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To the forgotten ones who shaped Singapore’s early history







1

DO NOT WORRY, I am not asleep. My eyes may be shut, but I am far from rest. I close my eyes to be near you. When I focus hard enough, I can imagine your fingers gently gliding across my shoulders. Feeling you lean into me, I take a deep breath and your fragrance sinks deep into my lungs. Champaca, jasmine, camellia. Deeper your scent falls and I see you, beautiful as the day when I had to leave you behind. My lungs hurt as I hold on to that last moment. My breath escapes, out of my control, and I am empty once more.

Renuka, I never told you this, but there were countless nights when you would assume I was fast asleep. I made you believe that with my heavy breathing. But I was always wide awake thinking of you as I lay next to you. Our hearts may be moving further apart as the days go by, but with each throb, I know I am a beat closer to returning to you. Once my punishment is over and done with, I promise to never let you go again. They can send me as far as this ship can sail; I do not care about the heartless black seas or my afterlife rotting away. All I care about is what I can do with the life I have now, and not the ones that I may never have. The others on board, they care too much about their varna. They are afraid of not being able to reincarnate for crossing the forbidden seas away from India.

You should see, Renuka. They cleanse themselves every day at dawn, noon and dusk with water from the Ganges that has been stored on-board in a large wooden barrel that reaches up to my waist. They use a single old cloth and take turns soaking, squeezing, then rubbing it against their skin. I would occasionally hear them utter “kala pani” with anger and frustration as they queue to clean themselves with the stored sacred water, as though it could wash them back to India.

Do you remember the time you caught me watching you clean yourself? Do you remember, Renuka? You were so silly, you didn’t talk to me for days. I was your overcaring fool.

	[image: The Punkhawala and the Prostitute]
It would be foolish to wonder if his tattered singlet could cover his paunch. The moonlight seeping through the porthole on the cramped lower deck of the Lady Ebsworthy illuminates Jaffa, a burly man whose life of excessive drinking remains visible despite days deprived of adequate sustenance. He bends over the wooden barrel, his belly spilling over the rim and covering a third of it.

“How can this be? It’s empty!” he exclaims as he lowers the washcloth into the barrel. The sudden shock sends softness to his knees and the bewildered Jaffa can barely keep his balance as the ship dips into another swell. The other convicts quickly wobble over, surrounding the barrel to see for themselves, waiting for the moonlight to attest and confirm the truth.

“What happened to our water? Yesterday, there was at least a quarter left,” one convict says. He seems a breath away from sinking into delirium.

“How are we going to cleanse ourselves until we reach land?” another chimes in, his eyes wide in disbelief.

“The white men tricked us, our brothers,” Jaffa declares. “They knew it would never be enough for this long journey across the kala pani.”

“If you didn’t use so much water to cleanse your fat body, we would still have enough left,” another convict says as he rubs and scrapes his palms on the insides of the barrel, every drop worth a splinter.

Jaffa, almost at a loss for words but determined to always have the last say, cries, “I used the same amount as all of you! You saw me! You all saw me!”

The convicts start to jeer at him. Jaffa instinctively pulls his tattered singlet down over his stomach as he searches their eyes for affirmation.

“Do not panic, my brothers. You will be fine.”

An earnest voice at the back of the deck has the huddle of heads turning in unison like flowers shifting to face the sun. There is the imposing sound of chains dragging on the floor as Gobind approaches them with bloodshot eyes and hands clasped together in prayer as the ship’s rocking calms. Even though he is the only one amongst them in heavy, rusted iron cuffs on his wrist and ankles, Gobind does not look like a convict at all. He is different from the others and it is hard to put a finger on it. Maybe it is the air of peacefulness he bears. Perhaps it is his dark, neat and tiny curls, the kind usually found on the crown of a little boy lovingly groomed by his mother with her own saliva.

“You do not have to be afraid,” he repeats.

Or could it be his tender and assuring tone that falls gently on one’s ears, leaving all silent? They have never heard him speak a word before.

“I promise you, my brothers,” Gobind continues. “Help each other and we can get through this.”

Jaffa spits on the ground. The worn wooden planks beneath his bare, bloated feet groan with each step he takes towards Gobind. As brave as he looks, Jaffa only dares take a few steps and keeps a good distance away from Gobind.

“We are not your brothers, you monstrous swine. We have sinned but you’re not like us.” He stomps his foot with authority.

Gobind looks around and sees all the convicts staring back at him with judgement in their eyes. He instinctively replies, “You can ask my wife. She will vouch for me. It was a mistake.”

“Look, even if you threw yourself into the sea, the kala pani would spit you out!” Jaffa scoffs. He feels bolder with the support of the other convicts, who break out in laughter. There is power in numbers.

“Spit you out a thousand times over, back to India!” Jaffa sneers, his spit flying as the convicts roar louder with laughter at Gobind, who looks puzzled by the onslaught of such unfair accusations. Keeping his emotions at bay, Gobind grips the iron chains in his hands tightly and retreats into the shadows, but the moonlight seeps in and stays, dispersing the darkness and not letting him hide. He clenches the chains tighter, his yellowed and grimy nails grinding into the rust of the iron. Any harder and the chains would dig into his skin.

“Quiet down there! What’s this…bloody…racket!”

A European officer has staggered down to the lower decks without anyone noticing. His top is unbuttoned, crumpled; his eyes glazed, probably from drinking too much during the dull days out at sea. His moustache could use some grooming as well.

