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It was on my uncle the mango trader’s knees that I first heard of the amazing birds’ nest collectors, living in a faraway land called Malaya. Without torches they bravely climb up swaying bamboo poles hundreds of feet high to get to the roofs of mountain caves. Watched by the ghosts of men who had plunged to their deaths, they reach out from their precarious perches to steal a rich man’s delicacy – a nest made of a bird’s saliva. In the terrible blackness even words like fear, fall or blood must never be uttered for they echo and tempt demon spirits. The nest collectors’ only friends are the bamboo poles that support their weight. Before the men take their first step, they tap the bamboo gently, and if it sighs sadly the men abandon it immediately. Only when the bamboo sings will the nest collectors dare their quest. 


My uncle said, my heart is my bamboo, and if I treated it kindly and listened for its song the highest, biggest nest would surely be mine. 


Lakshmi 
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Part 1 


Little Children Stumbling in the Dark 










Lakshmi 


I was born in Ceylon in 1916, at a time when spirits walked the earth just like people. Before the glare of electricity and roar of civilisation had frightened them away into the concealed hearts of forests. They dwelled inside enormous trees full of cool, blue-green shade. In the dappled stillness you could reach out and almost feel their silent, glaring presence, as they yearned for physical form. If the urge to relieve ourselves beset us while passing through the jungle, we had to say a prayer and ask their permission before our waste could touch the ground, for they were easily offended. Their solitude broken was the excuse they used to enter an intruder. And walk in his legs. 


Mother said her sister was once lured off and possessed by just such a spirit. A holy man from two villages away was sent for, to exorcise the spirit. He wore many chains of strangely twisted beads and dried roots around his neck, testaments to his fearsome powers. The simple villagers gathered like a human ring of curiosity around the man. To drive the spirit away he began to beat my aunt with a long, thin cane, all the time demanding, ‘What do you want?’ He filled the peaceful village with her terrified screams but, unmoved, he carried on beating her poor body until it bled streams of red. 


‘You are killing her,’ my grandmother howled, held back by three appalled yet horribly fascinated women. 


Ignoring her the holy man fingered a livid pink scar that ran all the way down his face and walked his determined, tight circles around the cowering girl, always with the darkly whispered query, ‘What do you want?’ Until eventually she screamed shrilly that it was a fruit she wanted. 


‘Fruit? What sort of fruit?’ he asked sternly, halting before the sobbing girl. 


A shocking transformation occurred suddenly. The little face looked up at him slyly and perhaps there was even a bubble of madness in the grin that slowly and with unspeakable obscenity spread its legs on her lips. Coyly she pointed to her younger sister, my mother. ‘That is the fruit I want,’ she said, her voice unmistakably male. 


The simple villagers united in their gasp of stunned shock. Needless to say the tall man did not give my mother to the spirit for she was surely her father’s favourite. The spirit had to make do with five lemons, cut and flung into its face, a searing sprinkling of sacred water and a suffocating amount of myrrh. 


When I was very young I used to rest quietly on my mother’s lap listening to her voice remember happier times. You see, my mother was descended from a family of such wealth and influence that in their heyday her English grandmother, Mrs Armstrong, had been called upon to give a posy of flowers and shake the gloved hand of Queen Victoria herself. My mother was born partially deaf but her father put his lips against her forehead and spoke to her tirelessly until she learned to speak. By the time she was sixteen she was as beautiful as a cloud maiden. Proposals of marriage came from far and wide to the lovely house in Colombo but she fell in love with the scent of danger. Her elongated eyes lowered on a charming rogue. 


One night she climbed out of her window and down the very neem tree upon which her father had trained a thorny bougainvillaea bush when she was only a year old in an effort to deter any man from ever scaling the tree and reaching his daughter’s window. As if his pure thoughts had fed the bush it had grown and grown until the entire tree, ablaze with flowers, became a landmark that could be seen for miles around. But grandfather had not reckoned on his own child’s determination. 


That moonlit night thorns like bared fangs shredded her thick clothes, ripped her hair and plunged deep into her flesh but she couldn’t stop. Beneath was the man she loved. When at last she stood before him there was not an inch of her skin that didn’t burn as if aflame. Silently the shadow led her away but every step was like knives in her feet so she begged in terrible pain to rest. The wordless silhouette swung her up and carried her away. Safe inside the warm circle of his arms she looked back at her home, grand against the vivid night sky, and saw her own bloody footprints leading away from the tree. Stains of her betrayal. She cried, knowing that they would hurt her poor father’s heart the most. 


The lovers married at daybreak in a small temple in another village. In the ensuing bitter quarrel, the groom, my father, who was in fact the resentful son of a servant in my grandfather’s employ, forbade my mother even the mere sight of any member of her family. Only after my father was grey ash in the wind did she return to her family home, but by then her mother was a widow grey with loss. 


After issuing his heartless sentence my father brought my mother to our backward little village far away from Colombo. He sold some of her jewellery, bought some land, built a house and installed her in it. But clean air and wedded bliss didn’t suit the new bridegroom and soon he was off. Lured away by the bright lights in the cities. Summoned by the delights of cheap alcohol served by garishly painted prostitutes and intoxicated by the smell fanned out of a pack of cards. After each absence he returned and presented his young wife with jar upon jar of all manner of white lies pickled in various brands of alcohol. For some obscure reason he thought she had a taste for them. Poor Mother, all she had left were her memories and me. Precious things that she used to take out every evening. First she washed off the grime of the years with her own tears then she polished them with the cloth of regret. And finally, when their wonderful sparkle had been returned to them, she laid them out one by one for me to admire before carefully placing them back in their golden box inside her head. 


From her mouth issued visions of a glorious past full of armies of devoted servants, fine carriages drawn by white horses and iron chests filled with gold and rich jewellery. How could I, sitting on the cement floor of our tiny hut, even begin to imagine a house so high on a hill that all of Colombo was visible from its front balcony, or a kitchen so huge that our entire house could fit into it. 


My mother once said that when she was first placed into her father’s arms, tears of joy streamed down his face at the sight of her unusually fair skin and her full head of thick, black hair. He held the small bundle close to his face and for a while all he could do was breathe in that strange, sweetish odour that is a newborn baby. Then he strode into the stables, his white veshti flapping against his strong, brown legs, jumped onto his favourite stallion and galloped off in a cloud of dust. When he returned it was with the two largest emerald pieces that the entire village had ever seen. He presented them to his wife, little baubles in return for a marvellous miracle. She had them fashioned into diamond-encrusted earrings that she was never seen without. 


I have never seen the famous emeralds but I still have the black and white studio photograph of a sad-eyed woman standing stiffly in front of a badly painted background, a coconut tree growing on the edge of a beach. I look at her often, frozen on a piece of paper long after she is no more. 


My mother said that when I was born she cried to see that I was only a girl, and my disgusted father disappeared to make more pickled lies, returning two years later still roaring drunk. Despite this I still retain crystal-clear memories of a village life so happy and so carefree that not a day goes by in adulthood when I don’t think about it with a bitter-sweet ache. How can I even begin to tell you how much I miss those carefree days when I was Mother’s only child, her sun, her moon, her stars, her heart? When I was so loved and so precious that I had to be coaxed into eating. When Mother could come out of the house with a plate of food in her hand and search the village for me so she could feed me with her own hand. All so that the tedious business of food would not interrupt my play. 


How not to miss those days when the sun was a happy companion that stayed to play all year round and kissed me a careless nut brown. When Mother caught the sweet rain in her well behind the house and the air was so clear that the grass smelt green. 


An innocent time when the dusty dirt roads were surrounded by slanting coconut trees and dotted with simple village folk on rickety bicycles, their reddened teeth and gums stretched inside untroubled laughter. When the plot behind each house was a supermarket and one slaughtered goat was adequate for eight households blissfully unaware of an invention called the refrigerator. When mothers needed only the gods who gathered in the white clouds above as babysitters to watch over their children playing in the waterfall. 


Yes, I remember Ceylon when it was the most magical, most beautiful place in the world. 


I suckled at Mother’s breasts until the age of almost seven, running wild with my friends until hunger or thirst nudged me and then I dashed back into the coolness of the house impatiently crying out for my mother. And regardless of what she was doing I pushed aside her sari and let my mouth curl around the unbound mounds of soft, toffee brown. My head and shoulders burrowed inside the safety of her rough cotton sari, the clear scent of her, the innocent love in the milk that flowed into my mouth and the warm comfort of those quiet sucking sounds that I used to make inside the envelope of her flesh. Try as they might, the cruel years have not managed to rob my memory of either taste or sound. 


For many years I hated the taste of rice or any kind of vegetables, content to live on sweet milk and yellow mangoes. My uncle was a mango dealer of sorts and crates of them used to sit in the storeroom at the back of our house. A skinny mahout on an elephant would deposit them and there they waited until another arrived to pick them up. But while they waited . . . I sprinted to the very top of those wooden crates and sat there cross­legged without the slightest fear of the spiders and scor­pions that inevitably lurked within. Even being bitten by a centipede and turning blue for four whole days didn’t deter me. All my life I have been driven by the blind compulsion to walk barefoot down the difficult path. ‘Come back,’ people would scream desperately at me. My feet bleeding and torn, I would grit my teeth and press on in the opposite direction. 


Dissolute and untamed I tore the skins off the succu­lent orange flesh with my teeth. It is one of the most powerful images I still carry with me. Me all alone in the cool darkness of our storeroom, high atop those wooden crates, with sticky, sweet-warm juices running down my arms and legs, gorging my way through a heap of my uncle’s wares. 


