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The First Witch of Damansara



Vivian’s late grandmother was a witch—which is just a way of saying she was a woman of unusual insight. Vivian, in contrast, had a mind like a high-tech blender. She was sharp and purposeful, but she did not understand magic.


This used to be a problem. Magic ran in the family. Even her mother’s second cousin, who was adopted, did small spells on the side. She sold these from a stall in Kota Bharu. Her main wares were various types of fruit fried in batter, but if you bought five pisang or cempedak goreng, she threw in a jampi for free.


These embarrassing relatives became less of a problem after Vivian left Malaysia. In the modern Western country where she lived, the public toilets were clean, the newspapers were allowed to be as rude to the government as they liked, and nobody believed in magic except people in whom nobody believed. Even with a cooking appliance mind, Vivian understood that magic requires belief to thrive.


She called home rarely, and visited even less often. She was twenty-eight, engaged to a rational man, and employed as an accountant.


Vivian’s Nai Nai would have said that she was attempting to deploy enchantments of her own—the fiancé, the ordinary hobbies, and the sensible office job were so many sigils to ward off chaos. It was not an ineffective magic. It worked—for a while.


There was just one moment, after she heard the news, when Vivian experienced a surge of unfilial exasperation.


“They could have call me on Skype,” she said. “Call my handphone some more! What a waste of money.”


“What’s wrong?” said the fiancé. He plays the prince in this story: beautiful, supportive, and cast in an appropriately self-effacing role—just off-screen, on a white horse.


“My grandmother’s passed away,” said Vivian. “I’m supposed to go back.”


Vivian was not a woman to hold a grudge. When she turned up at KLIA in harem trousers and a tank top it was not through malice aforethought, but because she had simply forgotten.


Her parents embraced her with sportsmanlike enthusiasm, but when this was done her mother pulled back and plucked at her tank top.


“Girl, what’s this? You know Nai Nai won’t like it.”


Nai Nai had lived by a code of rigorous propriety. She had disapproved of wearing black or navy blue at Chinese New Year, of white at weddings, and of spaghetti straps at all times. When they went out for dinner, even at the local restaurant where they sat outdoors and were accosted by stray cats requesting snacks, her grandchildren were required to change out of their ratty pasar malam T-shirts and faded shorts. She drew a delicate but significant distinction between flip-flops and sandals, singlets and strapless tops, soft cotton shorts and denim.


“Can see your bra,” whispered Ma. “It’s not so nice.”


“That kind of pants,” her dad said dubiously. “Don’t know what Nai Nai will think of it.”


“Nai Nai won’t see them what,” said Vivian, but this offended her parents. They sat in mutinous silence throughout the drive home.


Their terrace house was swarming with pregnant cats and black dogs.


“Only six dogs,” said Vivian’s mother when Vivian pointed this out. “Because got five cats. Your sister thought it’s a good idea to have more dogs than cats.”


“But why do we have so many cats?” said Vivian. “I thought you don’t like to have animals in the house.”


“Nai Nai collected the cats,” said Vivian’s sister. “She started before she passed away. Pregnant cats only.”


“Wei Yi,” said Vivian. “How are you?”


“I’m OK, Vivian,” said Wei Yi. Her eyes glittered.


She’d stopped calling Vivian jie jie some time after Vivian left home. Vivian minded this less than the way she said “Vivian” as though it were a bad word.


But after all, Vivian reminded herself, Wei Yi was seventeen. She was practically legally required to be an arsehole.


“Why did Nai Nai want the pregnant cats?” Vivian tried to make her voice pleasant.


“Hai, don’t need to talk so much,” said their mother hastily. “Lin—Vivian so tired. Vivian, you go and change first, then we go for dinner. Papa will start complaining soon if not.”


It was during an outing to a prayer goods store, while Vivian’s mother was busy buying joss sticks, that her mother’s friend turned to Vivian and said, “So a lot of things to do in your house now ah?”


Vivian was shy to say she knew nothing about what preparations were afoot. As her mother’s eldest it would only have been right for her to have been her mother’s first support in sorting out the funeral arrangements.


“No, we are having a very simple funeral,” said Vivian. “Nai Nai didn’t believe in religion so much.”


This was not a lie. The brutal fact was that Nai Nai had been an atheist with animist leanings, in common with most witches. Vivian’s parents preferred not to let this be known, less out of a concern that Nai Nai would be outed as a witch than because of the stale leftover fear that she would be considered a Communist.


“But what about the dog cat all that?” said Auntie Wendy. “Did it work? Did your sister manage to keep her in the coffin?”


Vivian’s mind whirred to a stop. Then it started up again, buzzing louder than ever.


Ma was righteously indignant when Vivian reproached her.


“You live so long overseas, why you need to know?” said Ma. “Don’t worry. Yi Yi is handling it. Probably Nai Nai was not serious anyway.”


“Not serious about what?”


“Hai, these old people have their ideas,” said Ma. “Nai Nai live in KL so long, she still want to go home. Not that I don’t want to please her. If it was anything else . . . but even if she doesn’t have pride for herself, I have pride for her!”


“Nai Nai wanted to be buried in China?” said Vivian, puzzled. 


“China, what China! Your Nai Nai is from Penang lah,” said Ma. “Your Yeh Yeh is also buried in Bukit Tambun there. But the way he treat Mother, I don’t think they should be buried together.”


Vivian began to understand. “But Ma, if she said she wanted to be with him—”


“It’s not what she wants! It’s just her idea of propriety,” said Ma. “She thinks woman must always stay by the husband no matter what. I don’t believe that! Nai Nai will be buried here and when her children and grandchildren pass on, we will be buried with her. It’s more comfortable for her, right? To have her loved ones around her?”


“But if Nai Nai didn’t think so?” 


Ma’s painted eyebrows drew together.


“Nai Nai is a very stubborn woman,” she said.


Wei Yi was being especially teenaged that week. She went around with lightning frizzing her hair and stormclouds rumbling about her ears. Her clothes stood away from her body, stiff with electricity. The cats hissed and the dogs whined when she passed.


When she saw the paper offerings their mother had bought for Nai Nai, she threw a massive tantrum.


“What’s this?” she said, picking up a paper polo shirt. “Where got Nai Nai wear this kind of thing?”


Ma looked embarrassed.


“The shop only had that,” she said. “Don’t be angry, girl. I bought some bag and shoe also. But you know Nai Nai was never the dressy kind.”


“That’s because she like to keep all her nice clothes,” said Wei Yi. She cast a look of burning contempt at the paper handbag, printed in heedless disregard of intellectual property rights with the Gucci logo. “Looks like the pasar malam bag. And this slippers is like old man slippers. Nai Nai could put two of her feet in one slipper!”


“Like that she’s less likely to hop away,” Ma said thoughtlessly.


“Is that what you call respecting your mother-in-law?” shouted Wei Yi. “Hah, you wait until it’s your turn! I’ll know how to treat you then.”


“Wei Yi, how can you talk to Ma like that?” said Vivian.


“You shut up your face!” Wei Yi snapped. She flounced out of the room.


“She never even see the house yet,” sighed Ma. She had bought an elaborate palace fashioned out of gilt-edged pink paper, with embellished roofs and shuttered windows, and two dolls dressed in Tang dynasty attire prancing on a balcony. “Got two servants some more.”


