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This one’s for the word nerds.

(And for Malik and Maryam, of course. I’d never forget you two.)






AUTHOR’S NOTE

People talk about the stages of grief as if they’re levels to clear in a video game, and once you hit the Final Boss Level and defeat the monster therein, you’re free.

The truth is that there is no linear progression to grief. If it is a game, it is one that twists and turns and darts back and forth through many layers; one day it’s easy, one day it isn’t, and one day it attacks you out of nowhere just when you think you’ve moved on.

This is a book about Scrabble, and about murder, and about complicated relationships. It is also, in the end, about the many ways we cope with loss, and about beautiful, hideous grief. I trust you to know if you can handle that today.

And if you can’t, there’s always tomorrow.

For those who love to play Scrabble, having a good dictionary is key. The definitions used in this novel [largely—if not] derive from the Collins Scrabble Dictionary https://blog.collinsdictionary.com/scrabble/scrabble-word-finder/, a useful resource.






Saturday, November 27, 2021


PROLEGOMENON

seventeen points

noun

prefatory remarks; specifically, a formal discussion serving to introduce and interpret an extended work



When Trina Low walks by, the world holds its breath.

Everything seems to stop as she saunters past: the click of tile on tile, the murmur of conversation, the occasional slap of a hand on a timer. Trina treats every entrance like a show, and she expects you to drop what you’re doing and watch. And for some reason, everyone does.

She calls herself the Queen of the Tiles, a glamorous beacon in a sea of garden variety word nerds. Her tens of thousands of followers on Instagram love the image of Trina, in her tightest tops and shortest skirts, hovering in intense concentration over the board, the light gleaming faintly off what she calls her unicorn hair: tumbling waves of pale teal and pink and lavender that hang down between her shoulder blades in soft curls, a worn friendship bracelet in matching colors always tied around her delicate wrist.

Like most of us, you probably judged Trina the first time you saw her, had her pegged for some empty-headed fool who just wanted to mess with some Scrabble geeks. But it’s all an act. She lures you in, and somewhere between the clothes, the hair and the perfume, the cooing voice and the soft giggles, you emerge on the other side of the game dizzy, confused, and the loser, usually by more than two hundred points. “She distracted me!” you say, angry and embarrassed. “She doesn’t play fair!” “She just got lucky.” Except, one glance at the board shows the work of a pro: a string of bingos (JOUSTED, OBVIATE, UNDERDOG, and the obscure CEILIDHS, among others) sparkling like well-placed jewels against the shorter words that she whips out of her vast arsenal with practiced ease.

Trina Low wears her gleaming, aggressive prettiness like armor and wields her formidable vocabulary with devastating precision. If you find yourself lost in the starry depths of her eyes or contemplating the gentle curve of her rear instead of focusing on her razor-sharp gameplay, you only have yourself to blame.

She takes her time making her way to the empty seat that awaits her at table four, swaying her hips as she walks between the rows of tables in her tight black jeans and high, high heels. As you watch, you see even the most hardcore players, the ones who barely look up from their word lists and anagram apps to notice what time of day it is, break out into a light sweat as she breezes past. Guys, girls, and everything in between, it doesn’t matter. Trina gets to all of us.

Well, maybe not all of us.

At table four, Josh Tan sits in his seat, his arms crossed, glowering at Trina as she approaches. She doesn’t seem to notice. “Hi, Joshy!” she says, leaning down to drop a kiss on his cheek. “Long time no see.”

She ignores his sharp intake of breath at her touch, slides into the chair across from him, and flashes him that signature Trina smile, that crooked, dimpled little grin that hints at secrets and scandals, the one that lands her thousands of Instagram (and a handful of real-life) stalkers.

“You’re late.”

She rolls her eyes. “By what, three minutes? Relax lah, bro. Now smile!” She holds her rhinestone-encrusted phone up at just the right angle and tilts her head just so, hits the button, then inspects the photo.

“Seriously, Joshy?”

Josh coughs, a harsh, hacking sound that echoes through the hall. “My name is Josh, Trina. Not Joshy. Just Josh. Surely even you can manage words with a single syllable. And I’m not your bro. I’m not your anything.”

She ignores him. “I’ve known you for what, five years now, Joshy? Always so grumpy. You couldn’t just smile a little bit? Show off those pearly whites we know must be in there somewhere? If you just tried a liiiiittle bit harder, you could look positively…” She pauses, as though looking for the right word, before settling for: “Mediocre.”

“Don’t tell me to smile.”

Trina’s smile never leaves her face, but if you were watching closely, you might see it freeze around the edges, and a dangerous glint appears in her eyes. “Why not? Men tell me to do it all the time.”

