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Chapter 1




Everyone’s eyes were drawn to the sky, peering at the battling kites swooping above them. These were large Kelantanese fighting kites, elongated ovals with a crescent moon below: wau bulan, moon kites. They flew on strings coated with ground glass, to more effectively cut an opponent’s kite loose, taking them out of the game.
 In many areas of the world, so Maryam understood, kite flying was a children’s pastime, the purview of amateurs and toddlers, and the kites themselves flimsy, plain and cheap. In Kelantan, Maryam was proud to think, kites were a serious business, from their inception in the workshops of tukang wau and their painstaking decoration, to their handling by skilled flyers who’d spent years perfecting their abilities. No toddlers dared to touch these kites, expensive and beautifully put together as they were. This was an adult activity, and, as with so many Kelantanese competitions, a great deal of money was often riding on the outcome.
 Maryam’s husband, Mamat, was a songbird fancier, and that hobby took up most of his spare time: that is, time remaining after coffeeshop gatherings, acting as a father and grandfather and helping Maryam with her business. There were, as he explained to Maryam, who knew this already all too well, just so many hours in the day and one couldn’t be an expert at everything. They were occasional spectators rather than participants or even fervid fans: happy enough to watch the kites fly over dry rice fields if they had time, otherwise, happy to pay no attention at all. Their youngest son, Yi, now in high school but still gangly and sometimes alarmingly awkward, liked kites and was interested in them, but hadn’t ever participated in a contest.
 During the dry season, contests were held in the padi fields, which changed from muddy swamps to dry, cracked land. The wide-open spaces were perfect for contests, giving the flyers plenty of room to run their kites, and room for spectators, too. All eyes had been looking up, at the kites and the sky, so it was a longer time than one would have thought before anyone noticed something large swinging from a tree.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Nik Man was a long time kite flyer, having begun his career as a boy, following the men who flew kites in all the competitions, acting as their aide-de-camp and learning the skills by watching and osmosis. He’d always loved kites: at first it was the designs, and the colours and shapes which drew him. And then, as he grew older, it was their flight, their freedom and swooping, and the fighting going on between them. In fierce rivalries, flyers sought to cut each other’s kite free, using ground glass on their kite strings. Setting a kite free not only won the contest at hand, but deprived an opponent of a considerable investment, affecting his future performance. There was a lot to consider in a competition, and Nik Man appreciated it all.
 Nik Man grew up in Kampong Banggol, farther up the Kelantan River from Kota Bharu, towards the coast. Though enthusiasts came from all over Kelantan and many different villages, Kampong Banggol was a hotbed of kite flying, and it seemed every male in town flew kites, made them, or at least had strong opinions on the subject. Where in other places coffeeshop talk might have centred on politics or local football, Kampong Banggol discussions focused on kite flying, and an adroit listener could learn a lot just keeping quiet and drinking his coffee.
 Nik Man’s companion in this endeavour, his Sancho Panza, was Idris, known to all as Dris, a friend since childhood from the same village. Where Nik Man was active in his interest, Dris was a follower, who tagged behind his friend acting as a general helper and gofer. When Nik Man was the apprentice, Dris was the apprentice’s apprentice, and so it had always been, though now they were well into adulthood, each with families of his own. Even into maturity, the dynamic between them had not changed, and Dris still, as a grown man, appeared to be tagging after Nik Man, who never took on a boy as his helper, but had Dris in the same position he’d been in since their school days.
 Nik Man was good, very good, and often a winner in competitions. Due to his status as a player, he had backers: men who bet large amounts on the competitions and expected Nik Man to win. Almost all the spectators at an event bet on the outcome – even the competitors usually bet on themselves, and a good deal of money changed hands at these events. While it was not Nik Man’s only source of income, as he also owned rice land that he farmed, it was a decent percentage of it, and one he would do a great deal to protect.