Unlike boys, girls didn’t have to go to school in our day and except for the two hours of every evening when mother taught reading, writing and arithmetic, I was mostly left to run wild. Until, that is, at the age of four­teen when the first drop of menstrual blood proclaimed me suddenly and distressingly a grown woman. For the first week I was shut up in a small room with the windows nailed shut. It was the custom, for no self-respecting family was prepared to risk the possibility of adventurous boys climbing up coconut trees to peek at the newly found, secret charms of their daughters. 


During my confinement period I was forced to swallow raw eggs, washed down with sesame seed oil and a whole host of bitter herb potions. Tears were to no avail. When Mother came in with her offerings from hell she came equipped with a cane that I quickly found to my utter amazement she was prepared to use. At teatime, instead of her delicious sweet cakes I was handed half a coconut shell filled to the brim with hot, soft aubergines cooked in a surfeit of the dreaded sesame oil. ‘Eat it hot,’ Mother advised as she closed and locked the door. In a fit of de­fiance and frustration I purposely let it get cold. Between my fingers the cold, slimy flesh of the aubergines squashed satisfyingly but in my mouth they were utterly disgusting. It was like swallowing dead caterpillars. Thirty-six raw eggs, a good few bottles of sesame seed oil and a whole basketful of aubergines must have slid down my throat before the small-room confinement was over. I was then simply confined indoors and made to learn to do women’s things. It was a sad transition for me. The deep loss of sun-baked earth under my running feet is impossible to explain. Like a prisoner I sat and stared longingly out of small windows. Almost immediately my long, matted hair was combed and plaited and trans­formed into a sleek snake down my back and my skin suddenly pronounced too sun-darkened. My real poten­tial, my mother decided, lay in my skin. Unlike her I was no Indian beauty but in a land of coffee-coloured people I was a cup of very milky tea. 


A prized, precious colour. 


A colour surely to be actively sought after in a wife, subtly encouraged in a daughter-in-law and lovingly cherished in one’s grandchildren. Suddenly strange middle-aged ladies began to appear in our home. I was dressed to the nines and paraded in front of them. They all had the shrewd look of buyers in a diamond store. Their sharp, beady eyes looked me over carefully for flaws, without the slightest trace of embarrassment. 


One hot afternoon, after Mother had tugged, pulled and expertly rolled my stiff, awkward body into a great deal of pink material, decorated my hair with bruised, pink roses from the garden and dribbled me in precious stones set in dull-yellow gold I stood scowling by the window, marvelling at how quickly and completely my life had changed. In a day. No, less. And without warning. 


Outside, the wind rustled in the lime tree and a playful breeze flew into my room, teased the curls on my temples and blew softly into my ear. I knew him well, that breeze. He was as blue as the baby god Krishna and as cheeky. Whenever we dived from the highest rock into the water­falls in the woods behind Ramesh’s house he always managed to reach the icy cold water first. That’s because he cheats. His feet never touch the dark-green velvet moss on the rocks. 


He laughed in my ear. ‘Come,’ his voice tinkled merrily. He tickled my nose and flew out. 


I leaned out of the window, craning my thin neck as far as I could, but to me the shining water and the blue breeze were lost for ever. They belonged to a barefoot child laughing in a dirty dress. 


Standing there nursing my frustration I saw a carriage stop outside our house. Wheels creaked in the dry dust. A heavy woman in a dark-blue silk sari and slippers too dainty for her frame heaved out. Stepping back into the gloom of my room, I watched her curiously. Her dark eyes roved around our small house and meagre compound, with some secret satisfaction. Surprised by her strange expression I stared at her until I lost sight of her cunning face. She disappeared behind the bougain­villaea trees fringing the path that led to our front door. Mother’s voice inviting her in wafted into my room. I stood pressed to my bedroom door and listened to the stranger’s unexpectedly musical voice. She had a lovely voice, one that belied the sly, small eyes and the thin compressed lips. Presently my mother called out to me to bring in the tea that she had prepared for our visitor. As soon as I reached the threshold of the front room where Mother received visitors I felt the stranger’s quick, appraising glance. Once more it seemed to me that she was satisfied by what met her searching eyes. Her lips opened into a warm smile. Truly if I hadn’t seen the smug, almost victorious look she had thrown at our poor dwelling earlier I might have mistaken her for the adoring aunt that Mother smilingly introduced her as. I dropped my glance demurely as I had been instructed to do in the presence of benevolent adults and sharp-eyed diamond buyers. 


‘Come and sit by me,’ Aunty Pani called softly, patting the bench beside her. I noticed that on her forehead was not the red kum kum dot customary for married women but the black dot signifying her unmarried status. I walked carefully lest I should trip in the six yards of heavy cloth that swirled dangerously around me, humili­ate my mother and amuse the sophisticated stranger. 


‘What a pretty girl you are!’ she exclaimed in her musical voice. 


Mutely I looked at her from the corner of my eye and felt a strange inexplicable revulsion. Her skin was unwrinkled, smooth and carefully powdered, her hair scented with sweet jasmine and yet in my enchanted kingdom I imagined her a rat-eating snake woman. Oozing like thick tar out of trees and gliding into bedrooms like a silent ribbon. All the while, black and hunting. She flicks out a tongue long, pink and cold-blooded. What does she know, the snake woman? 


A plump, be-ringed hand delved into a small beaded handbag and snaked out with a wrapped sweet. Such treats were rare in the village. Not all snake women were poisonous, I decided. She held the morsel out to me. It was a test. I didn’t fail my watching mother. I didn’t snatch. Only when Mother smiled and nodded did I reach out for the precious offering. Our hands touched briefly. Hers were cold and wet. Our glances met and held. She hastily looked away. I had outstared the snake. I was sent back to my room. Once the door had closed behind me I unwrapped the sweet and ate the snake woman’s bribe. It was delicious. 


The stranger didn’t stay long and soon Mother came into my room. She helped me with the complicated task of getting out of the long swathes of beautiful material, folding them and putting them away carefully. 


‘Lakshmi, I have accepted a marriage proposal for you,’ she said to the folded sari. ‘A very good proposal. He is of a better caste than we are. Also he lives in that rich land called Malaya.’ 


I was stunned. I stared at her in disbelief. A marriage proposal that would take me away from my mother? I had heard of Malaya. That land of birds’ nest thieves many thousands of miles away. Tears welled up in my eyes. I had never been parted from my mother. 


Never. 


Never. Never. 


I ran to her and pulled her face down to mine. I put my lips on her forehead. 


‘Why can’t I marry someone who lives in Sangra?’ I asked. 


Her beautiful eyes were wet. Like a pelican that claws at its own breast to feed its young. 


‘You are a very lucky girl. You will travel with your husband to a land where there is money to be found in the streets. Aunty Pani says that your husband-to-be is very wealthy and you will live like a queen, just like your grandma did. You won’t have to live like me. He is neither a drunkard nor a gambler like your father.’ 


‘How could you bear to send me away?’ I breathed, betrayed. 


There was aching love and pain behind her eyes. Life had yet to teach me that a child’s love could never equal a mother’s pain. It is deep and raw but without it a mother is incomplete. 


‘I will be so alone without you,’ I wailed. 


‘No, you won’t because your new husband is a widower and he has two children aged nine and ten. So you will have much to keep you busy and plenty of companionship.’ 


I frowned uncertainly. His children were almost my age. ‘How old is he?’ 


‘Well, he’s thirty-seven years old,’ Mother said briskly, turning me around to release the last hook on my blouse. 


I wriggled around to face her. ‘But Ama, that’s even older than you!’ 


‘That may be, but he will be a good husband for you. Aunty Pani says he owns not one but a few gold watches. He has had plenty of time to amass a huge fortune and is so rich he does not even require a dowry. He is her cousin, so she should know. I made a terrible mistake and I have ensured that you will not. You shall be more. More than me. I will begin preparing your jewellery box immediately.’ 


I stared mutely at Mother. Her mind was made up. 


I was doomed. 


The five hundred burning oil lamps at my grand­mother’s wedding nearly fifty years ago had surprised the awakening sun for five lavish days of merrymaking, but mine was to be a one-day affair. For a whole month wedding preparations kept everybody busy and despite my earlier misgivings I came around to the idea of a mysterious husband who would treat me like a queen. I was also rather pleased with the idea of lording it over my two new stepchildren. Yes, perhaps it would all be a wonderful adventure. In the gorgeous fantasy I created, Mother came to visit once a month and I took the boat back perhaps twice a year. A handsome stranger smiled tenderly and showered me with gifts. I bent my head shyly as a thousand romantic notions partly clothed and blushing ran through my silly, teenage head. Of course none of them involved actual sex. No one I knew talked or even knew of such things. The secret process of making babies did not concern me. Curly headed they would turn up when the time was ripe. 


The big day arrived. Our little house seemed to sigh and groan with the weight of fat middle-aged ladies whirling about. The aroma of Mother’s famous black curry filled the air. I sat in my little room quite caught up in the hustle and bustle. A little ball of excitement was growing in my stomach and when I laid my palms on my cheeks they were hot, very hot. 


‘Let’s have a look at you then,’ my mother said after Poonama our next-door neighbour’s clever hands had pleated and neatly pinned down the six yards of my beautiful red and gold sari. For a long while Mother simply looked at me with the oddest mixture of sadness and joy, then she dabbed the corners of her swimming eyes and, unable to speak, simply nodded her approval. Efficiently, the lady she had engaged from a different village to do my hair moved forward. I sat on a stool as her quick hands threaded strings of pearls through my hair and added a wad of coarse, false hair, twisting the whole thing into a large round bun low on the thin nape of my neck. It looked like a second head had popped out of the back of my neck but I could see that mother seemed pleased with the idea of a two-headed daughter so I said nothing. The lady then produced a little tub that she unscrewed to reveal a dense, red paste. She dipped her fat forefinger into the vile-smelling product and applied the sticky grease carefully on my lips. I looked as if I had kissed somebody’s bleeding knee. I stared fascinated. 


