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ONE
Introducing the Palace

I have always lived in the crumbling Kampong Glam Palace. Istana
Kampong Gelam. Because it is white, with rounded arches in a row, it has
the look of an ancient wedding cake. It has always been falling apart, as
long as [ have known it. Even my nighttime dreams are always set inside
the palace compound. Unlike friends and schoolmates, who share exciting
flying dreams, where they sail away over the tiled rooftops through surging
gray clouds beyond tiny Singapore, in my own dreams [ skim low through
the rooms of the palace, barely above the ground. T see the patierned
carpets, the wooden floorboards worn to the smeothness of satin. But
never have I risen above the level of the palace ceiling, not even in my
dreams.

“This is a sign you are a realist,” said my Uncle Chachi. He said it with
satisfaction, as if noting some rare form of genius within the family. [ was
only Agnes, an ordinary seventeen-year-old girl, the last of her line. But it
was also true—realists are rare in our lineage.

The oldest Singaporean families are mixed up mutt-style like ours,
with extended families living together for generations, even now in the
1920s. But the family history descended of Sultan Hussein Shah of Jahore
is more complicated than most. These complications make our family a
bandy emblem of Singapore—not that anyone looks to us this way. It was
best, as Uncle Chachi often reminded me, if they did not look too often
or too closely. We were no longer supposed o be here. We continued

UNU

Prezentarea palatulvi

Am locuit dintotdeauna in palatul ddrapanat Kampong Glam. Istana’
Kampong Gelam. Pentru ca e alb, cu un sir de arcade rotunjite, seamina
cu un tort de nunta de pe vremuri. Se ndruie de cind il stiu. Chiar si visele
mele nocturne se petrec intotdeauna induntrul palatului. Spre deosebire de
prietenii si colegii care au vise captivante, in care zboard peste acoperisurile
din tighd, printre nori cenusii si involburati, dincolo de micul Singapore,
cu, in visele mele, plutesc la mica indltime prin inciperile palatului, foarte
aproape de podea. Vid covoarele cu modele, dusumelele de lemn tocite
si netede ca satinul. Dar niciodata nu am indrdznit si ma ridic deasupra
tavanului palatului, nici macar in vis.

— Asta e un semn ca esti realistd, a spus unchinl meu Chachi.

A spus-o cu satisfactie, ca si cum ar fi remarcat o manifesiare rard de
geniu in cadrul familiei. Eu eram doar Agnes, o fatd obisnuita de saptespre-
zece ani, ultima din neamul ei. Dar era adevirat - realistii apdreau rar in
dinastia noastra.

Cele mai vechi familii din Singapore sunt metise, ca si a noastri, cu
neamuri numeroase care traiesc impreuna de generatii intregi, chiar si acum,
in anii "20. Dar istoria familiei care descinde din sultanul Hussein, sah de
Jahore, e mai complicata decét altele. Aceste complicatii fac din familia noastri
0 emblema a intregului Singapore — desi nu ne priveste nimeni asa. Era niai
bine, cum imi amintea adesea unchiul Chachi, ca camenii si nu se uite la noi
prea des sau prea atent. Nu ar mai fi trebuit sd ne aflim aici. Rimiseserim

', Istana“ inseamna ,,palat” in malaeza, limba nationali din Singapore (n. red.).
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only because we occupiedyso tiny a corner of the British Empire that they
had forgotten about us altagether. Sowe seldom spoke of our past. 1 learned
things as children do—Dby a slip of the tongue, a phrase spoken in the heat
of anger, an ear pressed to a door. I trained myself to be the keeper of our
convoluted family history. Here, then, is the central cast of characters:

Uncle Chachi is actually my paternal great-uncle. He is my
grandfather’s youngest brother—a crucially important fact in this family
history. He was and is the last living male heir. My paternal grandparents
are both deceased, as are my mother and father. They died in the flu
pandemic of 1918, along with several uncles and aunties, two cousins,
and my older brother. It happened long ago, T tell my school chums; T
was a child, too young to ride a two-wheel bike, too young to remember
the details, 'm not the only one, and you needn’t feel sorry for me. In
fact, there are two other flu orphans in our school. Then I glare at my
classmates, to make it clear that pity was not merely discouraged but
forbidden.

