Until Next Year:
Singapore Literature in Translation Special Feature—Part II

The 5th edition of National Translation Month was a tremendous success! Thank you
so much to all the authors, translators, and event organizers who celebrated with us.
We close National Translation Month 2017 on a high note: September 30 is celebrated
worldwide as International Translation Day. We’re leaving you with the second part of
our special feature on Singapore literature in translation curated by William Phuan
and Dan Feng Tan from the Select Centre—highlighting works originally written in
Chinese, Malay, and Tamil.
Stay tuned for more translation news, collaborations, and publishing opportunities we’ll
continue to post throughout the year. Join our mailing list, follow us on Twitter and like
us on Facebook. And, if you like what we’re doing, you can support our efforts by with a
small donation here. It will help us bring more literary translations to an even wider
audience next year.
We hope you’ll continue to celebrate translations throughout the year. If you think of a
way you’d like to celebrate NTM in 2018, drop us a line and we’ll be happy to include it
in our calendar for next year. The world lies open—take time to explore it. And may
Saint Jerome watch over you.
—Claudia Serea & Loren Kleinman
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Lost
Pak Tasrif was still troubled, his anxiety growing in intensity. He had never been this distressed in his life.
He had experienced plenty through life’s twists and turns. He had lived through two world wars. He had
witnessed unexplainable occurrences. He had suffered the loss of two children during wartime. He had
lost his parents, too. Nevertheless, he had accepted all these and moved on. But this time, his worry
penetrated his very being. Every movement felt forced. Turning left felt wrong, as did turning right. Moving
forward didn’t feel right either, the same when he moved backward.
Ever since the people from the mainland had come to the island to investigate and conduct their census,
Pak Tasrif had felt unsettled. From the villagers’ talk, it was clear that the island would soon be taken over
by the authorities for development. At first, Pak Tasrif refused to believe the gossip. Over and over again
he denied that this could be true. But then, when he received the letter from the land across the sea,
instructing him to move to the mainland, he finally realized that it would really happen. Even so, his mind
and conviction did not allow him to face reality.
“I am not moving out. Whatever happens, happens,” Pak Tasrif retorted to his eldest son, his eyes turning
red.
"But, Father, we must move out. We have to. Everyone else is willing to move. They like to live over
there; they want to live in the flats the government is giving us,” said the son, attempting to placate Pak
Tasrif.
“What are they going to do if I don’t want to leave? Evict me? Go ahead!” Pak Tasrif continued to lash out
in anger.
In his mind, he remembered how he first set foot on the island and then stayed on. His sole source of
livelihood had been the sea. He lived off the sea. For fifty years he lived with the sea. The sea that
surrounded his island was so familiar and generous to him. He never once starved; the sea that spread
wide before his house never let his thirteen children go hungry. He only knew how to live off the sea. The
sea was everything in his life. Apart from that, his life on the island was quiet, serene, and unhurried,

unlike life on the mainland. Here, he could take deep breaths of fresh air and feel relaxed. There was no
need to rush and push his way onto buses to get to work. Here, he had many relatives. It made things
easy when it came to funerals, weddings, or Hari Raya. Having all your relatives living nearby was so
convenient.
“If all of you want to move out, then go ahead. Leave me here alone,” Pak Tasrif continued to vent, his
fingers knitting his fishing net that was torn in different spots. His fingers probed the holes in the net that
had turned grey. He did not budge from his position.
“You don’t understand, Father. On the mainland, you will be given a job. Milah, Zainab, Zakiah can get
jobs at the factories. Jobs are easy to come by over there. What’s left over here anyway? If you don’t
want to work, you can always stay home and look after your grandchildren. All of us can support you,
Father.” The eldest son tried again to persuade Pak Tasrif.
Pak Tasrif continued to patch his torn fishing net. The blistering heat speared his skin. The sea glimmered
with the sun’s piercing rays. From time to time, they could hear the pounding of waves on the beach. Pak
Tasrif’s eldest son worked on the mainland as a clerk. Three of his children also worked on the mainland.
Only his daughters were unemployed. All his four sons were married. Pak Tasrif had thirteen
grandchildren. Here on this island, his house was big, spacious enough for all his family members. Pak
Tasrif pictured how his life would be on the mainland. He would be living in a government flat. He once
visited his nephew’s flat in Toa Payoh. He was uncomfortable in that flat and felt cooped up. He found it
suffocating. Right, left, up, down, he felt overwhelmed. He felt hot and restless. He found it uncomfortable
— the flat, no wider than a monkey’s open stride, was too stuffy to live in. He pictured what job he would
be getting. Certainly, he would be offered the job of a trash collector, because he knew of people from the
neighboring island who had been relocated earlier to the mainland. People like him, old fishermen like
him, all were given the job of collecting garbage. He imagined himself carrying trash. It had never crossed
his mind that he would be a trash collector, carrying other people’s waste, lifting other people’s rubbish for
a living. “Oh no, no. It’s better you let me remain here. Let me die in my old boat, let me die enjoying the
fresh ocean air, let me be in these peaceful surroundings. Let me die in peace,” Pak Tasrif groused.
His eldest son just looked at his father. He did not give up. He wanted to persuade the old man.
“We must get out of here, we have no other choice. Over there, our lives will be better, everyone can get
jobs. Milah, Zainab, Zakiah can work in factories; factory work brings high pay now. What’s the point of
staying here on the island? Look at Milah, she’s getting fat. All she does is sleep and eat. You can find
light jobs. We’ll ask for a five-room flat; that will be big enough for us. The compensation we get from this
house can be used to pay for the five-room flat. The government is not taking this house for nothing.
They’ll pay us, we’re not giving it away for free. Anyway, we have to leave. The village folks have agreed.
They prefer to leave this island. They want to live over there, on the mainland! They prefer it.” Pak Tasrif’s
eyes continued to redden as his firstborn continued to persuade him, maybe from sadness, maybe from
anger. His fingers continued to knit his shredded net.
The sea continued to whisper as the sun’s rays speared down. Tiny bubbles floated to the shore and
disappeared when the waves merged with the sand. The sea spread wide. Not a single sampan on the
horizon. Far away, in the middle of the sea, the dark shapes of a few ships could be discerned.
“Besides, we are not the only ones to move out, we are not the only ones who are leaving the island;
everyone else is. Everyone wants to get off the island. We can’t be the only ones living here. Besides, we
will get some money; it’s not for nothing. We are better off living on the mainland. What does life here

