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Translator’s Preface

The interaction between fiction and history is never simple. This observation may not be new or uncommon, but it feels particularly urgent when applied to Zhang Guixing’s My South Seas Sleeping Beauty: A Tale of Memory and Longing. Zhang’s novel adopts fantastic storytelling as a theme and emerges from a historical world likely to seem unfamiliar and a bit fantastic to an English-language readership. But readers can take some comfort in the fact that even the author of this remarkable novel is unable or unwilling to dissolve the haze of myth and mystery that renders the world in which he was born so seemingly unfamiliar. Indeed, the exploration of that haze of myth and mystery is one of the signature imperatives driving the contemporary generation of Malaysian Chinese authors, of which Zhang is one of the most prominent representatives.

Zhang Guixing was born in Sarawak, Malaysia, in 1956. At the time of his birth, Sarawak, a region at the northern edge of the island of Borneo, was a British crown colony. In 1957 the British-ruled area at the southern tip of the Indochinese peninsula gained its independence as the nation of Malaya. By 1963 Zhang’s home region of Sarawak had, along with the rest of northern Borneo, become part of the rechristened nation of Malaysia. The division between peninsular Malaysia, where the capital city of Kuala Lumpur is located, and northern Borneo, where Zhang grew up, continues to the present day to be more than geographical: peninsular Malaysia is the seat of commerce, industry, and government and the area where the Muslim Malay ethnic majority predominates; Borneo remains less developed economically and is home to a variety of indigenous minority groups.

Malaysia’s ethnic Chinese population is divided between the two regions and has borne a historical burden all its own. Chinese emigrants have been settling in the various regions of Southeast Asia for centuries, and in the nineteenth century war and economic disruption in China sent thousands of migrants, mostly from the southern provinces of Guangdong and Fujian, radiating outward to form what is still one of the largest and most influential diasporas in the world. Before the national lines of the twentieth century were drawn, these migrants called all of distant Southeast Asia nanyang—“the South Seas.” In Malaysia, Chinese immigrants came to control an outsized proportion of trade and financial wealth; as is often the case with wealthy minorities, the Chinese have long been an object of resentment for the Malay majority.

The tensions surrounding the Malaysian Chinese were certainly not ameliorated by the so-called Emergency that lasted from 1948 to 1960. During this period, the Malaysia Communist Party, whose members were overwhelmingly ethnic Chinese, waged a guerilla war against the British and, later, the Malaysian governments. That revolt plays a substantial role in several of Zhang Guixing’s novels. In My South Seas Sleeping Beauty, however, the Emergency is merely the circumstantial backdrop for a fantastic rendering of the origins of a private resentment within the narrator’s family. But to contrast the private resentment that Su Huan, the narrator’s father, feels toward his son with the public ethnic hatreds that have helped to shape Malaysia’s history is perhaps to trivialize it unfairly. The private hatreds portrayed in the novel are easily as absolute, as violent, and as mysterious in their origins as those that form and dissolve nations.

In 1969, the same year that ethnic riots between Malay and Chinese populations prompted the temporary suspension of constitutional rule, Zhang Guixing graduated from a Chinese-run primary school. In 1976 he graduated from high school and moved to Taiwan, where he would go on to earn a degree in English at Taiwan Normal University. This was a common move for Malaysian Chinese youth of his generation, many of whom were driven both by frustration over the obstacles to their advancement in the Malay-dominated sectors of elite life in Malaysia and by a rather romantic interest in the Chinese motherland and in what it might feel like to live life as a member of the ethnic majority. One might imagine that this interest would tend to lead to disappointment. Taiwan, of course, was not the mainland motherland from which the ancestors of most Malaysian Chinese had departed, and Taiwan itself was a land suffering from the identity crisis that accompanies collective exile. More to the point, searches for motherlands, for homes where history can be clarified and imagined memories can be actualized, rarely have ecstatic endings. In South Seas Sleeping Beauty, the move of the narrator, Su Qi, to Taiwan marks a monumental shift in the narrative. At that point, the temporal confusion, proliferation of rumorlike stories, and mythic events of part 1 give way to the more plodding narrative of part 2, in which the pace of time’s passage is relatively easy to discern and Su Qi’s self-enforced loneliness locks him into an emotional dormancy not so different from the coma that engulfs Chunxi, his childhood love.

