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to my mother, her mother, and all the women before me, and to kim, who wrote: you can unknow the way home.











昔者，庄周梦为蝴蝶，栩栩然蝴蝶也。自喻适志与，不知周也。俄然觉，则蘧蘧然周也。不知周之梦为蝴蝶与。蝴蝶之梦为周与，周与蝴蝶。则必有分矣。此之谓物化。


Once upon a time, I, Zhuangzi, dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, to all intents and purposes a butterfly. I was conscious only of my happiness as a butterfly, unaware that I was Zhuangzi. Soon I awakened, and there I was, veritably myself again. Now I do not know whether I was then a man dreaming I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly, dreaming I am a man. Between a man and a butterfly there is necessarily a distinction. The transition is called the transformation of material things.


—Zhuangzi, “The Butterfly Dream” (tr. Lin Yutang)


These women are one hundred per cent infected . . . the sight of these painted dolls behaving shamelessly in public is a blot on the fair name of Singapore.


—Letter to The Straits Times, August 13, 1946
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CHAPTER ONE



DEVOTIONS


1972


Adeline stared at the back of Elaine Chew’s head and thought about setting God on fire.


It would be an inconvenience to the chapel, which was still fairly new—the stained glass had only been put in a decade or so ago. The small organ, however, had allegedly been playing hymns for St. Mary’s Girls since Mother Marguerite St. Moreau and her Sisters of St. Maur had been sent over from Paris in eighteen fifty-something to bring faith and learning to the neglected girls of the Straits. The nuns hadn’t been alone in their mission: their Anglican counterparts had arrived soon after bearing the protestant face of God, and some century or so later the St. Mary’s girls were constantly competing with the various Methodist Girls’ schools for devoutness, preening status, and rich husbands plucked from the swim team of the Anglo-Chinese Oldham’s boys.


Nurturing said devoutness, the Secondary Four cohort of St. Mary’s turned the pages of their hymnals and sang as the organ ached on. Adeline Siow was squeezed on the pew between Surya Mohanan, who was half-heartedly delivering a decent rendition of “Amazing Grace,” and Ooi May Woon, who was passionately giving a terrible one. Adeline, who also couldn’t sing but at least didn’t try to inflict that fact on others, studied Head Prefect Elaine Chew’s faux sweetheart bob in front of her and imagined lighting the strands like wicks.


Adeline would never actually do it, of course. But when she was bored she started wanting to burn, and her imagination needed something else to feed the restlessness in her veins. It was very easy to imagine that being Elaine, given that Elaine was a preternatural bitch. It was either her or the hymnal, so fragile and flammable—and then from there wouldn’t the entire chapel catch, with all the wood that was in it? It was inadvisable.


Recently, though, the devotions around St. Mary’s had been getting more impassioned. There was a group that now met three times a day in the clock tower, where they prayed loudly in an incomprehensible babbling language, from which they came down holding hands and looking smugly serene. Bishop Lim was more excited than Adeline had ever seen him in ten years. He was calling it a revival, said that young people were suddenly coming to God in schools all across the island. Once, while singing just like this, a girl had burst into tears.


The organ player played the last ponderous chord, putting an end to May Woon’s singing and finally allowing the girls to sit for the sermon.


Adeline gave the bishop a few droning minutes before realizing that today would be one of those sermons about modesty and womanly virtues. There had been a sharp uptick in these themes for this final year of secondary school, when the girls had all gotten their periods and were preparing to go either to work or to pre-university—with boys! as some of her classmates liked to titter about—and thus had to be urgently impressed upon that the nature of a St. Mary’s girl was godly and steadfast, and crucially virginal, like their patron.


Adeline corkscrewed in her seat, catching her form teacher’s attention. “Mrs. Wilson,” she whispered, widening her eyes, “may I use the restroom?”


The ancient Mrs. Wilson, who Adeline was convinced must have been around since Marguerite herself set her chaste foot on the bank of the Singapore River, sighed and waved her off. Adeline jostled past Surya’s knees, earning a hiss of annoyance, and slipped out to freedom.


The chapel restroom had a broken tap and permanently wet tiles, and the lights emitted a fly-encrusted buzz, but it was empty. Adeline locked herself in the stall closest to the entrance. The other one was said to be haunted, but unfortunately, this stall had a presence almost worse than a ghost. Someone had thrown away their pad badly, and the bin had congealed blood on the lip. Behind the door, an abandoned wet PE shirt sweated on the hook. The cubicle smelled like rot.


That didn’t matter, either. Alone at last, Adeline snapped her fingers, and flame sparked on the tips.


The heat radiated all the way up her veins, pulling her senses into the flickering orange. Her nails turned gold as she let the fire settle over the whites. She breathed with it, reveling in her own indestructability and the feeling that she could do absolutely anything right now. Or, perhaps, that she could not do anything—that her surroundings remained unscathed only because of her benevolence, and weren’t they lucky, then, that her mother had taught her restraint?


She and her mother shared the same ability, if it could be called that. Her earliest memory was her mother lighting candles during a blackout, the little orange pulsing in the fire’s heart. See, don’t be afraid, it is light.


“A-a-deline.”


Adeline startled and extinguished the flame. Was chapel already over? She’d lost time. She often could, if she let her focus drift. Yes—her watch had jumped twenty minutes and there were three pairs of feet outside, about to bang on the door.


Adeline yanked the door open, making Elaine Chew stagger forward with her fist falling through thin air. “All three of you?” Adeline said. “Scared you’d get lost?”


Since joining forces in primary school, the Marias had crawled upward through the hallowed halls of St Mary’s as a catty, three-headed beast, named less for the hallowed school halls and more for their three-part rendition of “Tonight” at their Primary Five talent show. They were dedicated members—leaders, even—of St. Mary’s own revival, but Adeline had known them long before they became so pious. Kwa En Yi had the habit of puking her guts out in this very toilet for that paper-flat stomach; she was netball team captain and self-proclaimed future Singapore Girl, by virtue of said stomach and her long deer legs. Wang Siew Min, whose hotshot lawyer father had monthly lunches with the prime minister, was the doe-eyed, big-haired beauty queen who aspired to never work a day in her life. Then there was Elaine Chew, the inexplicable ugly sister to two Cinderellas: richer than both her friends combined but newly pimply and aggravating, drunk on the power of her striped tie and booking card.


“You missed all of chapel. Mrs. Wilson asked us to find you. Tummy issues?” Elaine added caustically. Generations of Chew wealth did not show in her manners. All of them would only learn to hide their cruelty better; Adeline could see them all in ten years, fat kids on the hip, having afternoon tea to talk about all the women less fortunate than them.


She reveled in hating them for the next decade. “You would know about toilet troubles, wouldn’t you?”


To her deep satisfaction, Elaine still flushed, even though she had to have known she was walking into that one. Elaine had been Adeline’s first real friend when they first started school. Enough such that, at one of their sleepovers, Elaine had confessed to being a chronic bed wetter. I’ve never told anyone that before, she had said. It’s so embarrassing.


Adeline shrugged. I’ve heard lots of people do it. But compelled to trade a confession, she almost told Elaine about her fire. She thought—fervently—that Elaine might be awed, despite what her mother said, and then she would have someone who wasn’t her mother to share this secret with, and it felt like the most important thing in the world then, having a conspiracy with another girl. But in the end Adeline got spooked. I don’t know who my dad is, she had said instead. I never had one.


Elaine’s eyes widened—it seemed like an acceptable transaction. They became closer friends: Adeline taught Elaine to do her hair. They traded erasers and stickers and had each other written down on the first page of their address books. Adeline even helped Elaine draw hearts on those damn invitations for her ninth birthday party, because she was inviting Siew Min and En Yi—even then, the Beautiful Ones, the kinds of girls you could see would be blessed with legs and cheekbones and figures once puberty bestowed itself upon them—and wanted the cards to be perfect.


But at the party, Adeline overheard Siew Min and En Yi making snide remarks about Adeline not having a father. She had the dawning realization that she had become the conspiracy, the currency to be traded. It was also then that she had the other dawning realization that Elaine was a two-faced cow. She ate the birthday cake, took her goody bag, and then in art class the next day, dumped an entire bottle of Elmer’s into Elaine’s French braid.


The common enemy of Adeline had been all the Marias needed to form a blood pact for the rest of their years. Elaine, victorious, successfully ingratiated herself with En Yi and Siew Min. They started calling Adeline Xiao Siao, little crazy. Elaine caught her stealing her fountain pens, so Adeline poked her hard in the arm with the evidence. Stabbed was the word their form teacher used, while whipping Adeline’s hands with the wooden ruler, but it wasn’t Adeline’s fault the sharp point had been out. Then the Marias had spread a rumor that Adeline kept dead birds in her bag, so Adeline had gone to the wet market before school, bought freshly severed chicken heads, and threw them, still leaking, into Elaine’s locker. Elaine’s scream was worth Adeline getting offal on her shoes. No one could even prove she’d done it. But Xiao Siao had carried on through secondary school, and the Marias found all sorts of things to tell everyone about her, and Adeline often, as today, spent worship envisioning them on fire.


“What’s on your shoes?” Siew Min said now.


Adeline looked down and realized her issue-white shoes were speckled with ash. She had to shuffle back through her memory to recall: the flames on her fingertips not being enough, grabbing a wad of toilet paper instead to burn into the toilet water at her feet.


