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SZU


2003


Today marks my sixteenth year on this hot, horrible earth. I am stuck in school, standing with my palms pressed against a green wall. I am pressing so hard that my fingers ache. I am tethered to this wall by my own shame.


I am in trouble again. I keep finding myself in trouble. It takes me weeks to wade out of it. There is something dishonest about my face, even when I’m telling the truth. What can you do when you’re born with a bad face? I think that’s why most people don’t take to me. Yes, take to me, the way that ducks take to water or kids take to certain talents. The way the other girls in school seem to be best friends in seconds, in-jokes and easy laughter.


When I was eleven I used to hope that puberty would morph me, that one day I’d uncurl from my chrysalis, bloom out beautiful. No luck! Acne instead. Disgusting hair. Blood. I take after my father’s side, apparently, the homely, ashen Ngs, a family of grifters and gamblers, smugglers and runaways. People are superficial, whether they admit it or not. I wouldn’t be stuck here if I looked even a tiny bit more like my mother, who is a monster but so stunning that she can get away with anything. Even when she’s not around, I can feel my mother’s eyes on my back; the pinprick glare of her disapproval.


True horror fans know her as Amisa Tan. Screen name: Amisa Tan Xiaofang. Day to day, she is the kind of woman who never sweats, who wouldn’t be caught dead talking with a mouth full of food. She eats like a bird, smokes like a chimney. Back when she left the house more often she used to get fruit and flowers offered to her (like some sort of pagan goddess) at the wet market, by stuttering men of all ages, who also competed to help her with her bags. She accepted the free gifts but declined the manpower, made me carry all the shopping instead. All the way home, cars slowed in stately reverence as my mother sauntered down the roadside, me trailing behind her. Strained plastic handles cut into my palms, the weight of future dinners ached my shoulders and forearms.


Right now I keep staring at the wall because if I shut my eyes I might fall asleep for a second, standing up, like a horse. This wall is the shade of carsickness and cheap mint ice cream. Behind me is the staffroom. I hear the teachers going in and out of the swinging wooden doors. If I strain my ears I tell myself I can make out the scratching of ballpoint pens. Scritch-scratch, wrong answer, incorrect. Right now Mdm. Goh and Mrs Fok and Mr Singh are marking our test scripts: Mother Tongue and Elementary Mathematics and Chemistry. I already know it, I have that familiar sinking feeling in my stomach, that I am not going to do well. You are not doing well, Szu. You need to buck up, Mrs Fok tells me, and that is part of why I am in public detention. The other reason is because I am ‘disruptive’, and also too old, Mrs Fok continues, to be upsetting my classmates with the things that I am saying.


Elizabeth Kwee is the new girl who transferred over from St Magdalen’s Secondary School two weeks ago. She is half a head shorter than me and as sweet and manufactured as Japanese candy. She has a cluster of ripening pimples spread across her right cheek, inflicted, perhaps, by a dirty pillow and firm preference of sleeping angle. I thought maybe we could be friends. But she is the one who told Mrs Fok that I am a compulsive liar and that I spend all day whispering ‘weird, creepy things’ to her.


The part about talking to her all day is true, especially during the draggy afternoon periods. The weirdness I disagree with. I am the most normal person that I know.


Singapore lies just one degree north of the equator and it feels like the bullseye where the sun is aiming a shot at the earth with the intention of killing it. In the afternoons this building heats up like a copper coil stove. The classroom is so sweltering that all thirty-three of us sweat out half our body weight, a form of suffering which the girls most committed to their eating disorders view as beneficial and beautifying. The cooked classroom smells like Impulse deodorant and soiled sanitary pads. The perspiration makes our starched buttoned blouses turn translucent as onion peel and stick to the skin. Lurid bra straps and push-up cup lines emerge like litmus blooming through filter paper: neon pink, acid green, boudoir red; unorthodox colours for our prim and proper all-girls’ school. My own bra is always beige.


Mrs Chan, who is in charge of Pastoral Care, has already swapped my sitting partner five times this year. I’ve exhausted everyone. My classmates call me Sadako after the Ringu drowned girl and prefer to leave me alone. That is, until they get intolerably bored and decide to make my life miserable. For now, even the cruellest and most perfect girls prefer to pretend that I don’t exist.


Clara Chua, Lee Meixi and Trissy Kwok are a three-headed vision of stem-glass necks and crystal-clear skin, branded satchels and understated sexual experience. They are as idle and cunning as crocodiles. They are unknowable and invincible. Their limpid eyes judge and glint. Every morning, in unison, they twist their shampoo-advert hair gently in their hands and draw it over their shoulders like a rifle sling.