 Most of the competitors knew each other, and had been flying together for many years. It was rare for an adult to suddenly enter the lists, since the approved method of learning the skill was to apprentice, but it did occasionally happen. When it did, the other professionals were usually unimpressed, and did not expect to see that flyer for long. If they were not ready or able to commit to the skill in childhood, there was no reason to believe they could do so as adults, when the odds were stacked against them.
 This competition, held in a dry rice field near the village of Kampong Penambang, a centre of kain songket weaving, featured just such a newly minted expert named Salim, also from Kampong Banggol, a man fervently detested by his neighbours at the competition. Where Nik Man had laboured for years to reach his position, this Salim had various enthusiasms, which he pursued for a time and then dropped. Which would be fine, as far as Nik Man and others were concerned, as it was no business of theirs how he wanted to waste his time and money, but Salim could be unbearable. He took any beginner’s luck, or winning by mistake, as proof of his own genius and crowed about it to anyone who’d listen. At the same time, he’d take the opportunity to degrade others who’d toiled in that particular vineyard, telling them to their faces how well he’d done when they were unable to beat him. And of course, he ascribed it all to his own skill, virtuosity even: conceiving of his victory, as a fluke would never have occurred to him.
 He was not only cordially disliked, but avoided for his uncertain temper, which flared quickly and often violently, and had already cost him several marriages (and might well cost him his current wife). For a man his age, in his early forties, it was surprising to see such childish behaviour, but as more than one person had commented, he would never learn and probably never grow up, since he hadn’t already.
 Therefore, when the kites took the field, Salim’s presence was greeted with gritted teeth and averted eyes, as the professional flyers sought to ignore him and concentrate on their games. He was loud and obnoxious and, of course, had no acolytes – it was hard to imagine the parent who would allow his son to follow Salim around and learn from him – and the best that could be hoped for was that he would lose early and go home. Sadly, even for him, this was not to be, and in a shocking development, he cut Nik Man’s kite string, knocking him out of the competition and losing his kite.
 Nik Man looked up at his kite soaring away from him, not to be recovered, in disbelief and welling anger. Salim, ignoring all rules of sportsmanship, not to mention basic courtesy, was gloating over his triumph, which Nik Man considered more of an accident, grinning like an idiot and hooting like an ape. Completely unnecessary, since everyone saw it, and most pretended they did not, so as not to encourage Salim or embarrass Nik Man. But Salim would not let it go.
 Nik Man walked stiffly back to the trees on the side of the field to his waiting sidekick, Dris, who hung about him anxiously waiting for a comment. It came, unprintably, while Nik Man dried his face with a towel and looked angrily, yet sadly, at the sky as if his kite might drift back down to him. ‘Why can’t he shut up?’ he asked no one in particular, but it was clearly a painful moment. Nik Man decided, in the face of what happened, to leave the contest and go home, away from his loss and from the fool who’d beaten him. As Dris gathered his things, he noticed Omar standing along the side: Omar, the bomoh from his own kampong who provided his kite magic designed to avoid just such an outcome as he had just had.
 ‘Why are you here,’ Nik Man demanded, not even bothering with the niceties of ‘good morning’, or ‘how are you’. ‘What are you doing here?’ Omar never came to competitions, even though he provided the magic, and Nik Man could not imagine why he was present now.
 Omar looked startled to see him, although why that should be he couldn’t imagine. ‘Nik Man,’ he identified him. ‘Oh.’
 ‘What are you doing here?’
 ‘I, I came to see you fly.’
 ‘Really? Why?’
 ‘Just so,’ he said with an ingratiating smile. ‘You know, I thought I don’t usually go to see you, and I work to give you the jampi you need so I thought I’d see how it worked.’ He smiled again.
 ‘Not too well,’ Nik Man informed him. ‘I just had my string cut by Salim,’ he hissed the name. ‘The whole kite’s gone.’
 ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I saw it.’
 ‘Yeah. You know, I know no jampi can work all the time, but I would have given a lot for it to have worked now, so I wouldn’t have to hear Salim talking about how wonderful he is.’
