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Praise for Touching Earth:

‘High on atmosphere and tension, this is another powerful

novel from the author of The Rice Mother.’

Woman & Home

‘Woven with the beautiful intricacy of a spider creating its

web, Touching Earth uses exquisite, lyrical writing to

present us with the harsh realities of heroin addiction,

prostitution and innocence lost.’ Heat

‘Once again Rani Manicka has left me spellbound with her

beautiful prose and intricately woven plot. Touching Earth

is a dark and powerful tale by an extremely gifted

storyteller.’ Santa Montefiore


Also by Rani Manicka

The Rice Mother


Author’s Note

Dear Reader

If you have read The Rice Mother and desire a similar story then I must, in fairness, advise you to leave this book unread, for this is a dreadfully sordid world you seek to enter. But to you, bold reader, who raises your eyes to me light your lamp, and let us venture forth. We must find Beauty, she made a mistake, succumbed to temptation and now lies naked and without a friend, but she endures, because a single glance of admiration from you will rouse her from the ashes of her degradation.
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The woman stretched out her neck and howled like a wolf. She tore at her hair until clumps came out in her clenched fists. With the same fists she beat the dull earth. Alas, alas, the boy was dead. She sprang up suddenly, her eyes wild. ‘Do not touch him until I return,’ she instructed and ran all the way to the Bodhi tree to fall at Buddha’s feet. ‘Oh Enlightened One,’ she cried, ‘my son is dead. If you are indeed the true master, then bring him back to life.’ Buddha opened his eyes. Perhaps he wanted to tell her about the inevitability of birth and death for the unawakened, but he must have seen the dust of dreaming in her eyes, so he told her, ‘Go forth and bring me a handful of grain from a home where death has not yet been, and I will return your son to you.’ Overwhelmed by gratitude and joy the woman bowed many times before she withdrew to begin her search. She searched, and searched, and searched and  . . .
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The Players

Watch them carefully. They are not all to be trusted and

one or two might even be ghosts.


The Twins


Nutan

Dawn was breaking over the hills when I opened the miniature wooden doors of our ancestral shrine. Into the exposed niches I placed coconut-leaf containers of fruit, flowers and cakes. In the trees, bushes and vegetation, everything was quiet and still. I lit incense sticks. In the cool fragrant air I closed my eyes and brought my palms to meet – and the world fell away. I could have remained thus for a whole hour, but for a sudden burst of childish laughter beyond the garden walls. In that wisp of sound, just for an instant, she had shimmered. I snapped awake.

It was not her. Of course it was not.

I stood frozen and staring at my clasped hands. The knuckles were white. It couldn’t be her  . . . but I was tearing across the hardened earth, scrambling up the wall, my feet instinctively finding the familiar crevices in the uneven stones. Over the wall I saw them. Two little girls, no more than four or five years old dazzling in their dancing costumes, great helmets of finely worked gold-leaf bouncing and glittering in the early light. By our entrance gate their bare feet crushed the fruit rind the squirrels had discarded during the night. Then they rounded the corner and were gone.

I heaved myself up onto the wall, and sat, unthinking, my fingers caressing the velvet moss carpeting the stones, my eyes on the tiny creatures scurrying inside a crack in the wall, and suddenly the past returned. Innocent and undefeated by the day I had slumped to a filthy floor in a squalid London flat, and surrounded by uncaring strangers, died.

I stared at it, tantalised. How completely untouched it was by loss. How magnificent we all were. A molten gold sun was setting and my sister and I were dancing to Mother’s string instrument, the sape. With her deformed right leg tucked under her buttocks and the other drawn up to her slender body Ibu, our mother, attained the grace denied her during the day, standing and walking.

And I saw Father too, his hair long and still black, worn in the knot of a priest, squatting by a row of bell-shaped cages. Lovingly he fed corn kernels to his prize fighting cockerels. He was a puppeteer and a highly skilled ventriloquist. Actually a star of some repute. His shows were in such demand that he was often away for long periods, travelling from village to village performing with his two hundred or so leather-covered puppets. I was terribly proud of him then. Yet, in the shining bubble, it was Nenek, our grandmother, whom I saw most clearly. She sat on the steps of her living compartment, her fathomless black eyes half-obscured but intent and watching through the milky-grey smoke ascending from her clove cigarettes.

Ah, the past, that enchanted harmful fairy tale.

Tears splashed on my arms. I touched them. Fetched from a well of sorrow. If I could only reach out for the past. Catch it. I had smashed it up needlessly. Careless, careless. How vast was my carelessness. See now what is left over from yesterday.

The sun had come up over the hills. A spotted green and grey frog leaped into a cluster of banana trees, and I jumped off the wall restlessly. Yes, I will tell you everything, but not here. Not in this high garden of bright flowers, and trees drooping with clusters of ripe fruit. Here I would be accused of sentimentalising the past. The right home for my story is in the temple of the dead. There I will be forgiven. Transience is expected. It is not far from here, a marvellous place where time ceases. Its gates are intricately carved and guarded day and night by giant volcanic stone figures.

But wait, if I tell all, leave nothing out, and your travels bring you to my paradise island one day will you promise that if you see me, sarong-wrapped, and dusky, you will never call my name? For your glance of recognition will hurt. Like excrement on a flower, it will awaken the pointing finger and shame, oh God, such shame. How people will talk!

You see, in paradise a name come to harm trembles without remedy. One is required to go to great lengths to defend a reputation. Of course, I can hardly bring myself to care any more, but there are other members of my family to think of and protect.

Come, once we go past the open marketplace in the centre of the village, you can see it.

Here we are. Look. Didn’t I tell you how fabulous the temple doorway is? Take your shoes off. Even this early in the morning the flagstones will already be warm. A dog will never set foot in here, but cats, they come and go as if it were home. When we were children we came here often, drawn to the eerie silence. Mortals among Gods. Hushed by a certain anxiety we tiptoed down corridors lined with life-size statues of grotesquely leering demons their tongues protruding down to their navels. But now that I am grown they emerge into my mind benign, smiling and genuine. Mortality is a game.

Here. We will sit in this patch of sunlight here, so when the disillusionment becomes too painful, our eyes may rest upon the splendour of the flame tree in full bloom, yonder. As you take my hand to draw closer do not forget your promise.

I was born twenty-four years ago in this tiny remote village. Balinese believe every child is a treasured gift from the heavens, and my sister and I were considered the most cherished treasure of all. Identical twins. So completely adored that for the first few months we were held in permanent bodily contact with either Nenek or Ibu, so our bodies would not touch the sullied earth. Afterwards every effort was made for us to awaken to a wondrous world.

My sister and I roused to lingering kisses in our hair and the nutritious first milk of cows curdled in a pan with rock sugar. We drank lemonade made with rainwater and limes that Nenek, to soften and heighten their flavour, had rolled under her broad feet. And because it is also our belief that a child’s connection to its body and this material world is tenuous, never was there an occasion when we were beaten, or even scolded.

Why then in this season of delight did I stir from confused dreams, to confront a reality that existed only with the scurrilous laughter of night animals, and the sound of tree roots stretching for water? A ridiculous insistent whisper moving from room to room, ‘It’s all lies  . . . It’s all lies  . . .’ Why did it sometimes seem as if my sister and I were guests of benevolent strangers? That Nenek, Ibu and Father were owners of a secret they all conspired to conceal. Shame they didn’t know that a lie must never be kept in paradise. That it will wreck everything in its desire for release.