Zhang graduated from college in 1980 and remained in Taiwan. In 1983 he renounced his Malaysian citizenship and became a citizen of the Republic of China. That same year, his fiction-writing career, which had begun when he was a high-school student in Malaysia, began to gather steam. Zhang would proceed to devote the virtual entirety of that career to exploring the Malaysia of his memories. His four most prominent novels before My South Seas Sleeping Beauty—Sailian zhi ge (Siren song, 1992), Wanpi jiazu (The clown dynasty, 1996), Qun xiang (Herds of elephants, 1998), and Hou bei (The primate cup, 2000)—all draw their subject matter from the lives and histories of ethnic Chinese in that country. As David Der-wei Wang has pointed out, Zhang’s novels mark a departure from earlier works of Malaysian Chinese literature in several respects: their subjective and imaginative approach to historical experience, their exploration of the concept and process of memory, and their engagement with foreign and distant literary traditions, including the works of William Faulkner, Gabriel Garcia Márquez, and the mainland Chinese writer Mo Yan.1 Clown Dynasty is the story of the life of an emigrant Chinese family in the Malaysia of the 1930s and 1940s. But the other three novels all, like My South Seas Sleeping Beauty, describe the life of a male protagonist in Malaysian Chinese society in the decades in which Zhang himself knew that society. Also like Sleeping Beauty, the earlier trilogy addresses the politico-historical turmoil of Malaysia in the fifties and sixties but also shrouds that historical experience in a skeptical fog of cultural imagination and private, uncertain memory.

Zhang is still living in Taipei today. He teaches high-school English and returns to Malaysia only infrequently. It is an open question whether Zhang’s relationship with the land of his birth appears more or less ironic in light of the fact that he is only one of a considerable number of Malaysian Chinese of his generation who have chosen a path that mixes permanent exile and continuous homecoming. Writers born in Malaysia who have enjoyed successful careers in Taiwan, and in so doing placed their marginal homeland at the center of the contemporary Chinese-language literary scene, include Li Yongping and Huang Jinshu.

Zhang Guixing is an excellent exemplar of the traits that have drawn readers’ attention to this group of authors. His works mobilize the Chinese language in powerful and surprising ways to explore the notion of storytelling even while he engages artfully in the act thereof and to weave stories that walk a dazzling line between sensational artifice and the power of raw sensation. Published in 2001, My South Seas Sleeping Beauty is typical of his better-known works in many respects, but Zhang also considers it to be the most accessible novel of his mature period. Given the timing of many of the story’s main events, the reader is tempted to discern an autobiographical impulse lurking within the novel. But the work’s engagement with and enactment of the sheer magic of storytelling also assures readers that it is as undiluted and consummate a work of fiction as can be found anywhere in the world. This translation seeks to convey to readers some idea of the depth of Zhang’s accomplishment.

VALERIE JAFFEE

1. See Wang Dewei, “Zai qunxiang yu houdang de jiaxiang: Zhang Guixiang de Mahua gushi,” introduction to Zhang Guixing, Wo sinian de changmianzhong de nanguo gongzhu (Taipei: Maitian chuban, 2002), pp. 23–24.
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Chapter 1

My little sister’s death was the subject of all sorts of stories. People had begun to spread these stories around just when I was getting old enough to understand a little bit about the world.

The first of the stories goes like this: One day, when my sister isn’t even a year old, she takes an afternoon nap and then just never wakes up. No one really understands what killed her, but in medicalese they call it Sudden Infant Death Syndrome.

The second story has my mother falling asleep on a swing, holding my little sister, who is just over a year old. My sister slips out of my mother’s arms, falls headfirst onto the ground, and breaks her neck with one rapid snap. Until I entered high school, I used to think about that image quite often: of my poor mother on the swing, humming a nursery song. In our garden, a painstakingly arranged labyrinth of vegetation, she is as dignified as the Blessed Virgin, as radiant as a falling star, and I can’t bring myself to take my imagining one step further and wonder whether my mother’s own mistake might have caused the loss of the little daughter she loved.

The third story goes like this: On a summer afternoon, my mother is pushing my sister’s stroller through the garden. She stops beside a pond and falls asleep under a tropical willow. All of a sudden, the stroller slides down toward the pond and plunges into the water, sleeping baby sister and all.

Then there is another, much stranger story. It is a summer evening, and a young Dayak man, who, the story goes, has come to take my father’s head, breaks into our house. There, he finds my mother nursing my baby sister and is astounded by her beauty. He seizes her hand and leads her away into the jungle. The young Dayak is handsome and well built, and my mother is no longer quite herself when she is with him. The two of them spend seven days and nights together in a tree house built by hunters at the top of a giant tree. They eat fresh fruit and drink rainwater, and they bare their naked bodies to the sun, the moon, the stars, and the stares of the aboriginal peoples. When my mother comes home again, seven days later, my little sister has fallen ill with a mysterious disease that is already too far along to be cured.…

But some people tell it differently. They say that, while my mother and the young Dayak were up in the tree house immersed in their affection, my little sister had the bad luck to fall from the tree house and shatter her spine against a huge tree root.

People also say that my mother, when she was saying good-bye to the Dayak youth, knelt on the floor of the tree house, wailed, sobbed, and begged him not to leave her. But the young man was unmoved. She embraced and kissed his legs, but he just kicked her away. Then he stepped over my little sister’s rigid corpse, climbed a tree, and disappeared into the jungle like a cloud leopard, silently and leaving no trace behind him.

