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ONE


The first thing the ghost said to Jess was:


Does your mother know you’re a pengkid?


The ghost said it to shock. Unfortunately it had failed to consider the possibility that Jess might not understand it. Jess understood most of the Hokkien spoken to her, but because it was only ever her parents doing the speaking, there were certain gaps in her vocabulary.


Jess didn’t take much notice of the ghost. She might have been more worried if she was less busy, but in a sense, she’d been hearing disapproving voices in her head all her life. Usually it was her mom’s imagined voice lecturing her in Hokkien, but the ghost didn’t sound that different.


Even so, the ghost’s voice stuck with her. The line was still repeating itself in her head the next day, with the persistence of a half-heard advertising jingle.


She was waiting with her mom for the guy from the moving company. Mom was going through the bags of junk Jess had marked for throwing away, examining each object and setting some aside to keep. Jess had spent hours bagging up her stuff; this second go-over was totally unnecessary.


But it was a stressful time for Mom, she reminded herself. It was a huge deal to be moving countries at her age, even if she and Dad called it going home. Back to Malaysia, they said, as though the past nineteen years had been a temporary aberration, instead of Jess’s entire life.


“We said we were going to cut down on our possessions,” Jess said.


“I know,” said Mom. “But this hair band is so nice!” She waved a sparkly pink hair band at Jess. “You don’t want to wear, Min?”


“Dad gave me that when I was ten,” said Jess. “My head’s too big for it now.”


Mom laid the hair band down, grimacing, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to put it back in the garbage bag. Her innate hoarding tendencies had been aggravated by their financial instability. It seemed almost to give her a physical pain to throw things away.


“Maybe your cousin Ching Yee can wear,” she murmured.


“Ching Yee is older than me,” said Jess. She could feel her voice getting sharp. Patience didn’t come naturally to her. She needed to redirect the conversation.


The line came back to her. Does your mother know you’re a—what?


“Mom,” Jess said in English, “what does ‘pengkid’ mean?”


Mom dropped the hair band, whipping around. “What? Where did you learn that word?”


Startled by the success of her feint, Jess said, “I heard it somewhere. Didn’t you say it?”


Mom stiffened all along her back like an offended cat.


“Mom doesn’t use words like that,” she said. “Whatever friend told you that word, you better not hang out with them so much. It’s not nice to say.”


This struck Jess as hilarious. “None of my friends speak Hokkien, Mom.”


“It’s a Malay word,” said Mom. “I only know is because my colleague told me last time. Hokkien, we don’t say such things.”


“Hokkien doesn’t have any swear words?” said Jess skeptically.


“It’s not a swear word—” Mom cut herself off, conscious she’d betrayed too much, but Jess pounced.


“So what does ‘pengkid’ mean?”


It took some badgering before Mom broke down and told her. Even then she spoke in such vague roundabout terms (“you know, these people . . . they have a certain lifestyle . . .”) that it took a while before Jess got what she was driving at.


“You mean, like a lesbian?” said Jess.


Mom’s expression told her all she needed to know.


After a moment Jess laughed. “I was starting to think it was something really terrible.”


Mom was still in prim schoolmarm mode. “Not nice. Please don’t say such things in front of the relatives.”


“I don’t know what you’re worrying about,” said Jess, bemused. “If they’re anything like you, I’m not going to be saying anything in front of the relatives. They’ll do all the saying.”


“Good,” said Mom. “Better not say anything if you’re going to use such words.”


The hair band lay forgotten on the floor. Jess swept it discreetly into the garbage bag.


“C’mon, focus,” she said. “This is taking forever. Remember they’re coming at four.”


“Ah, Mom is not efficient!” said her mom, flustered. But this acknowledged, she went on at the same snail’s pace as before, picking through each bag as though, with sufficient care, the detritus of Jess’s childhood might be made to yield some extraordinary treasure.


Whatever the treasure was, it wasn’t Jess herself. Everything had boded well when she was a kid. Exemplary grades, AP classes, full ride to an Ivy . . .


But look at her now. Seven months out from college, she was unemployed and going nowhere fast. Everyone she’d known at college was either at some fancy grad school or in a lucrative bigtech job. Meanwhile Jess’s parents had lost all their money and here she was—their one insurance policy, their backup plan—still mooching off them.


“Ah!” cried Mom. She sounded as though she’d discovered the Rosetta stone. “Remember this? Even when you’re small you’re so clever to draw.”


The drawing must have been bundled up with other, less interesting papers, or Jess wouldn’t have thrown it away. Mom had kept every piece of art Jess had ever made, her childhood scrawls treated with as much reverence as the pieces from her first—and last—photography exhibition in her junior year.


The paper was thin, yellow and curly with age. Jess smelled crayon wax as she brought the drawing up to her face, and was hit with an intense shot of nostalgia.


A spindly person stood outside a house, her head roughly level with the roof. Next to her was a smaller figure, its face etched with parallel lines of black tears. They were colored orange, because as a child Jess had struggled to find any crayons that were a precise match for Chinese people’s skin.


Both figures had their arms raised. In the sky, at the upper left-hand corner of the drawing, was the plane at which they were waving, flying away.


Jess didn’t remember drawing the picture, but she knew what it was about. “How old was I?”


“Four years old,” said Mom. Her eyes were misty with reminiscence. “That time Daddy still couldn’t get a job in America. Luckily his friend asked Daddy to help out with his company in Kuala Lumpur, but Daddy had to fly back and forth between here and KL. Each time went back for two, three months. Your kindergarten teacher asked me, ‘Is Jessamyn’s father overseas?’ Then she showed me this. I thought, ‘Alamak, cannot like this, Min will get a complex.’ I almost brought you back to Malaysia. Forget America, never mind our green cards. It’s more important for the family to be together.”


Jess touched the drawing, following the teardrops on the child’s face. When was the last time she’d cried? Not when she’d said goodbye to Sharanya, neither of them knowing when they’d see each other again. She’d told a dumb joke and made Sharanya laugh and call her an asshole, tears in her eyes.


Jess must have cried during Dad’s cancer scare. But she couldn’t remember doing it. Only the tearless hours in waiting rooms, stale with exhaustion, Jess staring over Mom’s head as she wept.


“Why didn’t we go back?” said Jess.


“In the end Daddy got a job what,” said Mom. “He was going back and forth for a short time only. It’s not like you were an abandoned child. I was here. You turned out OK.”


The words sounded like an appeal for reassurance. But the tone was strangely perfunctory, as though she was rehearsing a defense she’d repeated many times before.


“You turned out OK,” Mom said again. She took the picture from Jess, smoothing it out and putting it on the pile of things to keep.


“Yeah,” said Jess. She wasn’t sure whom they were trying to convince.


AFTER THIS, THE ghost lay low for a while. It wasn’t like Jess had time to worry about stray voices in her head. Masterminding an intercontinental move crowded everything else out. Her mom, a person to whom all matters were equally important, could probably have gotten it done given three years. Since they had three weeks, it fell on Jess to move things along.