I suppose I should start my story with Father, the puppet master. A shadow maker of incomparable talent, and fingers like moving snakes. He would lower himself onto a mat set in front of a coconut oil lamp and, with a wooden hammer clutched between the toes of his right foot, strike a rhythm, tock-tock. It was the signal the orchestra waited for. A delicate sound would fill the air as he picked up a flat dead puppet from a coffin-shaped box. On the screen a lacy silhouette would tremble, then distort as he threw it in and out of focus behind the flickering flame. Then it stopped suddenly, motionless in the middle of the screen.

By the time he had recited his magic mantras and began manipulating their articulated limbs a beautiful spell had been cast and all the little puppets had come to life. Their fantastic adventures never ended before dawn. How proud we were sitting in the audience, our bellies aching with laughter, or helpless tears running down our faces. Afterwards we went to kneel before him. To bless us with magical protection he sprinkled holy water on us, and pressed damp rice grains onto our foreheads, temples and throats.

Oh Father, Father  . . . how could you?

Unbeknownst to us the puppet master had fitted invisible strings to our bodies, and on the sly threw his voice into our mouths as he pulled us this way and that. It was he who first brought grief into our home.

In my mind my father remains truly handsome with long sweeping eyelashes and a high nose bridge, but also mysterious, veiled and remote. Under his thin moustache the edges of his lips rose cautiously in a polite dignified smile. In all his movements he was measured and thoughtful. Except for the huge black and yellow orchid he sometimes wore behind one ear he dressed plainly, always in black. Mild mannered, yes, but behind the mask?

‘He loves you both dearly,’ Ibu said to my sister and me.

But I knew a secret she didn’t. My father loved only my sister. Perhaps because he had guessed that my sister required his regard more. Or more likely because with my jaw clenched I was too much like Nenek. Too fierce and too bold for his liking. I sensed the barely disguised rejection in his whole being, in the tightly drawn-up knees, the implacable curve of his narrow neck, the wincing thin-lipped smiles he turned in my direction, and in his beautiful, purposely hiding eyes. But that’s not the secret. The real secret was that I didn’t care. The only person I ever wanted love from was Ibu. The one thing in the world I craved was for her eyes to descend upon me, bright and adoring. Filled with that same caressing light with which they rested upon my father. I thought her the most amazing, most beautiful and cleverest soul on earth. I wanted to be just like her. In my memory are perfectly preserved snatches of conversation where she appears brilliantly witty.

In fact, my memory serves me wrong. In reality she was a withdrawn, frail, crippled creature. Not by any standards could she be considered beautiful, but she did own two remarkable assets. One was a spectacular mane of thick, knee-length, jet-black hair that sat in a perfumed, sleek bun at the nape of her neck. The other was an unusually pale complexion. Her ghostly skin came from never having set foot outside the house on account of her easily tiring heart.

A hole-in-the-heart baby, she had lain in Nenek’s lap and taken all of six hours to empty a bottle of milk. The doctors shook their heads, and warned that she would not make it past childhood. But Nenek gathered my mother to her breasts, spat on the disinfected floor, and cursed, ‘What your cruel mouths have flung at me, may your children suffer.’ She returned home rigid with resolution. Was she not descended from a long and illustrious line of medicine men?

Her daughter would live. There was nothing she would not dare, no sacrifice too great for the puny life she had brought into the world.

I remember well many bad nights while I was growing up, when the dark winds howled down the valley, only to turn around restlessly and like wolves dart up the mountain slopes again, wanting to take. Impatient for my mother to cease her rasping breaths. I wanted to stroke Ibu, comfort her, but I dared not. She lay on her thin mattress on the floor, a crumpled figure, too delicate to be helped.

That is how I remember Fear. A small dimly lit room dense with slowly smoking herbs and seeds. In the middle a woman’s desperate fight for breath. The feral, haunted look in my sister’s eyes as we passed each other noiselessly bearing countless braziers of red coals into Ibu’s living quarters. And of course the blood pounding in my wrists.

And Hope I remember as another figure, crouched beside Ibu’s prone body. Oh, so powerful that her force radiated from her palms, soaked her clothes and swirled around her. I wish you could have seen Nenek then. Slowly, rhythmically, she rubbed her home-made ointments onto her daughter’s chest all the while singing to the spirits, her native hill-tribe dialect begging, wheedling, and now and again threatening. She made promises of offerings and sacrifices. Quickly I became an apostle of those strange half-commanding, half-plaintive songs. With every flare of lightning that struck the drenched sky, I too implored again and again,


Do not call her name at night, not at night.

Oh Powerful spirits, I welcomed you to my home.

If I have harmed you, forgive me, be kind.

Accept my offerings, Oh powerful ones.

Do not take what is not yours.

Do not show your wrath.

Oh you, leave me the child.

Consent that she lives another day.

Do not call her name, not at night,

NOT TONIGHT.



In the face of her mother’s ferocious purpose Ibu’s small hennaed hands lay still, her silent enduring eyes hopeless. Then it seemed she was a beautiful, fragile child already lost to us. Sometimes the child was moved to kiss her mother’s broad feet, splayed like a fan. Gently she laid her cheek on them as if they were a pillow. In truth, she was weary. Softly, breathlessly she soothed her mother, ‘It is only a garment I will discard, Mother. Let my soul go.’

The reasonable words only stung Nenek into beseeching the spirits so wretchedly that they listened. From our outposts in the shadowy doorway, my sister and I sat excluded and awed by the immensity of love in that tiny room, conscious of the night outside straining for what belonged to us. Suppose we lost Ibu to the night? Suppose in a moment of weakness we lost the battle? Outside, the inexhaustible wind bayed.

By the time Father’s cockerels crowed in the dawn, my sister had long since curled up against the wall in exhausted sleep and my voice was hoarse or completely lost from relentless bargaining. Only then did I know relief. Only then through the solid smoke did Nenek’s eyes, savage and triumphant, swing around to meet mine, her accomplice.

Even in the dark we had cheated death of his quarry. Again. He was not strong enough, not against the combined strength of Nenek and me. We had planted another day for Ibu to hobble into. Nenek stood up, taking with her Ibu’s spittoon, half a coconut shell; inside, a mix of ashes and Ibu’s yellow-green phlegm. Dizzy with exhilaration I stood up and went to claim the victor’s seat, the place Nenek had vacated. Softly I touched Ibu’s hand and it curled weak and pale around mine. She shut her eyes and opened her mouth, perhaps to say thank you, but I forestalled her. ‘Sshh,’ I whispered, ‘sshhh,’ and all the tenderness in the world trembled upon my lips. I remember it now like it was yesterday. How warm it was. That special space vacated by Nenek. Beside Ibu. And Ibu, poor thing, she smiled sadly, bravely, and endured another daybreak.

Painfully shy and reclusive, Ibu often passed most of her days in silence, her expression rapt, as her nimble clever hands, dyed red with plant juices, effortlessly twisted a single palm leaf into a work of art fit for a God, or created pretty umbrellas from the lacy stomach of a pig. She did these things as offerings for us to carry to the shrines. Under her charge even the humble pale yellow feathers of an immature coconut leaf aspired to be a delightful vessel, held together by its own central spine.