‘Don’t lick your lips,’ she instructed bossily. 


I agreed solemnly but the temptation to wipe off the layer of thick smelly paint persisted until the moment I saw my bridegroom. That was when I forgot not just the annoyance of the blubber on my lips but everything else as well. When time stood still and my childhood fled for ever, screaming with horror. 


Decked in jewellery I was escorted into the main hall where my bridegroom waited on a dais, but as we reached the second row of seated guests I could hold back my curiosity no more. Brazenly, I lifted my head and looked up at him. That ball of excitement that had bubbled and bounced so playfully in my stomach shat­tered. My knees went weak and my step faltered. Both my smiling escorts simultaneously tightened their grip on my arms. I could hear their disapproving thoughts in my spinning head: What on earth is the matter with the tea-coloured girl now? 


The matter with the tea-coloured girl was that she had seen the bridegroom. 


Sitting on the dais awaiting me was the biggest giant of a man I had ever seen. So dark his skin shone like black oil in the night. On his temples, like a bird of prey, rode large wings of grey. Beneath his broad nose, long yellow teeth jutted forward, making it impossible for him to completely close his mouth. 


Fear coursed through my child’s body at the thought of that man as my husband. My silly, romantic dreams desperately gasped their last breaths and I was suddenly very small, alone and tearful. From that moment on, love for me became the worm in the apple. Whenever my seeking mouth meets its soft body I destroy it and it in turn disgusts me. Panic-stricken, I searched through the blur of watching faces for the one person who could make it better again. 


Our eyes met. My mother smiled at me happily, her eyes shining proudly in her poor face. I could never disappoint her. She had wanted this for me. In the face of our abject poverty his wealth had blinded her to everything else. My feet took me ever closer. I refused to hang my head like other shy brides. I stared hard at my new husband-to-be with a mixture of fear and boldness. 


I must have been but one third his size. 


He looked up. He had small black eyes. I caught the small black beads in my bold gaze. In them I found an irri­tating expression of proud possession. I stared unblinking at him. Show no fear, I thought, my stomach in angry knots. I locked him into a childish game of who could outstare whom. The beating of drums and the sound of trumpets faded away and the watching people became so much background grey as my eyes blazed ceaselessly into his. Strangely I felt a shift in my new husband’s eyes. Surprise swallowed proud possession. He dropped his eyes. I had defeated the ugly beast. He was the prey, and I the hunter, after all. I had tamed the wild beast with a look. I felt fire rush through my body like a fever. 


I looked around at my mother. She was still smiling that same proud, encouraging smile that she had been smiling before. Before my momentous victory. For her the moment had never been. Only my new husband and I had sensed it. I smiled back at her and, raising my hand slightly, let my middle finger tap my thumb three times, our secret signal, ‘everything is grand’. Reaching the decorated dais I let my knees give way on the bed of petals beneath me. I could feel the waves of heat that emanated from the body of the tamed beast but there was nothing to fear. 


He didn’t turn his head to look at me. The rest of the ceremony passed in a blur. He never sought the fierce blaze in my eyes again. And I, I spent the entire ceremony diving tirelessly again and again from the highest rock into the cool waterfall behind Ramesh’s house. 


That night I lay very quietly in the dark as he pushed aside my clothes clumsily and mounted me. He muffled my cry of pain with his large hand. I remember his hand smelt of cow’s milk. 


‘Shhh . . . it only hurts the first time,’ he consoled. 


He was gentle but my child’s mind reeled in shock. He did to me what the dogs in the streets did . . . until we threw water on them and they parted grudingly, disgrun­tled pink bits still distended. I concentrated my thoughts on the clever way he could completely dissolve into the darkness. His long teeth hung in the night without support and his watching eyes glistened wetly without expression like a rat in the dark. Sometimes the gold watch that had impressed Mother so much flashed. I stared into his open, watching eyes until he blinked and then I stared at his teeth instead. And in this way it was over very quickly. 


He lay back and cuddled me like a bruised child. I lay as rigid as firewood in his arms. I had only known my mother’s soft embrace and his hardness was unfamiliar. When his breathing turned even and his limbs heavy I carefully inched out from under his sleeping body and tiptoed to the mirror. I stared at my own tear-streaked, shocked face in confusion. What was it he had just done to me? Had Mother known that he would do that to me? Had Father also done that disgusting thing to Mother? I felt dirty. There was still sticky liquid and blood soiling my thighs, and soreness between my legs. 


Outside, in the light of oil lamps, the most dedicated merrymakers still laughed and drank. I found an old sari in the cupboard. My face hooded, I cautiously opened the door and slipped outside. My feet were noiseless on the cold cement floor and nobody took notice of my slight figure moving close to the wall, hugging the silent shadows. Very quietly I ran out through the back door and was soon standing beside Poonama’s well. I stripped in a mad frenzy and drew a bucketful of glinting black water from the deep hole in the earth. As the icy cold water cascaded down my body I began to sob, great racking sobs that made my body heave uncontrollably. I poured black water over my shivering body until it turned numb. And when the sobs were all washed into the hungry earth I dressed my wretched body and made my way back to my husband’s bed. 


He lay peacefully asleep. My eyes slid to his gold watch. At least I would live like a queen in Malaya. 


Perhaps he had a house on the hill so big that our entire house could fit into his kitchen. I was now no longer a child but a woman and he, my husband. Tentatively I reached out a hand and stroked the broad forehead. Under my fingers his skin was smooth. He didn’t stir. Comforted by my thoughts of a kitchen bigger than our entire house I curled up into a ball as far away from his large body as I could and fell into a deep sleep. 


We were to set sail in two days and there was much to do. I hardly saw my husband. He was the dark shadow that spread its great wings over me at the end of every day shutting out even that curious, thin ray of light that usually stayed at the bottom of my door to watch me fall asleep. 


On the morning of our departure I sat by the back doorstep and watched Mother in her silent world. She was cleaning the stove as she had done every morning for as long as I could remember. But that morning tears dripped off her chin and made round dark patches on her sari blouse. I had always known that I did not love my father, but I did not know that I loved my mother so deeply it could hurt. I saw her all alone in our small house, cooking, sewing, cleaning and sweeping but there was nothing I could do. I turned away from her and watched the last of the thunderstorm retreat. In the woods, hundreds of frogs joined in song, begging the skies to open once more so the puddles on the earth could become frog-sized swimming pools. I looked around at all that was familiar; the smooth cement floor of our home, the badly built wooden walls, and the old wooden stool where Mother sat and oiled my hair. I felt bereft suddenly. Who would comb my hair? It was almost a ritual. Dashing back tears I promised myself that I would not forget a single thing about my mother. The smell of her, the taste of the food that came off her work-worn fingers straight into my mouth, her beautiful, sad eyes and all the precious stories that she stored inside the golden box inside her head. I sat for a while imagining my grandfather on his white horse, tall and proud, and imagined what he would have made of me. Puny me. 


In the yard Nandi, our cow, oblivious and unconcerned with the details of my departure, rolled her eyes mournfully at nothing and the newly hatched baby chicks were already at ease in the role life required of them. Part of me couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe that I was leaving that day, leaving everything I had ever known to sail away with a man who said, ‘Call me Ayah.’ 


We arrived at the agreed meeting point in the harbour. I stared mesmerised at the massive liner rising out of the water, gleaming importantly in the sunshine. Ready to cross the ocean. Aunty Pani, entrusted with the task of bringing my stepchildren, was late. Creased with worry, Ayah glanced once more at his resplendent watch. Just as the great horns were about to blow she arrived in her carriage but minus the children. ‘They are quite ill and not fit to make the journey. They shall stay with me for a few more months,’ she announced cheerfully to my stunned husband. ‘When they are better I will bring them to Malaya myself,’ her musical voice added. 


Ayah looked around helplessly like a lost baby elephant. ‘I can’t leave without them,’ he cried desperately. 


‘You must,’ she insisted. ‘They are not seriously ill. No harm will become them, to stay for a few more weeks with me. You know how fond I am of them. No one could possibly take better care of them.’ 


For a painful moment my husband stood hesitant, undecided. All around him were watching faces. Aunty Pani’s unrepentant face suffused with victory when he finally picked up a small case by my feet and prepared to board. Incredible as it seemed, he was going to leave them. It was obvious to me, as it was to everyone else watching, that the mysterious illness was no more than a ploy of some kind. Why didn’t he insist that someone hurry to her home and get the children? I followed him slowly, not understanding but silent. She was not a good person. I felt it clearly, yet deep inside me flowered a black thought that perhaps it was all for the best. I had seen my stepchildren at the wedding and they were small copies of their father. They wore sluggish expressions on their poor faces and moved with irritating slowness. I didn’t like conceding victory to the Pani woman but my dread of my simple-minded stepchildren was greater. 


I turned around and kissed my mother on her fore­head. ‘I love you with all my heart,’ I said to the smooth surface. She grasped my face in both her hands and looked at me long and hard as if memorising the lines of my face because she already knew that it was the last time she would ever see me or touch me again. That we would never again meet for the rest of our lives. 


From the ship I watched my mother till she was a small speck of sobbing green among a crowd of waving, wailing relatives. 


Oh, the journey. 


The journey was horrible beyond description. I was delirious with fever for almost the entire voyage. My head swam and my dizzy stomach rolled and heaved. Sometimes I felt so bad that I wished I was dead. My husband was a helpless rock by my side as I twisted like a snake in the small bunk bed with the endless need to retch. A sickening, sour smell permeated everything. My hair, my clothes, the bedclothes, my breath, my skin . . . everything felt grimy with the sticky sea air. 