Her dad had gone ahead to Malaysia to start the new job his brother-in-law had arranged for him. He looked tired on their video calls. He’d stopped dyeing his hair after the cancer scare; his head was now almost completely gray. Watching him, Jess noticed for the first time that the skin on his throat hung a little loose, creased with wrinkles. It made him look old.


The sudden disturbing thought came to her: They’ve done it. They did it in the end. After years of insults small and large—misunderstanding his accent, underrating his abilities, dangling opportunities in front of him only to snatch them away—America had finally beaten him.


Jess smothered the thought. Dad was only in his fifties. Asia was rising. This move to Malaysia wasn’t a failure, for Jess or her parents. It was a new beginning.


Her subconscious wasn’t convinced. In the manic run-up to the move, she started having vivid dreams about Malaysia.


At least, she assumed it was Malaysia. The dreams were permeated by overpowering sunshine, an intense glare she had never seen anywhere else. The perpetual sticky heat and vivid greenery were familiar from visits there. But nothing else was familiar.


She was almost always engaged in some mundane task—scrubbing plates, hanging up faded laundry on a clothesline, washing herself with a bucket of gaspingly cold water from a tank. Sometimes there was a baby she was responsible for. It never seemed to stop crying. She found herself staring at its scrunched-up face with stony resentment, hating it but knowing there was nothing to be done.


In one dream she was outdoors, watching her own hands score lines in a tree trunk with a knife. Milky white fluid welled from the gash. Rows of trees stretched out around her.


She had started in the early morning, when it was dark, the air soft and cool on her skin. It grew warmer and brighter as she worked, the light turning silver, then gold. By the time she laid down her tools the heat was all-encompassing, the sun beating mercilessly down.


She carried her harvest to the river, where she paused to scoop water into the pails of white fluid—just enough so the agent wouldn’t be able to tell when he weighed her yield. He still underpaid her. Everyone knew the agent was a cheat, as he knew they sought to cheat him, so that they were all bound by duplicity.


Getting her pay meant she could go to the shop to buy meat so they’d have something more to eat than plain rice. By the time she got home she was bone-tired, but she put the rice on to cook and started chopping the vegetables. She had to get the meal ready before sunset, before night came, before . . .


But Jess didn’t find out what happened at night. She woke up in her sleeping bag, alone in a dark room.


For a moment she didn’t know where she was. They’d shipped or sold off everything in the apartment. Empty, her bedroom looked different, the angles and shadows altered. She might still have been dreaming.


“Mom,” she said later, “you know when you’ve got trees and you cut lines in it so the sap comes out—is that a thing? A Malaysian thing?”


She regretted the question at once. It had made sense in her head, but it sounded like gibberish once the words hit the air. But Mom only nodded, as though it was a perfectly normal thing to ask.


“Rubber tapping?” she said. “Malaysia still produce a lot, but not so much as before. Why?”


“I saw a video somewhere,” said Jess.


She couldn’t recall ever having seen or heard anything about rubber tapping, but her mom must have told her about it sometime. The rustling quiet between the trees, the red-faced baby, her own work-coarsened hands keeping strange rooms clean—they lost their reality in the light of day.


They were just dreams, Jess told herself, the result of her brain processing the move to Malaysia. The rubber tapping must represent her anxiety about her employment prospects—her nostalgia for a time when life was simpler, if harder. Probably the baby was her mom. A therapist would have a field day with her, Jess thought wryly, and forgot all about the dreams.


JESS AND HER mom were greeted at Bayan Lepas by what seemed like half of Penang’s Chinese population. Jess hugged her dad while the flood of relatives swallowed up her mom.


Dad didn’t say much, but he looked better than on their video calls, revived by the pleasure of the reunion. He smelled the same as ever—a comforting blend of Brut cologne and soap.


This is going to work, thought Jess, and then, I have to make this work.


“And this is Jessamyn?” said an auntie. “Grown up already ah! So pretty now! Last time I saw you, you were this tall only, you know.”


They were staying at Dad’s sister’s house, in a well-off suburban neighborhood. Mom called it a bungalow—Malaysians seemed to use the word for any big house—but it was actually two stories. Past the wrought iron gates was a garden with bougainvilleas in extravagant bloom, magenta and peach and pale pink. The house, with its cream walls and brown tiled roof, had been built in the 1970s; the exterior had a slightly worn air that belied the family’s prosperity.


Inside, the house was clean and comfortable and lived-in, as unpretentiously nice as its owners. The only luxuries were subtle ones—marble floors on the first story, Indonesian teak on the second. There was AC in the bedrooms and ceiling fans everywhere, and the house was designed to make the most of every breeze, with little holes for ventilation at the top of the external walls.


Kor Kor’s kids had moved out—the eldest was working in Sydney, the younger two at college in Melbourne. Jess’s parents had the daughter’s bedroom, while Jess was given the room the sons had shared.


Mom and Dad had initially refused when Kor Kor invited them to stay at hers while they looked for their own place (as she put it, but they all knew it really meant “until they could afford their own place”). It had taken some persistence on Kor Kor’s part to wear them down. In the course of a long-drawn-out video call, Mom had finally blurted, “My mother passed on few months ago. How can we stay at your house? By the time we come, it’ll be almost Chinese New Year that time.”


“Aiyah, don’t worry. I’m Christian,” said Kor Kor. “All this pantang all that, I’m not scared. More fun if you stay with me. My kids are overseas, not coming back for New Year. I have an empty nest. Lonely, you know!”


From this, Jess had imagined Kor Kor’s house would be quiet. But even though they’d arrived in Penang with a few weeks to go before Lunar New Year, the house was perpetually full. Jess couldn’t turn a corner without stumbling over a visiting auntie or uncle or their bored progeny.


Her aunt was retired and sociable, but they weren’t all her friends. To Jess’s surprise, it turned out the visitors were there on her parents’ account.


She hadn’t known her parents still knew that many people in Penang. She hadn’t really thought they knew people anywhere. She’d always seen them as introverts, their investment in work and family leaving no space in their lives for so tenuous a connection as friendship.


She saw now that this was one of the unnatural changes being immigrants had wrought in her parents—one of the ways they had been warped under its pressures. Among their friends and relatives—people who shared their language, accent, values, preoccupations—Mom and Dad were different people: confident, gregarious and witty. It was Jess who was out of her element, navigating unfamiliar waters.


Her chats with the visitors were more like interrogations, with Jess’s life choices as the topic du jour, but fortunately her active input was not often required. The aunties and uncles were perfectly capable of conducting conversations with Jess without any expectation that she actually speak.


“No job yet? Ah, Harvard grad like you, you’ll have no problem finding.”


“Must be she’s waiting for the right opportunity,” said another auntie. “Young people these days are picky. They won’t simply take any job.”