 Omar looked uncomfortable. ‘I know, it’s too bad. Well, there’s always next time.’
 Nik Man nodded, unconvinced, and looked back at the kites.
 ‘Are you going home?’ Omar asked hopefully.
 Nik Man nodded again, but seemed to be engrossed in the competition. Omar moved from one foot to the other, seemingly impatient for Nik Man to be off, though Nik Man took no notice of him. ‘Look at that,’ he murmured to Dris, who stood next to him. ‘Nice move,’ Dris agreed, and they both stood, arms crossed over their chests, in the same stance, though neither of them realized it. Omar began to walk away, apparently unable to stand near them without fidgeting, and was soon lost among the other spectators.
 At the end of the contest, Salim had won. Instead of accepting it modestly, as almost all winners did, he smiled and talked incessantly about his conquest, with his fellow flyers moving away to stand together against him. They spoke in low voices to each other about how horrible he was, how he had no manners, no sportsmanship and no talent. ‘It was an accident,’ said one man sourly, ‘and I wouldn’t mind an accident, but him? I can’t listen.’
 Everyone seemed to agree heartily with this assessment, and Nik Man watched as Salim jubilantly walked to the crowd, who either ignored him completely or watched him guardedly. He seemed completely unaware of this, searching through the crowd until he located Omar, around whom he threw his arms while exulting. ‘Did you see it? Amazing, right?’ He laughed and pounded Omar on the back, while Omar looked guiltily around him. He met Nik Man’s questioning gaze and had the grace to blush.
 Nik Man and his faithful Dris strolled over to the victor, who was giving Omar and anyone within earshot the blow by blow commentary on how he’d succeeded and why: a combination of natural talent, deserved luck and brilliant jampi, which he, Salim, chose and directed, and Omar provided.
 Nik Man stood in front of Omar saying nothing, but pinning him with a glare. ‘The jampi you gave him?’ Nik Man waited for an answer.
 Omar answered nervously. ‘Just a couple, you know. Not like what I give to you. Just a couple.’
 ‘Why are you dealing with him at all?’
 ‘He asked me.’ Nik Man did not seem impressed. ‘You know, maybe I shouldn’t have, but I did. I’m sorry. Now that I think about it, maybe I shouldn’t have.’
 ‘Now that you think about it,’ Nik Man repeated.
 ‘I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’
 ‘Perhaps I need another bomoh. One who won’t look to make money off anyone else who asks him.’
 ‘No, it’s not …’
 Salim came up to them, grinning. ‘You didn’t know,’ he teased Nik Man. ‘He gave me jampi too, and now I’d say he gave me the better ones! Maybe because he saw the real talent in me!’
 Nik Man looked ominously at both Salim and Omar, turned on his heel and walked off. Salim flung his arm around Omar, who shook it off and trotted after Nik Man. Salim looked hurt for a moment, and then his face cleared and took off after them both as they entered the trees on the border of the field. And a few minutes later, that’s where Salim’s body was found, swinging from a tree by a glass-coated kite string.
  
 *   *   *
  
 A teenaged boy called nervously from the bottom of Maryam’s steps, politely keeping to the ground until he was invited up, while trying to fend off the attacks of beady-eyed geese without inflicting any injury on them. Maryam came to the door and shooed away the birds to rescue her visitor and invited him up, though she’d never seen him before.
 He introduced himself shyly, and pointed vaguely towards the road. ‘They said to call you, Mak Cik,’ he explained without clarification. ‘There’s something there that maybe you could …’ He ran out of steam at this point, with Maryam none the wiser as to why he had appeared. Without answering, she descended the stairs and prepared to follow him; since clearly nothing would be explained until she arrived at wherever he was talking about.