“Any more…chatter…I will…”

The officer needs time to think. The convicts stand quietly at attention, waiting, at the mercy of the effects of alcohol on the brain.

“I will…”

It finally comes to him.

“Throw…all you…savages…into the…sea.”

He punctuates his threat by slamming his baton against the bulkhead. The meaning is clear even if none of the convicts understands his language. Proud of his bravado, the officer turns and stumbles back through the wooden hatch above, slamming it shut after him. Even Jaffa the loudmouth has been silenced. Now, nobody dares to ask about the mysterious disappearance of the stored water from the Ganges.
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Renuka, do you remember that day at the Ganges? I squeezed through the crowd just to find you. The sun had set and swarms of people of all ages had gathered along the river to be part of Aarti.

“Renuka,” I called out.

My voice drowned in the continuous ringing of bells and the hypnotic chanting of thousands of worshippers. They raised their hands up to the heavens before lowering them together in ritual. I caught a glimpse of you in the crowd limping away and tried my best to keep up before I lost you in the sea of people again.

“Renuka!” I called out louder this time.

A plump lady blocking my way cupped her palms over the flame of a priest’s lantern before sweeping her hands over her head. I dodged her devotion and saw you in the distance, standing in the crowd. I hastened my steps and soon, I was within arm’s reach of you.

“Renuka.” I reached out and held your hand. You turned around and were unusually silent. What’s wrong? You looked at me void of expression but you were still the most beautiful, with the brightest and kindest eyes anyone has ever seen. When you look at me, I can hear myself breathing, I can feel my heart pumping and I can never take my eyes off you. I noticed you fiddling with your turmeric-coloured sari. You never fiddled unless something was not right. I know you.

“Renuka, what is wrong?”

With a smile, you shook your head, assuring me that nothing was amiss. I took your soft hands and led you gently down the steps to the silt-laden waters of the Ganges, mindful of your limp.

“Slowly,” I cautioned you. You must remember this moment clearly, or maybe even better than I do. There, it was only me and you as we shut out the thousands of voices around us.

I presented to you a floral diya. Though it looked just like any other leaf boat made from folded banana leaves with an oil lamp sitting in the middle, ours was special. Ours had petals of pink camellia, white jasmine and marigold champaca. It was more beautiful than anyone else’s. You looked at it with no interest, then at me with no expression, before returning your gaze to the holy waters. It couldn’t be the flowers. Something else must have been wrong.

“Are you okay?” I asked, but you did not answer. Perhaps you would be happy once I lit the oil lamp. I bent down and placed our diya into the Ganges, dabbling the water to gently propel it forwards. Even as it floated away from us to join the hundreds of other diyas on the river, we kept sight of ours as if it were the only one that mattered.

“I forgive you, but don’t do it again,” you suddenly said. What did you mean?

“Just promise me you won’t do it again. Don’t suddenly walk away,” you pleaded as you grabbed my hand as you have done a thousand times before. You bit your lips, just as Mama would on the rare occasions when she was displeased with me.

“You always remind me so much of Mama,” I replied. From your expression, it was not the right thing to say. I turned my head away and racked my brain to figure out what I should promise to never do again when, from the edge of my vision, I noticed something.

“Our diya!” I shouted as it caught fire. It crumpled swiftly, the fire engulfing it before thousands of voices chanting in the Ganges became louder than before, thundering us back to reality. The noise was a roar of commotion, coming from above the deck.

I open my eyes in a jolt and see no other convict in the lower deck with me. This can’t be. I hobble, still in chains, to the porthole and see fire out at sea. Above me, I hear terrified screams and scattered, panicked footsteps. How long have I been asleep?

Dragging my chains, I clamber up the rickety ladder leading to the deck. I manage to slide the hatch open and pop my head out. Flames swarm the mast, climbing high into the empty night sky above me. In the alarming glow of the blaze, I spot the European officers trying to stop hordes of men armed with wooden spears from coming on-board. I do not know the intruders, who are bare-chested and tanned with long, unkempt hair.

Jaffa and the other convicts are fighting alongside the white men. Jaffa knows how to use his weight to his advantage. He pushes through the mob, snatches a spear and impales a foe right in the gut. He pulls the spear out. Blood all over. Then, he pierces his enemy again. And again. You should never see such brutality, Renuka. With blood splattered on his face from his kill, Jaffa turns and looks at me like a savage.

“Get out here and help, you fool!” he screams in desperation. I turn to my left and see the drunk officer who reprimanded us earlier leaping overboard to escape. I look back at Jaffa and the others. More invaders are starting to swarm the ship, more are coming on board. We are clearly outnumbered. I am about to close the hatch before I remember what you had asked of me. Not to walk away.

You would have been proud of me, Renuka. I did not think twice. With my hands tied I climb onto the deck and grab a wooden stick that has been left on the ground. I see men being stabbed, pushed to the ground, screaming in pain. There—the enemy with his back facing me. I charge towards him before something in the sea catches my attention amidst the chaos.

Floating amongst the enemies’ long wooden boats, each easily fifty to sixty feet long, is our diya. It drifts in the water before it suddenly burns away, just like when we last saw it on the Ganges. Almost like it was stuck in time, each flame swaying slowly but surely, the ending all but certain. The beautiful champaca withers, the jasmine blackens and the camellia shrivels to dust right before our eyes, out of our reach, as I squeeze your hands tightly by the Ganges. Your soft, perfect hands, filled with warmth. Knowing that I will never let you go, I caress every arching line on your palm, all leading to me. It’s like you never left. I look down at your hands and see that they are no longer wrapped in mine.