“Whatever. Can we start now please? This is a tournament for goodness’ sake, could you not drum up the least bit of respe—”

“One sec.” Trina holds up a finger, the nail perfectly painted shocking pink, a tiny gold crown in the center. Her eyes are focused on the little screen as she selects the perfect filter, taps out the perfect caption. “You wait ah. Hold it… and… done!” She sets the phone down and smiles brightly at him. “The Queen is ready. Let’s go.”

The game begins.

Every player knows that words can be twisted to suit your purpose, if the board allows it, and Trina knows this better than most. She is fantastic; she ignites fantasies. She is spectacular; she attracts spectacle. As games end, people draw closer to see the two of them duke it out over the board, which reads like a spelling bee word list: UVEA, ATEMOYA, ZEATIN, KUBIE, ETALON. Josh likes to think this attention is because he and Trina are locked in an epic battle for the lead in a tight championship, that it’s because he finally has a shot at beating the Queen of the Tiles herself.

The only person he’s really fooling is himself. Because, of course, all the attention is on Trina and Trina alone.

Which means that all eyes are on them when table four’s timer begins to beep loudly and insistently; a lot of people watch when Josh leaps to his feet, his fist in the air, whooping with joy; a lot of witnesses see Trina fall forward as if in slow motion, strangely graceful, her forehead hitting the fully loaded board almost exactly in its center, displacing tiles from their snug berths and scattering them across the table and onto the floor.

As bystanders begin to take in what’s going on, begin to understand the meaning behind the arms that hang oddly by her sides, the eyes that now stare vacantly upon the ensuing chaos and commotion, the saliva that leaves a faintly glistening trail as it slides from her open mouth; as they slowly realize that Trina isn’t just unconscious, that she is, in fact, dead; as phones are quickly whipped out of pockets and people begin taking pictures and videos, mouths agape; as the low buzz of chatter swells to a wave; as Trina’s best friend, Najwa, crumples to her knees by the table, pale and disbelieving, and a girl named Yasmin begins to wail, Josh slowly lowers his arms and leans toward the officials who have begun to congregate in flustered, nervous droves around table four.

“So… this means I still win, right?”






CHAPTER ONE Friday, November 25, 2022 One Year Later



INERTIA

seven points

noun

feeling of unwillingness to do anything



Most people play casual games of Scrabble in their living rooms, squabbling good-naturedly for points over sets their parents bought them in the hopes that it would be “educational.”

No, actually, this is a lie. Most people probably barely even think of Scrabble at all, and the sets they do get wind up gathering dust in the very backs of shelves and cupboards, forsaken in favor of games like Snakes & Ladders or Monopoly or Clue or Twister. You know. Fun games.

The tournament circuit is a different world. Here, people play Scrabble as a game of probabilities and cunning strategies, a math problem to be solved. Here, we carry around reams of paper crammed so full of words it looks like they’re teeming with ants; we recite anagrams with such rapid speed that each syllable hits you with the force of a bullet; we can tell you the most probable combination of letters you’ll get on a rack (it’s AEEINRT, for the record) with which you can score a bingo—that is, to use up all seven letters at once and earn an additional fifty-point bonus. Here, we never stop thinking about Scrabble.

For most of my peers, words are little more than point-amassing units, each tile merely a stepping stone for building high-scoring pathways to victory. For me, the words aren’t just points: They’re the whole point. I collect them, hoard them like a dragon hoards its treasure, reveling in their strange, alien meanings, the feel of them in my mouth. The words are how I process the world. People like Josh say I waste precious brain space clinging to their definitions. “There are one hundred eighty thousand possible combinations of letters you need to know,” he told me once. “Caring about what they mean is beside the point.” But how can you not? Take AEEINRT, for instance. Picture each letter in your head—the reassuringly symmetrical A, the graceful curve of the R—and rearrange them in your head, over and over again. Most people will settle for RETINAE or TRAINEE, but why go for such clumsy, obvious choices when you have the delicate wonder of ARENITE, a sedimentary clastic rock? That gives you the equally lovely CLASTIC—those bookending hard Cs so satisfying as they roll off the tongue—which means composed of fragments, and to FRAGMENT means to break into pieces, and that’s what I’m doing right now, aren’t I? Sitting here in the driveway of a generic three-star hotel, falling apart.

“What are you so afraid of, Najwa?” my mother asks. She’s trying for a gentle tone, but the note of impatience that she can’t keep from sneaking in kills that vibe. My mother has a fondness for things that endure: Birkenstock sandals, melamine dishes, old and usually racist actors who never seem to die. Tough things. Unbreakable things. She likes them low on maintenance, high on durability.