Whatever else is true, it’s definitely a fact that my mother, who had been a botany major in college, wouldn’t let anyone bury my baby sister. She let my sister keep sleeping in her tiny bed, and every day she sang nursery songs and lullabies to her. Most likely she thought that my sister was only languishing temporarily, the way plants do in the winter, and that she would be restored to health as soon as springtime came.

At first, I smelled the foul odor only when I passed by my mother’s room. But after several days the smell had begun to spread swiftly through the entire parlor. I shut myself up inside my own room. I stuffed up the cracks around the door with my clothes and turned my face toward the window to breathe in the fresh garden air. At that time, the garden was certainly healthy, but it was nowhere near the extravagantly vibrant place it would be several years later.

When my father and a couple of hired workers wrested my baby sister from my mother’s arms and headed out the door with her, my mother attacked them. I saw her break off one of my sister’s arms in the struggle. Six months after that, I would still stuff clothes in the cracks around my door before I went to sleep. I didn’t want to smell anything like that smell ever again.

As I was growing up, every time a ripe durian dropped from a tall tree to land on the ground with a plunking sound, every time a large jackfruit leaf came floating down from a tree, I would think about the image of my infant sister drifting through the air. People say that the tree house she fell from was over ten meters off the ground. If I had had the gift of clairvoyance, if I had known that my mother would forget herself entirely in the throes of her passion, if I had kept a firm vigil beneath the tree house, then maybe I could have caught and saved my sister, brought her home alive and well.

My sister’s death really was like the tumbling to earth of a ripe fruit or a withered leaf; it seemed, in the end, like a perfectly natural occurrence. The obscured face of that baby girl grew more unreal each time I thought about her, until finally she came to feel like a false memory.

After my sister died, my mother’s stomach began to swell, and nine months later she gave birth to a baby boy. The baby had thick eyebrows, big eyes, a prominent nose, and full lips, and his skin was the color of dates. One look at him, and you knew that he was not my father’s child. On the early morning of the second day after he was born, my father put on his hunting clothes. Shouldering a knapsack, with his rifle in his hand, he picked up the baby while my mother was sound asleep and went off into the jungle. My father spent seven straight days hunting in the forest, killing a number of vicious animals while he was out there. When he came home again after those seven days, he did not have the baby with him.

I watched my father go into my mother’s bedroom wearing an indifferent expression. But then, as he bent down over my mother where she lay, neither asleep nor quite awake, on her daybed, he put a look of consternation on his face. He spoke to her in quiet tones, looking like a repentant troublemaker. My mother’s hands lay flat on her chest, clutching a pitch-black crucifix. Her eyes, detached and terrified at the same time, had been filled with tears for days. My father finished talking, and then he kissed the crucifix in my mother’s hand. But she abruptly raised her other hand and clawed at his face, and then she beat him on the forehead with the crucifix. My father pushed her away and left the bedroom.

My father walked by me. His blood had trickled down his forehead into his eyes. Staring ferociously at me through his own blood, he said: It was a bastard.

I don’t know what kind of lie my father told my mother that day, but my guess is that, at that time, my mother did not know what had really happened to the baby who had been my half-brother. If she had, her reaction would not have been that mild.


Chapter 2

In the mid-1950s, my father graduated from college in Taiwan and brought his Taiwanese girlfriend back to his hometown, in an area of northern Borneo with a large overseas Chinese population, to get married and start a family. My father was a Borneo Chinese, born and raised. He had gone to high school in Borneo and had been among the first generation of students to go to Taiwan for their higher educations. I was born in 1958, one year after he returned to Borneo and five years before my sister who was destined to die early was born.

My father was eccentric. I truly hated him when I was growing up. He was as smart as they come; in high school, he had won a national mathematics championship, and then in an international competition he had defeated the best math students from universities all over the world. In those days, the nearby country of Singapore was promoting the study of eugenics, and the medical school of the National University of Singapore had been trying to persuade my father to agree to donate his exceptional brain to them after he died, so that they could use it for research purposes. After my father declined this honor, several minor periodicals reported that in fact the university’s real plan had been to preserve my father’s brain in formaldehyde and display it in a public place next to a preserved brain of only average intelligence, so that visitors could compare the two brains and admire my father’s. An English-language daily went so far as to report that Singapore’s Department of Education had recruited the aborigines of Borneo to try to hunt down my father’s head right away, at the point in his life when his brain was most mature, his faculties were sharpest, and he himself was at his most arrogant.

That rumor may very well have been the reason why the thieving Dayak who broke into our house was described as a valiant head-hunter. In fact, though, what interested the Dayak was not my father’s head but my family’s fortune. And after he broke into our house, he discovered that my family’s so-called fortune was overshadowed by my mother’s beauty and kindness.

Because of his outstanding academic record, my father naturally had his pick of scholarships to foreign universities when he graduated from high school. But at the urging of my grandmother and in defiance of public opinion, he ended up going to Taiwan, the motherland, for college. The university there didn’t provide him with a cent in scholarship money, nor did anyone there understand that he had a mind of such perfection that it might have been considered a work of art.