Looking up, I see a wild man swinging his spear towards the side of my head and I find myself knocked onto the cold, wet deck. Everything starts to blur. A ringing is piercing my ears. The sound intensifies and punctures my skull. It hurts. I feel it getting closer to my eyes and my body starts to shake involuntarily. I am choking—there is barely enough air left to scream for help.

It is so painful, Renuka.

But it is not nearly as painful as having to leave you in the forest. Not as painful as letting you down. I hold on to my thoughts of you, Renuka, as my consciousness starts to slip. I am sorry that I can’t get up and continue to help my countrymen in this fight. The moonlight sweeps in then rolls away as the roar and rumble of the fight fade to silence. In this quiet, my body, prone on the deck, feels every tremble caused by footsteps running past me. Unwillingly, I close my eyes. I don’t want to, but just for a moment.

A moment where I fall into a spin thinking about the promise I made to you at the Ganges. I never could figure it out, but I confidently promised you anyway that I would never do it again. Now, I promise to return to you if I make it out of here alive. I promise to do whatever it takes to be by your side again. I promise to always take care of you, be wide awake for you. In the darkness, I am still watching you even when I’m miles away, hurting with my eyes closed.

Do not worry, I am not asleep. My eyes may be shut, but I am far from rest.







2

“IT’S NOT POSSIBLE... Otouchan cured me,” Oseki whispers to herself as she squirms and grips her undernourished belly that sinks below her ribs. A familiar pain from years ago twists and croaks again.

“Spare me...please…” she gently pleads with the pain as she tightens her grasp.

Fifteen-year-old Oseki’s long and slender frame, adorned in a plain white kimono, curls in discomfort as it knocks against the cold iron bulkhead of the Takachiho Maru. The ship bellows and rattles while it battles the stormy seas, while squealing gusts of wind make their way past hidden gaps in the shoddy ironwork to enter the musty boiler room in the bottommost pit of the vessel. The wind unsettles Oseki, but it does not seem to unnerve the other ladies the slightest bit. But this is not a place for a girl like Oseki, who exudes innocence and beauty. Her skin is so white and flawless that if it ever suffered a scratch or a scar, one might assume that the mark would just melt away as nothing ugly could ever be found on such loveliness.

“Leave me alone, kishaku,” Oseki says, and she suddenly covers her mouth, trying not to vomit.

“Who are you talking to?” Hoso, a lady in her twenties, has woken up. She uncrosses her legs and stretches her back like a cat. Hoso would be considered pretty if not for her stumpy nose and large nostrils that always seem to stare at you even if you look away. Oseki turns away timidly, not wanting a confrontation.

“Are you deaf?” Hoso grunts before clearing her throat.

“Leave her alone,” Unoko says. She is another of the fifteen of them squeezed into the decrepit boiler room.

“Abazure,” Hoso swears. “I am not talking to you.”

Unoko sighs and looks away, while the other women stare back at Oseki, waiting for a response. Their five-day-old make-up is melting off from the heat of the boiler room. If they wait any longer, their faces would slip right off.

	[image: The Punkhawala and the Prostitute]
“Nobody.”

Otouchan, do you think I should have replied? I don’t know. I don’t want to talk to these women. They look like the ladies in our village whom all the men like. You know, the kind who laugh and drink outside skinny Juro’s noodle eatery late at night long after it has closed. The kind with kimonos that slip off their shoulders with little care. Sometimes, the kimonos slip all the way down. The kind you told me to stay far away from.

“Good, then stop talking to yourself. Some of us would like to sleep,” Chieko says. Her name is not actually Chieko. I don’t know her name, but she has a round nose just like Chieko’s. You’ve never met Chieko. She was from Obasan’s village when Okaasan and I had to stay there. Oh, how I wish I could tease Chieko that she is no longer the only person in the world with a button nose. I could tell Chieko that I found her long-lost twin sister. Such nasty thoughts to have! Forgive me, Otouchan. Chieko would never doll herself up so vivaciously like this grumpy lady. In fact, all the other women in this horrid room were already dolled up when I boarded the ship from Nagasaki.

The ship is so grand. I have never seen anything so big and marvellous before. The Takachiho Maru. Do you think it is named after the shrine? Otouchan, it’s the one you promised to bring me to see, but never had the chance to. The one where sacred eight-hundred-year-old twin cedar trees reside. Couples hold hands and walk around them three times to receive blessings for their marriage. I remember what you told me, Otouchan. It may surprise you, but I have never forgotten the stories you told me. I just wish I had the time to receive blessings from the trees before being rushed to the port in Nagasaki. It all happened so quickly, I hardly had time to say proper goodbyes to you, Otouchan, and to Okaasan.

Do you think the others are on their way to Singapore to be wed, too? Otouchan, they feel different from me. It could be because they have make-up on. Should I have put some on as well? Or maybe it is because they look a little older than I do. Maybe I am in the wrong room? I don’t think my husband-to-be would have approved of my mingling with these women. I knew something was not right once I boarded the ship. I remember seeing these men in uniform who looked like sailors on the deck staring at me, and the further down I went into the vessel, the more I felt trapped by the sound of splashing water closing in on me. Like going into a cave, and the views disappeared. Daylight vanished. I found myself in this boiler room that is dimly lit by a furnace. Here I saw these older Japanese ladies lying down on a wooden crate. They didn’t even bother to greet me. It has faded now, but I remember that when I first saw them they had the brightest komachi beni lip paint on. As bright as the kishaku that has returned to my stomach, taunting me again. I don’t know how it came back into me, Otouchan. It is not my fault, please don’t be angry. I did not do anything.