This is not me: One year later and I’m still a mess. Tiny things send me into panic spirals. I lose things. I forget things. I walk from one place to another and then have to walk back because I can’t remember why I ended up there in the first place. It’s as if Trina’s death cracked me open, and now pieces of me keep escaping, scattering themselves everywhere. It’s funny—well, maybe not to anyone but me—to ENDURE also means to suffer something patiently, and my mother is definitely suffering. My therapist has told her to respect my grieving process, but Mama’s patience, like the cheap cotton T-shirts I buy from fast fashion retailers that she hates (“So low quality!”), wears thin fast.

I fiddle with the phone in my hands.


Me: She’s so tired of me

Alina: So am I. Doesn’t mean we don’t love you, mangkuk.



Alina and I have been sending each other WhatsApp messages for the past few hours. She may only be fourteen to my sixteen, but my little sister knows to be on hand when I’m about to do something big, something that could potentially send me careening off-course.

Mama clicks her tongue now as she sits at the wheel of the idling car, waiting for me to reply, to pull myself together, to get my things and get out—or preferably all three at once, I’m guessing. It’s been more than four hours since we left our home in Kuala Lumpur to get to this shining, anonymous box of a hotel in Johor Bahru where the tournament is taking place this weekend; this is more time than we’ve spent with just each other since I was about ten, and neither of us knew quite how to handle it. She tolerated my music for approximately twenty-three minutes (a playlist heavy on K-pop, indie rock, and Taylor Swift) before making me switch to her favorite radio station (playing “easy listening hits,” which seems to translate to “absolutely no songs from the past ten years”) for as long as it took to get out of range. Then when the music gave way to nothing but static, she made me plug in her iPhone so we could listen to some sheikh reciting Quranic verses. Verily, in hardship there is relief.

“It’s a lot to take in, okay?” I fiddle with the friendship bracelet tied around my wrist, then pull the sleeves of my black top down low so only the tips of my fingers peek out of the edges. I’m always cold these days. “It’s been a year. I’m just nervous.”

“Nervous? Buat apa nak nervous?” Mama glances up at the rearview mirror and adjusts her deep blue headscarf. In her youth, she was a beauty queen; we have sepia-tinted pictures of her poised and smiling on stage, her hair lacquered to terrifying heights, her tight kebaya skimming her curves. Now she adheres to a strict regime of creams and potions designed to scare off any wrinkle foolhardy enough to try making its presence known. “There’s no reason to be. You know this game inside out. You’ve been playing Scrabble most of your life, thanks to your father and me.” (My mother likes to take credit for my word-wrangling prowess, such as it may be, because she and my dad bought me my very first set. “It will help improve your English,” she told me on my eighth birthday, when the present I tore open so eagerly held my first Scrabble set instead of the long-desired Rock Star Barbie I’d begged for with the spangled clothes and the hot pink plastic guitar, and I had to bite my tongue to keep from saying something I’d regret.)

Mama continues, not waiting for my reply. As usual. “You’re good at it. And you’ll be with all your friends.”

“What friends? I only had one.”

Mama stiffens. Like most of the Malaysian parents I know, she doesn’t like it when I bring up “sensitive” topics. She especially doesn’t like it when I bring up Trina, which means I instantly feel like I need to yell it in her face: Yes, that one, Trina, you know, my best friend in the whole world, the one I saw die right there in front of my eyes, at this very hotel in fact. You remember. Mama never did like Trina. Oh, she never said so outright—she was much too big on etiquette, on keeping up appearances, on maintaining face for that sort of thing—but there was a telltale sniff any time her name came up, as if just the sound of it gave her allergies, and I’d catch her discreetly eyeballing Trina’s outfits with distaste whenever she was in sight. Trina came with too many “toos” for my mother to stomach: skirts too short, tops too tight, tongue too sharp, gaze too knowing.

“Yes, well. That was a long time ago. Maybe this is what you need to get some closure.”

CLOSURE, I think. A feeling that a traumatic experience has been resolved, but also just the act of closing something—a door, an institution, this conversation that is making my mother ridiculously uncomfortable. Only how can anything be resolved when we never figured out what caused Trina’s death in the first place? No explanations, no conclusions, only a door forever ajar, letting a million what-ifs drift in as they please.

“Dr. Anusya says it’s time for you to move on, get back to the things you love,” Mama reminds me now. “And you love Scrabble.”