“You all are suffering from abundance,” an uncle told Jess. Pleased with the phrase, he repeated, “Suffering from abundance,” a beady eye shining judgment on Jess. “In my day having a job was more important. Never mind what job. No matter what it is, you can make it if you work hard.”


Jess smiled vaguely. This was her habitual tactic with obnoxious men of any age. But Mom fired up.


“Why shouldn’t she be picky? You have to work for most of your life. Might as well find something she likes.”


“No point being an employee, working for other people,” said Jess’s aunt. “Better if Min does her own business.”


Kor Kor scooped up a newspaper on the coffee table, showing it to Jess’s mom. “Like this young fellow. He studied at Oxford, worked in US, then came back to do business. Now he has a chain, doing very well. Ching Yee took me to his café. One small coffee is twenty ringgit! Not like it’s kopi luwak or what. Just normal coffee!”


“Where got people pay twenty ringgit for coffee?” said a skeptical auntie, but Kor Kor insisted:


“You go and see. All the young people go there. They all like that style. Hipster style.” She pronounced the word “hipster” as though it was from an alien tongue.


“Twenty ringgit for one coffee,” said Mom, impressed. “Nowadays the young people are so clever to make money.”


She handed the newspaper to Jess, looking hopeful, as though if she only applied sufficient moral pressure, Jess might be persuaded to join the ranks of the young people who were clever at making money.


The paper showed a man in his twenties, dressed in the successful millennial uniform of crisp blue shirt, gray jeans and white Vans. He was light brown skinned and good-looking, suave but approachable. He looked like exactly the kind of person who would found a chain of hipster cafés.


The “suffering from abundance” uncle was peering over her shoulder, so when he burst out, “Ha!” he did it right in Jess’s ear.


“Please explain the joke,” Jess said acidly, driven beyond endurance.


The uncle ignored her.


“Ng Wei Sherng? That fellow is the last person your niece should copy!” he said to Kor Kor. “His cafés don’t need to do well. You don’t know ah, the father is who?” He tapped the young man’s smiling face. “This is Dato’ Ng Chee Hin’s son.”


“Really?” Mom peered over Jess’s shoulder at the newspaper with fresh interest. “True hor, looks like him. I didn’t realize because the boy is so dark.”


“Mother is Indian,” said the uncle knowledgeably.


Mom was talking over him, in her usual Mom way. “But he’s so young! I thought Ng Chee Hin is in his seventies?”


A new voice said sharply, Ng Chee Hin?


It was the raspy voice of a habitual smoker, oddly familiar, though Jess didn’t recognize it. She looked around for who had spoken, but she couldn’t tell which of the aunties it had been. Everyone went on talking as though they hadn’t heard the voice.


“Not bad what, still,” Kor Kor was saying. “Even if the father is rich, doesn’t mean the children will be successful. Most rich men’s sons are playful, don’t like to work.”


“The problem is the father,” said the uncle. “Ng Chee Hin is a rubber tapper’s son. You ask yourself, how did he manage to become so rich, until the chief minister also goes to his house?” He shook his head. “Your niece better find some other model to follow.”


“Aiyah, who are we to judge?” said Kor Kor. “Maybe when he’s younger it’s different, but nowadays Dato’ Ng is very decent what. Kok Teng has a contract with his company. He says Dato’ Ng is very religious, always donates to charity.”


The uncle snorted.


“You know why the boy is so young?” he said to Mom. “Because he is the third wife’s son. She was twentysomething only when she married Dato’ Ng. He was fifty already by that time. Very pious man, Ng Chee Hin!”


Why are you talking about Ng Chee Hin? said the raspy stranger’s voice.


The aunties and uncles were gossiping about rich people and their peccadilloes, Jess’s career plans forgotten—except by Kor Kor, who withdrew from the general conversation, slightly put out.


“Only thing I’m worried is it’s boring for you here, Min,” she said to Jess. “If the children are around, they can entertain you. But there’s only us old people. Nothing for a young person like you to do.”


“Don’t worry. I’m great at doing nothing,” said Jess absently. She was trying to work out whom the raspy voice belonged to. She couldn’t connect it with any of the women sitting around Kor Kor’s living room, but then why was it so familiar . . .?


A memory floated to the surface of her mind. The same voice saying, Does your mother know you’re a pengkid?


Jess stiffened, cold with horror.


Outside in the world, Mom was saying, “Not good to do nothing! Why don’t you help Kor Tiao?”


“I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” said Jess, cutting her off.


In the bathroom she washed her face and patted it dry, listening to her own breath.


The stress was getting to her, making her think she was hearing things. It was nothing to freak out about. She’d had a lot to deal with in the past few weeks, and being lectured constantly by strangers wasn’t helping. She needed to slow down, do some self-care. She’d book herself a manicure or something . . .


The voice sliced through all of this like a knife.


You never answered my question!


The speaker might have been standing next to Jess. She couldn’t see them, but it was impossible to doubt their reality.


She gripped the sink, staring at her own terrified face in the mirror.


You’re looking at what? said the voice impatiently. What were they all saying about that useless bastard? Tell Ah Ma!



   





TWO


What the fuck?” said Jess out loud.


The sound of her own voice was reassuringly normal, grounding her in reality.


She had obviously imagined the voice in her head. She was the one who was in control of her brain. So as long as she kept telling herself that, the voice would go away—


Don’t talk like that in front of your Ah Ma, said the voice.


“You’re not my Ah Ma,” said Jess, despite herself. “She’s dead.”


The death of her maternal grandmother the year before had been overshadowed by all the other crap going on in her life at the time. Dad had been in remission, but struggling with the fact that he’d lost everything he’d worked for. Jess had been trying to cobble together some kind of income from freelance photography work while applying for jobs that never got back to her and conducting a clandestine long-distance relationship with Sharanya, who was living with her family at the opposite end of the country.


As for Mom, she had been a straight-up mess. When she’d told Jess one morning, “Ah Ma passed on last night,” it took Jess a moment to remember who Ah Ma was.


They hadn’t seen Ah Ma since they had moved to the States, though they met up with Dad’s side of the family whenever they were back in Malaysia. Jess hadn’t even thought to ask why they saw so little of Mom’s relatives till their last visit to Malaysia a few years ago.


“Ah Ma doesn’t like to serve people,” Mom had said. “Better to visit people who like to have guests.”


Sharanya could never believe that Jess had left it there. “You’re not even a little bit curious? Your mom hasn’t seen her own mom in two decades. That’s not normal.”


“Mom says she belongs to Dad’s family now,” Jess said. “It’s a Chinese thing. Once a woman gets married, it’s like she’s left her family and joined her husband’s.”


“That’s an Indian thing too,” said Sharanya. “Before Skype was invented. This is the twenty-first century!”


