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Introduction: Lima

 

 

This fifth book was supposed to have been out by December 2020, and then it was delayed to January 2021. All the stories were there and yet I could not write them. I was setting up my own medical clinic in another part of the country and venturing into all kinds of things. Eventually, I figured out that I should be grateful, that I can do three amazing things: one of which is being a passionate family physician, second is to be a present father and husband, and the third is to be a prolific writer. 

 

However, even after I dropped everything else, I could not write anything. Setting up a clinic was much harder than I thought. It took away so much focus, and in all honesty it was scary. The COVID-19 second wave (or Delta Variant) had hit the shores of this country and froze everything. My clinic staff and I found that we really had to kit ourselves up with our full personal protection equipment (PPE) from face shields to shoe coverings. Everyone was getting swabbed, isolated and in worse cases, quarantined at the national isolation Covid-19 centres. 

 

In time, our movement restriction order or lockdown was finally lifted and people were beginning to busy themselves again. It is strange that I am able to finish writing the book, in between patient consultations. 

 

Since I have new patients from the other end of the country, I now have more ghost stories from the Belait district. With that, I hope you appreciate the stories within the stories, which should add a different flavor in your life. In any case, I hope you have a good fright and stay safe, maintaining social distancing, for whatever reason it may be. 


The Caged Grave

 

 

I was a young six-year-old boy when my aunt had been diagnosed with breast cancer and had undergone chemotherapy. It was the first time I had seen anyone who had become cachectic. Back in the early 1980s, chemotherapy was not only very toxic and painful, it also carried a slim chance of recovery. Now these days, chemotherapy has advanced so much that it is much more tolerable and possibly have much better survival rates. 

 

Her body was buried at the Kianggeh cemetery, which faces the Kampong Ayer or ‘water village’. I was brought along during the first few days where prayers and blessings were performed at her grave. To get there, we had to climb these concrete stairs as the cemetery was on a hill slope, lined with white-flowered frangipani trees. The sweet flower scent mingled well with humid air, and since it would always seem to rain the night before, the flower aroma would linger on to clothes even when we got back home. Sometimes, the elders would tell us that was the scent of the spirits that had tagged along with us. 

 

My late aunt was laid to rest next to my grandfather’s grave, which was where my other relatives were also buried. Although nothing was official, that was our family plot, our final claim for when we are put to rest. 

 

I climbed the flower petal strewn concrete stairs and took note of all the different grave markers; some were grey worn-out wood, some half-crumbling, other graves had dome-shaped grey stone markers, whilst others had more intricately designed granite markers, which I thought did little to improve aesthetics as it was still grey. Some graves were bordered with wood to indicate the size and exact site of the deceased whilst others had concrete or brick borders. I also noticed a few that had a metal grill around the gravesite. 

 

Tree roots criss-crossed the hill and would not stop from going across the actual graves, especially the graves that had no permanent borders. 

 

I wish I could tell you I had behaved in the cemetery, and that I was intently focused during the recitals and prayers, but as a young boy, my mind was filled with intrigue and questions upon questions. 

 

Whilst incense filled the air with its sweet smoky aroma, which we all hoped had mosquito repellant properties, I would stare down on the brown leaves and white flower strewn ground, and admire the large ants that were busy carrying all kinds of finds in the cemetery. They carried parts of leaves, fruits and parts of dead insects. I couldn’t stay still. I leaned on one foot and then to the other and leaned against the tree. 

 

Since no one said anything to me, I crept around the tree to see if anyone would notice if I disappeared. No one did. I suppose grief makes us focus on one thing and forget about everything else. 

 

I wanted to see how big this hilly cemetery was. I thought about venturing to one corner, but a nearby grave had gotten my attention. It was different from the others. 

 

This grave had the usual grey stone marker, a brick and mortar border, and it also had a metal grille border. Unlike the others, the metal grille covered the top part of the grave too, like a cage on top of the grave! It appeared to be an old grave as there was dark green algae flourishing on the red-brown rusty metal grille. There was no Arabic inscription on the stone marker. I looked around to see if any of the other graves had the same ‘architectural fashion’. None of the other graves had a cage-type arrangement. 