It’s true. I do. There was a time, after it all happened, when even the sight of a tile was enough to set off a tidal wave of anxiety sweeping through my body. But we’ve worked our way up to this point so gently, so carefully, from casual games in Dr. Anusya’s plush office to local Scrabble club meetups to small competitions and now this, the Word Warrior Weekend that takes place every November during the school holidays: part elite tournament, part sleepover, all awkward teenage hormones and chaste, chaperoned social events in between. Scrabble is the one thing in which my brain hasn’t failed me, and each remembered word is a life raft on days when I feel like I’m drowning. Nobody’s dictating my pace here; nobody’s forcing me to move on. I want to do this. I need to do this. So why is uncertainty gnawing away at the frayed edges of my nerves? “Maybe I’m just not ready yet,” I say, and I hate how small my voice sounds.

As if Alina somehow knows how I’m feeling, my phone buzzes again.


You’ve got this, Kakak.



My mother checks her watch surreptitiously; I don’t think I’m supposed to notice, but I do. “Come on, sayang. Berapa lama lagi nak hidup macam ni? It’s time to get out of this cave you’ve built around yourself and get back to being… you.” This time, the gentleness rings true, and my immediate instinct is to want to cry. Nothing undoes me quite like people being nice to me. She’s right, and I hate that she’s right, but I can’t keep living like this.

“Yeah, okay,” I say. I sling my backpack over one shoulder, check the front pocket for my signed permission slip, grab the duffel that holds enough clothes for the weekend. “I’ll see you on Sunday.”

“Have fun,” she says. “Call me to check in.” She gives me one last look, a slight frown on her face. “And fix your tudung. Senget tu.”

I sigh. Of course her final words to me would be to fix my crooked headscarf. What else did I expect? “I will.” The moment is over. I don’t offer a hug or kiss, and she stares straight ahead because she doesn’t expect either one; we’re just not that type of family.

“See you,” I say as I struggle to haul myself and my baggage, seen and unseen, out of the car. Grief is a heavy thing; it weighs you down, turns all your limbs to lead. There have been so many times in the past year when I’ve wanted to stop, wherever I was—in the cereal aisle at the supermarket, in the middle of doing jumping jacks during PE, in the middle of a shower—when I’ve had to fight the urge to just lie down, just rest, feel the coolness of the floor beneath my skin. Bet my mother would have hated that.

“Bye,” she says.

I slam the door shut as if closing it tight enough will trap all my fears and worries and memories in there, as if shedding them means I, too, can become a thing that endures.






CHAPTER TWO


ANAMNESIS

eleven points

noun

ability to recall past events



I step forward. The doors glide open. I step back. The doors glide shut.

I do this a few more times. I know the doorman in his sleek gray uniform with the gold trim is staring at me, and he’s probably not the only one. I just can’t make my feet go any farther, can’t make them take that next step beyond the big glass doors and into my past. So I do this dance, feeling the weight of my duffel bag press against my shoulder, feeling the blast of too-cold air-conditioning brush against my face, feeling the surge of long-lost memories crash into my brain, as cars come and go and people mill past me.

I pull up my phone and open up my DMs on Instagram.


I don’t know if I can do this without you.



Then I put it away again and stare at the doors before me. I’m not expecting a reply.

Do you know what happens when there’s a sudden, unexplained death in a public space like a hotel? They call in the police, who drive up in trucks known as Black Marias even though they aren’t actually black, but a deep, dark blue. They treat it like a crime scene. By extension, therefore, they treat you like a suspect—at least, until they have no reason to. Until you give them a reason not to.

Oh, they were very careful not to tell us that. We were fifteen-year-olds, after all. We’d just watched our friend die. We were a bunch of scared, confused minors they somehow still needed to extract information from. They tiptoed so carefully around us it was like being in the middle of a performance of Swan Lake. But we knew anyway.

Not that I was much help. A couple of hours after it happened, a very patient young sergeant took us each into one of the hotel’s small meeting rooms. I watched familiar faces go in and out, one by one—though my brain, fueled by anxiety and running at a bazillion kilometers an hour, only really managed to register a trembling Yasmin and a stone-faced Mark—the sinking feeling in my stomach deepening with each one, waiting for that discreet tap on my shoulder, the polite request to “please follow me.”

The room was cold. The sergeant was warm. The questions were endless: Where were you when the incident happened? Can you tell me in your own words what you saw? Were you close to the victim? Was there anything off about her leading up to the game? Was she upset? Was she agitated? Did she complain of not feeling well? I stammered and I stumbled, not understanding, not knowing what to say. It took me a while to even register that “the victim” meant Trina, and when I realized it, I started crying all over again. I was still crying when my mother burst into the room, shirt rumpled from the long drive down from Kuala Lumpur, hijab all askew. I remember taking in the sight of that hijab, the one clue to how absolutely agitated my usually poised mama was in that moment, and feeling my heart crack a little further.

