They collect for lodging. All thanks to you, my Lords.


You feed the people, my Lords, you support your village. For which we’re all grateful. Though, mind you, in the old days, before it was a weeklong festival, it wasn’t so crowded on the eighth or ninth. Traditionally only locals came to offer flowers and pray as the natkadaws rolled in with sacred images loaded on their oxcarts. Trains didn’t even start running until the eighth.


Mandalay folk might arrive that day or the ninth. Mostly by cart, breaking for lunch at the Kaba’in Village monastery. They’d cook a meal at the rest houses under the big banyan trees, then head the rest of the way to Taungbyon when the afternoon cooled off.


I still miss all that, indeed I do. My husband, Po Tha Maung, dead so many years now, was the family oxcart driver for the wealthy U Ba Khin house hold from Mandalay. The great man and his wife both came and asked for me, a village girl, to be their trusted servant’s wife. After the wedding we came to this very shrine and prayed to the two Brothers. Ah, my poor husband, he wasn’t long for this world.


 


GRANDMA SHWE EIN grips her walking stick and struggles to get up off the palace floor, when she feels a strong, steady hand grab her arm and help her to her feet.


 


MY LORDS, who can this be?


“Granny, would you like to go out? May I help you?”


Dear me, what a lovely boy! More glory upon boys like you.


 


THE OLD woman nods with approval as Maung So Lwin swings a quick arm around her. Meanwhile his other hand skillfully goes about its work, probing the pocket under the front flap of her blouse, seeking out an inside pocket sewn to her bodice.


 


SHIT! NOTHING! A complete waste of time! The old woman’s only got small change, nothing but one-kyat notes fastened with a safety pin.


Forget it, Granny. Singles are out-of-date. The nats will sneer if you offer anything less than a seventy-five-kyat General Aung San or twenty-five-kyat Lion. You should have jeweled blouse studs like the other biddies. Last festival, I got me a whole slew of gold buttons and gems from oldies like you.


As long as I’ve been a pickpocket, I’ve targeted old people. Easy to approach, easy to squeeze. Too easy. One hit and you score big-time. Strike gold and it’s top-quality gold. Hit jewels and you get really precious stones.


 


“MAY YOU be strong and safe from all danger. May you be free from obstacles and impediments. May your every plan succeed ten times over.” The old lady intones blessing upon blessing as she totters down the steps.


 


NO, GRANNY, I don’t wanna be safe from danger. I’ll pass on strong and free, too. No glorious long life for me. I just wanna pinch something worth my time whenever I work. You look out for me, Kodawgyi and Kodawlei, and I’ll come here every festival to pay you respect with interest. Just don’t blame me for sniping easy victims.


Like the old saying goes, Hie yourself to temple and dig turtle eggs on the way. Pilgrimages and pilfering go together. Praying and scouting for prey.


So far though, no easy targets this year, my Lords. Other years I’d have hit the jackpot on the Mandalay–Madaya train before the festival even started. Gold and silver by the handful. Natkadaws on their way to the festival by the train make prime targets. Lucky for me, they’re too busy boarding with their nat stuff and baskets and boxes. Gay natkadaws especially. All I have to do is tease and flatter. One step too close, though, and I’d get more than I bargained for. They’d be hustling me.


Trains at festival time are great. Packed with people standing in the aisles, body-to-body like Siamese twins. You bet it’s crowded. Trains are cheaper. Buses run twenty-five or thirty kyats, but the train’s only seven or eight. Me, I’m glad people only mind their money when they’re buying tickets. They never notice they’ve boarded a rolling pickpocket trap.


I always stand chest-to-chest with people to make sure whoever I’m up against at least has a gold chain around his or her neck. Women who dress up their jackets are better yet. I just have to cut away at the cloth very gently from the bottom. Good thing dressy buttons are back in style.


Okay, sometimes I do get fooled by fake gold, but villagers are such simple, hardworking folk, any gold necklace or buttons I pinch from them are gonna be the real thing. No telling how I’ll make out this year, though. The train was crowded like always, but I didn’t see anybody wearing gold. Used to be villagers kept their savings around their necks, but folks today can barely afford earrings, let alone necklaces.


See all these women with bright gold buttons on their jackets? Let’s not count our take just yet. I studied up when I was in Yangon. Twelve-kyat fake gold buttons are big this year. Just my luck. Been up and down the train and what do I get? One thin gold chain from some kid. I’m here three days ahead of time and I can’t even cover food and offerings.