Ours is a convent school, the Whampoa Convent of the Eternally Blessed, but there is nothing pious about the things that teenage girls inflict upon each other. In this place it is not the weird girls, the too freakish to engage with, who are minced meat, but the less well-off, the ones who can’t afford good school bags or sports shoes, or else the weaklings, the watery-eyed and too quick to please. I’ve seen girls torn to pieces for agreeing with the wrong thing, I’ve seen girls strung up like joints of char siu or roast duck in the dirtiest toilets, panties exposed, gulping back tears for offending one of the crocodiles or associates of the crocodiles. Always in some minute, impossible way – blinking for too long so as to appear contemptuous, coughing too comically, saying some misjudged, stupid thing.


I don’t believe in holy ghosts, but right at the start of my time here (three forever years ago, at that inauspicious age of thirteen) I used to say this prayer every morning, in time to my footsteps before I entered the gates:




I pray to birdshit,


 I pray to the trees,


I pray to the walkway,


I pray to the construction cranes. 


Nobody be bad to me,


Let me be okay. 


Amen, amen, amen.





The wrought-iron school gates are painted the same shade as banana foam gums, to mimic the pliability of marshmallows when there is no easy escape. A nauseating candy palette forms the colour scheme of our school, to soften the blow of the horrors within; mint-green walls by the staffroom, senile lilac by the concourse, blush pink and cloud blue on the tall, tacky spires that make up the east and west wings. I spend more time in this compound than I do anywhere else. I wish it would burn down in my sleep.


*


Yesterday I saw a mirage on the whiteboard. If I believed in God I would call it a holy vision. Mrs Fok’s marker-pen squiggles began to jump around on the surface, flow and skip like the volume lines on a monitor; I felt like I was either going to faint or leap up from my chair and start dancing. My blood swelled. My bones brimmed with an overwhelming sense of expectancy, as if the thing I had waited for all my life, without being able to name it, was finally happening. Just then I had the greatest urge to talk to Elizabeth Kwee. Her small pink ear was a receptor of infinite wisdom; invited it. My palms and feet were cold even though the rest of me was boiling.


‘Oi, Elizabeth, do you want to hear something?’ I whispered.


She kept her eyes resolutely on the whiteboard.


‘Oi, want to hear something cool?’


‘No,’ Elizabeth hissed. She drummed her right hand on the grey plastic table. The fleshy underside of her palm was stained with blue ink. I leaned over to her ear.


‘My mother is a monster,’ I whispered. I was so close to her. I knew how hot and stinky my breath would be, in this endless 2.30 glare, this humidity. Someone behind us shifted in her chair. Elizabeth moved away from me gently. She didn’t want to risk detention.


‘Stop talking,’ she said under her breath.


‘No one can hear,’ I replied. ‘You won’t get in any trouble. So you know about my mother?’


‘Yeah. So what?’


‘You can still get video copies of her movie, in Malaysia, pirated—’


‘The one about the Pontianaks. Yeah yeah, I was sick that day. But I heard you did a presentation.’


Last Friday for National Education I did a PowerPoint presentation on my mother’s film career. My voice shook the whole way through my introduction. The girls in the back row sniggered. Ponti! (not to be confused with Pontianak 1957, The Pontianak, Curse of Pontianak or Return of the Pontianak) was the best and most underappreciated film to come out of Singapore in 1978.


Ponti! is a cult movie. It is the first and undeniably finest of a trilogy, even though hardly anyone knows about them and it’s difficult to obtain copies. But film fanatics find a way. My mother has received four letters from America, three from Indonesia, two from Japan, one from Holland, from these superfans telling her how much they love her. Once in a while she takes the letters out from their manila folder, smoothing the creases, and rereads them silently. I told her if we got a computer she might get even more fan mail, but she doesn’t trust the Internet and neither does my aunt. My aunt says that too many wires will piss off the local spirits, and when I tell her it doesn’t work like that she gives me a small smile and waves me quiet.


In the best (and only) role of her working life, my mother, in cheap prosthetics, plays a hunchbacked, congenitally deformed girl named Ponti who makes a deal with a bomoh to become beautiful. She will do anything, pay any price. A lifetime of ugliness is unbearable. My mother was nineteen when she filmed it, close to my age. Please, Datuk, I beg you, she says to the camera – and the voice that comes out is a total stranger’s: an American dub, sweet and small and foreign.


The witch doctor grants her wish. Emerging from a dust cloud she looks as radiant as a pearl, even in the grainy footage.


With Ponti’s beauty, however, comes a thirst for male blood. She is the Pontianak now, a cannibalistic monster. She must find and feed on victims in order to maintain her looks. She wears an off-white dress that hugs her hips, and seduces men who are travelling alone along the lampless dirt roads of Pantai Dalam. It’s all in keeping with the Pontianak myth, told by worried wives to make their husbands wary of young, beautiful girls walking alone at night. Of course, the men don’t listen. And she looks so alluring. She brings her victims right up close and gives them a long, wet kiss that sucks the soul and youth out of them. The sight of my mother kissing an actor makes me squirm in my seat. Blood splatters. And then the camera pans to the tops of palm trees. You can see the leaves shaking. The sound of hungry slurping off screen. They didn’t have the budget for more gore, so we are spared the actual defilement.