offer? Everything is tough. It’s troublesome for our young ones who need higher education. They must
travel back and forth, taking the sampan, taking the ferry. Sooner or later, an accident could happen.” His
son’s voice gained momentum as he attempted to convince Pak Tasrif.
“For hundreds of years, we’ve been on this island, what progress have we made? What did we gain?
How many children from this island get to make their way to university? Hundreds of years we’ve lived
here, what's our progress? What? It’s all the same, then and now, nothing changes, nothing has changed.
Besides, what is the benefit of staying on here? What’s so great? Everything’s difficult. If we need to do
some shopping, we must cross over to the mainland. If we want something, we need to cross the sea.
Then we sway in that unsteady sampan till we get there. If anything goes wrong, we’ll end up dead and
bloated, floating in the ocean.”
The lecture by Pak Tasrif’s son grew increasingly eloquent as Pak Tasrif’s fingers moved faster, mending
the torn net. The sun’s heat continued to burn his skin. Pak Tasrif’s son stood under the shade of the tree
while Pak Tasrif sat on a mat made of woven screwpine leaves. Half of his body was pierced by the sun.
The sun’s rays speared through the gaps between the leaves, toward where Pak Tasrif was sitting as he
knitted his fishing net. Pak Tasrif turned to look at his son with his red eyes. The wrinkles on his eyelids
were visible, intertwined with fine raised green veins. Pak Tasrif’s eyes grew redder still, a sign that fury
was building up in him. On the island, Pak Tasrif was held in awe by the community because of his great
temper. Pak Tasrif was quick to anger when someone opposed his opinions and positions. Pak Tasrif
glared at his son.
“If all of you want to leave, then go ahead! I can live here on my own. Go! Leave!” Pak Tasrif told off his
eldest son who continued to stand under the tree. He looked at his father.
“You talk as if you’ve gone through so much hardship. You forgot you grew up here, lived here. For
decades in this house and on this land, you grew up and became a man and now you know all about
hardship, you say. You know all about drowning at sea, you say, and now you aspire to live in a concrete
flat. Leave then. Who’s stopping you? Leave!”
“It’s not like that…”
Before his eldest son could continue, Pak Tasrif yelled, “Go! Go away! I don’t want to hear you talk again.
Go!”
His eldest son left Pak Tasrif alone, his steps slow and spent. He knew his father’s character well.
Whenever his father’s temper was roused, it was best to avoid him for fear of grave consequences. His
son quickly entered the house. Pak Tasrif stood up, his eyes still red, his fishing net no longer in his
hands. Pak Tasrif headed towards his backyard and his eyes roamed over the surroundings of his house.
Several banana trees were heavy with fruit. The black stemmed sugarcanes were growing thick and
robust. Next to them were their shorter and thicker cousins with fat tubular flower heads, that they called
tebu telur. Along the fence, roses, jasmines and orchids flourished. Pak Tasrif’s heart sank as he looked
at the yard around his house. The redolent fragrance of the cananga flowers filled his nostrils. He had just
cultivated the cananga tree that was now luxuriantly covered with blooms. A few chickens were teasing
each other, the male chasing the female, while a mother hen was focused on scratching the dusty earth
with her six chicks following from behind. Pak Tasrif felt forlorn at the sight of his yard.
Pak Tasrif had struggled to build this house, saving up his money bit by bit. He ate sparingly so that there
would be enough money for the house. He survived by fighting waves, winds, and storms. Pak Tasrif

became one with the sea. His daily catch at sea improved after Pak Tasrif was able to buy an engine for
his sampan three years ago. He no longer had to row his boat to catch fish using his hand-line. With
much joy, Pak Tasrif would go to the sea late at night. Quick as lightning, his sampan would be out in the
middle of ocean, accompanied by the darkness of night. At the crack of dawn, Pak Tasrif would use his
net to catch fish. Even though he was getting on in years, Pak Tasrif remained in good health. The sun’s
heat and the briny ocean air had turned Pak Tasrif’s skin dark. Pak Tasrif could not be separated from the
sea. To him, the sea was his world. How relaxing it was, to switch off the engine, cast his hand-line with
its small hooks into the waters, and then sit back and look up to the night sky, count the stars and talk to
the moon. To gaze all the way down to the depths of the sea, to catch glimpses of the fish, prawns, and
squid that occasionally surface joyfully to release tiny transparent bubbles. How lovely it was to be alone
in the middle of the ocean. How wonderful it was to be in this quietude and play with the waves, currents,
and ocean breeze. How good it was, later in the day, after selling the fish he caught, to sit and chat with
friends of his age at Pak Ali’s small food stall. They would talk about fish, prawns, squid, boats, and their
youthful days. How joyous it was when his son’s wedding day arrived, the celebration was immense; the
bunga manggar — long stalks of tiny flowers stuck atop bamboo poles — were colorful, and the tent was
decorated with fresh coconut leaves. On the day of the bersanding ceremony, when the bride and groom
got to sit on the dais, men, young and old, performed silat movements that were styled specially to be
presented in front of the newlyweds. At night, they played ghazal and sang dondang sayang songs.
During the day, they sang religious songs and recited berzanji, the eulogy in praise of the Prophet
Muhammad.
How festive the wedding days were. And how bittersweet it was when death came to an island resident.
Relatives would visit; in fact, it could be said that the whole island’s inhabitants would come to pay
respects. A crowd would accompany the cortege to the cemetery not far from the deceased’s home.
Young men would eagerly jostle to take turns as pallbearers. Later they would all return from the
cemetery to the deceased’s home and recite Quranic verses and supplications for the deceased’s soul. It
was so convenient to visit the graves of the departed each week. Hari Raya was the most beautiful day
on the island. Children were beyond happy. Starting from the 27th night of the fasting month, small oil
lamps would be lit. Each day, when the time for breaking of fast approached, children would stream to the
small communal prayer hall to collect rice porridge. At night, the mosque would be packed with
congregants for the night prayers specific to the fasting month. On the eve of Hari Raya, the sound of
bamboo cannons was sweet to the ear, as delightful as the aroma of the square rice cakes, or ketupat,
and lemang — glutinous rice roasted inside bamboo cylinders. On the morning of Hari Raya, big groups
of children would come to kiss the hands of the older folks of the village. Neighbors would be busy giving
instructions to slaughter chickens for the special day. Oh, how sweet was everything that happened on
the island, how beautiful and delightful.
“Father, let’s eat!” Milah startled Pak Tasrif from his musings. He looked at Milah, his youngest child who
was just sixteen. She no longer went to school; she had studied up to Primary 6 at a Malay school. Milah
was blossoming physically. What will happen when she goes to the mainland and starts working at a
factory? Oh, he had heard a lot about factory girls on the mainland who became tainted. His wish to have
Milah paraded around the island on a palanquin on her wedding day, to the drumbeat of the kompang,
would not come true. What would it be like, then, when he had to leave his beloved island? How could he
live in a flat that was all narrow and constricted? Without chickens, without the fragrance of the cananga
blooms, without the invigorating scent of the sea. What would it be like, then, when death claimed him,
how would his body be brought down to the ground floor? Oh, the cemetery would certainly be so far
away. How would weddings and thanksgiving feasts be held and Hari Raya celebrated? They would be
so subdued and isolated. Pak Tasrif would feel as if his very soul was snatched out of him. Pak Tasrif felt
as if his life would be like a lump of iron, all hard and inflexible. How could he live in a home that did not