Uncle Chachi’s late wife was called Nei-Nei Up. Nei-Nei is Chinese for
grandmother, but after my real paternal grandmother died, my great-aunt
insisted on this moniker. Until T was fifteen, when she passed away, I had
to address my great-aunt as Nei-Nei Up. This was galling to my maternal
grandmother, who was called Nei-Nei Down because she lived downstairs
with the British Grandfather. It made for many unconifortable moments,
this distinction between Nei-Nei Up and Nei-Nei Down.

“It is a bad thing,” Nei-Nei Down would grumble. “They pretend it
means nothing, but down means lower. I am treated like an underling in
my own house, only because my husband cannot climb the stairs. What's
more, she is not your true grandmother; she is merely your great-aunt.
You should call her Nei-Nei Never-Was-and-Never-Will-Be.”

Yet no one grieved harder when little Nei-Nei Up passed away—not
even Uncle Chachi, the widower. Nei-Nei Down was fiercely inconsolable.
She visited the Buddhist temple on Eng Hoon Street three times a day,
lighting red candles and saying prayers. She lost so much weight she looked
like a little white bird, swallowed up in the robes of mourning.

“She was my best friend!” Nei-Nei Down keened. “She was my Chine-
se sister, my little darling! No one will ever understand me as she did”
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doar pentru ¢d ocupam un colt atat de mic din Imperiul Britanic, incét
englezii uitasera cu totul de noi. Asa ca rareori vorbeam despre trecutul nostru.
Am atlat diverse lucruri asa cum fac copiii - o scépare, o vorba rostita la
minie sau tragand cu urechea. M-am antrenat sd fiu pastratoarea istoriei
intortocheate a familiei. latd, asadar, personajele principale:

Unchiul Chachi este, de fapt, unchiul tatei. E fratele cel mai mic
al bunicului meu - un fapt de o importanta cruciala in aceasta istorie de
familie. El a fost si este ultimul mostenitor de sex masculin in viati. Bunicii
mei paterni sunt amandoi decedati, la fel si mama si tatil meu. Au murit
in pandemia de gripa din 1918, laolaltd cu mai multi unchi si matusi, doi
verisori sifratele meu mai mare. S-a intdmplat cu mult timp in urma, le spun
colegilor mei de scoald; eram copild, prea micd pentru a merge pe bicicleta,
prea micd pentru a-mi aminti detaliile, nu sunt singura si nu trebuie sa va
fie mild de mine. De fapt, in scoala noastra mai erau doi copii orfani din
cauza gripei. Apoi ii fixez pe colegi, pentru a ardta clar ca mila nu era doar
descurajatd, ci interzisa.

Pe raposata sotie a unchiului Chachi o chema Nei-Nei Sus,
»Nei-Nei® inseamnd ,,bunicd” in chineza, dar dupa ce mama tatdlui meu s-a
dus, stramatusa mea a insistat sa-i spun asa. Pana cind a murit - eu avand
cincisprezece ani —, a trebuit $i { ma adresez cu Nei-Nei Sus. Acest lucru
o supira teribil pe bunica din partea mamei, careia i se spunea Nei-Nei
Jos pentru ca locuia la parter cu bunicul britanic. Aceastd distinctie intre
Nei-Nei Sus si Nei-Nei Jos a provocat multe clipe de tensiune.

— E ceva rau, bombanea Nei-Nei Jos. Toatd lumea se preface ca nu
inseamna nimic, dar ,jos“ inseamna inferior. Sunt tratatd ca o slujnica in
propria casd doar pentru cd sotul meu nu poate urca scarile. In plus, eanu e
bunica ta adevaratd, ci doar o matusd. Ar trebui sd o numesti Nei-Nei Care
N-a Fost Si Nici Nu Va Fi.

