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      PROLOGUE

      In the later part of 1992, the Singapore newspapers were full of reports of an old man who held a whole nation in thrall.
         He was the caretaker of a little dilapidated shrine on a small plot of land, fronting what is now the Kio San Thong Road,
         that stood in the way of a three-hundred-million dollar industrial development project: until he gave his signed permission,
         the bulldozers could not move in. It was reported that when the developers offered him compensation of several million dollars,
         he spat, cursed and chased them away.
      

      The newspapers showed pictures of a tiny, wizened old man angrily shooing away the reporters and, on one occasion, using a
         long bamboo pole to hit a reporter taking pictures of the shrine and the small wooden hut adjoining it. There was a story,
         never properly pieced together, of a young woman who had died there under the most tragic circumstances, sometime in the middle
         1950s, and was later seen in the vicinity by many people. They erected a shrine to her and, for some reason, called her ‘Goddess
         with Eyes and Ears’. The old caretaker was said to be connected with her in some way – a brother? a friend? a lover?
      

      One evening, the old man’s hut caught fire. By the time he was pulled out, he was already dead.

      The developers arranged for a team of monks to conduct elaborate ceremonies of appeasement at the shrine. Then the bulldozers
         moved in. Today, a huge petrochemical complex stands where once the strange goddess with eyes and ears dispensed miracles.
      

   
      
      
Child


   
      
      I

      
      The child Han was about to be taken away.
      

      
      Just now, in the darkness of dawn, she lay asleep with her five brothers and sisters on the large plank bed, in an enormous
         entanglement of arms, legs, pillows, bolsters and small possessions impossible to unclutch even in sleep – a bright pink plastic
         doll wedged between her left cheek and Oldest Brother’s right buttock, a blue caterpillar that had wound its way to Little
         Sister’s toes and stuck there, Little Sister’s rubber teat, sucked thin, flat and dry, fallen from her mouth but not from
         its string around her neck.
      

      
      But no matter; they slept soundly on. They had begun the night neatly enough. They had each lain down in their assigned places
         on the bed, taking care to curl up their legs and make the necessary adjustments in sleeping positions to fit into the curves
         of each other’s bodies so that there would be place for all. Oldest Brother, ever the buffoon, had assumed a mien of severest
         censure and shrieked, ‘Remember, phoo-oot time’s over!’, meaning that they should all have done their farting for the night; the one whose face was farted into had
         right of reciprocal action.
      

      
      They had, moreover, abided by the strict rules of the rotational sharing of the three pillows and two bolsters; that day being
         a Wednesday, it was the three oldest ones’ turn. But in the course of sleep, they had all moved outside their allotted territory
         and had engaged in either defensive or attacking moves in relation to the much coveted pillows and bolsters, so that by morning
         all had come together in this untidy, indistinguishable heap. The child Han, the youngest, lay on top of the heap, victoriously clutching a blue bolster, one small fist thrust into the cheek of an older brother who, in turn,
         had a leg draped over a sister’s shoulder.
      

      
      The bed bore all the distressing signs of overpopulation. It creaked and sagged; its mattress, stuffed with coconut fibres,
         had burst under the continuous pressure of six pairs of stomping feet in play, releasing little tufts of stiff hairs that
         poked out and chafed young skins. The mother’s mending needle had tried to poke them back in, but to no avail. Polluted beyond
         saving by its endless absorption of the night’s detritus of urine, sweat, saliva and hot dreams, the mattress swelled with
         the growth of a whole parasitic colony, hidden deep in its many folds, invisible to the eye. In the dead of night, the bedbugs
         came out in hordes and attacked the sleeping children, twisting arms, legs and thighs in a convulsion of scratching. A thin
         child looked fat, a pale child rosy, from the bites.
      

      
      Bedbugs never bit those from whose bodies they had spontaneously arisen. The children blamed their presence in the mattress
         on an old, obese, flatulent neighbour who lived next door and who slept peacefully every night of her life while her bugs,
         created to her corpulent image, marched outwards, like an invading army, and ravaged other bodies in the village.
      

      
      Revenge was particularly sweet when, under the creative leadership of Oldest Brother, the children mounted a counter-attack,
         digging the enemy out with their mother’s hairpins and subjecting them to a slow death in a saucer filled with kerosene. Otherwise,
         death was by the simple process of squelching, the innumerable brown stains all over the mattress testifying to their rich
         squelchiness. Afterwards the children thrust victorious thumbs or forefingers under each other’s noses and laughed to see
         the spluttering recoil from bug-smell.
      

      
      They did it to their mother sometimes and laughed when she slapped down the offending finger. But not to the father. In his
         absence, his space beside their mother’s on the other bed in the house, which had a cotton, not a coconut fibre, mattress,
         and a pillow of its own, ought to have been seized upon; indeed, on a few occasions, in the middle of the night, a child, tearful
         from too many bug bites or the feel of spreading wet underneath, had wandered into the parents’ room and climbed up into that
         free space.
      

      
      The mother had warned, ‘Make sure you don’t kick me,’ by way of protecting the unborn child in her now fearfully swollen belly.
         Unborn children too jostled for bed-space, amniotically safe against the knocking and buffeting from unruly sibling limbs
         in sleep. But not always against the invasive fumes of raw opium or the spasms induced by young pineapple taken with beer,
         or the pummellings of determined fists. The mother had tried the entire despairing range and had come home in a trishaw, pale
         and beginning to bleed, from the abortionist’s house at the far end of the village. Still the child would not be dislodged
         and continued its robust kicking. The abortionist said it had never happened before; mostly, the little things fell out after
         the first pellet of opium, without aid of pineapple or beer. Truly, this was Sky God’s sign that the child should be allowed
         to live.
      

      
      ‘Don’t kick me,’ she warned the children. But they preferred to remain together on their own bed. They feared their father
         and, by extension, his bed. He came home seldom and went into a roaring temper if he prepared for sleep and suddenly caught
         the smell of dried urine in his nostrils which would twitch menacingly as he bent to sniff his mattress and then flare with
         vengeful anger as he rose and roared for the culprit.
      