It had never occurred to me to ask my father why he decided to study civil engineering, but his later decision to marry my mother, a botany major, struck me as a perfect match.

After my father graduated from university, he sold his inherited property and purchased an undeveloped parcel of land just a few kilometers away from the jungle. He designed and oversaw the construction of our house there himself, tailoring his design to the parcel’s topography and the arrangement of the ten or so giant trees that were the jungle’s little outposts on our land. After my sister died, my mother, in addition to maintaining the trees that were already there, began to plant hundreds and then thousands of bizarre and exotic plants all around our house, with the near-mad fervor to tame frontiers that has characterized Chinese migrants to this place for centuries. It took her more than a decade to get the garden to look good enough to satisfy her.

Our land was vast and fertile. Weeds grew there with a powerful vigor, and the tropical plants were vicious fighters by nature, just like a brood of sisters and sisters-in-law all competing with each other. My mother certainly had her work cut out for her.

My mother must have suffered a great deal when she first began to tame her garden. A few days after she had leveled an area with her shovel, she would find that it was already overrun again by wild grass. Weeds would cover her newly sprouted plants before they had had a chance to grow. Those flowers that did emerge in any quantity were choked to death by creeping vines and parasitic plants. The vitality, the fighting spirit, and the rate of growth of the native weeds far exceeded those of the tropical plants that my mother introduced to the land. I must have been seven or eight years old at that time, and I remember seeing my mother sitting on a bench and crying as she looked at the surging and untamable waves of greenery that were inundating and scouring away the young plants she had cultivated with such care. I would walk up to her and try to lift a shovel, “helping” her with motions more symbolic than truly helpful. Sometimes my mother would ignore me, and other times she would lift up her blouse and yank me toward her sweat-soaked chest. Then I would suck greedily at the milk from her breasts, which were sunken and sagging but still harbored surprising force.

My mother observed and analyzed the conditions in the garden, and eventually she realized that the native South Seas people were able to cultivate this land only by burning away the wild weeds throughout the year. The natives called this the “burning of blossoms.” The weeds were tenacious and wide-ranging enough that no one could ever burn them all, and as soon as the first spring breeze blew they would start spreading again, so one or two burnings were never enough, and the “burning of blossoms” had to be repeated year after year. Only this way, it seemed, could the bad seeds and corrupt growth be rooted out entirely. My mother looked at the evil grasses taking over her garden and decided she had something to learn from the culture of burning blossoms. She broke the garden up into a number of parcels and burned them one at a time, one each day. When a portion that had already been burned began to put forth fast-growing weeds or young trees whose seeds had been sown there by the wind, my mother would burn that portion again immediately, leaving the intruding plants no opportunity to thrive. This was endless and dangerous work for her. Any mistake of any kind, and her fires could spread to the neighbors’ houses or the nearby jungle. Because of this, my mother wouldn’t let me come too close to the fires at first. But then, in the last year or two of the process, when I was nine or ten, she let me take a little plastic bucket full of river water and stand vigilant guard off to one side. It never did much good, but whenever a fire started to burn out of control I would douse it with my water, at my mother’s command.

I have very sharp memories of the years when she was setting fire to the garden, because that was when I suffered from what I called my “fiery cock.” Although my mother forbade me from going too close to the fire, I usually found an opportunity to drift into its vicinity, close enough that I could stomp on sparks with my small feet. When I got bored with that, I would unfasten my trousers and deliver a stream of hot piss onto the fire. Then my small penis would begin to swell and turn red, the glans growing to the size of a doorknob. There was no pain or irritation, and my urine flowed without any trouble. But the weeds were poisonous, the soil was hot and moist, and when the flames were extinguished a sickly miasma would evaporate into the air. A grown-up would have had enough masculine energy to be able to unfasten his pants around these fires with no adverse consequences, but the incipient masculinity of a child was easy prey for an attack of yin. The fiery heat entered my body and subjected my small cock to horrible calamities. In the rural areas of the South Seas, when the fires are raging, children get this illness frequently, so it’s clear that I wasn’t the only one who had ever thought of pissing on a fire. My penis and scrotum trembled ferociously. My red and swollen groin looked just like a male fowl putting on airs or flirting; hence my name for the syndrome: “fiery cock.”

My mother would tug gently at my penis and massage my scrotum, and then she would pick up a black iron pipe. The local peasants light their cooking stoves by bringing an iron pipe to their lips and using it to blow on the fire, and it was said that the only antidote to the poison that caused “fiery cock” was for a woman who had already been through her first pregnancy to blow on the penis through this type of pipe. My mother puffed out her cheeks and brought the pipe close to my child’s cock, swollen to a size that would rival a grown man’s. When she exhaled, I felt a soothing, incomparable burst of cool air moving across my groin. It’s a strange thing, but the next day the swelling would be gone, and my penis would have recovered its original innocence. Despite all this, though, I didn’t stop pissing on the fire. I remember that my mother had to blow on my penis regularly right up until I was ten years old. From these memories, I can deduce that her garden fires must have gone on for three full years.

