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            Venom

         

         Evening was already near. The sun wasn’t so strong now; the orb itself, flushed a deep red, had taken on a softer and gentler quality. The sky was clear as a crystal dome. Over the horizon to the west, the clouds of summer, met from behind by sunlight, glowed strange and lustrous and beautiful. The assortment of their shapes stirred the boy’s imagination: he sat there gazing at those clouds as though deep in a meditative state. In them, he saw a range of overlapping mountains; a dense forest; a big lone tree whose limbs had been snapped off by a storm; a hillock shaped like a woman laid on her side.

         He’d never shared the contents of his imagination with anyone, not even his close friends, the other boys out grazing their oxen with him now, who were presently engrossed in playing with the windmills they’d fashioned out of the umbrella sedge that grew by the pond. He looked on at his oxen feeding alongside his friends’. As his eyes passed over his animals, he counted them: all eight were there, where they were supposed to be.

         He had named all of his oxen himself – it was a special privilege his parents had given him, and he’d spent a great deal of thought and care on naming each ox. The first four had names related to the world he saw around him every day: Field, Bank, Jungle and Mountain – Toong, Tah, Pah and Khao. He liked the ring of that rhyme, and how it sounded like it could be poetry. The next two were named after gemstones: Pet and Ploy, Diamond and Sapphire, and this past year, when his father had bought two more male calves, he’d had their names ready to go: Ngeun and Tong, Silver and Gold. Pet, Ploy, Ngeun and Tong. He liked the ring of that alliteration, too, and how it sounded like it could be poetry. Every time his parents found out the name he’d given an ox, they smiled and simply accepted it, and proceeded to use the name, like when his father had said one evening, All right, Toong, Tah, it’s time for you two to go to your shed. You should know by now where you sleep at night, or like when his mother had said one evening, Ngeun, Tong, it’s time for you to grow up – I’m about to teach you to how to plough. His parents were pleased to have all eight of their oxen be christened with such neat, lovely names, and he was pleased to make his parents happy. He was immensely attached to the eight oxen – had he not been the one to name them, their bond most likely wouldn’t have been the same. He was their friend and at the same time their master, and they accepted him as such. He loved all his oxen. He took great care not to favour or disfavour any of them. During the planting season, his father ploughed and harrowed using Toong and Tah, while his mother ploughed and harrowed using Pah and Khao, keeping Pet and Ploy as spares to be substituted when one of the other pairs became worn out or injured from the backbreaking work. But he did his best to love the oxen equally – Ngeun and Tong, the youngest, weren’t the only ones to receive his attention. Every day, after their work in the fields was finished, he bathed each of them meticulously and brought each of them a sheaf of fresh-cut grass. He wanted his parents to buy another ox – or, better yet, two more. In his spare time, he liked to think up names for his future oxen.

         He’d turned ten this past February, and had recently finished his final year of school, Year 5. His friends in the village, both boys and girls, called him Gimp. At school, back when he had still been enrolled, his classmates also called him Gimp. Some of the adults in the village called him Gimp as well. This was because his right arm, from the shoulder down, was atrophied and hung stiffly by his side. The elbow couldn’t be bent and all five of the fingers were completely rigid and useless – their only position was straight out; he couldn’t spread them or make a fist. His right shoulder, too, sloped down and looked scrawny and frail. His left arm, though, was sturdy and powerful, the fingers on that hand long and solid and agile. His left shoulder was also strong and nicely filled out. In a fight, he was always ready to take on another child his size – or even one a little bigger – and though he had only one good arm, he always fought as if to the death.

         Song Waad took great delight in calling him Gimp, fucking Gimp, son of a bitch Gimp, saying his name with disdain and hatred, relishing the opportunity to remind himself and other people in the village of the boy’s imperfection. Song Waad was a medium, a man of about fifty, short and stocky, with a dark, dark complexion. Before, he used to be known simply as Waad, or, even more coarsely, Ai Waad, but then one day five years ago, he told everyone in the village that the Patron Goddess of Praeknamdang had expressed the wish to have him serve as her medium, and he alone could invite her spirit into his body, and he could do this any time he liked. A lot of people, both in their village of Praeknamdang and in nearby communities, believed him. Thus, plain old Waad became Song Waad, earning himself the title of medium, and little by little he grew more prosperous, no longer having to lift a finger to farm or raise cattle or pigs. During his sessions channelling the goddess, he would wear white bloomers and a white blouse with long sleeves, and over the blouse a white sabai top with the loose end thrown over his shoulder, and he would tuck a red flower behind his ear. He would speak with his voice pitched high and sweet like a woman’s and fill his speech with rare, archaic words few could understand, and his mannerisms would morph into a woman’s. What’s more, he could perform the most unusual dances and perform them with such feminine grace. His whole act had a mystical aura to it, and was convincing. Song Waad, therefore, had become a person of power and influence in the village, and he was always ready to wield the power and influence he possessed.