      
      Only two of the six children bed-wetted, but he punished all. He liked to punish his children in a group, his large knuckles
         descending ripplingly upon a sea of small heads, or his thick belt, ripped from his waist, lashing at a forest of skipping
         legs. But mostly he made them range themselves in order of age in a row before him, as he sat by the table, in his white singlet
         and pyjama trousers, drinking his beer. The warmth of Guinness Stout suffused his whole body, relaxed it and settled it lugubriously
         in the chair, draping his long arms over the sides. Deceptive warmth: without warning, it distilled itself into a tight knot of pure malignant energy in the man’s right fist,
         making it shoot out suddenly, in a tremendous roar, pulling the rest of the body up bolt upright. The father was now wide
         awake once more. He glared at the row of small frightened faces in front of him and one by one, they moved up to meet his
         raised fist.
      

      
      Not solidarity alone, but total dependence on each other for solace prevented each child, after the impact, from running away
         with the red cheek bruise and the hot tears; instead he or she stepped out and waited patiently by the side as the next, and
         the next moved up, until the row at last came to an end, and they could all come together and run in a body to their bed,
         scramble up, huddle together and set up the much delayed but perfectly harmonised howl of grievance and hurt.
      

      
      The mother had, on one occasion, appeared later, after the father left the house, with a plate of bread sprinkled generously
         with sugar and a bottle of F & N Orange Crush, uncapped to yield exactly six equal portions, to comfort the children and unhuddle
         them.
      

      
      In his time, the father too had stood, trembling, in punitive assembly with his siblings, and his father before him, in a
         long tradition of that cruelty, not just of parents, but of deities and gods themselves in their temples and river shrines,
         which sees fit to visit upon all the sins of one.
      

      
      Once the child Han saved all of them. They were as usual ranged before the father sitting at the table, his beer before him.
         The mother stood at the kitchen doorway, looking on dully.
      

      
      Oldest Brother stepped forward, his face in taut and quivering readiness to meet the impact of the strong hand always made
         stronger by drink, but the child Han struck first. She broke off from her position at the end of the row, ran to her father,
         stood before him, then began a comical little dance – a similar one had earned her two biscuits from a smiling neighbour only
         the week before.
      

      
      She had picked it up from somewhere and knew its movements perfectly, swaying her hips, clapping her hands and providing her own accompaniment in a clear, shrill treble:
      

      
      
         The bird looks

         
         The bee cries

         
         The ants yearn

         
         For my little flower

         
         My sweet little opening flower.

         
      

      
      She finished with a bold rump waggle and a flawless imitation of the coquette’s classic fluttering eyelash peep from behind
         a fan. The rest of the children tittered and glanced nervously at the father. The man whose stream of drunken energy had been
         stopped midway by the sudden approach of the child and had subsided into a vague, slurred murmuring for the entire duration
         of the dance, seemed not amused and stared at her.
      

      
      ‘Eh?’ he said as the child suddenly rushed forward, climbed up on his knee, kissed him wetly on the cheek and said, with the
         artfullest winsomeness of any four-year-old, ‘You are my father and I love you very much.’
      

      
      The man said, ‘Eh?’ again and gazed with frowning melancholy upon the little girl who kept her arms resolutely around his
         neck. He repeated, thickly and stupidly her words of endearment, then his brutality collapsed inwards into a soft centre and
         dissolved in a puddle of tears. The huge man blubbered about the sadness of his life and rubbed his eyes with a fist.
      

      
      ‘Don’t cry, Father,’ said the artful one, glowing in the triumph of the massive rescue.

      
      The man was capable of much generosity to his wife and children. On those days when he came home in a good mood, with money
         in his pockets, he liked to enter the house roaring, pull out an impressive wad of notes, stuff it down his wife’s blouse
         or collar and watch her pull it out and count it in tremulous joy. With the same buoyancy, he scooped coins out of his pockets
         and rained them upon his children’s upturned palms, laughing to see them go down excitedly on all fours to retrieve missing
         coins from under cupboards and feet.
      

      
      ‘Come get it.’ The perverse man had the idea to wedge a large coin between his buttocks; the jollity of drink and sudden fortune
         made him indulge in horseplay of the most childish kind, the idea being to let out a tremendous fart at the moment of the
         coin’s retrieval.
      

      
      His wife shook her head at the man’s inanity.

      
      ‘Siau, siau,’ she muttered but was thankful for that wad of notes that would enable her to go to the provisions shop to settle old debts,
         replenish her supply of Tiger Balm for rubbing on the constantly throbbing temples, and try her luck in the village lottery
         on numbers based on the date and time of her husband’s largesse or on the number of times the child inside had kicked or turned.
      

      
      The father had an enormous tattoo of a black-faced demon-warrior on his right arm. The tattoo-maker had pricked in a grotesquerie
         of horns, fangs and coiled snakes which uncoiled and danced to the rhythm of moving muscles. The father liked to push up his
         sleeve, flex his arm and invite his children to come and watch, laughing in great merriment to see them break into a screaming,
         giggling run for their bed.
      

      
      Sometimes he liked to gather his children around him to tell them stories.

      
      Long, long ago, it was the men who bled every month, not the women. The men obviously could not use the cloth pads worn by
         the women but protected their penises with long bamboo shields. These proved very inconvenient in their work of ploughing,
         sowing and harvesting. So they begged Sky God to take away the inconvenience and give it to the women instead. Sky God pitied
         them and granted their request.
      

      
      ‘Siau, siau,’ muttered his wife. ‘Telling such stories to children.’
      

      
      His wife cursed him, but never in his presence.

      
      
         ‘Sky God, bless my husband with good health

         
         Sky God, bless my husband with prosperity

         
         Sky God, bless my husband with good behaviour.’

         
      

      
      Every morning she lit a joss-stick to the great god who manifested himself in fiery rumbles of thunder and lightning across
         the skies, which children were taught to greet with soft reverential ‘pup pup’ noises with their lips, to catch some of this sweeping divine energy. The energy was also in the god’s huge staring eyes,
         the immense streams of black hair and beard, the sunburst of gleaming victorious spears on his back, and most of all, the
         mighty feet laid on a heap of crushed, yowling demons, as he sat, legs wide apart, on his golden throne and received the obeisance
         of a thousand worshippers.
      

      
      The god might consider it presumptuous of her to hitch three major requests to one little joss-stick with its pathetic wisp
         of smoke when he was used to billowing clouds from a hundred golden temple urns. But he had only himself to blame for the
         continuing meagreness of her offerings: if he was omnipotent, why had he not changed her husband’s fortunes or character?
      

      
      ‘Sky God has no eyes nor ears.’