In fact, my mother’s “burning of blossoms” never stopped entirely; she kept it up in fits and starts. Whenever she felt at all dissatisfied with any bed of flowers in the garden, she would fix it in the best way she knew: by setting fire to the area and planting it anew. When the area that needed to be burned was relatively large, she would hire workers to help keep the fire under control. When the fierce southwest monsoon winds were blowing, they would fan the flames out of control, and often the workers would barely escape with their lives from the garden, which was, by then, already a labyrinth of immeasurable intricacy.

The garden came to be an unsettled, liquid, surging, and murky place. Whenever I walked through it as a child, I would feel like a small boat drifting out of control on the azure sea. Ten minutes after entering the garden, I would be lost: I would be sure that I had only gone a few steps, yet when I would climb a tall tree to get my bearings, I would realize that I had somehow drifted into a remote corner of the garden, like a kite whose string has been severed. I always had to expend quite a bit of effort just to return to my original location: climbing tree after tree to get my bearings, advancing and then retreating, turning and turning again, like a fish swimming upstream.

Sometimes, if I tried very hard, I could make out a few paths through the garden, but within a few days, because of the rapid expansion of the vegetation or because of my mother’s abrupt new plantings or cuttings, those paths would have become just more of the many undertows and whirlpools that threatened to swallow me whole.

My mother, the fanatical gardener, was forever chipping restlessly away at her garden, as if it were her artistic masterpiece. Under the influence of her tempestuous and unintelligible moods, it had become a shape-shifting enigma. She nurtured her plants with the tenderness of a nursing mother, and she dug them up and destroyed them with the mercilessness of an assassin.

When I stood in the garden, or up in the tree house that I would eventually build, and watched my mother busily and nervously working on her garden, it would suddenly occur to me that I was in the presence of a grand and desolate tragedy, equal to the stories of the goddess Nüwa repairing the heavens or the bird Jing Wei trying in vain to fill up the sea.

When I turned eighteen, I faced the fire and pissed on it with all my might, and I found out that the swelling and redness could not affect me anymore. Maybe there was some truth to the native superstitions. Maybe I was already a grown man.


Chapter 3

Because of my father’s reputation as a child prodigy, all sorts of local businesses and government bureaus wanted to hire him after he graduated from college. I still don’t know how many jobs he held at once. But my father usually did not seem all that busy. He understood perfectly well how smart he was, and he knew that he could live a good life without working too hard, that only mediocre individuals needed to struggle to make a living. My father was such a distinguished architect that regional and state governors chose him, over architects who had studied in the West, to design their official residences, despite the fact that his degree wasn’t even recognized in our country. He told me himself that his compensation for designing a golf course for the sultan of Brunei had been enough money to buy a Rolls-Royce and still have enough left over for our family to take a monthlong holiday on Bali. In fact, the sultan had originally wanted to pay my father by giving him one of the more than eighty Rolls-Royces in his garage.

But the sultan hadn’t given my father a Rolls, and that was because of the hood-ornament goddesses. On the hood of each of the sultan’s Rolls-Royces, there was a statue of a comely goddess kneeling in a posture of servile humility that contrasted markedly with the pose—wings spread, head held high—of the normal Rolls-Royce goddess and illustrated quite clearly the subordinate image of women in that Muslim country.

“These statues might seem to your Chinese women to be less than respectful,” the sultan had said to my father, in a voice at once solicitous and haughty. “For us, it is fine to be legally married to four different women, but for you that would not be allowed. You Chinese are so old-fashioned.”

My father wouldn’t state an opinion one way or the other. I suspect that His Majesty was worrying unnecessarily. Once I finally came to understand my father, I realized that women in his eyes were even lower beings than those eighty cowering hood-ornament slave girls. If my father had ordered a custom-made Rolls from the factory in England, he would have probably asked them to put a statute of a female donkey on the hood.

My father let his professional achievements go to his head, and his personal life reflected this. His friends included princes and aristocrats, VIPs in politics and business, celebrities and prominent characters of all ethnicities. They were members of the local Lions’ and Rotary clubs, and they formed all sorts of private recreational clubs—hunting, scuba diving, golf, tennis, flying, yachting, and cricket. All of them were wildly arrogant men, every bit as despicable as my father.

Our house was one of their favorite gathering places, so even though I had no interest whatsoever in these people, I also had no shortage of opportunities to interact with them. On Friday and Saturday nights, my father would make me get dressed up and greet every single guest. After that was done, he would say to me coldly, “Now get out of here. I don’t want to see you again for the rest of the night.”