In the next shot she’s standing alone in the artificially lit glade. This is the clip I showed in class, rather than the seduction and murder before. It’s a wordless scene, and my favourite. My mother is breathing heavily and looks clammy and defeated. Her shoulders are uncharacteristically slouched. The front of her dress is drenched in diluted corn syrup, more pink than red. She peers up slowly, and when she’s facing the camera straight on she blinks like she’s coming out of a trance. And then her expression crumples; she’s too tired even to cry. I always want to hug her here. At this point the projection flickered, as if in agreement with me. I glanced around the darkened classroom, trying to make sure everyone was paying attention. Trissy grinned at her phone. Meixi had her eyes closed. Vanya and Lin, however, were staring impassively at the screen.


My mother raises her hand to brush some dirt off her left forearm. She’s trembling; it’s not just the jolty camera. Her long dark hair is flared in that style so popular in the seventies. Backlit in milky light, she looks like she’s on the moon. Up close, her face is soft and unguarded. I’ve never seen this expression in real life. She seems like someone I might get along with, a girl full of worries and affection who will one day solidify into my mother, but not just yet.


Ponti! ends with a chase scene. My monster is pale and frantic, but still proud. She keeps her chin up as she tears through the lalang field. The long green stalks shudder around her. The hero is in close pursuit. I used to watch this through my fingers. I never wanted him to catch her. But he’s the one cut out for victory. He knows how to defeat the Pontianak: a sacred, rusty nail, driven into the hole in the back of her head, the one the bomoh drilled to curse her beautiful. The legend dictates he must also stuff a bit of her own hair into her hole. The actor finally does this with the bored purposefulness of someone pushing pizza flyers through a letter box. I have memorized the final frames: the rustle of rain-soaked leaves; my mother’s bare, dainty feet pattering through the mud, followed by heavy boots. There is a clap of lightning as our hero overcomes her. He raises the hammer, drives the nail in, along with some of her hair. And then an awful crunching sound as my mother’s eyes widen.


‘Watermelons. That’s the trick,’ my mother said. ‘If you chop the centre of a watermelon quickly, with a long knife, it sounds like stabbing a tummy. If you drop a watermelon from three metres it’s just like a skull being cracked open. If you rattle coffee beans in a tin drum it sounds like a rainstorm. But everyone knows that last one.’


This was many years ago, when I was still a cute kid. We used to sit together and watch the trilogy over and over until I knew each film down to the minute, and she would tell me stories about the making of them, back in that free, wonderful life she enjoyed before me.


‘Wah lau, they made such a mess on set,’ I whispered to Elizabeth. ‘Watermelon pulp everywhere, hacked-up brinjal and white carrots and tomatoes and radishes all over the floor, so sticky. They filmed in a sound stage in Johor, in June, when the weather was damn hot. The whole place stank of rotting vegetables.’


‘Don’t care,’ Elizabeth said. She looked ahead, eyes glazed, and had stopped drumming her hand on the table; instead she pushed her chair closer to her desk, as if to tuck her whole body away. The metal legs made a screeching sound on the floor.


‘Anyway, even though my mother dies in Ponti!, she gets resurrected for Ponti 2. And even though she gets beheaded at the end of Ponti 3 it’s left a little open-ended. You know how it is in horror movies? Always leaving the potential for sequels.’


Elizabeth swerved her head toward me with a pinched, decisive expression.


‘Can you please just shut up?’ she hissed.


‘Fine, fine,’ I said. We both turned to the whiteboard. Nothing written on there made any sense. Maths and other people were a foreign language. I heard the low, laboured hum of the ceiling fan whirring above us. A mosquito hovered near my left ear and moved along. Even the mosquito couldn’t be bothered with me. I felt a skittering in my ribs, rising up into my windpipe. I didn’t know if I was angry or sad or glad or all of the above. I tried Elizabeth one more time.


‘I can lend you the VCD you know, Mrs Chong helped me convert the footage . . .’


Elizabeth clamped her hand over her left ear, the one closest to me. Her other hand smacked the table. The classroom fell silent.


‘Elizabeth and Szu. Is everything okay?’ Mrs Fok asked, pointing the uncapped marker pen at my face.


I felt the entire herd of classmates turning towards us. Now it was their stares that were like heat rays on the back of my neck, on my reddening cheeks, across my clammy shoulders.


I nodded and gulped, mute again.


‘Madam, she keeps talking when I’m trying to pay attention,’ Elizabeth said, in a wronged, snivelling voice.