“She shouldn’t talk to you like that,” said Vivian.


She hadn’t noticed any change in Ma’s appearance before, but now the soft wrinkly skin under her chin and the pale brown spots on her arms reminded Vivian that she was getting old. Old people should be cared for.


She touched her mother on the arm. “I’ll go scold her. Never mind, Ma. Girls this age are always one kind.”


Ma smiled at Vivian.


“You were OK,” she said. She tucked a lock of Vivian’s hair behind her ear.


Old people should be grateful for affection. The sudden disturbing thought occurred to Vivian that no one had liked Nai Nai very much because she’d never submitted to being looked after.


Wei Yi was trying to free the dogs. She stood by the gate, holding it open and gesturing with one hand at the great outdoors.


“Go! Blackie, Guinness, Ah Hei, Si Hitam, Jackie, Bobby! Go, go!”


The dogs didn’t seem that interested in the great outdoors. Ah Hei took a couple of tentative steps toward the gate, looked back at Wei Yi, changed her mind and sat down again.


“Jackie and Bobby?” said Vivian.


Wei Yi shot her a glare. “I ran out of ideas.” The so what? was unspoken, but it didn’t need to be said.


“Why these stupid dogs don’t want to go,” Wei Yi muttered. “When you open the gate to drive in or out, they go running everywhere. When you want them to chau, they don’t want.”


“They can tell you won’t let them back in again,” said Vivian.


She remembered when Wei Yi had been cute—as a little girl, with those pure single-lidded eyes and the doll-like lacquered bowl of hair. When had she turned into this creature? Hair at sevens and eights, the uneven fringe falling into malevolent eyes. Inappropriately tight Bermuda shorts worn below an unflatteringly loose plaid shirt.


At seven Wei Yi had been a being perfect in herself. At seventeen there was nothing that wasn’t wrong about the way she moved in the world.


Vivian had been planning to tell her sister off, but the memory of that lovely child softened her voice. “Why you don’t want the dogs anymore?”


“I want Nai Nai to win.” Wei Yi slammed the gate shut.


“What, by having nice clothes when she’s passed away?” said Vivian. “Winning or losing doesn’t matter for Nai Nai anymore. What does it matter if she wears a polo shirt in the afterlife?”


Wei Yi’s face crumpled. She clutched her fists in agony. The words broke from her in a roar.


“You’re so stupid! You don’t know anything!” She kicked the gate to relieve her feelings. “Nai Nai’s brain works more than yours and she’s dead! Do you even belong to this family?”


This was why Vivian had left. Magic lent itself to temperament.


“Maybe not,” said Vivian.


When Vivian was angry she did it with the same single-minded energy she did everything else. This was why she decided to go wedding dress shopping in the week of her grandmother’s funeral.


There were numerous practical justifications, actually. She went through them in her head as she drove past bridal studios where faceless mannequins struck poses in clouds of tulle.


“Cheaper to get it here than overseas. Not like I’m helping much at home what. Not like I was so close to Nai Nai.”


She ended up staring mournfully at herself in the mirror, weighted down by satin and rhinestones. Did she want a veil? Did she like lace? Ball gown or mermaid shape?


She’d imagined her wedding dress as being white and long. She hadn’t expected there to be so many permutations on a theme. She felt pinned in place by the choices available to her.


The shop assistant could tell her heart wasn’t in it.


“Some ladies like other color better,” said the shop assistant. “You want to try? We have blue, pink, peach, yellow—very nice color, very feminine.”


“I thought usually white?”


“Some ladies don’t like white because—you know—” The shop assistant lowered her voice, but she was too superstitious to say it outright. “It’s related to a not so nice subject.”


The words clanged in Vivian’s ears. Briefly light-headed, she clutched at the back of a chair for balance. Her hands were freezing. In the mirror the white dress looked like a shroud. Her face hovering above it was the face of a mourner, or a ghost.


“Now that I’ve tried it, I’m not sure I like Western gown so much,” said Vivian, speaking with difficulty.


“We have cheongsam or qun kua,” said the shop assistant. “Very nice, very traditional. Miss is so slim, will suit the cheongsam.”


The jolt of red brocade was a relief. Vivian took a dress with gold trimmings, the highest of high collars, and an even higher slit along the sides. It was as red as a blare of trumpets, as red as the pop of fireworks.


This fresh chili red had never suited her. In it she looked paler than ever, washed out by the vibrant shade. But the color was a protective charm. It laid monsters to rest. It shut out hungry ghosts. It frightened shadows back into the corners where they belonged.


Vivian crept home with her spoils. That night she slept and did not dream of anything.


The next morning she regretted the purchase. Her fiancé would think it was ridiculous. She couldn’t wear a cheongsam down the aisle of an Anglican church. She would take it back to the boutique and return it. After all, the white satin mermaid dress had suited her. The sweetheart neckline was so much more flattering than a mandarin collar.


She shoved the cheongsam in a bag and tried to sneak out, but Wei Yi was sitting on the floor of the laundry room, in the way of her exit. She was surrounded by webs of filigreed red paper.


“What’s this?” said Vivian.


“It’s called paper cutting,” said Wei Yi, not looking up. “You never see before meh?”


On the floor the paper cuttings unfurled. Some were disasters: a mutilated fish floated past like tumbleweed; a pair of flirtatious girls had been torn apart by an overly enthusiastic slash. But some of the pieces were astounding.


“Kwan Yin,” said Vivian.


The folds in the goddess’s robes had been rendered with extraordinary delicacy. Her eyes were gentle, her face double-chinned. Her halo was a red moon circled by ornate clouds.


“It’s for Nai Nai,” said Wei Yi. “Maybe Kwan Yin will have mercy on her even though she’s so blasphemous.”


“Shouldn’t talk like that about the dead,” said Vivian.


Wei Yi rolled her eyes, but the effort of her craft seemed to be absorbing all her evil energies. Her response was mild: “It’s not disrespectful if it’s true.”


Her devotion touched Vivian. Surely not many seventeen-year-olds would spend so much time on so laborious a task. The sleet of impermanent art piled around her must have taken hours to produce.


“Did Nai Nai teach you how to do that?” Vivian said, trying to get back on friendlier ground.


Wei Yi’s face spasmed.


“Nai Nai was a rubber tapper with seven children,” she said. “She can’t even read! You think what, she was so free she can do all these hobbies, is it? I learnt it from YouTube lah!”


She crumpled the paper she was working on and flung it down on the floor to join the flickering red mass.


“Oh, whatever!” said Vivian in the fullness of her heart.


She bought the whitest, fluffiest, sheeniest, most beaded dress she could find in the boutique. It was strapless and low-backed to boot. Nai Nai would have hated it.


That night Vivian dreamt of her grandmother.


Nai Nai had climbed out of her coffin where she had been lying in the living room. She was wearing a kebaya, with a white baju and a batik sarong wrapped around her hips. No modern creation this—the blouse was fastened not with buttons but with kerongsang, ornate gold brooches studded with pearls and rhinestones.


Nai Nai was struggling with the kerongsang. In her dream Vivian reached out to help her.


“I can do!” said Nai Nai crossly. “Don’t so sibuk.” She batted at the kerongsang with the slim brown hands that had been so deft in life.