Once, at a party that had gone on until very late at night, a confused owl ended up in our parlor, where it flew back and forth just beneath the ceiling. My father closed all the doors and retrieved four hunting rifles from his private arsenal. Then he invited the guests to have a go at the owl. Altogether, the heavily intoxicated men at the party fired thirty-some bullets. The one who finally killed the owl was a soccer star who eventually joined the Communist rebels. A little more than a year later, he was living in the jungle with a large Communist gang, fighting off the government troops and lending the party his skills as a sniper and assassin. Eventually, at a National Day parade, he shot and killed, from a distance of over a hundred meters, a Chinese businessman who had refused to give money to the cause of Communist “liberation.” It’s no surprise, then, that his aim had been eerily perfect even on that drunken night.

On the night when the owl was killed, I had been sitting in the study, gazing out the window in the direction of Chunxi’s bedroom. When I heard the gunshots, I went out onto the balcony adjacent to the study to look down into the parlor. There, beneath the flickering lamplight, I had seen a woman climb onto the dining table and immerse the lower half of her body in an enormous glass bowl filled with punch as men fought to get ahead of one another in the line to ladle out a drink. Some of them even stuck their whole heads into the bowl.

They’re crazy, all of them, I thought.

Before the next party, I caught around a hundred bats, and once the party began I set them loose in the parlor. The guests used up all the ammunition in my father’s arsenal and still only managed to kill ten of them. A policeman who happened to be passing by our house in his patrol car thought that a shoot-out was going on inside. A state governor who was among the guests used the six bullets the policeman had with him to shoot down three more of the bats. Most of the guests were drunk that night, and one city council member was almost killed when a stray bullet hit his shoulder. A dozen women were throwing up until sunrise, and one young girl who had drunk herself nearly into a stupor and whose breasts were half-exposed kept knocking lightly on the door of my room.

When my father found out that I was responsible for the bats, he told me that from then on we could dispense with the formality of having me greet the guests at his parties.

I couldn’t tell whether this was a punishment or a reward. In any case, my father soon lifted his prohibition on my presence and demanded that I start coming out again, all dressed up, to bow and scrape to the guests, because it had dawned on him that my mischief had actually injected new life into his parties, which had been growing tiresome. He drew inspiration from me. From then on, his parties descended even further into a carnivalesque atmosphere of absurdity, commotion, degradation, and salacity. At one party, my father staged a performance in which a python he had found someplace swallowed a bearded pig whole; then he cut the python open, extracted the pig, and had both cooked and made into a meal on the spot. At another party, he set loose twenty wild long-tailed macaques and pig-tailed macaques. After the ladies and gentleman in attendance had teased the monkeys shamelessly, a Dayak hunter used a blow pipe and arrows smeared with a virulent poison to kill them, slowly and one by one. For the grand finale, my father invited the guests to pick up knives and experience for themselves the ruthlessness and efficiency of the hunting tools used by the Borneo natives. Those guests would never forget the sight of the poisoned macaques dying in agony.

My father asked me over and over again, “Well, boy? What new tricks have you thought of?”

Sometimes I would keep my ideas to myself, but other times I would answer him, with as much scorn in my voice as he had in his.

Putting leeches in the swimming pool was the last trick I thought of for my father.

He accepted my proposal enthusiastically. On that night, I stood on the balcony and looked down at the radiant lamps alongside the swimming pool, at the indistinct black dots slowly forming clusters in the aquamarine water, at my father and ten other men wearing nothing but swimming trunks plunging into the pool to the raucous applause of the ladies and gentlemen surrounding it, at those men mustering all their strength to fight off the attacking leeches. When the first man climbed out, amid sighs of admiration from the crowd, it finally became clear to everyone what the rules of this game were. The last to climb out was a white man, who had stayed in almost an hour. He fainted while the others were picking the leeches off his body and shouting hurrahs for the conquering hero, and he had to be rushed to the hospital for a blood transfusion. During his life-or-death performance, his left hand had shriveled up until it was the shape of a dog’s leg, and it was left permanently half-paralyzed.

The second-to-last man to climb out of the pool had been my father. Later, my father told Lin Yuan that he easily could have held on longer and been the last man out and that he would certainly never have been gauche enough to faint from loss of blood. “But if I hadn’t climbed out first, that white devil would have killed himself to save his honor.”


Chapter 4

It was a few years after my sister’s death when my father developed his mania for holding extravagant all-night parties. And now I suppose I have to bring up a very unpleasant event from my childhood, one that I will never forget, try as I might. No matter how many times I look back on it, I still can’t bring myself to admit that it might be the reason why my father was going to hate me for the rest of his life.

But I still maintain that I did nothing wrong. I was only six years old when it happened, and what does a six-year-old know?