‘Szu Min, remember last week?’ Mrs Fok said, waving her pen. ‘I gave you two warnings already. What did I tell you, girl?’


I looked up at her from under my eyelashes. I tried to embody a sheep. Why do teachers ask these dreadful, rhetorical questions? I could see Meixi in the corner of my vision, flicking her shiny, ever-obedient hair. She looked disgusted but mostly bored by me.


‘Public detention,’ Mrs Fok continued, answering her own question. ‘Tuesday, Green Post B, by the staffroom. Be there at two. Stay still and quiet. You girls need to learn stillness and quiet. Don’t try anything funny. I’ll come check on you.’


*


‘Oh, Szu, you’re still here,’ Mrs Fok says. Her shadow crosses the green wall. ‘You can put your arms down.’


I turn around and look at her. My arms ache and I hate her for it. She’s shorter than me; most people are. Her hair is greasy black with strands of grey, and lies flat against her skull. Her skin is sallow crêpe paper. She looks like a houseplant that has been neglected over the holidays.


‘Your continuous assessment is in five weeks,’ she says. ‘Not long to brush up.’


‘Yes, Madam, I know,’ I reply, and leave it at that.


‘Five weeks,’ she repeats.


She fixes me with a glare and her eyes are two black beads. Because she teaches maths all day I think of the counters of an abacus. I think about the Elementary Mathematics scripts lying on her desk, right this moment, unattended. I think about how my own script is sitting there, marked and graded, and I wonder how low that number could be. She knows, and I don’t. My failure dangles like a dripping laundry line between us.


‘Szu, you’ve got to apply yourself,’ Mrs Fok says. ‘I know you have it in you.’


I blink slowly at her. ‘It’, I think. What is this ‘it’ she is referring to? A parasite? She doesn’t know ‘it’ any more than I do, but right now I am practising how to lower my heart rate. I quieten my breath. I imagine that I am a spread of butter, applying myself to my examination paper, smearing it in oily yellow. I picture the scrawny number on my script bending and warping into something magnificent. An impressive 88, a stately 92, perfect 100 for all the right equations, or even beyond that – if she gave me 120 per cent, because I was exceptional and also because she adored my personality. I could then carry the extra 20 per cent over into another one of my weak, wheezing grades, boost it stronger. Everyone would be happy.


‘How are you coping?’ Mrs Fok asks.


‘Huh? Sorry?’


She sighs.


‘How are you coping with revision?’


‘Um. Revision is okay.’


This is a lie, because in order for revision to happen one must have gone through everything at least once over. My workbooks and file folders remain untouched under my desk in the classroom. I can see the crisp, clean papers gathering dust and bacteria.


The guilt makes my tongue fatten in my mouth. Saliva pools underneath it. Perhaps I will drool. I glance away from her, I am a hangdog; Mrs Fok knows it. She sighs and crosses her arms and I stare at her scuffed black shoes. Her tired feet and angry arms have made the right assessment: I am Miss Frankenstein, I am the bottom of the bell curve, I can’t even string long words together. What does this girl know about anything? she must wonder. I hope my daughter doesn’t turn out as useless as her.


She dismisses me. We draw our faces into small, straight smiles. We say goodbye and walk in different directions – me towards my school bag, she towards her mountain of scripts.


The eyes in the back of my head narrow at Mrs Fok. The mouth in my brain hisses at her: I hate you and your stupid subject. I hope you get cancer. I hope you don’t survive it.


As I walk out of the yellow gates my palms ache and my legs are heavy with the weight of my birthday. How is it possible that anyone could celebrate this, throw a party where people look at them, giving a thumbs-up as they crookedly cut a cake? How could anyone actually enjoy being one year closer to a bad back, to sleeplessness, to gums drawing away from yellowed canines? Even with the bait of wisdom, old age still depresses me. I dread the day when my mouth is frozen into a life-formed snarl and I can no longer keep up with shitty pop music.


My bus arrives with a hiss. As I get on I think: how about this for a change – if every year, instead of wearing out and scarring the same awkward skin I could wake up with a fresh one. Shed my tall self like a snake. It would be the best present. I wish I could go away and become someone else, again and again. But I have at least two more years of necessary education, and it is only Tuesday.
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SZU


2003


We have always lived in this cul-de-sac. It is located at the leafy, surprising end of the road, and sometimes people wander down here and are disappointed that there is nowhere else to go. They shake their heads and retrace their steps.


I push open the rusty orange gates and drag my feet down the path. I don’t want to go home, but I don’t want to be outside either. Everywhere stinks. When I alighted from the number 67 at the overhead bridge and began my walk back I almost retched. The air reeks of rotten eggs, or burnt barbecue. If the other people at the bus stop had not been coughing and gagging as well I would be worried that I have a brain tumour.