 

I went to my father, who was still performing the ‘Tahlil’ recital, and I innocently asked him why that one grave near us had a cage and the others didn’t. Most of my uncles had glanced up from their prayers book, shaking their heads subtly, which I should have immediately recognized as a ‘stop whatever the hell you are doing’, whilst my other uncles gasped in mid-sentence. 
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My father did not stop his prayer recital. He placed his hand on my shoulder and pushed me down to sit next to him. He was the only authority I recognised there. So I sat as still as I could until the prayer recital was finished. My other relatives were busy picking up the white frangipani flowers and placing them in a metallic kettle pot which had been filled with incensed water. I asked my father the same question.

 

“How come that grave has a cage over it? Was the person a prisoner?” I asked loudly. That was the only conclusion I could come up with. 

 

I should have been scolded then and there. Instead, my grief-stricken father told me to stay quiet until we got home. He promised he would tell once we got home. I kept quiet, playing silent ‘eye’ games with one of my cousins. As our family left the area, I noticed everyone was keeping their distance from the caged grave. They seemed more solemn and sombre. 

 

When I got home, my father shared with me the story of the caged grave. 

 

***

 

Salma was a widow with stepchildren, and in the face of poverty and difficulty and the death of her own biological child, she did not have warm relations with her stepchildren. In fact, it could be said she was cruel to her stepchildren. When her stepchildren grew up, there was much resentment amongst them and as much as they wanted to live far apart, they could not. Salma’s late husband left their depilated house to his brother-in-law, Said, who would become the guardian for the property. Hence, a stepmother was bound to her stepchildren into an uneasy existence. 

 

When Salma became unwell, her stepchildren grew even more spiteful, as they had to take care of someone who had brought much suffering in their lives. The eldest stepchildren, Minah, was the one who took the brunt of caring for her stepmother. She had to feed Salma, sponge-bath her, wash her soiled clothes and bedding. 

 

It wasn’t just a thankless job. Salma would berate and belittle poor Minah, who was no longer a small girl that could take a beating. Minah was already in her early 30s and she replied every hurtful word with a salvo of gut-tearing insults. As much as she wanted to walk away and leave her stepmother, she didn’t want the village community to make their dispute to be the village gossip. She wished she could run away, into the arms of a man, but at that age in the 1950s, society considered her as too old to get married. There was a social stigma in marrying a woman in her early 30s.

 

Every day, their tirade of trading insults worsened, turning petty squabbles to shouting matches. 

 

It didn’t help with Salma’s health. One day, after insulting Minah’s late mother, Minah pulled the dirty bedsheets and soiled clothes and threw them into the drain. She stormed in, shouting at the almost naked Salma, wishing her an early and miserable death. 

 

Salma, overwhelmed with anger, cursed Minah, promising to kill her if she ever had the strength to do so. 

 

That same evening, the night skies were filled with towering storm clouds. There was no gentle introductory pitter-patter. It went straight to the chorus of thunderous earth-shaking booms and an intense tropical downpour drumming loudly on to every zinc-tin roof in the village, and overflowing the drains and the grassy neighbourhood. 

 

It filled those who were still awake with terrors from the incessant thunderstorm. The superstitious feared it was the end of days as each lightning and thunder boom rattled their very chests.  

 

Salma was all alone and cold. Her shouts and screams for help went on unheard. She must have been terrified for her life in her soiled, bed-bound state. The next morning, they found her in full rigor mortis, her contorted face in a frozen scream of horror. 

 

They buried Salma at the Kianggeh hill-sloped cemetery. The hillslope was still very much wet from last night’s rain. Salma’s stepchildren were glad she had finally died, but there was a void left from unrequited hate. This was most felt by Minah. Being the eldest, she had always been compared to her late mother, and was the one who had to hear the most vulgar insults about her much beloved late mother. Minah blamed her stepmother for much of her bitterness in her life and not getting married ‘in time’. 

 

Her younger brother Maman consoled her and they reminded each other that all their misery and hate should have been buried with Salma, and they now had a chance to move on and make the better of themselves. 

 

That evening, after the Tahlil prayers, the clear night sky turned on itself again. Towering storm clouds like ghost battleships appeared out of nowhere. The night was unforgivingly frightful again. Minah and her siblings did their best to sleep through the thunderstorm, but they were all lost in their dark thoughts. Each lightning flash and thunder stopped and reset them in their loop of dark childhood memories. 