I awoke in the lurching darkness with a raging thirst. A gentle hand rested on my forehead. 


‘Ama,’ I called out weakly. Disorientated, I imagined my mother had come to nurse me. I turned to smile at her. My husband stared into my eyes with the strangest expression. Taken aback by the intensity of his regard I blinked and stared back, unable to look away. My mouth dried. 


‘How do you feel?’ he asked softly. 


The spell broke. 


‘Thirsty,’ I said hoarsely. He turned away and I watched him, loose-limbed and large, pour me some water. I studied his expression as I drank but his ebony face was filled with nothing more than kindness. I remember that incident because for the rest of our life together I was never ever to see that naked wanting in his eyes again. 


The sky was clear cerulean and the surface of the sea a thick piece of sparkling glass in the bright sunlight. Concealed at the bottom of its green depths were, I knew, mysterious, wondrous cities studded with fine palaces, dazzling minarets and exquisite sea flowers, home to the powerful demigods of Mother’s stories. Up on the ship, hundreds of people strained against the rails and stared fiercely at the approaching land. The air vibrated like the beating of a thousand wings. The wings of hope. 


To my incredulous eyes Penang Harbour looked like the most exciting place on earth. More people than I had ever seen in my life swarmed and scurried about like a colony of ants on a sand dune. And what strange sorts of people they were too. I gawked, delighted. 


Here were olive-skinned Arab merchants in long flowing robes and headdresses of white and black. Even from afar their prosperous mien stood out like a red kite in a blue sky. Their dressed heads they held at an arro­gant tilt and their fat fingers, crammed with huge rings, glittered red, green and blue fire under the blazing sun. They had come to trade in spices, ivory and gold. The wind cupped their strange, guttural language and flew it up to my ears. 


Then there were the Chinesemen. Slit-eyed, flat-nosed and determined. Not a moment to spare in idleness. Shirtless and sunburned to a deep bronze, they hunched low and staggered under heavy gunnysacks that they unloaded from barges and trawlers. They were tireless in their task. To my young eyes that had learned only to appreciate the sharply accentuated features and the large soulful eyes of my native land, their moon-faced flatness appeared the epitome of deformity. 


Locals the colour of ripening coconuts hung about with a mildly subservient demeanour. There was some­thing instinctively noble in their faces and yet they were not masters of their own land. I didn’t know then that their war against the white man had been lost quickly, subtly, on covert violence alone. 


First to disembark were the Europeans. While segre­gated in first class they had apparently dined so well that they had swelled into larger-than-life proportions. Tall, haughty and elaborate of dress they strode forward with sunlight in their hair like gods. As if the world owed them an oyster. Their beige and inaccessible lips I found oddly absorbing. The men were unusually solicitous towards the women who, high-nosed, tightly corseted and carrying tiny frilled parasols pathetically incapable of the job at hand stepped, straight-backed, into fine cars and fancy carriages. My last glimpses of them were fascinat­ingly white wrists and fluttering lace handkerchiefs. 


Strong men in white loincloths and brown swarthy faces came forward to help the passengers. Big iron boxes were loaded into covered rickshaws and sinewy, barefoot men with triangular hats and screaming muscles pedalled people and their belongings into the town. 


I felt a tap on my shoulder and looked up into my husband’s broad, dark face. I must have shone with youth and eagerness for his small eyes looked at me with almost fatherly tolerance. 


‘Come, Bilal will be waiting,’ he shouted into the din. I followed his huge figure as he easily carried along all that belonged to me in his hands. He stepped in front of a large black car parked under the shade of a tree. Bilal, the driver, was Malay. He spoke no Tamil and as he could pluck no Malay from my tongue he studied me curiously, nodded and summoned a yellow grin for the master’s child bride. I climbed into the motor car with its pale leather seats. I had never been in a motor car before. And this is the beginning of my rich new life, I thought with an indescribable sense of adventure. 


The streets weren’t paved with gold but thick with dust and dirt. Warehouses with curved Oriental roofs and bold Chinese letters at the entrances dozed in the burning sun. Rows of narrow shop-houses stood on either side of the street, congested with a marvellous array of wares. Fresh produce in baskets spilled out onto the pavement and on specially built wooden steps sat large bottles of dried goods. Tailors, shoemakers, bakers, goldsmiths and the grocery store were all in one long row of colour, noise and smell. Inside coffee shops stringy old men with leather faces and baggy shorts lounged, cigarettes dangling from their stained fingers. Disappearing around corners were tattered dogs with moist noses and scavenger eyes. In a makeshift stall by the roadside a row of ducks hung by their broken necks and in a wooden cage on the ground a flock of live ones squawked and quarrelled noisily. A huge butcher’s knife buried in a chopping block glinted crazily. Men, coloured midnight blue by the sun, swept the drains by the road with long brooms. 


At a set of traffic lights in the middle of town, two old women squatted in the shade of a tree and gossiped, the loose skin on their faces wobbling. On the other side of the road a creature more glorious than I could have imag­ined alighted from a car. She was delicate of bone and fair, so fair, she was almost white. Dressed in a bright red Chinese costume she had pinned in her midnight hair jewelled combs and trailing beads. Her eyes were almond-shaped and large but slanting and coy and her small mouth was shaped like a tiny rosebud. She had painted it very red and it glistened in the sun. Everything about her was perfect and doll-like until she took a small tottering step forward. One of her minders shot out a steadying hand. Ungratefully she cracked her fan on the helping hand, pulling away haughtily. It was then I realised her feet were no bigger than my balled fist. And I have small hands. I blinked and stared incredulously at her misshapen feet clad in black silk shoes meant for a very small child. 


‘Her feet were bound when she was a little girl,’ my husband said into the terrible heat inside the car. 


I whirled around in shock. ‘Why?’ 


‘So they wouldn’t grow big and clumsy like yours,’ he teased lightly. 


‘What?’ I cried in disbelief. 


‘It is the custom in China to bind a girl’s feet. The Chinese consider bound feet beautiful and desirable. Only the poor peasants who have a need for an extra pair of hands in the rice fields have daughters with unbound feet. As early as the age of two or three the best families bind the feet of their young girls so tightly that the grow­ing bones mangle into a painful arch. And throughout the rest of their lives they pay the price of indescribable pain for this hint of femininity. Once bound their feet can never be unbound again or they grow into deformed shapes that would make even their strange rocking steps impossible.’ 


I had left my innocent village behind for ever. 


Instantly I decided that the Chinese race was barbarous. To bind one’s own daughter’s feet as she howled in agony, to watch her through the years hobbling along painfully must take a particularly cruel heart. What depraved taste had first hankered for a deformed foot? I looked down at my sturdy feet in their brown slippers and was glad for them. These feet had run free through forests and swum in cool water and had never even con­sidered the possibility that somewhere in the world little girls sat helplessly in pain all day and wept softly all night. 


Soon our car was making its way out of the bustling town. A man in muddy clothes led a water buffalo by the nose along the side of the road. Small huts dotted the flat landscape. My husband relaxed back into the hard seat and his small eyes closed into sleep. In the blazing midday sun the road stretched out like a silvery grey snake, twisting through rice paddy fields, spice planta­tions and eventually through the bright orange soil of virgin forests. On either side rose walls of tangled dark-green vegetation. Giant ferns threw their fronds out into the yellow light and fat creepers swung untidily from tree branches in an effort to snatch at pieces of dappled sunlight like children reaching for birthday cake. And here and there rough bark peered out like old faces frowning with worry. Between the flat leaves all was still and quiet. Mile after mile. Water mirages appeared and disappeared on the road. The forest wisely slept but I couldn’t even blink for fear of missing something momentous. 


The two hours of constant vigilance paid off. 


On the horizon I saw first one then two and then a whole line of people on bicycles. They were all dressed from head to toe in black. And every single one of them was frighteningly faceless, lurking inside the shadows their black headdresses threw over their faces. The head­dresses were kept in place with red handkerchiefs tied under their chins. On top of the black headdress and red handkerchiefs they wore enormous straw hats. Their black sleeves they wore longer than their hands. Not a tiny strip of flesh was exposed. Unhurriedly they approached. 


I shook Ayah urgently awake. 


‘What? What is it?’ he muddled, bewildered into sudden wakefulness. 


‘Look!’ I cried fearfully, pointing at the obvious menace in the black procession ahead. 


His eyes followed my finger. ‘Oh them,’ he sighed, relieved, and settled back sleepily. ‘They are dulang­washers. They work in the tin mines and sieve tin ore in large trays from the mining sites. Underneath all that black material are some of the fairest Chinese girls you will ever meet. You should see them at night, when they squeeze into their tight cheongsams.’ 


The slender trail wheeled past. Silent. Harmless. 


I was intrigued. They wrapped themselves like the mummies in an Egyptian pyramid so they could remain rice-powder white. We rattled along on roads meant for carts, passed small towns and lazy villages. Once Bilal slowed down for two small, wild pigs that snorted and scurried across the road in a moment of curiosity. Brown children, naked, ran to the side of the road to watch us and wave enthusiastically. Sweating freely inside six yards of material anchored on a firmly tied white petti­coat I loved them instantly. Inside me a barefoot girl longed to get out. Even now I think I remember those velvet-eyed children best. Mid-afternoon we passed a Chinese temple with granite pillars, a deep-red interior and intricately carved stone dragons resting on its ceramic roof. 