directly touch the earth that God created, the earth that was so cool and bountiful, and the sea that was
so beautiful and captivating. The sea with a thousand secrets that beguiled him.
“Father, come and eat! The rice is getting cold!” Milah stuck her head out to look for Pak Tasrif.
How am I to visit my beloved wife’s grave? Here, every week, every Friday, I can bring roses, jasmines
and canangas to her resting place. These are the flowers my wife adored when she was alive. It was his
wife who planted those flowers. Pak Tasrif thought whatever may come, he could not live on the
mainland. It would be better he died sooner on the island, before it was taken from him. Let him die here,
rather than be forced to live on the mainland.
Pak Tasrif’s anguish continued to grow. Every day he would fret. Staring here, gazing there. Talking to
himself. Pak Tasrif’s visits to his wife’s grave became more frequent. In the meantime, news about the
island being taken away became a hot topic among the villagers. Pak Tasrif became more confused. His
thoughts became tangled. His heart hurt like an open wound splashed with vinegar. Day and night, he
prayed that God would take his life quickly. Let him die before the island was taken away from him. Every
day, Pak Tasrif spent his time sitting in his sampan in the middle of the sea. He spoke to the waves, to
fishes, to squid, to prawns, to algae. Late into the night, Pak Tasrif would return home. He would go back
to the sea the following day.
Seven months passed. The whole village was in an uproar. The villagers looked everywhere for Pak
Tasrif, who had not returned. It was chaos. Then the marine police were called in, and the whole island
became shrouded in silence, as divers searched the depths of the sea in case Pak Tasrif had drowned.
For three days, they searched for Pak Tasrif, to no avail.
As news of the island being taken over gradually returned to the center of the villagers’ conversations,
Pak Tasrif still did not appear and his wife’s grave stayed desolate. Pak Tasrif stayed missing.
Pak Tasrif never returned.
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The Bedroom Travel Agency
Meeting the parents
It was a special day: I was bringing my boyfriend Zhihao home to meet my parents for the first time. We
had arranged to meet for dinner. Mother was extremely excited and instructed the cooks to prepare
something special.
He had taken the bus and alighted across the street from our house holding gifts in both hands. He
grinned foolishly when he noticed me. I burst out laughing when I saw his goofy appearance, his face
hidden behind a bouquet of flowers. I took the flowers and wine from his left hand, so that he had a hand
free to hold mine.
“I want you to be mentally prepared. My family is not like most other families,” I said as I stopped Zhihao
five meters away from the house. “My dad…ah…in short, just don’t be scared.”
“Will… will he beat me up?” Zhihao asked, his eyes wide and his expression earnest. I guffawed as I
answered, “Nope.” “There’s nothing to be afraid of then. After all, I’m so macho and strong.” He puffed out
his chest and made a show of having a muscular build. I burst out laughing, almost dropping the wine in
my hand.
Mother heard our antics from a distance and activated the electronic gate to let us in.
“Welcome!” She reached out her right hand warmly to shake hands with Zhihao and gestured at us to
enter the house through the side door of the kitchen. Something must have happened in the brief time I
was away that required clearing up. That must have been why we could not go through the living room.
“Your house is…huge,” Zhihao whispered through gritted teeth out of the corner of his mouth. “Why
haven’t you told me you’re a rich man’s daughter?” I poked him in the ribs with my elbow to remind him
that Mother was within earshot.

Mother heard him and turned around to look at me with a playful twinkle in her eye. She answered his
question in a voice dripping with sarcasm: “That’s because my daughter thinks that her parents’ financial
situation has nothing to do with her. If you think about it in a positive way, she’s just being sensible. If you
think about it in a negative way, she thinks that she is above all this.” Zhihao nodded, his square-jawed
face reddening.
I said nothing as I stood next to them. Mother was right. Our family empire would already have had an
heir had I cared more about money.
Dinner is served
Zhihao and I had seated ourselves in the dining room when Housekeeper Liu said: “Miss, Madam said
that Second Uncle and the others heard you would be bringing a friend over for dinner so they wanted to
come take a look. They are on the way. I can prepare some snacks for you first if you’re hungry.” I shook
my head and thanked her.
Zhihao and I had skipped lunch so we could get off work early, so I was actually feeling as though there
was a pigeon cooing in my tummy. But I endured. “Father takes dinner very seriously. He would not be
happy if he knew I ruined my appetite with snacks,” I told Zhihao.
My freeloading relatives finally began to show up one after another. Housekeeper Liu invited everyone to
get seated once she saw that most of the guests had arrived and instructed the cooks to start dinner
service.
Everyone pulled up a chair and sat, smiling and glancing at each other, leaving the two seats at the end
of the long table empty; they were reserved for Father and Mother. Much to my annoyance, no one said a
word even though they were obviously curious about Zhihao. But I kept silent for the sake of my parents.
The wooden door that separated the living and dining rooms opened. Mother walked in, followed by a
nurse wheeling Father, wearing blue gloves, slumped in his wheelchair. Mother took small steps, staying
apace of the wheelchair. With one hand holding a micro-camcorder, she spoke into the microphone
installed in the front of the wheelchair. “That’s your younger sister sitting on the left; she is wearing a
yellow top today. Your brother-in-law looks a lot more tanned than the last time we saw him. Look, your
second brother is here today, too; he just got a haircut and is in good spirits…”
Everyone followed Mother’s lead and waved at the camera as she mentioned them. Some of the
relatives, obviously trying to gain some benefit from my family, were especially solicitous. Others took the
chance to tell Father about their plights, that they were tight on cash and needed some money to tide
things over. My mum paid them no heed and moved her camera on to the next person before they could
finish their sob stories.
I expected Zhihao to be caught out when Mother pointed the camera at him. To my surprise, he
introduced himself effortlessly — “Hello uncle, my name is Zhihao” — and reached out his hand to shake
Father’s right hand. From the surprised look on Zhihao’s face, I guessed that Father’s hand must have
been icy cold.
Engaging the five senses