      
      Even gods had to be reminded of their remissness, in her case, of an unconscionably prolonged blindness and deafness to her
         pleas. From her marriage at sixteen, she had lit joss-sticks and never known a day of peace or happiness.
      

      
      Oldest Brother was the one to peep through a narrow slit in the plank wall of their parents’ bedroom and signal to the others,
         by a quick wave of the hand, to come and watch too.
      

      
      They watched, six faces pressed against the slits in the planks. The child Han, not seeing anything and determined always
         to have her share of spoils, clamoured to be held up and was clapped on the mouth by Oldest Brother.
      

      
      Later they discussed what the heaving and thrusting movements meant. Oldest Brother who was nine said he knew what it was
         all about and duly demonstrated, guffawing, with a few thrusts of his own thin hips inside flapping khaki shorts. That was
         how babies were made, he said, and by way of further demonstration, he made a circle with the thumb and forefinger of his
         left hand and thrust the forefinger of his right through it repeatedly. The others followed and for some minutes there was a lively competition to see who could go fastest, until their
         mother, hearing their screaming laughter and rushing in to see a frenzy of finger pistons, descended upon them, yelling, ‘Don’t
         ever let me catch you doing that again!’ But Oldest Brother, through the wisdom of his clowning, had enlightened the rest
         by drawing for them the indisputable link between their father’s panting exertions each time he came home and the subsequent
         swelling of their mother’s belly.
      

      
      Indeed, the father’s rare visits home and the mother’s regular manifestations of those rare visits had combined to offer an
         example of unparalleled fecundity even in that village of fecund women, where every gathering, at the water pump, market stalls
         or provisions shop, invariably threw up a clutch of rounding bellies in varying stages of roundedness.
      

      
      The mother’s belly, large, smooth and firm as a melon, pulling up her cotton trousers from ankle to mid-calf, was the most
         familiar sight and drew light-hearted analogies.
      

      
      ‘Pok,’ the neighbours teased. ‘Why, you go pok every year!’, in perfect imitation of the sharp exploding sound of the ripened rubber seed-pod when it burst and scattered
         the hard, smooth brown seeds that children liked to pick up and play with. It was inappropriate to make comments to children
         about their mother’s condition, but the loudest and idlest of the neighbours, chewing a piece of sugarcane and watching the
         children walk by on their way to the village shop, stopped them, crudely poked out her stomach and flung out playful arms
         to encircle a huge space of air in front. The children said nothing and walked on sullenly. The woman shouted, ‘Why are you
         always together? Can’t you do anything separately? Why, you even shit together!’ For the story, told by the mother herself
         in a rare mood of jocularity, was that all her children feared darkness and never ventured alone at night to the toilet outside
         the house. They woke each other up and went in a body, one lit candle among them. The small wooden outhouse on stilts proved
         too small for six jostling bodies: one fell into the bucket below and was hauled up screaming. The mother who was seldom in the mood for laughter had provoked gales of merriment
         describing how she depleted the village well cleaning up the little fool.
      

      
      The neighbours joked about the pregnancies but never about the births which were squalid and pitiful, invariably taking place
         in the absence of the father who could never be found and brought home. Each baby, in its turn, had tumbled on to a heap of
         donated torn towels and sarongs and thereafter gone on to depend on donated milk powder and swaddling clothes which came in
         a steady stream of neighbourly generosity.
      

      
      The midwife who would have liked to give her services free but could not as her livelihood depended on them, was nevertheless
         kind enough to make the rounds of the neighbourhood to secure the needed baby things. Even the rough sugarcane woman came
         with strips of a bedsheet and a bowl of nourishing herbal brew.
      

      
      ‘They simply refuse to come out, not even with three pellets of opium,’ said the awe-stricken midwife who was also an abortionist.
         ‘So she will go on having babies. Who can go against Sky God’s will?’
      

      
      The mother, all the while, lay white and helpless, her eyes bright with unshed tears. Only one of the babies had been lucky:
         a computation based on the day and hour of the birth had provided a winning lottery number and brought in a small sum of money.
         She had had two more babies after the child Han, and she gave both away for adoption; they were girl babies, anyway.
      

      
      This cold, dark morning, pregnant yet again, she lay on her bed, wide awake, staring into the darkness, while her children
         slept soundly in the next room in a harmonious disorder of bodies.
      

      
      Outside, the old bald village rooster began to crow. It crowed its poor old heart out each dawn in its two-fold duty of banishing
         the night’s ghosts and waking up the still living. A cemetery lay outside the village. The rooster broke up trysting ghost lovers and sent them back weeping into their tombs;
         it disrupted seances at graves and left transactions uncompleted, for the vaporous forms of the dead, pushing their way up
         through the hollows of the bamboo stakes driven deep into their graves by the hopeful living, had to stop halfway and go down
         again.
      

      
      The night soil man saw a female ghost. Up long before anyone in the village, with his large collecting buckets strung at each
         end of the long pole across his shoulder, he froze as the shape loomed before him. He saw a woman in a long white dress, swaying
         in front of him, an immense curtain of hair pulled over her face, which she slowly parted with both hands as she came closer
         to peer into his face. He shouted, ran and fell, dropping his buckets which splashed over a wide area of ground so that for
         days the village reeked of the evidence of the ghostly encounter. Some said she was a young woman who had been raped and killed
         by Japanese soldiers during the Occupation, some that she was the crazy woman who had killed her child, then run screaming
         under a full moon to jump into a well. A little jar of joss-sticks and a plate of oranges and flowers later appeared on the
         spot where the night soil man had seen her.
      

      
      Children passing the cemetery on their way to the town quickly pressed their palms together and moved them rapidly up and
         down in prayerful contrition and supplication. The contrition was for any inadvertent offence, for spirits were known to reside
         in grassy mounds or tree trunks that children might heedlessly step or urinate on; the supplication was for fathers to make
         money, for death conferred upon even the humblest man or woman the power to give winning lottery numbers in dreams. A servant
         boy, imbecile and mute, a grandson of the flatulent, bedbug-generating old woman, was killed by a falling rubber tree and
         thereafter dispensed wealth through such lucky dream numbers. He asked in return for only a meal of suckling pig and roast
         fowl, and was given all he could eat – for days his grave was suffused with the delicious aroma of a dozen sizzling meats. His grandmother, pleased beyond
         words, was given some of the food to take home. Parents also taught children not to say anything should they smell mysterious
         flower scents in the air. Tight-lipped, grave-faced, the children walked on, avoiding the sight of the rows of granite and
         marble slabs rising out of the tall stiff grass, with their remains of food, tea and joss-stick offerings rotting into the
         earth.
      