“Were you smoking?” Elaine demanded, almost gleefully. She was already reaching for her booking card, a row no doubt already saved for Adeline’s name. The demerits and suspensions practically glittered in her eyes.


The unfair lot of life: how they could all wear the same starchy white blouse and hiked-up blue pinafore, tie their hair with the same dark blue ribbons, and yet around the Marias Adeline still felt like she existed the wrong way. She’d been born in December, early and jaundiced, too eager, so her mother had made the decision to hold her back a year at school, making her one of the few girls now turning seventeen. Adeline didn’t think it had done anything except give the Marias ammunition to tell everyone she had brain damage.


She wasn’t even convinced the Marias liked each other, but she couldn’t deny they were more powerful together. No matter how blatantly they flouted the rules, hiking up their skirts or painting their nails, nothing had ever touched them. They were only more popular and more poisonous. It was better to have friends you didn’t like than no friends at all.


It didn’t really matter what she said in reply to Elaine’s question, in the same way that a cat didn’t care which way the mouse twisted. But Adeline’s patience for long games had worn thin.


“Find out for yourself. Pat me down.” She threw out her arms, making Siew Min yelp. “I don’t have cigarettes or a lighter. You want me to show you?” She rummaged in her pockets and pelted its contents at them: her coin purse, a pen, a packet of chewing gum. She had a reputation to uphold—one that the Marias had been very successful in helping to create—and so if they wanted crazy, they could get crazy.


She made a show of kicking off her shoes and turning them over in front of their faces, demanding, “See what you want yet?”, and relishing in their growing horror. Finally, when she tugged down the collar of her blouse to put her hand through her bra, Elaine snapped.


“Okay! Just get back to class.”


En Yi and Siew Min looked disgusted. Elaine threw Adeline one last contemptuous look and hooked her elbows around the other girls’. They flounced away, a mutter of Xiao Siao whipping around the door.


Adeline smirked as she put her shoes back on and washed the remaining ash off her hands. She would gladly drop out of school, if not for her mother’s fervent belief in St. Mary’s vision for its students: godly women of the future. The school led daily devotions, taught in English, and produced accomplished girls who would secure respectable, even distinguished, jobs. It was a modern institution, and like tattoos, drugs, or long hair on men, magic was for uneducated gangsters. It had no place in the proper city, which her mother had worked so hard to raise Adeline in.


The teachers were keeping a sharper eye out now that it was approaching seventh moon and the veil to hell was thin. Any girl caught with talismans or suspect potions was immediately taken to task, even though the most you found around here were harmless trinkets to lose weight or encourage a boy to fall in love with them. Most St. Mary’s girls accepted that all this was beneath their shiny badge, and should be shunned.


Adeline’s fire, however, was not these novelty magics. She’d understood that even before coming to school, thanks to her mother’s very clear rules: Keep it small, keep it hidden. She couldn’t stop, but if she followed those rules, she didn’t have to stop.


Even if her mother had.


Ash scrubbed away, Adeline grabbed her things off the floor and swiped a coat of gloss over her lips, taking her time to get to first period in the new wing. St. Mary’s had started as a modest single room of eighteen girls whose merchant fathers donated to the school’s founding. Its enrollment had quickly outgrown its premise, though, and so it began buying up the land around it, adding one wing and then a chapel, until the original schoolroom had to be torn down entirely to build a larger, taller one in its place.


Now with two thousand students to its name, St. Mary’s had recently added a new block of classrooms for the older girls. There were rumors that pieces of the original schoolroom still remained—in the foundations, or perhaps in chalk dust that had stuck stubbornly to a corner. Unlike the newer government schools erected by policy, St. Mary’s had grown from honest kinship and the mission of faith, a century’s worth of success to show in its funds. But the enrollment was rising still, with the way families had bloomed after the war and the growing demand for English education. The administration was talking about establishing a bigger campus. Not an expansion this time—they had run out of neighboring land to acquire. They would have to move all the girls somewhere else entirely. It would be a long, disruptive, tedious affair, worse before it got better.


Thankfully, Adeline would already be gone by then.
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CHAPTER TWO



DRESSING FOR THE AGE


After she’d changed out of her uniform, Bus Sixteen took her almost to the department store. Sometimes nearer, sometimes farther, depending on what shape the roads were in that day. Today the bus rattled right through, past a little park that hadn’t been there before, and deposited her around the corner to Jenny’s. When Adeline was a child, the store had been a modest one-room in Chinatown. In the years since, it had become two vaulted stories in colonial white, fringed by a manicured garden with flower bushes amidst paved paths and raised fountains. The old painted sign had been replaced by shining engraving, the creaky fans by a bubble of lightly perfumed air-conditioning. The one room had become a dazzling glass-fronted atrium with glossy pink tiles and a staircase sweeping up to the upper floor, which held the men’s, children’s, and other lifestyle sections. Upstairs was where the offices were, as well, and where the offices were, Adeline’s mother was.


The ground floor was a flowering boulevard of bright prints and flowing bohemian silhouettes. It bustled with a cheerful Friday afternoon buzz. Five years ago, as the class of working women rapidly expanded, cheongsams had still been the height of women’s fashion. These days shoppers came in wanting to look like Parisian models or American film stars. The impractical cheongsams were relegated to the back, for stately visits and more traditional occasions. Western fashion was in full swing. A new nation, more cranes than real birds by the roads, Hollywood films and American fast food sweeping up the populace, televisions in every home—possibility was in the air. Everyone was looking to update, and they came to Jenny’s to learn how. Tai tais in pearl necklaces gossiped in mingled languages over silk blouses. Haughty twenty-somethings eyed minis and vinyl go-go boots with dreams of nights out, while husbands and boyfriends skulked in their footsteps. All their faceless hands brushed against the clothes on the racks as they browsed. Adeline slipped through the customers, hands moving as well, dipping in and out as she made her way to the stairs.


“—going to see the opera on Friday and a film after—did you see what’s playing?”


“—color looks atrocious on me—” There, a slim ring.


“—some property in Kuala Lumpur, I’m sure he got the money from some loan shark—”


“—sound of the construction, day in, day out. Now I got a migraine—”


“—braised fish! I said it was our anniversary; I wanted filet mignon—”


“—about to go back to Oxford—” There, a velvet coin purse.


“—hosting the datin, completely sprung it on me—”


“—want to open flights to Saigon again—”


“—that article about how many prostitutes have diseases? They need to just clear the whole street out, don’t know why the government not doing anything—”


“—appropriate for the reunion, or not? They already don’t like me—”


Here, a wallet sticking out a back pocket. Adeline slipped it from the man’s jeans as she sidled past, flipping it open to look carelessly through its contents and taking twenty dollars before tossing it back onto the floor along with the coin purse. The ring was pretty, and she kept it on her finger. The owners of the other items would find them again sooner or later. Adeline had always had the grand sense that everyone who came into Jenny’s belonged to her and her mother. They came here to dress themselves, they swapped out hangers and stripped in the changing rooms; here, everything on their bodies was in a temporary state. They came on and off all the time. Adeline was merely speeding up the process. Anyway one day this would all be hers.


The pickpocketing was a bad habit she’d acquired when she realized she was quite good at it. People let her get close to them. Small, young schoolgirl. She didn’t register as a threat, and that fascinated her. She was admiring the ring—a false gold band set with a cheap green stone—when she realized someone was snapping their fingers at her.


“You.” Snap, snap. It was a familiar customer, an older woman with a gaudy European purse and an elaborate perm who wanted to show off more wealth than taste. “Last week I saw this skirt in a brown color. Why is there no more on the rack? And why have you not replaced it?”


The woman’s proper name was Fan Tai Tai; the staff privately called her Ma Fan Tai Tai, because of how often she harassed salesgirls and wouldn’t take anyone else’s advice. The brown, for example, would be a hideous color that would make her look ten years older—certainly not a choice any of the women from old families would have made. Adeline assumed she was new to the wealth, perhaps recently well-married or with a husband that had struck a successful business venture.


Adeline had no intention of being the woman’s errand girl, but the idea of keeping up the act was amusing. “Let me check the back for you,” she simpered. “Can I see?” She reached past, pretending to take a closer look at the skirt in question. As she brushed past, she undid the clasp of the woman’s bracelet and palmed it neatly into her pocket. “Just a minute,” she said sweetly, and went off in the direction of the storeroom.


Along the way she grabbed an actual assistant. “Wait a few minutes and then tell Ma Fan Tai Tai her brown skirt’s out of stock.”


She finally made it to the upper floor, which was much quieter. She examined Fan Tai Tai’s bracelet properly: not a chunky bangle, which was popular with the younger girls these days, but an old-fashioned silver link chain with a single diamond strung into it. It had caught her eye because it wasn’t like the woman’s other gaudy pieces. An heirloom, perhaps?


Adeline stowed both bracelet and ring, anticipating her mother’s scrutiny, but when she approached her mother’s office door, there was a conversation already happening behind it.


“We’ll have something brought over if you really need it. What, you need me to handle something like this?”


Adeline leaned against the door and examined her nails, eavesdropping liberally. There was a long pause, and no response—her mother was on the telephone. “Won’t listen to you? Then make them listen to you. How do you expect to do this without me if you can’t even get them in line?”