When the servants started serving the appetizers, Housekeeper Liu came over to inform Mother that her
dinner had been set aside on the stove, to be reheated when she was ready.
The kitchen had prepared some spring rolls and salads as appetizers. Father did not like these dishes, so
Mother just waved a green probe over the food. She pointed the camera at the food before turning it
towards the people at the table for him to ‘take a look’ at everyone gobbling the food down. The next dish
was spicy fried chicken wings. Mother knew that this was Father’s favorite, so she picked up a piece with
a pair of chopsticks and began deboning it in Father’s bowl.
“Should your dad be eating such unhealthy food?” Zhihao asked in a low voice, looking slightly worried. I
moved my index finger to my lips and pointed in the direction of my parents, indicating that he would
understand if he watched carefully.
Mother took out a red probe from a bag at the front of Father’s wheelchair, inserted that into the bowl and
began slowly moving it around. About two minutes later, Mother took Father’s gloved hand, and put it on
a cup of cold water before putting the red probe into the water as well.
Zhihao watched, dumbfounded, his chopsticks suspended in mid-air, forgetting that he had wanted to get
some chicken wings for himself.
“Mother doesn’t give the food to Father,” I whispered. “My dad can’t eat. But the red probe transmits
information about the temperature, spiciness, and freshness of the chicken wing into a computer in
Father’s body. The computer will analyze the data so that he can have the experience of eating it.”
“Look at how mum is pressing the probe into the meat. This is to let dad know the texture of the meat and
how crispy the skin is, as if he was actually chewing it. The green probe is to collect information about
smell, and the blue gloves collect information relating to touch. Red for taste, green for smell, blue for
touch. You already know about the camcorder and microphone.” I felt a growing sense of pride as I
explained to Zhihao. Father was a true genius, one who found a way to enjoy food without having to
actually eat.
“I…I get it,” Zhihao said, though he did not have much of a response for a long while after that.
He never left
The sumptuous dinner was quickly consumed by the unwelcome guests, who left once they finished
eating. Zhihao was left sitting amidst the mess of crockery on the dining table, more quiet than usual.
I steeled myself for the barrage of questions he would surely ask: What happened to your dad? Why do
you keep him alive this way? Are you sure he can sense all the things you’re doing for him? Who came
up with this idea? Why do you stimulate him this way instead of letting him rest peacefully?
But Zhihao remained silent.
I spoke first. “My dad, he’s still there.”
“I know. When you talk about him, you use the present tense, not past.”
“But he can’t be like us…” I wanted to explain but Zhihao grasped my hand and stopped me from
continuing.

“You’ve thought up all ways to make him part of your lives even in his comatose state so that he could
continue to feel the warmth of his family. This means that in your hearts, he’s not in a persistent
vegetative state. That’s something I truly respect.” He placed his right hand on his chest to indicate that
he really meant it.
Mother poked her head out from the kitchen door behind Zhihao. She put up ten fingers. She had given
Liu Zhihao a score of ten. Full marks.
Electronic nose
Yes, I finally found a man who loved me before he knew I was from a rich family. My family’s wealth drew
people who found various excuses to drop by, as well as men, and boys, who, for money, would try all
means and ways to win my favor. To deter these hangers-on, we used the excuse that Father needed to
recuperate and moved frequently. We could not shake off our relatives, but at least there were fewer of
the greedy suitors.
I blame this on my family fortune, which came when Father had a brilliant idea one day to combine his
own inventions with Mother’s family business, a travel agency. This grew into the Bedroom Travel
Agency, a name familiar to everyone today as the supplier of the Bedroom Travel Package.
They say that Father was a sensory and artificial intelligence engineer in the early days, who had been
involved in research on the electronic nose: a semiconductor sensor constructed from several types of
metals. This was a bionic smell-detection system that combined intelligent learning, pattern detection, and
recognition algorithms. It was meant to be used for environmental analysis, like testing for air pollution
and analyzing odors. But Father discovered that the technology could also be used for sight, smell,
hearing, and touch. One could bypass the sensory organs to send the data directly to the brain,
transmitting information that stimulates the nerves through probes.
For example, even if you do not open your mouth to eat a lemon. I can send data to your brain containing
information on the degree of sourness of the lemon; I guarantee you’ll salivate.
Bedroom Travel Agency
During the period that Father and Mother were dating, the world saw several natural disasters, wars, and
plagues, which discouraged many from going on overseas vacations. At the same time, inflation caused
the prices of goods to rise in many popular tourist destinations. Overseas travel became a luxury that
most people could not afford.
This did not curtail the desire to travel. People just went online to read about travel and buy native
products from exotic countries. Some satisfied their travel fantasies by watching foreign films. Crowds
would pack the annual mid-year and end-of-year travel fairs. But while there would be many people
browsing, few would actually buy travel packages. Grandfather’s travel agency eventually reached the
verge of collapse.
Father could not bear to see the business empire of his then future father-in-law go down the drain, so he
ventured a bold suggestion. Grandfather made the tough decision to close nine branches and fired more
than eighty per cent of his staff to cut costs. He started revamping his business with the target of
reopening in a year. Grandfather would never have to work with airlines and hotels again because his