      
      Only the rooster was unafraid; it cleared the way for the living each day by sternly despatching the dead back to their abodes.
         Its call was a lonely, persistent one, always ending with a cry, very like a human sob that hung tremblingly for a long time
         upon the cold morning air. After the last ghost had fled and the first lights appeared in kitchens, the old faithful heart
         gave out, and the rooster keeled over and died. But it had already set in motion the reassuring sounds of life’s continuity
         – the chopping of firewood in readiness for the day’s meals, the barking of a dog, the fitful crying of a baby. Of life’s
         endurance too: for somewhere, the wracked coughing of the consumptive widow determined to stay alive for her crippled son
         floated out to swell the dawn’s affirmation of hope.
      

      
      The children slept through the noise and death. The mother got up, pale and trembling, threw a towel around her shoulders
         and walked out of the house to where Sky God’s urn stood on the ground. The remnants of a joss-stick stood forlornly in the
         ash, sending no more smoke up to heaven. Beside it was a little saucer of decaying pink balsam petals.
      

      
      Years ago, her widowed mother, who took in mountains of washing everyday to support eight children, so that the skin of her
         hands hardened, cracked and bled, had said, ‘Sky God has ears and eyes,’ not as a statement of truth but of hope. ‘Who will
         dare deny that Sky God has the largest ears, the brightest eyes?’ Gods too were susceptible to flattery and lapped up praise
         like children.
      

      
      The wretched woman had died in the full conviction that all those who had contributed to her sufferings, including an evil-hearted
         sister-in-law, would in due time receive divine retribution.
      

      
      Her mother was a fool. She would not be like her mother.

      
      With one deft toe, she tipped over the urn and spilled the joss-sticks and ash. She spat into the ash. Then she turned and
         walked back into the house, in final renunciation of a hopelessly inept god that women had cried to from time immemorial.
      

      
      Now it was time for the child Han to be taken away.

      
      The mother went to the children’s room and made straight for the bed and the child. Extricating her from the heap, she pulled
         her up to a sitting position, bent down and whispered urgently, ‘Get up. We have to leave soon.’ The child, her eyes closed,
         swayed in the heaviness of sleep, then fell back and was once more absorbed into the warmly breathing heap, safe against the
         terrors of the coming day. The mother yanked her up by the armpits and lifted her off the bed and on to the floor. She stood
         unsteadily, then her legs gave way and she went noiselessly down on the floor where she would have continued sleeping if her
         mother had not hurriedly pulled her up and carried her out of the room, her head lolling, her legs astride the enormous melon
         of a belly. ‘I say get up; we’ve a lot of things to do,’ said the woman, keeping her voice low so as not to wake the others.
      

      
      She set the child on her feet in the kitchen and dealt a few sharp taps on her cheeks to wake her up. The child murmured and
         opened her eyes sleepily.
      

      
      ‘Take off your clothes,’ she ordered. She went outside, in the darkness, to the well, drew up a large bucket of water and
         returned to find the child still fully clothed and rubbing her eyes with her fists.
      

      
      ‘Bad child, I told you to take off your clothes,’ muttered the woman. She squatted down and began to unbutton the blouse and
         loosen the strings of the trousers. The child, her eyes half-closed, her hands grasping her mother’s shoulders, lifted one leg, then the other, to step out of the trousers. Her mother dipped
         a piece of cloth into the bucket of water and began to clean her face, neck, body, downwards to the small spaces between her
         toes. The touch of the wet rag woke up the child at last; she looked around in bewilderment, puckered her face and began to
         cry.
      

      
      ‘Sssh, sssh,’ said the mother in a fierce whisper. She dried the child hurriedly with a small towel, then began to dress her.
         The clothes had been laid out on a chair the night before. They were new clothes, such as were given out only for wearing
         on the first day of the New Year. The child knew it was not the New Year, but the morning’s confusion was too much for the
         asking of questions, so she was silent, obediently stretching out an arm to put into a sleeve or lifting a leg to put into
         the trousers, as her mother ordered. It was a bright red cotton suit with pretty yellow frog buttons, and it made the child,
         with her round, shiny, four-year-old face and large dark eyes, look like a doll.
      

      
      The mother took a step backwards and surveyed her.

      
      ‘They’ll say you’re too thin and pale,’ she muttered. She went to a small cupboard in a corner and brought out a quilted cotton
         jacket. It was several sizes too big for the child but it had the desired effect of adding some bulk to her small frame. ‘Wait,’
         said the mother, still not satisfied, and she went to the ancestral altar at the other end of the room. No urn of regard and
         remembrance stood before the ancestor whose framed photograph hung overhead, draped with wisps of cobwebs. The woman wanted
         no more traffic with gods and ancestors; her business was the living. She searched among the jumble of objects on the altar
         turned utility shelf, pushing aside combs, hairpins, powder boxes and buttons to pull out what she wanted – the bright red
         wrapping paper that the joss-sticks had come in, saved for an occasion such as this. She tore off a piece and moistened it
         on her tongue. Then she returned to her daughter and rubbed the moistened piece on the child’s cheeks. Two spots of colour appeared, making the child more doll-like than ever. The woman again stepped backwards for another quick
         look. Something else was missing – the child had no shoes.
      

      
      She looked around for shoes. She found a pair but they were too small. Then she saw a pair of rubber slippers under a cupboard
         and dived for them. They were, like the quilted jacket, several sizes too big for the child but they would do. She found a
         piece of pink ribbon, worked it into a dainty butterfly and pinned it to the child’s hair. The entire exercise was now completed.
         The child Han was ready. ‘You must eat something and then we should start out. We don’t want to be late.’
      

      
      It was at this point that the child’s sullen perplexity cleared for a look of understanding which lit up into pure joy. The
         transformation filled out her cheeks, brightened her eyes, irradiated her skin. She was a child of heartbreaking beauty. ‘Oh
         Mama, I want the Peanut Balls and the Sugar Man and the Rainbow Sticks and the Green Melon Monkey,’ she cried excitedly, in
         vivid recollection of the mother’s promise the day before.
      