At length we reached Kuantan, our final destination. Bilal drove into a potholed road strewn with sharp white stones. A cul-de-sac of sorts. The road encircled an untidy clump of wild bushes, a bamboo grove, a rather splendid rambutan tree, and served the five dwellings built around it. The house closest to the main road was the grandest, obviously mine. Under a shady angsana tree nestled a table and chairs made of stone. It was beautiful and I loved it. Inside the coolness of its thick walls I imagined soft-footed servants. I noticed red Chinese lanterns hanging by the door and pondered the reason for them. 


Bilal slowed the car down next to the big, black gates but as I prepared to get out, two savage Alsatian dogs ran out to bark threateningly at us. Then, having negotiated a large pothole, Bilal drove on, right past the beautiful house. A small brown face at one of the windows watched us pass with avid curiosity. I turned towards my husband but he deliberately avoided my searching gaze and stared ahead. Confused, I turned away. We bumped along the terrible road. The other four houses were poor and wooden. Bilal stopped out­side a small house on low stilts. 


My husband got out and I clambered out in my brown slippers, a crumpled, dazed little person. The bags came out of the trunk of the car and Bilal, who was not my husband’s trusted driver at all, bade us goodbye and drove off. Ayah fished around in his baggy trousers and produced a set of keys. He smiled into my reduced face. ‘Welcome home, my dear, dear wife,’ he said softly. 


‘But . . . but...’ 


But he was gone, striding ahead on those ridiculously long legs of his. The wooden door of the wooden house opened and swallowed him whole. For a moment I could only stare at the dusky interior of the house then I followed slowly. At the first step I stopped. Mother had been tricked. The thought was heavy: My husband was not rich, he was poor. Pani had duped us. I was all alone in a strange country with a man who was not what he was supposed to be. I had no money of my own, didn’t speak a word of English or the local language and hadn’t the least idea of how to return home. The blood ran very fast in my veins. 


Inside it was cool and dark. The house was sleeping. Quietly and softly. Not for long, I thought. I opened all the windows in the small living room. Fresh air and weak, slanting evening sunlight streamed into the little house. Suddenly it didn’t matter at all that it wasn’t a grand house or that I wouldn’t have servants to command. In fact, the challenge of making something out of nothing beckoned, far more exciting. I could still be the lady of the wooden house. 


Ayah had disappeared somewhere at the back of the house. Curiously I began to explore. I walked on a concrete floor and looked at wooden walls. The small living room held two rickety armchairs cradling tired old cushions, a small ugly side table, a dilapidated old dining table and four poor chairs slumped around it. I went into the bedroom and was amazed to find a huge, iron four-poster bed painted silver. I had never seen such a big bed in all my life. Surely it was a bed fit for a king. The curtains were faded to an ailing green. The cotton-filled mattress was lumpy but to me it was heavenly. I had never slept on anything but a woven mat. An old intricately carved cupboard made of very dark wood with a mirror on its left door creaked when I opened it. Silver cobwebs hung inside. I found some of my husband’s clothes and four saris belonging to the first wife. I took them out. They were plain and dull, the discreet colours of a dead woman. Standing in front of the mirror I loosely draped a grey one around my body and I thought of her for the first time. Once she had lived in this house and worn these clothes. I touched the cool material and sniffed it. It smelt of the earth during the dry season. The hot smell made me shiver. The saris reminded me of her and her children whom I had so easily left behind. I put the sari back inside the cupboard and closed it quickly. 


In the second bedroom two old beds crouched by the window. A shelf had been turned into a prayer altar with framed pictures of Hindu deities. Bunches of dead flowers crowned the pictures. There had not been a woman in the house for a long time. Automatically I pressed my palms together in a gesture of respect and prayer. Two pairs of children’s slippers lay by the door. Two small faces looked up to me. ‘We have no shoes,’ they murmured sadly, their eyes desolate. Quickly I backed out, closing the door behind me. 


The bathroom, I was surprised to note, was connected to the house. Back home I had to walk to an outhouse. I heard my husband moving onto the veranda. I inspected the smooth grey walls, turned on a small bronze tap and beautiful, clear water rushed out into the built-in, cement water container in the corner. It looked like a waist-high well and I was pleased with it. I flicked the old-fashioned, round black light switch and yellow light filled the tiny, windowless space. Truly I was delighted with my new bathroom. I left the bathroom and walked into the kitchen where I gave my first cry of joy. For in the far corner was the most beautiful bench I had ever seen. Made of hard wood with beautifully carved legs, it was as big as a single bed. I examined it minutely with real pleasure, running my fingers over the aged, smooth surface, not realising that that piece of furniture would survive me and one day hold on its dark surface my dead husband’s body. 


From the kitchen window I could see a cemented area for washing and outdoor tasks like grinding and milling, and a vast, neglected backyard with mature coconut trees. A large monsoon drain divided our property from the fields covered in spear grass beyond. A small path could be seen leading away into woodlands. 


With the energy of a fourteen-year-old I began to clean, clear, wash and wipe. My house became my new toy. My husband sat on an easy chair on the veranda outside, lit himself a long cheroot and proceeded to enjoy it. The aromatic smell wafted into the house as I bustled about importantly. Soon the small house looked neat and tidy, and finding some ingredients in the kitchen I made a simple curry of lentils and cooked some rice. 


While the food bubbled gently I closed myself in my new bathroom, turned on the tap and luxuriated in my indoor well. Clean and fresh I removed all the dead flowers from the prayer altar. From the jasmine shrub at the end of our terribly overgrown backyard I plucked a plateful of flowers and decorated the altar with them. I prayed for blessings. Ayah came in and I served him the simple meal. He ate heartily but slowly, as was his way in all things. 


‘What work do you do?’ I asked. 


‘I’m a clerk.’ 


I nodded but it didn’t mean anything to me. Only later would I learn the level of meniality the word represented. 


‘Where did the bed and bench come from?’ 


‘I used to work for an Englishman and when he was returning home for good he gave them to me.’ 


I nodded slowly. Yes, it was a superior bed and a superior bench meant for people who caught sunlight in their hair. 


That night, as I lay in the unfamiliar bed, I closed my eyes and listened to the night sounds. The wind rustling in the bamboo reeds, the crickets gossiping in the dark, a lemur scratching in the rambutan tree and the snake­charmer’s flute. The lonely melody reminded me of Mother. It made me think of her all alone in her small hut. Tomorrow I would write to her. I would tell her everything from the lady with the crushed feet to the black-clad mine workers. And I wouldn’t forget the bare­foot children or the row of ducks, their necks broken. I would tell her everything, except perhaps that her daughter had married a poor man. And I would never tell her about the soft clink that the shining gold watch, which had so impressed her, made when it fell into Bilal’s upturned palm, just before he nodded and returned to his real master. I heard the stiffly starched sheets rustle in the dark and felt his heavy hand rest on my stomach and sighed softly. 


My neighbourhood was a circle of five homes. The splendid house that I had coveted on my arrival in fact belonged to the third wife of a very rich Chineseman called Old Soong. Next to her, in a house similar to mine lived a Malay lorry driver and his family. He was away a lot but his wife, Minah, was a good-hearted and neigh­bourly woman who welcomed me with a plate of coconut jelly on the second day of my arrival. She had the open, smiling face one comes across in every Malay kampong, a truly astounding hourglass figure and a genteel manner neatly folded inside her person. She wore soft grace like a long, beautifully cut costume. There were no hard edges about her. Everything was refined, her voice, her manners, her movements, her walk, her language, and her skin. When she left I stood behind my faded curtains and watched the slow sway of her hips until her figure disappeared behind the bead curtain hanging over her doorway. Inconceivable but she was the mother of four children. It was only much later, after the end of her fifth pregnancy, that I learned about the nightmare of a traditional Malay confinement. Forty-two days of bitter herbs, a smoking, hot stove under the bed to dry out excess fluid and tighten vaginal muscles, a tenaciously bound stomach and merciless, daily massages from freakishly strong, wrinkled old women. But hardship has its rewards. Minah was living testament. 


Next to her house was a confusingly plentiful Chinese household. All manner of people seemed to appear and leave from that small house, making me wonder where they all slept. Sometimes one of the women from the household would run out into the pathway after a screaming child and, catching it, pull down his or her pants and slap its white flesh till it turned bright red. Then, still cursing and swearing, she would leave the child sobbing pitifully on the roadway. Sometimes they punished one of the older girls by making her run around their house naked. She might have been nine or ten and I felt very sorry for the poor mite as she streaked by my window, scrawny, red-eyed and sniffing. They were uncouth and brazen but the reason I hated them with foul vengeance was because every day in the half-light of dusk the man’s two wives took turns to fertilise their vegetable plot with human waste. And every time the wind blew in our direction the horrible stench disgusted me, put me off my food and made me want to retch. 


To the right of us lived an old hermit. Sometimes I glimpsed his face, long and sad at the window. Next to him lived the snake-charmer, a small, wiry man with blue-black straight hair and a hawk-like nose in a stern, wild face. At the beginning I was fearful of this man with his dancing cobras and poisonous snakes from which he made snake medicine for sale, worrying that his escaped snakes were lurking in my bed. His wife was a small, thin woman and they had seven children in total. One day while I was at the market I found myself at the fringe of a big circle of curious onlookers. Manoeuvring my purchases I pressed my way forward. In the middle sat the snake-charmer closing the lids of his baskets, his act apparently finished. He signalled to one of his sons. A boy, no more than seven or eight years old, came forward. Curly locks hung low obscuring bright, laughing eyes. Dressed in a grubby white shirt and a pair of khaki shorts he looked like a street urchin. In his hand he held a beer bottle. Suddenly, without warning, he smashed the bottle on the ground, picked up a piece of glass, put it in his mouth and began to chew. The crowd gasped and went silent. 