new business would involve providing a service that would allow people the novel experience of ‘travelling
without stepping out of the house’.
Bedroom Travel Package
3D movies had long become commonplace by that point. Some cinemas even claimed to offer a ‘4D
experience’, but they over-estimated what technology could do. The master of this technology was
Father.
You could feel as if you were in Paris, having a coffee near the banks of the River Seine, while remaining
next to your own bed. You could feel the warmth of the cup, smell the rich aroma of the coffee, as you
admire the chicness of Parisian ladies, even as your ears take in the accordionist playing Bach’s ‘Minuet
in D Minor’ from 200 meters away. To make the experience even more realistic, Father would
occasionally include wafts of the smells of the Seine as you listen to the evening breeze fluttering by your
ears.
Or you could feel like you were in neon-drenched Mongkok in Kowloon, eating dim sum that melted in
your mouth, then tasting a steaming bowl of fish ball noodles, before shopping at the Ladies’ Market, the
busy sounds of bargaining bombarding your ears. The realism of the visuals, combined with the vivid
information from your other senses, would make it almost impossible not to believe that you were actually
buying a piece of clothing from the hawker.
With Father’s help, bedridden individuals could fulfil their dreams of setting foot on the Great Wall of
China. He also told me that for the experience to feel more realistic, the users would be made to feel as if
they were perspiring and that their joints were aching. The Bedroom Travel Package could deliver any
type of sensory stimulation a user wants to experience.
Priced affordably, the package did away with the hassle of packing, flying, and sleeping on unfamiliar
beds. One need not fear being robbed, acclimatization problems, or infectious diseases. Father helped
Grandfather reverse his losses and later naturally took over the position of Chairman of the company.
But Father did not forget to give back to society. He provided the package free of charge to the
Association of People with Disabilities so that they could enjoy the thrill of going on vacation like anyone
else. Even if you were blind, as long as the related part of your brain remained active, Father would have
a way to send a visual signal to allow you to ‘see’ the magnificent Sydney Opera House sitting on the
water, or the yellow cabs that clogged the streets of New York City. When Father was forty and I was five,
he was awarded the prestigious Most Distinguished Person of the Year Award, and then again for two
consecutive years. Standing beside the blue company sign, Father was awe-inspiring.
Destruction pursues the great
The Bedroom Travel Agency had the world’s largest team whose members travelled to 600 destinations
around the globe collecting data that would allow the experiences to be reconstructed after analysis.
Father had personally embarked on the research trip to the Amazon River. He had wanted to allow a
certain precious little girl (it was me) to experience the mysteries of the rain forest without having to worry
about poisonous snakes or spiders, and to be able to brag about it to friends after the trip. He had told me
that he would throw in a special giveaway in this package just for me: the experience of being stung by
mosquitoes.

That was the last time I heard Father’s voice and felt the warmth of his hugs.
No one knew what happened. There were rumors that Father had been too cocky, and because
destruction pursues the great, he had provoked jealousy among his peers, who poisoned him. There
were no needle marks on his skin nor any spoiled food in his stomach, so the doctors had no way of
knowing what antidote to give him. After hours of effort, they could only revive his cardiopulmonary
functions; he no longer responded to external stimuli.
According to Mother, Father seemed to have had a premonition that something bad would happen before
he left for South America. Before leaving, he gave her a full set of probes connected to a computer, and
instructed her to put it on him if anything were to happen, as long as he was not brain dead. In that way,
he could continue to feel like he was living in this world with us.
A worthy successor
After telling Zhihao all this, I felt despondent. I missed my dad dearly. He would not have travelled to
South America himself were it not for me. My tears finally began to fall at this thought.
Zhihao looked at me tenderly, leaned over and hugged me around my waist. He held me and rocked
gently, his chin on the top of my head, softly humming a melody. I could feel his Adam’s apple moving, as
if he was trying to not cry. I knew he understood; he too had lost his father a few years ago. We were two
sad souls on the same boat.
I felt a bit better as I leaned against his muscled torso and breathed in his scent. After trying so many
times, I had finally got it right.
I took another deep breath. Satisfied, I reached into my pocket and switched off the small green device
inside. I was the only person left in the dining room. Today’s test would stop here.
“How was it?” Mother asked as she walked over.
“Not bad, the upgraded version responded more quickly. There was no visual lag during our conversation
like the last time.” I carefully removed the electrodes attached to my head, neatly arranging them in their
storage case.
Mother nodded in agreement, “Yes, you seemed more natural this time.”
“We’ll need to test a few more times. If every interaction is as smooth as it is today, we’ll be able to launch
this on the market in the second half of the year.”
“Blessed will be the single women of the world,” Mother said with an awkward laugh.
“You’re right. No one will need to go through my experience of meeting men who only want them for their
money. No one will have to go out of their way to act all gentle and accommodating just to please the
men of the world. They only need to input the characteristics of the type of man they want. They will get
hugs when they want hugs; they will have flowers when they want flowers. He will say the right things at
the right time, and will listen to you quietly when you are speaking instead of impatiently telling you what
the solution should be. When you feel you no longer need the man, you can just switch off the simulation.
No muss, no fuss.”