      
      The mother’s impatience gathered into a bursting knot of exasperation at so much nonsensical talk in the midst of such serious
         business, then checked itself. It subsided into the sheepishness that mothers need not feel if they were only tricking their
         children into going to school or the dentist. Years later, recounting the incident in the calm of a ravaged life coming to
         its close, the mother, by way of self reproach, spoke of the remorse that even a cow innocently following its keeper to the
         slaughter-house might excite.
      

      
      ‘But at that time I felt nothing,’ she said sorrowfully. ‘I had too many troubles and I felt nothing.’ Which was not exactly
         true, for as she adjusted the butterfly ribbon and quilted jacket, she was heavy with the deception and blinked back tears.
      

      
      She fed the child a bowl of rice porridge with an egg inside. The child was not used to being given eggs; these were only
         for special occasions such as birthdays or the New Year or illness, but all questions were forgotten in the mounting excitement of the promised visit to the town’s biggest sweet shop.
      

      
      ‘I want Fat Man’s Buttocks and Pig’s Arse and –’

      
      The names had been their own, spontaneously generated as they stood in a row gazing wistfully at the large glass jars of sweets
         in the village shop. Oldest Brother had pointed to a sweet of a strange pinkish colour and crinkly appearance and immediately
         named it ‘Pig’s Arse,’ slapping his thighs in great enjoyment at his own joke. The scatological cue was quickly taken up by
         the others in a joyous wave of name-giving – ‘Old Woman’s Shit’, ‘Dog’s Penis’, ‘Monkey’s Balls’. The sweet shop owner came
         out and shooed them off. The child Han, recollecting the provocative power of the finger-piston sign, aimed it at the man.
         He gave a loud yell and made a dash for her; they scampered off, out of his reach.
      

      
      By themselves they laughed uproariously, the child basking in the warm glow of Oldest Brother’s praise. The naming had tamed
         the yearning.
      

      
      ‘Alright, alright,’ said the woman. ‘Don’t talk so much. Eat.’

      
      When the child had swallowed the last spoonful, the mother wiped her mouth carefully and gave her some water to drink. ‘Now
         we must leave,’ she said. ‘We have a long walk.’
      

      
      She stood before the round mirror hanging on the kitchen wall and did a quick survey of her own appearance. Each pregnancy
         stripped her of more flesh, robbed her of more teeth. Only her two gold fixtures stood intact in a dereliction of rotting
         brown stumps. All her babies were born healthy and good-sized; only she wasted away.
      

      
      I am not yet thirty and I look like an old woman, she thought.

      
      Sixteen had marked the end of beauty and glow. She had been the most beautiful girl in her village. A man who owned a rubber
         plantation and was driven around in a car wanted her and asked her mother. She, fool that she was, ran away with another man,
         a wastrel who made her pregnant every year and left no money for the children’s food or clothes. She later learnt that the rich man’s concubine, a girl from the same village and without half her beauty, was installed in a house of her own
         and wore gold bangles that stacked right up to her elbows and gold chains thick as ropes.
      

      
      She would have one more child after this one and learn the news, as she lay beside her swaddled newborn, that her husband,
         away in a town on a job that he never talked about, had been killed by a fellow worker over a woman. His body had been found
         in a remote coconut plantation, the face smashed in, all the features horribly erased. There was one more discovery: his genitals
         had been found some distance from the body, cut off in a brutal bunch and flung off, in a clear message that the man’s punishment
         for messing around with other men’s women was not for this world only, but also the next, where dismembered male ghosts forever
         howled out their solitude. His wife had wept, then risen and said, with the bitterest of laughs, ‘He does have eyes and ears!’
         referring not to the dead husband but the repudiated god. By that time, the child Han was lost to her forever. But she never
         minded. She knew what she was about.
      

      
      That morning she took the child, pretty and dainty in the red suit and pink ribbon, and was about to lead her out of the house
         when the other children appeared, one by one, roused from sleep by all the talk and noise. In later years, they too would
         leave their home. The departure of the child Han and their mother’s subsequent decline into hopeless addiction to the town’s
         gambling parlours, brought a creeping fatalism so that some years after the father’s death took place, the breakup was complete:
         Oldest Brother had run away to nobody knew where and the rest had been given away in adoption, gone into pitiful employment
         as servants or cleaners in eating-houses or simply vanished.
      

      
      But on that day, they were still together, and they gathered to watch their mother and sister leave the house. The older ones
         immediately spotted their appropriated possessions and raised a cry of protest.
      

      
      ‘She’s wearing my jacket!’
      

      
      ‘Those are my slippers! Give me back my slippers!’

      
      They made to retrieve their property and their mother silenced them by dealing cuffs and slaps all round.

      
      The child Han who had been bursting to share the good news, now proclaimed with exuberant magnanimity, ‘Never mind, Oldest
         Brother, Older Sister. I will give you back your things when I come back. And I will share my sweets with you. You can have
         a Peanut Ball each –’
      

      
      ‘Peanut Ball! My balls!’ yelped Oldest Brother derisively. ‘What an idiot you are –’

      
      ‘That’s enough!’ cried the woman sharply and she turned to the boy and slapped him across the mouth. ‘You mind your own business!’

      
      To the others she said, with no softening in tone, ‘And the rest of you, behave. If you are good, I will buy you some noodles!’
         Undeterred, Oldest Brother began to act the buffoon, contorting his body, grimacing horribly and mouthing words silently.
         The child Han laughed in delight, clapping a hand to her mouth. The mother aimed another slap at the boy, missed and finally
         dragged the child out of the house.
      

      
      She walked briskly, despite the huge belly; the child shuffled clumsily, impeded by the oversized slippers and the frequent
         need to turn around and look at her siblings clustered at the doorway, watching her departure.
      

      
      ‘Whatever’s the matter? Can’t you walk faster? I told you we have a long way to go!’ the woman cried with weary impatience.

      
      The child suddenly stopped. She turned and faced the small crowd at the doorway, now separated from her by an immeasurable
         distance. Her little face was aglow with eager joy.
      

      
      ‘Wait till I come back!’ she shouted to them. ‘I’ll bring back lots, I promise.’

      
      She wanted to demonstrate the actual size of the promise, for which she would need both hands. So she pulled her hand out of her mother’s, freeing it to join the other in describing an enormous, wondrous arc in the air.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ cried the mother. She wanted the deed over and done with quickly and here was the child causing all
         the delays.
      