The Sarawak Communists were at their most active in the sixties. The insurgents used the jungle as a natural screen. From behind it, they waged guerilla warfare against the government, under the banner of the Red ideals of Marx and Mao Tse-tung, for more than ten years. If the British government had not brought in its vicious but valiant Kashmir mercenary troops to help drive them out, then Malaysia, this former British colony incapable of defending itself, might have gone Red before anyone knew what was happening. Like nocturnal animals, the Communists laid low by day and came out at night to wreak havoc, to destroy, to subvert, intimidate, and murder. The military distributed weapons that ordinary people were to use for self-defense. After the Communists’ decline in the seventies, my father supposedly paid inflated prices for everyone else’s guns so that he could establish his own private arsenal. All he got were decrepit, old-fashioned rifles and shotguns, but they served his purposes well enough. Often he would tell people that he had bought the guns more for self-defense than for fun, that he hadn’t forgotten the rumors about the price that had been placed on his head, and that now was precisely the time when his brain was most mature, his faculties sharpest, and he himself at his most arrogant. This sounded like a joke, but the money he spent on those guns was certainly no joke.

The story I have to tell happened in 1964, when my little sister was not yet a year old, when my mother, on her swing, was radiant like a falling star, when that Dayak youth had not yet broken into our house. At that time, my father, just like a good paternal provider, would go hunting in the jungle regularly, even though by doing so he was risking being accused of joining the Communists. I was six years old, getting ready to start school, ignorant, guileless, drawn to the natural world, fond of wandering by myself through the garden—which at the time was still half-fallow—picking wild fruit, hunting for eggs, catching crickets, and thinking longingly about my mother’s rouge-red bosom, so flush with hints of mysterious insight and good fortune, as proud, damp, and swollen as two divine peaches.… One day, past the lush vegetation of the garden and the small stream, full of floating weeds, that ran through it, past the airborne dances of the dragonflies and butterflies, past the white clouds, whose translucent, gleaming, overflowing delicacy reminded me of my mother’s breasts, I saw a long-haired woman dressed all in white moving quickly across the open fields. She bent down in front of the stream and took off her shoes and then crossed the stream barefoot and stood on the near bank gazing at my family’s garden. My father emerged from behind a flowering shrub and went respectfully forth to meet her. His carriage and expression both suggested that he had been waiting a long time for her. My father was afraid to look directly at this woman in white, and his hands were trembling as he handed her a package. The woman took the package, turned around, walked back across the stream, put her shoes on, and disappeared. My father stood straight as a rail on that same spot while she vanished into the field.

My father stood there for a long time, staring dotingly at the field. Then, all of a sudden, as if he were emerging from a dream, he took off his shoes, forded the stream, and knelt, barefoot, on the grass that the woman had walked upon. He kissed the faint, dubious-looking footprints she had left behind her.

I witnessed this same scene at least seven or eight times. When the woman came striding barefoot across the stream into our garden, the bottom of her skirt would get thoroughly soaked. There would be grass stains and dew stains scattered sparsely over her white clothes. Her hair would be damp, her forehead sweaty. She usually came around one in the afternoon. After she left, black clouds would gather in the sky, a northeast monsoon wind would begin to blow, and then an afternoon thunderstorm would stupefy the world. This happened every time, without fail, so that I found myself thinking of that woman as a rain goddess or maybe, given her grace, her otherworldly, lotuslike manner as she crossed the stream, some kind of river goddess. She was something bound inextricably to water, whether it was rain from the heavens or rivers on earth.

One time, my father handed her a red flower along with the usual package. The woman stared at the flower for a while. Without taking it, she turned around to go back across the stream. But halfway across she suddenly turned back again and, with lowered head and muted smile, plucked the red flower out of my father’s hand.

The last time I saw my father give the woman a package, he knelt down and kissed the palm of her hand. She stretched out her other hand to caress his hair and pressed his head tight against her lower abdomen.

I would see my father strolling all alone in the garden, sometimes singing softly to himself, sometimes raising his voice and belting his songs heartily. I had never seen my father so happy before, and neither had I seen my mother as despondent as she was while she was nursing my sister.

One February afternoon, I was sitting on the terrace at the front of our house, trying to make myself a paper kite, when an army truck pulled up in front of our door and ten or so British soldiers jumped out, wearing camouflage uniforms and carrying loaded rifles. They arranged themselves methodically into two perfect rows. The soldier at the head of one row, who had a small beard and was smoking a cigar, patted my sweat-drenched head and asked, “Is your daddy home?”

“Yeah,” I said.

The soldiers filed into the house, rousing my mother and sister from their afternoon nap, but they didn’t find my father there. I don’t know what my mother said to the soldiers or if she said anything at all, but the one who had originally patted my sweat-drenched head came back and patted it again. “Where is your daddy?”

I hesitated.

“Your mom said that you probably know where your daddy is.” The soldier took off his steel helmet, and the hair he brushed down with his hand was blond and as soaked with sweat as mine was. His movements were graceful, and the sight of him smoking his cigar reminded me of the people in imperial dress on postage stamps.