I glanced over and saw Mother looking proudly at me. She reached over to gently stroke Father’s arm. He
did not respond. She said approvingly, “Seems like it was a good decision that you did not take over
Dad’s empire after all.”
I did not agree, as I had yet to achieve what I had set out to do. I had a clear purpose in mind when I
initiated this project. It was easy to reproduce shallow men who knew how to flatter women, but creating a
virtual version of a great man requires time.
“I promise you, Mum. Give me just a few more months and I’ll have Dad back by your side. Wait for me.”
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The Search
That night, he had swallowed an unsentimental farewell before slinging his travel bag over his shoulder
and striding into the pitch darkness. That’s it, he had said to himself – the never-ending fights and the
unforgiveable betrayal years ago had already worn down any sense of kinship between them. “Had it not
been for you, Mother would not have been in that state.” This was what he would say to his father each
time they quarreled. Father would only shake his head, crestfallen, before turning away. More than once,
he had asked himself whether someone of such character deserved the respect he had given for more
than a decade. Yet, the devoted affection and care he had received made him want to put this out of his
mind. Now that he had come of age, he had finally decided to put everything aside. Perhaps leaving was
the best solution for both of them. Perhaps only distance can allow him to forget all the unhappiness so
that he could find his genuine and carefree self.
Aimlessly, he walked on. He felt himself a wanderer, not only physically, but also spiritually; he did not
belong anywhere nor did he have a clear destination. But he felt happy in this state. The world seemed to
extend boundlessly before him, and the only thing he had to do was to travel as far as he could go, the
further, the better. Only in a place where he was unknown could he be unfettered from the past, he
thought. Only in that state of absolute freedom could he find his true self, one with no worries and no
grudges, like a carefree bird soaring high in the clouds.
He walked past crowded city streets, through secluded forests shrouded in ethereal beauty. Finally, he
found a job and settled down in an unfamiliar place. Going out early and coming home late, he settled into
his old routine again, the only difference being that he no longer had to face the man he could not bear to
see. Gradually, however, he found himself struggling to integrate into this new community. With
familiarity, he began to have occasional fights with people that he could not get along with. Subsequently,
he tried all ways to avoid them, even to the extent of changing jobs. He began to feel that the outside
world was not as perfect as he imagined it to be. As he chafed at the strife he experienced daily, he
realized with surprise that he could not forget his past. Often, he would think of his father, wondering how
he was doing. “I’ll never make the first move to contact him,” he thought. “And I will never regret leaving
home.” He knew that his life had become very different from when he was living at home, but he felt
disappointed that he had yet to find the freedom of self that he had yearned for. He had yet to sever
himself completely from the past but he could not help being sucked into the morass of reality.

As the second summer came, he met her, a girl with eyes as bright as the rays of the sun and a soul as
pure as spring water. Her voice and countenance suffused his life, washing everything else from his mind.
One tranquil night, as they sat side by side on top of a small hill, looking at the city lights below them, he
told her his story. “Actually, I came here only because I wanted to be in a place far away from my past so
I could search for another me.”
“Have you found it?” she asked
He kept quiet, for he knew that even though his life had changed all too much after everything, he was
still the same person who left home that late night one year ago. Beneath his resolute appearance
seethed pent-up resentment and deep restlessness.
“That’s because you haven’t transformed yourself yet.” Her words struck his heart like a rolling wave,
“Regardless of past or present, if you cannot forgive, if you cannot confront reality, if you cannot let go of
the past, you are merely avoiding what is there. Wherever you go, things will still be the same – it is you
who have deprived yourself of your own freedom.”
He fell silent and looked over the far horizon, yet he found his gaze drawn towards the light of the stars.
He felt overwhelmed; in the pitch-black canvas of the sky, the sparkling speckles looked as if they carried
in them the tranquility of the entire universe. They shone into his soul, which shivered under their light. He
suddenly felt tiny and helpless – he was still the same wanderer who left his home that late night but the
happiness he had felt before had gone. He understood that what she said was right.
The next night, in a small town, a young man gently pushed open an unlatched door. A dim light shone
through.
“Father, I’m back.”
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The Spider That Lives Outside Its Web
His slender fingers pitter-pattered like a kitten’s feet over my scalp as he massaged my head. Wherever
his fingers roamed, they released the heat of the 4 pm sun. The roots of my hair grew damp with the
warmth of his fingers coupled with the heat of the day. As he worked a Korean oil of some
unpronounceable name into my scalp, he began telling me a story. I had never heard such a story from
him before. This was the first time.
It was rather strange how he would appear when I least expected. Today, Ooi arrived just as I was
engrossed in watching the black-eyed, beige-colored spider spin its web on the ceiling overhead.
Though I never thought about him, I did enjoy his visits. The home had many visitors. Some would bring
presents. Others would come empty-handed but spend time chatting with the residents. There were also
those who busied themselves with various chores – dusting the tables and chairs, changing the bed linen
and making the beds, washing the table cloths, or keeping the many documents and files of the home in
order. The home had thirty-three beds, thirty-three bedside tables with drawers, several wheelchairs, six
large dining tables, forty-eight chairs, cupboards for each resident, and an assortment of furniture, such
as sofas and long benches, as well as medicine cabinets in the two large visitor halls. Then there was the
kitchen with its own array of utensils and cooking implements. There was also a large store-room, a
pantry, a laundry room, a reading room, a gymnasium, and the administrators’ room and office. The
prayer room and another activity room were the only two places with little or no furniture. Tireless labor
was needed to ensure that all the rooms remained neat and tidy. It was beyond what the twenty-six
residents of the home, of which I was one, could do. Hence, there was little opportunity for me to make
friends or speak to others. Some probably thought I was deaf or dumb.
But strangely, I never thought of leaving the home for anywhere else, even when I first moved here. I did
not remember where I had been staying prior to my arrival. Certainly, there must have be a beginning to
my life here. Even then, I could not remember if I ever had an urge or a desire to go back to where I came
from.