 At a nearby field, the crowd heaved before a large tree, and kites lay on the ground forgotten. This in itself was alarming, as enthusiasts never simply abandoned their kites, but treated them with tender regard. She wormed her way through the throng of people, bending forward and murmuring ‘excuse me’ without ceasing, until she stopped short at the front, staring directly at a man’s body swinging from a kite string, coated with ground glass, tied to the tree. ‘Alamak!’ she cried involuntarily, her shock holding her still.
 The woman next to her nodded. ‘I sent him for you,’ she indicated the boy who’d come for Maryam with her chin. ‘I know you’ll know what to do, being a detective and all.’ She smiled at Maryam approvingly, and patted her softly on the shoulder. ‘You’ll find out whatever is … necessary.’
 ‘Do you know who he is?’ Maryam looked more keenly at the body now, trying to see the man’s age and features.
 ‘Of course!’ the woman replied confidently. ‘It’s Salim, from Kampong Banggol. He won today! It was a real surprise. He’s new at this, just started flying, and he beat some of the best here. But now, this …’ She seemed to lose her poise, but it was only momentary – Kelantan women did not crumble. ‘I can’t imagine …’ She stammered to a stop.
 Maryam moved closer to the tree. She could see now Salim was in his forties, stocky, a bit short, with broad shoulders. He looked strong and quick – well, he’d have to be, to be a kite flyer. A traditionally tied cloth covered his hair to keep it out of his eyes, and he wore a sarong and a T-shirt, together with sturdy sneakers, which looked out of place under a traditional sarong, but it was a practical outfit for the activity at hand. ‘Does he have a family?’ she asked, staring at the man, wishing she could cut him down and lay him out decently.
 ‘A wife, I know. That’s all.’
 ‘Is she here?’ Maryam turned from the body and toward the crowd. ‘Call the police in Kota Bharu!’ she said loudly, and was gratified to see a few men leave the crowd and follow her orders. ‘Do you see her?’ She asked the woman again.
 The woman pointed at another woman standing with a few men, waiting calmly to see what happened now. She didn’t look in the least bit upset, though her face was a bit puffy around the eyes. Maryam doubted it was tears; this woman wasn’t even near to tears, and she wondered what it could be.










Chapter 2




Osman, the Police Chief of Kota Bharu, the highest-ranking Police officer in the state of Kelantan, stepped down from his car and warily eyed the swinging body and the restive crowd in front of it. He hated finding bodies, but now, looking at this new one, he decided he hated hanged bodies more than any other type. There was something so eerie about seeing it suspended there: he could barely look at it without shivering. The crowd began melting away, as though the tide went out, taking with it everyone in the field. Osman walked over to the widow, when she was pointed out to him. He smiled and introduced himself.
 ‘Halimah,’ she said shortly, drawing her head cloth tighter around her shoulders. She stood with three other men from her kampong, introducing them as Nik Man, Dris and Omar. They nodded nervously at Osman and stayed silent.
 ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ Osman said, though it seemed he was wasting his breath offering sympathy. She looked completely calm. She nodded her thanks and stood there waiting for him to ask anything.
 ‘Did you see anything?’
 ‘No.’
 ‘Were you here to watch him play?’
 ‘Yes,’ she answered shortly.
 ‘Did he often fly kites?’
 She shook her head. ‘He was new to this. He really just started doing it.’
 ‘Did you always come to watch him?’
 ‘No. Just today.’
 ‘Why?’
 She shrugged, and left it at that.
 Osman looked around at the group, wondering why they had all stayed. ‘Let’s go to talk,’ he said, and asked Maryam if they could adjourn to her porch.
 Leaving the others on the porch, fortified with Rubiah’s cakes and coffee, Osman began with Halimah, the preternaturally composed widow. He too noticed her face was swollen: was it bruised? He couldn’t tell, and she was not volunteering.
 ‘How long have you been married?’ he started quietly.
 ‘About three years,’ she said.
 ‘Has it been a happy marriage?’ He felt like a fool asking a question like that, but he had to introduce the topic somehow. He glanced over to Maryam for help, and she returned his look.