“It’s not like it’s some big mystery. My grandmother’s probably just an asshole,” Jess told her. “Like my uncle. He only gets in touch to try to borrow money from Mom. It’s like it’s the 1800s and he thinks we went to Gold Mountain and we’re millionaires now, while they’re back in the old country eating millet. And Mom still talks to him, so my grandmother must be even worse.”


The voice said now, Of course Ah Ma is dead. If I’m not dead, how can I talk to you? Your mother never called.


The bathroom seemed to contract around Jess. She’d been perpetually sweaty since arriving in Malaysia, but the sweat was cooling on her skin.


There was no such thing as ghosts, she told herself. Her subconscious was fucking with her. In an unprecedented, terrifying way, admittedly, but she didn’t have time to freak out about that right now.


“Pull yourself together, Teoh,” she said to her reflection. “Go out there and make nice with the uncles and aunties—”


You can’t go yet, said the voice. Outside is too noisy. Why does your aunt need to hold open house every day, she thinks she’s a politician or what? Stay here and tell Ah Ma what they all were saying about Ng Chee Hin.


“You’re not my Ah Ma,” said Jess. “You’re not anybody! I’m imagining you!”


Don’t shout, said the voice. You want to talk, talk inside here. No need to open your mouth. After people will hear.


By “inside here,” the voice didn’t mean the bathroom. It meant the inside of Jess’s head.


What would the uncles and aunties in Kor Kor’s living room say if they heard her talking to an imaginary voice? It wasn’t like Jess cared what they thought, but they might be shitty to Mom about it.


She said, without opening her mouth, If you’re my grandmother, my dead grandmother, how can you be talking to me inside my head?


I’m like the good brothers, said the voice, with the patience reserved by most people for children or idiots. Not everybody can hear. But our family can do this kind of thing.


What is that supposed to mean? said Jess. I don’t have any brothers!


“Good brothers” also you don’t know? said the voice. Didn’t your mother teach you anything?


This is crazy, Jess said, or thought. It wasn’t like she could really be addressing anyone but herself. She was the only person in the room. There was no one else she could be talking to. Whatever this is, it has to stop. I have enough to deal with. I can’t start hallucinating that I’m talking to a ghost who thinks it’s my dead grandmother—


Hallucinating what? said the voice tartly. If I’m not here, who do you think has been sending you all those dreams?


The knock at the door made Jess jump. Mom said on the other side, “Min, you’re inside? You’re not feeling well, is it?”


Wait, said Jess. Dreams?


Mom banged on the door again. “Min?”


Jess recognized the trembly beginnings of panic in Mom’s voice. She swore under her breath and opened the door. “I’m fine, Mom. What is it?”


“Auntie Poh Eng waiting to go so long already,” Mom said. Then she got a proper look at Jess’s face. “Your lips are so pale!” She took Jess’s hands, pressing them between her warm palms. “So cold! Are you feeling dizzy? If you don’t feel well, you must tell Mom. Mustn’t suffer in silence.”


Her expression pulled Jess out of her distraction. Mom had always been paranoid about health stuff, but Dad getting cancer had sent her anxiety into overdrive. She looked like she was already waiting for the doctor to pronounce Jess’s prognosis.


“I’m OK,” Jess said. “I’m jet-lagged, that’s all. I’m going to go upstairs and take a nap.”


“OK,” said Mom, but she looked troubled. “After one week you still got hangover? You’re so young, shouldn’t be taking so long to recover. I think you don’t have enough iron in your blood.”


Surrender was usually the fastest way to cut short a bout of nagging.


“Yeah, I’ll eat more spinach,” said Jess. “Make my apologies to Kor Kor, OK?”


She was moving toward the stairs as she spoke, since even surrender didn’t always work, but then a thought struck her. She paused on the first step, turning back.


“Mom, if I say ‘good brothers’”—Jess said it in Hokkien, the same words the ghost had used—“what does that make you think of?”


“‘Ho hia ti’?” echoed Mom. “Means ‘good brothers.’ Can also say to mean ‘good friends.’ ‘Dad and Uncle Fahmi are ho hia ti,’ like that. Why?”


“No reason,” said Jess.


BY THE NEXT day, the impression the voice had left was fading. She had a call with Sharanya, which helped. It was surreal seeing her face on Jess’s phone screen, but comforting too. It had been a couple of weeks since they’d been able to talk. Jess had been starting to feel like she’d made Sharanya up, like she’d never had a girlfriend at all.


She told Sharanya this.


Sharanya’s eyes crinkled. “How is Penang?”


Jess shrugged, though her position made the movement awkward. She was propped up on her elbows on her bed, with the blanket over her head to muffle sound. “Same as ever. It’s not like I get to see Penang. I just hang out at my aunt’s house.”


“Singapore’s like that too,” said Sharanya. “I’m looking forward to getting the chance to explore. It’s going to be so great when we have our own place.”


Jess was less confident than Sharanya that she’d be in Singapore by the fall, when Sharanya would be starting her PhD there. Jess had to get a job in Singapore for that to happen—and she’d have to leave her parents.


“Did you see that content manager job I sent you?” said Sharanya, before Jess could change the subject. “You’d be really good at that.”


Jess could’ve pretended she was going to apply, but she’d always tried to be real with Sharanya. Lying to her family had become second nature; she didn’t want that to be true of their relationship too.


“I saw it,” said Jess. “But I’m not sure now’s the right time. We’ve only just arrived, Mom’s still getting settled . . . I need to be here for her and Dad.”


Sharanya’s face fell.


“I love that you’re so supportive of your parents,” she said earnestly. “But you have to live your own life, Jess. It can’t always be about them. Your parents wouldn’t want you to give up your dreams for them.”


They wouldn’t want her to move to Singapore to be with her girlfriend whom they didn’t know about either. But Jess didn’t point that out. She didn’t want to keep talking about her parents; it was a topic that always went wrong with Sharanya. She cast around for a distraction.


“You know, I’ve been having these really weird dreams lately,” she said.


She told Sharanya about the bizarre things her brain had been up to in the past few weeks. The dreams interested Sharanya less than the voice.


“You’ve been hearing voices?”


“It was only one voice,” said Jess.


Sharanya wasn’t listening. Because she was out to her family, she was making the call from her laptop, sitting at her desk with the door open behind her. Her brother passed by and waved at Jess.


Sharanya was typing and studying her screen, her brow furrowed in concentration. “This page says stress can cause auditory hallucinations.”


Jess had undertaken the same hasty internet research into possible sources of the voice. “Hopefully it’s that, and not brain tumors.”


“I’m pretty sure it’s stress, babe,” said Sharanya. “I mean, look at your life. Maybe you should talk to somebody.”


“I’m talking to you. I’m feeling better already.”


“You know what I mean. Like, a qualified professional.”


Jess looked at her unhappily. Sharanya was typing again. Probably looking up qualified professionals Jess could go and see.


“Do you think I’m going crazy?” said Jess. “I can’t afford to be crazy. My parents have enough mental health issues for the whole family.”