“What’s the matter? You want to take it off for what?” said Vivian in Hokkien.


“It’s too nice to wear outside,” Nai Nai complained. “When I was alive I used safety pins and it was enough. All this hassle just because I am like this. I didn’t save Yeh Yeh’s pension so you can spend on a carcass!”


“Why do you want to go outside?” Vivian took the bony arm. “Nai Nai, come, let’s go back to sleep. It’s so late already. Everybody is sleeping.”


Nai Nai was a tiny old lady with a dandelion fluff of white hair standing out from her head. She looked nothing like the spotty, tubby, furiously awkward Wei Yi, but her expression suddenly showed Vivian what her sister would look like when she was old. The contemptuous exasperation was exactly the same.


“If it’s not late, how can I go outside?” she said. “I have a long way to go. Hai!” She flung up her hands. “After they bury me, ask the priest to give you back the kerongsang.”


She started hopping toward the door, her arms held rod-straight out in front of her. The sight was comic and horrible.


This was the secret the family had been hiding from Vivian. Nai Nai had become a kuang shi.


“Nai Nai,” choked Vivian. “Please rest. You’re so old already, shouldn’t run around so much.”


“Don’t answer back!” shouted Nai Nai from the foyer. “Come and open the door for Nai Nai! Yeh Yeh will be angry. He cannot stand when people are late.”


Vivian envisioned Nai Nai hopping out of the house—past the neighborhood park with its rustling bushes and creaking swings, past the neighbors’ Myvis and Peroduas, through the toll while the attendant slumbered. She saw Nai Nai hopping along the curves of the Titiwangsa mountains, her halo of hair white against the bleeding red of the hills where the forests had peeled away to show the limestone. She saw Nai Nai passing oil palm plantations, their leaves dark glossy green under the brassy glare of sunshine—sleepy water buffalo flicking their tails in wide, hot fields—empty new terrace houses standing in white rows on bare hillsides. Up the long North-South Expressway, to her final home.


“Nai Nai,” said Vivian. Don’t leave us, she wanted to say.


“Complain, complain!” Nai Nai was slapping at the doorknob with her useless stiff hands.


“You can’t go all that way,” said Vivian. She had an inspiration. “Your sarong will come undone.”


Whoever had laid Nai Nai out had dressed her like a true nyonya. The sarong was wound around her hips and tucked in at the waist, with no fastenings to hold it up.


“At my age, who cares,” said Nai Nai, but this had clearly given her pause.


“Come back to sleep,” coaxed Vivian. “I’ll tell Ma. Bukit Tambun, right? I’ll sort it out for you.”


Nai Nai gave her a sharp look. “Can talk so sweetly but what does she do? Grandmother is being buried and she goes to buy a wedding dress!”


Vivian winced.


“The dress is not nice also,” said Nai Nai. “What happened to the first dress? That was nice. Red is a happy color.”


“I know Nai Nai feels it’s pantang, but—”


“Pantang what pantang,” snapped Nai Nai. Like all witches, she hated to be accused of superstition. “White is a boring color! Ah, when I got married everybody wanted to celebrate. We had two hundred guests and they all had chicken to eat. I looked so beautiful in my photo. And Yeh Yeh . . .”


Nai Nai sank into reminiscence.


“What about Yeh Yeh?” prompted Vivian.


“Yeh Yeh looked the same as always. Like a useless playboy,” said Nai Nai. “He could only look nice and court girls.”


“Then you want to be buried with him for what?”


“That’s different,” said Nai Nai. “Whether I’m a good wife doesn’t have anything to do with what he was like.”


As if galvanized by Vivian’s resistance, she turned and made to hit the door again.


“If you listen to me, I’ll take the dress back to the shop,” said Vivian, driven by desperation.


Nai Nai paused. “You’ll buy the pretty cheongsam?”


“If you want also I’ll wear the kua,” said Vivian recklessly.


She tried not to imagine what her fiancé would say when he saw the loose red jacket and long skirt, embroidered in gold and silver with bug-eyed dragons and insectoid phoenixes. And the three-quarter bell sleeves, all the better to show the wealth of the family in the gold bracelets stacked on the bride’s wrists! How that would impress her future in-laws.


To her relief, Nai Nai said, “No lah! So old-fashioned. Cheongsam is nicer.”


She started hopping back toward the living room.


Vivian trailed behind, feeling somehow as if she had been outmaneuvered.


“Nai Nai, do you really want to be buried in Penang?”


Nai Nai peered up with suspicion in her reddened eyes as Vivian helped her back into the coffin.


“You want to change your mind, is it?”


“No, no, I’ll get the cheongsam. It’ll be in my room by tomorrow, I promise.”


Nai Nai smiled.


“You know why I wanted you all to call me Nai Nai?” she said before Vivian closed the coffin. “Even though Hokkien people call their grandmother Ah Ma?”


Vivian paused with her hand on the lid. 


“In the movies, Nai Nai is always bad!”


Vivian woke up with her grandmother’s growly cackle in her ears.


Wei Yi was in the middle of a meltdown when Vivian came downstairs for breakfast. Ma bristled with relief.


“Ah, your sister is here. She’ll talk to you.”


Wei Yi was sitting enthroned in incandescence, clutching a bread knife. A charred hunk of what used to be kaya toast sat on her plate. The Star newspaper next to it was crisping at the edges.


Vivian began to sweat. She thought about turning on the ceiling fan, but that might stoke the flames.


She pulled out a chair and picked up the jar of kaya as if nothing was happening. “What’s up?”


Wei Yi turned hot coal eyes on Vivian.


“She doesn’t want to kill the dogs wor,” said Ma. “Angry already.” 


“So? Who ask you to kill the dogs in the first place?” said Vivian.


“Stupid,” said Wei Yi. Her face was very pale, but her lips had the dull orange glow of heated metal. Fire breathed in her hair. A layer of ash lay on the crown of her head.


“Because of Nai Nai,” Ma explained. “Wei Yi heard the blood of a black dog is good for Nai Nai’s . . . condition.”


“It’s not right,” said Wei Yi. “It’s better for Nai Nai if—but you won’t understand one.”


Vivian spread a layer of kaya on her piece of bread before she answered. Her hands were shaking, but her voice was steady when she spoke.


“I think Ma is right. There’s no need to kill any dogs. Nai Nai is not serious about being a kuang shi. She’s just using it as an emotional blackmail.” She paused for reflection. “And I think she’s enjoying it also lah. You know Nai Nai was always very active. She likes to be up and about.”


Wei Yi dropped her butter knife. 


“Eh, how you know?” said Ma.


“She talked to me in my dream last night because she didn’t like the wedding dress I bought,” said Vivian.


Ma’s eyes widened. “You went to buy your wedding dress when Nai Nai just pass away?”


“You saw Nai Nai?” cried Wei Yi. “What did she say?”


“She likes cheongsam better, and she wants to be buried in Penang,” said Vivian. “So I’m going to buy cheongsam. Ma, should think about sending her back to Penang. When she got nothing to complain about she will settle down.”


“Why she didn’t talk to me?” said Wei Yi. Beads of molten metal ran down her face, leaving silver trails. “I do so many jampi and she never talk to me! It’s not fair!”