Si totusi, nimeni n-a jelit mai mult cAnd micuta Nei-Nei Sus a murit —
nici macar unchiul Chachi, care ramisese vaduv. Nei-Nei Jos era de
neconsolat. Se ducea la templul budist de pe strada Eng Hoon de trei ori pe
zi, aprinzand lumanari rosii i spunand rugaciuni. Slbise atat de mult incét,
in hainele de doliu, arata ca o turturica alba.

— A fost cea mai bund prietend a mea! se tinguia Nei-Nei Jos. A fost
sora mea chinezd, micuta mea scumpal Nimeni n-o sa mi inteleaga ca ea.
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This was‘probably truewTheir passionate quarrels, their petty jealousies,
their tender truces=—no one in the household knew what to make of them.
The two old women argued, fought, and made up together in a Peranakan
Chinese language all their own, like the language of twins, and the rest
of the family could make out only a word here and there—"“gremlin” or
“extreme beauty” or “monkey brains.”

Nei-Nei Down was lost for a time, without her nemesis. Her people,
those of her generation, were dying out. And I kept forgetting that I no
longer needed to call her Nei-Nei Down. She was now my one and only
Nei-Nei. Still, the habit stuck.

“Nei-Nei D-—dear,” I would say. Or “Nei-Nei D—darling” But I could
never pull it off.

“Never mind the endearments,” Nei-Nei would say, tapping hard on
the back of my hand. Her fingertips reminded me of a woodpecker’s beak.
“Just call me Nei-Nei. That’s easy enough to remember”

And Grandfather, her husband, would chuckle softly. He was born
and raised in the posh West End of London, in the nineteenth century. He
still carried a brolly whenever he went outside, even when he was rolled
out by Nei-Nei Down in his wooden wheelchair. She treated him like a
precious baby. She never let him go out in the rain, though he carried
a lifelong fondness for damp weather along with his umbrella. Most often,
he ended up using it as a parasol against the hot Singapore sun.

British Grandfather was our most distinguished family member. [ was
foolishly, vainly proud of him. When he could still walk, he stood nearly
six foot four in his stocking feet, which made him stand out shockingly
in Singapore, where the people were short and small boned. I was named
Agnes after his mother. Agnes was a strange name for a Singapore
mixed breed like me. T am one-half Chinese, one-quarter Indian
Muslim, and one-quarter British, so you can imagine what I ook like.
Dark-haired, petite, with a small mouth, strangely pale gold skin, and dark
gravish eyes that changed with my mood and the weather. Singaporeans
had trouble pronouncing the name Agnes, so it was shortened to Aggie.
Not by British Grandfather, however. He remembered to call me Agnes
even when he had forgotten everything else he had been, done, or wanted.

Probabil ca era adeviérat. Certurile lor pasionale, geloziile lor meschine,
armistitiile lor tandre - nimeni din casd nu stia ce sd mai inteleaga. Cele
doud batrane se certau, se incdierau si se impdcau intr-un amestec de
chineza si malaeza peranakan' numai al lor, ca un limbaj al gemenilor; restul
familiei nu putea deslusi decat cite un cuvént, ici si colo - ,aghiuta® sau
Jrumusete suprema” sau ,,creier de maimuta®.

Nei-Nei Jos a fost pierduta o vreme, in lipsa inamicei sale. Oamenii
din generatia ei se stingeau. lar eu tot uitam cd nu mai era nevoie si-i spun
Nei-Nei Jos. Acum era singura mea Nei-Nei. Totusi, obiceiul a ramas.

~— Nei-Nei J... jucdria mea dragd, spuneam. Sau: Nei-Nei J...
juvaierul meu.

Dar nu-mi iesea.

— Lasi alintaturile, spunea Nei-Nei, batindu-ma tare peste dosul palmei.

Varful degetelor ei imi amintea de pliscul unei ciocdnitori.