 ‘Not … I don’t know. We’d had our problems,’ she said candidly. No use pretending – if she didn’t tell him someone else in the kampong would, and then it would look worse. She took a deep breath. ‘We’ve already been divorced with two talak. He had a terrible temper.’ She looked directly at Osman.
 ‘I see,’ he faltered. ‘So did he, your face, I mean …’
 ‘He did try to hit me this morning. As I said, a very bad temper. Upah bidan pun tak terbayar: A boy not worth the midwife’s fee. I had already made up my mind to leave. I have children and grandchildren. I don’t have to stay there. What kind of a person would I be to accept this kind of treatment?’ Osman wasn’t sure she was talking to him, exactly. Next to him, Maryam nodded, encouraging her. ‘I was actually there to tell him I was through. But I never got to tell him, because before I could speak to him someone had killed him.’
 ‘Do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill him?’
 She smiled a mirthless smile. ‘Many people,’ she informed him. ‘He had a rotten temper. Not always. At the beginning of our marriage he really tried, and it was fine. But he can’t keep it up, you see. So we ended up here. I imagine …’ she continued, pulling out hand-rolled cigarettes from her sarong. Maryam smiled at her, motioning for her to put them down, and commandeered Mamat’s Rothmans. Halimah smiled her thanks. ‘I imagine there were plenty of people who had a grudge against him. Probably plenty of them at the contest.’
 ‘He was killed there,’ Osman noted, ‘so most probably it was one of them.’
 Halimah looked amused. ‘Probably one of the people you’ve got here,’ she agreed. Osman was not prepared for one of his suspects to concur so readily. She understood the look on his face. ‘I’m only saying what you already know. Would it help if I pretended not to know? Or pretended I’m terribly upset that he’s gone? He’s acted badly for the past year at least, maybe more, and that’s given a lot of people reason to hate him.’ She peacefully smoked her cigarette and waited for Osman to think of another question.
 ‘Were you with anyone while you were at the contest?’
 ‘Not really. I came to tell him I’m leaving, and I hadn’t meant to do it front of a lot of people. I could have, though.’ She thought about it. ‘I just saw all the people from my kampong, Nik Mat and Dris and Omar, and stood with them after the body was found.’
 ‘So they don’t know where you were …’
 ‘And I don’t know where they were when the deed was done. Correct.’ And she continued smoking. Osman looked helplessly at Maryam, not knowing where to go with that.
 ‘We’ll get back to you,’ Maryam said cheerfully. ‘Would you mind waiting outside?’
  
 *   *   *
  
 Nik Man was next, and he too, looked relatively unruffled for a man being interviewed in a murder case.
 ‘How were you doing? In the contest, I mean,’ Osman turned his eyes for the first time to the man in front of him.
 Nik Man took a deep drag on his cigarette before answering. ‘Not so well,’ he shrugged. ‘Worse than usual. The wind somehow wasn’t with me today; it seemed to be fighting against itself. You know,’ he began to speak more fluently as he explained his passion, ‘I just couldn’t seem to get the kite going right, and couldn’t get to the other kites to cut them down. Some days it just doesn’t happen as it should. I don’t know …’ He looked thoughtful.
 ‘How about Salim?’ Osman continued.
 ‘Oh, he was doing great! Really, it was just his day. The kite was high and fast, really moving. Yes, it was his day. He won!’ Then he thought about it, and added, ‘It was almost an accident, though. He didn’t really know what he was doing, but he cut my kite and I lost.’
 ‘Were you upset about it?’
 Nik Man looked at his cigarette. ‘You can’t be upset every time you don’t win,’ he explained calmly. ‘It’s part of competing: you can’t win every contest. But this was different because Salim was so petty, yes, that’s the word, when he won. Crowing about it, preening, bragging. It isn’t done; you don’t rub people’s faces in losing, because next time it will be you. But he knew nothing about competing, and so he was terrible. He made us all so angry.’