No matter how many times my mother and aunt make me rake up the soggy leaves, the driveway never looks any better. The garden is overrun with weeds. All day long the crickets and cicadas won’t shut up. We adopted a dog when I was ten, a scruffy white terrier, ostensibly to replace my dad. First I called him Egg, and then Kueh-Kueh. I finally settled on Biscuit. Biscuit used to yap and yap when I returned from school. He made a real racket for such a small guy: a four-legged home security system. Always so happy to see me. Silly twinkling eyes and a stuck-out pink tongue. Four years ago I was crossing the road opposite the cul-de-sac. Someone had left the gate slightly ajar: a crying client, perhaps. Biscuit charged towards me, paws pounding down the asphalt, just as a 20-ton lorry trundled down the road. For once, he didn’t make a sound. Now he is a bare spot at the end of the garden, by the banana trees.


We keep an old frangipani tree and two shedding bougainvillea bushes in the garden. I say ‘keep’ but what I really mean is that these things exist, refusing to die even though we do not tend to them. The bougainvilleas are perpetually out of bloom, white and pink petals curled by heat, sodden with rain, and the frangipani tree sheds all year.


Our house itself is very old. My dad won the Toto lottery the year before I was born and they bought this place in the eighties, which is why we could afford a landed property. The building is flat and ugly, almost like a military barrack. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Japanese used to torture people here during the war. Sometimes the wind makes the walls howl and during monsoon storms the roof rattles, as if to shake off a bad dream. The water-stained outer walls look like they have been slapped with long strokes of weak grey paint. It stinks of cigarettes, incense and my aunt’s slow-boiled fungus soup. Everything is yellowing: every wall, every tile, every window.


When I get in I see the copper bell placed on the brass dish on the table. This means that we have a guest. The reception room is small and narrow with peeling wallpaper, cream flecked with jade. The altar is lit with two peanut-oil lamps in their lotus-shaped holders, flanked by four melted candles, red wax pooled on the dusty wrapping paper. Today it is set up with an offering of dried sponge cake, five oranges and a shallow dish of perfume. At the centre of the altar a rotation of deities and immortals stare from the eyes of idols or picture frames. If a client is around we light incense, bow our heads respectfully, invite him or her to join us in worship. My aunt mutters something under her breath. We kneel and touch our foreheads to the ground, all three of us. We wait until our guest begins to shift his or her body weight, squirming in polite discomfort. This can take anything between five and fifteen minutes. And then my aunt moves to ring the bell. We get up and she collects the ‘door departure fee’, which is additional to payment, and presented in a brown envelope. We see the person out of the door, our three female voices plaintive and gentle, our three different but related faces hovering by the grilled metal gate. Dialect, Mandarin, English, we’ve got it covered. Goodbye, goodbye, see you another day.


The amber bulb above the door frame is switched on, which means that the session is still in progress and I have to keep very quiet. I untie my canvas shoes and arrange them on the rack. I strain my ears to listen out for voices, but all I can hear is the unsteady surge and babble of the filter from the fish tank in the kitchen. I walk down the hallway and stop in front of the dark-brown door. I put my ear against it.


Aunt Yunxi is mumbling in a low monotone. She is speaking in dialect. It sounds like Hakka.


The client is making sounds of assent. Today it is a very old woman with a dry throat.


Aunt Yunxi does not allow any water in that room.


‘But why?’ I once asked.


‘You’ve got to keep people thirsty,’ she replied, and smiled. Thin, pursed lips. No teeth.


At the end of the hallway is my mother’s bedroom door. It is shut, as usual, with no light coming from the gap underneath. I wonder if she is asleep, or if she is in the session room with my aunt and the client. My mother takes part in the sessions if the client has a lot of money or possesses desperate and excessive spending potential. She is an expert at discerning whom to target. It is not always the clients who are the best dressed or well coiffed, nor the ones who drive an Audi or Lexus, parked all shiny and out of place on our soggy driveway. Someone could turn up naked, or wearing rags, and smelling like shit, and my mother would still know if it was the right person.


‘It’s all in the face,’ she says. ‘A sad face is an open wallet.’


One day I will learn to be as expertly cruel as she is. She finds the weakness she wants behind the eyes, tucked within crow’s feet and worry lines, all that fear and blind hope transmitted in the smallest tics and gestures. People are unaware of how much they want their weakness to be exploited; how much they want to be punished for being themselves. My mother locates the finest pinpoint of pain and presses on it. She promises these people everything, and she is so wonderful to look at, so dazzling and persuasive, that a few of them have even agreed to bring over their life savings. Both men and women fall a little bit in love with her. They present their love in fifty- and hundred- and thousand-dollar denominations, bundles of blue and red and brown, stuffed into plastic bags.


