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				Dedication

				To my wonderful son and husband, who give me strength and joy every day. 

				This is my gift to you; or was it yours to me?
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				The ghost with backward feet

			

		

		
			
				It was a quiet day again. Professor Soulisack and Teacher Joy were out, and Inki the dog was alone at home with the chickens. He didn’t mind being alone, and in fact he enjoyed being the one in charge of the house. The five hens – Georgette, Guillemette, Henriette, Suzette and Violette – were pecking around in the yard while Kai, the young rooster, was chatting away with Inki.

				“It’s hot today, isn’t it?” said Kai. 

				“Yes, it is,” answered Inki a little sleepily. 

				“How would you like to take a stroll and go scare the Poulettes? We could hide and jump out at them,” said Kai, who liked to play Professor Soulisack’s game of referring to the lady chickens with a French word. 

				“It’s too hot,” Inki sighed.

				“Sure…but the girls will be expecting it even less! This could be such fun!” Kai was trying to get Inki interested, but he had noticed that his friend the dog was not really in the best of moods today.

				Inki, whose coat was as black as Ink, except for one little white spot on his chest where he loved to be scratched, generally joined in Kai’s games with gusto. And he was usually a very easy-going dog. Now it was true that he could easily be frightened by the noisy motorbikes that are the main mode of transport in the streets of Vientiane, the capital of Laos. This faithful dog living with Professor Soulisack and Teacher Joy had been adopted as a puppy from a nearby pagoda. But before his adoption, he had seen other dogs being run over by the motorbikes, and this experience had filled him with terror. However he didn’t mind the silent electric motorbikes that were now taking over the roadways.

				One of his pet peeves was that he hated – with a passion – any 
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				gardener who messed around with his carefully laid scents. Today, though, was a quiet day and there were very few cars or passersby to be heard on the other side of the wall of their house. And the gar-dener hadn’t come either, so everything was peaceful … although it really was very hot.

				“Maybe some other time…” began Inki.

				“Ok, what’s going on? A little heat never stopped you before!” interjected the young rooster. 

				“Meh,” replied the dog. 

				“Meh? That’s all I get?? Hey, remember me? I’m your friendly roost-er pal! The one who lets you chase his Poulettes! I deserve better than meh,” complained Kai. It was true that Kai let Inki chase the lady chickens. But the Poulettes Gang paid no attention whatsoever to the authority of the young rooster anyway; they were definitely the bosses of the flock.

				“Okay, okay, I see your point,” said Inki, a little sheepishly. “It’s just … that I have something … well, really, really strange to tell you.” 

				“Even better! I love strange stories,” said Kai, jumping around hap-pily and flapping his wings.

				“Well, I hope you’re ready for this… It’s just that … I saw a ghost with backward feet last night,” confessed Inki, barely daring to look at his friend.

				“Whaaaat?” Kai stopped short and opened his eyes as wide as they would go. “You mean like the Phi Kong Koi of Lao folk legends that Professor Soulisack talks about, even laughs about?” Kai blurted out.

				“Yes, exactly like that one,” answered Inki, a little embarrassed to admit it.

				“Look, it’s the heat. It’s gone to your head,” said Kai, not wanting to believe his friend. “GHOSTS DO NOT EXIST. Period.”

				“Well … actually, I’ve seen her before,” Inki admitted, now not even daring to look at Kai.

				“Hey, you really do need to go for a nice stroll and ruffle up the Poulettes’ feathers. Come on! I’ll get them to start pecking over here. Georgeeeeeeette!! Suzeeeeeeeette! This way les Pouleeeeettes!” called Kai. “Ghosts! I can’t believe you’d fall for that…”.

				“I shouldn’t have told you. I knew you wouldn’t take me seriously,” murmured Inki.
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				Kai stopped calling to the chickens, who hadn’t even noticed that the young rooster was trying to get their attention. He looked at his friend, and then asked: “Ok, so what was this ghost doing?”

				Inki said, “She just walked by me and laughed. And, uh, that’s what she usually does. The first time I saw this … ghost, and her name is Phi Kong Koi, was the night I first saw a dog get hit by a motorbike. Also, she walks straight ahead, but her feet point back-wards. She often pops up at night. Last night she winked at me. That was the first time she did that…” And poor Inki’s voice trailed off. 

				“Hmmm. Well that must have been very spooky,” said Kai.

				“Yes, it was,” answered Inki.
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				“Hello there,” murmured a tiny voice.

				Kai jumped nervously, then heaved a sigh of relief, saying “Ohhh, it’s you!” as he recognised young Souricette, the friendly little girl mouse who lived next to the chicken coop.

				Souricette was in the habit of always going out exploring at night, and she would come back to the house with stories about Vientiane’s night life. Now Vientiane is a quiet Asian city in a small landlocked country, and to most observers nothing much ever happens there. But the Mice Information Network – the city’s very efficient “under-cover” network of mice – was there to witness all the quirks and mischief that took place every night in the city: rats stealing pieces of pepperoni from the ‘Italian Job’ pizzeria, cat fights behind the Japanese ‘Sushiro’ restaurant, even people hunting frogs on one of the small canals within the city. The city’s Mice Network knew about everything that was happening, all the time, because with their small size and inconspicuous dull brown colour nobody noticed the mice. They were constantly observing the people along with the animals, and then relaying news about what was going on. Souricette just loved repeating all the latest MIN stories to her friends Kai and Inki in the morning. 

				“My, that’s a rather curt greeting,” said Souricette, who was a very well-mannered and easily offended mouse.

				“Please excuse us, Souricette, we were talking about something up-setting. It’s a pleasure to see you! Help us ease our minds with one of your fun stories,” explained Inki soothingly.

				“Oh thank you Inki, that’s much nicer,” she said. “But before I get started, did Professor Soulisack or Teacher Joy leave anything tasty for us to eat this morning?” she inquired, her whiskers quivering. 
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				Souricette
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