Sharanya finally looked back at her, though because she was looking at Jess’s face on the screen instead of at the camera, their eyes didn’t exactly meet. Being in an LDR was total bullshit. “You’ve been carrying a lot, Jess.” Her expression was soft, the earlier tension between them forgotten in her concern. Jess wondered, not for the first time, how she’d managed to score someone like her. “This will help.”


“What’s wrong with repression and denial?” muttered Jess. “It’s been working so far.”


“The fact you’re hearing voices suggests it isn’t actually working,” said Sharanya. “Hey, there’s a psychiatric clinic in George Town. Is that near you?”


“It’s Penang,” said Jess. “Everything’s nearby.”


They managed to come up with a list of places to call, though it was hard to choose between them. There was limited information available online about any of the options.


“Can you ask around for recommendations?” said Sharanya. “Maybe your aunt . . .?”


There was nobody Jess could ask without her parents finding out, and Mom and Dad had enough on their plate. They didn’t need the discovery that Jess was going crazy, even if it was only a little bit crazy and she was dealing with it.


“I’ll figure it out,” said Jess.


THE CALL WITH Sharanya made Jess feel better about things, rooted in the real world. Of course she hadn’t been talking to a ghost. Ghosts weren’t a thing.


She had every intention of calling the clinics they’d found together, but she had limited opportunities to make a private call during business hours. She didn’t have a car, so she was stuck in Kor Kor’s house, unless her uncle or aunt or dad gave her a ride. She could get a cab, but not without attracting loud reproaches from Kor Kor, who seemed to take it as a personal insult that Jess didn’t want to treat her as a chauffeur.


It was like being a teenager again, on a weird summer vacation. Without the framework of classes or a job, the days were simultaneously endless and not long enough for all she had to do. There was no need for Mom and Kor Kor to worry about her being idle. Admin ate up all her time. She had to arrange for their stuff to be put in storage, help her parents look for a place they could rent in Penang, and somehow find the time to job hunt amidst all the rest.


The last task was the worst. She felt guilty when she searched for vacancies in Singapore, and almost as guilty when she stuck to jobs in Malaysia. Every time she clicked on a job ad, it was like being asked to decide between her family and her girlfriend.


It didn’t help that Kor Kor seemed to think Jess was there on holiday and needed entertaining. Kor Kor’s idea of entertainment was sitting in her living room with a bunch of other retirees talking interminably about people they knew and what property they owned over cups of Lipton tea. Jess couldn’t duck out, since it wasn’t like she had anybody to see or anywhere to go.


The only silver lining to these auntie salons was that Kor Kor’s friends lived in a completely different world from that constituted by reality. This occasionally proved entertaining.


“There was something dark right there,” said Auntie Grace, gesturing at the ceiling. She was speaking English, which meant Jess could actually follow her. Her Hokkien was all right, but she couldn’t keep up with the pace of the aunties and uncles’ conversation. “I saw it few days ago.”


Auntie Grace was the granddaughter of Jess’s paternal great-grandfather’s mistress. She wasn’t actually related to Dad’s side of the family, because she was the product of the mistress’s first marriage to another man. Jess’s great-grandmother had not been enthusiastic about the mistress or her children, which had resulted in an estrangement spanning generations. But it hadn’t been able to survive Kor Kor’s expansive hospitality. Auntie Grace was a regular visitor to the house.


“Could see out of the corner of my eye,” she went on. “I didn’t dare look directly. But it was like a black cloud like that, hanging there.”


A frisson went through the assembled guests. The uncles and aunties were all unquestioningly superstitious. They talked about the supernatural with the same mixture of matter-of-fact acceptance and caution with which they discussed politics, and for much the same reason—you never knew who might be listening.


Kor Kor, owner of the maligned ceiling, shifted in her seat. She obviously wasn’t thrilled by the suggestion that her living room was haunted.


“Maybe it was dirt,” said Mom, trying to be helpful. “Malaysia so humid, easy to get mold.”


Everyone raised their eyes to the ceiling. It was spotlessly white.


“We don’t have mold,” snapped Kor Kor. She turned to Jess, saying, with affected nonchalance, “Your interview with the American company is when ah? Will you have to fly to US?”


“No,” said Jess. “We’re doing it over Skype. It’s for a job at their KL office.”


“Not mold,” said Auntie Grace, ignoring Kor Kor’s attempt to change the subject. “I could feel there was something not right.”


“Choy,” said the aunties and uncles, looking at Kor Kor with pity.


“If you can feel there’s something not right, why didn’t you tell me?” said Kor Kor.


“You weren’t there,” said Auntie Grace, wide-eyed. “You went out of the room to talk to the contractor about your toilet. I was alone here and I was so scared! Didn’t dare move. I held my cross”—she touched the silver crucifix on a chain around her neck—“and said the Lord’s Prayer. After pray a few times, then only felt the room was lighter.” She spread her hands, suggesting the dissipation of a presence. “I looked and the shadow went away already.”


“This house was built when?” said an uncle. “Nineteen seventies? I tell my children, never buy an old house. You never know what’s inside.”


“Last week your husband had fever, right?” said Auntie Grace to Kor Kor. “For all you know, there is some issue. I can ask my pastor to come here. Pastor Cheah, when he prays, you can really feel God’s presence!”


“I can ask my pastor to come also,” said Kor Kor. “But there is no reason for us to be scared of this kind of thing. We are all Christians.”


“Not everybody here is Christian,” said Auntie Grace. She gave Jess’s mom a pointed look.


The moment God had entered the conversation, Mom had exited it. She was discussing the stock market with an uncle and showed no sign of having heard Auntie Grace.


Undeterred, Auntie Grace raised her voice. “You’re not Christian yet, right, Poey Hoon?”


“Poey Hoon Chee is a freethinker,” said Kor Kor.


Auntie Grace nodded sagely. “When you are in between—not here not there—you’re more likely to attract these things. You got feel or not, something following you?”


Mom said stiffly, “I am lucky. This kind of thing, I cannot sense one.”


Jess had been enjoying the conversation, but her enjoyment dried up at Mom’s expression.


“When you talk about attracting things, what kind of things do you mean, auntie?” she said.


She’d noticed that everyone had avoided naming what they were actually talking about. Sure enough, Auntie Grace looked uncomfortable.


“You know . . .” Auntie Grace glanced at Mom, who gave her no help. She switched from English to Hokkien. “Lasam eh mikia. Dirty things.”


“But you said it wasn’t dirt,” said Jess in English.


“No, not dirt,” said Auntie Grace. “I mean, those things, it’s not so nice to talk about. You don’t want it in your house.”


Jess drew her eyebrows together. “Like flies?”


Auntie Grace was starting to look desperate. “No, not flies. Some people call aoboey kong.”


“No lah,” disagreed an uncle. “Aoboey kong is different. Aoboey kong is a god. People pray to aoboey kong to keep them out.”