It was always pleasing when someone else was on the receiving end of her mother’s condescension. Adeline picked at her cuticles. St. Mary’s had a rule about keeping nails short; she held her fingers up to her eyes and turned her palms back and forth, measuring them against her nail beds and deciding what color she wanted to paint them once the school term was over.


“Send someone down to the White Orchid tonight, make sure everything’s above board. You know how Ah Poh gets with some of his dealings.”


The White Orchid—a brand? A new business venture? A new branch? Adeline hadn’t heard the name before. It sounded like her mother was addressing a foreign team, albeit in the same language. The Johor branch, or maybe even a Taiwan or Fujian contact. Her mother’s ambitions grew every year, which made the store’s main funder, the Hwangs, more than happy. Malaysia had been the first foreign branch. Maybe next year there would be another.


“And come by the house tomorrow—during the day, my daughter will be at school. I . . . There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”


Adeline frowned and leaned in closer, but the phone clicked in the cradle. Switching to halting English, her mother addressed someone else in the room itself. “Sorry. Please, continue.”


A man’s voice pitched through the door in a rash Australian accent.


“Oh, no worries. I was just saying—the girls are going to be tired of dressing like soldier boys, Kim, I’m telling you. The denim’s gotta be softened out, they’re wanting to look womanly again. Voile, satin, emphasis on the bust and waist—shirtdress, pleats, halters—romantic, you know.” A drag-length of a pause. “Singapore is just pulsating with potential. Everyone in Melbourne’s talking about it. Biggest new market in the Pacific. You’ve got a finger on it in this place. Good on ya. That’s why I want to work something out with you.”


Suddenly the door opened with a flick of cigar smoke. Adeline was revealed to a tawny Caucasian man, more to his surprise than hers. He was oily-faced and square-built, but otherwise well-groomed. His suit was tailored exquisitely, down to the handkerchief fold.


Adeline’s mother grimaced. “My daughter.”


“Ah, of course!” There was no of course about it; she and her mother looked nothing alike. “Pretty, aren’t you, if you’d smile a bit more.” He beamed at Adeline, then said in exaggerated slowness: “You like fashion, sweetheart? Dresses?”


Adeline expressly did not smile more. “Sure.”


The Australian took the hint, or else simply didn’t intend to bother with a teenage girl. “I’ll call back tomorrow,” he returned to her mother, undeterred. “Or I’m put up at the Marco Polo—you can reach me there.”


“Goodbye, Mr. Bucat.”


Mr. Bucat squeezed Adeline’s shoulder as he left past her. Adeline made a face, at which her mother scoffed, at which Adeline was reminded that her mother possessed an aura that took Adeline’s breath away; she was still and imagining, carved from something with warm luster under her skin that rippled as she beckoned Adeline over.


“Jiak pa bo?” She switched back to their native language with the relief of a held breath released. Have you eaten?


She had had to learn enough English to stumble through the increasingly necessary conversations with Western businessmen. Meanwhile, Adeline had burst into tears on her first day of kindergarten because the teachers and all the other children spoke English and she’d grown up learning her mother’s Hokkien. Now—from school, from the radio, from her frequent trips to the cinema and now the TV—Adeline was more than fluent in both. “Not yet,” Adeline responded in Hokkien.


Her mother got up from her chair. “Come, try this on for me.”


On the far side of the room there were two headless mannequins and a full-length mirror. One mannequin was naked; the other had a flowy orange dress on, which her mother slipped free. “What do you think?” her mother said, when Adeline had put it on. “Would you young girls buy it?”


“It’s hippie.” Adeline watched the mirror as she was turned left and right. “I think people would like it.”


“Hmm.” Calloused fingers undid Adeline’s braid, strands snagging on longer nails as they unwound and untangled. Adeline liked her mother’s feverish fingertips against her scalp, the only fleeting reminders these days that Adeline got of their shared power. Lingering heat stroked through her hair as her mother arranged it over her shoulders, frowned critically at the reflection, then twisted it into an experimental updo. “You have homework?”


“Not much.”


“Your exams are in a few months.”


“I know.”


“You’re going to do well in them.”


It was never a question. Her mother, who’d dropped out of school once the war started and didn’t know a thing about Shakespeare or Mayans or algebra, was adamant that her daughter make it to university. When her mother spoke like this, with ferocity, Adeline nodded. But really, something about that vision of the future only filled her with more malaise the closer she got to graduation. Who cared? Who cared about any of it. Having a good job, tittering about swimmer boys, making your way in the world, falling in love, making a home, whatever, whatever. Adeline would like to spend the rest of her life pretty and entertained, and could get all of that as she was, and why did she need anything else?


When they took the dress off, her mother examined her. She was in her underwear, and her mother was in her usual long-sleeved dress, covering nearly everything. Her mother had both hands on her shoulders and they were staring at the reflections of themselves and each other. “You should eat more. You’re too thin.”


Her mother was not conventionally beautiful—thin brows knitted over a flat nose that was cricked on the bridge as though once broken, and she had flat cheeks and a permanent pucker in her lips. Adeline had inherited her slightly wily features, but with an elevated edge: higher cheekbones, a stronger nose, double eyelids, thicker hair. She’d always wondered if her mother was conscious about her looks, and so didn’t like to appear in public. When the local news had begun wanting to cover the store, Adeline’s mother had turned the ambassadorship over to Genevieve Hwang, the glamorous rubber-tycoon wife who’d decided to bankroll her mother’s dreams, for reasons Adeline still could not comprehend. Auntie Genevieve got to be the enterprising female face of the store, and Adeline’s mother got to do the actual work unseen.


Her mother wasn’t often forthcoming on these business matters, even though it was all Adeline was really interested in. Adeline almost asked about the White Orchid, but something told her she couldn’t let on that she’d overheard that part of the conversation.


“Ma Fan Tai Tai is here again,” Adeline said instead, finally putting her clothes back on.


Her mother paused. “Did she see you?”


“She asked me to find her a skirt.” She couldn’t read her mother’s expression. “What’s her husband’s business, anyway?”


“Land, mostly.” Her mother deftly braided her hair back. “We’ll leave in three hours. Go study.”


In the old store, she had once spent her after-school hours working behind the counter and hanging dresses. But now that they could pay for all the staff, and St. Mary’s academic standards needed more and more work, her mother had set up a spare office for her to study here instead. Adeline sat down and twirled in the chair but was not thinking much about school. The White Orchid, she thought idly, scribbling numbers on a worksheet. A supplier? A partner? Whoever her mother had been speaking to was clearly here in Singapore, if they were arranging clandestine meetings while Adeline was at school. Perhaps the White Orchid was local as well, and she could find it in the Yellow Pages. She should know what her mother was up to.


At 5:30 p.m. sharp, her mother emerged as promised to drive them both home. They opened opposite doors, sat, reached for seat belts. Adeline cranked the window down just a sliver. They were the only two in this car, in the city, in the world.


Her mother shook out a cigarette. Adeline cut a glance across in time to see her pull out a lighter. Flame sputtered from the metal mouth.


Coward, she thought.




This house was their third home in Adeline’s lifetime.


She had vague memories of the first place—winding tenement stairs and factory noise, and a pudgy boy who’d tried to scare her by showing her a scorpion in a jar. Then for about six years they’d moved to one of the new Housing Board estates, high-rise marvels housing three hundred families, mostly people rehomed from squatters and villages. Adeline had liked that one-room flat, and the playground at the foot of the apartment block.


Adeline had mostly played on the swings alone; even back then the other girls had seemed to find her off-putting. As such she’d had a lot of time to watch and learn: how the playground was run by older boys who claimed to be part of some gang or other and loitered at the top of the dragon slide, while secondary to them were the buzz-headed nine-year-olds, often shirtless, who crouched in the sandpit fighting spiders out of matchboxes when they weren’t running errands for their elders. She learnt which of the spider boys was a sniveling lackey and which would likely go on to join the dragon kings; which of those kings was flirting with which of the girls, and how when they got a little older they started hanging out under the slide instead, touching each other and smoking and drawing their initials on the wall. That estate had been comfortable. There had been places to get lost in the dozen floors of corridors and stairwells, people to watch at all times.


Then Jenny’s really took off and her mother had announced they were moving again. This house was much bigger than the two of them needed, but it was more appropriate for her new success, and closer to the neighborhoods where many St. Mary’s classmates lived. It had four bedrooms and two floors, a garden with a gate, and a fence that it did not share with its neighbors. It had a twenty-one-inch television and a washing machine. Adeline was used to competing for her mother’s affection with Jenny’s, and occasionally with Genevieve Hwang, whom her mother seemed to always be having meetings with. When they moved here, Adeline had realized she had a third rival. Not a speck of dust was allowed to settle in her mother’s newest pride and joy. They had made it, her mother had said, and it would be perfect.


As they stopped in the living room now, having shut both gate and front door behind them, Adeline’s mother kissed her on the forehead. Her lips were unusually warm. “Study hard. It’s important.”


Adeline felt like saying if you say so, but instead she said, “I know.”


As a child she’d often secured her mother’s attention with destruction. She had learned quickly that the pretty warm light on her fingers would catch when touched to anything else, and that, like a moth, her mother would drop everything to come running the moment something began to smoke. It was like she could sense it from across the house, or even if she was beyond the gate. She would stamp it out, or fetch the pail if it had gotten big enough, and then she would fetch the cane. Eventually she’d realized Adeline would not—could not—stop, which was when she’d set the rules: small and hidden.