Aunt Yunxi stands off to one side during these transactions, eyes clouded over, in the throes of a trance. She is the medium after all, the giving conduit. Thank you, the clients say, after their loved one has once again departed, with a whimper and a howl, and my aunt’s trembling body has gone still. She flops down towards the lace tablecloth like a rag doll.


Tears stream down the clients’ cheeks. Thank you, thank you, thank you they say in Mandarin, Hakka, Teochew, Hokkien, English. After the session is over their leftover grief, for there is always too much, billows out over the room like a used parachute. My aunt lights a stick of star anise incense and opens the window.


‘Did you see that? How happy that old man was?’ she asks me. ‘That went so well.’ Her face is gleeful. ‘Were you paying attention?’


Depending on the time of day and the angle, Aunt Yunxi looks anything between fifty and a hundred years old. She is as fit as a fiddle. In all the time that I have known her I have never heard her sneeze even once. She appeared on our doorstep nine years ago: 1994, the year my father walked out. My mother is the last person to ask for help or admit that she is struggling. She is too proud. But Yunxi simply knew. Call it sibling intuition. She swept into our lives after having travelled half the world. A tiny Singaporean woman in her fifties, all on her own on the Trans-Siberian Railway. All she brought with her was one beat-up rattan suitcase and a spindly purple umbrella.


The truth is that my Aunt Yunxi is half woman, half violin. She screeches, she is narrow and stiff. She holds her arms out at odd angles, as if they don’t belong to her. This is partly due to rheumatism but also an affectation. She is shrewd and shrill. Yet from time to time she is capable of emitting clear, startling notes of sweetness. She is the only person who buys me presents. When I was very young, and a long time before I would finally meet her, my father told me the story.


‘Your mother will be too embarrassed to tell you this,’ he said. ‘Or she will think you are too young to know. But I don’t.’


He said that Yunxi was a made-up name. She wasn’t even a person but actually a rare violin, a Lipinski Stradivarius, the only non-touring Stradivarius in South East Asia. There were so few of these left in the world that you could count them on your fingers, and each model was signed and numbered. My mother had stolen it from a music college (how? I asked, and my father replied that ‘how’ was irrelevant) and disguised the priceless instrument as a woman, an older sister because my mother always wanted a sibling. And so the violin became this woman with frizzy white hair and liver spots across her cheeks, and fingers so thin and brittle that they look like they will fall off at any moment.


‘All this is true,’ he said, and tapped his nose.


My father loved old furniture. For years, he worked in an antiques dealer’s shop as a repairman and apprentice restorer. After he won the lottery, he didn’t have to work any more, but his love of antiques remained, the passionate hobby. He used to lull me to sleep with his long-winded, rhapsodic explanations about how a corner chair was made, its foresty provenance. Everything smooth was hewn from raw matter. Heartwood was hard and heavy. Mahogany bled a mess. Bean trees stretched into some abstract Thai sky. Dad spent so long in the workshop that he always smelt of wood shavings and the heady tang of what I came to recognize as paint thinner. He had a distinct smell, of that much I’m sure. Wax and wood and sweaty collars, beer. And then one day, when I was eight, he drove away and didn’t come back. He disappeared so decisively it must have been after much contemplation, brewing in his head like slow-cooked stock, this wanting to leave. Or was it easy for him?


In my dreams my father is as real as I can remember. I always wake up both maddened and warmed by the sight of him. He has slopey shoulders, and he is neither tall nor short, with a broad, pockmarked face and a frown print between his eyebrows. He was always asking my mother in hushed Mandarin what was wrong. Something was always wrong. With her, with them, with me. His voice is vague. What I have is a paternal approximation, borrowed from daytime soaps. No recordings exist of him. Voices are the first things to go. Next, speech patterns. The turn of a phrase. What was meant as a joke and what was wisdom? You don’t get to choose what sticks and what fades. Over time even silly untruths gain weight and sprout meanings, like mould on fruit.


*


If anyone asks exactly what my mother and Aunt Yunxi do, I’ve been instructed to say: they operate a small private business from home without employing any additional workers. They provide holistic wellness services. This includes transformative coaching and mind–body practices. My aunt learnt a lot of these practices from her travels all over China, Mongolia, India and Nepal. I can’t go into much detail because services tend to vary due to the needs of each client.


My mother and aunt trade in hope. The fact that people come to them already guarantees half their success; these people want to believe in what they’ve paid for. To seek us out, to take down our address and be confused by the cul-de-sac, to wander tentatively down the driveway, that takes inordinate amounts of hopefulness. Some would call it desperation. The final-spurt effort of the last resort. Most of our clients are waiting to be consoled by the achingly familiar voices of the dead. They feel left behind and they want to be told what to do next. These people assume that the afterlife guarantees wisdom and foresight.