I’ll never forget how it looks, Otouchan. How can we ever forget? It was in the middle of the night and you carried me on your shoulders to the healer’s hut, far from the village. I could barely walk with my unbearable stomach cramps. Otouchan, did you know that it was the words you kept repeating over and over to me as you carried me that kept me calm?
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“Big girls don’t cry. You are Otouchan’s big girl now.” Takashi soothed his only child. Even though he was made of forty years of skin and bones, he mustered the strength of a father’s love to carry Oseki uphill on his twig-like legs. A miracle they didn’t snap! Sweat dripped down the hollows of his unshaven sunken face, but Takashi hid his exhaustion from his daughter. He took a deep breath, gathered his might and continued until they reached the hut.

“Lie…down…” Takashi instructed Oseki as he caught his breath. The air in the dimly lit hut reeked of a peculiar mix of bitter herbs, sweet alcohol and tangy vinegar.

“Otouchan, I can’t,” Oseki said. The nine-year-old girl hugged her stomach tightly. She could barely stand, keeling over with her body after Takashi set her down from his aching shoulders.

“Lie down...for Otouchan…” He eased her onto a bamboo mat in the healer’s hut, freshly vacated by another child who was just about to leave with her father. The child, a girl with adorable round eyes and much younger than Oseki, looked at her curiously.

“She is sick like me?” the wide-eyed little girl asked her father. Oseki glanced through her pain at the little girl being tugged by her father out of the hut.

“Open mouth,” a wispy but assertive voice instructed her. Oseki turned the other way and saw an elderly man dressed in a navy blue robe approaching her impatiently. He looked tired, eye bags drooping heavily beneath greyish eyes. Before she could react, he forcefully opened her mouth with his forefinger and held a lit candle near it. Bending low, he squinted as he looked down into her throat, then immediately shook his head and retreated to the wooden cabinet where many glass jars resided.

He reached high up, shifted aside a jar filled with dried gardenia seeds and carefully moved deeper in to retrieve a transparent jar filled with a suspicious, murky yellow liquid. He placed the heavy jar on the table, grabbed a pair of long wooden chopsticks and dipped them inside. Oseki’s eyes widened as he pulled out a preserved bug of sorts, the size of a roach. A slimy, brownish red coated its furry body, which had a thick white stripe running from its nape to its black tail. Its mouth was split three ways. This must have been a creature hailing from lore, the likes of which not many had seen before.

“This is in her stomach,” the healer claimed.

“What is that?” Takashi asked, approaching for a closer look.

“A kishaku.”

“Kishaku?”

“It’s a form of yokai.”

“So small? I know all about yokai, but I’ve never heard of one this small!” Takashi exclaimed in disbelief.

“Yokai come in all forms. Not just in the forms of fleeting spirits, humans or hideous monsters.” He smirked at Takashi. “The kind you say you know all about.

“This particular yokai is smaller than the usual ones. It is but just one of sixty-three yokai germs in the Harikikigaki medical journal that can enter our bodies and spread illnesses. They can make you very sick from the inside.” The healer placed the kishaku carefully back into the jar before Takashi could examine it even more closely.

The healer cleared his throat before continuing: “You must know that this yokai, this kishaku…will cause…an increase in sexual desire.”

Takashi looked lost. What was the healer implying?

“Your daughter is almost of age.”

Takashi glanced at Oseki with concern and disbelief that his little girl could be all grown up.

“Is there a cure?”

“There is always a cure.”

The healer cleared his throat again. “They are hard to come by and are costly. She has to consume dried tiger intestines for seven days. Once at dawn and once more after her last meal of the day. Boil the—” 

“Can I owe you first?” Takashi interrupted him. He couldn’t bear to look at his daughter, knowing he had to let her down again.

“This is not a village noodle shop or some such place where you can owe money for a meal and pay another day.”

“I can’t afford it now,” Takashi said softly. He didn’t want to alarm Oseki.

“She can’t be helped then.” Without an ounce of sympathy, the healer shook his head and walked away to place the jar back in the cabinet.

Tiger intestines were a far cry from what Oseki’s family could afford to consume. She grew up eating melons, barley, potatoes and whatever else was available. When there was not enough rice, Hime, her okaasan, would make do with some flowery porridge. It was called that not because there were flowers in the porridge, but because there were so few grains that whatever little was in the gruel would float like flower petals. It was not a meal Oseki looked forward to eating growing up, but she would love to have a bowl of flowery porridge now for all she had on the ship was a measly crust of bread, so hard that even a tiger would hardly be able to break it apart or swallow it without getting cut. Her stomach growls and twists to the whirling of the boiler room as the Takachiho Maru jolts suddenly, the clanging in the furnace rattling louder than before.

Oseki brushes off some coal dust that has fallen on her white kimono. It doesn’t come off. Oseki quickly blows it away and tries to dust it off again.

“Scared of ruining your kimono, Empress Haruko?” one of the ladies jeers at her.

“Why so beautiful? Maybe she is going to get married in Singapore. A grand royal wedding,” Hoso adds sarcastically.