Now Adeline was old enough to realize her mother was just weak. She had not always been so avoidant of the fire—it used to be a game between them, warm glows in the dark to help Adeline fall asleep. Her mother had once prayed every day, lighting joss sticks with her fingers. Now the altar cabinet was just a cabinet, all the items that made it sacred left behind in the last move, and she was buying lighters for her cigarettes, and she was paranoid about dust and smudges. Her caution wasn’t prudent, like Adeline had once believed. It was fear, plain and simple. Adeline didn’t know what had changed her behavior, but didn’t need to. The moment Adeline had realized this fact, she’d been freed. So what if she snuck out in the evenings to go to the cinema, so what if she stole things sometimes, so what if she burned things in the school toilets or dressed more grown-up than her mother liked?


Let her find out. She was afraid, and Adeline was not.


The familiar sound of a beeping pager sent Adeline’s mother away once more to her home office. Adeline watched her go, felt the lingering imprint of her lips on her forehead. She touched it.


Upstairs, Adeline’s room was decorated with film posters. They were rescued from the Roxy’s trash heap, cut from magazines, or purchased with meticulously saved pocket money from the specialty store: Audrey Hepburn and Jane Fonda and Raquel Welch and Brigitte Bardot and Ivy Ling Po, Vivian Leigh in the plunging red dress for Gone with the Wind, Valley of the Dolls with Sharon Tate’s throat bared to the man bent over her. Adeline tossed her schoolbag at Vivian’s skirts, thought for half a minute about opening a textbook, and then decided against it. Instead, she located the Yellow Pages and brought it back to her room.


As she scanned the directory for the White Orchid, she switched on the radio, landing on Killerwatch. She’d stumbled across the program during the Tate murders, but their regular programming was local crime, which meant they were devout reporters on the kongsi.


“. . . shooting of Low Lee Meng earlier this year. You know, Queens Circus, shot goes off, woman goes down in the middle of a crowd. No one sees anything. Police are baffled. But Gunmetal Goh, right, of the Three Steel Triad—we know he can fly bullets from his fingers.”


The hosts liked the sensational: dead bodies in various gruesome states, tales of drugs and vice and kidnappings, and magic. Lots of magic, all more bizarre than the last. One kongsi that could turn into crabs. Malay shamans on Pulau Ubin who commanded an army of crocodiles to tear an enemy to shreds. A medium who channeled Sun Wukong and killed his wife by crushing her skull. A missing pastor whose office was discovered with pentagrams drawn in blood. A kongsi with arms that could turn to knives, and another that was secretly orang minyaks, going around raping waitresses. The truth was theirs to make up; the police and the official news were sparse on details of the magic, focusing instead on the casualties, the debris, the crimes, the wreckage said magic left behind.


The Killerwatch hosts believed—and Adeline was inclined to agree—that the police refused to name the kongsi because names made something exist. They romanticized miscreants, made legends of scoundrels. A name was an anchor to form around. While the official papers maintained decorum, shows like Killerwatch took reports of “three gang members” and turned them into “the Bedok Wranglers,” into Four-Eyed Chan and Dragon Kong, and all of a sudden these men who’d only existed as letters in print were so real you could touch them. And if you could touch them, you could know them. You could love them.


“Now, they said Low didn’t have anything to do with the kongsi, but at this point, if something unexplainable happens, there’s an explanation! It’s magic.”


“Right, right. We went through this with the Hainanese Boy. Birds dying everywhere? Magic, my dude. Anyway, Hainanese Boy is still on the run; they say he might be in Europe now.”


“Right, right, well, we wish them all the best hunting him down. But rumors that surfaced in the past few weeks about a kongsi with the power to drain the blood from your body are unequivocally false—that’s a pontianak, ladies and gentlemen. If it’s very pretty and smells good, that’s not a gangster, but you might want to run away anyway. If she lets you.”


There was a White Orchid bar on Neil Road.


Adeline paused with her finger on the page, turning the radio down to make sure she wasn’t reading it wrong. She was not. She fetched the map book and found the bar’s exact location—it was along a string of other bars and eating houses that opened late, not far from the red-light district. As if following along, the radio quipped:


“We’ve got a nonsense fella calling in saying he got attacked by a pretty girl at Jiak Chuan Road. Sir, isn’t that what you’re going there for?”


The other host snickered. “Maybe he should have been paying her, hor? Anyway, you can complain to your local brothers, I’m sure they’ll get her sorted out.”


Jiak Chuan Road was in the same area as the White Orchid. Was this what her mother had been referring to? Why would she be involved in business with a bar?


Adeline enjoyed bars. She’d first ventured into one after an evening showing of some sleek thriller, when she’d felt a little dangerous and like she didn’t want the night to end quite yet. If you picked the right place, dressed the right way, had enough confidence, a sixteen-year-old could be twenty for all they cared. She had never heard of the Orchid and could not guarantee it would be one of those places, but there was no harm, was there? In going to look?


Adeline set out to finding something to wear. Her hands dipped in and out of her clothes, as much searching for an outfit as feeling the material over her hands. Eventually she chose jeans and a yellow blouse, but it was a little big, and the safety pin slipped as she was trying to cinch it. Blood welled on her thumb. “Damn it.” She sucked it quickly and secured the pin, then moved on to jewelry and makeup. She decided to wear Fan Tai Tai’s bracelet, to add to the impression of being older. She didn’t usually have a chance to wear much makeup out, and she stared at her face in the mirror for a moment, trying to figure out what she wanted to do with it.


She had a resting expression with a naturally down-turned mouth, but she knew how to smile so she became the kind of pretty that made adults generous. Push up the cheeks, show teeth but not too much, make her eyes widen and shine—a sunny guilelessness that almost blushed. She remembered the first time she’d realized how instantly people’s response to her changed, and filed it away in her muscles as a weapon. Smile like that, dress the right way, and these people would smile back at you even as you strolled into their bar or picked their pockets. There was a reason that above God, the St. Mary’s girls prayed first of all to be pretty, pretty, pretty, to be released from the awkward in-between of teenage girlhood and blossom into their fervent transformations.


In the meantime, they learned artificial tricks. Adeline, not going for guileless tonight, curled her hair, put on dots of stolen blush, brushed and daubed and set and painted her lips until she found an older person in the mirror. She liked who she felt like with all of it on. A little more like the women displayed on her walls, if you could forget they were human, too.


Adeline checked that her mother wasn’t outside before slipping downstairs, treading on the sides of the steps to lessen noise. The living room was soft and dark, and the guinea pigs they’d once kept here were long gone, but for the first time in a while Adeline thought she heard rustling. She frowned, turning toward the noise and finding the cabinet that had once been the altar. It seemed clearer than it should, in these shadows. When she touched it, pain sparked in her left thumb.


In the moonlight outside she found the wound to be a small splinter driven into the wound the safety pin had left earlier. Adeline didn’t even remember that cabinet having a crack in it, but it had been neglected for years.


She managed to work the splinter out with her nails, which promptly left her thumb bleeding again. Pressing it with her handkerchief until it stopped welling, she started the walk to the bus.
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CHAPTER THREE



THE WHITE ORCHID


The White Orchid turned out to be a cabaret club. Three girls in tight, sparkling dresses were doing a sultry number, and more weaved through the dimmed floor serving drinks and chatting to customers.


As Adeline made her way to the bar, an anonymous hand grazed her thigh. She fantasized, again, about just grabbing hold and starting a fire. She rubbed her thumb over her fingerpads, but let it go. Too many witnesses, her mother would flay her, and fires were too dangerous in dense places like this, buildings and bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder.


The bartender was attending to some loutish gangster as Adeline approached—tattoos all down the arms, and the sort of choppy hippie hair well past the chin that the government had banned. Staying clear of the man, Adeline veered to the other end of the bar, making the bartender come over to her. “Tiger,” she said, cash already extended.


The bartender gave her a shrewd glance, but turned away without statement. Low lights and dolled-up confidence had yet to lead her wrong. This wasn’t the discos at the Shangri-La or the Mandarin, where the clientele required more discernment. Places like these wanted more girls in them. The managers wouldn’t look closely until the police came knocking.


“That group’s gotten a bit rowdy,” came the bartender’s continued conversation at the other end of the bar, as he rummaged in a fridge for Adeline. “Might have to cut them off.”


“Keep an eye on them,” came the response, and the distinctly female tenor of it turned Adeline’s head.


The tattooed man was not a man at all, but a tall and particularly striking girl dressed in loose trousers and a white singlet, which exposed leanly muscular, colorfully inked arms propped on the counter as she chatted to the bartender and occasionally watched the show. Her tanned face was bare, revealing her youth—she couldn’t have been much older than Adeline—but there was a certain wolfishness to her eyes and the way she pushed her tongue against the inside of her cheek at something the bartender was saying, exposing her teeth.


She raked her short hair out of her face and happened to catch Adeline’s eye. She raised her eyebrows with an aggressive jerk of the head: What’s your problem?


Adeline looked away as the bartender handed over her beer and change. “Thanks.” She grabbed the bottle and coins and left quickly, getting all the way to a table in the corner before realizing she should have tried asking the bartender about this contact of her mother’s she’d come all the way for.