      
      The child obediently put her hand back in her mother’s and together they resumed their walking.

      
      It was the mother’s turn to stop. She looked at the child in sad contrition for what she was about to do.

      
      ‘You were a special baby, you came out legs first,’ she said, touching the child’s cheek sorrowfully. Babies who came out
         legs first, against the natural order, were either very bright or very stupid. ‘You will be clever enough to take care of
         yourself; Oldest Brother will be a useless duffer all his life.’ It was a sharing of confidences, not so much with the child
         who looked up at her in round-eyed puzzlement, as with the myriad spirits in the air who supposedly loved and protected children,
         in the hope that they would understand and forgive.
      

      
      There was a small stone shrine on a grassy verge by the road that she spotted and walked briskly to. The vengeful anger of
         some gods might be cancelled out by the goodwill of others, and so the woman, bowing her head and pressing her palms together,
         made ready to secure the goodwill of the tiny deity inside before she realised, with a start, that it was a deity of another
         people, having an elephant’s face and three pairs of purple arms. Nevertheless, she completed her prayer and returned to the
         child watching her from the road.
      

      
      The child said ‘Mama’ and pointed to her discomfort.

      
      ‘I told you to do it at home,’ said the woman impatiently. She took the child to a spot as far away from the shrine as she
         could, out of respect, and afterwards cleaned her with some dried leaves.
      

      
      In the later years, when she was a young woman, the memory of that day, her last with her family, would fill her most pensive
         moments. She could remember, in every vividness of detail, the yanking up from the warm bed, the splash of cold water, the brushing against her face and body of that round hard belly and those work-roughened hands. But she chose
         to cast all these aside. She invested the memory instead, with tender grace, festooning it with the specially cooked porridge-with-egg,
         the pretty new clothes, the siblings gathered to say goodbye, the golden arc of her promise.
      

   
      
      II

      
      The child Han and her mother stood before the huge mansion, with its enormous green pillars, its curving red roof, its two
         ferocious stone lions guarding the entrance. The child had never seen anything so magnificent. Clutching her mother’s hand
         tightly, she did a quick mental revision of the sweet shop, for later telling at home. She had thought it to be like the village
         shop, but ten times bigger. It was totally different and one hundred times bigger. The child carefully took in the details
         of the wondrous roof, like a temple’s – her arms went up in anticipatory curves in the air – and the angry expression on the
         lions’ faces – her face contorted in a fair imitation of the ferocity. Such a splendid exterior bespoke a magical interior,
         and the child tugged excitedly at her mother’s hand and repeated, as she had done several times in the course of their walk,
         the names of her favourite sweets.
      

      
      The mother looked down at her small upturned face and was suddenly galvanized into another bout of feverish activity to improve
         her appearance. She bent down and her hands flew to smooth and adjust hair, clothes, slippers. The butterfly ribbon had dropped
         off along the way; the colouring on the cheeks from the joss-stick paper had disappeared. The mother shook her head and made
         small vexed sounds. She laid a forefinger on her tongue, wetted it and applied it vigorously on the child’s chin to remove
         a small smudge there. Remembering something, she squatted down and checked the child’s trousers for smell or stain. The child
         was fine there, but the nose had begun to dribble, so she quickly pulled out a handkerchief and wiped it.
      

      
      The mother’s agitation grew. She said to the child with a shrill intensity in her voice, ‘You must be very polite to the lady
         in the house. You must not touch anything. You must not behave badly.’
      

      
      The child was puzzled but said, ‘Yes, Mother.’

      
      ‘Be polite, say “Good morning” to the lady,’ continued the mother. ‘Don’t touch or break anything as the grand lady will be
         very angry.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mother. Mother, can I have the –’

      
      ‘Remember what I told you. We’ll go in now.’

      
      The child saw a small yellow horse on the ground, lying on its side and immediately darted forward to pick it up. Near it
         was another, a red one, and a little distance away, yet another, a blue. Some rich child in the mansion, replete with toys,
         had flung out a redundant rainbow stable.
      

      
      The child Han fell upon them with delight.

      
      ‘This one’s for Older Brother, and this one –’

      
      ‘What’s that? Stop!’ shrieked the mother. She made the child drop all the horses back to the ground.

      
      ‘Do you want to be called a thief as well?’

      
      The mother’s peevishness that morning was now too much for the child. Her face reddened and two huge tears glistened in her
         eyes, then rolled silently down her cheeks. Slowly she turned and fixed her eyes, unblinkingly, reproachfully, on her mother’s.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look at me like that!’

      
      The child’s silent reproach was worse than any screaming defiance.

      
      ‘Don’t look at me like that. I’m your mother.’

      
      The mother wanted her last act, before they finally entered the mansion, to be a kind one. She removed something from her
         wrist and put it round the child’s. It was a bracelet of braided red thread, through which was threaded a solitary piece of
         jade. The piece was roughly carved to yield the features of Sky God. Sky God, omnipotent deity, could yet be enclosed in small
         pieces of protective jewellery for wearing on chests and wrists. It was her first and last gift to the child. She adjusted the size to fit the small wrist. The child looked
         on indifferently.
      

      
      ‘Bad Mama. Your mother’s bad, bad, yes?’ said the woman. ‘Come, beat Mama. Here’s Mama’s hand, see? Come, beat.’

      
      The reversal of roles that would have children pounding away at their parents with their small fists and the parents breaking
         out in exaggerated cries of pain and shoots of tears was an unfailing grown-up ploy to restore goodwill. But the child Han
         turned her face away and the mother gave up.
      

   
      
      III

      
      There was indeed a rich child in the mansion, but just now the richness was only in the multitude of toys and possessions
         around him from which, in a fit of piqued boredom, he had detached some colourful horses and flung them out of the window.
         He had moreover stomped on and dented the handsome painted horse carriage and decapitated a wooden goose. A round-bellied
         old man and his dancing monkey suffered a lesser fate, having been merely thrown into a corner and left in a heap there, and
         a row of red-cheeked, golden-haired miniature men and women in European folk-dress, standing on a high shelf, suffered not
         at all.
      

      
      The show of temper over, the little boy flung himself upon his large bed with the silken hangings and went to sleep. Or pretended
         to. His delight was to close his eyelids tightly and freeze his limbs into perfect immobility for hours to frighten his bondmaid.
      