Blood began to pour from the boy’s mouth. It poured down his chin and seeped into his grubby white collar. Red trickled down his shirtfront. He picked up another broken piece from the dirty ground and stuffed it into his mouth. As I stood horrified and transfixed, he opened his mouth wide to show the blood-filled cavity then pulled out a little red cloth bag from his pocket and, still crunch­ing, began to collect coins from the crowd. I pushed my way out frantically. The feat, the trick was beyond me. I felt disturbed and upset and physically ill. Ever since that incident I avoided contact with the snake-charmer family. I was convinced there was skullduggery and black magic being practised in that strange household. That in their half-darkened house lay a presence that could not be described but made my flesh crawl and creep. 


I sat on the veranda and watched the snake-charmer’s son run barefoot to the lorry driver’s house, his curls flying in the wind. I could still see him standing in the middle of a group of gaping spectators, a mess of crushed glass and blood in his poor mouth, his eyes not laughing but grave. He saw me watching him and waved. I waved back. The smell of my neighbours’ cooking blossomed in the air. The sweet fragrance of pork sizzling in hot lard made me yearn for something other than vegetables and rice. The cupboards were all bare but fortunately Mother had written down in meticulous detail her best recipes and we had been living on my ability to turn an onion into a tasty dish for the last two weeks. But that day I was expectant with waiting. It was pay day. I sat on the veranda waiting for Ayah to come home, impatient to feel housekeeping money in my hand for the first time. Just like my mother I too would plan and spread the money wisely, but first I wanted to treat us to some good food for a change. I saw Ayah turn into our road, his big body clumsy on the rickety bicycle as he manoeuvred it on the loose stones. I stood up quickly. 


He parked his bicycle unhurriedly, smiling at me. I smiled back restlessly. In my hand I had a letter from Ceylon for him, and as I held out the light blue envelope to him, he delved into his pocket and brought out a thin brown envelope. We exchanged envelopes and he passed me by and went into the house. I stared at the brown envelope in my young hands in complete surprise. All of it. He had given me his entire salary. I tore open the envelope and counted the money. Two hundred and twenty ringgit in all. A lot of money. Immediately I began to make plans in my head. I would send my mother some money and a nice chunk I would hide together with my jewels in my square tin that once held imported chocolates. I would save and save and soon we would be as rich as Old Soong. I would make a rosy future for us. I stood there grasping the money and my fabulous dreams in both hands, when a man in a Nehru-cut jacket, a white veshti, leather slippers and holding a huge black umbrella turned into our dirt road. In his other hand he carried a leather briefcase. He was walking towards me with a big smile. Soon the squat man with the bulging pot-belly stood before me. His eyes drifted to the money clutched in my hands. I lowered my hands slowly and his greedy eyes followed the money. I waited until his gaze managed the journey up to meet my eyes. The round face filled with false cheer. I disliked him on sight. 


‘Greetings to the new lady of the house,’ he said cheerfully. 


‘Who are you?’ I asked sullenly, unforgivably rude. 


He didn’t take offence. ‘I’m your moneylender,’ he explained with a large smile that showed reddish brown teeth. From a pocket he produced a small notebook, licked a fat finger and thumbed through the soiled pages. ‘If you will just give me twenty ringgit and sign against today’s date I shall not bother you any longer and be on my merry way.’ 


I practically snatched the notebook from his pudgy hands. Bemused, I saw my husband’s name at the top left-hand corner and a row of his signatures against different amounts. For the last month he had paid nothing while he was in Ceylon looking for a new wife. The man’s eyes gleamed as he reminded me about the arrears and interest. In a daze I handed over the twenty ringgit for that month, the arrears and the interest he demanded. 


‘Good day to you, madam, and see you next month,’ he chirped as he turned away to leave. 


‘Wait,’ I cried. ‘How much debt is left?’ 


‘Oh just another hundred ringgit,’ he sang merrily. 


‘A hundred ringgit,’ I mouthed silently and looking up saw another two men coming towards our house. As they passed the moneylender they nodded. 


‘Greetings to the new lady of the house,’ they chorused. 


I shuddered. That day the ‘visitors’ didn’t cease until well after dark. At one point there was even a queue outside the door until eventually I was left clutching fifty ringgit. Fifty ringgit to last me an entire month. I stood silently in the middle of our shabby living room, embar­rassed and fuming. 


‘I have only fifty ringgit to last me the whole month,’ I announced as calmly as I could to my husband as he ate his last mouthful of rice and potatoes. 


Dull eyes regarded me, for a minute. I thought of a heavy animal, its lumbering slowness, its stoic endurance in the face of persistent flies and its filthy, swishing tail as it just stood there. Stupidly. 


‘Don’t worry,’ he soothed finally. ‘Whenever you need money just ask me and I can borrow some more. I have good credit.’ 


I could only stare incredulously at him. A sudden gust of wind blew into our kitchen the smell of human waste. The food inside my stomach did a small back-flip, and somewhere inside my head a hammering began. A loud insistent hammering that would last me for the rest of my life with only short breaks in between. I gazed away from the dull black eyes of the lumbering beast and said nothing. 


That night, in the light of a kerosene lamp, I sat cross-legged on my beautiful bench and made a list of debtors. I couldn’t sleep for the plans I was making. Finally, when all the night demons had flown over to the other side of the world I lay on my stomach and watched through the open window a red dawn break over the eastern sky. The hammering in my head had relented a little. The plan was clear in my head. I made a strong brew of black tea and sitting at my good table I slowly sipped it like my mother and her mother before her had done at the end of a long day. Before the birds began their day I bathed in icy cold water, washed my hair in coconut milk and, dressed in a clean cotton sari, walked the one mile to the Ganesha temple just behind Apu’s provision shop. In the small temple by the dirt road I prayed with all my heart. So sincerely that tears escaped from my closed eyelids. I begged Lord Ganesha to make my plan work and my new life a happy one. I then put ten cents into the donation box by the Elephant God who was ever merciful and tender-hearted, and rubbing holy ash on my forehead walked back. 


When I arrived home my husband had just awakened. The crackle of the radio filled the small house. I made gruel and coffee for him and sat to watch him eat. I felt strong and protective towards him, our house and our new life together. After my husband had left I sat down and composed a letter, a very important letter. Then I walked into town. At the post office I posted the letter to my uncle, the mango dealer. He lived with his wife in Seremban, another state in Malaya. I had a proposition for him. I wanted to borrow the total amount of debt that was owed by my husband plus a little more to tide me over until the next pay packet arrived. In exchange I would pay him some interest and he could keep my box of jewels as collateral. My jewels I knew were worth far more than the amount I was asking. My mother had given me a ruby pendant nearly as large as my smallest toe and that alone I knew was worth a great deal of money. It was a beautiful stone with a strange hot light inside that, in the sunlight, breathed red fire like a live thing. After I had posted the letter I went to the market, a fascinating place full of splendid things I had never seen before. 


I stood before piles of black salted eggs, one or two on top of the pile left open to expose yolks the colour of blood. Chinesemen in wooden clogs squatted on the ground selling little clouds of birds’ nests. Inside wire cages large lizards scurried about with nervous, jerky movements at the sight of slithering snakes in other cages. There was fresh everything in woven baskets and Malay women traders with gold teeth sold soft turtle eggs in wire baskets. 


In one corner an ancient Chinesewoman, barely able to walk, hobbled about her strangely twisted mud­coloured sea cucumbers, hardened black seaweed, and a whole cornucopia of unidentifiable creatures swimming in water-filled wooden buckets. Trappers chewing betel nut waited patiently behind stacks of all sorts of wild roots, wild creatures still struggling and bunches of medicinal leaves. Sometimes in their hands they held the tails of four or five live snakes that writhed and stretched themselves out on the pavement in front of them. People bought those multicoloured, slim snakes for medicinal purposes. There were vats full of yellow noodles and rows of roasted ducks hanging by their greasy necks still dripping fat. Of course the frogs were the real surprise, white and disembodied they lay spread-eagled on slabs of wood. But on that day I didn’t linger. I was on a mission. 


I quickly purchased a very small piece of meat, some vegetables, a bag of tamarind and a dulang-washer’s large, broad-brimmed hat for five cents and made for the jetty where I bought a handful of prawns. Mother had a very special recipe for prawns and I was certain I knew how to make it. Head bent and totally lost in my own thoughts of a rosy future I retraced my steps home. In front of me my shadow was very long and eager. I was so intent upon the execution of all my carefully hatched plans that I jumped when another shadow joined mine. I looked around and found the face that had stared so curiously from the open window of Old Soong’s house, smiling a shy, uncertain smile. Two long black plaits ending in childish pink bows hung on either side of her face. Why, she was only as old as I was. A pair of jet black eyes sparkled in her round face. 


Mui Tsai (little sister) in reality, I later found out, was a pitiful domestic slave. I smiled back tentatively. I had found a friend but it was to be the beginning of a lost friendship. If I had known then what I know now, I would have treasured her more. She was the only true friend I ever made. She tried to communicate with me in Malay but the language was still an unfamiliar mixture of sounds to me and we only managed a series of complicated hand gestures. I decided to ask Ayah to teach me to speak proper Malay. We parted company at the gates of her house. I saw her hurry indoors with her basket full of market produce. 


As soon as I got home I hunted around in the kitchen and found a very long, rusty old knife that in its heyday had probably been used to crack coconuts. Then I donned the petticoat that one wears inside the sari. On top of that I wore an old frayed shirt that belonged to my husband. The shirtsleeves came over my hands and I looked at the overlap with satisfaction. Then I placed a huge man’s handkerchief over my head and tied it under my chin. I popped my new dulang-washer hat on top of my head and, satisfied that I was completely protected from the cruel sun, I opened the green back door and began to clear away the weeds, long grasses and nasty brambles that cut my hands and made them bleed. Stinging plants grew abundantly in every square yard but I was absolutely determined. I didn’t stop until the entire place was clear and the hard earth tilled and softened by my curving knife. My back ached horribly and muscles in innocent places screamed with pain but I felt pleasure, real pleasure at a job well done. 