But she was distracted now—from this corner she could safely observe the girl at the bar behind her back. Adeline had never seen anyone who looked like that before. A thick copper ring sat on the girl’s right hand; Adeline almost wondered if it was a wedding ring before realizing it was on the wrong finger. The girl didn’t wear any other jewelry except plain black studs in her ears. Adeline wondered if she could get close enough to the girl to pocket her ring. She wouldn’t be an easy mark, but perhaps with the right distraction . . . ?


Probably some gangster’s girlfriend, Adeline reminded herself, and not worth the risk. Chinatown and its adjacent areas were divvied up by the unofficial lines of the kongsi brotherhoods. Queenstown, where the Hong Lim cemetery used to sprawl over the swampy hills; Tanjong Pagar, where the railway station rolled out its arteries to the Malaysian hinterlands; Bugis Street, with its debauchery and oozing red signs promising flesh. If you didn’t go looking for the gangs, the gangs usually wouldn’t look for you. But they were recognizable—each inked with the symbols of their loyalty. The girls that hung with them might wear some of these symbols as well. Adeline tried to make out the shapes on the girl’s arms and connect them to stories she’d heard. But it was too dark to distinguish most of the icons, and it was stupid to trust that Killerwatch had any real information. There was one tattoo that was clear, however, even in the dark and from a distance: a large butterfly just under the girl’s left shoulder.


Eventually, however, the girl caught her staring again. Their eyes locked across the bar; Adeline turned rapidly back to the stage, only to find the performance had just ended. She was left without an excuse as the girl set her hands on the table, looming over Adeline.


“You got a problem?”


Adeline froze. “No.”


“Then what are you looking at?”


“Who said I was looking at you?” She was dimly aware that this probably wasn’t someone she wanted to provoke, but couldn’t seem to help herself. Fortunately, the girl seemed faintly amused by the bald-faced lie. She did that thing with her tongue again, lips curving, and glanced around at the unoccupied chairs.


“Your boyfriend stood you up?”


“No.”


The girl looked even more amused now. “I’ll take that back for you,” she said, indicating the empty bottle, but Adeline grabbed it before she could.


“I’m not done.”


It was clearly empty. “You want another one?”


“No.”


The girl’s mouth twitched. “Okay.” She started to walk away.


“You work here?” Adeline blurted.


The girl looked over her shoulder, over that arm with the butterfly. “No,” she said, in the same tone Adeline had used, but her lips curved wider.


Adeline watched her go, mutinous and irritated for reasons she couldn’t place. She’d been sitting here too long achieving nothing, she decided. She had never been good at staying still.


She looked for a distraction and saw one building. One of the men at a nearby table had grabbed one of the performers as she left the stage. His three friends were calling out, trying to persuade her to sit and sing for them.


“Don’t be like that, chiobu. Your job is to entertain us, isn’t it? Then sing for us, come on.”


Their table was littered with bottles and glasses; they must have been properly drunk already. As the performer protested, trying to pull away from them, Adeline wondered whether those men would catch fire if she simply wafted an open flame under their stinking, liquor-soaked breaths. Could her mother really punish her, then, if it was to help someone else? Adeline was restless, and everyone else seemed to be steadily ignoring what was happening. They wouldn’t notice her. She could do it. Like picking a pocket, except instead of slipping something carefully out, she’d be dropping a flame onto the tablecloth. Onto one of the men’s collars. Onto the back of their hair.


Adeline was still hesitating over this heroic conviction she’d never before had in her life when she noticed—as though her irises had trained themselves to lock onto the merest phantom of this figure—the tattooed girl from earlier reappear from the bar and make a beeline toward the struggle.


If she’d been talking to Adeline with some amusement, that amusement was gone now. She twisted the ring on her finger as she came up behind the man who’d grabbed the performer, and she brought that hand down hard on the man’s wrist.


The man exclaimed in pain and let go of the cabaret girl, who scampered out of his reach. Either he sprang to his feet, or he was dragged up—now he was face-to-face with his assailant, who wasn’t at all fazed as she dropped his arm with no small amount of condescension.


“You know the rules, Wai Peng. You don’t screw around with the performers. Now leave.”


Five small puncture wounds had opened on his wrist in a circle, as though a creature had latched on to bite. Adeline saw that the girl’s ring had prongs, but no stone attached—the five hooks had been pried straight to form a mouth of spikes, and this was what the girl had slammed into the man’s wrist.


“Don’t touch then don’t touch. We paid to be here, we’re not going anywhere.” Wai Peng paused for support, but his friends remained warily silent. Undaunted, Wai Peng made a rude gesture and turned to sit back down.


He didn’t get that far. The tattooed girl grabbed his wrist again. The next second, bottles leapt onto the floor and shattered as the girl wrenched his arm behind him and slammed him into the table, more glass crunching beneath his weight. She glared at his friends. “Don’t make me call my own friends. Get out!”


If they had wanted to, the four men could have overpowered her. But whoever she had on call seemed like a big enough threat: Wai Peng’s friends abandoned him with a flurry of scraping chairs. The girl turned her attention back to the man himself. Her free hand was angled under his chin, holding a weapon of some sort. “You shouldn’t drink so much,” she said. “It makes you stupid.”


Adeline half rose out of her seat, convinced she was seeing things. She hadn’t seen the girl pull a weapon, but he was straining away from it, and the movement of his head allowed Adeline the glimpse of an orange glow buried in the crook of his throat.


The girl finally let Wai Peng up. He stumbled away, but Adeline’s eyes darted right to the girl’s hands, like trying to catch a magician’s trick before it disappeared. A glow winked away from the girl’s fingers—so quickly Adeline might have believed she imagined it, if not for the new, shiny red spot on Wai Peng’s neck. Adeline knew a burn when she saw it. And the girl hadn’t been holding a lighter.


Wai Peng was also bleeding on the cheek where he’d gone face-first into the glasses. The girl folded her arms as he stormed off. In the doorway, however, he spat on the floor. “Butterfly,” he sneered, loud enough for the whole place to hear. Then he rushed through the door before the girl could start after him.


After a moment’s uncertainty, the chatter started back up again. The girl turned away, scoffing.


“Hey,” Adeline exclaimed.


The girl looked around like she thought Adeline might be talking to someone else. “What?” she said finally.


Adeline’s words failed her. “You have fire,” she managed to get out, almost incoherently. She didn’t know what she was saying or what she was doing.


The girl—the Butterfly?—scanned Adeline up and down. Then she sighed. “Go home, gu niang. Your date’s not coming. I don’t think you’re supposed to be here, anyway.”


“I am.” But she still couldn’t explain why, and the butterfly girl became impatient.


“Go home. Ronny!” she shouted, evidently deciding Adeline was no longer worth the time. “Bring a broom!”


Adeline wanted to grab her, show her fire in turn, demand an explanation. But the girl had already turned away, going over instead to the singer in the sparkly dress. So Adeline flopped back into her chair and stared murderously across the room, where both the performers had now gathered with the butterfly girl. One of them laughed, and Adeline was filled with such immediate revulsion that she decided she didn’t care who her mother had been calling anyhow. She left the bar, swiping at her mouth and leaving lipstick smeared across her hand.




Time turned liquid in the taxi ride back. Adeline’s thoughts spiraled in the rumbling back seat, circling only one image: fire fire fire. The more she went through the scene from the bar the more she was convinced of what she had seen.


Her mother had sworn to her that their fire came from a dead curse. Some wartime remnant or something like that—Adeline had never pried into the occupation years. She’d accepted the fire as a restlessness they were both stuck with. She’d accepted it was always going to be something she had to squeeze normal life around, or else shove aside, like her mother had.


But now, this girl. Now, this girl, and her impossible fire just running around, like there was another option. This girl, this girl . . . Now Adeline was sorry she hadn’t joined in and desperately sorry she hadn’t stayed. She felt like she’d just left something irreplaceably important behind. It disturbed her violently. She nearly thumped the cabbie’s headrest to tell him to go back. She could barely breathe with the panic. Go back, she had to go back, if she went home now she was simply going to be dead forever. She almost thought she was going to cry.


The cabbie wasn’t looking. He was humming to the radio under his breath and watching the road ebb between lamps.


Adeline pulled her knee up, propping her heel on the seat, and snapped her fingers.


The fire bloomed on her second finger and wavered as she exhaled. She touched it to her thumb and it slid from one finger to the other, pattering up the skin before settling on the tip. Once it had steadied, she transferred it to her third finger, and then back to her thumb, and then down one finger again. The fire liked to consume; in the absence of that, constant motion was the next best thing to feed it. It flowed from finger to finger, warming the capillaries, illuminating the whites of her nails. It calmed her until she could think clearly again.


She was being dramatic. If her mother had fire from the war, who was to say others hadn’t made the same deal with the same power, or however it was people got supernatural gifts? Her mother didn’t have some unique claim to surviving. It was completely plausible that there were others out there, and all she had to do if she wanted to find that girl was head back another night and ask. She couldn’t be hard to ask about. She didn’t have a name, but she had that face, and those tattoos. And she had another something whose articulation was formless on Adeline’s teeth, tart and vivid enough to strike the nerves in her gums, something essential Adeline was gnawing at that wasn’t yet solid enough to spit out. But it turned Adeline’s throat dry and scraped her insides with a terrifying hunger.


A sharp pain flared in Adeline’s chest. In front of her, the cabbie swore.


Adeline looked up.


For a moment she couldn’t quite absorb the sight. Her vision was still overlaid with the flickering of her own little flame, which seemed at first to have imprinted on her pupils and bled over into the glass. Then her head cleared and she realized it wasn’t an afterimage at all. True fire was tearing open the black sky, and it was coming from her house.