“What is the meaning of this?” my mother had said, all of five feet one point five inches and yet somehow staring down the suddenly groveling sergeant. “Why are you harassing my daughter like this?”

“I’m just asking her some basic questions, puan.…”

“Questions? What questions? What right do you have?” She squinted up at him and I swear I saw him go slightly gray. “She is only fifteen years old! A fifteen-year-old who has just gone through major trauma! Can you even ask a fifteen-year-old questions like this without an adult present?”

“Oh, can puan, can,” the sergeant says quickly. “It’s perfectly legal, trust me.”

“Trust you?” Mama folded her arms, her expression stormy. “Not bloody likely. Typical incompetence. Come, Najwa, we are going.”

“We are not done here, puan!” the sergeant spluttered, and for a second I almost felt sorry for him. Bet he thought this would be a nice, easy gig, all done by teatime.

“You can give her time to regain her composure, and when she has, I will bring her back and sit with her while she answers your questions.” She stared at him, daring him to disagree. “Will that do?”

The sergeant’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Fine, puan. That will do.”

“Thank you.”

She marched me out of the room then, one hand gripping my shoulder so tight that I could feel her nails digging into my flesh, just one more clue at how rattled she really was. We sat in a nearby café together in silence as she watched me swirl a spoon in a cup of vanilla ice cream until it melted entirely. When she brought me back, I’d stopped feeling the urge to cry at every mention of Trina’s name—or at least, I could hide it enough to fool the casual observer—but I could remember nothing from that day, nothing at all up until I saw my best friend’s face hit that board and felt the ground shift beneath my feet. What I got back came only weeks later, and in bits and pieces.

And here they are, still coming one year later. It’s as if I’m following crumbs someone else has left behind for me, as if, by Hansel-and-Greteling my way through these barren woods I’ll eventually find my way home.

I take a deep breath.

And finally, I step inside.

Immediately, I’m disoriented. There are simultaneously too many people in this lobby and not enough; I have all the noise-induced headaches and anxieties and none of the benefits of being able to melt into a crowd and enjoy that sweet, sweet anonymity. The local Scrabble scene is passionate but small; even after a year away, there are few faces here that I don’t recognize. Some are converged in tight little groups, catching up on whatever they’ve been doing since the last tournament. Some are with parents who take the time to help them sign in, settle in, linger over their good-byes like they’ll actually miss their kids. Some are hanging out on their own. But most are doing what they do best: playing some form of Scrabble. Around the biggest coffee table available, a few kids are huddled over a board playing Clabbers, a version of Scrabble where any string of letters is valid as long as it can be rearranged into a word. It’s not my favorite—it’s eye-wateringly confusing to look at a board and understand that ARFM is FARM and TIEX is EXIT, and it’s just more of a headache than necessary to figure out that EDLINTU is DILUENT. I wonder if any of them realizes that to CLABBER means to cover something in mud. Ironic.

I hear Mark before I see him, hear that laugh I’ve heard so often, and I know when I turn around that his head will be thrown back, eyes squeezed shut, mouth wide open. So many people I know have timid laughs, tee-hee-hees, polite little things that don’t want to take up too much space. Mark laughs with his entire body. He laughs like he means it. It’s a sound that brings up the kind of montage of sun-washed memories you see in movies, with some kind of peppy soundtrack in the background: Trina and Mark and me, their perpetual third wheel, laughing our way through late-night McDonald’s drive-through runs, tournament downtime, marathon Lord of the Rings viewings, word study sessions. Trina’s dream Scrabble word was SYZYGY, an impossible, unplayable thing that requires you to have the Z, both Ys, and one of the two blanks. It means the perfect alignment of three celestial bodies. That’s what it felt like sometimes, with us: three totally different planets, spinning in perfect harmony at the exact same time.

Mark laughs again and I quickly look away. The last time I saw him, his girlfriend had just died. Now I hear through the social media grapevine—I unfollowed ages ago, unable to deal with any more reminders of the way life used to be with Trina in it—that Mark’s been parading a different girl around KL every other week. Some grief, eh? The juxtaposition between the carefree guy in front of me and the tear-stained one in my memories is jarring.

Be honest with yourself, Najwa. It’s all jarring.

The truth is without Trina, I am untethered. We probably looked like a strange, unlikely pair to most: I am short where she was tall, plump where she was luscious and curved, quiet where she was loud, sour where she was sweet. My hair, when it isn’t hidden away by my hijab, is shoulder-length and black, and that’s all you can really say for it; it doesn’t have the bounce and luster that Trina’s had. My eyes are standard-issue brown; Trina hid hers behind a series of colored lenses that she chose according to how she felt that day, like ocular mood rings. It’s not that I’m particularly ugly, I’m just ordinary. And that’s okay. I’ve never wanted to stand out.