One year during the Galungan, a great Hindu celebration, Ibu made the most beautiful offering I have ever seen, a two-meter-tall tower, so skilfully constructed that not even a hint of the wooden skewers nor the supporting banana stem showed through the cluster of whole roast chickens, sweetmeats, fruits, vegetables, cakes and flowers. Nenek carried the majestic thing on her head to the temple. At the inner temple entrance she bent low enough for the men waiting on the other side to receive the soaring tower.

The other women circled my mother’s magnificent creation again and again. They stared at the wild sago-palm fruit, green satin balls quilted with red silk and jungle purple pitcher flowers. I saw their eyes changing: surprise, envy and, without fail, passion for my mother’s skill. How long they stood studying the technique that managed clusters of waxy pink berries with scarlet bark, or vermilion chilli peppers with the crimson bracts and yellow petals of a mangosteen bloom. But in their hearts they knew they would never reach Ibu’s perfection. No one could.

We rushed home to tell her. Smiling gently she gave us permission to decorate her hair.

I will never forget that first tantalising waft of coconut oil in my nostrils and the feeling of silk, released and uncoiling in my hands. Together we set about pinning it into a large smooth shape called susuk konde. While we surrounded it with jewelled combs and delicate pins worked in gold, Ibu chewed dates wrapped in betel nut leaves. Afterwards she traced our eyes, noses and mouths with her callused fingers saying, ‘It is a good thing that both of you were given your father’s face. Eyes like shimmering morning stars. You are the most beautiful children I have ever seen.’

Then she placed bougainvilleas in our hair. She wanted us to be famous Balinese dancers. Gently she cupped our chins in her hands drawing us so close that we smelt the scent of dates and betel nut leaves on her breath, but I pushed my face nearer still yearning for a fiercer embrace, wanting those calluses deeper in my skin, because even with her fingers inquisitive on our faces, I felt her pushing us away. As if we did not belong to her.

As a result of her frailty we were never allowed to sleep with her, so those indolent afternoons when we lay quietly beside her were precious beyond words. Thrilled by her attention we took turns begging for more stories, wanting glimpses of her childhood in the hills with Nenek. But Ibu’s memory was poor or her tongue lazy. All she cared to recount was still being hungry after a meagre meal of baked rice from the night before and sitting at the door of an improvised one-room hut waiting for Nenek to come up the hill slope. And when Nenek came, it was with her neck moving from side to side like a classical Indian dancer, in an effort to balance the enormous container of water on her head.

In her right hand she carried more water in a blue pail, and in the left she held the hand of my uncle, long dead. He was a blur in my mother’s memory. A thin boy who broke Nenek’s heart when he died in childhood.

Once Ibu told us of the moment of his passing. ‘There were brown rats running along the walls of the hospital corridor when a white-coated man came to tell Nenek her son was dead. For a moment she stood utterly still. Then she sagged to the ground, sitting awkwardly, her head crooked, her mouth slobbering, and her breath rasping like some great felled beast; in terrible agony, but unable to die. Sometimes I think she should have.’

We did not ask why. Hypnotised by Ibu’s voice, we absently stroked the odd, toeless stump that she usually curled up and concealed under her sarong. It was smooth bright pink and utterly useless. Only with the help of a walking stick could Ibu limp around. Though she thought it important that not even her good foot had sunk into the brown ooze of the rice fields her defect was not a cause for revulsion. We had not yet learned shame and we accepted things as they were, and if anything loved her all the more for her imperfection.

As a rule, when Ibu was well, she worked all day, every day on a simple loom. For though we lived in paradise we were very poor and each of us did our share to fill the rice bins; my father made his puppets talk, Nenek cured the ill and made the cakes that my sister and I sold after school, and Ibu wove luscious glorious lengths of songket, gold or silver thread embroideries on silk dyed in rich deep tones of indigo, ochre, turquoise, lime, black or cinnamon. Patterns so intricate and complex that they took her many months to finish. Each brought into existence to adorn the pampered curves of wealthy women. Even now it is a cause of sadness to me that not a single one was born destined to rest on my mother’s body. Ibu would never wear anything but the simplest batik sarongs. ‘It would be a waste to wear them in the house,’ she always said.

On our tenth birthday, on two lengths of chocolate cloth, she began to make our heirlooms, pieces so exquisite that they took her two years to complete to her satisfaction. Fantastic forests of birds, animals, flowers and dancing girls. It is no lie to say they were the most beautiful things she ever made. It was another time, but if I close my eyes now, I can hear the bells on her loom tinkling as her industrious fingers worked swiftly, incessantly. It is the sound of Ibu, her work, her worth, and her beauty.

It was Nenek who carefully folded the beautiful pieces and took them to the expensive, air-conditioned boutiques in Seminyak. Now how do I describe Nenek to you? To start with she looked like nobody’s grandmother. I remember many a time when strangers mistook her for our older sister. By Balinese standards she was considered a great beauty, and whenever we were out with her, always on our path stood staring men, tourists, their armpits sticky with sweat, and their eyes like licking tongues, so she must have been beautiful even by your standards. But what words can I use to make the rest of her acceptable to your Western mind? For my grandmother lived in utter simplicity, but accomplished feats that will have you suspecting trickery.

In her universe all of nature was a source of spirituality. She talked to it, it talked back to her. Have you seen a tree smile? I have. When Nenek passed. She acquainted them with her business, and they shared their ancient knowledge. Sometimes they gave her roots that looked like cassava, but when the dark bark-like skin was removed the flesh was as fresh and as sweet as watermelon. Other times they spoke of special roots, which had to be dug out with one’s bare hands or their magic would dissipate into the earth. Squatting, she dug deep into the ground; only the thickest roots yield the special healing oils she needed. Sometimes her fingers bled, but no matter, the patient must smile. She needed them to make Ibu’s medicine.

The villagers called her balian, a healer specialising in curing the ill and setting broken bones, but they sensed that she was more. Much more. And while they had no proof there were whispers all the same, insinuations that Nenek was in reality a balian uig, a maker of spells and charms, some dangerous. They pointed to the ‘male’ papaya tree growing in our compound. According to an old Balinese superstition only witches needed the strangely uneven shadow of such a tree, to congregate under and to indulge in obscene blood-drinking orgies. And so the innocent tree confirmed their ugly suspicions.

Although Nenek had arrived in the village when Ibu was only nine years old she remained a stranger but accepted she would always be one and didn’t care. She carried on making her daily offerings of flowers, fruit and sweet cakes in the temples, and at crossroads, graveyards and accident sites, rotting meat, onions, ginger and alcohol. Kneeling, she chanted, ‘Rang, ring, tah.’ Born, living, dead. Let them think that she was odd.

She refused even to change her dance, to be like the rest of the women in our village. I saw them watching her when she danced in the temple courtyard, a container full of glowing coals balanced on her head. They kept their expressions neutral, half-interested, but I knew they thought her vulgar.

It was her vigour that they mistook for a fault. I perceived only the amazing energy in her pagan movements. They were, after all, tribal dances. Unsmiling, she craned her neck until its veins were like cords under her skin. Then she lifted her right foot, stiffened it into a weapon, and kicking it sideways, pranced high into the air, her eyebrows in her hairline, her fierce eyes wide and staring. Her mouth screaming a slow peculiar cry. With her wrists arranged in front of her face, she began to whirl, at first with controlled grace, then more and more wildly until she was spinning so fast that her eyes were rivers of black in her face. Spiteful sparks of orange flew around her.

The other women were frightened of her.