“What is aoboey kong?” said Jess. She rummaged in her rusty store of Hokkien. “The god at the back?”


“Yes, a god,” said the uncle. “Sits by the back door there, protecting the house. Good things come in from the front one mah, right? From the back, it’s all the not-so-good things, the floating things. You need a guardian to protect you from them. Aoboey kong is the guardian.”


“Some people call the other things aoboey kong also,” Auntie Grace insisted. “Nicer to say.”


“Could be, could be,” said an auntie peaceably. “People give different-different names. Some say ‘ho hia ti.’ Means the same thing.”


Jess sat up, forgetting to look innocent. “People call ghosts ‘good brothers’?”


The word “ghosts” sent a ripple of unease through the group. Kor Kor gave Jess a sharp look.


“Less scary to say ‘good brothers’ mah,” said Kor Kor. “People don’t like to talk about spirits directly. But this house doesn’t have such things, so you all don’t need to worry.”


Her tone said the discussion was over.


Jess decided not to push her luck. She was feeling a little shaken herself.


This changed nothing, she told herself. She must have known that ghosts were referred to as “good brothers” in Hokkien, even if she hadn’t consciously remembered it. The raspy voice hadn’t told her anything she didn’t know, because it was impossible for a voice in her head to belong to anyone but Jess herself.


Given what her family was like, it was no wonder her brain had decided to interpret her stress-induced auditory hallucinations as the rantings of a ghost. It was true Mom and Dad never talked about ghosts or spirits. They weren’t especially pious and they tended to be wary of people who were. Their approach to religion was to leave the gods alone, in the hope the gods would return the favor.


But superstition was built into their worldview. A fundamental belief in the supernatural had permeated the home Jess had grown up in. Despite her Western acculturation, it was one of the things she’d absorbed passively from her upbringing, like a taste for spicy food and a familiarity with Cantopop standards. Officially she didn’t believe in ghosts, but part of her wasn’t a hundred percent sure.


Over the next couple of days, her unease faded. The voice didn’t make a reappearance, and she was feeling OK. She’d managed to persuade herself that the voice had been a one-off—a weird side effect of jet lag—when the dreams started up again.


They weren’t like the ones she’d been having before. In these new dreams, she was herself, with only her own burdens to bear—no screaming baby or household chores. There were no longer any rubber plantations or old-fashioned bathrooms with water tanks instead of showers. Instead, she was always in Kor Kor’s house.


Yet she wasn’t quite her waking self. Her vision was hazy, her center of balance altered. She stumbled around rooms that should have been familiar, bruising herself against furniture, stubbing her toes on doors. It was like she’d forgotten how to be in her body.


She didn’t do much in these dreams. Only wandered around the quiet dark house, touching things, sometimes lifting them with great care. She didn’t want to break anything, or give away her presence. She needed this time to work things out.


She always woke up exhausted.


She remembered the voice saying, Who do you think has been sending you all those dreams? But she pushed the memory away, squashing down the accompanying panic.


There was no need for an esoteric explanation of the dreams. In her waking life Jess felt like a tiny baby deer staggering around, perpetually on the verge of fucking things up irreparably. In the dreams, she was confused by things she knew, unable to master her own body. You didn’t have to be Freud to work out the connection.


Still, after the third wandering-around-the-house dream, Jess finally rang the numbers Sharanya had found and booked an appointment. She didn’t have health insurance, but she had some money saved up from photography jobs that her parents had refused to touch, and she’d benefit from the exchange rate. She’d be able to afford one session, at least. As for how she’d pay for more—and how she’d get to her appointment without her family finding out—she’d figure that out later.



   





THREE


Jess rose early for a job interview the next day. She was recuperating over a mug of Milo when her aunt came in from the garden.


“Min, you’re up already?” said Kor Kor, glancing at the clock. She started working in her garden at six thirty every morning, when it wasn’t even light out yet, so as to get in as much gardening as she could before it got hot.


“Skype interview.” Jess rubbed her eyes. Last night’s wandering-around-the-house dream had been especially long and tedious. She felt exhausted, even though she’d gone to bed at nine. “It was a guy in KL and his boss in California.”


“Ah, your interview! Forgot it was today,” said Kor Kor. “How was it? You made Milo, is it? Very good!” She said it as though pouring hot water on chocolate powder was an amazing feat of cooking. “You want to try chicken biscuit? Auntie Poh Eng brought from Seremban.


“You must eat. Gives you energy,” she said when Jess tried to refuse. “Not good you’re still suffering from jet lag. How long since you came back—two weeks?”


“Almost, yeah,” said Jess.


It felt like longer. Her time in Malaysia felt like a dream. She couldn’t quite make herself believe that she wasn’t going to wake up to her real life in America.


Something niggled at her. What was it Kor Kor had said?


“I’m not suffering from jet lag,” said Jess, but she was so out of it doubt crept up on her. “Am I?”


“So long already and you’re still waking up at two a.m.,” said Kor Kor. “You scared me. I thought must be a burglar. Otherwise why got people moving around the house in the middle of the night?”


Jess hadn’t stirred till her alarm went off at five. “I didn’t wake up at two a.m.”


But Kor Kor had the typical auntie trait of being better at talking than listening.


“I didn’t know your Hokkien is so good!” she said. “Can beat your cousins any day. Kor Tiao and I spoke English to them when they were small. Didn’t want them to be confused. We thought English is better—they’ll be able to read books, watch TV all that. Nowadays they say good for children to learn different languages when they’re small . . . Aiyah, back then we didn’t know!” She sighed. “Ching Yee they all can speak, but can order food and get around only. Not to your level.”


Jess spoke Hokkien haltingly, liberally mixed with English, and only ever to her parents. Her first thought was that Kor Kor must have confused her with someone else.


“I can’t speak that well,” she said. She saw that Kor Kor took her self-deprecation as a social nicety, expected and meaningless. “Uh, when were we speaking Hokkien?”


“When you woke up in the night,” said Kor Kor. “You don’t remember?”


“I didn’t wake up last night,” Jess repeated, but her certainty faltered under Kor Kor’s surprised gaze.


An indistinct image surfaced in her mind. Her own feet, going down the stairs, step by step . . . But that had been part of the dream, hadn’t it?


Or had it? Other sensations returned to her. Making her way around a dark room, running her hand over a countertop, feeling cool tiles under the bare soles of her feet. A light had come on, the harsh glare startling her. Kor Kor’s voice had said, “You’re awake, Min? Why you didn’t on the light?”


Jess passed a hand over her face, unnerved. “I forgot.”


“We talked for so long some more!” said Kor Kor. “Must be you really went back to sleep afterwards. That’s good. At your age you shouldn’t take so long to adapt. My children, after a few days they’re OK already—no more hangover.”


Jess couldn’t recall anything of the conversation they’d apparently had. It was strange feeling out the gap in her memories, like probing the space left by a missing tooth with her tongue. “What did we talk about?”