Adeline’s fingers mashed against the knob of the door lock, dragging at it until it gave, and she threw herself out the door.


The night roared. Heat slapped her in the face as she ran toward the inferno—their neighbors were already clustering on the street, both escaping and gawking at the fire currently pouring out the Siows’ windows.


“Girl, what are you doing?!”


Smoke engulfed her, gritty and stinging and scorch-sour-sweet. Adeline stumbled through it onto the driveway. Up close it was like the sun had crashed to earth and broken its ribs, light brighter than anything she’d ever seen. There was the smell of blazing incense caught up in the smoke; she was overcome with the sensation of having been swallowed into the bottom of an offering bin, enclosed in a world with nothing but this mangled mass burning almost sweetly, wafting, incinerating, sending its offerings to hell.


The door opened. It broke off its hinges and spat out a blackened figure that stumbled out in smoke and gold. Her hands were alight with fiery veins and clutching at her stomach. Adeline’s mother lifted her chin, met Adeline’s eyes, and then pitched to the ground and did not get up again.


Adeline’s limbs unlocked. She lunged forward, screaming, knees hitting the paving stones. She didn’t know if her mother could hear it—she couldn’t hear herself over the roaring fire. Inside, the sound of glass shattering, something falling, something straining and groaning and then collapsing. Coughing, Adeline grabbed her mother’s shoulders to turn her over, try to drag her out to the road away from the smoke.


Her mother’s blouse disintegrated under her hands. Shocked, Adeline let go. Her mother hit the ground again, unmoving. “Mom?” Her voice rose until she couldn’t recognize it at all. “Ma!” Her eyes darted over her mother’s body, not even sure what they were looking for. Movement. Life.


There, on her mother’s stomach, where her hands had fallen away, was the bloody outline of a butterfly.


Adeline felt the moment her mother died. A vicious pull in her gut, a blinding flare, her vision fracturing. For a moment there were a dozen burning houses, a dozen dead mothers, a dozen pairs of blazing hands reaching toward that reddened butterfly and cupping it in a cage.


Sirens spliced her consciousness. Her vision snapped back into one, and with it, all the other senses: the acrid bite of ash, gravel digging into her knees—and the smell of burning meat. She looked down at her hands that were still alight, and realized she’d burned away the butterfly on her mother’s skin. It filled her nose just as suddenly: charred meat and hair and metal and blood.


A man, shouting in the distance: “Sir, stay back! Let us handle this!”


Adeline’s breaths chased themselves, unable to take hold. She extinguished her flame and stumbled away, thinking only that she couldn’t explain this, she couldn’t stalk or talk or dress her way out of this, and then only thinking butterfly.


Then she ran.
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CHAPTER FOUR



ANG HOR TIAP


She had no money left for a taxi. All the buses had stopped running. All her neighbors would be awake; any one of them would take her in, this poor, orphaned girl. But Adeline didn’t want poor orphan. She didn’t want darling, dear, tragedy. She wanted that butterfly girl. She wanted an answer.


Adeline walked, sirens howling behind her.


She walked and was lost and turned around—all the roads and signs looked different at night. She kept seeing fire. Hers, the house’s, the girl’s, her mother’s. Hadn’t she been wanting her mother to use fire again? She had to stop in the middle of the sidewalk to laugh so hysterically that a man rapidly crossed the road to avoid her.


South of the river, she came quite close to the steeple of the Number One Police Station and almost thought of going in. This was where the anti-secret society operations were based. Since they patrolled the nightlife, there might even still be officers working, and she needed to see people, suddenly, anyone at all who was still alive. Killerwatch liked to speculate that they experimented on gangsters and shamans in the bowels of that station, turned them into weapons instead. Whether or not that was true, the police should certainly want to hear that there was something unnatural about the house fire. Because there was; Adeline knew it like she knew her mother’s smell, like she knew her mother was dead. Someone had set that fire.


But there was something boiling inside her that might explode. She couldn’t guarantee she could sit in a police station being fussed over without lighting something up. Then what—would they think she’d done it? They’d start asking questions about the magic instead. Absolutely not.


Butterfly, butterfly, butterfly.


By the time she made it back to town, her feet were numb and blistered in boots she hadn’t yet been able to break in. She was a distance from Neil Road yet, but she could already guess she would find it empty.


She had never been out this time of night, in the hungover gap between the late livers and early risers. Everything was closed and even the lamps seemed to ache, blue mercury lights murmuring dimly in their goose-neck brackets. The whole city was in rolling credits; the bright story had ended and the real world had not been turned back on. A blue nightsoil truck trundled past with its rows of doors rattling on its back, headed toward the disposal site at Albert Street. This was that hour, then, of disposal and accumulated waste carted away. Adeline found herself following it for half a street before realizing that’s not where she was going, and then realizing she didn’t know where she was.


“Meimei, what are you doing?”


Adeline swung around, but it was just a couple of scantily clad women loitering outside a shuttered unit, apparently finishing their last cigarettes before retiring for the morning. They looked genuinely concerned as they took her appearance in. “You okay? Someone hurt you?” asked the shorter of the two, in a clinging blue satin dress and elaborate curls.


“I’m trying to get to the White Orchid.” Adeline shocked herself with the sound of her voice. It sounded like someone had taken a razor to her throat, but of course it was just the smoke—Adeline could still taste it in the scratches of every syllable.


The same woman frowned. “The bar? It’s closed now.”


“I’m looking for the Butterfly.” Adeline’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “She was there a few hours ago. Short hair, tomboy, butterfly tattoo on her arm.” This got an exchange of looks. The woman in the blue dress mouthed something and the other shrugged. “You know her?”


“Sure,” the second woman said. “But seems like you don’t. You sure you’re looking for Red Butterfly? You’re in trouble with them?”


Adeline registered the Hokkien name, ang hor tiap. But it was the them that caught her. “There’s more than one of them?”


“Walao, meimei.” The second woman frowned. “What are you trying to do? Red Butterfly is a gang. Of course there’s more than one.”


A gang. Adeline didn’t think that one girl could have somehow beaten her home in time to set that fire—but if there were more of them, then of course. She tried to think through the surroundings of the fire, whether she’d seen anyone out of place or fleeing the scene. If there had been, she didn’t recall. Every image of that memory was just fire, and her mother, and fire again.


“I need to find that girl.” She was a broken record, but she had nothing else. “I’ll go myself. Forget about it.”


“Okay, calm down.”


“I’m calm!”


“Okay. Okay. My god. Choo, you go call. I take her to Wang’s.”


“Who is Wang?”


The woman clucked her tongue. “You just be patient,” she chastised. “We’re trying to help you.”




Wang’s was a coffee shop, shutters half up, the smell of coffee beans searing in melting butter and sugar just beginning to seep out onto the street. Adeline’s escort, who introduced herself as Lei during the walk, squatted to look under the grille and rap on the metal. “Ah Wang ah . . . you there? We come in, can?”


“Not ready!”


“Not trying to buy, just need somewhere to sit.”


Clattering, scraping, stomping. Slippers appeared in the gap, followed by a sweaty middle-aged man’s head with a dish towel draped around the neck. He tutted at Adeline. “All you young girls.” But he made a dismissive gesture, dabbed his forehead, and motioned for them to enter, pushing up the grille so they didn’t need to duck so low. Inside, he pulled two stools off a table. “Bah.”


“My hero,” Lei called cheerfully. “He’s grumpy, but he’s sweet la,” she confided to Adeline. “Not many people will serve us. But I go before the customers come.”


When Adeline sat, her body folded. Splotches flashed across her eyelids. She froze for a moment, stunned.


“Aiyo, you need to eat. Ah Wang . . .”


Lei’s charms won Adeline an enamel mug of Ovaltine and toast with peanut butter. Adeline took a bite without tasting it. “So who’s that girl? The one you’re calling?” The peanut butter stuck to her teeth. She ground her molars experimentally. Her eyelids fluttered.


“Ang Tian? At least, should be. Only Butterfly you would describe like that.”


She was surprised there was a girl at all in a gang. “You know them?”


“Sure, this is Butterfly territory, same as Neil Road. They go after customers who hurt us.”


“With fire?”


“How you know?” Lei helped herself to Adeline’s Ovaltine, leaving a poppy-colored lipstick mark on the rim. “Yes, their god is a fire god. If you don’t pay them they will burn your shop down.”


Adeline’s head pounded. Had her mother crossed them somehow, backed out of some kind of deal, failed to deliver? “I think they killed my mother.”


“What? Then why you looking for them?” Lei seized Adeline’s hands, and dropped her voice. “Meimei, don’t be stupid. Just because they are girls doesn’t mean you should go fight them.”


Girls? Adeline pulled sharply away. “No. I need this.”


Lei chewed on her poppy lip. “Your hands are filthy.” She got Adeline a cloth, and they retreated into silence. Adeline scrubbed mutely. She couldn’t let herself think what they were filthy with.


In the dawn, the shophouses were colorful again. Their neat little boxes lined up against one another, doors and windows still drawn closed, seemed somehow like matchboxes. Playground matchboxes, specifically, belonging to boys, with fighting spiders concealed within them waiting to be released onto the dirt. The fiercest spider’s boy won. The loser got a dead creature.