      
      ‘Oh, whatever shall I do? Our little master Wu is dead! How can I tell his grandmother and grandfather? They will kill me
         with a sword!’
      

      
      The bondmaid Lan whose sole duty in the huge house was to attend to the child had, for his amusement, killed herself off in
         the most horrendous ways. She had so far been stabbed with knives, hung by her hair from the ceiling, dunked into a cauldron
         of boiling oil, dunked into a barrel of pickled pig’s entrails, thrown into a pit of red ants the size of rats, eaten alive
         by a wild man in a jungle. She would then watch the little boy’s face for the reluctant smile to appear around the corners
         of the determinedly clamped mouth, and sigh when it came at last, signalling the end of a tantrum. That evening the mouth remained relentlessly rigid.
      

      
      The bondmaid gave up and began to pick up the scattered toys on the floor and return them to their places on shelves inside
         glass cabinets. His grandparents and relatives brought toys that spilled into an adjoining room: it was remarkable how the
         little boy, while examining a gleaming motor-car or fire-engine or warrior-god whose enormous belly dispensed peanuts, could
         drop it and concentrate his attention on a blue-bottle on the wall or move to the window to watch the ragged village children
         below, kicking a coconut husk.
      

      
      ‘I want Spitface.’

      
      It was part of the boy’s perverseness to ask for Spitface at a time when the man was probably already asleep in the woodshed
         or wandering idiotically somewhere in the town. The bondmaid said, ‘Master Wu is such a good boy, Master Wu mustn’t –’
      

      
      She looked round the room for inspiration and saw on a shelf a row of jars of candied almonds, ginger and plums that had been
         brought as a gift by an effusive relative because the boy had happened to show a liking for them during a visit. The maid
         said, ‘Hey, look at these lovely candies! Why, you have a sweet shop in your room! Now, which little boy in the whole of this
         town can say he has a sweet shop in his room? Would you like an Almond Lady or a Ginger Dog?’ Her voice rose in eager appeal.
      

      
      ‘I want to see Spitface.’

      
      ‘Oh, our master Wu is such a good little boy. He mustn’t –’

      
      She saw the boy’s face redden and expand in preparation for a mighty roar and fled to locate Spitface.

      
      Fortunately, he was asleep in the woodshed, at the back of the house. The maid shook him violently to rouse him from his deep,
         snoring stupor. The man rose groggily from his sleeping mat and was dragged off to appear before the boy.
      

      
      Thus named for the grotesqueness of his appearance which made dogs bark and children spit at him, he was part of the village debris that occasionally washed up on rich houses and stayed. He chopped firewood and ran errands for his meals and
         sleeping space in the woodshed, received new clothes and sandals during the New Year and made it possible for the bondmaids,
         if they silently cursed Sky God for their lowly positions, to reflect that there were others lowlier still.
      

      
      In the boy’s presence, Spitface shook off sleep and grinned. Falling into his role immediately, he fell to the floor on all
         fours, gesturing the offer of a ride on his back which he knew the boy enjoyed, his wild tufts of hair, ragged clothes and
         thick, knobby limbs giving him the aspect of some friendly beast of burden.
      

      
      The boy, his command so quickly complied with, as quickly lost interest, turned his fine handsome young face away and indicated
         he wanted to sleep.
      

      
      ‘I want Chor Kong Kong.’
      

      
      The bondmaid Lan let out a weary little sigh.

      
      ‘Oh, master Wu is such a good boy. He would not want to disturb his dear great grandfather who is now sound asleep –’

      
      ‘I want to see Chor Kong Kong! Take me to see Chor Kong Kong!’
      

      
      The boy’s perverseness was not at an end yet. It could only be met with compliance. ‘Alright,’ said the bondmaid and carried
         him up from his bed.
      

      
      The Old One, eighty two years old, approaching senility, lived in a large room on the ground floor, at the far end of the
         mansion. He was beyond anything but food and sleep, and awaited his end quietly. The bondmaid Chu who was put in charge of
         him understood the nature of the late nocturnal visit. She rose from her chair in a corner of the room where she had been
         working on a patchwork blanket, scattering some small triangles of cloth on the floor. She indicated, by a finger to the lips,
         that the Old One was asleep and should not be disturbed.
      

      
      ‘See, I told you Great Grandpa’s asleep and mustn’t be disturbed,’ whispered the bondmaid Lan and immediately regretted it,
         for the boy, his angry energies by no means dispersed, shot out a leg and kicked down an enamel basin from a table. The clanking sound woke up the old man. He stirred,
         then struggled to get up with little feeble cries of bewilderment. The bondmaid Chu rushed to calm him down. Still whimpering,
         he turned to look at his visitor. His sudden waking up coinciding with a flash of lucidity, he recognised the visitor and
         quavered excitedly, ‘My great grandson! My great grandson!’
      

      
      The bondmaid Lan led the boy to him. The boy’s visits had been few and far between, and always in the company of his grandmother
         or the male relatives on their obligatory filial calls; the novelty of this one, when he was close enough to study this great
         ancestor’s sunken rheumy eyes that were purportedly growing blind, and the great long teeth that he had heard awful tales
         whispered about, caused the boy to sit attentively and make no more demands of his maid.
      

      
      The old man seemed to be working himself into an excited state and talked about something in an incoherent jabber which became
         comprehensible only when he suddenly pointed a trembling finger in the direction of the far corner of the room. Here stood
         his coffin, and here was his lucidity at its best. While his memories of the past generally remained murky – even those of
         the cabaret girls who had so animated his youth and middle years – his recollection of why and how the coffin was brought
         into the house and remained to reside with him these twenty years was totally accurate and clear in every detail. The Old
         One was able to name dates, times, places which poured out in streams of recall. They washed over the little boy’s head as
         so much incomprehensible talk of adults, but the child, studying intently those legendary frightful teeth gave the appearance
         of total attentiveness.
      

      
      The old man eagerly told of how, when he reached the age of sixty five, the sons gave instructions for a coffin, the best,
         to be brought into the house for him, as an assurance against that most awful of men’s fates, that is, dying at sea and never
         being found, or dying in a foreign country and not having a proper funeral. He did some travelling, for both business and pleasure, and so a coffinless death was a distinct worry. To allay
         his fears, his filial sons installed this coffin-in-waiting and thus pre-empted such a direful fate. He remembered the day
         the coffin was brought in by six strong men and put in the corner, a handsome structure of massive curving planes of the best
         teak. He and his coffin went on living happily for twenty more years and – here the old man’s eyes lit up with a special sparkle
         and his voice broke into a gleeful cackle – there would be another twenty more years before both would call it a day and go
         into the ground together. There was a distinctly malicious quality in the glee, as if the Old One, secretly nursing a grievance,
         was anticipating its triumphant resolution.
      