Enough of this. Starting tomorrow I’ll work the Grand Palace. It’s the Royal Brothers’ Bathing Day, good chance to make lots of money. Tomorrow all those fancy Yangon ladies will be herding in to see the ceremony. Perfect time to grope for necklaces and cut the bulging purses from under their arms.


 


“MOVE IT! Out of my way! Stop standing there all beady-eyed like a crow. No pretty young things here to spy on. You’ll only get yourself pickpocketed.”


Maung So Lwin feels a sharp pain in his side as a loutish woman in her thirties pushes past him. She jabs Maung So Lwin with her elbow and shoots him such a ridiculous, irate glance, he almost laughs.


“Yeah, look out for pickpockets!”


“Damn straight. Can’t be too careful. They strip you down to bare bones. I can tell you stories. They don’t even spare us poor people. Happened to me three or four times on the train. Didn’t leave me the money to buy flowers for offering. Had to apologize to the Lords and head back home. Wasn’t nothing else I could do.”


Ma San Khin raves nonstop, heedless of the pickpocket nearby. Everyone within earshot is a confidant, even those who look down on her shabby clothes and cheap flowers. She doesn’t care who takes offense at her ranting and pushing through the crowd. All she cares about is getting right up close to the two Lords. Get in quick, make a quick offering, get her flowers blessed quick—the important thing is to make a good, long wish. She doesn’t have money to buy lunch or shop in Taungbyon, just the resolve to come every year even if she’s flat broke.


 


I WOULDN’T lie to you, Lords. I swear as I’m Tuesday-born, I get poorer and poorer every year. I want to dress up my whole family and come before you in a big car, you know, like a Town Ace or Lancer and offer to my Lords long rolls of longyi fabric and tins of imported cookies. But for now, it’s all this Tuesday-born wife and mother can do to come here with twenty-five kyats. A measly twenty-five kyats, my Lords. One worn-out ten-kyat, two fives, and five ones I was lucky enough to exchange for new bills. I had to tell my kids and husband I had errands nearby, then I rushed over to Thieves’ Market Station in south Mandalay and caught the train to Taungbyon.


If my husband finds out I came here, it’s gonna be a drag-out fight for sure, my Lords. You know he threatened me: I’ll kill you if you go to Taungbyon this year. He’s no good. Even with the blessings you bestow on us, all our income, we never have anything to show for our efforts because of him, my Lords. He eats that Chinese fatback, which I know you don’t like. Not that we can afford to buy meat. He bums it off his friends and eats it right in front of me! Does it just to be mean because I believe in nats. Please punish him, my Lords, teach him a lesson. But please, don’t let him die, because I’ll never get by as a widow with his children to look after.


And please give me a winning sweepstakes number in my dreams, just like you did last year, Lords. Last year, I won one thousand, five hundred kyats, which I invested toward the vegetables I sell. But one thousand, five hundred kyats doesn’t last very long, my Lords, because rice keeps going up in price and I have hungry mouths to feed. I had to beg favors of that woman who demands interest paid daily.


You must be tired of hearing my problems over and over again, but now that I’ve got a load off my chest, my mind is clear of a whole year of worries. That’s my Lords’ power and my Lords’ glory. So please feed us, even just a meal or two. Give me winning numbers for the sweepstakes and the lottery, and on the way home, point out any little sack of gold or money some rich swell may have dropped, my Lords.


 


MA SAN KHIN looks the two Brothers square in the face, says all she has to say at length, then forces her way out through the crowd, her eyes scouring for gold necklaces or money—any support the two Brothers might send her way.


 


OH, LOOK, what’s that? All those big gold necklaces and gold bracelets and diamond earrings and rings. No, can’t take those. Didn’t anybody lose them on the Palace floor, someone’s wearing all that jewelry. Just look at that rich cow.


I want to be like her, Lords. I wouldn’t mind getting fat, if it means eating what ever I like. Look at her smooth, oily skin, the kind of body made for big bold batiks, her thick neck decked in heavy gold necklaces down to her navel, huge wrists layered with gold bracelets, fat fingers stuffed into gemstone rings, ears sparkling with diamonds. They go with those round cheeks made up with red blush, my Lords.


See all the turbans and longyi fabric she’s offering? I’d happily die to come call on you like her, Lords. It’d be my pleasure. She even brings her own servants, too! Following with her tins of Chinese cookies and fruits, my Lords. Please summon me in style like that woman, O Lords. I need your help quick.