Only twice have we encountered incidents of clients complaining, calling Aunt Yunxi’s bluff. Storming out of the bungalow after throwing a fistful of fifty-dollar notes on the antique table. I felt a kind of vindication both times it happened, a swelling in my chest, the spectator’s fascination with trouble. Aunt Yunxi is a pro. She always keeps her low voice calm. She sounds like she is always in the right.


‘I am sorry you feel this way.’


Reply: ‘You’re a scam artist, a joke.’


‘We can’t work with this kind of energy.’


Reply: ‘You are full of shit.’


The clients reserve their swear words, their foul language, for Yunxi. It is easier for them to raise their voices at this small, sallow woman with sticks for arms and a pinched, beady-eyed face. Their anger is never directed at my mother, who takes the slightest cue – a narrowing of the eyes, a choked voice – to retreat with the measured, backward steps of a dancer. She trained in a youth dance troupe as a teenager. When I was little she told me I should do the same, but by the time I was nine I kept knocking into things, and every year my height sprang up, until puberty happened, this rambling gait.


*


The screech of a chair jolts me away from the door and into the darkened kitchen. I have taken off my socks and my toes are cold on the tiles. I stare at the large, dirty fish tank. The big-eye croaker and the two saddle grunts open and close their mouths, silver fins shimmering in the murky water. The milkfish is dying; its eyes are a curious shade of red and it swims too slowly, with unease, as if it will tip over at any moment.


I open the fridge door as my aunt and the client pass by in the hallway.


‘But will things change?’ the client asks in Mandarin. ‘Will I feel better?’ Her voice is shaky. I cannot bear to look at her.


‘Things always change,’ my aunt replies in her sage, show-womanly voice. ‘It is the way of the moon, the light and flow. Change is the only constant.’


I roll my eyes at the fridge, which is so full that it looks like it will spill over. My aunt loves to cook. Leafy greens wrapped in newspaper, shrink-wrapped Chinese sausages, bolster pillows of tofu. From the wet market: red dates in a sickly pink juice, belachan in little jars. I am just looking. I call this the eyeball diet. Ocular callisthenics. No harm, no guilt just to look. Sometimes I squeeze the food; knead the tofu, poke the pig meat, tap the princely jar of Khong Guan biscuits. That’s it. I am glaring so hard that my vision blurs.


‘Ah girl. How was your day?’ my mother asks.


I shut the door and turn towards her. She is wearing a blue pyjama set. Frayed silk blouse and long trousers. Her face is sharp and bright. She has never needed to diet.


‘Not bad,’ I reply. I do not hold her gaze.


‘I haven’t forgotten,’ my mother says. ‘Just in case you thought I forgot your birthday.’


She comes over and presses her head against my neck. I flinch. Her cheek reaches my shoulder. She puts her arms around me and squeezes my fat. Her sharp red nails dig into my school uniform. If not for the pain this proximity would seem unreal. How tiny her wrists are: fix-a-watch strap small, custom-made bracelet. How could this woman ever have contained me? Every day she is shrinking, not just getting thinner but losing density. Growing slighter, pellucid. Soon she will dissolve completely and I won’t be able to remember the shape she leaves in a door frame.


‘Aunt Yunxi has a surprise for you,’ my mother says into my shoulder. I don’t want to move; I feel like I might tip her over. I can’t breathe.


‘What is it?’


‘You’ll see,’ my mother says.


She shepherds me into my room. Sunlight is streaming a cone of dust motes onto my bed. There is a rectangular white box in the middle of it. Long and straight like a doll’s coffin. I try to undo the blue ribbon, which is tied tightly around it, but there is a dead knot so I have to use scissors. I slide off the cover and push aside the layers of tissue wrapping. Something that takes this much effort to uncover must be expensive.


I hear my Aunt Yunxi walking down the corridor. She pokes her head around the door frame and smiles, eyes crinkling at her crow’s feet.


‘Go on,’ she says, and this makes my hands clumsier. The dress is folded neat and flat. I hold it up against the light; it is surprisingly heavy. Light pink and cinched at the waist, bodice studded with small white beads that are meant to look like tiny pearls. Aunt Yunxi comes over and presses the length of the dress lightly against me. It reaches down to my knees. The shiny fabric is stiff and scratchy against my skin. It looks like a dress you would find on a cake-topping ornament; those plastic princesses with no legs and fine nests of golden hair. Or like a dress that a woman in her sixties thinks that teenagers would wear.


My mother and Aunt Yunxi train their eyes on me as I turn away and slip out of my uniform. My arms get stuck in my blouse and for a few seconds I wonder if I’ll be trapped in here forever, in too-tight polyester with my sticky skin and body odour emanating from my pores, a potato stench.