The coffee shop’s next early visitor was a cat, which Ah Wang greeted with much more joy and a plate of old chicken wings. Adeline watched him coo over the cat while she finished her toast mechanically. She barely tasted the food but could somehow feel, by extension, a warm hand rubbing her back, someone crouching next to her. Everything was hazy, unreal. Had she ever seen a cat, or watched a man pet an animal? Had hands ever moved like that before? Did fur usually rumple like that?


She had never given real thought to the possibility that her mother could die. Thought her a coward, yes. Wished she didn’t exist, yes. But how could her mother not have seen it coming, and done something about it? Death was the giant, ugly enemy you stared down from the moment you were born. How could you not have eyes on it? How could you miss it arriving?


By someone else delivering the blow. That was the only possible answer.


Adeline had followed the Sharon Tate murders obsessively; it was the first time she realized all those stars on the screen could be snuffed out, too. She’d even managed to get a copy of a tabloid with the crime scene photos, and had been morbidly fascinated with studying them until her mother confiscated the magazine in a rage. “Why do you have this? What’s wrong with you? This isn’t good, you understand?” Her mother had set the whole thing on fire—all the red bodies and white ropes around their throats weeping into ash in the sink—and Adeline had been so awed by seeing her mother’s fire again that she wasn’t even upset about the magazine until later. But she thought of those pictures now and it was her mother, instead, sprawled out in those grainy frames. Her mother, a faceless victim on Killerwatch: Woman killed in a house fire! Was it an accident? Did she anger someone? Owe a debt? Who is the father of her surviving daughter? Perhaps a vengeful ex-husband? They never had any real sources. Adeline did. She had the mark on her mother’s stomach, the same one that had been on that girl’s arm in the bar. And now she had names. Ang Tian. Red Butterfly.


From outside the coffee shop came the charred scent of grilling meat: a Malay uncle with a satay cart and a round rattan fan. He basted meat and flipped skewers, preparing for his first customers, and Adeline’s eyes were drawn to the flames leaping up between the grilles. Then she couldn’t look at the roasting meat without feeling sick. She focused instead on the calendar on the wall, wondering if Ah Wang had torn off yesterday’s date yet or if she’d lost track of the days completely, and so missed the two girls that came into the doorway until a crisp voice said:


“What’s going on, Ah Wang?”


The wait had run Adeline’s imagination large. Red Butterfly, girls with fire—she’d started imagining them with orange eyes slinging guns and kerosene, dressed something like Bond girls. They all had names to match, things the radio would have run with.


She was slightly embarrassed to be reminded that the girls were real, sweat sticking hair to their temples. The one who’d spoken, a woman probably in her early twenties, had a ponytail that exposed a butterfly tattoo at the base of her throat, but otherwise wore a simple green blouse and jeans. It was her younger companion that made Adeline rise out of her seat, fists balling unconsciously at her sides.


Ang Tian, the one point of before and after, was the only evidence that last night had been real. Adeline had almost hoped not to recognize her; then maybe she would go home and find she still recognized that. But it was undeniably the girl from the White Orchid, even more striking in the daylight. Likewise, the butterfly nestled amidst the other tattoos on her arm was bolder than ever. It was also identical to the other girl’s neckpiece. Was that what Adeline had seen, on her mother? Seen and burned away with her own hands?


“I go now,” Lei whispered. The Butterflies let her slip through wordlessly.


Alone and suddenly pinned, Adeline’s fury returned with a vengeance. All her carefully rehearsed words fled at the same time. “Did one of you kill my mother?”


“Tian,” the older girl warned, but Tian stepped forward.


“I saw you at the Orchid.” She took in Adeline’s appearance; her brow creased. “What happened to you?”


Adeline dug her nails into her palms. Her voice shook more than she’d like when she demanded, a second time: “Did you kill my mother?”


Tian exchanged an incredulous look with her friend, like Adeline was some rabid animal hissing at them. And so Adeline stormed up to Tian and shoved her.


Tian stumbled, thrown off guard, but just as swiftly she caught Adeline’s wrists and wrenched them aside. Adeline struggled, only to find Tian was significantly stronger than her.


“Siao zha bor, I don’t know who your fucking mother is!”


It was possible that she was telling the truth, but Adeline no longer cared whether it was true or not. She needed someone to blame and needed to make something make sense, and this was what made sense. The girls. The butterflies. The fire. “Think harder!” She tried to kick Tian in the shin, but Tian shoved her this time, backward and into the table. Adeline’s unfinished Ovaltine toppled as she crashed into it, seeping down her back and dripping over the edge, but she didn’t have time to worry about it, because Tian had pulled a knife.


Its tip kissed the side of Adeline’s chin, nicking her skin enough to sting. Her rapid breaths only invited it closer as Tian leaned into the blade, a taut brown wrist vertical against Adeline’s throat. “I didn’t kill your mother. Stop running your mouth and get the fuck out of here.”


The world spun. The Killerwatch voice floated through the haze: If they’re very pretty and smell good, that’s not a gangster. That’s a pontianak, folks. But this one, smelling like incense and club perfume, was hot and solid to the touch.


“You have fire,” Adeline rasped, for the second time that day. “Show me.”


Tian’s face screwed up in confusion. “What?”


“I saw it last night. You have fire.”


“Tian,” came the warning again. Tian shook her head.


“This?” She flicked her hand.


And there it was. Soft, almost yellow, warming Tian’s nails to the quick. Adeline stared at the fire. She was stunned by it, still. She was almost comforted that she hadn’t imagined it, and by its familiarity. It shouldn’t have been so soothing after what had happened, but in Tian’s hand fire was pliable again, gentle. It was the light that had accompanied Adeline all her life. Despite herself, her anger began ebbing away into a dull headache. This time, her still-raspy voice found all the words she’d been missing in the bar. “Me too.”


Tian hesitated, clearly confused.


Adeline snapped her fingers and summoned her own fire.


Tian jolted backward. The twin flames flickered between them, tiny things, but enough to suck the air from Adeline’s chest again. Now they were all staring at her, like she was the dangerous one. Like she’d upended their lives.


No one except her mother had ever seen her burn. Now there were these girls, and Wang as well, in the corner. It was too much all at once. She thought she might scream.


Tian extinguished her fire and abruptly closed her hands over Adeline’s. Adeline jolted, fire going out too, but Tian squeezed tighter until the blood stopped roaring in Adeline’s ears, and Adeline realized she was shaking. “Who,” said Tian hoarsely, “is your mother?”


“Siow Kim Yenn.” The name was alien in Adeline’s mouth, reserved for the most formal of occasions, but judging by the Butterflies’ faces, it was as familiar to them as their fire was to her. She swallowed, realizing the next words were harder: “She’s dead.”


Tian stumbled, dropping Adeline’s hands. She turned to the other Butterfly. Besides shock, their exchange was unreadable.


“Madam is dead?” Ah Wang interrupted, head whipping between them. “So which one of you is—?”


“I need your telephone, Ah Wang,” the older girl snapped.


Adeline grabbed Tian before she could follow the other Butterfly into the back of the coffee shop. “How do you know my mother?”


Tian flinched at the last two words, as though the very idea was offensive. “Your mother is our leader. Was our leader. We call her Madam Butterfly.”




The island was a patchwork of imported homelands. With nothing else familiar in this new world, the early immigrants had clung to one another like lifeboats, connected only by common homelands and common languages. The decades turned; they planted their roots; they grew. They moved into buildings and called them their second homes. They drew new borders and drew blood to defend them.


The girls’ ancestors had come with little: the clothes on their back, some pieces of jewelry, and their gods. Pantheon figures, but also backwater deities and niche spirits brought from obscure corners of a vast country. The new land was difficult, but these little threads of power helped them thrive: steel fingers, lucky dice, acupuncture nerves. They used their gifts to carve out spaces, and over the years, what were once collections of ragtag laborers became clans that squatted in the city’s foundations, intertwining their influence with the businessmen and community leaders who owed their backings to the society.


One of these migrants was a daughter sold off in a famine, sent to earn money in the gold mine of the southern seas. She had joined the new wave heading toward an island overrun by brotherhoods with not enough women to satisfy them. There was a place for her if she wanted to be someone’s lover, but these clans did not take women as members. Fortunately, she had a god of her own.


She had seen how the kongsi channeled their power here in the Nanyang, so she sat and had the god’s shape pricked into her skin, each welling drop of blood a sacrifice. When it fully unfolded, she summoned the flames, and she was called Madam Butterfly. In an island still half populated by wooden houses and jungle growth and fruitful plantations, fire was the most monstrous god of them all. She quickly formed her alliances, and just as soon made enemies—other gangs—who despised her power. More importantly, however, she formed a clan of her own.


While the other kongsi had begun as enclaves of men who hailed from the same origin, Red Butterfly gathered its members not by where they came from, but on their circumstances once they had left it. It drew amahs and prostitutes and third daughters, dancers and serving girls, women with burning hearts seeking better company and more power. In a Chinatown run by adults and men, Madam Butterfly had defied everything. Lone young girls weren’t meant to survive on their own. But the first Butterfly had the will to claim fire, and with the fire she claimed her place, and the place of all the girls after her.


That had been fifty years and eleven Madams ago. The kongsi life was short and often strenuous. It ran on hot blood.


“Your mother became Red Butterfly’s conduit eighteen years ago,” Tian said. “That’s the longest anyone has ever been Madam.”