 Maryam drew Osman aside, and looked around furtively before speaking.
 ‘You don’t think he was killed because he was winning a kite flying contest, do you?’ She demanded.
 Osman shrugged and looked tired. ‘I’ve seen sillier reasons to kill someone. You’ve seen sillier reasons. Why not a kite competition?’
 He turned back to Nik Man. ‘Did you have words with Salim?’
 ‘Not really. What is there to say? He knew what I thought of him.’
 ‘Was there anyone else you were upset with?’
 Nik Man considered it. ‘Omar. Omar betrayed me.’
 Osman was shocked. ‘Why? What did he do?’
 ‘Omar was my bomoh. I don’t mean mine for everything, but I used him for all my kite flying jampi. I paid him every month. And I thought he was loyal to me. I thought he wouldn’t provide any jampi for anyone else.’
 ‘Are there kite flying jampi? I’m just asking …’
 Nik Man stared at him. ‘Of course there are. Everyone uses them.’
 ‘Of course,’ Osman muttered. ‘Please go on.’ He believed Kelantanese had magic mixed up in everything. The fact that he always found it involved in his cases hardly gave him any reason to disbelieve it.
 ‘Anyway, I paid Omar quite a lot, every month, to provide me with jampi for my kites. And then, when Salim won, do you know what he said? He said thanks to Omar, for his jampi. I couldn’t believe what I heard. Omar said maybe he shouldn’t have done it. That’s right, he shouldn’t but he did. Just to make a little more money, he’d lose me altogether. I couldn’t believe it! I still can’t believe it. Salim will give up on this just like he does everything else.’ He thought about what he’d just said and restated it. ‘If he were alive, he would never have stuck with this and then Omar would have lost me and never had Salim. What was that? Why would he do it? I still don’t know.’
 ‘But it was Salim who let you know?’
 Nik Man nodded. ‘Yes, because he thanked him. Otherwise I wouldn’t have suspected, although … I was really surprised to see Omar there. He never comes to contests. Maybe I would have thought about it and then come to it eventually, but I wouldn’t be talking about it now.’
 ‘Do you have any ideas on why someone would kill Salim?’
 Nik Man smiled. ‘Anyone would want to kill him. And someone actually did.’










Chapter 3




Dris seemed the paradigm of a good-natured kampong man. He was on the porch of Maryam’s house and began collecting his cigarettes and coffee to enter the living room. ‘Terrible thing,’ he commented as he entered.
 ‘How long have you known Salim?’
 ‘I’ve known him forever. Neighbours. Went to school together. We both grew up in Kampong Banggol, with Nik Man.’
 ‘And you all like kites?’ Maryam asked.
 ‘Well enough,’ he answered. ‘Nik Man has the talent, not me. But I help him,’ he said proudly. ‘You need help to keep your stuff together. But, yes, we both liked it – most men in Kampong Banggol do.’ He shrugged and picked up his coffee cup.
 ‘Do you work with him on all his kites?’
 Dris nodded. ‘Yes, I do.’
 ‘Why were you helping him like that?’ Osman asked.
 Dris seemed surprised. ‘He’s my friend, why not? It’s not as much fun getting your kite ready all alone.’ He looked at Osman with some pity, since from his question it seemed he might not have many friends.
 ‘But you don’t always get paid, do you?’
 Dris shifted uncomfortably. ‘Well, it wasn’t really an official job,’ he replied. ‘No, more like two friends doing something together they really liked.’
 ‘But Nik Man was paid when he won,’ Osman observed.
 ‘Yes, he bet on himself. Of course he got paid.’
 Maryam leaned in, unfamiliar with the financial aspects of kite flying. ‘How else does one get paid to fly kites?’
 ‘Well, other people bet on you too. There are a lot of fans, you know. And then if they win, they pay you too.’
 ‘So Nik Man could make quite a good living kite flying.’