 

Minah tossed and turned in her bed. She had kept her door open as the light in the doorway gave her comfort and yet kept her eyes wide awake. She had hoped in futility she would fall asleep. She kept on thinking about her last confrontation with Salma. Minah reasoned she had done no wrong to her late stepmother. She began talking to herself, re-enacting in her mind the last shouting match she had with Salma. The satisfaction and yet guilty moment of throwing the bedsheets and soiled clothes into the drain. Salma’s last words echoed in her mind. Minah cried as guilt crushed her heart. She wished she could have reacted better to her stepmother during her last days. Minah whispered to herself, wishing she could find peace with her late stepmother as well as with herself. 

 

There was no warning. Amidst bright lightning flashes and earth-shaking thundering, Minah’s senses were alerted to an evil presence. She felt a dull cramp in her tummy, the hairs on her neck stood up as she felt a chill go through her body. There was an offensive smell in the room that grew intense until she could identify the stench as that of rotting meat. She felt like vomiting, but instead she retched as her heart raced to a flutter.  

 

Minah felt she was in grave danger and jumped out of her bed. Before she could take a step further, she saw a dark silhouette outside her doorway. Minah almost vomited in fear and remained frozen in fear. Without a doubt, she knew the ‘figure’ outside her doorway was not a person. 

 

The dark figure seemed to shimmer in the light. Minah hoped it would disappear when she blinked long enough. Instead, when she opened her eyes, it had entered her bedroom, blocking the only way out. The stench grew unbearable. 

 

Gripped by fear, Minah’s instincts screamed that her life was in danger. A chest-piercing hooting sound filled the room, growing louder and louder with every moment. Minah screamed at the top of her lungs, as the entity moved closer to her. 

 

There was rumbling and a ruckus outside her bedroom as her brother, Maman, and other siblings rushed into her bedroom. They had initially thought a burglar or an intruder with harmful intentions had entered Minah’s room. Maman was the first to see ‘it’ and it disappeared immediately after. His sister, still in shock, was sobbing as Maman embraced to console her. Her other siblings had switched on the lights, but the incandescent light revealed nothing else but Minah and her siblings. 
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They stayed together in the room and eventually fell asleep until dawn. In the morning, Maman shared the thought that he had seen a Tutut ghost, which was also known as the ‘Hantu Pocong’. He described it as being in a dirty white covering. Minah told everyone that she had seen a black demon. Puzzled by the different descriptions, Minah and her siblings recited a prayer for protection. 

 

Maman was going to join his uncles and cousins to continue the tahlil prayers at their late stepmother’s grave later that morning, when he noticed that their house compound area was flooded, whilst the other houses were not. Maman did not have time to speculate so he hurried towards his group and ‘kept mum’ on last night’s encounter.

 

Maman and the uncles were horrified to find a deep hole in the middle of Salma’s fresh grave. The hole was large enough to put both arms through. Of course, not a single one of them dared to do so. There was a stench coming out from the hole. One of the younger uncles tried to explain that the heavy rain could have caused it the night before, but no one would believe him, not even himself, so he stopped trying. The men took turns filling the hole with clay laden soil from around the grave, reciting a prayer whilst doing so. 

 

Maman decided not to tell Minah and his other siblings about what had happened at the cemetery. Last night’s sighting was traumatic enough for Minah. However, rumors and gossip spread like wildfire that day. Minah’s relatives came round that afternoon, partly to check on Minah and her siblings but mostly to survey the house for any physical and spiritual abnormalities so that they could add their findings to the gossip mill. How thoughtful of them. 

 

All day long, whilst unaware of the events at the cemetery, Minah was wondering what had appeared in her room and if there was a reason. She was sure what she had encountered was a Pontianak vampire, but it matched no popular description. She herself had never seen a Pontianak vampire. She kept herself busy by cleaning out the house and then together with her siblings, they cleaned up Salma’s bedroom and started packing her belongings. 

 

One tradition is to clean and prepare the deceased clothes to be given away to the needy. An act of charity. They did not dare touch any of her other belongings. Even though Salma was already dead, they had already unintentionally been conditioned through shouting, mockery, insults and beatings to be subservient towards Salma.

 

By the end of the day, Minah and her siblings wondered who would take over the deceased’s bedroom. It was the largest room and yet no one wanted it. 

 

Minah’s uncle, who had come round to visit them, interrupted the unpleasant thoughts. Unlike their nosy relatives, Uncle Said was a more reserved man who was concerned with what he had seen at the cemetery. He had decided to check up on Minah and her siblings and he would stay for a few nights with them. Uncle Said was the late Salma’s brother, but he was always disapproving of the way Salma had treated her stepchildren. 