“Nothing much,” said Kor Kor. “Talked about what is it like, working for Kor Tiao’s company. How much is this house, all that.”


Jess gaped. “I asked you how much your house cost?”


Kor Kor looked into Jess’s face. “You really don’t remember, hah? You must have been sleepwalking. All this stress sure will have some effect on your system.”


She had come a little too close to the truth. Jess felt herself withdraw. She forced a smile.


“What stress?” she said. “I’m staying in my generous aunt’s house with nothing to do but enjoy myself.”


The charm assault always worked on Mom and Dad. Jess had forgotten she wasn’t talking to them. Kor Kor patted her arm.


“You really know how to talk after you live in US,” she said indulgently. “Don’t need to worry so much. Your mother and father can handle themselves, you know. You’re a good girl, but you don’t have to think about them only. I always tell people, let the children live their own lives! But they don’t listen to me.”


Jess hadn’t expected this, or the reaction it elicited from her. She looked down at her mug, blinking back sudden tears. She tamped down on the flare of unreasonable fury—the feeling both that she’d been found out and that Kor Kor had gotten everything completely wrong.


“I’m not worried about Mom and Dad. It’s me I’m most worried about,” she said lightly.


Kor Kor nodded, as though Jess had agreed with her.


“Correct. Better to think about yourself,” she said. “We all older people give advice is because we want to help, but sometimes it’s too much also. You have to stand up for yourself. You must say, ‘Kor Kor! I don’t want to open my own business. Keep your silly ideas to yourself.’”


Jess said, with a genuine smile this time, “I don’t think my parents would be impressed if I talked to you like that.”


“That’s how Ching Yee talks,” said Kor Kor, with a mix of disapproval and pride. “She didn’t grow up in US also, but she’s so clever to talk back. If it was her, she would have said to me in front of everybody, ‘Haiyah, Mom, don’t need to talk so much about this Ng Chee Hin’s son. If you want your child to be like him, you should have married Ng Chee Hin!’”


Jess laughed. “I should’ve thought of that.”


“When I told you about this Ng Wei Sherng the other day, it was just an idea only,” said Kor Kor. “Uncle Hui says better not copy him. The Ng family are mixed up in all this funny business. How I know? Ng Chee Hin is one of Kor Tiao’s big customers. Kor Tiao says he’s very decent now, but last time, who knows?”


She shook her head. “Hai, Malaysia is like that. Cannot make money if you’re completely straight. That’s why. You must make your own decisions. You studied at Harvard what. I am just a kampung girl. Who am I to tell you what to do? Even helping Kor Tiao with his business, if you don’t want, you must tell us.”


They had evidently covered a lot of ground in this conversation that Jess had forgotten. She felt adrift.


“Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on copying Ng Chee Hin’s son,” she said. “Uh, when you say ‘helping Kor Tiao,’ what exactly do you mean?”


“Good,” said Kor Kor, talking over her. “You asked me so many questions about this boy, I thought, ‘Cham liao, I make Min worried only.’”


“Wait, what?” said Jess. “I asked about Ng Chee Hin’s son? When?”


“When we were talking at two a.m. that time. You forgot ah?” said Kor Kor. “You asked how many cafés does Ng Wei Sherng own, what property does the father hold. Must be you’re really stressed, until even in your sleep you can ask this kind of thing. You must let go. It’s OK one. Your father has recovered already what. I will pray for you all.”


Jess put her mug carefully down on the table. Her hand shook slightly as she did it. She hoped Kor Kor didn’t notice.


“Right,” she said. “Thanks, Kor Kor.”


“YOU WIN,” SAID Jess. “You’re real. You’re haunting me. Now what?”


There was no answer. In normal conditions this wouldn’t have been surprising, since no one else was there. Jess had locked herself in the bathroom because that was where the voice who claimed to be Ah Ma had last spoken to her.


She looked at herself, pale and sweating, in the mirror. She definitely looked like she was going crazy. But who wouldn’t, with a ghost talking to them?


Part of her was still resisting the idea, holding out for a world where ghosts weren’t real. So she’d had vivid dreams of places she had never seen, rich with intimate details of things she knew nothing about. They were probably things she’d absorbed when she was young, said the rational part of her brain. Impressions and experiences that had been stored in her subconscious without her realizing it.


As for the fact she’d had a whole conversation with Kor Kor and couldn’t remember a word of it, there was nothing uncanny about that, said this part of her brain. She’d been sleepwalking. People could have conversations when they were sleepwalking that they had no memory of later.


There was no need for a supernatural explanation for the fact she had been asking Kor Kor about Ng Chee Hin’s son. Jess had looked Ng Wei Sherng up online after hearing about him. He was only four years older than her, and he was everything she wasn’t—straight, successful, certain of where he was going in life. He had degrees from Oxford and Stanford. Sure, his family was rich, but he was legitimately making money from his cafés—Malaysia’s business press was clear on that. Plus he was dating a gorgeous heiress who was equally accomplished and glamorous, according to the several features Malaysian Tatler had done on them.


Admittedly it wasn’t like Jess aspired to any of this—though she wouldn’t have said no to the heiress. But Ng Wei Sherng had been held up to her as a model. It was natural that her sense of inadequacy should have fixated on him.


Yet even as her brain reeled off all the reasons why everything that had happened wasn’t caused by her being haunted by a ghost, she tilted the mirror toward herself.


“Come on,” she said aloud. “I said I believed in you. Stop hiding.”


Something weird was going on. Jess wasn’t imagining it. The voice in her head wasn’t caused by stress; it was real. The certainty of it lodged in her gut.


Wah, can order her grandmother around, hah? I told you, no need to talk so loud. Talk in your head enough already.


Jess started. It was like the voice had spoken in her ear. She was still the only person that she could see in the room, but she wasn’t alone anymore.


The new presence was unmistakable. She could almost feel the warmth of its body. A smell that was a mix of cigarette smoke and talcum powder rose in her nostrils.


I said I believe you exist, said Jess, ignoring the terrified lurch in her chest. Not that I believe you’re my grandmother.


You want Ah Ma to prove who I am? It was hard to tell whether the voice was amused or irritated. Why you didn’t ask your mother about your dreams?


Disjointed images from the dreams came back to Jess. Worn clothes hanging on a line, the cool air of early morning among the rubber trees, the baby wailing as she chopped vegetables for dinner . . .


The baby was Mom? said Jess.


I only had one daughter, but she doesn’t know how to give back to her mother, said the voice. You saw what. Ah Ma’s life was not easy.


You gave me dreams of your life, said Jess slowly. It explained the vivid specificity of the dreams, how foreign they were and yet familiar. Why?


So you can understand Ah Ma, said the voice. Your mother didn’t know how to be filial. Even before you all went off to US, she didn’t want to bring you to see me. I only had chance to go to your full moon because Ah Ku brought me. If it was left to your mother, hah! She won’t even tell me she’s having a celebration.