‘A young lady should have a nice dress,’ Aunt Yunxi says, fastening the clasp of the zip. I cannot breathe. I am sweating and my face is red. One minute from crying. My mother stands to my left, watching me watching myself in the mirror. The dress doesn’t fit. It makes my body look both too long and too wide. It is the colour of stale candyfloss and hugs my stomach, flaring out at the hips. The bright fabric of the skirt draws attention to the scabs on my knees.


I look at myself in the mirror but avoid my own eyes.


‘What’s wrong?’ my mother asks. What she really means when she asks this is: what is wrong with you?


‘You like or not?’ Aunt Yunxi asks. ‘It’s the modern kind. Bought it for you from Golden Mile.’


‘I love it,’ I lie. ‘It’s really cute.’


‘Good,’ my mother says. ‘Now thank your ah yi.’


‘Thanks, Aunt Yunxi.’


I bow my head, cheeks straining.


For my birthday dinner we have century eggs with sliced ginger and sesame oil. It is six o’clock. Usually we eat at seven thirty, eight. Sunlight glints through the rusty curlicues of the window grille. I stare at the drooping bougainvillea bushes in our garden as I chew. The century egg tastes both bland and piquant. I can’t stomach it. I think of swallowing an egg whole, how it would feel, gelid and aged, like a dinosaur’s eyeball lodged in my gullet. I almost gag. Outside the window, a soft mist has settled over the grass, muting the colours. I swallow and feel chalky yolk clog my throat.


‘Can you smell that? The air really stinks,’ I say.


‘I don’t smell anything,’ my mother replies.


‘Me neither,’ says Aunt Yunxi.


‘Are you sure? It’s everywhere,’ I say.


‘Don’t be stupid. Shut up and eat your eggs,’ my mother says.


I know better than to tell her I have no appetite.


Everyone knows that in order to transform an ordinary yolk into a century egg you must douse the uncracked shell in a salty brine of calcium hydroxide and sodium carbonate, then leave it in a plastic wrap for ten days. Zinc oxide helps to speed up the process; what would have taken months, and wood, and clay, in the slow old time before computers and digital clocks. I watch a shadow stripe the marble table: a car passing by. My mother taps her talons. After 240 hours of curing the egg is ready. It looks like an alien embryo preserved in rotten jelly. The egg white now translucent and yellowish, the yolk a dark, marbled grey. I slip another slice into my mouth, disgusting and familiar.


Aunt Yunxi raises her cup of tea and my mother raises a glass of wine.


‘Sixteen,’ they say at the same time, with the same solemn voice.


I stop chewing and stare at my dirty plate.
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AMISA


1968


She was ten and things were changing. The war was long over; she’d been lucky to miss it. Malaya was done. The year before, there had been a two-month-long violent hartal that halted business on the island, and dust and dissatisfaction lingered over the shuttered windows and trashy streets of the main towns. The zinc-roofed village where she grew up was still holding on, shrinking, shirking factories and military bases and the tourists who would flood in eventually and litter potato crisp packets and soft drinks all around. Everything would soon be different and all the worse for it. But for now Amisa was a quiet child who wanted nothing more than her own turtle or monkey, this girl who often dawdled, so lovely and seemingly slow.


She was born and had lived her whole life here in Kampong Mimpi Sedih. The houses opened into the slate-green sea that some days slopped and slurred like a drunk, but mostly it was calm, kept to itself. A mangrove swamp slurped every other corner of her neighbourhood. There was no way to escape it, and it was beautiful in its own way, that wild farting water. When the wind blew sometimes her whole house stank of rotting eggs and Amisa wondered if the smell upset the chickens, reminding them of failure. How awful life must be for a chicken, she thought, to have to sit in the scorching yards all day in a downy coat you couldn’t take off, fucking and clucking to a point of focus. Imagine all your life’s work being to crap out food for other people, until you got fat and old and beheaded.


The roots of the mangroves poked out of the water like turnip stalks or witchy fingers. She didn’t play there. Not in the reeds full of stinging insects. Not amidst the secrecy of water snakes. The root palms propped up drooping trees older than anyone. Occasionally she heard big splashes at night, the sound of something flipping. It was crocodiles, or even older creatures, long-snouted or humpbacked or sharp-finned, her father said. She acted afraid, widening her eyes because it amused him when she seemed babyish. But she knew it was just mudskippers, or the corpulent ikan keli that thronged the waters.


She liked to hear ghost stories from her young, handsome uncle even if she didn’t believe a word of what he said. Sometimes he talked too quickly and she didn’t fully understand, just watched his eyebrows wriggling with animation instead.


‘Watch out for the orang minyak,’ her uncle said. ‘Do you know what he does to pretty little girls like you?’


Amisa shook her head.


‘He’s covered in black oil, so he can slip away if anybody tries to catch him. And late at night, he sneaks into girls’ bedrooms, and creeps under the covers with them. He has shocking white eyes, and greasy hands that go . . .’
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