      
      ‘He’s deep, that one. Both feet in the grave. But very deep, don’t underestimate him,’ said his bondmaid Chu with a sharp
         laugh. Her small intense eyes, stark cheekbones and a habit of spitting energetically into the small spittoon kept beside
         her chair, had a simmering malice all their own.
      

      
      The room of the oldest member in the House of Wu which should have been one of greatest repose, was charged with a sense of
         menace, felt even when the Old One was in deep tranquil sleep and the bondmaid was quietly sitting in her chair, her head
         bent over her endless patchwork, or walking noiselessly about, putting things in order.
      

      
      The boy looked with interest at the coffin; he remembered having heard some stories of coffins, but he was now feeling sleepy.

      
      His great grandfather, the bout of story-telling over, also began to nod. The coincidence of sleepiness was a relief to both
         maids who could now get ready to return their respective charges to their beds. They shared a larger relief: one taking care
         of the oldest, and the other the youngest male in the House of Wu, they were the only bondmaids in that great mansion who
         walked in and out of bedrooms unafraid.
      

      
      The bondmaid Lan, once she made sure the boy was peacefully asleep, continued to pick up his toys and put them away. She gave out little sighs and clucking sounds of anxiety about the boy’s recent tantrums which were sure to bring on
         bad dreams.
      

      
      Tantrums and bad dreams came from the grassy mound behind the fruit trees at the back of the house. The boy had fallen and
         stubbed his toe against the mound, a small one only, of yellow earth and covered with tufts of dry grass. In the first place,
         he should not have been allowed to wander that far on his own. So the bondmaid came in for a double dose of his grandmother’s
         anger. The mound was later found to contain a half-burnt candle and a scattering of coins, confirming the cause of the boy’s
         subsequent feverishness.
      

      
      Greatly alarmed, the matriarch, to prevent a further visitation of spirit wrath upon her grandson, had sent the keo kia woman to conduct the necessary propitiatory ceremonies. The keo kia woman was given the shirt that the boy had worn when he fell and disturbed the spirit abode. Old, almost blind and able to
         speak only in a thin quaver, she nevertheless mobilised her special gifts as mediator, to pull together the requisites of
         shirt, scissors, red candle, mirror and interminable chanting, into a flawless ritual of appeasement, after which the boy’s
         fever left him. Thus had the keo kia woman, over five decades, stepped between offended gods and unruly children.
      

      
      The grassy mound joined an old gnarled rambutan tree, a clump of bamboo and an ant-hill in an increasing number of favourite
         playing spots now rendered out-of-bounds to children by their surly residents who would punish a romping or urinating child
         with bad dreams, fevers and even hideously swollen testicles. One of the washerwomen in the mansion had a son thus afflicted;
         the matriarch was kind enough not only to lend the services of her keo kia woman but also to give the distraught woman some money for the temple medium’s blessed water and holy oils to apply on the
         boy.
      

      
      Bondmaids guilty of the transgression of letting precious sons or grandsons wander into tabooed territory, thus risking their
         well-being, were endangering their own. For the resulting punishment could wreck it permanently. It was told that, half a century before, the matriarch’s grandmother put a cat inside
         an errant maid’s trousers, made its escape impossible by tying up the trousers at the waist and leg ends and then repeatedly
         beat the creature into a tearing frenzy with a stout piece of firewood so that by the time it was released, it had shredded
         the errant flesh to ribbons.
      

      
      The savagery of the dowager was transmitted down the female line but, happily, in steadily decreasing amounts. The matriarch’s
         mother still punished ferociously; there was, moreover a ritualistic bias, for she always made sure that the punishment not
         only fitted the offence but took on its very character and applied precisely to that part of the body that had offended. Thus
         cups carelessly broken rebounded as punitive shards to cut the careless hand, lies flew back into the liar’s mouth in the
         form of the most venomous red chilli; defiant looks recoiled as so many pinches on the rebel’s eyelids.
      

      
      By the time the recriminatory stream flowed down to the matriarch, a calm gentle-mannered woman, it had dwindled into a trickle
         of a few perfunctory pinches on the offender’s arms or thighs. The matriarch, as soon as she learnt of her grandson’s fall
         on the grassy mound, sent for the bondmaid Chu and administered the due punishment, efficiently but without enthusiasm, as
         a matter of duty on behalf of the beloved grandson.
      

      
      So when she appeared in the boy’s room in the early morning, to look in on the sleeping boy, the maid sprang to nervous attention,
         her skin still tingling from the pinches.
      

      
      The matriarch went to the bed, peered into the boy’s face and laid a cool, dry hand on his brow. The very long, curling nail
         at the end of her little finger, a testimony to her exaltation above all female menial labour in the same way that her mother’s
         and grandmother’s bound feet had proclaimed their privileged status, did not get in the way of the affectionate pat.
      

      
      The matriarch loved the child to distraction. He had every claim on her affection: he was the only grandson from an only son.
         Both his parents were dead, his mother from a bout of fever shortly after his birth and his father by his own hand, in a double
         tragedy that could only have been brought about by the most malignant of spirits. That was a terrible time for the House of
         Wu: two corpses lay in the house within two years. The misfortune was unspeakable; it was matter for awed gossip and speculation
         for months and it had to be prevented in the future by all the help that could be provided by fortune-tellers, astrologers,
         geomancers. These were all consulted to assist in a massive exercise of appeasement and cleansing. From the White Light Temple
         came a troop of monks; for days, the villages around the great house heard the ringing of bells, the droning of prayers, saw
         the billows of smoke ascend in determined propitiation and the saffron-robed monks gliding in and out of the house and its
         grounds.
      

      
      One of the monks had suddenly stopped chanting and stood petrified on a patch of waste ground some distance from the house.
         The evil came from there, he said; he could feel its emanations. A bondmaid had hanged herself there where a tree once stood,
         many years ago; her vicious, unhappy spirit roamed the place. It was duly placated by a sustained programme of prayers, offerings
         and cleansing with holy water.
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