 


AS THE rich woman and her entourage pass, Ma San Khin breathes in their sweat that reeks of class. Her two gawking eyes almost drop from their sockets. The poor woman thinks Daw Tin Mya Han hasn’t a care, not a sesame seed of worry in the world. But as soon as the rich matron sees the two Brothers’ faces, tears start to well up. A tragedy the size of Mandalay Hill is melting inside her.


Daw Tin Mya Han hands over her offerings for the Brothers, folded stacks of longyi fabrics, cookie tins, and fruits, then after a moment she takes out a handkerchief, paying no attention to the shrinekeeper’s pleasantries.


“Is everything all right?”


“Yes, everything’s fine.”


“Last year you wished for business to prosper, and did it?”


“Yes, it’s doing well, thanks to my Lords. Business is very, very good. That’s why I come here now to worship as I promised.”


 


I KEEP the scarves and flowers my Lords blessed; all year long they brought great success in business. Lots of money came in, don’t ask how much. But husband in a high position or not, if a wife doesn’t know what to do, things just don’t go right. Not around him. Not without your help, my Lords. Thanks to you, we have plenty of income to buy a house, cars, and land, but our family life is in a shambles.


 


DAW TIN MYA HAN touches the corner of her eye with a scented handkerchief. Her jewelry glitters the moment her arms move, then goes still as she presses praying hands to her forehead.


 


MY LORDS, you already know the mountain of worries in my chest. He…he has a mistress, my Lords. A “minor wife,” younger than our oldest daughter! What am I to do? In the beginning, at the start of his career, he could hardly stand the smell of alcohol, let alone think about women. He didn’t have a clue how to bring in extra money. He was a very simple man, but now he’s so clever at everything. Every night he drinks whiskey, then when he’s good and primed, he goes to her place. Oh, yes, he’s set her up in her own house, my Lords. With a TV!


My words don’t reach him anymore. Nor anything my daughters say, my Lords. So I say, I’ll tell the nats on you. O my Lords, he used to be so timid and careful not to offend the spirits. Maybe she’s cast a spell on him? And do you know what he says? What’s wrong? he says. I’m just acting like them. He says nats drink, nats have lots of wives. He doesn’t realize that nowadays my Lords are observing sabbath vows and not drinking. He doesn’t see that you have many wives because you’re royalty. I don’t want to say it, but only nats can have a lot of wives. Who does he think he is? How dare he compare himself to you! Don’t let him off easy, punish him! Make him come here, face to the floor at your feet, and apologize. While you’re at it, make your little brother have a change of heart and regret the error of his ways. Convince him to leave his mistress.


Meanwhile, there’s been talk of a new posting. You have to put a stop to it, Lords. If he’s transferred, I can’t just pack up and go with him. It’ll hurt all of us, my Lords. He says if he moves, I should stay because of my business. As if I don’t know he intends to take her along with him. He’d take that hussy! That low-class street trash, he puts her first!


When he was promoted to a higher position, I added the syllable “Han” from his name after mine like any respectable wife would, but he said, Don’t embarrass me with your childish pranks. Yet now he’s changed her name, given her not one, but two syllables of his name, my Lords. Two.


I suffer, Lords. It gives me pains in my chest, in my stomach. When he was rank and file, I was the one who went without eating just to feed the children. I sold all my jewelry for bribes to get him his post. It hurts me just to think about it, my Lords.


My Lords, you alone can help me. If you get him to break up with his mistress, keep him from being transferred, let the children all pass their examinations, and bring me more success in my business, when things calm down, my Lords, I’ll make a huge ceremony for you. I’ll put up a three-day pavilion, my Lords.


 


DAW TIN MYA HAN slowly opens her eyes. The big burning lump of worries in her chest has lightened ever so imperceptibly, but when she tries to stand, her servants have to prop up her bulk.


 


THEY HAVE to help me to get up because I’m so over-weight. And once on my feet, I still can’t walk right away. I need to stand awhile, then take slow steps. I’ve got high blood pressure. Too bad I can’t eat snakehead fish now that I can afford it.


Ah, yes, my Lords, I forgot to ask about my own condition. Please keep me in good health, don’t let diabetes or heart disease claim me. I want to live a good, long life, over one hundred years with a peaceful mind.


 


DAW TIN MYA HAN puts her palms together and raises them to her forehead again, then exits slowly, mouthing interminable invocations. Meanwhile on all sides of the shrine hall, countless women, men, and gays hold up flower offerings to their closed eyes and repeat fervent wishes just like hers.
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