When I finally came in, sweat dripped off me and ran down my body in rivulets. After a cold shower I soothed my swollen hands with sesame seed oil before I began to cook. I marinated the meat in spices and left the potent mixture to gently simmer in a heavy closed pot for the next few hours. While it simmered I cleaned and pounded the prawns. Then I grated fresh coconut and made Mother’s special sambal with chillies and onions. Afterwards I cooked aubergines in a little water that had turmeric and salt in it and when it became soft I crushed it into a chunky paste, added coconut milk, and let it come up to the boil. I sliced potatoes and fried them with a little curry powder. The onions and tomatoes I chopped and mixed with fresh yoghurt. A meal fit for a king nearly ready, I set about cleaning the house. I was feeling quite pleased with all the lovely aromas coming from the cooking meat when I found a letter ripped to pieces inside Ayah’s tobacco tin. I know I shouldn’t have but I couldn’t help myself. I scooped up the pieces and, laying the fragments of curly blue handwriting flat on the bed, I read the letter that had arrived for my husband yesterday. 


Dear Ayah, 


The village is poorer than ever but I can never hope to leave and prosper as you have done. This impoverished land is where the funeral pyre for my old bones shall light the skies for a short while. But the past few weeks have been a joyful godsend for me for I have learned to love your two children like my very own flesh and blood. At least now I will not die alone. 


I hope that in the youthful arms of your new happi­ness you have not forgotten your responsibilities. The children are growing fast and need new clothes, new shoes and good food. As you know I am alone with no husband to lean on and now I have two new hungry mouths to feed. I hope you will send some money urgently as the situation is getting quite dire for me. 


I stopped reading. The rest of the letter from Aunty Pani was a blur. My legs felt suddenly weak and I sat down heavily on the bed. Then I understood why she had come for me that day, the speculative look in her sly eyes and the instinctive revulsion I had experienced at the sight of her. She had wanted to keep the children as her means of income for many years to come. She had come to a poor woman’s house looking for a malleable young bride. One she could manipulate. At that moment I felt as if I hated her. How hateful her demanding tone. Did she fancy my husband’s head a footstool? It made my blood boil with anger. I had barely had a good meal since the day I got married, and for the next eight months, if my plan was to work, I would have to save and scrape to get by, let alone send more money. Wouldn’t it be a good lesson for her if we simply didn’t send the money? But then in my mind rose the picture of two small chil­dren, their eyes barren and hopeless, their dark skin stretched tight over wide cheekbones. The innocence and stupidity indisputable for all to see. Even their teeth were so bored with sitting inside such empty heads, they jutted out in two uneven yellow rows to stare at the world outside. Doubtless the children were nothing more than slaves to the crafty woman, but the truth, no matter how horrible it makes me look, was that I didn’t want them to live with me. 


I closed my eyes and experienced profound defeat. I had been spectacularly used by the woman. Had it not been for her pretty lies, I could still have been at home with my beloved mother. 


We would have to send the money. We had no choice. 


Then the beauty of youth stepped in. As spring touches new leaves onto withered branches, youth decided that my plan could stretch to an allowance for my step­children. My mother and I suffered because my father did not bother to send us money. I would do better than my father. We simply wouldn’t have meat until all our bills were settled. We would live on our vegetable patch outside and from the eggs our hens laid when we had our chicken coop installed. By the time I went into the kitchen to stir the meat, the bounce was back in my step. 


That evening my husband returned with cash that he had borrowed from the moneylender to send to his chil­dren, a newspaper-wrapped present for me and a piece of wood that he said he was going to carve. He put the present beside me on my bench and waited. I looked at his expectant face and then at the unwanted newspaper-wrapped present and I wanted to scream in pure frustration. At this rate we would never climb out of our snake-pit of debts. How to explain that I’d rather starve for a month than endure a queue of moneylenders outside the house every pay day? I took a deep breath, bit my tongue and untied the string. The newspaper tore open and my animosity died in my throat. Inside was the most adorable pair of high-heeled gold slippers adorned with coloured beads I had ever seen in my life. With something akin to reverence I placed them on the grey concrete floor. Enchanted, I slipped my feet between the dainty gold ropes. They fitted perfectly. The heels would take a bit of getting used to but I already loved my unnecessary acquisition. 


‘Thank you,’ I whispered, my head bowed with humble gratitude. 


He was a good man, my husband, but we were still doing it my way. First he had his sumptuous meal and then I told him of my plan. He listened in silence. Finally, taking a deep breath and looking him directly in the eye, I told him that from now on I would be the only one paying the bills. He would receive a small allowance to buy a newspaper or a cup of coffee from the canteen at work, but he could borrow no more money and was to refer to me on anything pertaining to our financial health. He nodded and gently stroked my hair with his big hand but his dull eyes were ravaged. ‘As you wish, my darling wife,’ he agreed. 


‘And one more thing. Will you teach me to speak Malay?’ 


‘Boleh.’ He smiled at me. 


I knew that word. It meant ‘can do’. I smiled back. 


‘Terima Kasih.’ Thank you, in Malay. 


By the end of that week, my vegetable garden was planted. A man from across the main road had built me a chicken coop and I housed it with soft, yellow chicks. As I stood under my dulang-washer’s hat proudly surveying my new plot of cultivated land, my uncle, the mango merchant, arrived groaning under the weight of a huge sack of mangoes. At the sight of his familiar brown face I dashed away tears of joy and ran to hug his round figure. I didn’t know how lonely I was until I saw him. He had brought the money I had requested, heartily laughing away as ridiculous my idea of collateral. After he left I ate six mangoes in quick succession and then, inexplicably, walked to the stove, picked up some charcoal pieces and began to nibble at them. 


That was when I knew I was pregnant. 


The weeks were swallowed by the hungry months that lay waiting in my garden. My little plot prospered. I ran my fingers down the velvety skin of a new crop of lady fingers, was surprised by the redness of my bird’s-eye chillies and grew especially proud of my shiny purple aubergines. And my chicken coop was a success even before my belly filled out the space in front of me. I was happy and satisfied. The debts were taken care of and I had even begun to save a modest amount inside a small tin that I hid in the rice sack. 


At night, after all the human voices died down, the plates washed, light switches turned off and the neighbourhood put away to sleep, I lay awake. Sleep refused to rest awhile upon my eyelids. He crossed his arms and looked at me wickedly from afar. So I spent many hours laying flat on my back staring out of the window at the star-filled night sky, learning Malay and filling my head with impatient dreams of my unborn baby. I imagined a cherubic baby boy with gorgeous ringlets and sparkling eyes. Always in my daydreams he would have clever, large eyes that darted about in alert intelligence, but always in my nightmares a thin, emaciated infant with small, dull eyes and stretched shiny skin would stare beseechingly at me. Begging for a little love. I would jerk awake suddenly, guilt for my abandoned stepchildren like a small furry bee inside my heart. Trapped, lonely, it lifted its furry front legs and knocked softly on the door of my heart. And my young heart would miss a beat in pure shame. Before dawn I would bathe and make my way to the temple. There I would make offerings and earnestly pray that my child would look nothing like the waif of my nightmares. 


My husband was solicitous to a degree that made me want to scream. He would worriedly enquire after me every morning and every night, and wait for my answer expectantly as if I might say something other than, ‘I’m just fine.’ For nine months it never crossed his mind not to ask worriedly and wait expectantly for my reply. He refused to let me walk to the market and would insist on going himself. At first he came home with old fish, grey meat and rotting vegetables, but after a few false starts and cold sulking silences from me he made friends with a kind stallkeeper who felt sorry for his predicament. After that he returned with fish whose silver-bright eyes were still bloody with freshness, fruit ripe with colour and choice pieces of meat that I myself would have been pleased to have chosen. 


One day he brought home some strange fruit called durian. I had never before seen a fruit covered in such menacing-looking long thorns. A durian falling off a tree onto a man’s head can kill him, he told me. I had no trouble believing him. He carefully prised open the prickly skin and inside lay rows of flesh-covered seeds. I fell in love with the creamy taste of the golden flesh instantly. I even loved its astonishingly unique smell that I am told prompted an English novelist to describe it as eating a sweet raspberry blancmange in a lavatory. I am perfectly capable of finishing five or six fruit in a single sitting. 


By the time I was eight months pregnant I was so uncomfortable that I would lumber out of bed as quietly as possible and lie on the hard coolness of the bench in the kitchen. Through the window the inky blackness of the Malayan night would reach in and caress me, its touch heavy and moist. Sometimes my husband would come in to peer worriedly in the gloom and to enquire after me. And on those wretched nights I would swallow my nasty spurt of irritation and remind myself that he was a good man. 


At least I did not have little Mui Tsai’s terrible sorrows. She was also pregnant. Her stomach bulged through the thin high-necked blouses she always wore to denote her status as a ‘little sister’. She tied her loose black trousers underneath the smooth white bulge. In the shadows cast by the oil lamp her story was enough to make Despair itself despair. It all started in a little village in China when her mother died suddenly from a strange fever. Mui Tsai was eight years old. In less than a month, a new silk-clad mother came to live with them. In the tradition of good Chinese omens, a small red mouth flowered in her pale round face. The Chinese favoured brides with small mouths, believing that women with big mouths were harbingers of ill fortune. A woman with a large mouth spiritually swallowed her husband and caused his early death. 