Ma was torn between an urge to scold Vivian and the necessity of comforting Wei Yi. “Girl, don’t cry—Vivian, so disrespectful, I’m surprise Nai Nai never scold you—”


“Yi Yi,” said Vivian. “She didn’t talk to you because in Nai Nai’s eyes you are perfect already.” As she said this, she realized it was true.


Wei Yi—awkward, furious, and objectionable in every way—was Nai Nai’s ideal grandchild. There was no need to monitor or reprimand such a perfect heir. The surprise was that Nai Nai even thought it necessary to rise from the grave to order Vivian around, rather than just leaving the job to the next witch.


Of course, Nai Nai probably hadn’t had the chance to train Wei Yi in the standards expected of a wedding in Nai Nai’s family. The finer points of bridal fashion would certainly escape Wei Yi.


“Nai Nai only came back to scold people,” said Vivian. “She doesn’t need to scold you for anything.”


The unnatural metallic sheen of Wei Yi’s face went away. Her hair and eyes dimmed. Her mouth trembled.


Vivian expected a roar. Instead Wei Yi shoved her kaya toast away and laid her head on the table.


“I miss Nai Nai,” she sobbed.


Ma got up and touched Vivian on the shoulder.


“I have to go buy thing,” she whispered. “You cheer up your sister.”


Wei Yi’s skin was still hot when Vivian put her arm around her, but as Vivian held her Wei Yi’s temperature declined, until she felt merely feverish. Her tears went from scalding to lukewarm.


“Nai Nai, Nai Nai,” she wailed in that screechy show-off way Vivian had always hated. When they were growing up Vivian had not believed in Wei Yi’s tears—they seemed no more than a show, put on to impress the grown-ups.


Vivian now realized that the grief was as real as the volume deliberate. Wei Yi did not cry like that simply because she was sad, but because she wanted someone to listen to her.


In the old days it had been a parent or a teacher’s attention that she had sought. These howls were aimed directly at the all-too-responsive ears of their late grandmother.


“Wei Yi,” said Vivian. “I’ve thought of what you can do for Nai Nai.”


For once Wei Yi did not put Vivian’s ideas to scorn. She seemed to have gone up in her sister’s estimation for having seen Nai Nai’s importunate specter.


Vivian had a feeling Nai Nai’s witchery had gone into Wei Yi’s paper cutting skills. YouTube couldn’t explain the unreal speed with which she did it.


Vivian tried picking up Wei Yi’s scissors and dropped them, yelping.


“What the—!” It had felt like an electric shock.


Wei Yi grabbed the scissors. “These are no good. I give you other ones to use.”


Vivian got the task of cutting out the sarong—a large rectangular piece of paper to which Wei Yi would add the batik motifs later. When she was done Wei Yi took a look and pursed her lips. The last time Vivian had felt this small was when she failed her first driving test two minutes after getting into the car.


“OK ah?”


“Not bad,” said Wei Yi unconvincingly. “Eh, you go help Ma do her whatever thing lah. I’ll work on this first.”


A couple of hours later she barged into Vivian’s room. “Why you’re here? Why you take so long? Come and see!”


Vivian got up sheepishly. “I thought you need some time to finish mah.”


“Nonsense. Nai Nai going to be buried tomorrow, where got time to dilly-dally?” Wei Yi grasped her hand.


The paper dress was laid in crisp folds on the dining table. Wei Yi’s scissors had rendered the delicate lace of the kebaya blouse with marvelous skill. Peacocks with uplifted wings and princely crowns draped their tails along the hems, strutted up the lapels, and curled coyly around the ends of the sleeves. The paper was chiffon-thin. A breath set it fluttering.


The skirt was made from a thicker, heavier cream paper. Wei Yi had cut blowsy peonies into the front and a contrasting grid pattern on the reverse. Vivian touched it in wonder, feeling the nubby texture of the paper under her fingertips.


“Do you think Nai Nai will like it?” said Wei Yi.


Vivian had to be honest. “The top is a bit see-through, no?”


“She’ll have a singlet to wear underneath,” said Wei Yi. “I left that for you to do. Very simple one. Just cut along the line only.”


This was kindness, Wei Yi style.


“It’s beautiful, Yi Yi,” said Vivian. She felt awkward—they were not a family given to compliments—but once she’d started it was easy to go on. “It’s so nice. Nai Nai will love it.”


“Ah, don’t need to say so much lah,” Wei Yi scoffed. “‘OK’ enough already. I still haven’t done shoe yet.”


They burnt the beautiful cream kebaya as an offering to Nai Nai. It didn’t go alone—Wei Yi had created four other outfits, working through the night. Samfu for everyday wear; an old-fashioned loose, long-sleeved cheongsam (“Nicer for older lady. Nai Nai is not a Shanghai cabaret singer”); a sarong for sleeping in; and a Punjabi suit of all things.


“Nai Nai used to like wearing it,” said Wei Yi when Vivian expressed surprise. “Comfortable mah. Nai Nai likes this simple kind of thing to wear for every day.”


“Four is not a good number,” said Vivian. “Maybe should make extra sarong?”


“You forgot the kebaya. That’s five,” Wei Yi retorted. “Anyway she die already. What is there to be pantang about?”


They threw the more usual hell gold and paper mansion into the bonfire as well. The doll servants didn’t burn well, but melted dramatically and stuck afterward.


Since they were doing the bonfire outside the house, on the public road, this concerned Vivian. She chipped doubtfully away at the mess of plastic.


“Don’t worry,” said Ma. “The servants have gone to Nai Nai already.”


“I’m not worried about that,” said Vivian. “I’m worried about MPPJ.” She couldn’t imagine the local authorities would be particularly pleased about the extra work they’d made for them.


“They’re used to it lah,” said Ma, dismissing the civil service with a wave of the hand.


They even burnt the fake Gucci bag and the polo shirt in the end.


“Nai Nai will find some use for it,” said Wei Yi. “Maybe turn out she like that kind of style also.”


She could afford to be magnanimous. Making the kebaya had relieved something in Wei Yi’s heart. As she’d stood watch over the flames to make sure the demons didn’t get their offerings to Nai Nai, there had been a serenity in her face.


As they moved back to the house, Vivian put her arm around her sister, wincing at the snap and hiss when her skin touched Wei Yi’s. It felt like a static shock, only intensified by several orders of magnitude.


“OK?”


Wei Yi was fizzing with magic, but her eyes were calm and dark and altogether human.


“OK,” replied the Witch of Damansara.


In Vivian’s dream a moth came fluttering into the room. It alighted at the end of her bed and turned into Nai Nai.


Nai Nai was wearing a green-and-white-striped cotton sarong, tucked and knotted under her arms as if she were going to bed soon. Her hair smelled of Johnson & Johnson baby shampoo. Her face was white with bedak sejuk.


“Tell your mother the house is very beautiful,” said Nai Nai. “The servants have already run away and got married, but it’s not so bad. In hell it’s not so dusty. Nothing to clean also.”


“Nai Nai—”


“Ah Yi is very clever now, har?” said Nai Nai. “The demons looked at my nice things but when they saw her they immediately run away.”


Vivian experienced a pang. She didn’t say anything, but perhaps the dead understood these things. Or perhaps it was just that Nai Nai, with sixty-five years of mothering behind her, did not need to be told. She reached out and patted Vivian’s hand.