Ah Ku was Jess’s mom’s brother, the one who was always trying to borrow money from her.


The story sounded legit, from the little Jess knew of her mom’s family. It hadn’t seemed necessary before to know any more than Mom wanted to share. For the first time, Jess found herself wishing she’d pushed Mom harder for answers.


Why didn’t Mom want to see you? she asked. Did you guys fight?


Fight? The voice dripped with contempt. Why should I fight with my daughter? Who is she to fight me? I am the mother. It’s for her to listen, not to talk back.


This definitely sounded like what an asshole would say. Jess felt a brief flush of vindication. I told you, Sharanya!


She pulled herself together. The voice hadn’t proved itself yet. For all Jess knew, she was being haunted by some random spirit, assuming the guise of her late grandmother for nefarious ghost reasons.


What would her grandmother know that a spectral rando wouldn’t?


Start with the basics.


If you’re my grandmother, when did you die? said Jess.


The voice laughed. Except that it was hoarser and older, the laugh was eerily similar to her mom’s.


After you die, it’s different. Not like when you’re living. No clocks, no calendars. What day, what time, I cannot tell you. Ah Ku brought me to hospital in the seventh month, Hungry Ghost Festival that time. After that, I don’t know.


Ah Ma had died last September, so she could have been admitted in August. That had coincided with the seventh month in the Chinese lunar calendar. Jess knew that because they’d been going through an especially rough patch in August and she’d blown her fee from a corporate shoot on a spa day with her mom, as a much-needed treat.


It hadn’t been a great success. Mom didn’t like being hot, so she hadn’t used the sauna or steam room, and she’d refused to go swimming in the fancy pool because it was the Hungry Ghost Month, when it was apparently bad luck to do anything that might—for example—carry a risk of drowning.


OK, then, said Jess, racking her brains for another question. What did you die of?


I don’t remember, said the voice. But what is surprising about an old woman dying? Actually my fate is not to have a long life. I should have died long ago. When I was your age, I got snake disease. You know what is snake disease? You get red spots all over. Very painful. The red spots spread around your waist and when they meet, you will die. I was like that.


The voice had to belong to an old person, given how much it liked rambling about the past.


But you lived? said Jess.


The god saved me, said the voice.


So the ghost was religious, thought Jess. Could the ghost hear the thoughts that weren’t deliberately addressed to it? It didn’t seem like it, or presumably it would have jumped on Jess calling it an asshole in her head.


Of course, there was some counter-evidence. Jess remembered the first thing the voice had said to her. Does your mother know . . .?


It was strange how hard it was to put the thought into words. The ghost already knew. And yet Jess felt hideously exposed. Her heart pounding, her palms damp, she said, My grandmother wouldn’t know that I was—that I’m gay.


That one I didn’t know before I died, said the voice. I found out when I looked at the photos on your phone. Got a lot of you and that Indian girl.


You looked through my phone? said Jess.


It was ridiculous to feel violated by this. The voice was in Jess’s head. But she found she’d nevertheless been assuming a space sacred to herself, a locked room in her soul to which the ghost had no access. To have this belief ripped away made her feel as though the floor was buckling beneath her feet.


Get a grip, Jess told herself. The ghost didn’t know everything she knew, or it wouldn’t have had to ask what the uncles and aunties had been saying about Ng Chee Hin.


That was important to the ghost. It claimed to be Ah Ma, but it hadn’t bothered trying to talk to Jess’s mom, Ah Ma’s own daughter whom she hadn’t seen in years. Instead the ghost had used Jess to interrogate Kor Kor about the Ngs.


There was something there. But first, Jess needed to work out how much the ghost knew and what it was capable of. It had to be able to see and hear at least some of what she saw and heard, or it wouldn’t have overheard the conversation about Ng Wei Sherng’s hipster cafés. And it was able to assume control of Jess’s body, even talk as Jess, without Jess’s knowing it. There had been that lost two a.m. conversation with Kor Kor—but had the ghost talked to anyone else? What else had the ghost been doing with her body that Jess couldn’t remember?


Panic surged inside her. She stamped it down. Whoever the voice belonged to, it was a person she had to have a clear head to deal with.


When did you see my photos? she said, as neutrally as possible.


When you were sleeping, said the voice.


Maybe the ghost was only able to take over when Jess was asleep. That would make sense. The past few weeks had been so busy that she would have noticed if she’d lost any blocks of time during the day.


If you don’t want your mother to know about this girl, you must be more careful, the voice was saying. Ah Ma is so old and even I knew how to find your photos. If I can do it, your mother sure can one. You better get rid of them.


Jess was trying not to offend the ghost before she could find out what she needed to know, but she couldn’t help an icy note creeping into her reply. I’ve been a little busy. I was going to delete them anyway.


Why? The voice sounded interested. You and the Indian girl no more already, is it?


It was actually because Jess had already decided she should start taking cybersecurity measures, now that she was living with her family without a job or an external social life or even a car to get her out of the house. Her parents were no great respecters of privacy. Jess could imagine them picking up her phone for some innocuous reason and stumbling onto her photos all too easily.


But she wasn’t about to explain that. Sharanya was not something Jess was willing to discuss with any member of her family, living or dead—much less a ghost of dubious provenance.


The ghost drew its own conclusions from her silence.


Well, these affairs are like that, it said. Woman going with woman, it won’t last long. It’s not like you’re not pretty what. You should be able to find a boyfriend, no problem.


Nothing you’ve said proves you’re my grandmother, said Jess sharply.


The ghost lost patience with her. You ah, if your head got chopped off, you’d ask Tai Su Yah to prove you’re dead! If still need proof some more, why don’t you ask your mother how old is she? Call her to show her IC. Then you’ll have your proof. Such thing! If you don’t want to layan me, just say. I am not the kind to go where I am not welcome.


Jess could point out the flagrant untruth of this, but it would only piss off the ghost further. Instead she said, with the ingenuousness that always took authority figures off their guard, What do you mean, her IC? What’s an IC?


IC also you don’t know? It’s a card. Got your photo, your name, address all that. If you’re a citizen, you will have. America don’t have meh?


Jess wasn’t about to be drawn into a discussion of American identity documents. I’ll ask my mom about her IC, she said. I’ve got another question.


You asked so many already, said the voice sullenly. Ah Ma is tired of answering. You should talk less, listen more.


Why do you want to know about Ng Chee Hin? said Jess.


After a brief pause, the voice said:


He is the enemy of the god.


Something in the voice made Jess shudder. It was as though a window had opened, letting in the chill air of the underworld.


What god? said Jess.


There was a silence, going on for long enough that Jess began to wonder if the ghost was sulking, or had gone off somewhere. Could it go off somewhere? Or was it in Jess’s head all the time?


Jess tried again.


What happened to make you want to stay in this world? she said. Why are you haunting me?


So we can settle that useless bastard lah, said the ghost, sounding faintly surprised. What else?
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