So I don’t begrudge anyone their skepticism; we just didn’t look right together, like Scrabble words that seem like they’re made up, that shouldn’t exist but do: APATITE, FANTOM, GREWSOME, PEEPUL. But the truth is that we fit, the way pieces of a puzzle can never be exactly alike because they’re meant to complete each other. The truth is without her here to tie me down, I feel like I may crumble and blow away, nothing but dust mites borne on the wind.


Me: It’s been five minutes and I already have regrets.

Alina: Stop it. Kill the ants.



The ants aren’t real ants—they’re capital A-N-T ANTs, or automatic negative thoughts, and every once in a while, they swarm all over me, nipping away at my insides. Every time I start to spiral—I know something bad will happen, or This will never work, or I could have done more—Dr. Anusya says I’m supposed to stop myself, squash the ants, clean up my mess.

Some times are easier than others. Some ants are bigger than others.

The registration line is long, but it moves fairly quickly, and I only have to wait for about fifteen minutes before it’s my turn—which is good, because I can feel people starting to look my way, starting to clock my return to the scene, starting to talk. “Najwa,” I hear in low tones that I try my hardest to ignore. “That’s Najwa.”

I sign in with a woman in an electric blue tee that clings to her body, the words DON’T PANIC! FORTY IS ONLY 11 IN SCRABBLE stretched tight and white across her boobs, “forty” spelled out in individual tiles. “Najwa… Bakri?” she says, running her finger down a long list of names. I nod. She makes a note and I hand over my permission slip, Mama’s signature with its elegant swoops and curls scrawled along the bottom, the paper rumpled and deeply creased from the many times I folded and unfolded and stuffed it back into my pocket until I finally decided that winning would be the best way—the most me way—to honor Trina’s memory. “So you know how it works, yes?” she asks, then plows on without waiting for my answer. “It’s seven games today, starting at twelve p.m., then eleven games tomorrow, then six games on Sunday. Modified Swiss draw, King of the Hill in the last rounds. That means you’ll be paired with opponents who have roughly the same ranking as you, based on your win-loss record in the tournament. First round is random; last rounds, the top-ranked players after two days will play against each other, so first against second, third against fourth, etcetera. You got all that?”

I nod. I’m annoyed she feels the need to explain all of this. I’m not a newbie. I’m Najwa Bakri. Sure, I’ve been away for a year and my memory is a sieve, but she doesn’t know that.

She doesn’t know I’m here to win, either. But she’ll soon find out. They all will.

“Alrighty! Enjoy!” she says brightly, handing me a folder that includes assorted tournament info, a badge printed with my name in capital letters, and coupons for the coffeehouse just off the lobby. The tag pinned to her top says her name is HAYATI. This is also—surprise, surprise—spelled out in tiles.

“Thanks,” I say, pinning my badge to my chest. “When will I know who my roommate is?”

“We’ll post the list in a few minutes,” she says. “Right on those bulletin boards over there.”

“Cool.”

I grab my things and stand off to one side, trying to stuff my folder into my bag. I’m preoccupied, but not too preoccupied to hear my own name.

“Isn’t that Najwa Bakri?” I hear a girl behind me whisper.

“Yeah,” her friend says. “I can’t believe she came back.” I bow my head, pretending to be engrossed in my phone, pretending I don’t hear a word.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, with Trina gone… I mean, why would she come here after all that? And after all this time?”

“Maybe she just wants to play again.” A pause. “She’s good. Good enough to be the new queen, even.”

There’s a sniff. “She’s not that good.”

I look down and realize I’m clenching my fists so hard that my nails are digging into my palms, leaving half-moon indents in the flesh. Just wait, I think. Just wait and see.






CHAPTER THREE


POTHER

eleven points

noun

fuss or commotion

verb

make or be troubled or upset



After I’m done with registration, I just stand there for a minute, uncertain of where to go. When she was alive, I was Trina’s shadow, always following behind; now that she’s gone, with nothing solid to anchor myself to, I disappear. All around me, kids are acting like kids are supposed to; the sleek, modern benches and armchairs scattered all over the lobby are full of them, talking, laughing, shrieking at the sight of friends they haven’t seen in months.

In the absence of anywhere else to go, I slide into an empty seat next to a girl named Emily, who smiles tentatively at me. I know Emily, although to be fair, this isn’t some grand feat of memory on my part. Everyone knows Emily. Emily was caught up in a cheating scandal a couple of years ago and that’s the kind of thing that clings to you like the smell of rotten durian. You don’t mention it—or at least I don’t, I’m a good Malay girl, remember? So polite, so careful, so guarded—but you’re always a little more observant, a little more careful, when you sit down at the board with Emily.