“Yes,” Oseki says timidly, before realising that maybe she should not have answered.

“Yes? Yes what?”

Oseki feels the kishaku in her stomach squeezing her gut, as though warning her to not answer.

“Yes, I am getting married in Singapore.”

Silence for a second before the two women burst out in shrill, mocking laughter, their lips stretched wide and the faded paint on them almost vibrant again.

“She thinks she is getting married? You are one stupid girl!” Hoso scoffs and scratches an itch on her back.

“My husband-to-be is Muraoka Iheiji,” Oseki says. “He is waiting for me in Singapore. Do you all know him?”

“You’ll get married for sure. To hundreds of men, my dear,” another Japanese lady responds bitterly, with a tinge of pity for Oseki and maybe herself. She chokes briefly after speaking, coughing to clear her lungs before sniffing the air curiously. “Do you all smell that?”

Her question hangs in the air as everyone’s attention remains on Oseki, who has reached into her pocket to take out a shining white and hypnotising pearl the size of a pea. The revelation is made more dramatic by the timely clanging and banging from the furnace.

“I do have a husband waiting for me. This is the pearl he gave me when he visited my family.”

Soft murmurs break out among the ladies as their eyes fasten on the mesmerising pearl in her palm.

“Is it real? I have never seen one before,” one of them asks, now wide awake.

“Let me see,” Hoso demands.

Oseki immediately shuts her hand like a clam.

“Okay, I’ll just take it from you then.” Hoso stands and tries to balance on her geta on the rocking ship. She hobbles over to Oseki and grabs her fist, prying her fingers apart maliciously with her long, sharp fingernails. Oseki struggles but keeps her hand tightly shut around the pearl.

“Give it to me!” Hoso shouts. Some women have rallied around her, like vicious hyenas hungry for a kill.

Klang! Klang!

The ship violently shudders. There is a ruckus in the furnace, followed by the strong smell of smoke. Everyone in the room loses their balance and falls. The pearl slips through Oseki’s fingers and onto the ground. She quickly goes on all fours to crawl to it as the other women lose interest, distracted by the pungent fumes. Hoso is on high alert, sniffing the air with her bulbous nose. The pearl rolls into a tight crevice. Oseki lies flat on the floor and squeezes through the gap, her slender frame just narrowly fitting. She reaches out for the pearl, the tips of her fingers almost touching it.

“This ship will be the death of us!” Hoso howls as sparks suddenly fly from the furnace and black smoke fills the room. Hoso yanks the boiler room door open, only to wobble out to more smoke in the tight corridors. The others start to scream in panic as they scramble to get onto their feet and out of the room while the ship rocks furiously. The women have no choice but to hold their breath and escape to the deck, but not all of them have the courage to move.

“You fool, get out from there! We have to go!” Hoso has turned back for Oseki, the only one left, her feet peeking out from the other end of the boiler room. Oseki, oblivious to everything going on, continues to stretch her arms to reach for the pearl.

“Come on out!” Hoso yells and looks back into the corridor. She has to leave. It is now or never. Oseki tries her best to reach for the pearl but is unable to. She is stretching as far as she can.
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“Oseki, come out.”

I heard you calling me breathlessly as I uncurled myself and crawled out of the bushes I was hiding in. The sky was dark and it was drizzling. You were looking back at me and scratching the side of your face nervously as you pressed something hidden beneath your yukata against your chest.

“Otouchan, what’s going on?”

You did not reply but instead grabbed me by the arm and dragged me away. I turned and saw the healer running towards us, brandishing a wooden stick in the air.

“You scoundrel! Come back here, you thief!” the healer shouted.

We ran as fast as we could, until the pain in my stomach became unbearable. I lost my grip on your hand and tumbled down into the mud. I looked up and saw you continuing to run ahead.

From the crevice, I peep over my shoulders at the women coughing and trying to escape from the boiler room. Some fall to their knees, crawling. They scream without sound, out of breath as the squealing of the furnace gets louder, as though any moment it might burst. I reach out one last time and finally feel the pearl. I hold on to it tightly, but it is too late to try and escape. Around me, sparks rage on like firecrackers, a sign that I don’t have much time—or any at all—left. I move deeper into the crevice, thinking of you, Otouchan. All I can think about is how much I hope you can come and save me. Like you did when I fell down onto the wet soil, and you turned back and ran towards me as the healer approached. You looked at me like I was your everything. I know you will save me, Otouchan. I am right here.

Otouchan, I feel an immense heat that I have never felt before as I curl myself into a ball. The pain in my belly clenches and strikes again. Otouchan, please come for me, I am scared.

A thunderous shake.

Bright lights.

Then, the most beautiful silence consumes me.
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ON REPEAT, TUGGING the cord down then at ease, my mind wanders past the never-ending echo of the motion and thinks only about you. Curious. Wanting to know. An urge to know what you are thinking of. Are you dreaming of me all the time, or just sometimes?

Sometimes, I would gently blow your fringe aside your face as I lay on our mat watching you sleep. Sometimes, I would whisper to you, hoping to gently wake you without startling you.

“Good morning, Renuka.”

If you were still sleeping soundly like a baby, I would count down the moments until you were awake.

Ten.

Nine. Are you dreaming of me?

Eight.

Seven. You are the only one who doesn’t judge me.

Six. Maybe if you had punished me, I would have become a better person.

Five. Then I wouldn’t be here.

Four.

Three.

Two. Wake up, please.

	[image: The Punkhawala and the Prostitute]
One.