         Among the fields of Praeknamdang sat several empty tracts of land; they’d been designated as public property, to be used for the good of all, but Song Waad had high-handedly gone and occupied those plots, put up fences and planted trees, with the view to one day gaining ownership rights over the land. The boy’s father had called Song Waad’s actions selfish, and he’d protested. But Song Waad had stood his ground and continued to make use of those parcels of land, so that eventually, when the government was ready to issue deeds, he’d be in the position to claim to officials that, as the person who had long made use of the plots, he deserved to be considered their sole rightful owner.

         His status as the medium of the Patron Goddess of Praeknamdang made people fear and revere him. But the father of the boy with the bad arm didn’t believe Waad was truly the medium of the Patron Goddess. What his father often said was, Ai Waad can’t fool anybody but the stupid. His mother, too, never showed Song Waad enough deference for his liking. That was the reason Song Waad didn’t like his parents and, by extension, didn’t like him. And that dislike had turned into full-blown hatred the day he had hit Song Waad’s son, giving the kid a big, swollen black eye (he’d thrown his hardest punch, never mind that the other boy outweighed him by quite a bit. What was he supposed to do? That bully had picked a fight with him first). Song Waad always said that disrespecting the medium of the Goddess of Praeknamdang was tantamount to disrespecting the Goddess herself: whoever dared to commit such blasphemy was bound to meet with tragedy sooner or later. So when, two years ago, he’d fallen off a toddy palm, broken his right arm and lost the use of it, Song Waad was clear: that had been the invisible hand of the Goddess of Praeknamdang, shoving him.

         Two years earlier – he had been eight – one day early in the monsoon season, he was out grazing his oxen in the fields when he spotted a toddy palm bearing young fruit, which he thought just right for his mother’s curry. The tree was barely mature, standing only six metres tall or so. This palm, unlike most, didn’t have a bamboo pole tied to it, which would have made it easier to get up. He decided to climb it nevertheless.

         He unsheathed the knife he wore at his waist and put the blade between his teeth, and, to rid his soles of the season’s mud, wiped them on the damp grass. Then up he expertly climbed, until he was a short reach away from the palm’s crown. He wasn’t at all nervous and didn’t for a second consider it risky – he’d climbed palms taller than this before. The crown of the tree was packed with brown leaf sheaths which had yet to drop, and blocked his passage further up. Without tearing them off, he wouldn’t be able to access the fruit and slice down a cluster. So he wrapped his left arm around the palm’s trunk, pressed the soles of his feet against it to support his weight, and with his free hand went to snatch a dry sheath dangling above his head. The palm was slick all over with a slime of green mould. The sheath, which he’d thought would need a yank, in fact detached itself more readily than he’d anticipated. He’d been about to say to himself, Well, this stuff wasn’t so hard to get rid of, but by mid-sentence he was already plummeting downward, together with that leaf sheath. Frightened, he screamed, his carry knife slipping out of his mouth. He hit the ground hard, landing on his right side, and he heard a crack – unmistakably his right arm breaking. He felt the wind knocked out of his gut, then an onslaught of intense pain. Clench-jawed, he tossed and turned on the ground, and in that manner he lay past when the sun had dropped below the edges of the fields.

         His oxen (there were only six of them at the time) refused to leave him behind and return to their shed, although dusk was already upon them. They all came and gathered around him; they bellowed repeatedly, and, upset, huffed as they nudged him with their noses and licked his face and person with their rough, slobbery tongues.

         The evening star was already visible in the sky by the time his father found him at the scene, flat on the ground, drawing shallow breaths, body covered in mud, right arm broken at the elbow and hanging limply, right shoulder out of joint, yet still clench-jawed and not a tear in his eyes. The hospital was too far away, as was Laad Po Temple, where Luang Paw Ring, the reputed bone doctor, could be found. For months, he had had to drink pennywort juice to relieve the tenderness; still, his right arm and the shoulder on that side never regained their function. That was how he came to be called Gimp. That was also what gave Song Waad the excuse to oft repeat that the accident was the Goddess of Praeknamdang striking back at him and his family for their failure to accord her medium due respect. Quite a few people believed Song Waad’s assertion, and the villagers grew to fear and revere the medium even more.