“You are always so guai,” said Nai Nai. “I’m not so worried about you.”


This was a new idea to Vivian. She was unused to thinking of herself—magicless, intransigent—as the good kid in the family.


“But I went overseas,” she said stupidly.


“You’re always so clever to work hard. You don’t make your mother and father worried,” said Nai Nai. “Ah Yi ah.” Nai Nai shook her head. “So stubborn! So naughty! If I don’t take care sekali she burn down the house. That girl doesn’t use her head. But she become a bit guai already. When she’s older she won’t be so free, won’t have time to cause so much problems.”


Vivian did not point out that age did not seem to have stopped Nai Nai. This would have been disrespectful. Instead she said, “Nai Nai, were you really a vampire? Or were you just pretending to turn into a kuang shi?”


“Hai, you think so fun to pretend to be a kuang shi?” said Nai Nai indignantly. “When you are old, you will find out how suffering it is. You think I have time to watch all the Hong Kong movies and learn how to be a vampire?”


So that was how she did it. The pale vampirish skin had probably been bedak sejuk as well. How Nai Nai had obtained bedak sejuk in the afterlife was a question better left unasked. Vivian had questions of more immediate interest anyway.


“If you stayed because you’re worried about Wei Yi, can I return the cheongsam to the shop?”


Nai Nai bridled. “Oh, like that ah? Not proud of your culture, is it? If you want to wear the white dress, like a ghost, so ugly—”


“Ma wore a white dress on her wedding day. Everyone does it.”


“Nai Nai give you my bedak sejuk and red lipstick lah. Then you can pretend to be kuang shi also!”


“I’ll get another cheongsam,” said Vivian. “Not that I don’t want to wear cheongsam. I just don’t like this one so much. It’s too expensive.”


“How much?” 


Vivian told her.


“Wah, so much ah,” said Nai Nai. “Like that you should just get it tailored. Don’t need to buy from shop. Tailored is cheaper and nicer some more. The seamstress’s phone number is in Nai Nai’s old phonebook. Madam Teoh.”


“I’ll look,” Vivian promised.


Nai Nai got up, stretching. “Must go now. Scared the demons will don’t know do what if I leave the house so long. You must look after your sister, OK?”


Vivian, doubtful about how any attempt to look after Wei Yi was likely to be received, said, “Ah.”


“Nai Nai already gave Ah Yi her legacy, but I’ll give you yours now,” said Nai Nai. “You’re a good girl, Ah Lin. Nai Nai didn’t have chance to talk to you so much when you were small. But I’m proud of you. Make sure the seamstress doesn’t overcharge. If you tell Madam Teoh you’re my granddaughter she’ll give you discount.”


“Thank you, Nai Nai,” said Vivian, but she spoke to an empty room. The curtains flapped in Nai Nai’s wake.


On the floor lay a pile of clothes. Moonlight-sheer chiffon, brown batik, maroon silk, and floral print cotton, and on top of this, glowing turquoise even in the pale light of the moon, the most gilded, spangled, intricately embroidered Punjabi suit Vivian had ever seen.










The Guest



Yiling was riding home on her motorcycle when she saw the cat. It was late evening and the air was thick with smells, but the scent of the cat rang out like the clang of a temple bell, cutting through the stench of exhaust and the oil-in-the-nose smell of fried food wafting from the roadside stalls.


Yiling turned off the road and parked her motorcycle on the grassy verge next to the stalls. She bought two pyramidal packets of nasi lemak, each neatly wrapped in banana leaf, and some kuih: the sticky green kind layered with white santan, and triangles of pink-and-white kuih lapis. She thought of buying a durian—she liked to entertain well and did not get the chance to do it often—but she already had too much to carry.


As she walked back to her motorcycle she scooped up the cat. It had been looking elsewhere, and by the time Yiling grasped it by the back of the neck it was too late for it to escape.


The cat’s claws came out; it hissed in indignation. Yiling ignored it. She put it on her lap and steered her motorcycle one-handed for the rest of the ride home.


It was not really home. Her parents lived in another house with her two siblings. Yiling rented a room in a terrace house from an acquaintance of her grandmother’s. The presence of the auntie went some way toward comforting her parents.


The auntie was not generous, and the rent was high considering Yiling only had a bedroom to herself—the auntie did not even like Yiling to cook in the kitchen, or to watch TV in the living room. But the auntie was not interested in Yiling’s life and that suited Yiling.


She had never raised the issue of pets but would have been surprised if the auntie had welcomed the idea. Fortunately the auntie was not at home when Yiling got back, and she got the cat up the stairs without incident.


Her room was not big, but there wasn’t much in it. It was made to look barer by the depressing quality of the light from the fluorescent lamp. The pale white light was unsteady as a drunken man and it gave everything a grayish, dirty look. This was even though everything in the room was very clean, from the scuffed parquet flooring to the pimpled whitewashed walls. Yiling had a bed, a cupboard for her clothes, and two chairs, one for herself and one for clients. She also had a small television which showed only three channels with any reliability.


When she set the cat down it began to explore, sniffing around the room. Yiling unwrapped one of the packets of nasi lemak and set it on the floor. She did not feel like going down the unlit stairs and through the dark abandoned house to the kitchen, so she sat on one of her chairs and ate her packet of nasi lemak with her hands. Her mother was nyonya, so she knew how to eat like this, using only her right hand to scoop up the food. From a corner of the room the cat watched her suspiciously, but after a while it came closer and started on its rice.


Yiling had never liked cats. Even as a small child having dinner at a restaurant with her family, she jumped and screamed whenever a stray cat brushed past her legs under the table. Her brother and sister had liked to feed the cats surreptitious scraps from the table, but Yiling used to draw her feet up to her chair and refuse to let them down until she felt safe from that soft tickle of cat fur.


This cat could not have appealed even to a cat lover. It had a gaunt, scheming look and could have done with at least three baths. One of its hind legs was injured and it limped as it walked. Fortunately there was nothing wrong with its eyes. The diseased strays of her youth had often had eye problems, and the dried liquid matting the fur around their filmy eyes had disgusted her more than anything else.


She was between jobs so that night she had nothing to do. She ate her kuih while watching TV. It was almost like being at home again: the buzz from the TV, the silence lying between her and the other living being in the room. The cat’s silence was less heavy than her parents’ silence, its breathing less of a repeating threat. That was an improvement on home.


She laid a sheet of plastic on the floor, and for every piece of kuih she ate, she put one piece down on the sheet. While she stared at the TV she could sense the cat coming close to her leg and nibbling daintily at the kuih.


Before she went to bed she took a duvet out of her closet, which she did not use because she never turned on the air conditioning. She folded the duvet in half and then in half again and placed it on the floor. It made a high, soft bed for any cats that might want one. She turned off the light and went to sleep without waiting to see if it was going to be used.


The next morning Yiling did not dare leave the door open for the cat in case it escaped. On the way out she told the auntie offhandedly that she had got a pet. She was out of the door before the auntie could begin to remonstrate.


Yiling held a diploma in business management from a local college. She worked at a small family-owned company that sold medicinal foot creams. Her precise role was not clear, but she did all sorts of things: kept the accounts, dealt with suppliers, and wrote marketing copy in Chinese, Malay, and English.