A jubilant cheer ushers in the brand-new year of 1870 along with the clinking of glasses. The celebrants are a group of well-dressed Europeans who fill the second level of a well-built Palladian-style house by River Valley. Light from beautiful hanging argand lamps bounces off the gloss of the freshly repainted white Madras chunam plastered walls. The glow from the second level spills onto a well-groomed courtyard with a mighty tembusu tree overlooking it. The house was originally built for, and belonged to, the much-respected Dr Thomas Theophilus Rothwell, acting surgeon-in-charge at the Lunatic Asylum. He had retired and returned to England to take care of his niece, Tillie, who was unwell.

While he was in Singapore, the Lunatic Asylum became revolutionary under his leadership for doing away with the straitjacket. Patients instead had their hands locked in padded canvas gloves that were tied around their wrists to prevent self-injury. To Dr Rothwell’s dismay, purgative treatments were still needed to help patients—even those who were showing signs of recovery—expel the foreign bodies that were causing their lunacy. Surgeons like Dr Rothwell tried their best, doing all they could do to help.

An elderly Chinese helper dressed in black trousers and a white jacket attends to the partygoers, pouring a bottle of vintage Bordeaux into glasses and topping up others with pale ale. Even with its new owner, the home continues to host distinguished guests.

One of the guests, Thomas Dunman, the commissioner of police and the president of the Tanglin Club, raises a hand slightly to indicate that the pouring should stop. Cornering some other guests is John Henry Pratt, a mathematician who wrote a book with a title so long that it felt more like the first paragraph—A Treatise on Attractions, Laplace’s Function and the Figure of the Earth.

“Gentlemen, I have to confess that I felt the title was a tad too short for my liking, but my publisher felt otherwise.” John Henry Pratt, for all his mathematical genius, is apparently ungifted at interpreting body language. It is clear that the three gentlemen before him are dying to escape after having run out of courtesy smiles and the neck muscle strength to continue to nod along politely. Amongst the other twenty or so distinguished guests, at the other end of the room, is Frank Athelstane Swettenham, a renowned Malay interpreter. He leans in close to a well-spoken gentleman, Robert Carr Woods, the first editor of The Straits Times, the two engrossed in conversation.

“Gentlemen, if I could get your attention…”

The one who made the announcement was Osbert Emerson Read, the new owner of the home, but his voice had little presence. A spruced-up and stylishly dressed man of medium build, Osbert may look like a man of import, but he is not being treated like it. Nobody is paying him any attention. The guests carry on, absorbed in their conversations. Osbert summons an unnaturally loud cough.

“Gentlemen, if I could get your attention, please,” he repeats.

This time, some do turn around to see what the bother is while a short, skinny French man whose nose is nearly touching the bottom of his champagne glass abruptly stops drinking and approaches Osbert.

“Say, Osbert, my good man, maybe a little later?” Bastiani whispers with an indistinguishable French accent.

“Bastiani, it is already past midnight. If not now, when?”

“Exactly, we just entered the new year. Nobody really wants to talk business yet. A little later. Now, just drink. Yes?” Bastiani smiles and holds out his glass of champagne.

Osbert looks away and ignores the offering. Bastiani sighs and lowers the glass of bubbly.

“Un moment,” Bastiani says as he swivels to the side, places his glass down and grabs a large white sack tied up like a hobo’s precious bindle. He walks to the middle of the room, smugly and spiritedly, and unties the knot on the bag. Without spreading it open, he lays the loose bundle on the rich, patterned burgundy carpet that covers the floor from edge to edge. His theatrical motions have people stopping in the middle of their conversations, their attention effectively diverted. The room comes to a curious silence save for the lonely creaking of the punkha above, which continues to move back and forth.

The punkha, a large rectangular swathe of pure white cloth suspended across a wooden rod from the ceiling, is attached to a cord and pulley that run to the veranda outside the room. On the veranda, the cord is pulled in rhythm by a slave, never to be in the presence of those privileged enough to feel the breeze coming from above. “Punkha” originated from the word “pankh”, which refers to how the wings of a bird produce a draft when they are flapped.

Bastiani flips aside his fringe that is being blown gently by the punkha above and retrieves his bubbly from the table in one swift spin before commanding the room.

“Gentlemen, attention please.” He clears his throat. “I, Bastiani Babineaux, thank you for coming today and”—he notices Osbert standing by the side, away from the limelight—“I mean, Osbert Emerson Read and me, Bastiani Babineaux. You already know my name. Yes. We welcome you to Osbert’s lovely home here in River Valley for this New Year celebration. We are thrilled to usher in the year 1870 with all you extraordinary and amazing gentlemen.”

There is courteous clapping from everyone.

“Merci. Now, you all have your prestigious positions and accomplishments—hurrah, many hurrahs, splendid. I am always in awe. But did you know that you all share something in common?” A cheeky grin splits Bastiani’s face as he starts to parade around the room like a ringmaster. The guests are all ears but nobody is sure what the answer is. The mathematician John Henry Pratt in particular looks like he is cracking his brain too much, muttering non-stop to himself.

“Your love for discovery—that’s the thing you great men have in common. And as I promised, I have what you have been waiting for all evening.” It’s amazing how the champagne in his glass never spills as Bastiani practically pirouettes, then takes his time to gaze at each guest surrounding him, making them feel that they had his attention as well. “Now, you all know me as Bastiani, the French businessman who can smell a deal from miles away.”