And yet their vanity was greater, and they courted her cautiously. They wanted the beauty she brewed inside her cauldron. In her charmed hands roots and leaves turned into potent liquids called jamu, capable of beautifying a body and captivating youth to dance a little longer upon a woman’s cheek. She and Ibu were the best advertisement for her medicine, for even after Nenek touched fifty, and Ibu thirty, youth tarried. They remained as if in their twenties, with wasp-like waists, jet-black hair and dewy skin. They consumed so many unguents that their skin became fragrant to zigzagging dragonflies that sought camouflage on their colourful clothes.

When my sister and I reached puberty, we too were required to take a handful of the tiny black pellets Nenek rolled once a week. And once a month for two hours, she covered us from head to toe in lulur, a yellow paste made with ginger, turmeric, spices, oil, rice powder, and a secret blend of jungle roots. It could not be denied that my sister and I had exceptionally fine skin, finer than all the other girls in the village. It was a source of great envy, for every Balinese girl coveted beautiful skin the colour of gold. And so the women and their daughters came, smiling, their eyes carefully polite. They did this for beautiful skin the colour of gold.

But behind her back the cowards called her Ratu Gede Mecaling, after the legendary King of Nusa Penida, a fearful, fanged sorcerer, or simply leyak, witch. I even heard her referred to her as rangda, widow, but in fact the name is synonymous with a dreadful witch who tears children apart with her long fingernails and eats their innards.

‘Leyak geseng, teka geseng.’ Burn the witch, burn them all, their children chanted at the crossroads.

I rushed up to them and pushed the gang leader so hard he fell backwards into a ditch. My hands on my hips and breathing hard, I challenged them all to fight me. Nobody dared. I was the granddaughter of a witch. Instead they mumbled that they had seen her alone at midnight, meditating in the cemetery.

I laughed. ‘I do not believe you. None of you has the nerve to go there in the first place,’ I mocked.

They alleged that inside her locked cupboard was the smoked, dried corpse of my uncle, but I crossed my arms over my chest and retorted that I had looked, and her cupboard was completely innocent. Scornfully I advised them not to talk of that which they did not understand.

But here’s the real truth.

They were right. Their tiny insignificant hearts were right to fear my grandmother. Nenek was a witch. A powerful one. She had magic powers, inherited from her father. She could see ‘far away’. Things you and I cannot. It was she who taught us about the spirits that reside in each tree, animal and oddly shaped stone. ‘Be good to them,’ she said, ‘they confer power to the respectful.’

But her real power she derived from another source. She secretly nurtured buta kalas, invisible treacherous ground spirits. Creatures of harm she bought from another like her. Keeping them was very dangerous, and she had to pass them on to another witch or sorcerer before she died or, unable to cross over to the next world, she would suffer terrible tortures on her deathbed. It was an ugly horrible business, but she could not do without them. She needed them to protect Ibu. Everyone had a purpose in life and my grandmother had only one, to prolong her daughter’s life. There was nothing she would not do for Ibu.

In her command was macan tutul, a sleek, long-bodied, panther-like creature. He did her every bidding, but required fresh blood and wild boar meat on a regular basis, and sometimes the whole corpse of a dog. She also sought the assistance of another potent spirit, pale snake, who gave her visions and taught her to heal. When first he appeared, he tested her fortitude by coiling his monstrous body around her. She stood in the middle of the immense serpent, unmoving and unafraid, until he recognised her, his new master. Forced into submission he showed her how to listen to the blood rushing inside a man’s veins, to know what sickness ailed him.

One moonlit night, I awakened in the early hours of morning and, still not fully awake, thought I saw him in my peripheral vision, enormous, vaporous and resting a few inches above the ground by Nenek’s head. I swung my eyes around instantly, but the thick white coils had already returned to darkness. There was nothing left but gloom by Nenek’s sleeping face.

Once I asked her, ‘What if it ever came to pass that you simply cannot find another to pass your buta kalas to?’

She looked at me steadily, her enigmatic eyes bleak. ‘I have already seen the face of my heir,’ she replied finally. Her voice was alien and sad.

‘Who is it?’ I whispered, my heart leaping in my chest. I feared her answer.

‘You are still too young to meet my successor. Think no more of it. I will not suffer. I will die in peace.’ She placed a gentle hand on my forehead. ‘Now, go find your sister and play in the fields.’ And comforted by the cool sure hand on my skin I went. The world was so full of grown-up secrets then.

And Nenek went back to heating leaves and squeezing the green liquid on wounds and sores. Routinely she spat on her patients. Her spit was powerful. It could cure the sick. Muttering her chants she rubbed a dough ball all over a sick body to draw out the poison. Then she ripped it open and inspected the inside. If she found needles or black seeds then black magic was the source of sickness, and her black eyes would gaze at her patients warily. They left her with secretive eyes and a small square of hair shaved at the back of their heads, a puncture in the middle of it.

One day I saw Nenek, without warning, skilfully stab a man between his fingers. Shocked he tried to pull back but her grip on his hand was mighty. She held his hand over a pot, letting the blood flow into his medicine of tree sap. There was also that woman from Sumatra who came with blinding migraines that the Western doctors could do nothing about. I saw my grandmother reach up and carefully cut a vein in the woman’s forehead. It was late afternoon and a whole bowl of blood was caught before the spiteful spirit pinching a nerve in the woman’s head finally consented to exit her body.

It was while sitting on a mat sharing our evening meals from a common pot with Nenek that my sister and I glimpsed her secret special world. One that you would never believe. One where night wanderer spirits disguise themselves as black cats, naked women and shiny black crows. Invisible they travel in straight lines, gathering at crossroads, spots of great magic and importance, causing accidents and harm. Sometimes they tarried by the pigpen and Nenek caught and released them into trees and stones.

I was right. Your eyebrows have risen by the smallest fraction. You do not believe me. You think it is hocus-pocus. But remember this, you have your science, and we have our magic. Only when you look into my grandmother’s eyes will you know what I say to be true, will you name her remarkable.

For my grandmother sees out of eyes that are indescribable, at once tantalising and terrifying. They are coal black, bottomless and, in flickering lamplight, nearly inhuman. Inside her eyes you begin to understand why the Dutch stopped importing Balinese slaves in favour of more docile captives. It was ferocious women like her who wounded themselves with daggers and, dipping their fingertips in their wounds, painted their foreheads red before they fell into the flames that carried them and their dead husbands to the underworld.

And yet I remember Nenek best as a liquid shadow, moving silently in the gloom of early morning, her gold bracelets glinting. It was her habit to awaken at four in the morning, just as the windows of the rice farmers were beginning to yellow with the light of oil lamps. Softly she entered Ibu’s room, and stood silently over her daughter. Satisfied with the gently breathing vision she went out to awaken her songbirds and begin her day. In Bali the sky lightens early. By five in the morning the sun is already in the sky.

She swept the courtyard clean of the lemon-white frangipani fallen overnight before hoisting a round bamboo basket onto her back, and setting off unarmed up the bodies of mountains. She was their child. She honoured them and they blessed her. Their jungles of laughing monkeys, beautiful butterflies and screaming birds were her medicine garden.

When we returned from selling cakes we found Nenek sitting at the doorway, eating wild quinces and flossing the coarse fibres caught in her teeth with strands of her own hair, or fanning herself with a woven palm leaf, lamenting for the cool mountain winds. She was descended from those remote tribes that lived in the blue-grey mountains. That much was clear, but the rest was a mystery. There was an abandoned husband and a dead child somewhere, but everything else was not for telling. Her secrets were many and could not be readily divulged. A loss of power or, worse, insanity awaited the loose mouth. Terrible secrets may only be revealed to lizards.