Shortly after she had got the job the owners had retired and their daughter had taken over the management of the company. She was not much older than Yiling. She had got an MBA from an overseas university and sometimes still sounded mildly Australian, especially when speaking to customers. She rebranded Yiling as a marketing executive, which would sound well if Yiling ever moved to another job.


The daughter had a serious, pale face with fine skin and straight eyebrows like bridges over the dark water of her eyes. Yiling was strangely disappointed when she brought her well-off young friends to the office and they had loud conversations about the size of a friend’s engagement ring: “Must cost at least his three months’ salary or he doesn’t love you,” the daughter had said. A bubble of high, meaningless laughter had drifted from her room.


Yiling had been living with the cat for two weeks when the memory of this incident came to her. Suddenly she felt sorry. It was unfair of her to think that because someone was beautiful, she must be interesting. Or that something must be interesting to her to be worthwhile. Really, she had this feeling because she had so little in her life. She clung onto this sense of superiority to give herself significance. But there was nothing to be proud of in being different. There was nothing special about being lonely.


Returning to her empty room had always reminded her of this fact, but somehow it did not bother her so much with the cat around. After three or four days she started leaving the bedroom door open. It was a gamble, but it paid off. The cat did not leave.


After a while when she came home she would see it curled up on top of the pillar next to the gate. When she got off her motorcycle to unlock the gate it would open one disdainful eye and peer at her, as if to say, “Oh, are you back?” Then it would jump off the wall and stalk into the house to make the point that it had not been waiting for her to return.


In this way affection returned to her life, so that the next time she met a client she was in a softened frame of mind. The client told a common story. She came, she said, because she had heard through a family friend that Yiling could do wonderful things. Her mother’s friend had had trouble with her son and Yiling had been able to fix it. Now she, Priya, also had trouble with a man, but this was a boyfriend rather than a son.


The boyfriend had first been her coworker, but they had become close because they had so much in common. He was clever and ambitious; he had a sense of humor; he was the kindest, most giving person. In the beginning they were only friends, but it was no surprise that they should have fallen in love. Unfortunately the boyfriend already had a girlfriend. This was proving a minor obstacle to their romance.


“How come he don’t want to break up with her?” said Yiling.


He wanted to, but things were complicated. It was a complicated relationship. Assuredly he and the girlfriend did not love each other, Priya said. He was always telling Priya about how the two of them fought, even before Priya had confessed her love to him. And the girlfriend—what a bitch, so heartless, so capricious it was difficult to see what had drawn him to her in the first place. She had no respect for his opinions, no interest in his ideas. She could not even fulfill him . . . you know . . . in that way. She could not make him happy.


And yet they were still together. Sometimes Priya’s beloved would say he could not spend time with Priya because he had an appointment with the girlfriend. But he did not even like her! He longed to break up with her, but his parents were fond of her and would be heartbroken if he dumped her. Besides, there was the girlfriend to think of. For all her faults, she was still someone he cared for. He did not want to hurt her feelings. She was very stressed at work. If he broke it off now, it might tip her over the edge.


Yiling felt doubtful of her power to help in such a situation, but when Priya wiped her eyes and said, “I don’t know what to do, I just want to be happy with him,” she felt a startling surge of sympathy. What a fragile necessary thing love was. She told Priya she would try to help her, but Priya must bring her something that smelled of her boyfriend. “I work primarily with smells,” said Yiling. In fact she worked only with smells, but she felt pleased with the “primarily”—it had a crisp, businesslike, American feel to it.


When the consultation was over, Yiling let Priya out and went to find the cat. The cat was in the garden and withdrew when Yiling tried to pick it up. It refused to be conciliated even when Yiling tempted it with fried fish bought specially for the purpose. It eventually came back into the house but sat itself down next to the auntie in the living room to watch TV—the auntie had cable and had come to be on cordial terms with the cat.


Yiling left the door of her room open and went to bed feeling melancholy. She woke up in the middle of the night to a shadow hovering over her face. The only light in the room was from the streetlamp outside, filtered through the curtains. The windows were two dark glowing rectangles in the wall. In that non-light Yiling saw that the black blob was the cat, perched at the head of the bed and looking down at her. Yiling sat up and scratched behind the cat’s ears and rubbed its face while the cat purred. After a while they both lay down and went to sleep.


The next time Priya came, Yiling decided to let the cat stay in the room for the meeting. After all there was no way she would be able to keep the resulting work from the cat. If it was complex, the job might take weeks.


The cat had fine manners. It pretended to sleep on its duvet throughout the interview.


Priya brought a football jersey that belonged to her boyfriend.


“It’s not so easy to do anything when the smell is not so strong,” said Yiling. Priya smiled in an embarrassed way.


“Hopefully it’s strong enough,” she said. “I never wash it since he wore it.”


She handed Yiling the jersey. There was no “hopefully” about the odor that came off it. Yiling did not look at the cat because she was a professional and used to such things, but the temptation was strong.


Yiling was not about to ask how Priya had come to be in the possession of the boyfriend’s worn football jersey, but Priya seemed to feel that it begged an explanation. There was one night, she said shyly, when the girlfriend was outstation and Priya and the boyfriend had gone for a date. They had stayed at a mamak stall till late, and he had insisted on seeing her home because he was a gentleman. And one thing had led to another Priya’s parents lived in Ipoh and she had come to KL for work. She lived alone.


“Nowadays these things don’t matter,” said Yiling, thinking, they did matter if the man had another girlfriend.


“Yes, yes,” said Priya. “We are both very modern about this kind of thing.” But her smiling eyes looked uncertain.


“So,” said Yiling. She shook out the jersey and the scent gusted out. It smelled of sweat. Under that lay the smell of good intentions, indecision. “What do you want me to do for you?”


“I want him to,” said Priya. She hesitated.


“You want him to choose you, is it?” said Yiling. Priya looked pained. Of course she told herself that he had already chosen her, and it was only external factors—his parents, his tender heart, his girlfriend’s late nights at the office—that kept him from declaring it to the world.


“I want him to be free to be with me,” said Priya. 


“Har,” said Yiling. “Difficult.”


But the girl was lonely. At least Yiling had the cat.


“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. “But no promises, OK?”


People had odd ideas about what she was able to do, but then, to be fair, her skill was not a conventional one. No one had ever heard of a smell magician, which was why her parents had not supported her in trying to make a career of it.


And even she was still in the process of figuring out what she could and could not do. She could craft things out of smells, but she could only make certain things. You could not make tomyam out of a block of pecorino cheese; similarly, you could not turn the smell of a philandering asshole into a loving boyfriend. She could reproduce a philandering asshole from the smell, but she did not think this was what Priya wanted.


Over the next few weeks she worked on the job in the evenings, after she had come home from work. The cat did not like the smell of the jersey and stayed away when Yiling was working, even though it was madly curious. Crouching on the floor like a tiny sphinx, it gazed at her as she moved her hands over the fabric, her eyes half-closed and her mouth murmuring snatches of spells.


When she had done all she thought she could do, she arranged another meeting with Priya.


Priya did not say anything at first when she came. She sat down on the other chair, opened her mouth, then put her hand over it. Her eyes went red.


“He’s getting married to the girlfriend,” she said. “It’s over.”