— Spune-mi doar Nei-Nei. Nu e greu de retinut.

lar bunicul, sotul ei, chicotea incet. Se ndscuse si crescuse in stilatul
West End din Londra, in secolul al XIX-lea. Isi lua umbrela de cate ori iesea
din casa, chiar $i atunci cénd era scos de Nei-Nei Jos in scaunul cu rotile
tacut din lemn. Ea il trata ca pe un copil pretios. Nu-1 lasa niciodata sd iasd
pe ploaie, desi el a pastrat toata viata, alaturi de umbrela, pasiunea pentru
vreniea umeda. De obicei, sfarsea prin a o folosi impotriva soarelui fierbinte
din Singapore.

Bunicul britanic a fost mereu cel mai distins membru al familiei noastre.
Eram mandra de el in mod nebunesc si plin de vanitate. Cand incd putea sa
meargd pe picioarele Iui, avea aproape doi metri, ceea ce il fiacea sd iasa in
evidentd in mod socant in Singapore, unde oamenii erau scunzi si cu oase
mici. Am fost botezatd Agnes dupd mama lui. Agnes era un nume ciudat
pentru o metisd ca mine in Singapore. Sunt jumatate chinezoaica, un sfert
indianca musulmana si un sfert britanica, asa ca va puteti imagina cum arat.
Bruneta, micutd, cu gura mica, pielea aurie straniu de palida si ochi de culoare
cenusiu inchis, care-si schimba nuanta in functie de starea mea de spirit si de
vreme. Oamenilor din Singapore le era greu sa pronunte numele Agnes, asa
¢i l-au scurtat: Aggie. Dar nu si bunicul britanic. Isi amintea si-mi spuna
Agnes chiar si atunci cand uitase tot ce fusese, facuse sau isi dorise vreodata.

' Limba vorbita de grupul etnic provenit din emigrantii chinezi in Asia de Sud-Est (n. red.).
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Once, heasked me if I was,the pretty young nurse sent over by the hospital.
Even then, he called meAgnes.

British Grandfather was the happiest member of our extended
Kampong Glam family. Even when we were dead broke-—and we always
were—he seemed not to know it. His pale-blue eyes crackled with life, and
he was always effusing over something that hed seen through his bedroom
window or up in the sky, or lying in the gutter of Arab Street.

One day, it was a stick of gum, wrapped in foil. Probably it had
fallen out of the coat of some American. But I snuck it into the pocket of
Grandtather’s cashmere wrapper and made him promise not to put it in
his mouth.

“Can’t chew;” he said, clicking his teeth at me with a grin. “False uppers”

“And lowers,” I reminded him. British Grandfather cupped his hand
protectively over the gum wrapped in his pocket, as if it were a pet.

The Istana Kampong Gelam, our palace, decrepit as it is, now and then
houses a stray uncle or auntie or cousin who has left home, or suffered an
extended domestic dispute, or has nowhere else to go. They could easily live
in one of the smaller Kampong-style houses that surround the palace and
make up the larger compound, but we Singaporeans like to crowd together.
We never knew when we might stumble over an unannounced relative
stirring pepper pot in the kitchen, or drawing a lavender-scented bath.

Kampong Glam Palace contained fourteen bedrooms; it was
impossible to keep track of them ail. The relatives were the nonpaying
guests. Others were boarders, essential to the meager finances of our
household. These boarders, too, came and went, but with more regularity.

That November, our paying guests consisted of three young men.
Uncle Chachi rented only to males. Id argued forcefully about this with
him, but so far it had been to no avail.

“Men are more trustworthy,” he told me.

“Ha!” said Nej-Nei Down.

[ think he hoped one of them would turn out to be a prince who
would ask for my hand in marriage. That did not seem likely. One of
our boarders, an old childhood friend, was Dawid, a plump Raflles
schoolmate, whose parents had given up their business here, returned
to India, and allowed him to finish his education in Singapore.