For they are special animals. Nenek said that they understood our language, but had been forbidden to speak of anything but the future. Even then they could not be completely trusted. At certain times of the year Nenek caught them in her bare hands and carefully sewed their mouths shut before whispering her secrets to them. It saddened me to see them scuttling away, their mouth sewn shut for ever. I remember the disloyal thought that she should keep her secrets to herself if they were so intolerable that a lizard must starve to death to protect them.

Still, I loved her deeply and recognised her and not my father as the head and protector of our family. Many a night during the hot seasons when we slept outdoors, my sister and I curled up to her warm body like puppies on the bale, platform. And though it was clear that she loved us much less than she did Ibu, she was the most extraordinary figure of my childhood. She took us to do amazing things, like going in search of the rarest flower in the world. Its tiny bud grows for nine months to bloom fleetingly, for four days.

We had to trek all the way up to Sumatra to find it. At the end of our exhausting journey, deep in a rainforest surrounded by the unfamiliar, we stood and stared at the strange flower. Deep red and dotted with velvet yellow warts; it emerged alien and enormous (four feet across), from between the roots of wild vines and the decaying litter on the forest floor. It was immediately apparent why it was called the corpse flower. It stank like a dreadfully rotting corpse. Carrion flies buzzed around it. But once dried and pulverised only a few motes of its dust were required to shrink a womb stretched by pregnancy or restore the sexual potency of an ageing man.

Often Nenek took us to the seaside, to rocky outreaches where tourists do not go. Squatting on the edges of rocks she used a hook to prise away sea urchins hanging on to their submerged undersides. We ran around in the salt spray helping her gather seaweed. On our way back we stopped by the poor village of the fish eaters to buy salt fish. We picked out the fish we wanted from the many carpets of dried fish and from a rattan basket Nenek selected the freshest fish in all of Bali.

With the crimson sun taken by the hills, Nenek began to grill the seafood over coconut husks. Ibu brought out plates of boiled sweet potatoes and the juicy bamboo shoots marinating in vinegar and chillies. We sat in a circle at the doorway of my mother’s living quarters, eating fried soy-bean cake while the bats left the trees to look for food. Dusk came quickly and Nenek rose to light the brass lanterns while we carried on talking. Soon the courtyard was sprinkled with the soft glow of burning lanterns each with its orbit of countless buzzing insects. And when it grew black the fireflies glowed.

Paradise is unforgettable.

It was with Nenek that we went to the bird market to buy the songbirds that she hung in wood and bamboo birdcages outside every pavilion in our compound. She was unerring in her ability to choose only the ones with exceptional voices. Some she chose for their high sweet voices, keekey, keekey, keekey, and others for that odd round chuckle they made, churr, churr, churr. If they were ill, she grasped them gently in her right hand and, opening their mouths, fed them the rice-sized pellets of medicine she herself prepared. When the moon was full she set them all free, but instead of flying away they came to perch on her shoulders, hands and lap, tame and singing. They filled the whole house with their beautiful song, and my sister and I sat beside Ibu and watched my bird-covered grandmother with awe.

Together we hunted the markets for the flesh of green forest pigeons, wild purple moorhens and cave bats. The bats Nenek bought still alive and chittering. She hung them upside down from the ceiling from where they turned their necks to peer at us. Hours they remained twisted and still, but for their languorously waving claws. Always she apologised to the animals. ‘You are a sacred soul and I respect and love you very much, but this day I must invite you to be the fragrant ingredient in our feast.’ Then she took their necks to her jaw, and in one quick savage movement they were ready for the pot.

It was also Nenek who sat with us as we practiced the English father taught us, her eyes as always hooded and inscrutable, but her mouth grinning with pride. She would not let us teach her the alien clipped sounds of the white man’s language.

‘Thorns in my mouth,’ she said.

She had amassed an inexplicable loathing of the white race. One I never understood until it was far, far too late. But then I thought they were wonderful, cash-rich and generous. Nenek would have been furious if she knew that in gangs of three or four we used to run up to the German and French tourists who arrived in their minibuses to ‘experience’ the rice fields. With our thin brown hands stretched out and pitiful expressions borrowed for the occasion we begged. It was easy money. Undisturbed by the intensity of Nenek’s hatred we really believed them harmless. Often when we went with her to Denpasar, to meet the Dayak merchants selling black coral and tree sap from Borneo, white men asked us to pose for their cameras. We grinned cheekily remembering the round hard feel of their coins in our clenched palms, but Nenek shook her head rudely and, grasping our hands, quickened her pace.

She glanced at them briefly, discreetly from the corners of her eyes. It was not only that she did not trust the concept of capturing a person’s essence on paper; she was also perplexed by their meatiness, for she had tasted their food, so nyam-nyam, tasteless, that it made her wonder if their corpulence meant they secretly feasted on human flesh. Then, of course, there was the hygiene issue. She had heard that the white man was dirty beyond imagination.

‘They hardly bathe, and use combs to stir their tea,’ she said, her head rearing back, the tips of her mouth dipping with disgust.

We thought we knew otherwise. How clean and crisp were the notes that passed from their hands into ours. ‘Who told you that?’ we chorused immediately.

‘The Dayaks,’ she said simply. ‘White people go to stay in their long houses.’

‘Oh, but those are backpackers,’ we defended loyally. We had heard about them in school. ‘They probably did it for lack of a spoon.’

But Nenek remained unconvinced. ‘Would a tiger dine on dates even if it was starving?’

‘It would if it was magic,’ my twin sister said, waving her hand at Nenek, her little worried face giggling.

My sister loved animals. All animals tugged at her heart. She saved the lives of overtired bees that lay stunned on the ground. She picked up the fatigued bundles of fuzz gently and set them in a spoon of shallow sugar water. She was fascinated by the smoky brown-glass trumpets the insect extended to draw in the liquid. And it pleased her greatly to hear the revived creature hum again.

My sister is the giver, the one who never fails to say, ‘Here, you take the bigger one.’ Whether it is a piece of jaja, rice cake, a kite, or a garland that Ibu has made for us. She always offers me the bigger piece or slips over my head the better garland.

Once we watched a dying monkey that had been run over by a passing motorbike, its pitiful eyes blinking. My sister turned to me. ‘What if we are parted?’ she asked in a small frightened voice, holding her pink slippers in her hand. She loved them too much to wear them.

‘Don’t be so silly,’ I said. ‘Of course we will never part. Nenek will never allow it. We will be two old ladies together. You’ll see how utterly inseparable we will be.’

Yes, my sister was an innocent. I have a picture of her in my head – still a child, solemnly making her rounds in the village, on her little head a large tray of cakes, a tall pot filled to the brim with sweet coffee, and a stack of glasses. I might have forgotten to mention it, but my sister is also my heart. She belongs to me. And if my heart ceases to beat, then I will stop breathing and come to an end.


Zeenat

What are you doing here? Where is my sister?

You must be lost for this treacherous path leads only to the graveyard, a dangerous, haunted place at the edge of a deep ravine. No one dares venture into it alone once night falls but fear not, take my hand. Evening is not yet upon us, and the temple of the dead is not so far from here. I will lead you back to my sister before the sun sets. She is too gentle. This portion of the story always makes her cry so I will carry the burden of the tale for a while. Just until she returns.