“Hear, hear!” one of the guests bellows in approval.

“Years ago, I made many of you a fortune by convincing you to invest in exporting canned pineapples to Europe. You must agree that no one can snag a good deal like I canned.”

Silence. They don’t get the pun.

“But we lost good money with your phony version of packed sardines,” Robert Carr Woods says with some resentment.

Always eager to earn a quick buck, Bastiani was once an assistant to Alfred Clouët, a massively successful French businessman in Singapore who made his name canning sardines in oil. Relations between the two soured when Bastiani let greed overcome his integrity, and he started making his own version of canned sardines.

“We win some investments, we lose some,” Bastiani preaches. “But this time it’s a clear win, gentlemen, because we can’t just keep investing in mere fruits and fish. The thing about business is evolution.” He punctuates his speech with a note of conviction.

“Hear, hear,” someone else calls out amidst a lacklustre clinking of glasses. Bastiani looks unconvinced by the reaction.

“We have to keep moving, keep the money flowing. We know where the money is at—ah, yes, both Osbert and I. Which is why I have gathered you all here today.”

Bastiani deftly places his drink on the table before unravelling the white cloth he had placed on the carpet. Inside are dried bones or seeds of sorts, shrivelled, almost charred, all moisture seeped away. The bits and pieces could be considered charming oddities.

“What are those?” Thomas Dunman asks as the crowd gathers around the cloth, intrigued murmurs erupting amongst them.

“The beast of the jungle, gentlemen. The tiger! Tiger parts are selling for more than ever. The Chinese use them for medicine. They’ll pay anything to get their hands on them. Many others are using them as well. The market is growing rapidly in Asia.”

“What would they use…these bones for?” Frank Athelstane Swettenham asks, baffled.

“I am glad you asked. They are used for countless cures. For example, tiger bones can cure arthritis, rheumatism and headaches. Tiger brains cure laziness and pimples, if any of your children need some.” Bastiani takes a tiger bone in hand and points it at Frank Athelstane Swettenham. “Not for laziness, for pimples. Your children are lovely.” The crowd chortles in response.

Bastiani grabs a few more oddities and rolls them around like dice. “Tiger claws can cure insomnia. If any of your wives keep bugging you at night, you know what to do now.”

Another chortle from the guests.

“Tiger eyeballs cure malaria, convulsions and epilepsy.” Bastiani shudders exaggeratedly. “And the list goes on and on, gentlemen. If I continue, we’ll be here till morning.”

Bastiani begins placing the tiger bones back on the cloth. Knowing he has their money in his pockets already, he decides to close his sales pitch. “Fund our amazing expedition to hunt tigers in the jungle right here in Singapore and you will reap an enticing percentage of the healthy profits from the tiger parts sold to medical clinics and private collectors.”

John Henry Pratt, who looks to be the only one uninterested in Bastiani’s pitch, speaks thoughtfully, “I’ve heard about these hunts. There’s this hunter I met at the cricket club. What’s his name? Ah, Tiger Carrol!” He begins to gush. “They say he is better than the legend back home, Lord Reading. Tiger Carrol’s expedition brought back the biggest tiger I have ever seen—over twelve feet long! You must have him for your expedition.”

Osbert glares at Bastiani.

“Tiger who? No. There won’t be this Tiger Carrol person you speak of,” Bastiani declares.

“But he is the only tiger hunter in Singapore!”

Bastiani clears his throat. “I would like to introduce you to someone whose name will soon be on everyone’s lips. He is the brave man leading the hunts that you will fund. Our one and only Mr Osbert Emerson Read.”

The creaking of the punkha fills the awkward silence.

Osbert quickly takes two steps forward, lifts a glass he had taken earlier and accidentally spills champagne on the carpet.

“Gentlemen, thank you for coming to my lovely home this evening. Many of you may have known my father-in-law, Sir Geoffrey Coldwell, and traded with him over the last thirty years. Here in Singapore, I am continuing his good work overseeing our thriving nutmeg plantation in Tanglin and now, we are exploring tiger hunting.”

“No offence, old chap, but last I checked, nutmegs do not bite. Would you care to share what kind of experience you have?” one of the guests pipes up.

“I am experienced.”

“How many tigers have you killed before?”

“How many? Well, none yet.”

The guests are displeased, but they are too civilised to jeer at him.

“But I have killed other animals before,” Osbert supplies, starting to feel the heat build up.

“Pray tell, what kind of animals?” Thomas Dunman asks.

“Deer, cows and many more.” Osbert wipes the sweat off his forehead by pretending to rub his eyes. He looks up at the punkha oscillating slowly and is irked by his slave’s incompetence.

“I don’t understand, Bastiani. You want us to fund him? A cow hunter? I don’t need more milk. Can’t we get a real hunter to catch the tiger?” The speaker stifles a laugh, likely only out of respect for Osbert’s father in-law.

“I am not going to catch just any tiger,” Osbert proclaims. “I am going to capture Rimau Satan.”

“Rimau Satan?” Robert Carr Woods says incredulously. “You will catch the biggest and fiercest tiger of them all in Singapore? The elusive, man-eating Rimau Satan? Have you read the news, my boy? He has killed more men than all the other tigers combined. He is not a kitten that you can get your father-in-law to buy for you. No disrespect, but I wouldn’t want to read about your death in The Straits Times after you get mauled. A waste of bloody ink and page space, if I do say so. These tiger killings are already making the news every other day.” Laughter breaks out in the room.