He had told me his name was Ooi. Maybe this was not even his name. Perhaps it was an abbreviation of
his full name.
The spider was concentrating on spinning its web, dragging its fine thread and moving in concentric
circles from the center. Like an Odissi dancer, it created with a single move a variety of patterns as it
swiftly did its work. Ooi, too, seemed entrapped in the web. We followed the spider’s every move as it
gyrated, round and round, knitting equidistant circles and linking them to the straight lines. When the
spider began to work on the eleventh circle, Ooi, who was now directly across from me, came over and
helped me up, before guiding me to a wheelchair and wheeling me to the veranda.
As usual, he did not say anything. He had never been one to indulge in customary greetings. I, too, had
never bothered with such pleasantries. On some occasions, his visits would be filled with silence. But
once he started with the story, everything changed. He seemed almost impatient to continue with the tale
and this affected me, too. Or perhaps it was the other way around.
Big pots of plants of various shades of green – from dark green to reddish and light green – lined the fivefoot-wide pathway below. The scorching sun shimmered off the leaves.
Parking my wheelchair near a plant with white-streaked lines, Ooi opened his small bag, fished out a
large and thin light-blue coat and spread it across my neck and shoulders. Then he lifted the foldable
table beside the wheelchair, opened it, and took out some scissors, combs, hair clips, and a mirror, which
he arranged on the table.
Gently running his fingers through my hair, he applied oil. As he began to massage my scalp, he asked,
“Have you ever had spider fights?” His voice had a soft and feminine cadence and I had always enjoyed
its caress. He had used the same tone when he once talked to me about football. There was no mockery
or malice in his question. Neither was there any pressure to reply. His questions were like feathers
floating in the wind.
As I had never even heard of spider fights, I stayed silent. But he continued, without waiting for my
response. “I had many spider fights with true warriors. They were the soldiers of the spider world. I was
probably about 14 or 15.”
Stretching their limbs, both spiders incline their faces with slight arrogance, slowly to the right, then to the
left. They splay their legs and dig in firmly as though readying themselves for a Kathakali dance, the
same lengthy legs that made their rivals quake with fear. Widening their eyes and staring straight ahead,
they flex their limbs, like well-honed wrestlers. In a split second, they pounce, tearing into each other.
Gathering strength, they keep up their attacks. Just as abruptly, they disengage and back up a few paces,
catching their breath. In a few seconds, they come at each other again, making contact every now and
then. Maneuver, pounce, attack, recharge, and attack again. The rhythm continues without losing a beat,
like a well-choreographed dance. After exactly two minutes and thirty-five seconds, one withdraws.
Defeated. First, it moves backwards. The other advances threateningly. But the loser turns away, clearly
indicating its desire not to continue, then quickly scampers out of the competition ground. The victor
thinks of pursuing, lifting several of its limbs in readiness. It pauses for a few seconds, squinting its eyes,
as if in deep thought. Then carefully lifting its legs, one after the other, it struts triumphantly. Then it
moves towards the corner of the ring, where it slumps, exhausted.
Jen quickly nudges Tiger into the matchbox before closing it.

But my Joker can’t lose… neither can I…
The massage ended. He would continue the story on his next visit. Sometimes, he would tell a complete
story in a single visit. Other times, the stories would come in instalments. I used to wonder if the stories
were real or figments of his imagination. But once I learned to take his stories at face value, veracity no
longer mattered. At the time, I had felt that this particular story would likely have no ending.
He wheeled me to the bathroom, which had a reclining chair with an attached basin for washing hair.
Once I settled in, he applied shampoo. As he began to work the shampoo into my hair, I felt the rhythmic
dance of spider legs all over my head. The sensation wandered from my head to every part of my body,
with the minute precision of the tip of a peacock’s feather. As he rinsed my hair, strand by strand, the
coolness of the water enveloped me, refreshing every pore. Toweling my hair dry, he noted drily that it
had grown out and I would need a cut. I could feel the water’s dampness in his words.
By the time he brought me back to my bed and prepared to leave, his face had become as
expressionless as that of a robot’s. He strode away quickly, holding his small bag in one hand while
texting on his phone with the other, as though trying to make up for lost time.
Ooi could be several years older but I felt as if I had become almost his age.
Ooi only sees me when he comes to the home. He does not speak to anyone else. I don’t even know who
he is. Neither does anyone here. Why he looks only for me, I have no idea. I cannot even recall his first
visit. Sometimes, he would come every few days. Other times, it could be several weeks before I would
see him again.
A month later, when Ooi came, I asked him what he had done with Joker, the loser of the fight. Before
this, I had never asked him about any of his stories. He often left some stories incomplete. Some had no
beginning – he would only narrate the ending. Others would have no beginning or end. I used to leave it
to him to decide how he wished to tell them.
Ooi did not continue the story immediately. He began only after he had wheeled me to the veranda,
following his usual routine.
I put Joker back in my little red box. You know the old metal Elastoplast boxes that were flat and
rectangular? It belonged to my mum. When I found my Joker, I had emptied out all the plasters from the
box and took it without her knowledge. I treasured that box. Then I immediately went to find a mate for
Joker. I felt humiliated. I had to win again, no matter what. I had to defeat Jen. When you mate a spider
that had just lost a fight, it becomes euphoric and gains enormous strength. We all knew this. Jen raised
female spiders specifically for this purpose. But Clara and Mei Lee used to pit their female spiders against
each other. The fights were never as vicious as those between males. They never fought till their legs
became useless. But they were certainly brutal. Sometimes, when they attacked, it felt like they were
trying to rip out the hearts of their opponents with their curved talons. Clara’s Rosy fought like this. Clara
too...
He was quiet for a few minutes as he focused on massaging the back of my head. I stayed silent, too.
Only his fingers continued their dance, wandering all over my head. A few seconds later, they slowed as
though exhausted. Only then did he continue.

I was living in Telok Kurau. We shared a large house with eight families near Lorong J, close to Frankel
Avenue. If you climbed down the huge drain that ran behind the avenue and walked a bit, you would
emerge in a small forest.
That was where we caught our spiders. You had to search the plants, one by one. The spiders make
nests out of the leaves and live in them. They build nests by binding two leaves together with vertical
strands of their silk, perpendicular to the leaf surface. You can find spiders in pandan leaves too. If we
see that one leaf was closed over another, we would know there’s a spider within. You have to peel them
open slowly and be ready to catch any escaping spider. It’s very difficult to catch a male spider. But that
day, despite searching all over for a long time, I could not find a single female spider. I had walked the
entire stretch of the canal. But I did not spot a single female spider.”
Just as I was wondering how one could tell a male spider from a female one, he continued.
You can tell if it’s male or female when you lift the top leaf to look into the spider’s nest, just by looking at
the color of the spider’s face. If there are white stripes between the eyes, it’s male. If there are no stripes,
it’s definitely a female. A male spider is bigger and slimmer. A female spider is smaller with a more
rounded body.
I couldn’t find even a single female spider even after searching for several hours. I was exhausted. It was
then I decided…
There was silence again for a few seconds. The massage also stopped. I remained quiet as I had nothing
to say. I could not see his expression as he was standing behind me. But I knew from the stillness of his
fingers that his mind had wandered somewhere far away. After a few minutes, he seemed to collect
himself and suddenly asked: “Have you ever stolen anything”?
“Why would I steal?” I retorted.
Without answering my question, he picked up where he left off.
Jen kept several female spiders. But I did not want to ask him for one. Even the thought of asking Clara
for one made me nervous. I lost my nerve and turned back after approaching her house.
As Ooi continued talking, I saw the images of my teenaged years slowly dissolve. The walls, the roof, the
ceiling fan, the shadows trapped in the fan’s gyrations. Leaving the shadows behind, I had begun
searching for spiders in the bushes. With the help of Ooi’s Joker, I had begun to learn how to have a
spider fight.
Ooi’s stories always led me to different places. This story about spider fights had brought me to a different
age. He might have just wanted to tell me a story but it had already started me on the long journey of my
teenage years.
This time, Ooi was back within a week. He said he would cut my hair today. This meant that he would
have more time to tell me the story. As soon as the usual massage session at the veranda ended, he wet
my hair and prepared to cut it, right there. He took some time to patiently measure the length to decide
how to trim and shape it. As I guessed, Ooi’s story stretched.