The new bride’s mouth was reassuring but the thing that made Mui Tsai’s father melt like a dollop of yellow ghee in his new wife’s presence was her bound feet. The bride’s feet were smaller than her eight-year-old step­daughter’s feet, for Mui Tsai’s mother had been too soft-hearted to bind her daughter’s feet. The new bride sat in a scented room quite helpless to the calls of ordinary housework. Mui Tsai ended every long, arduous day with the task of taking off her stepmother’s restrain­ing bandages and bathing her feet in warm fragrant water. So many years later, Mui Tsai’s elongated shadow shuddered on my kitchen wall with the memory of her stepmother’s bare feet. A sight wisely denied to all men and especially one’s husband, for the stark deformity without the dainty little shoes was unbearable. Twisted, bruised and reeking of decaying flesh, they had the power to repel the most ardent suitor. Every day some dead skin and in-grown nail had to be clipped away before the ugly things were re-bandaged with rose petals. 


For three years Mui Tsai fetched, cleaned and cooked for her new mother. After her thirteenth birthday her stepmother’s gaze turned from ill-concealed dislike to one of calculation. Mui Tsai’s sister had just turned eight and could now take over her duties. If the elder girl remained in the household there would be the worry of a marriage. Marriages meant dowries. One morning while Mui Tsai’s father was at work her stepmother made the young girl dress in her best and sit in the front room. She sent word to the market and a passing merchant came to the house. Mui Tsai was sold to him. A legal and binding document was drawn up on thin red paper. From the moment her stepmother’s soft white hands signed the paper Mui Tsai became the exclusive property of the merchant. For the rest of her life she would have no will of her own. 


The merchant with the hard eyes and long yellow fingernails paid for her and she was taken away with nothing but the clothes on her back. He caged her. In the same room there were other cages with other crouched, frightened children. For weeks she lived like that, a sullen maid passing bowls of food and receiving containers of waste through the same hole in the cage. In that dark room, together with girls from other villages, she cried and moaned with fear and sickness. Yet none of them could understand each other’s dialect. Then they were all thrown on a junk boat set for South East Asia. The old boat tossed wildly on the South China Seas made turbu­lent by strong monsoon winds. For many days the wretched children screamed in terror. The sour smell of ocean sickness plunged them into the sure belief that they would all perish at sea to become food for the sons and daughters of all the white-fleshed fish that they had unthinkingly consumed during their lifetimes. Miraculously they survived. Still wobbly from the miserable voyage, they were efficiently disposed of in Singapore and Malaya, sold as whores and domestic slaves at a handsome profit. 


Old Soong, Mui Tsai’s new master, paid the princely sum of two hundred and fifty ringgit for her. She was to be a gift for his new, third, wife. Thus little Mui Tsai came to live in the grand house at the top of our cul-de-sac. For the first two years she did the housework and lived in a tiny room at the back of the house. But, one day the master, who had until then concentrated on running his chubby hand up his wife’s ivory thighs and teasing morsels of food from the ends of his chopsticks into her sulky mouth, suddenly began to smile at Mui Tsai in a manner not quite wholesome. Then, about the time I moved into the neighbourhood, his greedy eyes began to follow her at mealtimes with an intensity that was frightening to the young girl, for he was a repulsive creature. 


On my way to the market I had sometimes seen him sitting in the cool of his living room under the whirling fan, sweating profusely while reading the Chinese news­paper, his extra-large singlet stretched across his bulging belly. The tightly packed fat reminded me of his insatiable penchant for dog meat. He often brought home the flesh of puppies wrapped in waxed brown paper. The cook made it into a stew laced with expensive ginseng imported specially from mainland China. 


Every evening the master played the same game. With both his pudgy hands covering his mouth he picked his teeth while his hot eyes like fleshy hands roved over his servant’s youthful body. Her eyes carefully averted, Mui Tsai pretended not to notice. She did not realise that that was her role in the game. Reluctance. The wife, her eyes downcast, saw nothing. She sat in her fine garments, and like an eagle she poised with elbows on the table waiting patiently for the arrival of each new dish, whereupon her waiting chopsticks moved with quicksilver speed, spearing the choicest morsels with unerring accuracy. Once the best pieces were in her bowl she proceeded to eat with alluring daintiness. 


Soon Old Soong was finding occasions to let his fingers accidentally brush his wife’s ‘little sister’ and, once, his fat hand slid up her thigh while she was serving the soup. The soup spilled on the table. Still the wife saw nothing. ‘Stupid wasteful girl,’ she muttered angrily into her full bowl of tender suckling pig. 


‘Tell her,’ I urged, horrified. 


‘How can I?’ Mui Tsai whispered back aghast, her almost eyes shocked. ‘He is the master of the house.’ 


As his attentions grew bolder Mui Tsai began to leave her room at night. She only slept in there when her master was at one of his other wives’ homes. When he came to visit her mistress, Mui Tsai curled up under one of the beds in one of the rooms in the large sprawling house, and in this way for many months she managed to evade her master’s sweaty grasp. Often she climbed through my kitchen window and we sat on my bench talking about our homeland into the wee hours of the morning. 


I couldn’t believe that what was happening to Mui Tsai was legal and I was determined to report the matter. Someone had to do something to end her suffering. I told Ayah about it. He worked in an office. Surely he knew someone who could help, but he shook his head. The law could do nothing as long as the domestic slave was not abused. 


‘But her mistress slaps her and pinches her. That’s abuse, isn’t it?’ I demanded hotly. 


He shook his head and the words that walked onto his thick tongue appeared like uncouth foreigners who came into a temple with their shoes on. ‘Firstly that is not considered abuse and secondly, although Mr Soong himself does not come to collect the rent, he is our landlord. He owns every house along this curving road.’ 


‘Oh,’ I said giving up all my revolutionary ideas of marching into strange offices to denounce Old Soong. The problem really was much bigger than me. 


One night when the trees were silvery with ghostly moonlight Mui Tsai’s mistress called her into her bedroom. She wanted a massage. Her back, she said, ached from eating too many cooling foods. She took off her satin garments and lay face down on the bed. Mui Tsai began to massage her. She ran her firm brown hands down the soft white skin of her mistress’s back. Without her clothes, the mistress was inexorably running to fat. 


‘I shall let you massage the master tonight. He is very tired and you have such an excellent way with your hands,’ she said, gathering up her satin robe. As if choreographed beforehand the master walked into the bedroom in his silken yellow robes that had the black embroidered dragons on them. His robe whispered against his flabby white legs. Mui Tsai froze with shock. Her mistress did not meet the master’s eyes; instead she fixed Mui Tsai with a warning stare and admonished in an irritated voice, ‘Ai Yah, don’t make such a fuss.’ At the sound of her soft slippers dying on the terrazzo tiles the master sat on the slightly ruffled bedspread. Mui Tsai kneeling on the floor by the bedside looked up at him in disbelief. After months of hot looks the game was about to be won. The winner sat in a yellow robe. The robe parted further and his belly, large and hard in front of him, he reached over and switched off the little bedside lamp. In the moonlight his face with its sheen of mois­ture was suddenly mask-like. Mui Tsai was filled with terror. Intoxicated by the forbidden excitement implicit in the situation the eyes deeply buried in pale folds of flesh glittered hot. He stank of liquor. She felt the first small prick of loathing. 


‘Come, come, my dear,’ the master invited gently, patting the bed beside him, his voice quickening. She knew his thoughts as if he had spoken them: The girl was not destined to be a great beauty but in the first charming flush of youth undoubtedly pretty, and being a virgin would give him much-needed vitality. Always good for a man of his age to take the first drink of a girl’s essence. Her purity and innocence was like a flower waiting to be picked. And in that garden he was master. 


He smiled an encouraging smile and disrobed his rotund body. 


Poor girl, she was still staring at the small worm nestled between his legs in frozen disbelief when he lowered his white flesh over her tiny figure. Something small and hard entered her painfully and to her surprise loose wet flesh jiggled all around her. He grunted like a wild pig and groaned very close to her ear until without any warning his whole weight suddenly collapsed on top of her. Crushed, she gasped for breath. He rolled over and panted for a glass of water. 


It was over. In a daze she pulled her trousers back on and went to get water for the master. Tears stung the back of her eyes and her chin wobbled with the effort not to cry. When she returned with the water he made her disrobe completely. While he drank his water the hot dark slits in his face studied her with unsmiling intensity. She felt his sticky passion running out of her and down her bloodied inside thighs. She stood naked and vacant in the pale moonlight until he reached out a fat hand and pulled her down once more. When he fell asleep, snoring heavily, Mui Tsai stared up unseeingly into the silver shadows on the ceiling until quite suddenly and with a start she found herself staring into the disgusted face of her mistress. Barefoot the woman had come into the room so stealthily that Mui Tsai had not heard her foot­steps. 


‘Get up, you shameless hussy,’ she hissed angrily. Her envious eyes roved the youthful body on her bed. Humiliated, Mui Tsai tried to cover her breasts. 


‘Get up and cover your itchy body and don’t ever dare fall asleep in my bed again,’ she spat. Mui Tsai stumbled to the back of the house to wash. She lay awake and ashamed in her small back room until the morning came. After that it was often that the master required a massage. Sometimes the master had a need for a massage twice in the same night. On those dreadful days she would hear his footsteps outside her door and the creak of it as it opened in the dark. For a second in the secret light of the moon and stars she would glimpse the richness of his yellow robe. Then the door would close and in the dark­ness of her windowless room she would hear only the soft slapping sound of his silk slippers on the concrete floor and his laboured breathing. Then a hand chilled with cold sweat would fall upon her small breasts. In no time she would be enveloped in cold wet flesh and her nostrils filled with his hot stale breath. The odd jiggling move­ment would begin all over again. 
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