12

Odatd m-a intrebat daca sunt asistenta tanard si draguta de la spital. Chiar si
atunci mi-a spus Agnes.

Bunicul britanic era cel mai vesel membru al familiei noastre extinse
din Kampong Glam. Chiar si atunci cand eram séraci lipiti — adica mereu -,
pirea sd nu bage de seama. Ochii lui de un albastru palid scanteiau plini
de viatd si mereu era entuziasmat de ceva ce vazuse pe fereastrd, pe cer sau
intr-un sant de pe Arab Street.

Intr-o 71, a vdzut o lama de guma de mestecat, invelita in folie de aluminiu.
Probabil cazuse din haina vreunui american. Dar eu i-am strecurat-o in
buzunarul halatului de casmir i l-am facut sa promita ca n-o va baga in gura.

— Nu pot mesteca, a climpanit el, ranjind. Aia de sus sunt falsi.

— Si aia de jos, i-am reamintit eu.

Bunicul britanic si-a strans protector palma peste guma din buzunar,
ca si cum ar fi fost un animélut de companie.

Istana Kampong Gelam, palatul nostru, asa pardginit cum e, mai
gdzduieste cate un unchi, o matusd ori un var ratdcit care a plecat de acasa,
trece printr-o disputd casnica sau nu are unde sa se duca. Ar putea locui
intr-una dintre casele construite in stil kampong' care inconjoara palatul si
lac parte din complex, dar noua, singaporezilor, ne place sa ne inghesuim.
Nu stii niciodata cind poti da peste o ruda neanuntata care amesteca tocana
in bucatarie sau isi face o baie cu lavanda.

Palatul Kampong Glam avea paisprezece dormitoare; era imposibil sd
le tinem evidenta. Rudele erau oaspetii care nu plateau. Altii erau chiriasi,
esentiali pentru finantele reduse ale gospodariei noastre. Si ei veneau si
plecau, dar cu mai multa regularitate.

In luna noiembrie a acelui an, chiriasii nostri erau trei tineri. Unchiul
Chachi inchiria doar barbatilor. Ma certasem cu el in legdtura cu asta, dar
tard niciun rezultat.

— Barbatii sunt mai demni de incredere, imi spunea el.

— Ha! facea Nei-Nei Jos.

Cred cd spera ca unul dintre ei sa fie un print care sa ma ceard de sotie.
Putin probabil. Unul dintre chiriasii nostri, un vechi prieten din copildrie, era
Dawid, un coleg plinut de la Raffles. Parintii lui isi lichidaserd afacerile aici,
se inforseserd in India si ii ingaduisera sa-si termine studiile in Singapore.

''Termen pentru ,asezare” sau ,sat” in limba malaeza (n. red.).
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No doubtithey bragged back home that their son lived in a palace—never
mind the peeling wallpaper, the chipped cornices, or the roof that leaked
like a colander. Dawid was no trouble, though his appetite was prodigious.
This only endeared him more to Nei-Nei Down, the family cook.

“I do not trust a man who does not eat, she would say, looking
pointedly at skinny Uncle Chachi.

Another of our palace boarders was Wei, a quiet Chinese student at
King Edward College of Medicine. Despite all of his medical training, Wei did
not want to become a doctor. He lived in the hope that the newly established
Raffles College might someday offer a degree in mechanical engineering. His
passion, if so it might be called, was the designing and building of bridges.

Our last and newest boarder was a sullen young Muslim named Omar
Wahlid. He is not a student, nor does he work. Even Uncle Chachi cannot
coax a word of explanation out of him. Therefore, he is charged the highest
rate in the household.

Our family’s survival depends upon these three boarders, on British
Grandfather’s military pension, and on the still smaller pension Uncle Chachi
inherited through his honored ancestor, the Sultan Hussein Shah of Jahore.
The pension was long ago officially rescinded by the Crown, and yet the check
continues to arrive each month, by way of some fortunate government inefliciency.
Eventually, it must stop altogether. We know this, but we pretend not to know.