I thought of that little stream and the butterflies, dragonflies, wild-flowers, and verdant grasses that grew so thickly around it, and then I reluctantly put down my half-finished kite. I led the soldiers across the vast and half-fallow garden, toward the stream that divided the garden from the open fields. I was not completely certain that my father was there waiting for the woman in white. But once I saw those dark clouds gathering in the sky and felt that moisture filling the air, once the northeast monsoon wind came gusting through the withered vegetation in the garden and brought to my nose the damp scent of the woman in white’s sweat, I suddenly knew that my father and the woman were there by the stream immersed in their affection, clinging tightly to one another. I was the first one to spot the woman in white as she extricated herself from the arms of my father, who was kneeling on the ground, still trying to cling to her lower body. She turned around, crossed the stream, and was on her way. I could sense that her eyes just then were as damp as her feet. My father stood up and followed her with his eyes. If what happened next had not happened, I bet my father, that time, would have gone after her.

The soldier with the cigar saw my father and the woman first. He gave a signal, and the rest of the soldiers went charging swiftly toward the stream. Then he tapped his cigar, only to discover that it had already burned down to the end, so he flung it to the ground and stamped it out. He took a new cigar from his pocket, held this one in his mouth, and lit it languorously, unhurriedly, with his lighter. After his first, violent puff, he summoned up all his energy to shout something. I couldn’t make out what he shouted, because his voice was as sharp and deafening as the roar of a wild animal.

My father and the woman in white turned around at the same moment, and the same expression of shock and panic appeared on both their faces. The cigar-smoking soldier pressed his hand against my chest to keep me from running forward; then he himself went striding toward the stream, still shouting.

The woman had no time to put on her shoes, and she went dashing barefoot into the open field. My father stood still. He kept moving his head back and forth, looking now at the oncoming tide of soldiers, now at the woman who was fleeing in the other direction.

The sky and the earth were fading into one unbroken stretch of darkness, as the dense, suffocating storm clouds covered the garden. Their guns at the ready, the soldiers broke into two groups and went careening past my father to cross the stream. The cigar smoker stopped in front of the stream and gazed off into the endless field, then turned around and looked at my father, then finally spat into the water. I guessed that the reason he hadn’t crossed the stream was that he didn’t want to get his tall boots wet. When the sound of gunshots rang out, my father began to shudder violently.

A raindrop landed on the tip of my nose, and this made me think that the woman must have gotten away. The rain always fell only after she was gone. This time it rained harder and longer than it ever had before. The cigar smoker used his helmet to keep his cigar dry. My father kept looking off at the field and didn’t say a word, and he refused the cigar the soldier offered him. Suddenly my mother was there, coming toward me, and she grabbed my hand and brought me back to the house.

The rain was falling heavily; visibility must have been no more than a meter. Despite everything that my mother did to keep me from seeing, I still saw through the window, fuzzily, two soldiers, one in front and one in back, carrying a woman dressed in white past our house. I saw that the ends of the woman’s hair were dragging in the mud. A huge red flower fell from her hair, and I was reminded of the red flower I had seen my father give her. Then I finally understood that this time the woman had not gone away as she always did. Or maybe I should say that she had gone away more perfectly this time than she ever had before: I never saw the woman cross the stream into our garden again, though I often saw my father walking by himself beside the water.

After the soldiers finished their protracted inquiries and left, my father came over to me and slapped me on the face with all his might. My mother pulled me to her chest and took the second blow for me.

For almost six months after that, I was afraid to go in the garden because my father was so often there, pacing like a madman on the bank of the stream that bordered the open field, his hair a mess, his face consumed with longing. Once in a while he would take out his hunting rifle and fire it at random. All in that same year, the young Dayak broke into our house, my sister’s short life ended, my mother got pregnant again, and my father wrested my day-old half-brother, that thing he called a “bastard,” from my mother’s arms. Then, over a year after all that, when I must have been around eight, my father finally stopped his walks by the stream and began inviting his friends to our house for his all-night parties. His extravagant passion for entertaining and his determination to inject some kind of stimulant into the stale life of local society all predate my mother’s obsession with her labyrinthine garden, but not by very long.

By the time I was in high school, I finally understood the chain of events that had led up to the incident by the stream. The Communists, whose bases were deep in the jungle and who desperately lacked support and equipment, got a substantial portion of their resources by extorting money, from rich people and ordinary people alike. My father was one of their prime targets. The person they had sent to wheedle money out of him was none other than that woman in white. Everyone said that she had been extraordinarily beautiful, so much so that it was hard to associate her with the Communists; that is quite possibly why they chose her for this mission. The English soldiers who killed her supposedly had no idea what the true relationship between her and my father was. Afterward, though, a number of soldiers were bivouacked at our house for a while, allegedly to keep my father safe from further harassment. It is possible that they were there less to protect him than to keep an eye on him, because the government suspected him of secretly donating money to the Communists. After the soldiers questioned my father several times, though, they satisfied themselves that he was merely a victim, like all the other bourgeois Chinese who had been threatened by the Communists. My mother’s depression, my father’s despondency, and all the different things that eventually came to pass would show me just how strong my father’s infatuation with that woman had been and why he hated me as much as he did. But I stand by what I said before: I was only six years old when all that happened; what did I know about the world?
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