 ‘He also had some rice land,’ Dris was quick to assure her. ‘He made money kite flying but I don’t know if it’s really a lot.’
 ‘But you made less.’
 ‘Of course. I didn’t fly the kite. I just helped.’
 ‘Does everyone have a helper?’ Osman asked.
 Dris shrugged. ‘Not everyone. But I think you need one.’
 ‘What else do you do?’ asked Maryam. She didn’t always expect men to ‘do’ anything, but they still had to contribute.
 ‘I have rice land. I help my wife at the market, you know.’
 She nodded. Many Kelantanese men were like that, holding various jobs at various times, and always ready to help their wives at the market. Her own husband, Mamat, did the same, but she didn’t think of him that way – she thought of him as gainfully employed.
 ‘Did you use kite magic? Jampi?’ Osman asked suddenly. Maryam sighed.
 ‘Yes, we did,’ Dris gave Osman a look such as one would give the terminally dim witted. ‘Everyone does.’
 Osman nodded. ‘Which bomoh did you use?’
 ‘Pak Omar. He lives here. He had an arrangement with Nik Man. He provided all the jampi and wrote them on the kites and all of that, and Nik Man paid him every month.’
 ‘On retainer?’ Osman asked, but Dris looked at him blankly.
 ‘Was Nik Man unhappy with Omar that you know of?’
 Dris’ eyes clouded. ‘Oh, Salim of course. He was announcing his win and how great he was. Penyu bertelor ber-riburibu, seorang pun tak tahu, ayam bertelor sebiji pecah khabar sebuah negeri:A turtle lays thousands of eggs and no one’s the wiser, a chicken lays one egg and tells the whole world. That was Salim all over. Then he started thanking Omar for giving him jampi. I could see Nik Man go white hearing it. You know, if you’re paying a bomoh like this, I mean every month, to keep up your jampi, he isn’t supposed to work with anyone else. Especially someone like Salim.’
 ‘Why would it do it?’
 Dris shrugged. ‘Greedy, maybe. A few extra dollars. I can’t imagine.’
 ‘Could it help his business?’ Maryam asked.
 ‘Maybe.’ Dris thought about it. ‘But then, people would know he let Nik Man down, and who would want to use someone who would do that? It’s just stupid.’
 ‘Could Salim have threatened him?’ Osman asked.
 ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ Dris admitted. ‘But Omar is a grown man. You can’t let people just threaten you like that.’ He looked up at both of them. ‘Are we done now? I need to go home.’
  
 *   *   *
  
 ‘No one seems that upset, you have to agree,’ Maryam said to Osman, clearing some plates to make room for their last guest, Omar. ‘It’s hard to imagine anyone leaving a less grieving group behind them.’
 ‘He must have been something,’ Osman agreed. ‘Even when they’re trying to be nice they can’t say anything better than “at least he’s dead”. I hope I get more when I leave this world.’
 ‘You absolutely will,’ Maryam assured him, smiling. ‘Your children will be missing you terribly.’ Osman blushed, as Maryam well knew that Osman and his wife Azrina were hoping for a baby soon, and Maryam suspected it would be sooner than they realized. Besides, Osman was well loved by his wife, family and Maryam and her family, and though she hoped this would not come up as an issue for many years, those who knew him would sorely miss him. As Maryam hoped she herself would be missed, and as Salim clearly would not.
 Omar was a poised and more polished presenter than the other three, but no less calmer than they. Omar greeted them with a professional smile. As they began to talk, his smile faded and he began to look grave.
 ‘It’s a sad business,’ he commented mournfully. ‘While kite flying! It makes no sense at all.’ Osman nodded in agreement, but what could one say? It was true nevertheless.
 ‘You’ve given Nik Mat jampi for his kite,’ Maryam phrased her statement as a question. Omar nodded vaguely and applied himself to the cakes before him. Maryam reflected she’d already consumed a week’s worth of snacks during the day, but accepted it philosophically. There was no other choice.