 

Uncle Said instructed them to remove a huge chunk of clothing fabric that was lodged and blocking their drain. He pointed out this was the reason the outside of the house was flooded as there was no way for the storm water to runoff to. It filled Minah with guilt as she realised that was the soiled bedding and clothes of the deceased Salma. After Minah and Maman pulled it out of the drain, she instructed her brother to wring as much water as he can, and then to burn it. Maman recognised that it was his late stepmother’s, and after seeing the hole in the grave, he did so without asking any questions. 

 

It was difficult to burn wet fabric, no matter how hard it was wrung. The sooty smoke from the fire stung Maman’s eyes, as he kept on asking himself if they had unleashed a new tragedy on to themselves.

 

That night it rained heavily again. This time there was no thunderstorm, and yet there was no peace as an endless barrage of lightning flashes eerily illuminated the village and the nearby jungle. 

 

Minah and her sisters slept together in Minah’s bedroom, whilst Maman and Uncle Said slept in Maman’s bedroom.

 

Minah could not sleep. She had recollections of the previous night’s encounter and Salma’s last words. She wondered if the two things were connected. She stared at the open doorway and decided she had to go to the toilet. She uttered a prayer as she left her sleeping sisters and headed towards the toilet. 

 

As she walked back from the toilet, she felt very uneasy. She felt as though someone or something was following her. She straightened her back nervously as she shuddered in fear. A foul stench of rotting meat engulfed the hallway. She should run back to the safety of her bedroom and her sister. She should not turn around to see what was behind her and yet she could not stop herself. She swung around to see the apparition behind her. 

 

Face to face with a twisted decomposing face with its menacing eyes wide open and its body wrapped in heavily soiled and no longer white muslin fabric, she had no doubt that this was a Tutut or Hantu Pocong. A demon that had come straight from the grave. Its face so familiar and so distant from what it used to be. She recognised it as Salma’s. Minah tried to scream, but nothing came out of her mouth. The stench grew heavier and heavier, suffocating her quickly. 

 

Minah fell down on the floor, as she became all too aware of her very life fading away. The darkness engulfed her. She could no longer fight it. 


[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

 


When Minah awoke groggily, she wondered if she was already dead. Her siblings and her Uncle Said were nearby. Uncle Said was intensely repeating a mantra. No one had explained anything to her, and she did not ask. She later found out that Uncle Said had rescued her in the nick of time, confronting the Tutut spirit with a powerful prayer incantation. If it had not been for Uncle Said, she would have been dead.

 

The next morning, Uncle Said, Maman and a few of the respected elders visited Salma’s grave. Although they had expected it, they were still shocked to find a large deep hole in Salma’s grave. One elder instructed for them to make a fresh bowl of a local delicacy of sticky sago paste called ‘Ambuyat’. It had to be prepared right there on site, at the cemetery. Broken glass fragments were then embedded in this ambuyat paste, whilst he recited a long prayer. The elder then proceeded to plug the hole with the entire bowl of ambuyat. The others then covered and packed it with clay. 

 

When Uncle Said mentioned how close the Tutut had gotten to killing Minah, one of the other elders suggested building a metal cage on top of the grave, which was carried out that same day. They blessed the metal cage with a ‘guris’ or protection spell. This was the second layer of defense, in case the first failed. They believed that if this failed then Minah and her siblings were unlikely to survive a third encounter. 

 

On returning from the cemetery, Uncle Said went over to Minah’s house. He told them that as hard as it was, they had to forgive his late sister for all her wrongdoings. He also pleaded them to seek forgiveness for all their own wrongdoings towards Salma in their prayers. Uncle Said went on to say that only then would her soul have peace, and their own lives would have peace too.

 

It was hard advice to accept, especially for Minah, but she vowed to try her best, as she knew Uncle Said was a wise and good-hearted man. 

 

After prayers, Minah and her siblings slept in Salma’s former bedroom without any incident. Their nights were peaceful. Minah and her siblings strived to not be resentful, and avoided talking about any of Salma’s misgivings, doing their best to only recall the good memories of her. Salma was a stepmother who faced her own difficulties. In spite that, Salma did try to be a good mother to her stepchildren. 

 

Minah herself eventually found peace within herself. A few years later, and much to the surprise of her village community, she met and married an expatriate trader who had children of his own. She made sure she treated both her stepchildren and children well. 
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