Across from us are—and here I crane my neck slightly to get a better look at their name tags, because I may be great with words, but names are one of those things that slip right through the cracks of my fractured memory—Shuba, who has written “(they/them)” in block letters under their name with black Sharpie, and Ben, who has “Singapore!” above his in barely legible writing. Singapore Ben is so named, as I recall, to set him apart from the lower-ranked KL Ben. Shuba has a mane of shiny dark curls, perfectly winged eyeliner, and lips painted a bright, look-at-me red that pops against their dark skin; Singapore Ben has floppy boy-band hair, skinny jeans with a discreet designer label, and too much cologne. His mother regularly drives him across the causeway for these tournaments. It’s weird to remember these random things and still not be able to tell you what I ate for breakfast two days ago.

“Hey, Naj,” Ben says easily, nodding in my direction. The last time I saw you, I think, I beat you by 217 points. Remembering feels good. “We’re just playing Anagrams since we’ve got time before this whole thing starts. You want to join us? Seven letters and up only. What you do is, you call out the letters of a word in alphabetical order and then—”

“I know the rules,” I interrupt. I can feel how tight my smile is, how forced. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll just hang out and watch.” If one more person acts like I can’t play anymore just because I’ve been gone for a while, I think I may scream.

Once they get back to their game and nobody is looking at me anymore, I grab my notebook, with its worn, cracked green cover and a black pen jammed into the rose-gold spirals looping over the top, and open up a new page. The notebook is like an extension of my memory, like buying more RAM to supercharge an overworked laptop. I take it with me everywhere, making a note of anything I don’t want to forget. The last thing I want to do for this grand comeback is call attention to how broken I actually am. Carefully I write them down:

Ben: Singaporean, mommy’s boy, overly familiar

Shuba: they/them, wildly glamorous, says exactly what they think

Emily: nervous, ladylike, that whole cheating thing

Then, job done, I put it away, sit back, and breathe it in. This is what I have missed: the words, yes, but also just being around people who are as passionate about the words as I am, who see the invisible threads on which you can hang individual letters and create magic. I wonder idly whether I should join in the game, in the name of “interacting with my peers in a healthy manner,” which is something Dr. Anusya says I should do more. It just seems like so much work.

“My go, then,” Shuba says. “AEFLNOPT.” Their voice is raspy, low but sure, and they rattle off the sequence in alphabetical order faster than it takes most people to spell the word itself.

There’s a pause. Then, from Ben, “PANTOFLE.”

Shuba nods. PANTOFLE, I think. A high-heeled slipper, like the heels that were Trina’s footwear of choice. Trina loved playing Anagrams, the way she loved any game she knew she could win.

I close my eyes. Stop it, Najwa. Kill the ants. You’re supposed to be enjoying this. I touch the friendship bracelet on my wrist, soft yarn in alternating strands of pink and purple and turquoise and teal, woven together in a delicate pattern. Trina made us each one of these at the height of the friendship bracelet craze at our school, tongue poking out of one side of her mouth as it always did when she was concentrating, her brow furrowed as she worked. “There!” she cried triumphantly when she was done, freeing the completed bracelet from where she’d kept it clamped tightly in place between the jaws of her metal pencil case. “One for you, one for me.” She tied it around my wrist, and I did the same for her. “Never take it off,” she told me seriously, clasping my hand in hers, lacing her fingers through mine. “Promise me.”

“Promise,” I said. And true to my word, I haven’t taken it off since, except to shower. Even though nobody can see it beneath the long sleeves I always wear, the softness of the braided strings against my skin is strangely comforting, as light and warm as Trina’s touch on my arm. I tap out another DM on my phone:


I’m only doing this for you.



It’s Ben’s move. “EIIMNRT,” he says. Then, to me: “How’re you feeling, Najwa? You doing… okay?” His voice drips with earnest concern.

“I’m good,” I lie.

A split second later, I hear “INTERIM” in Emily’s crisp tones, just as Shuba says, “MINTIER.” Emily’s parents are divorced, and she inherited her English father’s accent, rather than her Ipoh-born mother’s Chinese lilt. She taps her fingers quickly on her knees; her smile is laced with anxiety. Emily never stops moving.

“Sorry, Shubs, I think Em got that one.” Ben smiles, pushing his glasses up from where they’ve slipped down his nose. Much of what you need to know about Singapore Ben is contained in the fact that he is precisely the type of person who condenses people into single-syllable nicknames without their consent. “Nice job, Em. And I didn’t even think you were listening.” A flicker of irritation crosses Shuba’s usually impassive face.

“I’m always listening, Benjamin,” says Emily.