If you have called my sister Nutan, you may call me Zeenat. They are not our real names, of course, but I too have much to conceal, a great fear of the finger raised to point, and a greater sorrow for the poor flower dipped in excrement. Sad but fitting that we must hide behind the names we once gave to a pair of pigs. Still, they were handsome and well loved. Their fat bellies sagging to the ground, they used to push their snouts over the low walls of their pens to gape at the ripened papayas. The clever beasts knew the discarded peel was theirs but, utterly spoilt, they forgot their curse; sleek knives waiting to plunge into their chests.

In our greed we too forgot, but never mind that now. Beware, this path is bad. See those enormous dark green trees edging the cemetery? They are magical kepuh trees. They shelter ghosts.

Ah, you smile. Politely hiding your superior derision? But I recognise you. Sometimes you speak English, sometimes Italian and sometimes German or Japanese, your pockets always full of money. Our fingers might even have brushed. You are from that race of migrating humans. Every summer thousands and thousands of you descend upon our beaches seeking the unspoilt under a gently swaying pandanus tree. Hoping to see a prince sitting cross-legged or catch a mysterious maiden bathing without a shirt in a stone pool.

Your parched soul suspects the hidden magic behind the two-dimensional men who pester you, day and night, ‘You want room? You want transport? You want girl?’ But your pale eyes so bored and indulged by Hollywood get distracted by the unconvincing Sucky sucky girls, the trans-vestites posing under the neon lights of Hard Rock Café. And so you return to your reality insisting that your camera has caught the exotic – a funeral procession, or a smiling local – but guilty.

Or perhaps guilt has even led you to sit amongst earnest Japanese tourists in a covered theatre, to watch the barong dance listlessly performed in the heat of midday by those whose boredom matched only your desire to be gone. Did you see them pretend to go into a trance and stab themselves with the blunt point of their daggers? And because it was presumed you understood nothing, a beautifully dressed woman came up to the stage, stamped her foot, and clapped to signal that the performance was over. Immediately, dutifully, you applauded and stood to leave.

You knew you had paid too much for too little  . . . but what if I told you there is more? What if I showed you what lies behind the meaningless Asian smile in your camera? And showed you mystic rites by lamplight where human blood touches the ground? What if I told you Bali is magic? Each gentle breeze, the breath of Gods and Goddesses.

I must warn you, though, that all I grasp in my hands are crumbs. Moving shadows of when my sister and I were the beautiful twins. Impossible to tell apart. The villagers thought of us as one person. ‘Where are the twins?’ they asked. No one would have thought to send just one of us to run even the simplest errand.

Of the two of us, my sister was the better dancer. Even eyes lowered and motionless she was breathtakingly hypnotic. Between eyebrows that had been shaved and reshaped into perfectly painted black arcs, she wore priasan, a white dot, the dancer’s mark of beauty. Effortlessly her small fingers arched back until they touched her forearms, as if they were the delicate, opening petals of a lotus bud. My sister could dance for hours. Like a marionette on a wire, her face as fixed, and as unchangeable, as a mask.

During celebrations she danced the legong. Wearing cloth decorated with gold thread, a headdress ornamented with rows of fresh frangipani, and long golden nails on her quivering fingers, she transformed into the lone anguished princess. Wiping her tears, she slapped her thigh with a fan. The crowd, recognising the gesture, sighed. Bottomless grief.

The golden headdress sparkled in the sunlight.

Afterwards we ran past the stone pool where we bathed to Ni Made Wetni’s warung, the wooden shed from where she sold slices of unripe pineapple in a sauce of red peppers, garlic and salt. We plotted to be her first customers for the day. The first customer must never be refused. A sale must be concluded at any price, or an unlucky precedent would be set. Sighing heavily she took the crumpled notes we held out, folded them in half, length-wise, and slapped them moodily on all her wares all the while muttering for profit.

We ate our fruit under the shade of the tamarind tree.

‘Pretend you are me. Do what I do,’ Nutan said and instantly I became her mirror. It was a game I was particularly good at. Each movement copied in such a split second it seemed as if we shared one mind. As if we were the same person. The other children were envious, and we smug.

She took care of me unconsciously. I am younger, only by minutes, yet it often seemed to me as if by years. I was shy, and she bold and daring and kind. She tells everyone that I am kind and always rescuing animals, but in fact I am nothing compared to her. She is like Nenek, deep and secretive. Did she tell you that she sobbed over a dying monkey by the roadside? When she was a child she took extra time to carefully build little ledges on her sandcastles for tired birds to rest upon. So they could say, ‘Oh lucky me.’ And it was always she who organised raids on the boys’ crickets. We stole under their houses to free the fighting crickets they had trapped in the dried-out cracks of the harvested paddy fields.

My sister is special, more so than me.

I cannot explain how I feel about Nutan. I love my Nenek and Ibu, but it goes without saying that they are separate and different individuals. My sister is in my bones, a part of me. We belong to each other. What is hers is mine and mine hers. When we were children we even shared dreams, seeing each other in our sleep. I used to pity all the other children in school. How alone and frightened they must be.

When I saw a picture of the first Siamese twins, it shocked me. Surely some wicked fiend had caused such a monstrous abnormality. That night I dreamed my sister and I were joined at the stomach and struggling up a flight of stairs. At the landing we stopped. Together. An ungainly Y, joined at the hips, our bodies twisting away from each other. Stuck for ever. We had three legs between us, two good and one bad. It hung, limp, between us. I looked into my sister’s face, and felt no horror at the three-legged creature that we were. We exchanged smiles. She comforts me. She is my heart. We are Siamese twins at heart. How can I explain it to you? It is indescribable.

Two afternoons a week we went to watch old Hindi movies at the temple keeper’s house. He possessed a vast collection of old favourites. We sat enthralled as beautiful heroines in saris and their leading men danced down hillsides and played hide and seek behind coconut palms.

‘Laila, oh laila, laila, laila, ho se ho laila,’ we sang as we foraged the waterways by the paddy fields for small fish and frogs.

And when Father returned from his long absences we sat up the whole night through, captivated by all the different voices and beautiful chants he kept inside him. Nutan must have told you, of course, that our father knew more than a hundred stories by heart. Seamlessly he slipped out of the skin of a demon throwing thunderbolts and became a celestial prince speaking archaic Javanese. But among all the stories he told we had our favourite. Eagerly we waited for the evenings when he raised his head from reciting the special mantras to awaken his puppets, and began his tale with the words, ‘And Valmiki sat upon a carpet of kusa grass, sipped holy water and said, “As long as the mountains endure and the rivers rush to the sea, so long will the epic of Ramayana be repeated upon the lips of mankind  . . .”,’

Of course you have heard the story of Rama and Sita, but never as my father told it. From his lips it was music. Did you know that Rama and Sita played hide and seek amidst blue lotus flowers in clear moonlit waters? Yes, Rama submerged himself into the dark water until only his blue face sat upon the water. Seeking Sita could not tell the difference between the flowers and Rama until she held each blue flower in her hand and, bending down to smell them, touched her lover’s lips.

But in my most secret dreams Rama was not as beautiful as a blue lotus but stood with the flowing yellow hair of the Australian surfers. Men who could dance on waves. From where I stood on the beach they were impossibly beautiful.