“That bastard,” said Yiling.


“He’s not a bastard,” sobbed Priya. “It’s his parents, they are forcing him to do this.”


Yiling gave Priya the jersey. She had folded it and wrapped it in paper like something precious. She also gave Priya a piece of tissue paper.


Priya thanked her and blew her nose. She clutched the parcel as if her salvation lay in it. “What have you done with it?”


“I washed it,” said Yiling. She tapped the parcel. “That’s free, don’t worry. I had to do laundry anyway.


“Ma’am,” said Yiling. “I work very hard on this but I cannot do anything. When somebody is grown up already, they must make their own decision. I cannot change their mind for them.”


Priya stared at her through eyelashes beaded with tears.


“But you helped my mother’s friend,” she cried. “You changed Vijay’s mind—he went to America and he didn’t want to come back.”


“I brought back her son, but her son never went to America. Her son died,” Yiling said. “I know this will sound very funny. But it is easy for me to make a person from a smell. When I give her back her son, he was the same person he used to be when he was alive. But your ex is still alive and he is already one kind of person. I cannot make a different kind of person from his smell. I cannot change this alive person’s heart.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “But I really spend so many hours on this. And I won’t charge you. OK? You will move on. There is plenty of fish in the sea.”


Priya flashed her a look of hatred.


“Everybody says that,” she said. “But I only want one fish.”


Apart from this outburst she was polite enough. After all, it would really have been fair for Yiling to charge her. She never made promises in terms of results. It was understood that the client took the risk.


When Priya had left, the cat said from behind Yiling’s back, “That was generous of you.”


Yiling had known that this must happen sooner or later. Even so, it was difficult to make herself turn around. In fact it was the hardest thing she had ever done. It was not that she was afraid, but that she was shy.


When she finally managed to turn around, she saw that the cat was blushing. This made things a bit more comfortable.


The cat had long hair, curling in a wonderfully pretty way at the ends. She had round dark eyes and skin the color of sandalwood. She was sitting in the bed and had covered herself with the blanket because she had no clothes. Yiling noted that she was Malay, but that would not be a problem. It was not like they could get married anyway.


Yiling sat back down on her chair. She felt oddly formal.


“Actually, Puan Thanga already paid me double to tell Priya her boyfriend is useless,” she said. “She knew Priya from small. Her son Vijay used to date Priya in school. She said Priya only start liking this new guy after Vijay so-called went to America. Now he is back, Puan Thanga is hoping they will start to like each other again. She told me she always wanted a daughter, and when Priya and Vijay were going out she felt like Priya is her own daughter. She thinks they are perfect for each other.”


“Sibuk,” said the cat disapprovingly. “So busybody.”


Yiling shrugged. It was in the nature of aunties to be busybodies.


“This Vijay is a good guy,” said Yiling. “I can tell from his smell. I never remake a dead person unless I think they are a good person. Enough useless people in the world already.”


“So you lied?” said the cat. “You could change the boyfriend’s mind if you want?”


“I don’t lie to my clients,” said Yiling sternly. “Everything I said was true. But it’s not my business if my clients want to pay me extra for doing something sensible.”


She looked at the cat for a while, just for the pleasure of it, and the cat looked at her. The cat was still thin, but not as thin as she had been when Yiling had first taken her home.


“I’m sorry I kidnap you,” said Yiling. The cat waved one elegant hand.


“Not to worry,” she said. “I would have run away if I wanted to. But we must stop living like this. You don’t eat properly. Hawker food is okay, but not every day. I can cook for you, I am a very good cook. It’s good you like Malay food. We will move to our own apartment so that auntie cannot know all our business. She always come into this room in the afternoon to snoop around.”


“Oh,” said Yiling.


“Never mind, she never find out anything. You don’t own anything interesting also,” said the cat. “That’s one more thing, you must have a nicer room. Living in one room like this, how to be comfortable? We will make sure you have an office for your work in our new place. I will set up the business for you. With your talent you don’t have to only work for scheming aunties. If you advertise your talent better you can get more customers, earn more money.”


“But an apartment will be expensive,” said Yiling, because she could not think of anything better to say.


“No! One bedroom, one room for the office, kitchen and bathroom,” said the cat. “We don’t need so much to start with. Simplesimple enough already.”


“One bedroom?” said Yiling.


The cat was surprised. She looked at her intently. Then she sat up, reached over, and took Yiling’s hand.


“Of course,” said the cat. “That’s why I ran away from my parents’ house. Somebody told my boss at work and I got fired and I panic and ran away. Ended up no money, no house, must sleep on the street. So I thought it was safer to be a cat. That’s the only thing I can do. I’m not so clever as you, I cannot do all this spell or what. What happen to you?”


Yiling stared at their joined hands. She did magic and she liked girls. She lived alone because she was not the kind of daughter anyone would have asked for.


“Nothing happen,” said Yiling.


She had just packed a bag one day, stepped out of her parents’ house, and never gone back. There had been no precipitating event behind it, no big fight with her parents. She had not even had a girlfriend to leave for.


“Nothing happen,” she said again. “I just don’t like lying.”


“Good,” said the cat. “My name is Ada. You knew, right?” She did not mean her name.


“I always know who people are,” said Yiling. “By their smell. That’s the one thing nobody can lie about.”


But Ada was not listening to this philosophizing. She was of a practical bent. She said, “But first, before we do all this thing, you must get me some clothes, OK, sayang?—Can I call you sayang?”


“Please,” said Yiling. “Feel free.”










The Fish Bowl



Su Yin was hiding the first time the fish spoke to her. It was three o’clock on a Thursday and she was at Puan Lai’s house for maths teras tuition.


She did not have strong feelings about Puan Lai, but she liked the house. Between the entrance and living room there was an expanse of cool, white marble floor that would have been a hallway in a normal house. Puan Lai had dug out a hole in the floor and filled it with water. The pond was rectangular, like a swimming pool, but the water was green, swarming with koi and goldfish.


It had never been explained why they were there.


“Probably she rear them to sell,” said Su Yin’s mother. “Koi are very valuable, you know.”


Puan Lai hadn’t provided an explanation herself. As a teacher her style was direct and unfrivolous. She bombarded her students with exercises, leaving scarcely any time for questions, much less idle conversation.


For the past three Thursdays Su Yin had sat in an alcove by the pool while waiting for class to start, hidden from the front door by an extravagant potted palm. She passed the time watching the koi, golden and white and black, like splashes of paint curling in the water.


If she stared long enough she could feel her thoughts take on the measured glide of the fishes’ bodies through the water. She felt as weightless as they must feel.


This mysterious peace was disturbed when the fish spoke. 


“Eh, listen,” said the fish. “I got secret to tell you.”


Su Yin jumped. The voice had sounded clear and small in her right ear. She looked down into the water and saw a white koi, missing one eye.


“You want to hear or not?” said the koi.


Su Yin was going mad. Finally her mind was giving way. It was not as frightening as she’d thought it would be.


“Whether you want to listen or not, it’s not my problem,” said the koi. “I’m not the one missing out.”


The koi’s mouth opened and closed, an intermittent surprised O. Its white skin was so smooth it seemed scaleless. It would feel like silken tofu if you touched it. Seen from above, the fish’s one eye looked heavy-lidded and wise.