Prices jump up and up, while our resources stay the same. We
economize as best we can. No one complains. We have gone from nobility
to genteel poverty to near-desperation in a few generations. We buy only
the cheapest cuts of meat and the scavenger fish that other people scorn.
Chiefly we survive on rice and the vegetables we grow at the back of the
palace, where no one can see. Nei-Nei Down dresses in a way one would
most kindly call shabby. Uncle Chachi has given up cigars and coffee.
British Grandfather is reduced to wearing only his robe and slippers,
bent and folded at the heels. T do not dare ask for a new school uniform,
though the old one has grown scandalously short. We have let go all but
the most essential servants-—and kept those few that remain only out
of pity. Without our help they would be homeless and destitute. A few
months ago, one of them passed away, leaving the elderly Sanang the
only housemaid living under our roof. We paid for the funeral ourselves,
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Fard indoiald ca se laudau acasa ca fiul lor locuia intr-un palat - nu contau
tapetul scorojit, cornisele ciobite sau acoperisul prin care ploua. Dawid nu
licea probleme, desi avea un apetit uimitor. Pentru asta ii era i mai drag lui
Nei-Nei Jos, bucatireasa familiei.

— Nuam incredere in barbatii care nu mananca, spunea ea, uitindu-se
tintd la unchiul Chachi, care era slibinog.

Un alt chiriag al palatului nostru era Wei, un chinez linistit, student la
l'acultatea de Medicina King Edward. In ciuda pregatirii sale medicale, Wei
nu voia sd devina doctor. Spera ca nou-infiintatul Colegiu Raftles sd-i ofere
mtr-o zi o diploma de inginer mecanic. Pasiunea lui, daci se poate spune
asa, erau podurile - sa le proiecteze i si le construiasca.

Cel mai recent chirias al nostru era un tdnar musulman incruntat, pe
nume Omar Wahlid. Nu e student si nici nu lucreaza. Nici macar unchiul
Chachinu reuseste sa scoatd de la el vreo explicatie. Prin urmare, i se percepe
cel mai mare tarif.

Supravietuirea familiei noastre depinde de acesti trei chiriasi, de
pensia militara a bunicului britanic si de pensia si mai micd pe care unchial
Chachi a mogtenit-o de pe urma onorabilul sau stramos, sultanul Hussein,
sah de Jahore. Pensia a fost de mult anulatd de autoritatile Coroanei,
dar cecul continud sd soseasca in fiecare luna, din cauza unei fericite
crori guvernamentale. Intr-o buna zi, va inceta cu totul, Stim asta, dar ne
prefacem ci nu stim.

Preturile tot cresc, in timp ce resursele noastre rimén aceleasi. Facem
cconomie cat putem. Nimeni nu se plange. In citeva generatii am trecut de
la nobili Ia scipdtati si apoi la aproape disperati. Cumparam doar cele mai
ieftine bucati de carne si pestele necrofag pe care ceilalti il dispretuiesc. In
principal, supravietuim cu orez si cu legumele pe care le cultivim in spatele
palatului, unde nu vede nimeni. Nei-Nei Jos se imbraca intr-un mod care s-ar
putea numi, cu multd bunivointd, neingrijit. Unchiul Chachi a renuntat la
trabucuri si la cafea. Bunicul britanic poarta doar halatul si papucii scalciati
siindoiti la calcaie. Nu indraznesc sa cer o uniformd noud, desi cea veche
mi-a ramas scandalos de scurta. Am pistrat doar servitorti esentiali - si asta
numai din mila. Fara ajutorul nostru, ar i ramas saraci si fard adipost. in
urmi cu cateva lani, una dintre slujnice a murit, ficdnd ca bitrana Sanang
si fie singura menajerd care ne-a mai ramas. Am plitit noi inmorméantarea,
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scraping-together our lastdollars and coins to do so. The gardener comes
and goes as he pleases, mostly out of pity. His paying job is on the other
side of the island.