INTERIM, I think. An interval, a stopgap, this rut I’ve been stuck in ever since Trina died.

“So what do we think?” Shuba says.

“About what?” Emily picks absentmindedly at a scab on her elbow, and bits of skin flake away, floating slowly down to the carpet.

“About who the next ruler will be, of course.” Shuba sits back, arms crossed. “Now that the Queen is no longer here to occupy her throne…”

Emily glances at me, discomfort shining from every line on her furrowed brow. “Maybe we shouldn’t…”

“Oh, Najwa doesn’t mind. Do you, Najwa? We’re just talking, that’s all.”

“I don’t mind,” I say. I’m getting quite good at lying.

There is a sudden buzzing. “Sorry,” Ben says apologetically as he quickly fishes his phone out of his pocket. “It’s probably just my mom.” We say nothing. Everyone knows Singapore Ben’s mom is That Tournament Parent; she comes with him to every competition, forcing him to eat, massaging his shoulders between games, making snide remarks about his competitors. She hands him strong-smelling little jars of a dark liquid labeled Essence of Chicken, which she says helps with focus and concentration. Once, in the middle of a game with me, she came right up to us and draped a sweater over his skinny shoulders. “Sorry ya,” she said, simpering at me and ignoring the pained expression on her son’s face. “So cold in here. I don’t want my Benny to get sick.”

Emily clears her throat. “AABDNRU,” she announces, enunciating each letter like she’s a post–Henry Higgins Eliza Doolittle.

Without missing a beat, Shuba says, “BANDURA.” They look at me as if they’re appraising a painting for sale, as if the clues to my worth are hidden somewhere on the surface of my skin. “I’m telling you now, I’m damn well going to make sure I’m in the running for that top spot,” they say, the lightness of their tone belying the whisper of steel I can hear on the edge of their words. “Not as Queen, of course. Something more gender neutral.”

“The Monarch of the Tiles?” Ben chimes in.

He’s rewarded with one of their expansive smiles. “Perfect.”

“This all seems rather crass,” Emily murmurs.

“Alright there, Miss Priss.” Shuba smirks in her direction. “As if you don’t want to win. As if that isn’t the perfect way to stick it to all the people who still think you’re out here palming tiles and peeking into bags.”

Emily flushes a deep red. “I never did.”

“Relax.” Shuba begins gathering up their hair, tying it back with the scrunchy around their wrist. “I didn’t say I believe the rumors. But what a perfect way to get everyone to shut up, don’t you think?”

A BANDURA is a type of LUTE, which can either mean a musical instrument or to seal with cement and clay, like I’ve done to my own heart. Feelings, I’ve found in the past few months, are simply not worth the energy. But listening to all this now, I can feel hot flames ignite deep in the pit of my belly, reaching up to lick my chest. None of you are worthy.

This is why I’m here. This is why I had to come. I can’t bear to see Trina’s legacy picked over like this, her memory relegated to anecdotes about the tournament’s tragic past.

She protected me while she was alive, and now that she’s gone it’s my turn to protect her.

“Excuse me, Miss Najwa?” I look up to see two kids standing next to me. They look like they’re about thirteen, brimming with self-importance and shining with efficiency. “We were wondering if we could talk to you.”

“Please,” I say, “start by not calling me ‘miss.’ ”

“Okay, Kak Najwa.”

“AEDINOR,” Shuba says. “Who are you?” they ask the kids directly.

The two of them tell us their names, but I just can’t hold on to this information; they keep slipping through the cracks of my brain and so in my head I christen them Tweedledee and Tweedledum and desperately hope I never say so out loud. Tweedledee has a notebook in her hand, long braids, and the familiar lilt of a Sabahan accent; Tweedledum is an Indian boy with gelled spikes in his hair, too much body spray, and a camera trained right on my face.

“We wanted to ask you some questions, Kak Najwa,” says Tweedledee.

“About what?” I ask. “Also, just Najwa. Please.”

“About Trina Low,” supplies Tweedledum helpfully as Tweedledee rifles through her notebook. “Not too many,” she says cheerily. “Just… four pages or so…”

“ANEROID,” Emily says.

ANEROID: relating to a barometer that measures air pressure. The main symptom of a sudden drop in air pressure is dizziness, and dizzy is how I feel because even though she’s been in my head this whole time, there’s something about hearing her name spoken out loud, the way it hangs in the air, the way it creeps under my skin.

“Trina?” It comes out as a croak, and I clear my throat. “What do you want to know about Trina? And… and why?”

“We’re making a documentary,” Tweedledum explains. “Think along the lines of the poignancy of, like, Amy, you know, the Amy Winehouse documentary? Or, like… like…”
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