Adeline was still struggling to take all this in. “And now she’s dead. In a fire. Someone set it.”


“No Butterfly would have killed your mother. It would have—” Tian stopped, something occurring to her. Adeline held her tongue. There were times when silence was more productive than demands, and sure enough, Tian continued abruptly. “There’s only ever been one Butterfly who went rogue. It doesn’t happen now. It doesn’t happen,” she insisted, seeing Adeline’s expression.


“When?”


Tian set her jaw, drummed uneasily on the table. “Bukit Ho Swee.”


A fire legendary in itself. Adeline had only been six years old when Bukit Ho Swee burned, but you couldn’t escape the stories, even now. Her mother pointed out the new flats as they drove past once, sitting on the land where three thousand squatter houses had caught ablaze, displacing sixteen thousand and killing a dozen. The story was always that there was no story; no one knew how it had begun. Her mother had used it as a warning for their own fire: We cannot be that.


Adeline almost remembered it differently now. We cannot be her. “My mother killed her?” Why had she jumped right to that conclusion? The stories were getting in her head, the radio scandals, fanciful bloody thrills she could never have imagined putting her mother into. She felt like she was forcing her mother to fit. Had to make her unrecognizable in order to make any sense.


Tian studied her with a closeness that Adeline had to look away from. It was too like curiosity. “You’re bleeding.” Tian cast around for a napkin, which she tried to dab at Adeline’s throat. Adeline snatched it first.


“Don’t touch me.”


Tian leaned away with her palms up, making a show of how not within touching distance she was. Irritated, Adeline blotted at her neck where Tian had nicked her, which she hadn’t even realized was bleeding in the first place. Behind Tian, Ah Wang was rolling up the grille. It was almost time to open.


“I know what it’s like to lose family,” Tian said.


“Did I ask?”


“You smell like fire,” Tian continued. “Were you there when your mother died?”


Adeline was caught off guard by the gentleness of the question. Had flashes, again, of fire—and then of everything blurring, of a white fire hotter than anything she’d ever summoned—remembered the smell. “I burned the butterfly off her.”


Tian blinked, perturbed now. “What?” she said, in a voice that indicated she had heard perfectly well, but wished she hadn’t.


Both of them unbalanced—good. “The police won’t find it,” Adeline continued, strings of sense finally knotting themselves together. Whatever instinct had taken her over had perhaps saved them; saved everything her mother owned and saved Jenny’s. She had no doubt that if the police connected her mother at all to these fire girls, nothing would be left unturned.


Tian shook her head. “Who did your tattoo?”


“I don’t have a tattoo.”


“That’s impossible. How do you have the fire if you don’t have the butterfly?”


So there was another piece. The tattoos, the magic. “Ask my mother.”


Tian grimaced, and Adeline took the opportunity to press her back. “That woman earlier said you burn shops down.”


Tian raised an eyebrow. For a moment Adeline was horrified again, that she’d believed some fanciful rumor. But then Tian shrugged. “We threaten to. And they remember the days when Red Butterflies did, they remember what happened at Bukit Ho Swee, they know what we’re capable of. But really . . . now, the police move too fast. They have new ways of getting evidence and witnesses. We make the threat convincing and hope we never need to follow through. Big things like that are too risky.”


It certainly sounded like her mother’s principles. “So you don’t burn things?”


“Disappointed?” A smile crept onto Tian’s mouth. “You really are crazy. I wish we’d met sooner.” She lit her fingers again, with overwhelming easiness, and again Adeline couldn’t help but stare, reminding herself fire could be contained.


“But I can join you now, right?” She didn’t know exactly what that entailed, but suddenly it was the only thing that made sense. Her mother’s death could be worth it, if it gave her these other girls with fire. Something had to be worth it.


“Of course,” Tian said, almost eagerly. “You’re—” She stopped at a noise behind them, but it was just Ah Wang again, pulling stools off the tables and setting out ashtrays. When she refocused, it was to look Adeline over. “The fire isn’t supposed to be passed down, you know. You have to go through the rites to earn it. You should have been given the tattoo. Even the Butterflies who leave are stripped of the power. If what you say is true, that you were born with it, maybe your mother was keeping other secrets, too.”


“Secrets that got her killed?”


“There’s a triad, Three Steel, that’s been expanding aggressively recently. They’re one of the biggest and oldest kongsi. They run big business in drugs and things, not petty things like we do. But in the past few months they’ve been expanding. They took over two other gangs and killed one of the tang ki ko, took the other’s loyalty, took all their territory.”


Adeline had never heard the title before, but she could figure it was referring to the conduit leaders of the gangs. It was the first thing anywhere near an explanation. It grounded her, wrestled her erratic thoughts back on a path. “So they made my mother the same offer?”


“Red Butterfly should be too small to be worth their time—we don’t interfere with their business. But maybe your mother was involved in something we didn’t know about. It’s the only thing that makes sense to me.”


“Stop that, Tian.” The older Butterfly—Tian had called her Pek Mun—strode up. She’d clearly been listening in for a while, and now she nudged Tian’s attention to the entrance of the shop. “The girls are here. We need to talk ourselves.”


They were no longer alone, and likely hadn’t been for some time, without Adeline noticing: a group of girls hovered on the coffee shop’s threshold, a murmuration of butterfly tattoos on wrists, ankles, collarbones. All of them were openly staring at Adeline.


“Tian,” one of them said, “is this the girl from the Orchid?”


Pek Mun cleared her throat and rapped on the nearest tabletop at Adeline. “You need to leave.” Tian made a noise of protest, but Pek Mun ignored her. “I’m sorry about your mother,” she continued, sounding genuinely kind, “but we will figure this out ourselves. Don’t mess with things you don’t understand. Your guardians, your school, the police, everyone will be looking for you. We don’t need the attention if they find you here.”


Adeline’s panic rose. “No one cares where I am.”


“You’re a missing rich girl whose mother just got murdered. Of course they do.” When Adeline didn’t move, Pek Mun leaned forward. “You have fire; that doesn’t make you one of us. Go home.”


Adeline looked at Tian, who looked at Pek Mun. They had a silent glaring conversation. And then, with a twist in Adeline’s stomach, Tian backed down. “You’ll be safer there,” she told Adeline. “That’s what matters.”


That wasn’t it. It clearly wasn’t, but Adeline had nothing else to argue with. Tian flexed her fingers on the tabletop as though she wanted to clench them. Still, she said nothing more.


Though Adeline had no reason to expect Tian’s loyalty, somehow she’d come to want it. Not even want it—it ran deeper than that, down to the fiery pit of her—but demand it.


But she liked even less appearing desperate for their company.


“Go to Genevieve Hwang,” Pek Mun said abruptly. “Before they find you with us.”




Adeline walked into Jenny’s. It had just opened. She went in the front doors.


Go to Genevieve Hwang, Pek Mun had said, knowing so much in one sentence. Who her mother’s close partners were. Who remained to clean up her affairs—and her daughter—now that she was dead. The Butterflies knew her mother far more than she ever had. It didn’t make sense that Jenny’s was still standing. It didn’t deserve to be there still.


But here it was: fluorescent lights and artificial air, vapid women with their hideous taste and their pointless squabbles and dreary husbands. Her mother must have been with the Butterflies every time she had an odd secretive meeting, every time she claimed she had a call with Johor that ran too late. And the fire, and the lies.


Adeline got to the center of the store before sinking at the feet of a mannequin, tangling her fingers in its long skirt. The silk slid over her skin. Then it started to smoke.


A shadow fell over her. It was attached at the heels to a pair of glossy pumps, which led up to a fine blue skirt, and then up to a string of pearls and curled hair, and then Genevieve Hwang was kneeling next to her and pulling Adeline into a frantic hug.


Adeline didn’t return it. “Did you know about Red Butterfly?” she said in Genevieve’s ear.


Genevieve stiffened and drew back just enough to look her in the eyes, their expressions and words both concealed from any passersby. This close, Adeline could see the bumps of her face under the expensive powder. “How did you find out?” Genevieve whispered.


Adeline thought, So she really did tell you everything.




The first night in which Adeline’s mother had also betrayed her had been as fluid as this one, the stages blurring all together even as they occurred. She had been young enough to be stirred by a nightmare, sidling off the edge of the mattress seeking her mother and finding, in the living room, her mother burning a palmful of fire with Genevieve cupping the hand under her. They had been talking in low voices like they had a secret—the way Adeline’s mother was only supposed to talk to her.


“You said we couldn’t tell anyone,” Adeline had demanded, when her mother wrestled her back to bed.


“Auntie Genevieve is family.” Her mother had been rougher than usual, her color high. “We can tell family.”


Adeline had no other family to rebut this with. But she’d lain there, unable to fall asleep, staring at the tiniest flame she could balance on her pinkie and being careful not to let it touch the blanket. She’d hated Genevieve from that point on.


And yet here she was, in an unfamiliar bed in Genevieve’s guest room wearing a too-large nightdress, slowly combing out the last smudges of ash from her hair. Every time she turned away from the mirror she saw in its withdrawing reflection her mother slashed in flame. She switched the light off, tucked herself in, and breathed into her knees. Another memory was shaking loose: her mother kissing her on the forehead, her lips so hot they left a red mark. She had smelled like ash, and Adeline had dreamed that night of homes burning; perhaps she’d also dreamed the kiss, in hindsight.
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