Oh, was it already canto fourteen? Rama was to be king. Celebration and joy, but look, look, to the left where all the evil characters surface from; the misshapen hunchback servant, Kuni, with poisonous words. ‘Oh foolish one,’ Father hissed in her hateful voice to Rama’s stepmother. She persuades the young Queen to use the two forgotten boons the Maharajah once granted her to banish Rama from the kingdom and install her own son as king.

You cannot imagine the childish passion with which my sister and I loathed that hunchback, Kuni. At his favourite wife’s words the old king’s shadow trembled and fell upon the ground, helpless. ‘My beautiful queen, a tigress? How easily she accomplishes my ruin,’ my father sobbed in the sonorous voice of the old king. All who heard Father wept. Rama was banished to the jungles.

A few verses later Father suddenly struck the gamelan drum and laid his palm flat on its throbbing yellow skin, muffling the sound. It was the breath of the evil demon Ravana, hiding in the bushes watching Sita plucking wild flowers. And on and on went the fantastic adventures of Father’s puppets until Rama was returned to the throne.

My sister and I sighed with contentment. Father extinguished his lamp and the screen became dark. His face appeared at the side of the screen, his beautiful eyes sweeping the crowd, looking for us. He smiled. We grinned back at him. As the crowd dispersed my sister and I helped him pack his belongings, and together we walked home. The hills still withheld the sun and in the sea-blue light we saw Ibu sitting at the doorway, waiting, radiant. Her eyes fixed on my father. She loved my father so dearly I sometimes thought she was jealous of my sister and me.

It was a mystery how she came to be married to my Father at all, for not only was she a cripple, she was descended from the animistic ancient Bali Agas, a fierce mountain people who not only stridently refused to accept any form of class, but once filed and blackened their teeth. Such was their obsession with isolation that they swept the paths of their village after the visits of strangers, to obliterate their footprints.

My parents’ past was obscure, muddy even, but Ibu would shed tears when questioned so we learned not to ask. At different times, I thought my father’s beautiful eyes looked ashamed, even trapped. It seemed certain he had relinquished some cherished freedom. In my moment of childhood I assumed his shame was for my mother’s flawed limb, but later, when I was much older, I realised that all through the years his regard had never faltered once.

It was not revulsion, but a tender, passionless love. A gentle hand on her bent head as if she were a dear sister. The secret disgrace nourished itself elsewhere. Perhaps in the jong, the dream bracelet he wore? It represented a masked memory that was close to his heart. Another woman? Before Ibu?

Ibu on the other hand was tireless in her adoration of him. Carefully positioning her body slightly lower than his, she ministered to his every need, serving him with a quiet obsession.

Early one morning Ibu suddenly had the idea that we should bake a cake together for Father. Nenek, Nutan and I took the bus all the way to Denpasar to buy the ingredients and that afternoon we followed the recipe on the side of the margarine tin. Ibu laughed and laughed. She was happy that afternoon. Afterwards my sister and I carried it to our friend Ketut’s house and sat outside while the cake baked. When it was ready we carried it home, deep chocolate and fragrant. We had beaten it for so long it was like a cloud in our mouths. But Father did not come home that evening and the four of us sat on the bale, ate, talked and laughed. How Ibu laughed that wonderful evening.

Far away in the fields, the rice stalks had been tied into round bales of gold, and the left-over straw torched, so their valuable minerals could be returned to the soil. At sundown Nenek went out to put more coconut-leaf containers of food, flowers, money and a smouldering coconut husk in front of the gate so evil spirits would get everything they wanted without entering our home.

Isn’t it strange the things you remember? I remember my mother’s hands, how pale they were when she suddenly announced that she was tired, and needed to retire to her room. And how Nenek had lifted her up and carried her as if she was a child. I remember going into her bedroom to ask if she wanted some more cake. She lay on her bed, shook her head and said, ‘No more cake for this body. As the eagle leaves his nest to soar across the sky, I too must leave this nest to fly free.’

Word was sent to Father. Ibu was very, very ill. She lay in bed, no longer able to weave or spin, her skin papery, her eyes usually closed, but when open, glittering with a strange excitement. Like a child who was waiting to go on some long-promised trip. To my tear-stained, frightened face, she advised only, ‘Grieve not. It is only without my limbs that I shall be able to walk a while in the shining mud along the river.’ Nutan would not cry. She sat straight backed at the door, addressing the spirits, her voice commanding and powerful. As if she was Nenek. For hours she rasped the same words, again and again. She would not cry. She would not stop. She was like a stranger. It was frightening.


Oh you forgive me if I have done wrong

But do not take her.

Do not take what is not yours.

Do not call her name,

Not at night. Not tonight.



From a distant village came the faint but primal call of drums and singing, preparations for a dance performance. Tenderly Ibu trailed her weak fingers along Nenek’s high cheekbones consoling, ‘Look, how even the years dare not touch you.’ Nenek could hardly hear for the harsh sound of Nutan’s voice pleading with the spirits. Sadly she lowered her bowed head further, so Ibu’s dying hand could rest on it, as if Nenek was the child, and her daughter the mother.

When Father arrived he hurried to Ibu’s bedside. She turned her face to him and I saw her sigh with contentment. Her eyes were no longer feverish. Her voice was already no more than a fragile whisper when she said, ‘For so long now, I have laughed the laughter you planted inside my mouth, and wept the tears you left in my eyes, but it is time to burn the frankincense and return me. For I have begun to long for the feel of your hands in my ashes, as you scatter me to the seas.’

A day later she extinguished her own weak lamp.

I fell asleep and awakened suddenly in the middle of the night to see father sitting as still as a stone statue on the steps of the rice barn, Nutan staring with shock and disbelief, at Nenek bent over Ibu’s still body. The air was soft with incense. Nenek, drunk on arak madu, palm spirit with lemon juice and honey, was massaging Ibu’s body, the strokes long and loving. A heartbreaking hymn issued from her pagan lips.


Remain, remain for ever close to me.

Never forget

I grasped your foot,

I stroked your face,

I washed your hair,

I kissed your cold lips.

Fear nothing. Flee not.

Remain, remain for ever close to me.



When eventually her gaze met mine at the door, she shook her head as if confused or lost. Then she looked at Nutan and in a strangled voice cried, ‘I could not keep her. I’m so sorry. You know there is nothing I would not have done to keep her. Nothing. I would have walked into the deepest jungle, and let the animals devour me, or not cared if forced to give my breasts to poisonous fish in the afterlife. She was my life. My life is gone.’

And when Nutan only stared back dumbly, she pressed her cheek against Ibu’s and wept copiously. If she rose from Ibu’s face it was only to beat her forehead wretchedly with her palm. Her sorrow was such that I went to fall at her feet, helpless. All through the night Nenek wailed her terrible songs. They carried over the silent rice paddies covered in mists, while Father sat unmoving on the steps of the rice barn, and the uncaring world slept on. Just before dawn when all the palm wine was gone, Nenek stood up slowly, unsteadily.

The sky was blood red.

Carefully she opened the petals of many flowers, and scattered their scent on Ibu’s still body. As the petals fell she cried bitterly, ‘If I lived in the jungle I would cut away my fingers and ears to show the horror of my loss, but in this dishonest land, I must pretend to be happy that my daughter has gone.’