 ‘How often?’ Maryam pressed him after eating one, maybe two cakes (courtesy demanded it). Omar looked uncomfortable, and looked between Maryam and Osman as if deciding who might be more forgiving. Apparently neither, so he sighed and began.
 ‘I helped him, yes. He was a professional flyer and I gave him all his jampi.’ He said proudly. ‘He had a new kite now, so I gave him even more to help him win with this new kite. What a kite! Have you seen it?’ He looked enthusiastic, but then remembered why they were at this house and turned sombre again.
 Maryam kept her expression composed and continued to look at him. ‘Just kite magic? Not any other kind?’
 Omar shrugged: ‘Well, to help him and keep the others back, that’s all. Nothing evil, if that’s what you’re asking.’ He looked sharply at her. ‘If you’re thinking I offered him any black magic you’re wrong. This is for kite flying. No one’s supposed to get hurt during kite flying. It isn’t that kind of thing.’
 ‘But someone did,’ Osman reminded him. ‘What about Salim?’
 Omar seemed to turn pale, and Maryam swore he actually looked worried just for an instant. He recovered quickly. ‘Salim, yes, he’s from Kampong Banggol. And, as you say, just started, but apparently talented. He was close behind Nik Man today at the contest. Ordinarily, I’d say he wouldn’t have a chance, but he was holding his own. He actually won!’
 ‘So we hear,’ Maryam observed.
 ‘Did you give Salim his jampi as well?’ Maryam asked. Omar looked pleased and yet a bit worried. ‘I gave him a few jampi. He was new, you know. Not a real contender, like Nik Man. I’d like to think I helped him.’
 ‘Really?’ said Maryam drily. ‘And would Nik Man like to think the same?’
 ‘No!’ Omar assured her hurriedly. ‘You know, I was Nik Man’s official bomoh, though I know that sounds strange. But every professional flyer has a bomoh he works with all the time to keep the jampi on his kites all the time. And usually, well, all the time, you work with one flyer. But this …’ Omar looked thoughtful and perhaps a touch guilty.
 ‘Nik Man has knowledge. He has jampi all the time; he doesn’t need to get it every time he flies. He’s a competitor.’ He nodded.
 ‘And all his knowledge is from you.’ Osman stated.
 Omar nodded slowly. ‘But then Salim, he asked me …’ he hesitated. ‘He can be difficult …’
 ‘You’re afraid of him,’ Maryam surmised. ‘He asked you and you were afraid to say no. Did he threaten you?’
 Omar blushed. ‘I should have said no. You’re right. But I was, am, a little afraid of his temper. And I only gave him a jampi or two, nothing major.’
 ‘Did Nik Man know?’
 Omar nodded sorrowfully. ‘He heard Salim bragging after he’d won, and he thanked me for my jampi.’ He put his hand on his forehead. ‘That man could not keep his mouth shut!’ he said bitterly. ‘There was no reason to do that.’
 ‘Was Nik Man angry?’
 He nodded. ‘I should have said no to Salim. I really should have.’
 ‘Why didn’t you’?
 Omar sighed. ‘I should have, I know.’
 ‘I didn’t ask you that,’ Osman said testily.
 Omar was taken aback, ‘No, you’re right. Why didn’t I? I was scared. You know, Salim can be threatening.’
 ‘You were greedy,’ Maryam said flatly, picking up a small cake and examining it. ‘You thought you’d make some extra money and no one would ever find out about it.’
 Omar looked miserable. ‘Maybe.’
 ‘And maybe you’d have some more business on the side,’ Maryam commented. ‘But as I understand it, people want their bomoh to be loyal to them when it comes to kite jampi. Don’t they? And if you have a reputation for helping other people who are competing against them, that would not be very good, would it?’
 Omar seemed mesmerized by her speech, and sat silent. ‘So,’ she summed up, ‘rather than helping you, I think Salim actually hurt you with his announcement, and he could hurt your business with Nik Mat and with other people who might think about using you. He did you no favours, did he?’
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