Jen lived in our house. His father’s pay was very low. My mother had rented out the house, actually just a
room in the house, to his family for twenty dollars a month. He would do his homework in the living room.
After we finished dinner, he would sit at the large dining table there to study. I would sometimes study
there, too, together with the other children who lived there.
Their homes, or rather, their rooms, did not have lights that were bright. A few would have sub-divided
their rooms to make a small kitchen area. A bedroom would be partitioned off with wooden planks. Others
would do their cooking in the kitchen at the back of our large house. But he alone would sit at the table,
studying throughout the night.
There were eight rooms in our house. As we owned the place, we had two large rooms, a separate
kitchen, and a living room. This was the widest hall in the house and had four lights. My mother would
leave all four lights on when we were studying so it would be very bright. By 10 pm, all of us would have
gone to bed. But not Jen. He would continue studying till my mother turned off all the lights.
That day, I sat directly across from him. I had rehearsed several times what I needed to do.
Along with his books, he would always bring along his three matchboxes and the Elastoplast red box
where he kept Tiger. Now and then, he would open the boxes to look inside. My three matchboxes were
also on the table. One was empty. I could still remember clearly. I was holding my history book. As I
flipped its pages, I kept an eye on his matchboxes. Every time he opened his matchboxes to a look, I
made a mental note which type of spider was inside. He kept the box with the female spider to his left.
One by one, the others left the table. I bided my time. When the hands of the clock in the hall showed
10.30 pm, I used my right hand to position my empty matchbox across from the matchbox to his left.
Mother would be turning off the lights any moment.
I never knew I could move so quickly. The minute the lights went out, I moved the empty box nearer him
and swapped it with his. Then, I quickly gathered my books and my other matchboxes and hurried off to
my room.
I was trembling when I reached my bed. I was gripped with fear. What if he found out what I did? I did not
know what I would do. Mother, who had brought me my bedtime drink of Milo, thought I was having a
fever and felt my forehead.
After drinking the Milo, I took out the matchbox hidden beneath my books and looked inside. It was a
female spider! Hiding the matchbox between some books on the shelf, I went to bed. But I did not sleep a
wink throughout the night.
Like me, Jen was also a student at Telok Kurau School. It was located just after the sugar cane plantation
that was behind Lorong H. I had a bicycle. I spotted him as I left school. Telling him to meet me later in
the field with his Tiger, I pedaled away without waiting for his response.
In those days, the road traffic was light. Within ten minutes I was at home. Gulping down my lunch, I went
to the doorway, looking out for Jen. The minute I spotted him, I rushed to my room, retrieved the stolen
matchbox and looked inside. The female spider was moving around busily. I drew out the matchbox till
three quarters of the box was exposed. I squeezed the spider’s stomach gently to immobilize it. It may
have screamed but it didn’t bother me. I took my Joker and slid him gently into the open matchbox. For a
few seconds Joker remained motionless. Then it approached her, its whole body quivering, its arms close

together, very different from its fighting stance. Then, in a single pounce, it embraced the female and was
on top of her.
I watched them for a while. A strange excitement gripped me. I started perspiring. I tried to calm down,
telling myself that what I felt was just fear of my theft being discovered. When Joker seemed ready, I
gently picked him up and returned him to his red box.
Jen came out of his room when I left mine. Without looking at him, I told him to meet me in the field and
quickly walked off.
The others came with Jen as well, which made me happy. I asked if we could begin. Nodding, he
withdrew the red box from the pocket of his trousers. His red box was larger than mine. We sat down on
the ground in a circle. By chance, Jen and I were sitting directly across from each other. He took out Tiger
from the red box and placed it on top. I took out Joker and positioned him on top of the red box as well.
The two spiders perched on opposite ends. Looking as if he was high on drugs, Joker strutted forwards.
Jen immediately nudged Tiger, who was in a corner, towards the center.
Oh, what a fight! None of us had ever seen such a battle before. Clara was also standing there with her
friends. Those who lived in our house, the street kids, and many others had gathered to watch the match.
No one moved. They stood, crowded together, completely awestruck. Two, three, four, five minutes…the
clock ticked on. My Joker and Jen’s Tiger kept up their attacks, again and again, neither giving in, even
an inch. Suddenly, in the seventh round, Joker went for Tiger’s legs viciously. They wrestled like savages,
as all the children cheered.
Frightened, Jen immediately intervened, quickly separating the two spiders.
The crowd of onlookers grew furious at the abrupt end. Their anger exploded into curses and abusive
words. Incensed, Clara scolded Jen. I felt overjoyed. But as I looked at her, someone snatched the boxes
with the spiders from my hands. Before I could understand what was happening…
When Ooi removed his fingers from my hair and stopped his story, my conversation with Clara ceased. I
felt slightly annoyed. I had begun to enjoy my conversation with Clara immensely. I must have shaken my
head without realizing it. Ooi touched my shoulder gently.
Indicating that he was about to cut my hair, he spread some newspapers beneath my chair and sprayed
some water on my hair. Running a comb through the wet locks, he picked up his scissors and began
snipping away.
Ooi did not say anything more about Clara. Instead, he described how he crushed the heads of the
insects that he caught as food for his spiders and how he caught bed bugs. His scissors accidentally
nicked my neck. I had caught a yellow butterfly that had flown out from the light green plant and it lay
dead, squashed between my fingers. Just as I recognized that my journey’s course had shifted, Ooi
picked up his box and walked away. He did not say that we would meet again.