Osbert feels even hotter as he sees everyone enjoying a hearty laugh at his expense. He wipes his sweat again. Pulls at his collar. He looks up at the punkha once more, certain that his slave is conspiring to undermine him.

“Imagine the headline—‘Cow hunter killed by Rimau Satan after mistaking the tiger for a cow’,” Robert Carr Woods adds and the laughter in the room escalates. After joining in the laughter himself, Robert Carr Woods apologises. “Sorry, old chap, I couldn’t help myself.”

“If you are all not interested, don’t bloody fund me then,” Osbert blurts out.

Bastiani quickly cuts in, “No, no. He didn’t mean that, gentlemen.” 

Sweat continues to drip from Osbert’s forehead. He looks up at the punkha languidly swinging back and forth like a pendulum, testing him, provoking him. As the laughter lingers in the room, his eyes follow the cord attached to the punkha that runs through a shuttered opening in the wall.

“Osbert?” Bastiani calls out as the former walks out of the room and onto the green-tiled veranda where the cord begins. There, alone in a corner, the rattan blinds pulled up for the evening, is the punkhawala, clothed in a singlet and a folded-up dhoti. The slave is stooping on a small stool, pulling the cord diligently. His back is turned towards Osbert; he does not know what approaches.

“It’s bloody hot in there! Pull faster!” Osbert shouts, then violently kicks the stool away. The punkhawala falls backwards and hits the tulip-patterned floor of the veranda with a hard thud. Like an animal jumping out of a trap, the punkhawala gets onto all fours and lifts his head up. He is unrecognisable at first, but his bloodshot eyes and short curly black hair are dead giveaways.

It is Gobind.

“Just fan faster, you mute piece of shit. It’s bloody hot.” Realising that Gobind can’t, in fact, hear, Osbert instead gesticulates with his arms. Gobind gets the message. He quickly rights the stool, gets back on it and starts pulling the punkha. This time, faster. Osbert turns around and realises that the guests are looking at him from the doorway. Not in disgust—they are impressed.

“Ah, there you go, everyone—it is his rage,” Bastiani declares while gesturing animatedly. “His rage! His rage against Rimau Satan is what will make sure your investment turns into a fortune. Do you not agree?”

Osbert walks back into the room and smiles a little at the realisation that what he had done out of rage was the key.

“We don’t need this hunter called Tiger Carrol,” Bastiani continues. He seems to have everyone convinced, but just then, a rough voice suggestive of a heavy smoker takes over the room.

“Tell me. What do you do when the beast Rimau Satan approaches you and you’re out of bullets?”

Standing at the main entrance to the room is a rugged middle-aged man so tall his head nearly touches the door frame, his imposing figure blocking out the light from the corridor. His long grey beard looks like it hasn’t been washed in days, the scraggly ends gathered and threaded through a golden ring that makes it clear who the man is as the crowd begins to chatter. It is Tiger Carrol, the fiercest hunter of tigers in Malaya. Tiger Carrol, the French-Canadian sharpshooter who takes no rations when he goes hunting and is rumoured to eat monkey brains in the forest for breakfast. He has caught all of the most ferocious tigers in Malaya except the most formidable of them all, Rimau Satan. But, going by his track record, it will not stay that way for long.

His long boots leaving muddy footprints on the carpet, Carrol makes his way across the room towards Osbert, slowly and intimidatingly.

“So, what do you do?”

While thinking of his answer, Osbert notices that the right leather shoulder patch on Carrol’s ivory-buttoned green coat is on the verge of disintegrating. It was probably all worn out from bracing countless gun recoils.

“You stand your ground and take it like a man,” Carrol answers for him. He pulls his collar open, revealing an old ghastly scar running from shoulder to chest that sends the crowd gasping in awe of his bravery. “I can’t believe I wasted my time coming all the way here because I heard there’s a new tiger hunter. Anak kucing menjadi harimau?” Carrol smirks.

“Sorry, I don’t understand,” Osbert says. “I am Osbert Emerson Read.” He extends a hand to Carrol, who does not take it.

“Now where have I heard that name before?”

Everyone has his gaze fixed on Carrol, waiting for his next move, as Osbert retracts his hand in embarrassment.

“He scratched you because you couldn’t catch him,” Osbert claims. He turns to face the crowd. “Gentlemen, who wants to make a wager? I will be the first to catch Rimau Satan.”

“Osbert, no, no, please, no,” Bastiani cuts in as the crowd begins to murmur anew.

“What say you, Mr Tiger Hunter? Put your money where your mouth is?”

Carrol slowly takes a breath. He walks over to the cloth laid on the floor and picks up a tiger part. He strolls back to Osbert and places the organ in his hand.

“You’ll need this. See you in the jungle, little kucing,” Carrol says before leaving the room and more muddy boot prints in his wake.

Osbert opens his fist to reveal a dried tiger penis. Laughter erupts once again as the guests recognise what it is.

“Bastiani, please, could you kindly ask my guests to leave?”

“You need their funding—”

“I’ll fund myself. Get out! All of you!”

“Wait, everyone, there is a misunderstanding—” Bastiani pleads, but he cannot stop his money from walking out the door.

“Pathetic,” one disgruntled guest says as he leaves with the rest.

Osbert, still at the entrance of the veranda, now absolutely drenched in sweat from the heat of the commotion, slowly turns his vicious gaze towards the slave who is frantically pulling the cord.
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