         But his mother and father never called him Gimp. Neither did Grannie Pluppleung, the midwife, or Luang Paw Tien, the abbot of Praeknamdang Temple, and he’d always felt gratitude towards these people. His parents had given him life and had raised him, Grannie Pluppleung had delivered him and cut his umbilical cord, and Luang Paw Tien had been kind enough to give him a name.

         Not long after the accident, his father had said to him, Do you want to learn how to ride a bike? I’ll teach you. He’d nodded and then practised on his father’s huge bicycle, which was much too tall, almost taller than him. On top of that, the bicycle had a crossbar; he’d had to hunch under the metal tube, set his feet on the pedals and hang onto the handlebars with his left hand and his bad right arm – it was a terribly awkward way to learn to ride a bike. In their front yard, where you could kick up a lot of dust, he’d fallen again and again and struggled back up again and again, hurt himself over and over, coming away with cuts and scratches on his legs, his arms and even his face. In the end, he could ride the bike anywhere he pleased, although it was more for his father than for himself that he’d learned to ride.

         As though he were already a grown-up, at the arrival of the rainy season his father would say to him, Which paddy field do you think we should plough first? His mother, too, consulted him on all kinds of matters. She would say to him, My Pah and Khao have really taken a beating. What do you say, should I take Ngeun and Tong out tomorrow instead? By guiding his left hand, his mother taught him to write all over again, putting up with his moods as he trained himself to form letters and vowels anew: ก, ข, ะ, า. His mother would say to him, You can do this. Before long, you’re going to be able to write better and with nicer handwriting than all the other kids.

         Grannie Pluppleung would say to him, Come here, child, can you show me your little snakehead? Then she would wrestle him and pin him down and pull his shorts off his bottom to inspect his little snakehead and say: Some parts of your body may be no good, but your little snakehead is just fine, and I hope, in time, it will grow into an impressive snakehead. Which embarrassed him. He got embarrassed every time Grannie Pluppleung did and said those things to him. But he understood she meant well and only wished to give him encouragement.

         Luang Paw Tien paid him special attention too, and would take him aside and say to him, Is it true you’re already helping your parents out in the fields?; or, Wah, is it true you can already ride a bike?; or, Is it true you can already write left-handed? Show me, transcribe the Chinabanchon spell from this book here into this notebook for me.

         His parents and Grannie Pluppleung and Luang Paw Tien – who never, ever called him Gimp – were always gentle towards him, and they were always patient with him when he did something wrong. For this reason, they were the people he loved the most. He had tried to make himself love others as well, but he realized that he still loved the people who were good to him more than he loved the rest of them. He also realized that he despised Song Waad, and that Song Waad likewise despised him. That bothered him a great deal.

         On the festival night of Loy Krathong, he’d gone out to the stream behind his house, to the spot where the dock was, under the large tamarind tree. There, he’d raised his krathong float to his head, paid honour to Mae Phra Kongka of the waters, asked for her forgiveness, and prayed she grant him a few wishes as well. He prayed to Mae Phra Kongka for his parents to receive a bountiful harvest and for their rice to fetch a good price; for Grannie Pluppleung, who was about to move away from Praeknamdang to go and live with her grandson in the district of Tha Gwian Gampaeng Hak, not to move just yet; for Luang Paw Tien, who by that time was ailing on and off due to his advanced age, to enjoy good health and many more years of life; and lastly he prayed that he might be rid of his hatred of Song Waad and that Song Waad might be rid of his hatred of him. Then he lit the candle and joss sticks on his float and set the float on the water, watching as the swollen stream carried it away.

         A couple of days after Loy Krathong, when Luang Paw Tien stopped by his house on his alms round, he asked Luang Paw Tien: Luang Paw, on Loy Krathong night, I prayed to Mae Kongka, asking her for a few things… these prayers people make, do they ever come true? Luang Paw Tien didn’t give him an answer right away, but looked at him and asked: Well, what were the things you prayed for? Once he had told Luang Paw Tien, the monk smiled and said, Your prayers will be answered, all of them will be answered.
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