“Are you a magical fish or a door-to-door salesman?” Su Yin whispered.


“Wah, still know how to joke people ah,” said the koi. “You’re correct. I’m magical. I can grant your any wish. That’s my secret. Good or not?”


Su Yin no longer read much, but she used to like books. This was not unexpected.


“OK,” she said. “So what?”


“You don’t have to whisper,” said the koi’s voice in her mind. “You don’t have to open your mouth. I can hear you screaming.”


Su Yin got up, knocking her elbow against the potted palm. She walked to the living room, her face stiff.


That wasn’t funny, she thought.


At this point she still thought it was her mind doing it, showing her magical talking fish. She thought it was the tiredness speaking.


Su Yin’s parents went to bed at 11:30 every night. At midnight Su Yin put on a thin cardigan and walked soft-footed downstairs to the computer.


She used to play RPGs, but even with the volume turned down she worried that her avatars’ thin battle cries and the muffled roaring of the dragons would reach through the ceiling and pierce her parents’ sleep. And you had to save your game, and her younger brother played it as well, so the evidence of what she did was there, ripe for the picking if he ever felt like betrayal.


These days she made dolls. There were hundreds of doll makers online, on different themes. Doll makers for every movie you could think of, for bands, for books and TV shows. It was a simple pursuit, but you never ran out of variations.


There was something reassuring about it. You started out with a naked, bald body, featureless and innocent. Then you built it up into the approximation of a person, adding hair, eyes, clothes, shoes, a smile or frown.


When Su Yin was done she saved the graphic in a folder she’d squirrelled away inside five nested folders named things like “Nota_ Bio_Encik’s Cheah’s class.” She gave each doll a name: Esmeralda for a green-eyed girl with wild red hair; Jane for a quiet-looking one in a gingham dress, her eyes cast down.


When Su Yin finally went to bed her back was stiff and her feet were cold. From her bed she could see the glowing green face of the clock. It was 2:20 a.m. She would not sleep for at least another hour.


Wednesday was usually a good day. She had two tuition classes in the afternoon, but in the half-hour gap between them, her dad drove her to a nearby coffeehouse. They sat at a sticky enamel table and she ate her way through three plates of siu mai while Dad watched a Hong Kong variety show on the TV.


She never felt sleepy in the kopitiam, despite the dozy mid-afternoon feeling of the air and the somnolent hum of the ceiling fan. It was only when Dad had dropped her off at Puan Rosnah’s and the lesson had started that she began to droop.


Su Yin no longer tried to fight it. She crossed her arms on the table and dropped her head.


Puan Rosnah was a nice older lady with a soft, creaky voice and a smile that crinkled the skin around her eyes. She never complained about the naps. She was not an especially good teacher, and tended to drone. It didn’t matter because Su Yin also attended another, more effective BM tuition class. She didn’t question why she had to have two classes for the same subject: she’d got a B in BM for UPSR four years ago.


After class the students milled in the garden outside Puan Rosnah’s house, waiting for their parents to pick them up.


“Wah, relaxed ah you,” said Cheryl Lau to Su Yin.


There was no decent way to fob Cheryl off. She insisted on talking to Su Yin. They’d used to be friends, back when they were rivals for top of the form. Now that Su Yin was out of the running she avoided Cheryl when she could, but Cheryl still sought her out.


“Can nap in class also,” she said. “You study finish for the test already, is it?”


Su Yin’s heart clenched. She said, “Hah? Sorry, didn’t hear.”


“You know, Puan Sharifah’s test,” said Cheryl. They were in different classes, but they shared teachers for a couple of subjects. Puan Sharifah was one of them. She taught history and was known for her total lack of mercy.


“Our class had the test already,” said Cheryl. “Damn hard, man. Study like siao also still didn’t know how to answer.”


Su Yin couldn’t ask when her class was going to have the test. That would show she hadn’t been paying attention for weeks, maybe months.


“Is it? When was it?” she said.


“Tuesday,” said Cheryl. “Sucks, man. Have to study the whole weekend. Your class test is on Friday, right?”


Su Yin dug her fingernails into her palm. 


“Yah,” she said. “I think so.”


One day was not enough to study for a test, especially not one set by Puan Sharifah. The next day at school, Su Yin’s classmates confirmed that it was going to be on Friday. Puan Sharifah had announced it three weeks ago. It would cover the five chapters they’d already been tested on in the last round of exams, and an additional three they’d studied since then.


Su Yin hadn’t looked at her history textbook in months.


During the drive to Puan Lai’s house, her dad said, “Why so quiet, girl? Thinking what?”


Su Yin came out of her bad dream.


“Nothing,” she said. “Thinking about school only.” 


“My girl is so hardworking,” crooned Ma.


“Don’t need to overthink one lah,” said Dad. “Do the work and listen to the teacher enough already. With your brain, like that can pass already.”


Su Yin was half an hour early, and none of the other students were there when the maid let her in. She crawled into her hiding place.


Remembering the conversation in the car made her want to hurt herself. She was ready when the fish said, “Change your mind ah?”


It was the white koi, floating up out of the dark water like a ghost. 


She said, “How you know?”


The koi clearly thought it beneath itself to answer such a stupid question. It waited in the water, silent.


“Can you make me pass?” Su Yin whispered. 


“Cheh, that only? Very easy,” said the koi.


“Not just pass,” said Su Yin. “Do well. Get good marks.”


“You want to get hundred?” said the koi.


That was pushing it.


“Seventy lah,” said Su Yin. Even that would be a disappointment to her parents. It would be an improvement compared to what she’d got in the last round of exams, but her parents didn’t know about those.


“Can,” said the koi. “I get you seventy exactly. No need to worry. Puan Sharifah won’t think you cheated. She’ll be very happy. She’ll think you buck up after the last exam.”


Su Yin didn’t ask how the koi knew she’d been worrying about that. 


“One thing only,” said the koi. “My payment.” 


“What is it?” said Su Yin.


The fish’s mouth opened and closed. It was toothless like the mouth of a hungry baby, or the mouth of an old man chanting a mantra under his breath.


“I’m so hungry,” it said. 


Su Yin nodded.


“Put your hand here,” said the fish.


Su Yin dipped her right arm into the water, flinching at the cold. The fish blinked its one wise eye and swam up to her. She closed her eyes. The sharp, sharp teeth closed over her flesh.


It had to be true that the fish was magic, because it stole her voice. She felt the scream tear her throat, but there was no sound. It didn’t so much as ripple the water.


She snatched her arm out of the water, clutching it to her chest. The fish had bitten out a chunk of her forearm about the size of a fifty-sen coin. Blood ran down her arm and dripped onto her shorts. She held her arm, shuddering.


The world went fuzzy. The separate leaves of the palm merged into a green blob, as if she was seeing them through tears.


“Wait first,” said the fish. “I’ll take the blood away.” Its voice in her head sounded drowsy, contented.


Answering her unasked question, it said, “No. It doesn’t work without the pain.”


By the time class started, the wound was already scabbing over, and her shorts were dry. The flesh of her arm felt raw and wet. She had to keep looking down to convince herself of the scab.


It was dark red and ugly on the inner side of her arm. The guy next to her flicked his eyes at it and looked away hastily. Unease pulled the air around him taut.
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