Then she brought all the birdcages into the room where Ibu slept and one by one opened their doors. Standing in the middle of the room she clapped her hands loudly. In a flutter of confused feathers the frightened birds flew out of the open windows. The newly acquired ones made for the sky, but the ones that had belonged to her for a long time sat in the bamboo groves outside the compound, puzzled, singing one last time for her before they too, took to freedom. Covering her face with an old cloth she wept. Afterwards, we watched her smash our sacred shrines. Her deepest prayers had not been heard, so she would build a bigger better one for another divinity.

I remember they held Ibu up, washed and anointed her pale body with oils and flowers. Nenek rubbed fine rice powder onto her skin and decorated her hair for the last time. Her ankles and thumbs, they bound together. Steel on her teeth to make them strong, mirrors on her eyes to make them bright, intaran leaf on her eyebrows to beautify them, and jasmine flowers in her nostrils to perfume her breath. Eventually they were done. And then she was really dead. Until that moment she was alive. Now she was a body of glory. And I remember she was beautiful.

We stayed up all night to guard her body against obnoxious spirits. Every night that she lay in the Eastern pavilion, a lamp was lit to show her wandering soul the way home. In dark corners people huddled to nap. All through the night the gambang hummed and boomed.

They doused her with kerosene.

In the shade of a great dark kepuh tree beyond the temple Nenek stood. She looked like a toy, small and misplaced. Nutan clenched my hand, and Nenek turned her head away when the men poked my mother’s corpse. They wanted to help it burn. Neither the frightening sight nor the charred smell of her blackened flesh affected them. In a good-natured way they joked with my mother’s corpse, advising her to burn fast so they could go home. Do not be shocked. It is our way. A cremation is a happy occasion when friends and relatives send a loved one home.

It was only after her tranquil death that Father came to realise the depth of his loss. He sat alone at the doorway, his head leaning on his arm, the afternoon breeze in his hair, believing himself in a slow dream. Amazed that he had held her bad leg against her. Ashamed he had not let her into his world. Desolate, he would never again be the centre of an angel’s life. He stood there tearless and devastated by the loss of his lame deer. Never again would her eyes light up at the sight of his handsome face.

For me the shadow of my mother’s death was confusing. Had she not been eager to leave the rags of her life behind? For I truly believed Ibu when she explained, with luminous eyes and utter sincerity, that it was only right that she should be the first to go to heaven, so her missing limb could be returned to her.

‘There is a pair of shoes of astonishing beauty waiting for me. We will walk for miles and miles together when you come,’ she had promised. And the promise illuminated the house my thoughts lived in, but not a single ray from my lamp would consent to light Nenek’s dwelling. She stumbled lost in the pitch black, knocking down furniture and crashing into hard edges. She awakened in the morning with her daughter’s name on her lips. Returning from school I felt her inconsolable sadness from the moment we walked through our entrance gate.

Always her wandering led her to daughter’s silent loom. Sometimes she sat on the bale as if listening for that rhythmic sequence of three sounds, the softly jingling bells, the ruler hitting the hollow bamboo, and the quick double knock on the weave. Other times she stood at the door of Ibu’s narrow dim room, staring at the mattress on which Ibu had died.

Unlike my father, Nenek was not acquainted with the ways of the high born. She didn’t know how to be disdainful of this life, to mock at its momentary pleasures and sufferings. To view death as a door, or a friend. Death, she always said, was when you saw no path in front of you, and you fell down. Therefore death was barbaric, and its celebration unnatural. No, no, she received every breath with joy. She was a child of mother earth and while her feet remained in contact with the ground, she was home.

She suffered greatly the physical passing of her daughter. For her, the body could never be simply an impure, temporary container for the soul. The body was full of magic. In the past, my grandmother’s ancestors had even been accused of cannibalism. It was not true, of course, but if in some ancient time they did consume human flesh, it was an act of love, to keep their dead alive.

Deep inside Ibu’s drawer Nenek found an old black and white picture, curling at the edges, that Father must have taken while Nenek was away on one of her trips. Shocked, Nenek stared at the picture. Why, there it was, Ibu’s spirit. Imprisoned. The sight of her daughter undid her. She put her face into the crook of her sleeve and sobbed. Truly she had loved her daughter, but photographs were wrong. They caged the spirit. Nevertheless every time she went to destroy the browning tear-stained thing she found she could not.

For many days she stared at her captive daughter. Then one day she made up her mind. She took it to the Japanese photographer’s shop in Denpasar and he restored it. Air-brushed away every single flaw, tinted Ibu’s cheeks rose and painted her lips such a delightful pink that she looked like a film star. Inside a gold and black picture frame, she hung in Nenek’s living quarters. Often Nenek made offerings of incense to her image.


Nutan

How did you end up in our cemetery?

Come away, it will be night soon and unsafe. This way, and tread carefully. See that hunched sorry figure in that makeshift hut, yonder? That is Father. He is impure, but I have forgiven him. I had to. How to detach the tainted blood of the observed from the observer? It must be full moon tonight, if he is seeking his own company. All night long he will sit, old and forgotten, haunting the silver rice fields with his flute. If he is lucky he will catch sight of a sky snake, a falling star.

For a long time I thought our shameful family secret had something to do with his ancestors. And although you could never have guessed by how poor we were, they were once the powerful rulers of Bali. All that remained of their noble past was a rather astonishing heirloom. Three fine pieces of silver tableware taken – no, looted – from the Dutch shipwrecks, ferociously fought over by rogues, only to be confiscated by kings. I thought the superbly crafted things marvellous, but Ibu saw only their glint. She ran her delicate hands over the polished silver.

‘How clever these beautiful things are,’ she commented turning them so they caught the glossy light on their smooth bodies. ‘Blinded by their glitter we are deceived into the illusion that they are our possessions. We forget we are nothing more than temporary caretakers. They will survive us all. Living for ever, carefully tended by fools.’

And she was right too. So polished, so completely tempting that they decided the demise of my father’s proud forefathers. It was the excuse the white man used to take our power, land and wealth. Now my father’s people were owners of crumbling palaces they could not afford to repair, lowly puppeteers denuded of land, and silent sweepers at deserted mountain temples.

But watching Ibu carefully polishing them, I began to imagine my simple father in a different light. With an ornate kris tucked into the back of long gold and silver robes, standing at the gates of a splendid palace. A Hindu prince. You see my father’s ancestry was not Balinese at all. My father was entitled to the royal title, I Gusti Agung.

He was one of a handful of survivors of the royal house of Majapahit, the rulers of Java, who watched the Islamisation of their country with horror. The way its arid breath shrivelled and withered all the beauty it passed. They decided to take their decadence elsewhere. To Bali they brought not only their religion, but their finest actors, dancers, artisans, concubines and loyal servants. But to them a happy ending was not given; theirs is a story gory and terrible. In Bali, many years later, they did an insane thing.

They wagered the glory of an entire dynasty in a shocking rite called puputan. You must have heard of it. It happened when the Dutch first thought to rule Bali. Armed with superior fire power they advanced, expecting an easy battle over men wielding six-inch knives, and instead came upon a deserted town, smoke rising from the palace, and the chilling sound of pulsating drums within the palace walls. As the Dutch watched bemused, a silent procession emerged from the tall gates.

The Raja, dressed in pure white and heavily adorned in a magnificent array of jewellery, sat proudly inside his palanquin hoisted by four bearers. He wore his ceremonial kris. His armed guards, officials of his court, wives, children and servants, all splendidly dressed, followed him, their eyes glazed as if in a trance. One hundred paces from the Dutch the Raja halted his bearers and, stepping down, gave his signal.
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