In short, our days under the leaking roof of the Kampong Glam Palace
are numbered, and each of its residents—with the possible exception
of British Grandfather—knows that fact only too well. Time, the great
deceiver, is no longer on our side.

strangand ultimele monede din buzunare. Gradinarul vine si pleaca dupi
bunul plac, tot din mila. Are o slujba platitd in celalalt capat al insulei.

Pe scurt, zilele noastre sub acoperisul gaurit al Palatului Kampong
Cilam sunt nurnarate, iar fiecare dintre locuitorii acestuia — cu exceptia
bunicului britanic — stie asta prea bine. Timpul, maestrul inselatoriei, nu mai
este de partea noastra.



TWO

In Which I Relate the Family History,
Making Some of It Up as I Go

Singapore was the smallest British Commonwealth state in Asia. 1
do not say this to brag, and yet tininess seems as much of a marvel as
immensity. It takes energy for something so small to preserve itself. If not
for the British Empire, Singapore might have been a crumb of land brushed
off into the waters that surround it on every side. Or, more likely, it would
have been swallowed by the Malay Kingdom a mere two kilometers north
across the narrow Johor Strait.

Like all Singaporean children, | was taught at an early age to heartily
thank the English gentleman, Sir Stamford Raffles, who saved the
Singaporeans from themselves. T knew a few homely facts, never discussed
in our history books. These secrets came down my own ornately curved
and twisting family line. For family stories are never as direct as history
books, and therefore they are more true.

1 had never heard my own history, only overheard it. “Why stir
the hornet’s nest?” said Uncle Chachi. Perhaps 1 had invented a past. I
had heard things whispered and hinted at, invented, revised, and argued
behind closed doors. But even doors made of tamarind wood were
not thick enough to fool a child’s sharp ears. Children live by their sense
of hearing. And 1, Agnes Hussein, the orphan, had developed better
listening skills than most. Let’s agree right here at the cutset that memory
is made up of one part perception, one part intuition, and one part pure
invention.

DOI

In care povestesc ictoria familiei,
néccocind o parte din ea pe parcurs

Singapore a fost cel mai mic stat din Comunitatea Natiunilor Britanice
din Asia. Nu spun asta ca sa ma laud; totusi, dimensiunile infime pot fi Ja fel
Je uimitoare ca imensitatea. E nevoie de multa energie pentru ca un spatiu
atat de mic sa ddinuie. Dacd n-ar fi existat Imperiul Britanic, Singapore ar fi
putut deveni un petic de pamant prabusit in apele care-l inconjoara din toate
partile. Sau, si mai probabil, ar fi fost inghitit de Regatul Malay, aflat la doar
doi kilometri spre nord, dincolo de Stramtoarea Johor.

La fel ca toti copiii din Singapore, am fost invatatd de la o vérsta frageds
sa-1 mulfumesc din toatd inima gentlemanului englez Sir Stamford Raffles,
care i-a salvat pe singaporezi de ei insisi. Stiam cateva lucruri niciodata dezba-
tute in manualele noastre de istorie. Aceste secrete proveneau din arborele meu
eenealogic sucit i intortocheat. Pentru ¢ povestile de familie nu sunt niciodati
la fel de directe ca lectiile de istorie i, prin urmare, sunt mai veridice.

Nu-mi aflasem niciodatd propriul trecut, ¢i doar il auzisem din int&uplare.

— De ce sa starnesti cuibul de viespi? spunea unchiul Chachi.

Poate ca inventasem eu insdmi un trecut. Auzisem lucruri soptite si
sugerate, inventate, revizuite si dezbatute in spatele usilor inchise. Dar nici
micar usile din lemn de tamarin nu erau suficiente pentru a pacali urechile
ascutite ale unui copil. Copiit traiesc auzind lucruri. lar eu, Agnes Hussein,
orfana, imi dezvoltasem talentul de a asculta mai mult decit altii. Haide sa
convenim de la inceput ¢i memoria e alcituitd din perceptie, din intuitie si
din pura inventie.



